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How to Organize a 
Non-profit Benefit Concert 

By Mark Stoddard 
 
 
 
 

Every day some worthy cause is looking for something that 
they desperately need, something that without it, their cause 
will die. It’s money. Non-profits rely heavily upon benefit 
concerts and fund raising events to fill their financial coffers. 

 
With the recent hurricane disaster in the Southern United 

States, another in a long line of worthy causes needs your help 
in raising funds. In this brief special report, we’ll give you 
some ideas on how to create a benefit concert. We will show 

you what you’ll need, what to do, and what to do with the 
funds you raise. (That could be a problem for some due to tax 
implications.) 

 
Keep in mind that the current media attention on the 

affected areas may wane in coming weeks and months, as other 
national and global problems arise. But our attention-deficit 
doesn’t mean the need to help is washed away. 

 
Just as for the millions displaced by the Tsunami disaster 

in the Indian Ocean, so it will be for those left homeless after 
Hurricane Katrina. For YEARS the millions of people 
displaced by the tidal waves and more recent hurricane will 
find life difficult as they rebuild everything.  

 
Rebuilding isn’t a process of buying some food, dropping 

it on an island and leaving; this is a process that will take 
several years. We’re likely to see indigent people on the news 
for many months to come. 

 
You can be a part of that by being the impetus behind the 

fund raising – the organizer and driving force. But where do 
you begin organizing such a large event? Just like all 500-
pound marshmallows: they are eaten one bite at a time. 

 
Step One Ð Sponsorship 

Very little can be done efficiently without an umbrella 
organization. 

 
It is possible to create your own non-profit organization 

with a non-profit, tax-deductible foundation called a 501(c)3 
foundation, named after its section in the IRS code. 

 
Before deciding to NOT set up your own non-profit 

organization, consider a few things reported by other 
individuals setting up non-profit organizations. (Please 
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remember, these are general guidelines that must be confirmed 
with sponsoring organizations, your tax accountant and 
lawyer.) 

 
1.  Non-profits are run virtually the same as a regular 

corporation with sound business practices. The major 
difference is the non-profit is the sole owner of shares 
so when a non-profit makes money, all profits pass 
through the shares back into the non-profit. 

Non-profits can pay competitive salaries, meaning, 
you can hold fund-raisers, benefit concerts, recitals and 
concerts for schools and pay yourself a performing fee. 

The non-profit can charge another non-profit a fee 
for setting up a benefit concert. It can also charge fees 
to schools and other venues for a program. 

There are some restrictions but as you educate 
yourself, you’ll find very "profitable" ways to bring in 
money for the non-profit that then leave you with 
enough money to fund the relief efforts and other 
purposes of your non-profit. Plus, you get paid for 
your efforts. 

 
2.  It takes two years from the day you set up your non-
profit, until the IRS decides whether or not it is a 
qualifying organization. During that time, you can fully 
operate and all donations are tax-deductible. If you are 
rejected, the donations received to date still qualify and 
you are not penalized provided you have carried out a 
proper organization. 
 
3.  Setting up a non-profit is fairly simple – at least 

easier than rocket science. Usually the forms can be 
retrieved online at your state’s Secretary of State Web 
site. 

  Better yet, go to the Secretary of State’s office and 
let them help you fill it all out. Many report that the 

entire process began and ended there quickly. Try it. It 
might be far simpler than you imagine. 

 
4.  You will need a name and a purpose statement such 

as: "This non-profit is dedicated to raising funds 
through music to assist in disaster relief." Add other 
things you would like to do like, teaching music in 
schools, educating the public on the benefits of great 
music, etc. 

  You will also need a board of directors. Your 
directors can be friends, family members, fellow 
singers and patrons. They do NOT need to donate a 
dime of money; they simply act on the board by 
attending yearly board meetings to approve the past 
actions and future plans. 

 
5.  By creating a non-profit organization, funds collected 

can be placed in the non-profit bank account. If you 
place collected funds in your private account, it could 
not only lead to people asking questions about dubious 
transactions, but could result in significant tax 
problems. 

