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5 Tips for Making Your Next Fundraising Event a Great Success 
 

Adapted from an eBook, written by Katya Andresen (COO of Network for Good, blogger at 
nonprofitmarketingblog.com) and author of Robin Hood Marketing: Stealing Corporate Savvy to Sell Just Causes) 

 
 

1. Set a Goal That Makes Sense 
The first step to designing your event is to take the step that is so tempting to skip: clearly articulating 
the grand plan. You need to ask yourself:  

 Who is my audience?  

 What do I want them to do? Am I trying to educate people? Am I seeking actions supportive of 
my cause? Do I want to raise money? 

 Is an event the best way to get my audience to take the action I desire?  

 Is an event an ideal complement to my organization’s other engagement efforts?  

 What’s the key theme or message for the event that will prompt the audience to take the 
desired actions?  

 What should be the stated purpose of the event?  

 Where is the best place to stage the event given the audience and purpose?  
 

Once you’ve answered these basic questions, set one overarching goal. ONE! Focus is your best bet for 
success. Then define metrics and success measures for that goal. This exercise will ensure you are 
smart at every step of planning and execution. Depending on the purpose of your event, you may be 
measuring very different things – for example, impact on local policy or growth of your supporter lists 
or dollars raised.  

 
For example:  
 
SAMPLE GOAL: Raise money by exposing existing donors to our impact and recruiting their 
friends/family/colleagues to our cause via the event and event-related outreach  

 
METRICS  

 Dollars raised  

 % existing donors attending  

 % new contacts created  
 

SUCCESS MEASURES  

 Raise $150,000 from 500 individuals and 5 corporate sponsors  

 Get 10% of our top donors to attend  

 Increase giving from attendees by 25% over the course of the next year  
 
If your goal is to “raise awareness,” please think twice about your goal. Is awareness your top 
goal as an organization? Or dollars? Is awareness what you most need right now to achieve 
your mission? Challenge yourself to set goals and success measures that truly advance your 
mission and meet the most critical needs of your organization. Your event is not a free-
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standing, one-off endeavor – it should be part of your overall strategic engagement and 
fundraising efforts.  

 
NOW SET A BUDGET 
You know how much you want the event to raise. What do you want to spend to bring in those 
dollars? Even super-sophisticated nonprofits sometimes forget to track exactly how much they are 
spending on an event and critically compare that figure to the donations the event generates. This 
exercise will ensure your event will ultimately be worth the effort – and that you’ll end up not only in a 
fancy black dress but also in the financial black. 
 

2. Choose the Right Type of Event  
What type of event meets your goal and your budget? Consider your options. Good candidates for an 
event aimed at education might be:  

 Open House  

 Lecturer / Seminar  

 Book Signing  
 

For fundraising events, you might want to consider:  

 Gala / Dance  

 Formal or informal meals - pancake breakfast, spaghetti dinner, black-tie meal  

 Food & Wine Tasting  

 Car Wash  

 Art Fair  

 Karaoke  

 Carnival  

 Tournament / Contest (Poker, Chili, etc.)  

 Sports  
o Watch: local team event: football, baseball, basketball, hockey  
o Participate: relay, jog-a-thon, walk-a-thon, or themed based on your mission such as a 

read-a-thon, swim-a-thon, cook-a-thon, plant-a-thon  

 Performing Arts, Music, Comedy Show  

 Milestone Event or Anniversary  

 Holiday Social  
 

“Remember to keep in mind the fundraising goal for the event, the people that you are 
inviting, and the facilities that are available when choosing the type of event you are 
planning to host. Choose a method that fits your audience, your budget and your fundraising 
goals.”  – Joe Garecht, The Fundraising Authority  

 
When you’ve come up with your final options, pick the one that best aligns with:  

 Your audience  

 Your brand and mission  

 Your goal  

 Your budget  

 Your available time  

 Your expertise  

 Your staff and/or volunteer availability and competencies  
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It’s essential you achieve a fit in all of these areas – especially in terms of staff time and 
resources! If you’re short on staff to produce and promote the event, consider creating a 
volunteer corps to help execute your plan as well as a host committee of your top supporters, 
board members or other well-connected fans who will commit to helping recruit sponsors and 
selling a certain number of tickets. 
Once you have determined the type of event you wish, set a time and place and get that 
logistical planning underway. Create a plan for the event itself – from start to finish! And select 
the tools that will help you manage it. 
 

3. Secure Corporate Sponsors  
So how do you get corporate sponsors on board with your event? First, identify prospects. Here are 
some ideas to get you started:  

 Companies that know and/or have supported your organization  

 Companies where your board members, vendors or supporters work (or have other ties)  

 Companies that have a philanthropic and/or business agenda well-matched to your 
organization  

 Companies that can deliver on funds and promotion  
 
Next, answer the #1 question you need to secure a corporate sponsor: What’s in it for the sponsor? If 
your answer is “their logo on a tote bag,” or “the good feeling of helping out my charity,” that’s not 
good enough. A corporate sponsor is looking for benefits such as new business, more customers, a 
halo effect with their customer base that promotes brand loyalty, or visibility. Corporate sponsors are 
like other donors: This isn’t about what you need – it’s about what you can deliver for your partner. 
When you approach prospective sponsors, listen more than talk, asking them all about their goals and 
priorities. Then show how it’s of big benefit to that sponsor to be in front of your audience.  

 
That’s the real thing you’re selling: a benefit to the sponsor. The cost of that benefit is your 
sponsorship package:  Event Package + Promotional Package + Donation = Sponsorship Package  

 
That means you should lead with “Here’s what we can do for you – let’s make this win-win happen 
together,” not “Here’s our sponsorship package – please support us.”  

