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Introduction
The Importance of the Special Event

Odds are that if you started an organization, or if you work at one, you’re a pretty passionate person. 

We like that about you. Being passionate means you want your organization to do well, and its no secret 

that the key to success is gaining supporters that will participate in and donate to your cause. Over time, 

your nonprofit will naturally attract supporters that are like-minded, but the best way to quickly build a 

following is to go out and show potential donors what you’re all about. And how do you do that? 

Host an engaging event.

Events come in all shapes and sizes, but they don’t have to be big to be effective. What’s important is 

how you plan, execute and follow through with the details. A properly executed event can raise money, 

raise awareness, and turn casual fans into core supporters. You just need to know what it takes to run a 

successful fundraising event…and fortunately, that’s the question that we’re going to tackle in this guide.

Instead of just telling you what to do though, we’re going to take a look at a couple real life examples. 

We’ll give you the inside scoop on two organizations that planned, implemented and executed unique 

and successful fundraising events. By examining what made them successful, we’ll be able to get some 

insight into what will make your own event succeed. After all, who’s better positioned to give a behind-

the-scenes look than the event organizers themselves?
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Chapter 1
Our Two Success Stories

Our two successful event organizers, Kelly and Stefanie, created interesting and engaging fundraising 

events from scratch. Rather than making you do it all yourself though, we’re going to help you by giving 

you an inside look at what made them so successful. Meet Kelly and Stefanie: 

Kelly Garcia
CUPCAKE LOVE-IN

Kelly Garcia loves to bake. We love Kelly because she 

likes to bake for a good cause.

Kelly created the Cupcake Love-In, a cupcake 

camp style event that offers cupcake sampling, a cupcake competition, cupcake decorating, baking 

demonstrations, and more.

The 2nd Annual Cupcake Love-In was held October 30, 2011 and raised approximately $17,000 for 

Central Arizona Shelter Services (CASS), an organization that has been working to end homelessness in 

Phoenix for more than 25 years by providing shelter to nearly 1,000 men, women and children  

each night.

We talked to Kelly to find out her perspective on what it takes to create unique fundraising event. 
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Stefanie LaHart
BOWLING FOR BOOBIES

That’s right. You just read “bowling” and “boobies” 

in the same sentence. Intrigued? A creative name 

goes a long way!

Now in it’s seventh year, Bowling for Boobies 

is a fundraising event benefiting the Busted 

Foundation, an organization working to help 

provide financial assistance to local women who 

are experiencing financial challenges as a result 

of fighting and living with breast cancer.

Bowling for Boobies begins with a commitment to organize teams of six people who have a fundraising 

goal of $1,000 per person. All of the teams come together to submit their contributions and bowl. The 

2011 Bowling for Boobies Los Angeles event raised $100,000.

We talked with Stefanie LaHart, CEO of the Busted Foundation, about her personal reason for starting the 

fundraiser, why it’s a success, and her opinions on best practices for planning and marketing.
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  1    Get Inspired

CLASSY : Give us some insight into the inspiration behind your event.

Kelly: The initial idea was to put on a Cupcake event here in the valley.  I was approached several 

years ago by a guy in the tech industry who had been to Cupcake Camp in San Francisco and had 

asked me if I wanted to start one here.  At the time he and I spoke, I was just too busy to think about 

coordinating a cupcake event.  I had just started my small baking business and at the time had too 

many other things going on.  

Fast forward to spring of 2010, I got an itch to revisit the Cupcake Camp idea again. After looking at 

the Cupcake Camp model, it was decided that the vision for our event was not the same as Cupcake 

Camp.  We then came up with the name Cupcake Love-in and moved forward with what the event 

currently is, bringing together valley bakers under one roof to provide cupcakes to paying attendees 

and raising money/awareness for a local nonprofit.

Stefanie: The event was originally started for a close friend who was battling breast cancer. We live 

in Los Angeles and wanted to do a fun and easy night of fundraising to support for her. Terri Lyman 

came up with the name and idea. It was one of those spur of the moment ideas that rallied so much 

support it became a movement. We just wanted a fund one night event that we could put together 

quickly and make it as easy as possible for our friends to join in.
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YOUR TURN

The first step is coming up with a general idea for your event. What lessons can we take from Kelly and 

Stefanie about coming up with a great event concept?

• Do What You Know . Kelly is a baker. She started with her own talent and passion and built that into a 

unique idea for a fundraising event.

• Stay in Touch with Your Motivation . Stefanie and her friends started their event because someone they 

cared about was battling breast cancer. From that focal point came an edgy event name and eventually a 

successful event.

