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Abstract 
 

 This honors thesis examines the effects of the coronavirus pandemic on the philanthropic 

sector and details my experience working with Family Alliance, a local nonprofit organization, 

in planning and executing the annual Dandelion Gala which took place April 23, 2021 – April 

25, 2021. Throughout the project, I integrated available research on the philanthropic sector to 

coordinate strategic and intentional plans for the Dandelion Gala. This thesis has allowed me to 

have hands-on experiences related to event planning, event marketing, and professional 

fundraising all while to making a real-world impact on the local community. Throughout the 

project, I was challenged to foster skills necessary for a career in philanthropy and I have 

deepened my commitment to this sector of work.  
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Process Analysis Statement 

Project Overview 

Throughout my college career I have discovered a passion for philanthropy through my 

leadership experiences in Dance Marathon and an immersive learning course in which myself 

and 14 other students launched Beneficence Family Scholars, a local non-profit organization 

now known as Family Alliance. This is the same organization I chose to work with for this thesis 

because of its powerful mission to overcome the cycle of poverty in our community by 

empowering families to achieve long-term growth and stability through education and 

comprehensive support. The purpose of this thesis is to delve deeper into my passion for 

philanthropy, and to plan and execute a fundraising event, applying knowledge from experiences 

in my major and extracurriculars. Throughout the project, I have worked with Family Alliance in 

planning and executing the annual Dandelion Gala. In addition to this, I have examined the 

effects of COVID-19 on philanthropy and, specifically, fundraising events such as this one.  

The culmination of this thesis is the planning and execution of the Dandelion Gala. This 

includes coordinating the logistics of the event venue, catering, marketing, communication, and 

fundraising. The goals of this event are to capture new donors, recapture lapsed donors, launch 

the rebranding of the organization, and bring attention to the revitalization of Family Alliance 

during this time of adversity. The event itself was a hybrid format with a main in-person event as 

well as virtual watch parties. The main event took place on Friday, April 23rd with an in-person 

Gala of about 30 attendees. This event was recorded and further distributed to those attending via 

a virtual watch party throughout the weekend of April 24th-April 25th. In conjunction with the 

Dandelion Gala, Family Alliance set an internal goal of raising $3,500 in recognition of the 
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nearly 35% of children in East Central Indiana living in a single parent home. It is a goal of the 

Dandelion Gala to reach, and hopefully surpass, this goal by the end of the day on April 25th.  

A Note on Research 

 In order to prepare myself for this task of planning a successful hybrid event for Family 

Alliance, the first step was to understand the current philanthropic landscape. It is important to 

note that this step became quite difficult as there is a great lack of available literature on this 

subject matter. While some of the information presented was clearly substantiated in academic 

research or another reputable form of research, many claims of patterns and trends mentioned in 

articles showed few or no data to back up such claims. Another issue in attempting to research 

the impacts of the coronavirus pandemic on philanthropy and nonprofit organizations was that 

there is not currently much published literature on the subject, but a greater amount of ongoing 

research. As the sector of philanthropy continues to grow and the coronavirus pandemic 

subsides, we can expect further substantiated research related to this topic.  

The Pandemic Impact on Philanthropy 

The pandemic has affected nearly all nonprofits around the world. Specifically, when 

looking at the United States, we saw impacts from COVID-19 and shelter in place orders, the 

economy, racial justice, and the elections. While these compounding variables each had their 

own unique impact on nonprofit organizations, it is clear that the coronavirus pandemic has 

singlehandedly led to the most disruption within the philanthropic sector. According to a survey 

of nonprofit professionals done by the Nonprofit Quarterly in November 2020, 52% of 

respondents said that COVID-19 and shelter in place orders had impacted their organization a 

whole lot (Bell & McCambridge, 2020). All other categories measured in the survey, and 

previously mentioned, were most commonly categorized as somewhat affecting their nonprofit 



 3 

organization. Therefore, it is clear that the coronavirus pandemic has presented the most 

challenges and catalyzed the most change for nonprofit organizations.  