 
6.  By creating a non-profit, you’ll find far greater 

credibility when working with other non-profit 
organizations. Non-profits rarely work with individuals 
but often work with other non-profits. Affinity breeds 
credibility. 

 
7.  By creating a non-profit, you will be able to reach 

potential patrons for your art. Many patrons who love 
helping starving artists would prefer to be able to give a 
tax-deductible donation by donating to the artist’s non-
profit, knowing the artist is not only being supported, 
but noble works are being achieved. 

  Frankly, this is a potentially enormous benefit to 
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artistic singers; they would not only have patrons who 
could support the singers financially, but the leading 
singer of the foundation would gain tremendous 
amounts of credibility by having prestigious patrons on 
his or her letterhead as members of the foundation’s 
board of directors. 

  And nothing begets success like being aligned with 
successful people and their friends. 

 
Those are just a few notes on creating a non-profit. It 

might be right for you. 
 
If you don’t want to go this route, it is likely that you’ll 

need to find a non-profit that will let you organize a benefit. 
Often a strong patron will refer you to the non-profit 
organization of his or her choice. Such a recommendation 
carries considerable weight and will open doors to the non-
profit so that they will give your benefit proposal a fair 
audience in considering your ideas. 

 
Step Two Ð The Date and Venue 

Select the venue before the date. Why go to all the work 
of finding a date when the venue you wish to use is booked 
that date? With the advice of cooperating non-profit groups, 
select the venue, making sure it is conducive to the benefit 
concert theme. "Joe’s Beer Bar" might not attract the crowd 
you need. 

 
It should hold about 250 people to achieve a moderate 

success. Listen to the acoustics yourself. Know that it is a 
good venue. It is critical that you put forth your best sound and 
the other artists can enjoy the setting. Failure to do this will 
cost you future work. 

 
Once the venue is selected, get a couple of back ups – 

2nd and 3rd choices. Bargain with the first one to see if they’ll 

give you the hall without charge as a donation to the Relief 
Effort. Make sure they know they’ll get a full-page ad 
thanking them in the benefit’s program and also that they’ll be 
mentioned in your press releases for their generosity. Many 
venues will consider at least a steep discount or some other 
help. 

 
Once you’ve checked on several venues (or if the venue 

is already set with a sponsoring institution or government 
body), now get a date. 
 

Before confirming the date, do the following: 
1.    Call the local Chamber of Commerce to see if they 

have a list of events that might conflict (like a 
professional athletic or theater production). 

 
2.     Call the two or three most prominent churches in 

the area where potential patrons might be attending 
and see if they have conflicts. 

 
3.    Call the Mayor’s office and see if they know of 

any conflicts. 
 
4.    Call the local university and see if they have 

conflicts. 
 

Step Three Ð Establ ish a Theme 
Determine the positioning of this benefit – how you’ll be 

seen by past, current and future patrons. Keep in mind that 
although you’ll be doing something wonderful for others, 
you’d better be doing something wonderful for your future as 
well. Do both. 

 
Begin by setting a theme that captures imaginations, and 

sets your tone. Since you are an expert in classical music, 
you’d likely focus on a classical music theme such as, "The 
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Greatest Music for the Greatest Need – Hurricane Katrina 
Relief Effort Benefit Concert." 

 
Be big and bold and verbally assertive to stake your claim 

to their imaginations and aspirations. Don’t sell the benefit 
short with a humble theme and title. 

 
Step Four Ð Design the Concert 

Keeping in mind the audience you wish to attract, begin 
to pull together the cast you wish to use that will: 

1.  attract the most people 
and 
2.  do the most memorable job within the theme. 
 
It’s time to start lining up performers. Don’t be shy 

about who you ask. You are engaged in a noble endeavor and 
giving them a chance to be a part of it with the attendant 
publicity and notoriety. 

 
Get a variety of performers. Although you might love a 

certain side of classical music, think of what will please the 
audience the most. This is no time to be the curator of the 
Opera Preservation Museum. 

 
Of course you’ll have some opera buffs, some opera 

critics and aficionados and some others who just love great 
music but define it a little more broadly than you. Have 
something for all of them – you won’t be selling out. (Unless, 
of course, you’re “selling-out” all the tickets to the Benefit!) 

