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Rethink Change
In 2020, we went from socializing, dancing, and eating 
at in-person galas, benefits, luncheons, and tournaments 
to sheltering in place, alone, nervous, and likely wearing 
sweatpants. Some were fortunate enough to host their 
event on location early in the year, while others rapidly 
switched gears, converting these physical experiences 
to virtual engagements. Much of the year looked like 
this: the inability to plan too far in advance because you 
didn’t know what the latest protocols and guidelines 
would be. 

Many supporters understood these challenges. In fact, a 
great deal of them faced the same complications in their 
personal lives, juggling work and childcare, travel plans 
(or lack thereof) for the holidays, reimagining birthdays, 
weddings, and graduations. Do you remember the great 
toilet paper shortage? We all tried to do the best we 
could with the resources we had, preparing for the worst 
perhaps but ultimately hoping for the best. That applied 
to the events season too in some ways. Perks and details 
that are trademark for the annual gala may have been 
compromised due to the quick succession of this new 
thing: “Due to the Effects of Covid-19 Virtual Event”. We 
are in a new year now. It is full of possibilities, a stronger 
connection with technology, a refreshed expectation of 
the virtual event, and a revitalized desire for meaningful 
connections and experiences. While your supporters 
understood and empathized with your urgent pivot to 
virtual because of the unprecedented times, they likely 
expect a little more now. They are more familiar and 
comfortable with virtual happy hours, livestreaming, 
digital engagement, and personal fundraising. They 
may continue to have reservations, preferring to attend 
exclusively online, or they may crave a safe in-person 
encounter. The one thing we anticipate for this year 
and moving forward is that they will definitely want a 
choice and this desire is propelling organizations large 
and small to reimagine their events yet again, offering an 
exceptional and elevated hybrid experience.

The Reimagined Event… Evolving 
beyond Virtual 
Immediately following the cancellation of events in 
Spring 2020, organizations were clamoring for solutions 
to shift their in-person events into “Virtual Events” 
that focused 100% of their activities online. Virtual 
Events helped us survive the immediate challenge of 
Spring event cancellations, however, as event dates 
crept deeper into the Spring and programs lost the 
momentum of pre-pandemic registration activity, many 
in-person events fell short of their original fundraising 
goals. This wasn’t all bad news as we saw giving continue 
to hold strong throughout the year and the overhead 
cost of these physical events dropped. While many were 
not experiencing year-over-year growth, there was still a 
good return on investment for the virtual event.
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While the best hybrid events are a compromise of 
in-person and virtual activities, neither participation 
type should feel compromised. This can be a delicate 
balancing act but have no fear. Our guide will walk you 
through concepts to consider when converting your 
traditional events so your guests will have a memorable 
experience no matter if their seat is in the ballroom or 
their living room. 

A Programmatic Guide to the 
Hybrid Event
While the best hybrid events are a compromise of 
in-person and virtual activities, neither participation 
type should feel compromised. This can be a delicate 
balancing act but have no fear. Our guide will walk you 
through concepts to consider when converting your 
traditional events so your guests will have a memorable 
experience no matter if their seat is in the ballroom or 
their living room. 

Unfortunately, as we head into Spring 2021 event 
seasons the 100% Virtual Event model will not be 
sufficient to attract participants and motivate them to 
fundraise for your cause. This renewed “hybrid” approach 
achieves fundraising success by marrying the best of 
both worlds. It is building a digital-first strategy that is 
just as thoughtful and engaging a remote attendee as 
the in-person attendee. We must be prepared to address 
the fear and uncertainty for people who don’t want to 
travel or are undecided about large group engagements, 
at the time you are asking for signups. Keeping them 
involved and participating in your event may require 
a new way of thinking: It’s mailing cocktail kits to 
your gala at-home registrants so they can experience 
the festivities while watching your livestream. It is 
opening your awards night so nominees can fundraise 
on behalf of your organization while event attendees 
make generous contributions. The hybrid event model 
combines grassroots community building strategies with 
smart digital marketing to create new, more engaging 
experiences for participants and their donors, while at 
the same time, respecting personal safety preferences. 
 