Throughout the pandemic, Charities Aid Foundation of America has coordinated research 

in partnership with Indiana University Lilly Family School of Philanthropy and The Resource 

Alliance. The sixth volume of their research, from December 2020, “polled 805 charitable 

organizations representing 152 countries to learn about the skills these resilient charities have 

relied on to persevere” (Charities Aid Foundation, 2020). This latest research showed that 93% 

of organizations have been impacted negatively by the coronavirus pandemic, and specifically 

“60% of the affected respondents have 20 or fewer employees” (Future-Proofing Nonprofits for 

the Post-Pandemic World, 2020). This shows that smaller nonprofit organizations are 

disproportionally negatively affected by the coronavirus pandemic. Of these same respondents, 

74.54% anticipate contributions to be reduced in 2021, making this the most negative projected 

impact of the coronavirus pandemic on nonprofits (Future-Proofing Nonprofits for the Post-

Pandemic World, 2020). However, in order to combat the continued challenges, nonprofits are 

adapting. 

With so many confounding factors, it is no wonder that changes in donor giving patterns 

and nonprofit fundraising strategies were due. Innovation and adaptation have become a growing 

movement in the world of philanthropy, with 97% of respondent organizations noting that they 

innovated and adapted their nonprofit due to the coronavirus pandemic (Future-Proofing 

Nonprofits for the Post-Pandemic World, 2020). Of this, adapting programming to the digital 

realm was the most common (73.94%) and the most successful (62.84%) innovation according to 

respondents. Therefore, in order for nonprofit organizations to continue to operate and eventually 
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thrive during and after the pandemic, there is an increased need to adjust their plans to better fit 

the ever-growing digital world.  

Philanthropic Theory  

 In planning an event with the goal of raising funds, it is crucial to understand donor 

motivations behind giving. Research from Dr. Sara Konrath of the Indiana University Lilly 

School of Philanthropy asserts that there are six motives for giving. These include:  

trust (seeing charities properly use donations for the public good), altruism (concern or 

compassion for those less fortunate), social benefits (nonmonetary benefit, being part of a 

social network), tax benefits (monetary private benefit), and egoism (enhance reputation, 

experience good feelings about oneself) (Rolland, 2019).  

This philanthropic theory can be used to strategically target each of the six motives in 

communication, event planning, and fundraising campaigns for nonprofit organizations. For the 

purpose of this project, this theory was taken into consideration especially when planning event 

programming and communication. For example, to target the motive of tax benefits, the 

Dandelion Gala was planned near the annual United States Tax Day so that these benefits would 

already be something attendees would be thinking about. In another case, the programming of 

the Dandelion Gala focuses on building trust with donors by sharing how previous donations 

have been used to support single-parent families and the community. Along with the planning of 

the Dandelion Gala, this research can continue to support other fundraising initiatives led by 

Family Alliance.  

 Just as understanding the motives of giving is crucial to the success of fundraising, so is 

understanding where the philanthropic sector is headed, particularly after this year of disruption. 

One of the key ways that Family Alliance and the Dandelion Gala can continue to thrive is 
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through taking advantage of the opportunity to build back public trust, one of the 11 Trends in 

Philanthropy according to the Dorothy A. Johnson Center for Philanthropy. Current research 

shows that public trust in the four institutions of government, business, NGOs (nonprofits), and 

media has been declining (Martin, 2021). This trust is built upon two criteria: “competence 

(delivering on promises) and ethical behavior (doing the right thing and working to improve 

society)” (Martin, 2021). This research found that “[in 2020], none of the four institutions 

examined in this survey … were seen as both competent and ethical.” (Martin, 2021) The silver 

lining here is that the nonprofit sector ranked the highest in terms of ethics with 62% of 

respondents seeing them as ethical (Martin, 2021). The area in which nonprofits lack is in the 

public opinion of their competency. This shows that in 2021, nonprofits are positioned to build 

public trust through exercising their expertise and competency in their sector. Martin (2021) 

argues this can be accomplished through more transparency, increased participation, and greater 

commitment to equity. With this in mind, I worked with Family Alliance to build its competency 

and public trust as an organization through tackling these items. Specifically, with the Dandelion 

Gala, we provided more transparency and updates on the impact of funding, we focused on the 

recruitment and retention of donors to increase participation, and we showcased the 

organization’s commitment to equity by demonstrating the unique support provided to single-

parent families. By focusing on this trend, it ensured that Family Alliance seized upon this 

opportunity to build greater trust amongst its donors, supporters, and the public.  

