Spotlight On: Amate House and Casa de Esperanza
Reaping the rewards of successful events
By Alyssa Sickle, Catholic Volunteer Network Executive Assistant and Events Coordinator 
Fundraising events can be a successful way to financially support the projects and activities of a volunteer organization as well as provide important publicity. Even with a lot of hard work and preparation on the part of the program staff, it can take some time to determine what sort of event might be successful among your local partners and donors and to build up the momentum needed to make the event profitable. Some volunteer programs have found the keys to success in their fundraising events. Shelley Starr, Associate Director of Casa de Esperanza in Houston, and Chris Wagar, Administrative Director of Amate House in Chicago, share advice and stories of their programs’ successes in hosting fundraising events. 
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Tell us about the purpose of your fundraising event and how it was started.
Chris: “Amate Magic” is our major fundraiser for the year to help raise funds for our general operating budget.  Amate House needed the financial support and we needed to get the word out about Amate House. For a very long time it felt like we were the best-kept secret of Chicago non-profits. The event started in the early 1990’s as a brunch. People really seemed to enjoy it, but no matter how hard we tried, we could not raise more then about $30,000. So in 2000, it was decided we needed to take a leap and make it an evening gala. It was a very good decision! That year we raised over $80,000 and attendance was over 400. Since then our profit and attendance has gone up.    

Shelley: Casa de Esperanza’s annual Building Hope for Children Gala is hosted by Michael Cordúa, owner of several Houston restaurants (www.cordua.com). Michael also serves on the Casa de Esperanza Governing Board. It is through the generosity of Michael and his wife Lucia that the gala has been able to grow in popularity and financial success over the years. Our guests love his food! Michael generously donates the food for the evening and many of the wait staff donate their time. This support allows the money raised from the event to go directly to serving the children. The gala has grown over the years to about 650 guests. The event raises approximately $700,000 annually, about 25% of Casa de Esperanza’s operating budget. In the past 20 years, it has raised over $5 million.

What activities take place during the event?
Chris: We start off with a silent auction and then our guests move to the grand ballroom for a formal dinner. Prior to the dinner we present our volunteers in a candle light walk. Each volunteer’s name, hometown, and placement site is read aloud while pictures of the volunteer are displayed on a screen.  One volunteer is asked to give a short reflection. We also give three awards to various people prior to the actual dinner. During dessert we have a live auction.  After dinner we have dancing and a raffle.

Shelley: We keep it simple! The gala is hosted at Houston’s Hobby Center for the Performing Arts, where Cordúa’s restaurant Artista is located. The event begins with cocktails and a “Big Board” auction at 6:00 pm, set up on the stage of the Hobby Center. A seated dinner is served in the lobby of the Hobby Center. 

The program is kept short. We present a short, moving PowerPoint presentation about Casa. We give awards [to volunteers and organizations who have been involved with Casa during the year]. We are sincere when we select an honoree and don’t “tie” awards to money. That said, we do hope that the honorees’ friends or business associates will salute their work with Casa by coming to the event! 

After the presentation, we have the live auction. We usually wrap the event by 9:00. It’s a nice evening, and people get home for in time for the news!  Our dress for the evening is dressy casual; no evening attire is required. People love this. 

What has been successful in promoting the event among potential sponsors and guests?
Chris: We start advertising the event for the following year as soon as the current event is over.  Five months prior to the event, we send out save-the-date cards. [For sponsors] we found that you need to have a personal contact with a company; otherwise, it’s a shot in the dark. 

Shelley: We select two gala chairs who are willing to call on their friends and business associates and other potential donors to support the event. We also have a Host Committee that works on the event in various ways (helping with stuffing envelopes, signing underwriting letters, volunteering for set up, etc). The host committee includes long time Casa supporters and volunteers and friends of the chairs. We are very fortunate to have such a generous community of individuals and corporations to support the event.

A few years ago, the Casa gala became “branded” as the “Building Hope for Children Gala.” This allows us to keep the same look in the invitations and program designs each year. Years ago, we changed the name and theme of the event annually. It gave the chairs the opportunity to be creative, but the name recognition we have now is much greater.   
What would be the top suggestions you can give to a program interested in hosting a fundraising event?
Chris: Invite people to be on the planning committee who have shown even a little interest and who are passionate about your mission.  However, if people say they don’t have the time, just accept that. Don’t loose focus of your mission. Somehow highlight what your mission is about. Stick with what works in getting out your message and giving people present a “fuzzy feeling”…for us it is our candle walk. Don’t get discouraged if something you try doesn’t work out as planned. Just regroup.    

Shelley: Keep it simple. Our guests respect that we don’t spend a lot of money on the “party.” We don’t over do decorations. A grocery store chain is generous and donates the centerpieces for the tables. We don’t have “goody bags.” The party is simply to raise money for the children.