 

A Programmatic Guide to the 
Hybrid Event
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the mission to their friends and family. Additionally, 
event sponsors can create fundraising teams to 
increase employee engagement, giving, and corporate 
connection to these events. These approaches increase 
mission awareness beyond the initial invite list while 
fostering digital relationships.

Pro Tip: Organizations can sign up for Blackbaud 
Peer-to-Peer Fundraising™, powered by 
JustGiving™ for no added cost. 

Turn your one-day event into a robust experience. 
Leading up to the event, launch a communication 
campaign to keep the excitement going. The more 
information you can share about the event and/
or exciting news, the more momentum you will 
stir, ensuring your success. Consider ways you can 
tempt, tease, and entice prospects and constituents 
to participate today. Below is an example of a 
communication timeline leading up to your gala. Prior to 
this timeline, the invitations have gone out explaining it 
will be virtual and revealing the theme.

One month prior
• The popular solution, Bidr is currently used at in 

person galas so your guests will feel no different 
using this application off-site prior, and during, your 
virtual event.

Pro Tip: Friday mornings highlight different 
items that are the most desirable, via email 
and social media, to your registered and non-
registered guests. 

• Attire: Announce there will be prizes for the guests 
that are dressed in alignment with your theme. 
Encourage them to create back drops and add props

Pro Tip: Urge your board to participate and 
make it a competition between peers. Make the 
prizes special experiences. This will help the 
donor connect to our mission and should be 
budget friendly. You can even leverage peer-
to-peer fundraising pages to have people vote. 

Seated Fundraising Events
• Describe the program and how taking those programs 

virtual are nuanced from the general description in 
the first section of this guide. 

• Discuss strategy and best practices to execute this 
program in the new normal

• Offer examples of customers who have pivoted to the 
new normal 

• Discuss the technology to execute these programs 
(Blackbaud solutions + Blackbaud partner technology 
options)

In-person events develop energy for organizations 
trying to gain facetime with donors, prospects and 
community advocates. These have been rescheduled, 
canceled, or put on hold due to the COVID-19 pandemic; 
seated gatherings are affected tremendously due to the 
restrictions put in place to ensure safety for all. There are 
ways that you can follow the health guidelines and keep 
your organization in the forefront of your donor’s minds. 

Make the firm decision to go virtual and 
communicate to your community. 
When an organization is unsure it creates a sense 
of confusion for your audience. Leadership needs to 
agree on what changes to make to your event and 
communicate quickly internally and externally to 
properly set expectations. The more notice you give, the 
better attendance you will have during the event.

Incorporate peer-to-per fundraising to increase 
reach. 
While this behavior emerged pre-pandemic, it really 
hit its stride in light of the exclusively online benefit. 
Virtual or not, you can integrate personal fundraising to 
increase the overall amount of funds collected, foster 
some friendly competition amongst the tables, or allow 
prospects to raise their ticket cost instead of paying 
out-of-pocket. Event Coordinators can arrange table 
guests as a sort of team, with each table captain acting 
as team captain. Members can fundraise as a method to 
extend their enthusiasm and support for the cause while 
also broadening the organization’s reach by advertising 
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• Share a sneak peak of your planned entertainment to 
grab your guest’s attention.

Pro Tip: Secure a musical performance that will 
showcase well virtually. Ideally you want your 
guests to dance as they were in an event hall. 
Don’t stick to one type of entertainer, diversify 
your performances but stay true to your theme. 

Thursday
• Send virtual event information to your guests and 

remind them of all the highlights that you have shared 
over the past 30 days. 

Saturday
• Event day!

Your donors are with you during this time so make 
them feel as they are part of your team. Stay positive 
and upbeat while having fun with this experience. A 
joyful environment is contagious and will prove to be 
successful. They will love your interactive environment, 
so get creative and invite them into your virtual world!  

For example, you can have a page for each 
contestant and people can donate to vote for 
best dressed. Whoever raises the most, wins!

Two months prior
• Peer-toPeer Fundraising: Target your monthly or 

annuals donors who give less than $250/year with the 
opportunity to attended virtually by fundraising via a 
peer-to-peer page. If your event requires a fundraising 
minimum, go ahead and contact the target audience 
with a call to action to create and personalize their 
personal page.

