ALL ABOUT HOSTING HOUSE PARTIES

Introduction
One of the easiest special events, and sometimes one of the most lucrative, is the common house party. In some ways, it seems ludicrous to describe how to do a house party, since anyone who has ever had a birthday party, school picnic, anniversary celebration, a small wedding or bat mitzvah already possesses the knowledge and experience necessary to organize and host a house party. However, because sometimes the seemingly easy events are fraught with pitfalls, some obvious and not-so-obvious tips on hosting a house party are described below. 

What is a House Party?
A house party is a social event organized by staff, board members and/or volunteers associated with a nonprofit organization whereby they invite their friends to a party at their house as a means of educating attendees about a particular issue, establishing greater name recognition for the organization, and generating financial support for the organization.

Education – A house party is a good way to raise consciousness about the issues addressed by the host’s organization. House parties are best used to explain a complicated issue to many people at once, allowing them to ask questions and get the information they want. In the early days of the United Farm Workers movement, for example, house parties were used to explain the plight of migrant farm workers and the concept of UFW union to sympathetic, middle-class, non-agricultural people who had financial ability to give, but possessed little concrete information about the movement.

Name Recognition – A house party enables a group of people to meet someone famous or important whose work is related to the cause championed by the host’s organization. For example, a candidate for office, a prominent spokesperson for the cause, a person who has direct life experience related to the cause. This person gives a testimonial or asserts a particular viewpoint, and the host describes what people can do to respond (vote, give money, boycott, give money demonstrate, give money). Attendees often feel compelled to take action and more apt to remember the organization because in their minds it is associated with the moving testimonial.

Financial Support – A house party provides a social setting to meet people, see old friends and eat good food. When organized correctly, it sets up a cordial atmosphere for someone not familiar with the group to hear a lot about it, ask questions, and get some personal attention without being obligated to give. People can either give a very small gift or not give at all without embarrassing themselves, and they can attend without having to pay to get in. No matter what else you ask people to do, ask them to give money. It is the only thing they can do right on the spot and, because it is usually the most passive action, it requires the least amount of work. There are five steps to putting on a house party. 

THE HOSTS 
The host of a house party has several responsibilities, the least of which is providing the house and the food:

· Invites anyone he or she thinks might be interested in the organization or the topic being discussed; 

· Gives an appropriate description of the organization and the issues; 

· Introduces the guest speaker, famous person or someone most familiar with the issue to be discussed; and 

· Makes a pitch for money. 

The host must be someone who has contributed a gift, regardless of size, that was significant to her or him. The donor asks the guests to join him or her in making a significant gift of their own.

The ideal host is someone close enough to the organization to understand the importance of the agency and to be willing to conquer their fear of asking friends for money, but not so close as to have all their friends already be donors. A major flaw of house parties is that the same people are invited to several house parties for the same organization.

THE INVITATION LIST
Once someone has volunteered to host, the organization’s staff must be prepared to assist the person in deciding who should be invited. A house party can have any number of people, but it generally works best when there are at least 12 guests and not more than 40. Determining the size of the invitation list should be driven by how many people the house can comfortably accommodate. If a presentation is planned, it’s important to make sure most of the people can sit down at that time. If there is not a presentation planned and the pitch is to be short having appropriate seating will not be as important. 

The rule of thumb is three times as many people as you want to attend should be invited to the house party. The invitation list should include one person from the organizations (such as a board member, volunteer, or staff member) for every five to eight guests. Then start with the host’s friends, including neighbors. Sometimes, a house party is also a way to meet your neighbors. Consider people from church, synagogue, mosque, social clubs, work, relatives, etc. Except for those people specifically invited to mingle and represent the organization, don’t invite very many people who are already donors.

If you’ve invited donors in order to use the house party as a means of upgrading amounts donated, focus on those who could be asked to give more money than they currently do. 

THE INVITATION
It is important to design the invitation specifically for the people being invited. The invitation does not have to be fancy, and it can be printed at an instant-print copy shop, so expense shouldn’t be an issue. For groups with access to desktop published programs, good-looking invitations can be turned out very inexpensively. 

The invitation should reflect something about the host as well as the crowd being invited. This will make people want to attend. Whether your invitation is to be serious or light, educational or assuming knowledge on the part of the invitee, always include the following:

· An indication that people will be asked for money. "Bring your checkbook" is the most direct way to make this known. You might also say, ‘A chance to learn about, and contribute to this important work." Or, "As we enter our tenth year, your financial support is more important than ever." 

· A way for people to give without coming to the part. On the invitation’s return card include the option, "I can’t come, but want to help. Enclosed is my donation." 

· Encourage people to bring friends. Require an RSVP so you will know how many people are coming. 

· Give people clear directions to the house. If finding the place is at all confusing, draw a map. Include the phone number of the host under the directions. 

THE EVENT
Where most parties fail is in not having thought through exactly how the event will go. To avoid this danger, choreograph the event by imagining yourself as a guest at the house party and play over in your mind what will happen.

