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Planning Special Events 
 
You may be in the Event Planning Business or maybe you are a Volunteer Chairperson, 
it does not matter.  The strategies needed to make an event memorable and profitable 
are basically the same.  They require a certain amount of planning and a whole lot of 
commitment to achieve the ultimate goal: Having a Great Event with just the right # of 
attendees! An event, which leads to even more success, referrals, more business, maybe 
more people committed to the project in the future.   
 
A special event is an event with a specific purpose, such as special occasion 
(celebration of a milestone, conference, party, awards ceremonies, fairs). They are 
different from ongoing programs. 
 
Strategies for Success:   
 

1. If a company or host has hired you, they have already determined that the 
purpose of the event is important enough to warrant the expense and time 
necessary to put it on.  If you are volunteer leader, this must be the first step in 
determining whether or not to pursue the idea.   
 

2. Do you need a team of volunteers/paid staff to execute a successful event?  
Involve your team in the planning.  This core group will help develop a “theme, 
select a location, determine who else should be involved. 
 

3. Determine the purpose of the event.  Is it to make money?  Is it to increase 
awareness of the product or company or organization?  Is it to celebrate a success 
or a milestone?   It might be a combination of all three.  Once you know the 
purpose, you can plan accordingly. 
 

4. Who is the target market?  As an Event Planner, you may not be involved in that 
part of the planning.  Your job may be just to stage an extraordinary event.  The 
company or organization may be responsible for attendance.  If you are 
ultimately responsible for the number of attendees, see Bonus Section- 
Increasing Event Attendance. 
 
5. How will you measure the success of the event?  By the # of attendees, by the 
amount of money raised, by the number of people interested in helping out with 

future events? 
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Planning Special Events (cont.)         One GREAT Event  
 
6. If this event has been hosted in the past, talk with others who have worked on it 

in the past.  Get their advice and support.  Seeking the opinions and advice of 
others will help to elicit support for future success of the event. Find out what 
went right, what went wrong and how they measured success in the past.  What 
are/were their expectations of this event? Were those expectations met or 
exceeded?  If not, what would they have done differently?  This will help you 
develop your Master Plan. 

 
The Master Plan: 
 

1. A checklist provides an organized roadmap to executing your event. What 
resources will you need, donations, people, money?  (See Sample Checklist). 

2. Create a Timeline!  This should be a part of the checklist and is perhaps the most 
important component of the document to insure the success of your event.  The 
timeline should include items such as when programs are printed, when 
invitations/brochures should be printed and mailed, when to start the media or 
publicity campaign, when to order decorations.  It includes registration deadlines.  
If it has not already been determined, the timeline also includes the location of 
the event.   

3. Create your budget.  This should include all revenue opportunities (registration 
sales, tickets, donations, sponsorship, concessions).  It should also include 
expenses for printing, lodging, food, supplies, security, speakers, permits, 
insurance, postage and miscellaneous items yet to be determined. 

4. Think about logistics.  They include the size of space needed for the event, setup 
(tables, chairs, parking, signs, port-a-potty’s, tents), cleanup, emergency plans, 
transportation and the services that are provided by police and fire departments. 

5. Promote the event.  What is the major objective to publicity?  Is it to raise 
awareness or attendance? Is it to build good community relations?  If you do not 
have a media list, it is never to soon to start creating one.  Who do you know who 
works for local print, radio and television?  Who do you know who know 
someone who does? If it is a local event, drawing on the local community, find 
out if a local Media Guide or directory is published.  Many newspapers have 
these resources, and so do many libraries.  If it is a national event, look for 
national media directories for assistance.  There are several to choose from. Some 
of the ones I use are: Gebbie Press All-in-One Directory (1-845-255-7560), 
Bacon’s Media Catalog (1-800-621-0561). They are available on disk and or 
book.  
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One GREAT Event 
Sample Checklist  
         
Here’s a step-by-step guide to organizing your event.   
     