• Signature Cocktail: Share that you will have a virtual 
mixologist and encourage guests to get the needed 
supplies. Even though you can’t serve your signature 
cocktail you can still allow them to taste your theme. 
This will enhance their virtual experience and create a 
collaborative environment.

Pro Tip: Develop a cocktail that’s simple 
but creative. One that has straightforward 
ingredients but requires a mixologist’s touch. 
For your most generous donors or guests of 
honor, you can box up inexpensive glasses 
and small bottle of alcohol or mixers with your 
event’s cocktail napkins to deliver to their 
doorsteps. 

Week of the event

Monday
• Showcase your live auction items so guests can 

prepare for bidding via your auctioneer. If you are 
planning to use the solution Bidr, they can secure live 
auctioneers that align with their solution. 

• Send a note of encouragement with sample emails or 
social media posts to your personal fundraisers. The 
goal should be to secure more donations or increase 
event awareness. 

• Start pre-recording any material that will be shared on 
event day or conduct dry runs to make sure everyone 
is comfortable with the technology for the parts that 
will be streamed live. 

Wednesday

http://www.blackbaud.com
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event that would normally be a pre-registered in-person 
gathering.  But instead of dwelling on your challenges, 
what if we look at this a different way? Having a limited 
amount of financing is always challenging but now 
that your event is virtual, this may change. Your costs 
should be less (or at the very least will be re-organized) 
and could have a higher rate of return. What if we 
focused on getting more attendees because the event 
is now virtual and comes with tons of incredible swag 
and perks? Aligning schedules with a specific date is 
hard and transitioning to virtual might result in a larger 
attendance and more revenue, like a golf tournament. 
Tournaments are beneficial because they raise funds 
through teams and sponsorships, but the hardest part is 
securing participants. Sometimes even sponsors don’t 
fulfill their team’s requirements and you are scrambling 
to find players for a specific date, in a specific location.  
Being virtual allows this to change and it should relieve 
some of the in-person issues that come with a traditional 

Registration Driven Fundraising 
Events
• Describe the program and how taking those programs 

virtual are nuanced from the general description in 
the First section of the book.

• Discuss strategy and best practices to execute this 
program in the new normal

• Offer examples of customers who have pivoted to the 
new normal 

• Discuss the technology to execute these programs 
(BB Tech + Partner Tech Options)

Events that require registration can be difficult when 
guests wait until the last minute to commit. Throw 
in COVID-19 and it makes your registration numbers 
even more of a roller-coaster. Now is the time for your 
organization to get creative on how to conduct a hybrid 
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Small Group Meetings 
Small group meetings have also been affected by the 
pandemic but that doesn’t mean that you can’t conduct 
a board of directors meeting, a retreat, a leadership/staff 
meeting or any gathering that is needed to sustain your 
mission. Virtual meetings are here to stay for a while, and 
some permanently. There are many ways to continue to 
make them interactive and productive. Since most of 
your attendees are logging in from home, you want to 
make sure to keep their attention and there are ways to 
accomplish this without forcing their interest. Below is an 
example of how to conduct a virtual board of directors 
(BOD) retreat that’s normally days long at an off-site 
location into one virtual day.

• Length: If your meeting normally spans over days 
including lunches, dinners, and networking cocktail 
hours, you obviously cannot virtually replace those

to date is a great way to communicate and thank your 
sponsors publicly. 

• Email: Every time you send out an email about the 
event your top-level sponsors should be included in 
some type of recognition. 

• Mailed letters/flyers: Donor acknowledgement letters 
are a great way to recognize your title sponsor(s) and/
or sent flyers.

• Digital swag bags: You can fill a digital bag with 
discount codes, free offers, contests, and more run 
by your sponsors. These are a great way for your 
sponsors to shine and get registrants to visit their 
websites and try their goods. If the event is of a 
certain level and your budget permits, you can also 
mail swag bags to your registrants.

Your supporters want to be a part of your transition to 
sustain your mission. They want to feel needed and be 
included, even from afar. As long and you get creative, 
stay true to your mission, and clearly share your plan, 
your registered event(s) should prove to be successful. 

event. Let’s focus on a few tips on throwing a successful 
off-site registered event. 

