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#1 - Fun and Fresh
In the movie, “Field of Dreams”, Kevin Costner’s character hears a voice that
says, “Build it and they will come.” Unfortunately, many charity auction chairmen
think the same way – hold an auction and watch the throngs roll in with money in
their pockets ready to bid. Well, that doesn’t happen any more in this economy.
And those events that don’t keep up with the times are ultimately unsuccessful.
In order for your benefit auction to set records and grow it must be fun and fresh.
In other words, you must have fresh ideas, have fresh auction items bidders
actually want and perhaps most importantly, the event must be fun and
entertaining. Remember, most people decide at the conclusion of this year’s
event if they plan to return for next year’s gala. Fun and Fresh. Two small words
that have a big impact.

#2 - Pick A Day
Contrary to popular belief, Saturday nights are not always the best day
and time to hold a charity auction. After a long, busy week of work it’s
not easy for some to muster up the energy to attend a Saturday night
social event when the couch and big screen look so inviting.
Weekday benefits work just fine too. Attendees feel like it’s an
extension of their day and look forward to a happy hour or social
event. And afternoon benefits, especially on Saturday and Sunday,
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are tremendously successful. Why? Many people don’t like to drive at night, yet
enjoy attending an afternoon social event. Younger couples with children that
require supervision find it easier to hire a babysitter during the day rather than at
night. And attendees are not going to be as tired since the event occurs midday.
Having natural lighting can also be a huge advantage, especially at events such
as Wine Fests that feature wine tasting as an attraction. Additionally preferred
venues can be easier to secure as there is less competition from other events.

#3 - Take Your Seat
Any one who has planned a
wedding reception understands the
importance of seating
arrangements. An auction is no
different. Always place fun and
enthusiastic bidders up front and
center. On one occasion I was told
to watch out for two tables of guests,
a group of close friends, which were
set in a back corner of the room. I
was also informed that they would
be rowdy and rude, although they
would bid. While they were rowdy,
they were not rude. They simply
wanted to have fun – and fun is
contagious. Every year after that
experience I encouraged the charity
to seat this group up front and center
of the stage. Why? Because the
crowd feeds off their energy and
bids go up! Auctions are primarily
impulse buying. Enthusiasm helps
people to make impulse buys. An
empty table or dud table in the front
of the stage are buzz kills. As for
corporate tables, ask if they are
going to attend and who within their
organization will be attending. If they
are showing up for a free night out
with a dinner, seat them in the back
or the side of the room. If the CEO
of the company is coming in special
for the event, then give them a front
or high profile seat location as their
guests will be trying to impress.
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#4 - Auction Items
It’s necessary to match complementary auction
items with the group or organization benefiting
from the auction. This may sound crazy, but I
heard of a major benefit for an animal shelter
and one of the auction items up for bid was a
hunting safari. Extremely inappropriate. On
the other hand, at a major benefit for a school,
family activities and family trips were on the
auction block. Auction committee members
need to know their audience. They should not
be afraid to informally ask where their interests
lie. The more you know about those who will
be attending your event, the more personalityand-interest-matching items you’ll have, the
more money you’ll raise. Remember, “Fun and
Fresh” applies to auction items!

#5 - Volunteers
Every volunteer has a different skill set. You can use that to your advantage. If
they are outgoing, have them be greeters’ silent auction hosts or celebrity
bartenders. If they prefer numbers and have great attention to detail, such as a
bank employee, allow them to be clerks and cashiers. Attractive younger ladies
are great at modeling and showing the items up for bid. Having stronger
volunteers available to help carry out any heavy auction items is also a good
idea. But all volunteers must exude a positive energy. And finally, with years of
experience behind me, I recommend that professional Ringmen and professional
raffle ticket sellers be hired.
The professional Ringmen
are extensions of the
auctioneer, and as trained
floor staff, can increase a
charity’s bottom line.
Volunteers tend to group
together and chat and are
reluctant to ask each
attendee to purchase
tickets. That’s just human
nature. The fear of being
rejected. But professional
raffle ticket sellers have no
such fear – and that
equates to a more
substantial bottom line.
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#6 - Watch Your Time
If you are having an auction on a weekday, the event should conclude at
9:30 p.m. If it’s on the weekend, no later than 10 p.m. The standard
rate of sale at a charity auction is 17 to 20 items per hour. This
means your event should be planned in reverse order so specific
timelines are adhered to. A professional benefit auctioneer has a
sixth sense about time. By simply watching the body language of
the attendees he recognizes their internal clock is saying “bed
time” and they will unlikely be able to keep up with the energy
and pace needed for a fundraising auction. So, by keeping on
schedule and ending an auction on time, a professional auctioneer
can assure an attendees’ energy level will remain high. After all, the
only thing that should be put to bed is the winning bid.