 
Write a script tying the disparate elements of your central 

theme together. This requires an artistic leadership that focuses 
on the audience and the intent of the program. In doing all of 
this you’ll probably have some bass, baritone, tenor, contralto, 
mezzo, countertenor, soprano singing in solo and group 
settings. Egos need to be cast aside but they’ll be considered. 

A great ensemble performing wonderful and great music 
has an opening effect on wallets. That is the purpose. Keep 
that in mind. Do what you can to get everyone in the ensemble 
to respect that BEFORE they sign on. 

 
Prepare a Letter of Understanding expressly stating the 

"who, what, where, why, when and how" of the event and their 
participation. As soon as possible, get publicity out with new 
ensemble members’ names to partially cement them into place 
and to get some good publicity for the event. New ensemble 
members are news. More on public relations later. 

 
Be sure to ask the members of the sponsoring 

organization or of your non-profit for their recommendations 
on participating singers and try to get their ideas to gel with 
your initial vision. Do this by first getting those who would 
give you their opinions to buy into the vision of the theme. 

 
Respecting their opinions builds the organization for 

future events and gets them tightly involved where they will be 
more apt to actively sell tickets, promote the benefit and come 
up with some terrific guest singers. 
 
Step Five Ð Getting Corporate Sponsors 

People do love to be associated with good things. They 
love even more to be associated with winners. And at the 
pinnacle they love to be associated with good things done well, 
that bring attention to their interests. 

 
Corporations are figments of industrialized economies to 

raise capital and provide various protections in raising capital. 
Keep that in mind. Corporations have zero responsibility to do 
anything else except make their shareholders a profit. Despite 
the silly phrase, "corporate responsibility" or a corporation 
being a "member of the community," the first statement of this 
paragraph is the only truth to this matter and the sooner you 
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approach the subject of fund raising with this in mind, the 
more likely you are to raise funds from corporations. 

 
Keep in mind as well that corporations are neither moral 

nor immoral. They only exist as a legal creation. They are run 
by people and rely upon the people for the morality. People are 
in a corporation for one reason: to earn a living. Their 
secondary reason is to: "get something done in an organized 
fashion." 

 
Now that you know what a corporation really is, you can 

begin to make corporate appeals that work. 
 
The best way to get a corporation’s money is to provide 

them with exposure that will benefit them. Think how your 
concert will benefit the corporation and the leaders of that 
corporation. That includes calling them a sponsor because 
they’ve paid for the venue, the program or the advertising, and 
in return have their name and products proportionately 
presented to the public. 

 
The more exposure they have – good exposure – the 

more they are likely to support you. Many have set up non-
profit organizations that they donate to (and get suppliers to 
donate to) so they can select community projects that will serve 
their corporate purposes. 

 
If you find a corporation that has had serious PR 

problems, yet still has good products or services, they are 
likely to want the positive press from associating with your 
concert. Your goodness rubs off on them and presents 
cognitive dissonance in the minds of people who thought 
poorly of them. 

 
They want to only be associated with you, however, if 

you have sufficient credibility. If you don’t have significant 

name recognition, then recall the idea of getting people on your 
board who do have that recognition and thus credibility. Have 
your board members – the whole group of them – sign the 
sponsorship request letter. Let the prospective corporate 
sponsor believe that aligning themselves with you will mean 
they’ll be with a program that demands quality – just look at 
the board of directors. 

 
Finally, they want to know how much you plan to raise. 

Tell them how much you plan to raise in direct ticket sales and 
how much in other donations. Give them credit for being the 
ones to help raise that much money for charity. There’s 
enough glory and praise to go around and let everyone take 
full credit. 

 
The corporation will expect a professional presentation to 

involve them, even if they are a small firm. That presentation 
needn’t be expensive. Just a well put together executive 
summary of what you are doing, what it is for and how the 
money will be used. Identify the parties already aligned and 
exactly what you’d like them to do. 

 
Don’t shoot low. Aim high. Aim with an aggressive air 

that is generated from intelligent knowledge about your 
project. 

