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How Can My Small Charity Get Corporate Sponsorships?

With Organization and Persistence

By Joanne Fritz, About.com

Right now, during an economic downturn, does not seem the best time for beating the bushes for corporate sponsorships. But there is a flip side to that problem. Businesses are desperate to get their names out to the public and to sell their products. At the same time, consumers, more than ever, want their spending to also do some good. 
That is a win-win for cause-related marketing1, of which sponsorship is a part. Consumers like businesses that care. How better to exhibit that care than helping to sponsor your event? 
What is Corporate Sponsorship2?

Sponsorship is a two way street between charity and a business. The charity gets help with the expenses of the event; and the business gets advertising, exposure, and low cost marketing. The more a charity can offer of these benefits, the more successful it will be in gaining corporate sponsorships. 
How Can a Small Charity or Cause Compete for Corporate Sponsorships?

The big national charities have entire staffs assigned to cause-related marketing. They may even hire consultants who specialize in putting corporations and charities together for events or cause-related marketing programs. 
But don't despair if your organization is small, local, and your staff is mostly volunteer. You can still get sponsors for your event. Just plan to work the neighborhood. Think of concentric circles of influence in your city or town. Start with the people you know well, work out into the neighborhood where you have physical proximity to businesses, and then tackle the larger circle composed of companies that you don't know personally...yet. 
Many organizations only think of the Wal-Mart or the corporate headquarters out in the suburbs when they consider corporate sponsorships. It's no wonder they become discouraged early on and feel that getting business sponsorships is a lost cause. 
Start with Your Event Budget

Develop a budget for your event. How much will the venue cost? Advertising? Physical set up? Lights, microphones, entertainment, give-aways such as t-shirts? Security, printing, food, food service? 
What will be the income from the event? Will you charge a per person fee? Is there money already in the budget devoted to the event? Have some donors already pledged support? How many business sponsors from last year have signed on again? How much of the income will help support the event and how much will go to your cause? 
Once you figure out how much more money you need to raise for the event, you can set up sponsorship levels for the businesses you will solicit. How many sponsorships will you need at each level to reach your goal? Set up several sponsorships at low levels that will attract small businesses, a mid-size sponsorship for a larger company, and perhaps a large sponsorship for a lead company. 
Your sponsorships should form a pyramid, with several small ones at the bottom, and fewer as it reaches the top. Plan to overshoot on the number of base-level sponsorships so that if you don't get a big one, it will not be devastating. 
Don't forget to compile a list of gifts-in-kind that you can resort to if a company prefers not to give cash. A restaurant chain may want to donate the venue for instance, while your local lumber yard might provide the materials for the stage and backdrop. 
Assign to each sponsorship level a list of how you will promote the sponsor before and during the event. These can be logos in the program, significant signage, a corporate table, press releases announcing the sponsorship, an opportunity for attendees to taste products of the sponsor or receive product samples. 

Leave room to be flexible. Each potential sponsor might have its own marketing needs, or wish to give some cash and some in-kind contributions. 
Call, Mail, or Visit?

Some charities think they can just write up a letter about their event and sponsorship opportunities, send it out to all the businesses in their community, and, magically, sponsorships will roll in. 
It doesn't work that way. Just think about the pile of mail every business gets. Why would it pay much attention to a letter from a small local nonprofit asking for help? When a letter is sent, it must be specific to a particular business and be followed up right away by phone call or other personal contact. 
Use phone calls, visits, mail and email interchangeably according to the circumstances. Just one contact method will not work...use an integrated approach, and be systematic and persistent. 
Use Your Inner Circle to Find the Best Leads to Potential Sponsors

Ask your volunteers (especially board members) if they have a connection with a local business. Would they feel comfortable either making a pitch to the business for support or at least providing an introduction to the decision-maker there? Offer to attend a meeting with the volunteer. Follow up on all of these leads. If a volunteer says he or she will contact their employer or their cousin who owns the insurance office, write that down and then follow up. Did the volunteer make the contact? What happened? How can you help or follow-up? 

Small charities and other nonprofits can get corporate sponsorships for their events if they are organized and persistent. Here are more tips for finding sponsors. 
Work the Geographic Circle that You Can Physically Reach

Walk around the immediate area where your charity is located and where you plan to hold your event. Write down the names of all the businesses, look up their contact information, and then call them about your upcoming event. Set up an appointment to go talk to them in person. 
At that meeting, make a marketing pitch to the business. Explain who will be attending your event, how you will advertise their sponsorship, and provide the sponsorship levels they can choose from. If you don't get a commitment at that point, leave some prepared materials and your business card. Immediately send a thank you note, enclosing another business card and copy of your opportunity. Then follow up with a phone call one or two weeks later. Keep doing that until you think there is no chance of a sponsorship from that business. 
Work Your Outer Circle of Influence

Make a list of all the mid-size and large corporations in your area. Think of large employers, grocery store chains, and retail outlets that are part of a larger corporation. Call those businesses and ask who handles their marketing, their charitable contributions, or their sponsorships, and how you should contact them. Ask for any guidelines the corporation has for charitable help. Some larger businesses will only work with registered 501(c)(3)1 nonprofits, for instance. Then contact the appropriate person or department in the manner they prefer. 
The corporate office might want a formal proposal mailed to them, or they may have an online form that they want charities to use. Whatever it is, follow the instructions, but then follow up in a week or two to find out if the company got the information, and what you should do next. At each contact point, try to get a meeting with someone so you can make your pitch in person. A local affiliate of a larger organization may refer you to the corporate headquarters in another city. Don't quit at that point. Write or call that office, mentioning that the local store or office sent you. 
This is the hardest circle to reach, but don't be shy about being persistent. Companies get hundreds of requests a year. Most go nowhere simply because the nonprofit did not keep following up. Even if you don't score a sponsorship this time around, you will be able to educate the business about who you are and what your charity does. That will set the stage for involvement at a later time. Keep detailed records of these contacts so you know what you did and what you should do next. When you get discouraged, remember that you are building steps to a future relationship. None of this activity will be wasted if you consistently think in this way. 
Formalize Sponsorship Agreements and Cultivate the Relationship

Once you reach a sponsorship agreement with a business, send a thank you letter that reiterates what each party will provide and when. Send another thank you note when the contribution is received. Send them updates on event planning during the period running up to the event. Make sure they receive your newsletters and other communications. Provide a contact name if there is any problem or a question. If the sponsor does call, make sure that their questions are answered quickly. 
Invite representatives of the business to participate in any pre-event activities you might have, such as a reception at your organization or a press conference to announce the event. Give your sponsors plenty of publicity...even above and beyond what their sponsorship agreement calls for. 
Be sure to send an invitation to the event to those companies that chose not to participate. Thank them for their consideration of your request with the hope that they will visit and enjoy the event. When a business sees that your event was successful, and that other businesses helped support it, they may choose to be a sponsor the following year. 
After the Event, Provide Sponsors with Plenty Of Documentation

Take lots of photos at the event showing the sponsor signage, participants enjoying themselves, activities that the sponsor's contribution made possible. Send reports about attendance, money raised, and what that money was used for. Organize volunteers to writes notes of appreciation to the sponsors, send certificates of support, or several copies of your newsletter that show photos of the event. 
Finding and getting corporate sponsors is a lot of very hard work, especially when your event is new. But, that work, if done well, can lead to very satisfying partnerships for the future. As with any donor to your organization, you must find those businesses that will work with you, care for them by making them part of your organizational family, and keep them happy and involved for the long run. 