___ Select members of the planning team.  Include leaders of specific events to be 
completed by (date). 
 
___ Develop the master plan by (date).  This may include the theme, location, etc. 
 
___ Choose the date for the event by (date). 
 
___ Select secondary team leaders (subcommittee chairs) for logistics by (date). 
 
___ Recruit or hire team members for logistics by (date). 
 
___ Create your publicity/ media campaign.  Alert the media of photo and interview 
opportunities by (date).  
 
___ Prepare the “copy” for print materials including program, registration forms, 
tickets, registration/ identification badges, ribbons, awards, etc. by (date). 
 
___ Plan the decorations by (date).  
 
___  Develop the schedule of events.  Distribute to each person on the team. Review 
assignments.   
 
___ Determine how registration will be handled and by whom. 
 
___ Create an Emergency Plan in case the event has to be cancelled or postponed.  
 
___ Have a “dress rehearsal” of the event with all responsible parties to review roles 
and responsibilities of entire team the day before. 
 
___ Have the Event! 
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One GREAT Event 

After the EVENT: 
 
___  Mail a copy of the program and thank you letter to sponsors and supporters of 
the event as soon as possible after the event.  
 
___ Send hand-written thank you’s to your host (employer) and the team you 
worked with. If possible, include photos. 
 
___ Evaluate the Event (See Evaluating the Event). 
 

 
Getting a Flood of Referrals from One Event 

 
The second most important thing next to staging a world-class event is the front and 
back-end promotion.  By that I mean, cultivating referrals from your 
clients/vendors/attendees. Promoting your services for other events to this base of 
referral business requires careful, strategic, ongoing planning You could turn one 
event into many with the right marketing mix.  It’s the personal attention; the details 
and the relationships you build that will create this flood of referrals. 
 
Gather Information: 
 
Create information cards that will be your resource for referrals.  The cards should 
be completed for both clients and vendors. Vendors can be a great source for 
referrals and should be treated with the same care and personal attention as the 
clients.  
 
Information on the cards should include: 
 

 Names and birth dates of family members 
 

 Wedding anniversary, and other special dates such as # of years in business or 
with the same company 
 

 Interests of each family member to include hobbies, talents and 
accomplishments 
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Flood of referrals (cont.)            One GREAT Event 
 

  Place of employment of client and spouse 
 

 Special designations, offices or memberships of client 
 

 Corporate client cards to include information of your contact within the 
corporation and the CEO 
 

 Birth dates of key personnel within the company 
 

 Any annual celebrations the company hosts 
 
Ask your client for an evaluation immediately following the event.  Make it brief 
and concise.  Send the evaluation with a thank you note.  Be sure to include a 
self-addressed stamped envelope.  Ask one or two open-ended questions to elicit 
candor.  Ask the client to be open and honest about all aspects of the event you 
were involved in.   
 
Handle any complaints professionally and proficiently.  Do not allow too much 
time to lapse before addressing complaints.  Handling and correcting complaints 
quickly will solidify the relationship offering you a much greater chance of 
working with the client in the future.  Remember the statistics that suggest that 
when a complaint is handled quickly and favorably, 87% of those who complain 
will do business with the “offending” party again?  You’ve worked so hard to get 
the client, in most cases; it’s much easier to keep a client than find a new one.  
 
If it is appropriate, it would be a good idea to send an evaluation form to your 
vendors eliciting their opinions of the event and be sure to include a “ways to 
improve” comment section. 
 
Send thank you notes to your vendors, catering and sales professionals and any 
and all of those may have had a hand in ensuring the success of the project.  
Thank you notes go a long way especially when you find yourself in a jam at one 
time or another.  If you have been doing this for any length of time, you have 
probably needed to find a last minute replacement for the entertainment or 
photographer or a speaker.  You know the importance of appreciation. 

 
 



 7

Flood of referrals (cont.)            One GREAT Event 
 

Once the event is over, while it is still fresh in the minds of your client, ask for a 
testimonial or letter of referral.    Happy clients are happy to oblige.  However, 
they may be very busy and when too much time passes, they may forget.  If you 
do not receive the letter within a week or two after the event, follow up.  
Graciously ask them if they would not mind you writing the letter for them, and 
fax or e-mail it to them.  Tell them you use these letters in your promotional kits 
and their testimonial would be greatly appreciated.  Busy people are happy to 
accommodate your requests when you make it easier to do business with you.   

