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WHO’S COMING TO DINNER?

The anatomy of a dinner party and non-profit development

You want to have some friends over for dinner next Saturday night.  Sounds simple enough, but without thought and planning, the probability of hosting even a simple event that is enjoyable for you and memorable for your guests is at risk from the onset.  The same holds true for soliciting donations for your organization, whether you are a member of the staff, board of directors, or a fundraising committee.  You believe in your mission and are passionate about the change you bring to the community, so your prospects will feel the same way, right?  Well, yes and no.  In this issue we will focus on the most important driver – the WHO.  Who are you targeting, who is building the case for support and who is doing the “ask”. But first, why don’t we plan a dinner party!

When you think about having people over for dinner, there are many factors you should consider.  Who are you inviting?  Have they been to your home before?  Do they have any food allergies or dislikes?  Are you inviting a group of people?  Do they know each other?  What date are you considering?  Does this conflict with anything?  What do you plan on serving? When are you doing the shopping?  Can you prepare anything in advance?  Will you still be in the kitchen cooking when you guests arrive?  If so, who will entertain while you finalize the meal?  Wow, maybe you should just order out for pizza!  If it seems complicated, it’s not, provided you have a plan and then execute that plan.  You need to think about the following before you make the first phone call or send an email to invite your guests.

1. Why am I doing this?

2. What do I want to achieve?

3. What is the follow up?

Perhaps we invite friends into our home because we enjoy their company and want to spend more time together, we want to learn more about what is happening in each others lives and we want to deepen our relationships (#1).  We want to create a memorable experience and perhaps raise the bar for the next gathering (#2).  We hope that during the course of the evening everyone is having an enjoyable time and engaged in discussions around gathering together again, perhaps even broadening the group (#3).

Now let’s think about potential consequences that might occur if we don’t thoughtfully plan our dinner party.  What if your guests don’t get along?  What if you don’t have a key ingredient for your menu?  What if someone has an aversion, or worse yet, is allergic to what you are serving?  Most of these problems can be avoided with two things, planning and probing.  If you are generic with your questions expect the same for the answers you will receive.  Let your guests know from the onset that you are committed to creating a fun and memorable experience for them but you can only achieve your goals with their input.  Most people will not come right out and admit they hate turnips so unless you are thoughtful with your approach and tactics, don’t expect them to volunteer that information.  You are the host and inasmuch it is your responsibility to put the time and effort into researching your guests likes and dislikes.  

If you thoughtfully map out what your menu will be and make a list to support what you are serving, you should have everything in place to create a wonderful meal.  But we all know how sometimes although we were certain there were four sticks of butter in the freezer, it turns out there were only two. Despite our best intentions, there are times things just don’t go according to plan.  How you react and respond to this will determine whether your evening is a success or a disaster.  
Perhaps now you are getting a sense of how the dinner party can mirror your fundraising activities.  Both endeavors bring people together with a common purpose, but requires us to be mindful of their individual needs and sensitivities.

With a well-conceived plan you should have already considered some of the following:

· Who would be a good target?

· Who would respond to our mission?

· Who else do they support?

· Who should make the ask?

· Who will do the follow up if -

a. They did not respond to the solicitation?

b. They did!

With these things in place, from prospecting to closing to ongoing stewardship, your efforts are focused, and everyone in the organization can easily have a sense of who the targets are and who is responsible for what.  Your likelihood for success is exponentially greater and you are on your way to garnering the support you need to fulfill your mission. You have begun the process that makes donors want to be a guest at your table year after year!  Bon Appetit!
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