 
Give the corporations five different levels to choose from, 

say a Diamond, Platinum, Gold, Titanium and Sterling level. 
They all sound good, but will be on a downward scale 
depending upon the contribution. It is also good to use softer 
names like Humanitarian, World Citizen, Vigilance, Lighthouse 
and Brotherhood Levels.  

 
Each level must spell out exactly what the money will be 

used for. Often, the money will pay a specific cost or carry out 
a certain project. For example, a corporation might agree to 
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handle all public relations and promotions, guaranteeing a 
certain number of tickets sold. They will then turn the project 
over to their PR department and spin it as it will benefit them. 

 
The corporation will also want to see what you are going 

to do for them. How many mentions, how many signs, how 
prominent of a location, where are they on the concert bill of 
fare program, etc. 

 
Your corporate sponsors are often willing to tackle 

problems that include: 
 

1.  Public relations (as mentioned) 
 
2.  Blocks of tickets they buy and give out to suppliers. 

They will also often refer you to suppliers who buy 
their own blocks of tickets. Sometimes corporations 
will use the blocks of tickets to give out like NBA 
basketball tickets to star employees and VIP clients. 
What better way to treat a great client than with 
tickets to the greatest music in the world for the 
world’s greatest cause? 

 
Never look past the little guys either. Give them a chance 

to sponsor. They may be light in their up-front contributions 
but become heavy weights in getting the community to rally 
around your cause. They also have long memories of good 
deeds and kind actions. 
 
Step Six Ð Making the Booking 

Armed with a cooperating entity (such as another non-
profit, a government agency, or a corporate sponsor), a date 
and a viable venue (and hopefully other corporate sponsors to 
front the money needed to promote this event), you should 
now be ready to book the venue. Of course this and every 

other arrangement you make in this effort MUST be reduced 
to writing. Artists sometimes have trouble with this concept, 
preferring to “trust” everyone. It is better to see most people 
as honest, hard-working people struggling with the onset of 
Alzheimer’s. 

 
Write every arrangement down. Send them an e-mail, fax 

or letter spelling out the agreement. They’ll keep this as their 
instruction manual on what they are supposed to do. Most 
conflicts come from differing expectations. Writing down the 
expectations keeps peoples’ memories aligned with one 
another. 

 
With that, it is time to sell the tickets. 

 
Step Seven Ð Sel l ing the Tickets 

The least effective way to sell tickets is to buy space on 
radio, space in the print media or television. It’s a shotgun 
form of advertising that mostly broadcasts to those who would 
never come, in hopes of getting a few that might. 
 
Instead, here are the most effective ways to sell tickets: 
 

1.   Get the members of your board, and the corporate 
sponsors to buy all of the tickets and then distribute 
them. 

One of your corporate sponsors could specifically 
buy blocks of tickets to give to less advantaged people 
who might also be targets of their company as future 
customers. The corporation could also need to make a 
favorable overall public impression or a favorable 
impression on some city fathers for an upcoming 
project. 

Rarely will the sponsors and patrons fill more than 
25% of the house, but try to get more. 
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2.  By now you should have an overall committee 
including many, if not all, of the performers. Give them 
each 10 tickets to sell to their friends. 

 
3.  Go to radio stations and television stations and 

offer to be on their programs to discuss the latest news 
– which you need to make sure you are solidly armed 
with – on how the survivors of the hurricane are doing. 

Emphasize the local angle. How local people are 
doing something specific to help and how coming to 
the concert will help a great deal. 
 

4.   Talk to the Chamber of Commerce, Rotary Club 
and other service organizations about making a 
presentation to their boards asking them to help you 
sell the tickets to raise money. 

Volunteer to sing (let’s get some publicity for your 
voice too!) at one of their luncheons and then ask each 
member to buy 10 tickets and bring their friends and 
family members. 

 
5.     Get the mailing lists (just ask for them) from these 

groups or ask them to mail, at their expense, a special 
invitation that you’ll write (after reading our 
marketing newsletter CRESCENDO on how to write 
a sales letter). 

    Meet with several other cultural organizations, and 
your city, county and state’s arts council. Ask them 
to promote the event and mail your letter to them. 