 
Using the Information: 
 

 Send greeting cards for all special events listed on the information cards.  
Retailers might want to include a note for the recipient to stop by for the 25-cent 
tour and a small gift. 
 

 Send postcards a few weeks before each holiday or event listed offering a free 
consultation on other services you provide, discounts on purchases, or some other 
promotional item.  It is important to keep you at the “top of their mind” when 
they might be planning another event or know someone who is. 
 

 Fax or mail ideas for events two or three months prior to their corporate, or 
milestone events.   Offer a special consultation rate to help them plan a successful 
event. 
 

 Stay in contact with them using the information they provided under interests.  If 
their hobby is growing orchids, and you see an article for an orchid or exotic 
plant show, cut it out and mail it to them.  They will be impressed that you took 
the time to send it.  In fact, they probably won’t remember the information cards 
and may even wonder how you knew.  It could lead to a phone call, worthwhile 
conversation and more events.   
 

 If you see your clients and others listed on your information cards “in the news” 
cut it out, and send it to them along with a Congratulations or Good News 
Travels Fast note.  
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Cultivating your Champions & Fans 
 
Your Champions are clients, customers, vendors and anyone familiar with your 
service that are simply ecstatic about what you do.  They are the ones who tell 
everyone to use your service. In fact, they will call potential customers on your 
behalf to tell them about you.  Ask your Champions for the names of their contacts 
that have events or occasions coming up.  Send those contacts a note, introducing 
you to them.  Include your business cards, a testimonial letter, and an offer.  The 
offer could be to set up an appointment to meet, or a discount on your initial 
consultation.   
 
Your Fans are those who do business with you, but would not think about referring 
your services on their own.  They need a little encouragement.  Ask them if they 
know of anyone else who is having an event that could use your service.  Tell them 
you would like to contact those people to offer your services to them.  Most of the 
time they are happy to help you out.  They just wouldn’t think of it themselves.  
 
The Little Extra’s Can Bring Big Results! 
 

 If your client has a business that you can promote, Promote It!  Hand out the 
client’s business cards, keep a stack of them hand to give to others when the 
opportunity arises.  I cross promote with many of the people who do business 
with me and this has grown my referral business more than simply doing a 
great job. 
 

 Include photos with letters to clients and vendors. 
 

 Keep your database current, adding and deleting as necessary. You wouldn’t 
want to send the assistant a note, if the assistant is not longer with your client.  
It might just offend the person who replaced him/her and it would certainly 
make you look unprofessional. 
 

 Maintain good records of each event. If you hear from a client 3 years from 
now you can show your skills when you review their previous event.  Include 
the what went wrong, and what needed to  
 

 Be improved in those records Include photos and samples of décor, 
activities and anything that will help expand your portfolio.  Be sure to 
ask permission of your client to use these in your promotional materials. 
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Cultivating Champions & Fans (cont.)          One GREAT Event
     

If you follow the above advice, you will not only survive, you will thrive in your 
endeavors.  The domino effect will happen.  You will be known as a caring 
professional, one that is in it for the benefit of all concerned and not just in it for the 
business! 
 

Evaluate Immediately! 
 
It is important to do your evaluation/assessment of the event while the details are fresh 
in your mind.  Include anyone in the evaluation process that had a stake in the event.  
Stakeholders would include vendors, hired staff, volunteers and employers.  You could 
host a debriefing session or a wrap up meeting to accomplish this task. Make this a 
pleasant experience.  Include refreshments and lots of kudos (thank you’s for a job well 
done). Prior to, or when the meeting begins, enlist a scribe to record the comments and 
answers from the group. Ask yourself and other stakeholders the following questions: 
 

 Did the event fulfill the goals and objectives set forth? 
 

 What worked? What didn’t? What would you do differently? The same? 
 

 Did the event run smoothly and on schedule? 
 

 Which vendors/stakeholders should be hired/recruited again? 
 