Communication: Clearly convey how this event will 
work virtually, be transparent and overly share details 
regarding exactly how this event will run virtually.  
Everyone is new to these adjustments, including your 
staff, and you want to make sure that you plainly state 
the changes of the event. Build a timeline and rely it to 
your participants early on so there is no confusion of 
what dates will be milestones to this event.

Pro Tip: Friday mornings highlight different items 
that are the most desirable, via email and social 
media, to your registered and non-registered 
guests. 

Date: Instead of choosing one date for your event now 
you can designate a range for the task to be completed. 
In our example of a golf tournament, this allows for more 
player to participate. Ideally, you want to give them 
about a two-week period to play on a golf course, or 
complete the required task, and turn their score card 
into your organization. 

Equality: To make this virtual event fair, you will need to 
set requirements and restrictions in advance.  For a golf 
tournament, you want to ensure the course(s) played are 
equivalent and would require a designated rating. This 
establishes a sense of legitimacy and your registrants 
feel equal.

Sponsors: Sponsors will be surrendering on-site 
exposure as your event goes virtual but that doesn’t 
mean you cannot recognize them. There are many ways 
to expose your sponsors.

• Website: Your website is a powerful tool and should 
be updated regularly with sponsor information. It’s a 
high-traffic area and your designated event page is 
extremely valuable.  

• Social media: Social media is a great way to share 
information about your event without your supporters 
feeling targeted. Keeping your social media pages up 
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many distractions virtually. Allowing for pauses will 
increase their attention span and productivity. 

• Collaboration: Promote this as a working meeting not 
a gathering where leadership reports to the group. 
Make sure to include your recent successes but keep 
their attention by encourage their thoughts, ideas, 
and participation. 

• Fun: This is the new norm for us all and we do not 
know when will get back to our old routines. Start 
your meeting off with an interactive game. Develop an 
activity that might reveal some exciting facts about 
the group. Possibly something from their childhood 
or younger days. Share information and ask the 
members to guess who you it pertains too. This will 
liven up the scene and wake everyone up after lunch. 

• Peers: Encourage their peers to report on certain 
topics. Changing presenters often will help with 
attention spans. Listening to one voice all day can 
allow them to tune out and they will enjoy hearing 
from their peers.  

• Follow-up: Do not waste opportunities to follow-up 
on questions asked or ideas presented. Closing the 
gap will ensure that they feel heard and validated. 
Send out a survey to see what improvements can 
be made for the next meeting. Every organization is 

experiences. Ideally you can condense the gathering into 
a single day virtual meeting. Ensuring you stick to your 
schedule will help your organization stay on track with 
your yearly plan and remain a part of your donor’s lives. 
Stability is important at a time like this so keep it simple 
but consistent. 

• Preparation: In advance, you should ensure that your 
BOD have the documents needed to be successful. 
Know your audience and get the necessary 
information to the BOD in a timely fashion. Each BOD 
is individualistic so make sure not to treat them as a 
group. Some BOD might need the information printed 
and mailed while others will read it online. Make sure 
you gauge what each personally requires and follow 
through. 

• Agenda: Send out your agenda earlier than you 
normally would. These volunteers are your advocates 
and need to understand that you are handling their 
time respectfully. They will have many questions 
leading up to the meeting and to defer these inquiries 
share your plan. Their time is valuable so be very strict 
with your timeline built into the agenda. You have 
their attention for one day and you do not waste it. 
Make sure to add in frequent breaks since there are 
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Sit in on virtual events, take note to the experience, 
share what’s working and what’s not, and learn from 
your own experiences engaging with the technology, 
the people, the process. Our event marketers at 
Blackbaud have sat through hundreds of virtual 
events from tech companies to associations to 
nonprofits – and we’re learning along the way. We 
even collaborated with other tech companies on best 
practices and pain points. It has been a great time for 
reaching out and staying engaged with your network.