 
6.     Visit every local university’s vocal program and 

offer the students a special donation rate. Get their 
vocal program to sell tickets on campus and off 
campus and offer a prize to the person who sells the 
most tickets. 

    Go through the chairman of the vocal program for 

suggestions on how best to involve the students. If 
you can add a chorus of singers from the school to 
the benefit’s program, you instantly have more 
people who will buy tickets to see them. 

 
7.   Go to the local newspaper with a well-written article 

using the who, what, where, when, why and how 
inverted pyramid formula, telling about the local angle 
of this benefit concert. 
   Take good head shots of some of the local 
performers. Meet the feature editor and arts editor to 
explain your purpose, your sponsors and patrons so 
they can see it is a legitimate operation. 
 

Armed with these seven tips, you will discover even better 
methods. All seven are maximum leverage types of selling 
because they are focused, rifled shot strategies rather than 
shotgun blasts in the broadcast media. 
 
Step Eight Ð Bank the Money 

As the money comes in, make sure every expense is well 
documented and every donation carefully noted. Make sure 
you get the name, address and phone number, and, of course, 
the e-mail address of every ticket holder. This will become an 
invaluable asset for later use. Put all cash and checks into the 
bank immediately and never hold back any cash for 
"emergencies." This is bad form and potentially a smoking 
gun for gossip-mongers. 
 
Step Nine Ð Rehearse the entire program several t imes 

Even though it is a concert of parts, get the parts 
together and run through the pace and timing of the program. 
Add or cut where needed to enhance the program’s flow. 
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 Step Ten Ð Have an Emcee 
Get someone else to Emcee, preferably a local celebrity, 

dignitary, radio or TV personality. 
 
Give them careful guidelines on what you want them to 

say and what the tenor of the program must be. Give them a 
brief bio on you so they can introduce the producer of this 
event. Let them prepare to praise you – and you’ll use this 
praise later on to enhance your credibility. 
 
Step Eleven Ð Arr ive Ear ly, Give a Great Show and Hold 
a VIP Reception 

You should have thought through every detail of the 
night, including seating, ushers, vendors, sponsor 
introductions, bios for other performers, a full printed program 
(perhaps donated by a print shop?), and a VIP reception. Have 
someone introduce you to speak about how the funds are 
going to be used. 

 
The more specific, the more captivating. 
 
The more unusual and creative, the more they will want to 

help out. 
 
You must paint a clear picture of the need, complete with 

names of victims and how you’re going to help them. Photos 
would be great in the program. ASK for more donations right 
now. 

 
Do NOT be afraid to ask; they came to help. Let them 

know how much you need to raise, and then ask them to make 
out a check, enclose it in the pink envelope they found on their 
chair and drop it in the barrels at intermission. 

 
After the concert, have a special room backstage, if 

possible, where the performers can greet your VIP guests. Be 

the social host and graciously make introductions. 
 
Step Twelve Ð Follow up 

For every name, address and email, send a thank you 
letter. Tell them what the goal was and how you did and then 
ask for another donation. Do not think that they’ve been asked 
enough. Ask. You’ll be floored with the post-concert 
donations that come in if you’ve held a good concert. 

 
Thank your sponsors. Again, ask them for more 

donations. Thank your board and make sure you ask them 
who else you should thank. Thank the service organizations 
and government agencies that helped in any way. 

 
And then send the money, after deducting for expenses 

(including your expenses!), to the promised organization. 
Certainly the American Red Cross (not the International Red 
Cross, which has become a more political organization), 
Catholic Charities, LDS Foundation, Doctors without Borders 
and other great charities. 

 
Write up a story for the press telling how much you 

raised and a review of the night’s performers. See if you can 
get quotes from dignitaries and VIP guests about the event and 
especially the quality of the performers so they can use them in 
future biographies and reviews for their Web sites and press 
packets. 

 
Write and tell Classical Singer magazine how it went. 
 
Now, go home, curl up in bed and take a long sleep. You 

deserve it. You’ve done something wonderful and fulfilling 
that will not only help your career, but will help those who are 
a whole lot less fortunate. 

 