 Were any items missing from the checklist that should be included in future 
events?   
 

 Did you generate favorable publicity for the event? 
 

 How was attendance?  Were the attendance goals achieved? 
 

 Did you receive positive feedback from those who attended?  Did you use formal 
(written, documented forms or one on one surveys) or informal (chatting in the 
restrooms, lines, seminars, etc.) methods of evaluation? 
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Evaluate Immediately (cont.)        One GREAT Event 
 

 What could you do differently, better to reach your goals? To involve more 
people? To spread the word about the event? 
 

 Was the event worth doing? What were some of the benefits? Would you do it 
again? 

 
Once you have received feedback from the group, have the notes transcribed for 
distribution to the stakeholders.  Be sure to include this in the event portfolio for future 
reference.  Proper evaluating of the event will lead to even greater success in the future.  
In fact, it is important to evaluate all aspects of business from time to time.  Otherwise, 
how and when would you know what needs to be improved?  One final thought; make 
sure you get feedback from attendees.  And here’s a key question to ask, especially if it 
is an event that is open to the public:  How did you hear about this event? 
 

 
BONUS: Increasing Event Attendance! 

 
8 Tips to have a Sell-out Crowd Every Time! 
 
Have you noticed a decrease in event attendance over the years? If so, you are not 
alone. Every day more and more groups and organizations are popping up vieing for the 
attention of specific targeted groups of people. Increasing event attendance is generally 
the biggest challenge facing meeting and event planners. Many people think that if they 
plan a fantastic event, people will just show up. Of course, today with all the 
competition for peoples’ time, this does not happen. 
 
Event planners and hosts can find themselves in a quandry about just how to promote 
the event to get maximum exposure and participants.  Some will hire a public relations 
firm to get them much needed publicity in the hopes that it leads to more attendees. 
Others buy “lists” which can be very costly and there are really no guarantees that the 
list will draw the type of attendees that will add to the overall success of the event.  
Keep in mind a PR firms responsibility is to garner publicity for the event. Not 
necessarily bring attendees.  It will of course, raise awareness of what you are trying to 
accomplish but may not result in adding to your bottom line or your database.  That is 
partly because in most cases the media covers events “after the fact.”  
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Increasing Event Attendance (cont.)                            One GREAT Event 
 
There are exceptions. Like a slow news day, or a celebrity involvement or a totally 
unique concept that has never been done before would greatly raise the chances of the 
event being covered on the spot. 
 
Advertising on the other hand is totally different. It can cost money that results in zero 
return on investment because it too may not be seen by your target audience.  
 
So then you may be asking yourself, what CAN I do to create a successful well-
attended event? One thing you can do is what some groups I have volunteered for is to 
cross promote. By that I mean either share your mailing lists with them and vice-versa 
OR promote one another’s events to your stakeholders.  
 
If you do this make sure your “list” is always kept up to date. And ask any partnering 
organizations how often they update their lists.  That is because people move away, 
loose interest and basically get “tapped out.” Or their interests change and they go on to 
other groups.  The same holds true of events themselve. Organizations today have to 
keep reinventing themselves and their parties, galas, fundraisers and other events so 
they can continue to draw the people they can count on.  If not, you’ve lost them before 
the date for the next event has even been set. That is why it is important to have a plan 
and a specific targeted list of supporters. Those with the highest probability of attending 
and becoming life-long supporters. 
 
Here are eight strategies you can use to see immediate results: 
 
√  Research other available mailing lists. Look for associations and organizations who 
present events to similar audiences. Offer to trade sponsor recognition in exchange for 
their mailing lists. The sponsorship could include a table at your event for them to 
distribute promotional literature. It could include their name and logo in your brochures, 
programs and other printed materials. It could include an exchange of your mailing list 
as mentioned above.  Be sure to spell out the terms of using your mailing list. For 
instance, can the list be used multiple times or only once! 
 