 
“If it’s not mutually beneficial, then the partner is going to walk away. They’re going to look at it and 
say, ‘I bought a table,’ or, ‘I got involved in a specific event, and there was no key benefit to me.’ The 
more involved they are, and the more tied-in they are, the more they feel a kinship or a relationship 
with your organization.” – Lewis Flax, President and CEO of Flax Associates  

 
As you’re working to win over your sponsor, make sure you’re clear on what their role will be. It’s 
critical to establish clear parameters that are ethical and appropriate from the start. If you follow 
this advice carefully, you’ll get sponsors who will say yes. When they do, follow-up with a written 
agreement and then create a plan with your sponsor(s) that will make you both successful. Involve 
the sponsor in planning and promotion so they feel like an integral part of your event – and so your 
event feels like part of their overall outreach strategy. The deeper the thought you put into the 
partnership, the deeper the partnership will be. 

 
4. Design a Dynamic Experience for Your Supporters  

The most important way to ensure lots of ticket sales, happy participants in your event and 
achievement of your goals is this: Make your event a dynamic, engaging experience from start to 
finish. Do that by focusing on the experience of the invitees and putting together a full communication 
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plan for them. It should not only include a great invitation but also cover a fun acknowledgement 
process, a dynamite series of interactions at the event, lots and lots of gratitude along the way and 
ongoing engagement after the event.  Ready to start inviting people?  

 
Think about going green and doing it all electronically! It’s far less pricey, easier to track and kinder to 
the planet than print invitations. Plus you can do lots of fun interactive things online to make your 
event engaging from the start.  

 
Here’s what makes for a great invitation:  

 It compellingly and emotionally reminds people of what they should care about your 
organization (with online invites, you can convey this with photos and video very 
inexpensively!).  

 It makes a clear case for why the event is worth the invitees’ time.  

 It’s clearly branded to the organization.  

 It shows what impact the event will have on something important.  

 It’s personal.  

 It’s clear: the critical elements of price, time, place, attire, etc. are easy to find.  

 The price tiers make sense for the audience – and there’s incentive to buy now (early bird 
specials, etc.).  

 You collect everything that’s key to know from attendees (shirt size, food preference) without 
overwhelming them with questions.  

 It’s incredibly easy to RSVP and buy a ticket or register.  

 There’s a chance to add a donation to the transaction – or a way for people who can’t attend 
the event to donate.  

 It gives invitees a way to spread the word if they want to let others know about the event – for 
example, through social networks, links, badges and buttons. 

 
Here’s who you might want to invite:  

 Past donors  

 Past event attendees  

 Volunteers to your organization  

 Program alumni  

 Your board members  

 People on your email and other lists  

 Family, friends, social contacts of your board members and your staff  

 People identified by your sponsors  

 People identified by your host committee  

 Friends of any of the above 
 

Once you’ve sent the initial invite, follow up regularly until people respond. Set an automated 
reminder schedule with clear and progressive calls to action (e.g., Save the date!, Tickets are going 
fast!, Last call for tickets!, We can’t wait to see you!). When people respond, send them a memorable 
message. Thank them lavishly if they are attending and remind them of the impact the event will have. 
If they can’t come but gave a donation, do the same. A great thank-you is personal, timely, makes clear 
the impact of their gift and gives the supporter the credit for that impact. Never forget to thank 
people!  

 
Once you’ve sent invitations, you may also want to promote your event through:  

 Outreach to local media (especially if you have something mediagenic to offer!).  
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 Calls to influential supporters.  

 Flyers or posters in key places.  

 Everywhere online—your website, email, sponsors’ websites, e-newsletters, social media 
outposts (Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, LinkedIn).  

 Your corporate sponsors—work with them on ways to engage their employees.  

 Your biggest fans—ask your most loyal supporters to spread the word to their networks on 
your behalf 

 
5. Assess What Worked (and What Didn’t), Plan for Next Time and Keep Up Your Relationships  

Whew. The event is over. You’re finished. Except… you’re not!  The actual event may take place on a 
single day, but that’s not the end of it. The good news and the bad news is the engagement with your 
supporters never ends. The week after the event is a great time to solidify – or clarify – relationship 
with these donors and prospects.  

 
Don’t forget these critical steps AFTER the event.  

 Use your reporting tools from your event management systems and feedback from staff, 
sponsors and attendees to assess what worked – and what didn’t. Record and share this 
information within your organization so you can follow up on any loose ends, smooth any 
ruffled feathers, celebrate any successes and define what to repeat or change next time.  

 Re-engage with everyone who participated – from sponsors to volunteers to attendees to staff 
and donors. Share photos or results and give them the credit for the impact you had.  

 Call every attendee and start a dialogue using these 5 tips from Terry Axelrod of Benevon®:  
o Thank them genuinely for attending.  
o Ask them what they thought of the event—and be quiet and let them talk.  
o Listen and identify their “hot buttons.”  
o Ask if there’s any way they could see themselves becoming involved with your 

organization in the future.  
o Find out if there’s anyone else they think might be interested in getting involved or 

attending a future event.  
 

Notice that none of these steps involve asking for money— this part is about trying to develop a 
relationship with a person, not an ATM!  
 

 Now reach out to the new people who became part of your prospect list as part of the event 
or the post-event calls and share photos or results from the event and invite them to the next 
one (or to be on the list for the next one).  

 In a few months, report back to everyone the impact of the event on your key issue and goal. 
If a shelter was built or a life was saved, they need to know about it!  

 
 

Now it’s time to go put these tips into action!  
Go make your own fundraising event a great success, and be sure to share your 

stories of success with us at the California 4-H Foundation! 
 