• Two Heads Are Better Than One . As Stefanie points out, she wasn’t the one who came up with name 

Bowling for Boobies. Bring multiple people together to brainstorm event ideas. Finding an inspired event 

idea will be easier if you can build off of one another.
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  2    Get Creative

CLASSY : Was creating a “creative” event part of your technique?

Kelly: We definitely wanted to create a unique event that offered a lot to our attendees.  We have 

a photo booth, kids cupcake decorating station, t-shirt screening, cupcake judging competition, 

cupcake eating competition, amazing raffle and door prize giveaway.

Stefanie: We wanted fast, fun and accessible. People like to get involved in charity events but many 

times it is a schedule issue. There are events that require 2-3 days participation and we wanted our 

supporters to be able to be a part of our event without committing to too much personal time.

YOUR TURN 

Your general event idea is like the outline of a picture. First you create the outline, and then you can start 

coloring it in. Once you’ve come up with a basic idea, you need to get creative and start creating the 

substance of your event. What will people do throughout the course of your event?

• Make it Fun . Both Kelly and Stefanie were focused on making their events fun. As you can see, Kelly 

packed the Cup Cake Love In with different fun activities that would appeal to supporters of all types.

• Put Supporters First . It’s important that you consider what your supporters want out of an event (not just 

what you want). Take Stefanie’s example. She observed a problem people had with current events (taking 

too much time) and designed her event to better meet supporters’ needs.  

• Start Thinking Economics . Your event needs to be fun so people will actually pay to attend. The 

activities you provide also need to be cost effective. It’s important to start thinking about your ideas from 

an economic point of view. For example are there opportunities internal to your event for fundraising? 

Consider how Kelly planned a raffle as one part of her event.
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  3    Get Space

CLASSY : How did you pick your venue? Name of event?

Kelly: We approached the Hotel Valley Ho with the idea in hopes that they’d be willing to donate 

their ballrooms for our event.  Their hotel is modern, cool and totally retro.  A perfect fit for the theme 

of our event: Peace, Love and Cupcakes.

Stefanie: We found our home base venue, Jillian’s on Universal City Walk three years ago. The floor 

plan, lane space and accessibility are what really drew us. But it is the management and support staff 

that keep us coming back. They are amazing!

The event name was the idea of one of our original organizers, Terri Lyman. We wanted fun and 

edgy. We have a big Hollywood crowd so even in 2004 we wanted to use the word ‘Boobies’ to 

grab attention. Local news was not as impressed!

YOUR TURN 

So after you come up with a general concept and start filling in the details of how your event will unfold, 

you need to find a place where you can actually pull this thing off!

• Find the Right Fit . Your venue should be able to accommodate the activities you plan to offer and it 

should accentuate your theme. Kelly picked the Hotel Valley Ho because the cool retro vibe matched 

the theme of her event perfectly. Stefanie obviously needed a bowling alley, but she settled on Jillian’s 

because of the functional qualities (space, accessibility, etc.) and the great support staff.

• Leverage Goodwill . You’re raising money for a nonprofit. It’s always good to cut cost whenever possible. 

One of the best ways to lower your overhead is to get local businesses involved in your event by donating 

goods and services.

• Start Thinking Economics . Your event needs to be fun so people will actually pay to attend. The 

activities you provide also need to be cost effective. It’s important to start thinking about your ideas from 

an economic point of view. For example are there opportunities internal to your event for fundraising? 

Consider how Kelly planned a raffle as one part of her event.
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Stefanie: We chose October for our home event because it is breast cancer awareness month. It 

helps to capitalize on the major marketing and awareness programs that are already out there.

We have two tiers to our fundraising: Tournament and Tickets. To enter the tournament, each bowler 

must raise at least $1,000. Then they bowl on a team for awards and prizes. To engage more of the 

general public we now have a pre-tournament ticketed bowl. We used to ask for door donations but 

we changed to tickets this year. This was more of a logistical decision as most people want to come 

and bowl so we need to manage lane time. The VIP ticket includes bowling, food, drinks, cocktails, 

beer for only $35.

  4    Get Detailed

CLASSY : How do you choose time of year? Pricing?

Kelly: The time of year was determined by availability at the Hotel as well as the weather.  Pricing 

the first year was $10, this year it was $20 with a $50 VIP.  We wanted the event to be affordable for 

everyone.

YOUR TURN 

Time to get down to brass tacks. Your event needs to raise money for your cause in order to succeed. 

How do you make it happen?

• Consider your Audience . When coming up with price points for attending your events you need to 

consider your audience. How much can people afford? What will they be willing to pay for the experience 

you’re offering? As Kelly mentioned, she wanted to make sure as many people as possible could afford a 

ticket to the Cup-Cake Love In. That led to a relatively modest general admission price of $20.