• Redefine your objectives and get executive buy-in. 
Moving your in-person event to a virtual gathering 
opens doors for attracting new audiences. Barriers 
of time and costs associated with travel are gone. 
Now’s your chance to engage at different levels with 
different audiences. There are many misperceptions 
that virtual events cost less and take less planning 
and resources, but if you are creating a virtual 
experience that is bringing together thousands and 
thousands of attendees, you will need to invest in 
technology, production, engagement to get it right. 
It’s critical to identify your audience, define your 
strategy for engagement, and curate your experience.  
Get executive buy-in and let these decisions guide 
requirements on what technology you leverage to 
deliver it.  Finding an all-in solution to address all our 
requirements will be tough, navigating through the 
small tech providers trying to rapidly expand to virtual 
experiences will be risky. Do your research, leverage 
your connections.  

• Reimagine. You can’t take all components of an 
in-person event into virtual experience, so now is 
your chance to redefine. Programmatically you have 
a wealth of options: multi-day or breaking it out into 
smaller segments across multiple days, months, etc. 
You can deliver livestream content (could be risky), 
pre-recorded/simulive sessions, short ignite-style 
sessions or play off of content delivered from “home”. 
Just look at some of our late-night show hosts for  
inspiration in how to get the mix right. Content is king 
– and you must deliver that content in more engaging 
ways online (bite-size it).

unique, and your attendees might have some great 
custom ideas. Virtual meetings are here to stay for 
a while so make sure you listen to your audience to 
ensure their participation. 

One day we will be back to meeting rooms, board tables, 
cocktail receptions and working lunches but that time is 
not now. All organizations are feeling the pressure and 
you want to make sure yours set the example(s) of best 
practices. Your supporters and staff understand the 
struggle and want to see you succeed. Communication 
is imperative throughout 2021 so commit to your annual 
calendar and conduct your meetings virtually.

Large Group Meetings
The COVID-19 pandemic has altered the in-person 
meeting and the events industry, but we expect it will 
recover. That recovery will take time and events will 
continue to look very different well throughout 2021 and 
beyond.  Companies, organizations, and associations 
have rapidly transitioned to virtual experiences and 
vendors across the event technology landscape are 
rising to meet their needs.  

For event planners of large-group conferences 
and meetings there are unique challenges – and 
opportunities – to consider when trying to build virtual 
experiences that match the organic community effect 
of in-person gatherings.  To be successful, organizations 
will need to reimagine and redefine what their 
conferences look like – curating content and experiences 
that guide the attendee through a cohesive journey.

Over the past year, organizations have seen significant 
upticks in online engagement – people are craving 
interaction and learning experiences that break the new 
from-home work routines. In fact, most organizations are 
seeing two-to-three times more registrants for in-person 
conferences that have gone online.  But not all events 
are created equal. Here are a few tips for adopting virtual 
event strategies.

• Watch, learn, and listen. Now, more than ever, is the 
time to absorb what is happening in the industry. 

http://www.blackbaud.com
http://www.blackbaud.com


February 2021      11

About Blackbaud
Leading uniquely at the intersection point of technology and social good, Blackbaud connects and empowers organizations to increase their impact 
through cloud software, services, expertise, and data intelligence. We serve the entire social good community, which includes nonprofits, foundations, 
companies, education institutions, healthcare organizations, and the individual change agents who support them.

800.443.9441   |   www.blackbaud.com

As mentioned earlier, once the threat of the pandemic 
subsides, people will be eager to gather in person again, 
and a hybrid model will be our bridge to coming back. 
The experiences and lessons we take away from the past 
year will be critical in keeping large audiences engaged. 
A hybrid event model that leverages small live satellite 
events combined with robust virtual components will 
be the new norm. The landscape will continue to evolve, 
technology will come and go, people will be eager for 
face-time. It will be our responsibility to ensure the 
experiences factor in safety guidelines for eating, entry/ 
exit paths, distancing, sanitation, health checks and more.

• Experience is key! Humans crave interaction. This is 
a tough one to replicate in virtual events. But there 
are interesting ways to interject some wellness and 
engagement throughout the experience:

o Create special lunch-time engagement with 
coupons for food delivery

o Attendee appointment-setting and 
networking, open discussion rooms 

o Virtual swag bags 

o Gamification, virtual 5ks o So much more! Key 
is to get creative
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