#7 - Hire A Professional Benefit Auctioneer
There are so many reasons to hire a
professional fundraising auctioneer.
It’s true. Getting a volunteer
auctioneer for free sounds like a
wonderful, money-saving option. But
in the majority of instances the charity
actually loses money because a
professional benefit auctioneer has
the expertise and experience to work
the crowd by using various techniques
that can help increase the bottom line.
And volunteer auctioneers likely do a
few events each a year while earning
a living in another profession. A
professional benefit auctioneer
masters his craft 365 days a year and
works closely with the auction
committee months in advance of the
big night. It all comes down to
homework – fully understanding the
charity, each and every auction item,
being able to concisely describe an
item when asked and even doing
sound checks to assure every word is
heard. A volunteer auctioneer may
arrive the night of the event and ask,
“What would you like me to do?” A
professional benefit auctioneer
already knows the answer.
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#8 - Limited Speech
The main objective of a benefit auction is to
raise money, not listen to long, drawn out
speeches from individuals who love the
limelight. Yes, it’s important for volunteers and
attendees to be appreciated for their time and
donations. But it does not matter who the
speaker is, whether it’s the President of the
organization, board chairman, CEO, auction
chairman or even a celebrity – have only one
person and that person gets two minutes. Just
two minutes. And that time occurs during
dinner, prior to the start of the live auction. You
must remember, the auction committee’s task
is to inform the attendees about the mission of
the charity prior to an event – not during an
event. To assure speakers adhere to the twominute rule, a pre-recorded, professionally
produced videotape works perfectly. The same
holds true if a presentation must be made
honoring any beneficiary. Here’s a good litmus
test when it comes to choosing speakers. Ask
yourself: "How many people would stay after
the live auction to listen to the speaker?” If the
answer is everyone, allow the person to speak.

#9 - Momentum
When it comes to live auctions,
Do Not do anything that slows the
momentum. This includes, but is
not limited to, raffle drawings,
speakers, birthday greetings,
surprise guest speakers or an
intermission. Delaying the start of
an auction due to volunteers not
being ready is also a momentum
killer. One of the greatest
challenges a professional benefit
auctioneer has during an event is
maintaining momentum from the
start of the auction until the end.
Anything that is going to delay,
postpone, or interrupt the pace of
the auction should be eliminated.
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#10 - Music
Like any sport – a benefit auction needs momentum. And one of the best ways
to create momentum is through sound – music in particular. Up-tempo music can
add so much to any event. It provides a smooth uplifting transition between
auction items creating a musical bridge that keeps the audience engaged and
sitting on the edge of their seats. Music also allows everyone to participate as
they respond to the beat of the music. Remember, tapping feet and bobbing
heads are all signs auction attendees are having a good time.

#11 - Clerking System
An important part of any benefit auction is collecting the money and distributing
the items at the conclusion of the event. This must be done in a fast, efficient
and orderly fashion. No one likes to stand in a long, slow moving line – especially
those who just gave generously. A good computerized clerking system can
expedite the process. There are many companies producing professional benefit
auction software that work great. Organizations that insist on using folder
systems or an Excel spreadsheet program they produced in house may be
setting themselves up for failure. And the volunteers working checkout should be
friendly and grateful and not had a drop to drink. Streamlining the check-in and
check-out process keeps every one in a good mood – and that helps to build the
foundation for a successful benefit the next year.
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#12 - Captured Audience
Although the check-out line should move quickly, that doesn’t mean the generous
donors should be left on their own. This is a great time for the President, CEO,
Auction Chairman and others
in leadership positions to
converse and personally thank
everyone as they wait their turn
in line. It’s also a great time to
informally solicit items for next
year’s event. “Hi Fred. Thank
you so much for your bid
tonight. By the way, you have
that ski house in Colorado.
Can we count on you to
auction off a week stay there
next year?” All potential new
items should be noted and than
discussed in the debriefing
meeting. It all helps to set the
stage for the next successful
auction just 12 months away.

#13 - Post Entertainment
In two words – don’t bother. The theory sounds wonderful, “Dance to Motown
sounds after the auction” or “stay for the magic show” or “play a few hands at
casino night.” The reality is the only people that hang around to enjoy the music
or show and to dance typically are the volunteers and staff from the auction
because they are the only ones
that have not enjoyed alcohol
beverages and experienced
the fun and entertainment of
the event. While there are
exceptions to this rule, most
people, after four hours of
eating, drinking and active
social interaction have reached
their limit and are ready to go
home or move to another
venue. The drawings or
announcements of raffle ticket
winners are the only events
that should occur after the live
auction. Everything else is a
waste of money.
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#14 - Ultimate Goal
Remember to keep your eye on the prize. The important reasons for hosting your
gala is to continue the good work of helping others, to bond people to the
organization and to inform the public about your mission. But, the ultimate goal is
to raise money. Base every decision you make on what will raise the most
revenue and keep them coming back year after year.
Still Have Questions Or Comments?
I’m approaching 20 years as a professional benefit auctioneer and if there is one
thing I learned it’s this: No auctions are exactly alike. Although I’ve revealed
some valuable tips to make your auction run smoother and be more profitable,
I’m sure you have additional questions. I’d be happy to answer them with no cost
or obligation to you or your organization. Call me directly at (239) 246-2139 or
contact me online describing your situation and question. I’ll be back in touch
within a very short period of time. I also want to hear from you if you have an
unusual story or anecdote that occurred during one of your auctions.
By compiling these accounts at one source, other groups and organizations
around the country can learn from what we did wrong, what we did right and be
more prepared for the unexpected. We’re all in this together – raising money for
those who need help. Our combined efforts can change so many lives. And
there is no better feeling in the world.
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