• Multiple Levels of Support . One great strategy is to offer different price points for attending your event. 

Both of our organizers took this approach, Kelly by offering a VIP ticket and Stefanie by creating one price 

for tournament participants and another for general attendees.
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• Fundraise for Entry . One way to boost revenue from your event is to tie in supporter fundraising. Stefanie 

had supporters that wanted to participate in the tournament setup online fundraising pages and raise at 

least $1,000. This is a great way to get attendees bringing in more money while allowing them to spread 

out the financial impact across family and friends. Just keep in mind that if you’re going to ask people to 

raise a large amount of money like this, you need to make sure that the benefit their working towards (e.g. 

participating in the tournament) is worth it, otherwise they won’t follow through.
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  5    Get the Word Out

CLASSY : How do you go about marketing your event – Best practices? Things  

    to avoid?

Kelly: Most of our marketing was through social media outlets like Facebook and Twitter.  We were 

lucky that the buzz of our event attracted TV spots, blog posts, newspaper and magazine articles. 

When we started this event we weren’t sure if it would be a success, but if you say “cupcakes for 

charity” I think people will just instinctively want to be a part of it.

Stefanie: Social networking has been huge for us. We market mostly through direct email lists and 

our social networks. We are working on name recognition for our event now. 

We encourage people to attend the event using the Internet, word of mouth and printed materials. 

The incentive is that our Foundation is very unique- we give money directly to women battling breast 

cancer. Most of the breast cancer events you hear of are directed towards research and education. It 

is our one-to-one connection that makes people notice us and want to be a part of the event.

YOUR TURN 

Planning a great event is definitely the first step, but in many ways your marketing is the linchpin to your 

success. If you cannot get the word out and excite people, you will not get people to attend. You should 

spend a good amount of time preparing a marketing plan to ensure that this doesn’t happen to you. 

• Multiple Channels . Even though Stefanie and Kelly both touted the benefits of social media (and we 

agree) they both used different mediums to reach people. Stefanie used the Internet, word of mouth, and 

print materials. Kelly relied heavily on the Internet but was able to get coverage from local press. Make 

sure you diversify your outreach method to maximize attendance.
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classy.org


The Special Events Pocket Guide classy.org 13

• The Right Emphasis . You know that you need to put a lot of effort into pumping your message out to the 

public, but it’s important to first develop the right message. Your marketing should highlight the reasons 

why people will want to participate. In other words, why is this going to fun? Why is it worth a supporter’s 

time and money? And it should also emphasize your cause. If you can effectively show people that they 

will have fun and they will be accomplishing good at the same time, then you’ve developed the right 

message. As Kelly said “if you say ‘Cupcakes for charity,’ people will just instinctively want to be a  

part of it.”

PRO TIP

Build your network at your event! What better time to expand your supporter base than by 

collecting contact information at your event. If someone shows up to your fundraising event, 

it means they are at least somewhat interested in your cause. Adding them to your e-mail 

list will make them feel important, and they are more apt to become engaged in your efforts 

throughout the year.
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Chapter 2
The Indispensible Ingredients for Success

It’s passion, commitment, and enthusiasm that drive successful events, but don’t just take our word for it… 

CLASSY : What makes your fundraiser successful?

CLASSY : What advice would you give to people looking to host their own  

    special events?

Kelly: I think the planning and dedication that goes into our event makes it successful as well as our 

committed sponsors, pastry chefs, volunteers and donors.  This is a community charity event that is 

fun and family friendly.  People walk away happy that they got to try all different kinds of cupcakes 

and give back to their community.  It’s a win, win for all of us!

Kelly: It is important for anyone putting on an event of any size understand that it takes a lot of time 

and hard work.  All of us who organize the Love-in are small business owners and we volunteer our 

time for the planning of this event.  You really need to be dedicated and passionate!

Stefanie: We depend on personal contacts and heavily utilize industry connections. The one-on-

one relationships really make ours a success. We began in Los Angeles and have expanded to 

Philadelphia and Houston.

Stefanie: Yes, think of something unique for your group of supporters. Our group were not 

professional bowlers, but a night out of fun and food always works. Bowling is the activity that ties us 

together. Fast-paced and fun is easily created in something like a bowling alley.
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We hope you realize at this point that you already have the fundamental resources you need to create a 

successful event- a good cause, a bit of imagination, and the determination see things through. All you 

need to do now is to start putting things in motion!

So let the gears turn a bit, come up with that great event idea, and start planning for success. When 

you’re ready to put your event online we’ll be hear to help. Until then, thanks for reading!
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