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On a scale of 1-Dog, how are you?



Poll Time! What’s your role?

1. Development VP/Director
2. Event Manager/Director
3. Other Development Staff
4. Executive Director / CEO
5. Managing / Deputy Director 
6. Program staff
7. Finance staff
8. Board member
9. Other! _______________



Our Agenda

1. Role of events in a fundraising program

2. “Over-reliance” - what & how? 🤔
3. Solutions 

4. Overcoming organizational barriers

5. Strategies inside your event 

6. Strategies outside your events

7. Q & A



Role of events in a fundraising program

It can be healthy! ☺
● Opportunity to be in community with supporters

● Can generate useful unrestricted revenue

● Awareness & acquisition

● Announce & celebrate successes

● Board recruitment



But most nonprofits’ 
relationships with events 
don’t start out that way. 

Many are over-reliant on 
event income… 

Budget instability, scarcity 
mindset, stress, burnout



Symptoms of “Over-reliance” 🧐
Quantitatively…

● Sole or main source of contributed income (50%+ -> 😱)

● Sole or main source of all income (25%+ -> 😱)

● Planning dominates 50%+ of someone’s job

● Majority of large gifts made at or through event



Symptoms of “Over-reliance” 🧐
Qualitatively…

● ED: “If the event doesn’t go well, 
we’ll have to lay people off.”

● DD: “We have to plan the event 
date around the top table 
captain’s out-of-town schedule.”

● Board: “Ugh, I can’t believe it’s 
time to start harassing people 
for the event again.”



For Later Reflection: 

Do you see yourself or your organization in any of 
these “symptoms” of event over-reliance? 

If so, which?

If so, how do you think you ended up there?



“Over-reliance” - how do you get there?
● Lack of knowledge about fundraising strategy in general in 

the ED or board
○ Relationship-building is strategic and murky; event 

invites are tactical and clear

● Lack of clarity about your org’s specific fundraising strategies
○ It isn’t clear to board how else they can plug in

● Lack of development staff

● Especially in combination with common scenarios: 

○ Short-term thinking
○ Scarcity mindset
○ Aggressive growth plans for the organization



When you don’t have a strategy, 
events become the default. 

Early on in your organizational life cycle, this is 
common…. and sometimes, the only way to get any 
momentum going. 

If you are in this situation, just know that it is 
common and normal. 



The solution: 

● Gradually reduce reliance on event revenue

● Develop more sustainable strategies ASAP - and 
commit to investing in them!

● Cross-fade without 
pulling the rug out from 
under donor expectations 
or risking immediate 
stability



How to reduce reliance? 
Start with the ideal outcomes

Be aware of factors related to organizational culture that 
may create resistance or need careful navigation!

Inside the event: 
Make it more relational and storytelling-focused

Outside the event: 
Invest in engagement, stewardship, high-retention 1:many 
strategies, and strong 1:1 relationship-building 



Start with ideal outcomes

● Acknowledge realistic 3-5 year timeline for real change

● Identify ideal outcome budgetarily & qualitatively

○ How do you want to see both overall totals from events 
and the balance of types of revenue within your event 
change over this 3-5 year period?

○ How do you want revenue from other mechanisms to 
shift simultaneously?

○ How do you want to see staff or board time shift as a 
result?



Organizational culture factors 
● Engage audience in change trajectory - enlist their opinions 

to help guide how you shift (and how fast)
○ Survey
○ Calls to table captains, board etc

● Engage board in the “why” of the transition to reduce their 
resistance and increase ownership
○ Devo comm/board member(s) as internal advocate(s) 

● Identify & train board around different roles they can play in 
the fundraising process

● Do not engage in expense-driven budgeting!



For Later Reflection: 

Which of these cultural factors might come into 
play for your organization if you attempt to shift 
your reliance on event revenue?



Reduce reliance *inside* the event

● Strategic/relational levers vs. transactional

○ Auction? Over time, shrink the layers (online, silent, 
live) and reduce the number of items. HUGE! 

○ Abandon raffle, heads or tails, dessert dash?

