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We all have board members, staff and dedicated volunteers that have great ideas.  Some of these ideas have come from other fantastic fundraisers that they have attended in another part of the world.  They want your organization to duplicate it AND to reap the same rewards.

Sounds easy and your may make some money, but good intentions are often led astray when thoughtful planning has not played a big part.  Whether it’s a bowl-a-thon, or a hayride, a $500 a plate dinner or obtaining a “big name star” who will “donate their services to your cause,” here are some guidelines that may minimize your risk of causing excess stress on the organization, while harvesting the bounty you desire.  
Let’s call these Connelly’s Commandments for Special Events:
1.  Know thy goal.  Why are you doing this?  Does it fall within your mission? How will your clients participate?  How will the community participate?  If it is only to “get our name out there,” how will you measure that?  Why do you want the stress of a special event?
2. Know thy financial expectations.  If you are planning on making money, how much?  How much will it cost you to raise that much money?  Figure in the staff costs and apportion the administrative costs as well.  What looks easy from afar, may not truly cover your costs.  And while you are adding up the dollars, build in a cushion on the income side.  The first year, the fifth year – it doesn’t matter – something is bound to go wrong.  Production expenses come in higher; the printing cost more. Be very clear with your spending projections.  When you take the staff away from their mission, how will the client’s suffer?

3. Know thy “in-kind” possibilities.  Recently, I heard a special events coordinator brag that she never paid for anything.  Don’t believe that.  You pay for everything in one form or another.  Know what bargaining power you have and why what you are offering provides a value to the donor.  Why would a print shop want to donate their services?  Do you honestly believe that you are the only nonprofit asking them for this type of a donation?

4. Know thy WIIFM.  What’s in it for me?  Whether it is your volunteer base, your potential sponsors, or the artist that you believe will do it for free, ascertain why they would want to give to you.  What is your unique selling proposition?  What makes your organization rise above the others?  What makes your story more attractive than others?

5. Know thy players.  Who will help you with this event?  Will the board member whose idea it was to copy the event from another charity, lead the charge?  Have you determined if that board member is the best person to do so?  How many people will you need?  What are their skills?  What is their unique contribution to the event?  How will you train volunteers for this particular event? 

6. Know thy risks.  Are you putting anyone in harm’s way? Will someone’s grandma who is volunteering to collect the money at the door pocket half the money?  What will you do if someone dies in the middle of the performance? What if the artist won’t accept payment in the form that you’ve delivered and you have a room of 1300 – 7500 folks expecting a concert?  Or, if they won’t go on because you don’t have enough blue M&M’s or the right color black nail polish?
Think of everything that could go wrong and what will you do about it when it happens.  It doesn’t matter how much an entry fee is, someone’s ex-spouse could always show up with a gun.  Do you have or need security? Do you need to obtain health clearances, copyright clearances (for merchandise), or parking clearances?  How about a special event permit?

7. Know thy limitations.  Maybe you can’t do a huge event this time.  Is it possible to start with a smaller event and grow it as you grow your fan base?  When is enough, enough?  When you exhaust your staff and volunteers because of thoughtless planning, how will you recoup the injured?  What is the toll taken on everyone, when planning doesn’t occur?  How does this relate to your mission?

8. Know thy residuals.  This is the toughest piece.  For those $500 a plate dinners (or for some of you it may be the $75 a ticket program), what do you expect to make on that event?  So often we hear “that’s our awards program,” “that’s where we could be celebrating our work,” or “we NEED to have a big splash.”  All fine and good. 
 If all you are after is good press, then write a success story about your clients. What are you doing immediately afterwards?  How are you monetizing your residuals?  What communication pieces will you send out one week, one month or one year after that particular event to the people who participated?  How will you thank people?  How will you engage them?  How will you invite them into your family?

9. Know thy systems.  Keep track of everything in some format so there is a clear path to navigate should you decide to do it again.  Know which volunteers did what work; know which board members pitched in and in what fashion.  What ad or story placement attracted which audience? How much time did you really need to get what done?  Have you developed the relationships with the press to accommodate the story for when the stage collapses or everyone at the dinner gets food poisoning?

10. Know thy principles.  There will be times, when quick decisions have to be made during the event or program.  What are the questions you will ask when facing those decisions?  Here are mine:  How does it relate to mission?  How much is this going to cost and what will we gain? Is this decision going to cause anyone, any harm?  Will I hurt myself, the organization or any one individual, sponsor, etc.?  Finally, is this bringing me or anyone else joy?
 No single event stands alone.  It affects the overall organization – you, your clients, your staff, your volunteers, and your community. Your board bears the fiduciary responsibility to assure your organization’s mission, integrity and longevity.
What could go possibly go wrong?  Plenty. There’s a lot to ponder.  Imagine everything you haven’t thought about and then start with a new scratch pad.  Not to scare you or to prevent you from actually doing a special event, but to be prepared.  Control the things you can.  Have a plan for those you haven’t anticipated.