Project Progress 

Throughout the semester, I worked towards various projects to support the planning and 

execution of this event. These included deciding on the format and distribution of the event, 

planning the programming and creating a matrix timeline for the event, establishing a multi-
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channel communication plan to drive attendance, and designing various print and digital assets to 

promote the event. Beyond these main projects, I also worked directly with vendors to navigate 

pricing and options for the in-person event. During the semester, the organization also launched a 

re-branding campaign with a new name: Family Alliance. While this was not a project that I 

actively worked towards, I did intertwine this re-branding launch with programming and 

communication for the Dandelion Gala.  

Programming 

 In order to plan a successful event, it was crucial to consider the goals of the Dandelion 

Gala when planning programming (see Appendix A). As a reminder, the goals of this event were 

to capture new donors, re-capture lapsed donors, launch the re-branding of the organization, and 

bring attention to the revitalization of Family Alliance during this time of adversity. To mirror 

these goals, the Dandelion Gala followed the format of reminding supporters of the roots of the 

organization, providing supporters with an update on the current state of the organization, 

sharing a story of one of the scholars supported by Family Alliance, recognizing volunteers that 

support the organization, and sharing exciting plans for the future of Family Alliance. This 

programming, along with a call to action to give, created opportunities for leaders of Family 

Alliance to connect with supporters in different stages of their support and generate excitement 

for the revitalization of the organization.  

Hybrid Format 

 Given that virtual and hybrid events are still a fairly new concept compared to the 

traditional ways of hosting a gala, deciding the format of this hybrid event was something of 
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great importance. The original format of the Dandelion Gala was to host a small in-person event 

and to livestream the event through a platform like Zoom so that virtual attendees could watch 

live. Along with this, the plan was for dedicated supporters of Family Alliance to host their own 

live watch parties with a small group. With this original plan, the entire event would take place 

all in one evening. After careful consideration, the format of the Dandelion Gala was changed to 

happen throughout an entire weekend. This allowed for greater flexibility for attendees and give 

the organization the opportunity to follow up with supporters throughout the weekend. 

Expanding the dates and the format of the Dandelion Gala allowed for greater opportunity to 

spread the event message and raise funds towards the goal. In total, there were 59 people who 

RSVPed to attend the event. Of this, 31 attended the in-person event and 28 attended virtually 

throughout the weekend. Throughout the weekend, emails, text messages, and social media posts 

reminded people about the ongoing Gala and invited them to attend virtually on their own or join 

one of three watch parties hosted by Family Alliance board members on Saturday, April 24, 

2021.  

The chosen format of this event proved beneficial because it allowed for greater 

flexibility for attendees, as anticipated. With about half of attendees choosing to attend the event 

in-person and half attend virtually, it was clear that the hybrid event was the best option. In 

comparison, a similar virtual event hosted by Family Alliance in September of 2020 had 32 total 

attendees. On top of the boosted attendance, the virtual portion of the event generated a lot of 

assets and content, including videos, pictures, and quotes that can be used to continue promoting 

Family Alliance in communication and on social media.  
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Communication Plan  

 A large part of this project was not just the planning and execution of the Dandelion 

Gala, but also the marketing and communication leading up to, during, and after the event. In 

order to successfully streamline the communication and track data analytics, I created a 

communication plan (see Appendix B). This communication plan helped coordinate and track 

email communication, text message communication, social media posts, and mail 

communication. It also allowed the option to segment communication to the various audiences 

such as table hosts, lapsed donors, active donors, and prospective donors. For further examples 

of communication included in this plan, see Appendices B-E.   

 Although not necessary, the communication plan proved a beneficial tool to track and 

streamline all communication regarding the event. This tool also serves as a model for future 

events and promotions that Family Alliance puts on. Through tracking engagement on different 

communication pieces, this plan directed me to create a targeted audience of people who had 

been interacting with the communication by liking or commenting on posts, clicking on links, or 

even just opening the emails or text messages. This data helped to target people who showed 

interested in attending to ensure they received continued communication and eventually 

RSVPed.  

Print and Digital Assets 

 One of my personal favorite parts of this project was designing various print and digital 

assets to be used in email communication, mailed to invited guests, posted on various Family 
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Alliance social media accounts, and used during the programming. This was a particularly 

exciting part of the project because of the re-branding that coincided with the Dandelion Gala. 

