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Chickenshed is an inclusive theatre company. Primarily based at their purpose-

built venue in North London, they create theatre for all ages and run successful 

outreach projects, education courses and membership programmes throughout 

the year.  

Founded in 1974 by Jo Collins, a musician and composer, and Mary Ward, a teacher and 

director, the company quickly grew from its beginnings in an actual chicken shed to become 

the first truly inclusive theatre company. Forty years on – Chickenshed now runs accredited 

and vocational educational courses, children’s and youth theatre programme, outreach 

programme and a regular programme of in-house and touring performances.   

In the early 1990s Lord and Lady Rayne led the fundraising campaign to build Chickenshed’s 

purpose built theatre on land from Enfield Council. They also instigated Chickenshed’s 

hugely successful programme of fundraising galas, now running for more than 25 years. 

Adam Gallacher, Head of Fundraising, manages a team of four and is responsible for raising 

£2,300m p/a. Of this, £600k is attributed to two galas held yearly, as well as supplementary 

events. Forecast income for fundraising events in 2015/16 is £1m.  

 

Objectives 

There are three main aims of Chickenshed’s events programme. In order of priority, these 

are: 

1. To raise funds – approximately 50% of Chickenshed’s fundraised income comes from 

their gala and events programme (which is often unrestricted too). 

 

2. Stakeholder engagement and cultivation – Adam believes there is a real value to 

engaging with supporters. Making donations is at the heart of their relationship with 

Chickenshed and Adam believes opportunities for them to give can be as effective as 

other stewardship activities. 

 

3. Profile – the events are a way of reaching new networks and potential supporters – 

demonstrating the social power of Chickenshed’s work through performance. 
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Events programme 

Chickenshed’s inclusive theatre productions are spectacles on a grand scale, often including 

huge casts of beneficiaries (up to 300 people). These provide the perfect focus and USP or 

‘unique selling point’ for their galas. 

Chickenshed’s programme now includes two annual galas: both the original gala instigated 

by Lady Rayne, and an additional gala hosted to support Chickenshed’s branch in Kensington 

and Chelsea. Alongside these major galas, Adam is creating an innovative programme of 

events which bridge the boundaries between a traditional gala and a Chickenshed 

performance. This broadens the audiences they are able to reach and diversifies their 

income sources. 

 

Target audience 

The target audience is often defined by the gala committee’s contacts and networks. They 

often find that companies are interested in buying tables to entertain key clients, and have 

sometimes found it helpful to target a specific industry so that the people there know each 

other and there is some healthy competition for the auction. 

While Chickenshed ensure that guests get a genuine sense of their work, the gala audiences 

are very separate to their usual audiences – Adam estimates up to 70% of the gala guests do 

no attend any other Chickenshed events. 

 

Process 

The committee, volunteers and staff team 

Each of Chickenshed’s galas has a dedicated committee leading it. The committees are 

responsible for selling tickets and sourcing prizes, but Chickenshed staff time is needed to 

support committees and manage logistics and fundraising activity.  

Adam advises that it is important to be realistic about the benefits and risks of having 

volunteer committees at the heart of core funding streams. You can benefit from the time, 

dedication and connections of volunteers, but there is nothing to stop them from backing 

out if their circumstances change (for example, a move to another city). If a gala is close, it 

could be nearly impossible to replace key volunteers in time. 
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The fundraising team (which has been growing over the last five years and now includes five 

fundraisers) are also supported by Chickenshed’s wider staff team of 70. Chickenshed are 

used to putting on performances, and there is production and events management 

expertise in the wider team to draw on. The finances and accounts team also help 

significantly. Alongside, Chickenshed has a team of about 30 volunteers who help during the 

gala evenings. Even with all of this, Adam emphasises galas are a huge amount of work, and 

any organisation considering one need to think seriously about their capacity and resources. 

 

Selling tickets 

Adam says that London is saturated for these types of events and that gala committees are 

crucial in selling tickets, although the staff at Chickenshed do also sell a few. Selling tickets 

to supporters who give in other ways needs to be done carefully, as you might ‘cannibalise’ 

straight forward donations as people buy gala tickets instead. 

