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In October 2013, my colleague David Micklem and I started working together 

on an idea called 53 Million Artists. We had been meeting on and off since May 

of that year around a shared belief that everyone is creative, and that some of 

the language and structure around The Arts (as an industry) was potentially a 

barrier to everyone understanding that, rather than helping to dispel it. 

We had both become freelance fairly recently and we decided that we wanted to run a 

campaign that would look at unlocking the creative potential of every human being in 

England by getting them to Make Time, Do Stuff, Think About It, and Share It. We have so 

far had two small grants from Arts Council England and are supported by the Cultural 

Institute at Kings College London. 

Here are 5 things that I think really helped us get to where we are now, as we’re about to 

embark on a second stage of the project, working with people all around the country. 

 

1. Be sure it’s the right idea 

When you’re starting something new, you have to be certain it’s the right idea. There is a 

great Voltaire quote, ‘The good is the enemy of the great.’ We all have lots of good ideas 

and going for one of them can seem like the right move, especially if they feel like a funder 

might go for them, or it’s the right fit for now. But to maintain momentum around an idea 

you have to really think it’s the one, something you feel excited and passionate about. 

When we hit on 53 Million Artists we knew it was right because we couldn’t stop talking or 

thinking about it. And it also scared us a bit. And I think unless something scares you a bit, 

it’s probably not the right idea.  

 

2. Dream big. Start small. 

Following on from the last one, aim high and make sure you're excited about whatever it is 

you want to achieve. But also make sure that there are realistic steps to achieve what you 

want to do so you can get some successes early on. Something really key for us was that we 

decided to practice what we preached, and took on different creative challenges every time 

we met. This meant we had a sense of achievement every week and when we blogged 

about it people could see what we were up to. 
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3. Think partners not funders 

This I think is the most important thing for new projects. We all know there isn’t a lot of 

money to go around from funders these days, but there is a lot of support and resources, 

which can also lead to money. And going for these first can be a great first step. 

When we went to speak to the Cultural Institute at King’s College London it was because we 

had a genuine interest in developing some research to sit at the centre of our project, not 

because we wanted money out of them. We got in contact with Katherine Bond (their 

Director of Innovation) and set up a meeting to meet an academic, Dr Nick Wilson, who she 

thought might be interesting to us. When we met it was really clear that our ideas were 

absolutely aligned and we really wanted to work together. Because of our shared 

enthusiasm for the project we were able to secure funding from the Cultural Institute, not 

as just another applicant, but as a collaborator. 

 

4.  Use your networks 

Both David and I have worked in the arts for a long time and so have built up a range of 

colleagues and friends in the industry. We have both applied for probably hundreds of Arts 

Council grants on behalf of other people but it was quite daunting going in for ourselves! 

We asked for a meeting with some people we knew there (you can do this easily by finding 

out who is looking after your art form and your area) and talked through the proposition. 

We have since done that with other funders we’re approaching. If you don’t think you have 

a network in the arts, think further afield – you’ll be surprised who might be able to help 

you when you put your mind to it. 

 

5. Be iterative. 

The core principle of 53 Million Artists has stayed strong since we started the project but the 

detail of it changes all the time. We didn’t actually get our first Arts Council Grant because 

we had rushed to get it in without a full set of partners, so we just stuck it back in (having 

secured the partners) and we were successful. It didn’t make any difference to the timeline 

so we could have just waited, so it pays to go slow and keep testing and trying until you 

really need the money. We also worked on it for free for 6 months because we enjoyed it so 

much – and I think that’s really important.  

Finally, I could write about various tips and tricks of fundraising, which I am sure you already 

know, or other people could tell you more eloquently, but just really believe in your idea. Be 

able to talk about it passionately, with conviction, but also with rigour. Treat everyone like a 

possible partner, and you’ll be surprised who ends up giving you money to realise it. 
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