Included this re-branding, Family Alliance changed its name and launched a new style guide 

which included a new logo, fresh brand colors, and updated fonts. In each design, this style guide 

was used throughout to create cohesive graphics and assets across platforms. To see the full list 

of print and digital assets, see Appendix H.  

Fundraising 

One of the main goals of the Dandelion Gala is of course to raise funds for Family 

Alliance. To accomplish this, I worked with the fundraising committee and Michele Owen, the 

Executive Director of Family Alliance to coordinate a fundraising campaign during the weekend 

of the Gala. A big change in this campaign compared to ones previously executed was that the 

goal of $3,500 is significant to the organization’s mission as it represents the nearly 35% of 

children in East Central Indiana living in a single parent home. However, this campaign and the 

goal was kept as an internal goal rather than an external goal. This was done to ensure that we 

did not disappoint donors and supporters if we did not reach the publicized goal. Despite initial 

worry about the ability to reach this fundraising goal, by the end of the event on Sunday evening 

Family Alliance had raised a total of $5,897.  

While this was 68% higher than our initial fundraising goal of $3,500, it is important to 

note that one major donor gave $5,000 to the organization in a single gift. Therefore, only $897 

had been raised from other donors. The average gift from this campaign was $153 and there was 

a total of 9 donors who gave directly to the campaign. While the event proved to reach a great 
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amount of people with 59 attendees, it did not succeed in converting more attendees to active 

donors as only 15% of attendees made a donation to the organization.  

Conclusion 

Measuring Success 

 Overall, the Dandelion Gala was successful in accomplishing what it aimed to do. The 

programming of the in-person event went smoothly, and the distribution of the virtual event 

proved successful as well. The event captured a few new donors while also re-engaging lapsed 

donors. It further explained the re-branding of the organization and brought attention to the 

revitalization of Family Alliance during this time of adversity. Along with this, the event 

surpassed the fundraising goal and provided great opportunity for online engagement, 

particularly on social media.  

 While overall the event proved to achieve its goals, it came with a few shortcomings as 

well. First, attendance was not as high as we had hoped for. A few people who had reserved 

tickets in advance, for both the in-person and virtual event, did not attend or engage with the 

gala. The virtual watch parties that were hosted had little engagement, with only one donor who 

attended virtually giving to the event. Because of the lack in attendance, an event of this scale, 

with a massive time and monetary investment, may not be worth pursuing in the future. If Family 

Alliance wishes to pursue a similar event, I have noted a few suggestions for changes that can be 

made to hopefully bolster attendance and raise funds for the organization.  

Suggestions for Future Events 

 The most substantial barrier to the success of this event was attendance. Family Alliance 

is still a young organization, approaching the end of its second year, so a smaller audience is 

expected. However, to better bolster attendance in the future I recommend creating two smaller 
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events in place of this larger gala: a volunteer recognition dinner and a stewardship event for 

major donors. Many of the donors and attendees from the Dandelion Gala were Family Alliance 

volunteers. Hosting a volunteer recognition dinner would allow for Family Alliance to especially 

steward this group of dedicated supporters at a more informal event. An event of this sort would 

likely take significantly less time and funding to host. On top of this event, Family Alliance 

could host a stewardship event specifically targeted towards the organization’s major donors. 

While the Dandelion Gala had an open invitation, a stewardship event that is closed to a specific 

group of major donors may emphasize the importance of their contribution and show greater 

appreciation for their support. This event could be formal like the Dandelion Gala, but have a 

smaller capacity, making the time and costs significantly less. Separating the Dandelion Gala 

into these two events allows both audiences to be stewarded properly while also reducing the 

amount of time and funding needed.  

Takeaways 

The work I have accomplished for this thesis has only affirmed my dedication to and 

passion for philanthropy. The research, planning, and execution of this event serves a much 

greater purpose than to simply earn course credits and add it to my resume. As I had anticipated 

when planning an event during a pandemic, there has been great adversity throughout the project, 

but the circumstances have allowed me to develop skills of agility and problem solving. This 

project has also allowed me to strengthen my skills in strategic planning by challenging me to 

create plans that are rooted in available philanthropic research. Thus far in my philanthropic 

experiences, I had not been challenged to understand the problem at hand as deeply as I have 

with this thesis. I am proud of all that I have learned and the skills that I have fostered through 

this hands-on experience.  
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