 

Venues 

Chickenshed’s galas have 200 to 350 guests, and they have used a variety of venues. They 

have previously used hotels which are more geared up to support these types of large 

functions, but do find that smaller and more unusual venues can be attractive to guests. 

Adam warns that the more unusual venues often have hidden costs as you need to hire in 

equipment that is provided in more conventional venues. 

Adam suggests occasionally changing a regular venue can helpful, making it more exciting 

for potential guests and reinvigorating committees becoming tired of planning repeat 

events.  

 

Structure of the gala 

The events always begin with a reception, which is important as it gives guests a chance to 

mingle and enjoy themselves before moving into dinner. After a speech from a figure 

recognisable to the audience (for example, the President or Chair), would typically welcome 

guest before the dinner.  

Chickenshed have experimented with including their spectacular performances at various 

points in the evening, but try to make sure it come at a point when it breaks up the evening 

to keep things interesting for their guests. The aim is for visually-stunning, large-scale 

performances lasting about 40 minutes to create a real impact. 
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Fundraising on the evening 

Chickenshed have tried a variety of fundraising activities during their galas, including: 

 A ‘Tree of life’: guests can donate at one of three levels, £50, £100 and £300, and receive 

a prize of the equivalent value. A lot of work is put into sourcing donations for the prizes 

and these have been a time-consuming but successful fundraiser. 

 

 Auctions: they tend to have a ‘Grand Auction’ of 5 or 6 key items, accompanied by a 

silent auction of 40 items run by iBid (a company providing software and equipment for 

auctions). Chickenshed ensure that paper booklets are provided on the tables, as well as 

tablets for bidding, as people still like to look at a paper catalogue. 

 

 Live appeals: for the last three years they have included an appeal for a specific project, 

asking people to donate on the evening. This has been a huge success, and has 

sometimes raised up to £100,000 or a third of the net income. 95% of funds pledged 

have been fulfilled, but Adam is cautious about depending on this income source for 

every gala, as once it has become an expected part of the evening the effectiveness may 

wear off. However, to date it has been a very effective way to allow people to be seen to 

be giving generously, without expectation of an auction prize or similar in return. 

 

Costs of galas 

Adam believes it is important to be transparent about the costs of galas, as well as the 

amounts raised. This means the net income, or profit, should be reported rather than the 

gross or total income. It can cost £120,000 or £130,000 to put on a gala, and Adam strongly 

recommends that you must go into the event at a break-even point on ticket sales in order 

to raise a sufficient amount. At Chickenshed, they often use this ‘break-even’ principle to set 

their ticket prices. 

 

Outcomes and conclusions 

Chickenshed’s events programme is hugely successful, raising more than £1million or 43% of 

their fundraised income each year. Even with this success, Adam is looking to diversify 

Chickenshed’s income streams in order to make income more resilient. This includes 

running different types of fundraising events, as well as growing other types of fundraising.  

Going forward, Chickenshed are placing increasing emphasis on collecting details of gala 

guests and keeping in touch, hoping to convert more of them to individual donors.  
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Things to remember 

1. You need to be at a break-even point going into the gala 

Galas are expensive and time consuming. Adam strongly advises that, in order to 

make it worthwhile, you need to break even in advance. Anything raised on the 

evening (through auctions, live appeals and so on) is then real income. 

 

2. You need a dedicated committee 

They are crucial for selling tickets and sourcing auction prizes. 

 

3. Think about your USP or ‘unique selling point’ 

This is a crowded market place, so Adam advises knowing what makes you special. 

For Chickenshed, this is their huge performances by beneficiaries. 

 

4. Consider your long-term aims 

A huge amount of effort is needed to put on a gala and you need to think about what 

you want your events programme to look like in five years (including how much 

money you want to raise through each gala once the programme is established). It is 

important to know why you are doing it: your board might think a gala seems like a 

great way to entertain their clients, but make sure they really understand the 

implications and have your organisation’s best interests at heart. 


