
R U R A L  P H I L A N T H R O P Y  D A Y S

Why Small Nonprofits Should

Skip the Gala
Rethinking Event-Driven Fundraising for Non-Profit Organizations

A Case for Individual Giving Pipelines, Corporate Partnerships & Grant Strategy



Two Different Things Wearing the Same Invitation
The gap between what an event promises and what it delivers

The 'Friend'raiser
A relationship-building event

• Purpose: build awareness, visibility, and goodwill

• Success measured in attendance and new connections

• Modest net revenue after costs — or a planned loss

• Best use: a cultivation touchpoint, not a revenue plan

The Fundraiser
A revenue-generating strategy

• Purpose: raise money directly against a dollar goal

• Expected to cover its own costs and turn a real profit

• Reality for small orgs: high cost, thin margin, worn-out 
volunteers

• Rarely converts attendees into long-term individual donors on 
its own

Most galas are actually ‘friend’raisers wearing a fundraiser's price tag
— and smaller nonprofit organizations pay the difference.
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The Cost You Don't See on the Budget Line
For an organization under $1M, an event's real price is paid in hours, not just dollars

150–200
staff hours per event — often 10–15% 

of one full-time role's entire year

Months
of volunteer committee meetings that 

don't scale and must be rebuilt 
annually

$75K–$200K
typical regional event cost — venue, 

catering, printing, and staff time 
combined

Opportunity
cost: every hour on logistics is an hour 

not spent on donor visits and 
proposals

For a two- or three-person shop, a single gala can consume the equivalent of an entire quarter of 
executive-director capacity — time that never touches a donor relationship.

3



The 'Rich People in the Room' Myth
A closer look at who ACTUALLY converts after the event ends

180 hrs
of team time on a single event

$50K–$250K
in hard costs, before staff time

~$100K net
if the event goes well

The Room

Almost none of the guests who write a $1,000 check convert to long-
term donors. They gave to enjoy the reception and the company —
not to invest in the mission.

The Chase

The next nine months are often spent chasing a follow-up meeting 
with that same donor — a meeting that, more often than not, never 
happens.

The real cost of a gala isn't the venue. It's the opportunities you didn't take.
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Side by Side: Event or Gala vs. Individual Giving
Permian Basin regional benchmarks

Metric Event or Gala Individual Giving

ROI 2:1 – 3:1 5:1 – 10:1+

Cost to Raise $1 $0.30 – $0.50 $0.10 – $0.20

Staff Time Very high (150–200 hrs) Strategic — 2–5 hrs/week

Typical Gift Size $500 – $2,500 $10K – $500K+

Donor Conversion Low High

Board takeaway: In the relationship-driven philanthropic environment, specifically in the Permian Basin, shifting effort from 
events toward individual-giving cultivation raises more money at lower cost and lower staff burden.
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The Data Behind the Recommendation
National benchmarks confirm the regional pattern

30–50%
of gross event revenue is consumed by event costs — venue, 
catering, and staff time

8:1 to 20:1+
ROI achieved by high-performing and top-tier individual giving 
programs nationally

~50%
average donor retention rate; small event donors decline 
roughly 10–11% year over year

~67%
of all charitable giving comes from individuals — and growth is 
coming from bigger gifts, not more donors

Sources: Nonprofit Pro · RallyUp · Pride Philanthropy · KNR Digital · AFP Fundraising Effectiveness Project · Forbes · Bloomerang · Graham-Pelton · Giving USA · Double the Donation
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What the Data Says About Donor Touchpoints
A year of tracked fundraising activity, distilled into five findings

An in-person visit produces gifts roughly 5x larger than phone- or email-only relationships. Meet in person whenever it's humanly possible.

It takes about 12 touchpoints, on average, to secure a single donor visit.
Keep making the attempt — that number is normal, not a red 
flag.

A handwritten card returns roughly 1,169x its cost in donor value. Write the card. Today, if possible.

A voicemail-plus-email combination meaningfully increases response rates. Reach out across more than one channel at once.