√ Negotiate what they would accept or develop sponsorship guidelines to include what 
they would receive. This will cost you nothing and your mailing list could go from 
1,000 to 10,000 (or more). Of course, it will cost more to mail to more people. When 
my church decided to host an auction, we looked at our community, asked volunteers 
for their input and found several other organizations that had hosted auctions in the past. 
We were able to trade lists with some of them, which tripled our original list.  
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Increasing Event Attendance (cont.)                            One GREAT Event 
 
Since our events were at different times of the year, we agreed to trade our list for theirs 
which resulted in almost half of our ticket sales coming from those lists.  
 
√  Since printing and mailing to a larger list will increase costs of promotion, use other 
strategies to save money. Print inexpensive self-mailing brochures to save on envelopes 
which can be costly. If two color will get the message across effectively, opt for that 
instead of a four-color process.  Using ey-catching graphics and good copywriting to 
“sell the event.”  If you must hire someone, I recommend a copywriter is a good 
investment. She or he will know the words that “sell.” and can come up with copy that 
is both appealing to the target audience it can be used again in multiple ways to spread 
the word such as postcards, email invitations and more. Be sure you bid on the print job. 
Unless you are getting it donated or sponsored, printing costs can vary greatly from 
company to company. I also recommend using bulk mail instead of first class which 
will save you considerable investment and you can increase your reach by sending to 
more of your target audience.  
 
√  Brainstorm lists with your in-house “staff” and volunteers. It is said each person has 
at least 200 in their cirlce of influence. Tap into those circles if and when possible. 
 
√ Create a publicity “stunt” to increase pre-exposure for the event. When a women’s 
organization that I am involved in (American Busienss Women’s Association) wanted 
publicity for a regional conference we were hosting, we brainstormed ideas that would 
get the media’s attention. We were hosting a cocktail reception, open to the public the 
night before the conference was to start. The event had two goals to meet. One was to 
increase local awareness of the organization. The other was to increase event 
attendance. Our theme for the event was Hot, Hot, Hot in South Florida. 
 
We invited the South Florida Calendar Fire-Fighters to the event to “mingle” with 
attendees and sell their calendars. The calendars were a fundraiser for the Jackson 
Memorial Burn Center in Miami . So we created a “pre-event” to promote the reception. 
We called the Cooper City Fire Department (two of the calendar guys worked there). 
We asked if we could take publicity pictures with the Firefighters on their Fire Truck 
(when I find the picture will post it here). They said “yes.” We asked a member who 
was a professional photographer to take the pictures. The results were great! A full 
color photo on the cover of the Society page, prior to the event and mentions in other 
local papers. We had a sell-out attendance. In fact, the firefighters sold all the calendars 
they had brought that they had to take orders to fulfill the rest. And the “pre-event” was 
FUN. This may not work for every event. Especially if it is for member’s only. 
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Increasing Event Attendance (cont.)                            One GREAT Event 
 
√ If your event is open to the public, check out other local papers and journals to see 
what other organizations would be likely partners with your organization. Of course, if 
you have it in your budget you can also offer to purchase their mailing lists which then 
removes any partnering responsibility on either part. Always, always be on the lookout 
for new lists.  Chambers of Commerce and other business leagues and organizations 
make it a practice of selling their lists to earn extra income.  
 
√ You can also promote the event with broadcast faxes and e-mails. Be cautious when 
doing so. Unsolicited advertising is not only intrusive, it can give the event a bad 
reputation and may even cost you money in fines, etc. I do send e-mails; however, it is 
to lists I have created through the several associations I am involved in. If the event is 
for a nonprofit or service organization, you can create your lists using volunteers. 
 
√ Check out local high schools and colleges for students who need service hours. Offer 
them service hours in exchange for inputing the information into your database. 
 
Follow these Eight TIPS and see how many more people show up! 
 
 
 
Need help with your goals? Need someone to encourage you and hold your feet to the 
fire?  Know what you want, but not where to start?  Heidi Richards Mooney has been 
helping small businesses and nonprofits achieve their goals for more than 20 years.  
Click on the link below or call 1-954-625-6606 for a free 20 minute consultation! Be 
sure and leave your full name, phone number and website address when you call.   

You can also email Heidi @ heidi@speakingwithspirit.com with your request. 
 