You walk or dive up to the house…

… Is it obvious where to park? (This can be important if you share a driveway with people not attending the party, if there is a hidden ditch near your house, or if your neighbors are the kind that are likely to call the police about a guest parked too near the crosswalk.)
… Is the house obvious? Is there a porch light? Is there a sign saying "The _____ house party here"? This is especially important in rural communities where homes can be hard to see, and in big apartment complexes where it may be confusing to find the right number. 

You come in to the house or apartment…

… Is it obvious where to put your coat? If not, someone needs to be stationed at the door to provide that information. Ditto for the bathroom. 
You look around for people you know and make your way to the food…
… Is there a traffic jam at the food table? Pull the table out from the wall so people can serve themselves from all sides of it. Put the drinks on a separate table removed from the food table to force people to move on from the food or from the drinks. If possible, have several small platter of food, rather than two or three large platters. 
… Are the plates big enough? You don’t want people to feel like hey have to come back for five helpings to get enough, or stay hungry because they are too embarrassed to keep going back for more food. 
… People returning to the food table create a traffic jam, and people feeling hungry create a non-money-giving atmosphere. If the house allows it, there can be several, food table in different rooms serving different kinds of food. 
… Serve things that are easy to eat standing up – finger food rather than things that need a fork and knife. Don’t serve anything that would be a disaster if spilled (such as red wine on light-colored carpeting, chili on your couch). 

Once you get your food, you look for a place to sit…
… Are there enough chairs? Make sure no chair is sitting alone or obstructing people coming in and out of the entrance. 
… When you’re done with your food, where will you put your empty dish? Make sure there are several trash cans around for disposable dished and utensils and a table for things to be washed. 

THE SPECIAL MOMENT: THE PITCH
Everything at the house party should be built around the pitch. Make arrangements ahead of time with at least two, and not more than four people, who will pull out checkbooks, or hand over checks to members of the organization that when the host says, "I hope you will make a donation." They don’t have to be ostentatious about it, but a few people have to set the tone that this is he time to give money. 

Some people object to this practice, claiming that imposes too much pressure. However, a little more thought will show that it is the considerate thing to do. Few people have the self-confidence to be the first to do anything. When the host asks for money, many people are prepared to give, but everyone has a brief attack of anxiety, "Perhaps this isn’t when you give the money, " or "Perhaps I am the only person in the room who believes in this cause," or "Perhaps everyone else already turned in their money and I will look odd if I give my money now." 

· Time the pitch so that the most people will be there when it is made. This is usually an hour into the party. The host calls for people’s attention. The members of the organization discreetly get envelopes ready and the two to four "plants" space themselves around the room. 

· The host introduces himself or herself and welcomes everyone. If there is a presentation, the host introduces the presenter. (If there is more than one host, such as a couple, or a group, they should take turns talking so it is clear that both or all are involved.) 

· After the presentation, the host must be the one who gives the pitch. If the presenter is a famous person or somehow special to the work of the group, that person can sometimes make a formal request for money, followed by the host saying, "I hope you will join me in helping this important cause." 

· It doesn’t matter if the host is nervous or doesn’t like asking for money. Your proceeds will be cut by at least half without a pitch from the party sponsor. 

· Sometimes people argue that hosting the party – loaning the house, fixing the food, giving the time – should indicate the hosts’ interest. Indeed it does. It shows that the host helped save the group the cost of renting a conference room at a hotel. But, in order for the guests to give money, the host must also say that he or she gives money and wants anyone who agrees with him or her to do the same. 

· How the pitch is made determines how the money will be collected. This is also decided ahead of time. The best way to get the most money at the party is to pass around envelopes immediately after the host speaks. If you would prefer, the host can say, "Please put your donation in the basket over there, " and point to a place. Or the host can say, "You can hand me your check, or give it to any of the people wearing a carnation." In any case, tell people how and when to give the money. 

· House parties often fail when the money is not collected right after the pitch. 

At one house party, the host said, "I hope you will all think about making a gift to this group, which is my favorite." Then, without missing a beat, he said, "Now that the fundraising part is over, eat up and drink up! Let’s have fun." People did exactly as they were told. For a few seconds they thought about giving a gift, then headed for the food. No envelopes were present, and no method of collection was obvious. 

At another party, the hosts showed a videotape about the group, then took the tape out of the TV monitor and went into the kitchen. People sat around chatting about the tape, then got up to get drinks and food. After a while, the hosts re-emerged and went on with the party. People could be heard asking: "Are we supposed to give money?" or "What are you supposed to do with the money?" Perhaps out of fear of being rude, they did not ask the hosts. 

In those cases, the parties raised almost no money and left people feeling that house parties are a waste of time. They are if not done properly. 

Following the pitch and a short period for people to write checks, the hosts should thank everyone for coming an encourage them to stay, have more to eat and drink, and enjoy themselves. 