○ Increase proportion raised via RTP, FAN or envelope 
giving

○ Pre-event fundraising focus



Reduce reliance *inside* the 
event, cont’d
● Invest in storytelling / impact demonstration at event

○ Asset-based frameworks

○ Provide compensation to people from 
marginalized communities who help you fundraise 
by sharing their stories or in other ways 

○ Think carefully before asking people to share their 
personal stories to a room full of white donors



So… what do you do 
outside the event?
#1 Focus on year-round engagement & 
stewardship

#2 Add more year-round asks and leverage

#3 Recurring/subscription giving (1:many 
strategies)

#4 Multi-year pledges & small donor-driven 
events (1:1 strategies)



#1 Focus on year-round 
engagement & stewardship
● Invest in digital engagement- nonprofits are now content 

producers. It’s no longer negotiable. 

● Build up stewardship and engagement outside solicitation 
moments like events

● Be systematic - match donor segments to these actions in a 
matrix where you can sculpt a specific journey for event 
donors to build their attachment to your mission

● Automate with workflows / journeys



Get creative with stewardship & engagement 
Beyond the “traditional trio” of gratitude, impact & recognition…

● “Delivering Mission-Relevant Value”

○ Provide info, news, or notice of relevant community 
happenings/events to donors that would be of interest to 
someone invested in the work you do. Doesn’t have to be 
directly related to your org to be relevant!   

● “Being In Community”

○ Sharing space, time, and solidarity with donors. 



#2 Ask more throughout the year
● Run a solid year-end campaign (31% given in December!) 

● Campaigns timed to seasonality / externalities relevant to 
your mission 

● Get event matching donors to match for campaigns instead

● Run a collaborative campaign with partner or similar 
nonprofits***
○ Check out episode 21 of the Nonprofit Problem Solver 

podcast for a dissection of what this looks like!



#3 Recurring/subscription giving 
(1:Many strategy)
● Build your base of donors
● This is how we live our lives now - via subscription
● Highest-retention rate (80-90%) tactic of all time - no matter 

where you are in an event lifecycle, DO THIS. 
● All generations/demographics outside the Greatest 

Generation love the concept of monthly giving
● Slow burn - takes 2-3 years to thrive, progress is incremental 

(but generally sustained)
○ Be patient - do not cancel this program after one year!



Monthly giving tips

● Create a brand for it - a thing for people to join/identify with. Ex: 
KEXP Amplifiers. Charity Water “The Spring”.

● Timing is everything! Not necessarily asking for this at the event… 
(cash flow, etc)
○ Monthly asks succeed best in the 30-60 day window after 

someone’s most recent one-time gift
○ Use this to convert event donors into monthlies in a timely 

fashion… also GiveBIG, EOY, Giving Tuesday, etc. 

● Get technology lined up that is user-friendly (i.e., donors can log 
in and change their own info/amts, etc)
○ Transitioning can be hard - so choose well upfront



Monthly giving tips, cont’d
● Highlight it as a way to give in email newsletters, social 

media, etc - including profiles/quotes from donors

● Make it un-missable on your website - tech helps here too

● Create relevant engagement benefits aligned with other 
stewardship items - not tchotchkes (for the most part)

○ Equity lens… consider unified, non-hierarchical benefits 

○ For most orgs and most people, the benefits difference 
between levels doesn’t drive the amount they choose 

● Usually offer a matching challenge at your event? Ask the 
donor to match new monthly donors instead



#4 Multi-year pledges & small 
donor-driven events (1:1 strategies)

Multi-year pledges
● Like monthly - create a brand/group!
● Eases mid-term budget planning
● Significant revenue will come from this sooner than recurring
● Start with board, work out from there
● You can have people sign up for this during your event! Won’t 

create potential cash flow challenges the way monthly might
● ID potential pledgers before the next event and discuss the 

phase-out with them first



Small donor-driven events

● Significant revenue will come from this sooner than recurring

● Start with board, work out from there

● ID potential hosts from past gala/event captains 

● Much lower logistical lift & easier planning timelines

● They don’t have to be solicitation events!





Q&A Time

Want to reach out?

ariel@commongreat.us OR linkedin.com/in/arielglassman/

mailto:ariel@commongreat.us
https://www.linkedin.com/in/arielglassman/