Gifts of stock, DAF grants, and RMDs rise only once donors are told those options exist. Tell donors about every way they can give.
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Build an Individual Giving Pipeline Instead
A repeatable process — not a once-a-year performance

1

Identify

Screen your donor base and 

community for capacity and affinity

→

2

Cultivate

One-on-one visits, tours, and 

personal updates — 2–5 focused 
hrs/week

→

3

Solicit

A specific, personal ask tied to a 

donor's own interests

→

4

Steward

Genuine thanks and impact reporting 

that leads to the next, larger gift

In the Permian Basin, large individual gifts of $10K to $250K+ can be achieved, a scale ‘events’ fundraising 
rarely reaches, at a fraction of the staff cost.
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Layer in Corporate Partners & Grant Funders
Two more channels that outperform events on staff hours per dollar raised

Corporate Partnerships

• Local energy-sector employers already fund community giving 
budgets

• Sponsorships and matching gifts scale without added event 
overhead

• Relationships built once can renew year after year with light 
upkeep

• A single corporate sponsor conversation can outweigh dozens of 
raffle tickets

Grant Funding

• Predictable, often multi-year revenue that can be planned 
around

• A grants calendar takes focused writing time, not event logistics

• Foundation and philanthropy dollars reward the same program 
outcomes donors care about

• Free staff to build relationships instead of managing a run-of-
show

Together, individual giving, corporate partners, and grants form a diversified revenue base 
— one event doesn't sink the year.
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Your Best Fundraiser Is Buried in Email
Your executive director is probably your best fundraiser — and probably the most administratively overloaded person on staff

~40% of the week

spent on email triage, calendar coordination, meeting prep, board 
logistics, and report formatting — necessary, but not strategic

$32K–$48K a year

of a $80K–$120K executive-director salary spent on delegable tasks, 
while the highest-value seat in the building sits out of the conversations 
that move the mission

This is not an operations problem. It's a leadership-capacity problem — and every hour spent in the inbox is an hour not spent building donor relationships, closing 
gifts, opening partnership doors, or thinking clearly about what's next.

The right board question isn't “Can we afford support?” It's “Can we afford to keep 
losing strategic hours we'll never get back?”
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Make the Donor the Hero, Not the Deadline
A subject-line test on the same fiscal year-end appeal

VERSION A

“Last chance to make a gift before June 30”

Leads with the organization's deadline — treats the donor as a transaction

VERSION B  — +34% OPEN RATE

“This is what your gift made possible this year”

Puts the donor in the story — treats them as a partner in the outcome

What the best-performing subject lines have in common:

• Reference something the donor already did — “Because of your gift in March…”

• Create curiosity without false urgency — “One thing changed this year”

• Put the donor in the story, not the organization
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Turn Updates Into Invitations
An UPDATE makes the donor a passive recipient. An ENGAGEMENT makes them a participant.

UPDATE

“We served 320 students this semester. Your support made this 
possible.”

ENGAGEMENT

“I need a favor. I'm meeting with a foundation next week —

would you share one sentence on why this work matters to you? I 
want to use your words, not mine.”

People give more to what they feel involved in — not just financially, but emotionally.

Think about your top five donors. When's the last time you gave them a chance to help with something that wasn't money?
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What This Looks Like Monday Morning
Five practical shifts for organizations under $1M

1 Audit your current event's true net return — count every staff and volunteer hour, not just cash costs

2 Redirect committee time toward a short list of donor-visit and proposal goals each quarter

3 Build a simple regular individual giving pipeline — a spreadsheet of your top 25 prospects is enough to start

4 Keep small gatherings as pure cultivation — friend-raisers with no revenue goal attached

5 Set a standing grants calendar and identify two to three energy-sector corporate partners to approach
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References
Data sources supporting the benchmarks and statistics in this presentation

Research Sources

Nonprofit Pro  ·  RallyUp  ·  Pride Philanthropy  ·  KNR Digital  ·  

AFP Fundraising Effectiveness Project  ·  Forbes  ·  Bloomerang  ·  

Graham-Pelton  ·  Giving USA  ·  Double the Donation

What Each Source Supports

Event ROI & cost-to-raise-$1 benchmarks

Nonprofit Pro · RallyUp · Pride Philanthropy

Individual giving ROI & performance benchmarks

Nonprofit Pro · KNR Digital · Pride Philanthropy

Donor retention & small-donor decline

AFP Fundraising Effectiveness Project · Forbes

Event cost ratios & opportunity cost

Bloomerang · Graham-Pelton · RallyUp

Individual giving share & gift-size trends

AFP · Giving USA · Double the Donation

Gala economics, donor-hosted results, ED capacity, touchpoint & messaging 
data

Presenter's applied fundraising practice — client case tracking and outcomes
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Fewer Galas. Deeper Relationships.

Stronger Balance Sheets.

In Midland–Odessa's relationship-driven philanthropic environment, prioritizing individual
giving, corporate partnerships, and grants over large-scale events raises more money

at lower cost — and lower staff burden — than the traditional gala model.



Please provide your 
feedback on this 
session
HERE
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