FIRST® Fundraising Toolkit
Section 8 – FIRST Team Fundraising Examples
(FRC 291 – Murder Mystery Dinner Theater)
BASIC TEAM INFORMATION
FIRST program, team number & name

FRC 291 – CIA (Creativity In Action)

Rookie year

1999

Location (City, State)

Erie PA

Type of area (urban, suburban, rural)

Urban

Number of events attended in 2013 (Regional/District/Champs)

2 Regional & Championship

Number of students on the team

21 (expecting more after fall
recruiting season)

Number of Mentors on the team

15

Range of money fundraised by the team each year

$15,000 – $19,999

GENERAL FUNDRAISER INFORMATION
Name of fundraiser: Murder Mystery Dinner Theater
Short description (3-5 sentences): At the outset of the dinner, guests are told they are part of a
particular premise (a wedding, a high reunion, etc) but somewhere in the course of the evening a
murder is revealed to them. Each of ~6 actors playing suspects play out their roles among the tables
(which means you don’t need an actual “theater”) trading accusations and rebuttals over the course of
three acts. Printed clues are revealed to the guests at various times (a map, a receipt, a note, a photo,
etc) to help them in solving the mystery. At the end of the third act, guests are invited to submit a
ballot with their guess as to who did it and why. A prize is awarded to ballots randomly chosen from
the correct answers.
Total amount of money raised: ~120 guests/performance, 4 performances, $25/person, meal cost
covered by our primary sponsor  $12000 total in funds raised;

Number of students & Mentors/parents needed to run the fundraiser: 7 actors (6 suspects and a
detective – can be students or adults), 6-10 cooking personnel (depending on the complexity of the
meal) – probably parents or other adults, 2-3 student ushers (ticket takers, etc)

PREPARATION & SET-UP INFORMATION
List of materials & costs needed for preparation & set-up (identify any materials the team was able
to have donated):
Material
Hall Rental

Single Material Cost
$0

Number of Materials Needed
1 / show

Food

$7-$25/meal

120 meals / show

Ballots/clues

<$1

120 ballots etc /show

Prizes

$25 / prize

1-4 / show

Multi-Item Cost
$0 (always donated –
use school cafeteria,
local fire hall, etc)
$840-$3000 / show
(often donated)
$100 / show (often
donated)
$25 - $100 (usually
donated)

Total cost to run event: $1000 - $3000 / show
Advertisement needed for the event: Word of mouth was enough to create a sellout
Amount of time needed for preparation & set-up: 20 hours rehearsal, 1 hour set-up for
tables/clues/ballots, 5 hours to prep and set-up dinner, 2 hours for dinner and show
Number of students & Mentors/parents needed for preparation & set-up: 6
Additional comments on set-up: This fundraiser can be customized to fit your situation. Scale the
meal down to something simple like spaghetti, for example. For that matter, you don’t really even
have to serve dinner – you could just make it a dessert “reception” (cookies and pies, etc) but still use
the same premise.

TAKE-DOWN/WRAP-UP INFORMATION
Amount of time needed for take-down/wrap-up: 1 hour (includes dish washing, etc)
Number of students and Mentors/parents needed for take-down/wrap-up: 8
Additional comments on take-down/wrap-up:

FINANCIAL INFORMATION
Total money raised at fundraiser: $12,000
Total team cost for fundraiser: The total team cost is actually $0 since we get everything donated – the
meal, the paper for the clues, the playbills, the prizes, etc. However, if you were to have to actually
pay for everything, you’d probably look at a cost of $7 - $25 per plate for the food (depending on how
fancy the food was), paper supplies – clues, ballots, etc - $100.
Net fundraiser income: $12,000

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION
Comments: Our team has created sixteen different scripts for these dinners and all are available as kits
to other teams free of charge. One thing we have offered as an option to teams who use them is that
(if the team wants to and can afford to do so) the team can send a percentage (10% usually) of the
team’s profit to our team as a way of saying thanks for providing the information and materials needed
for such a lucrative fundraiser.

Tips & best practices:
The How-To Guide for FIRST Murder Mystery Dinner Theaters
The Casting
While casting requirements vary from script to script, there are usually roles for seven to ten people (usually a
pretty even mix of male and female roles). The characters, of course, vary depending on the premise of the play.
Previous experience is not required as evidenced by the fact that about 80% of the time an actor doing one of our
shows will never have had previous theatrical experience – they only thought it would be fun.

The Sequence of the Mystery
We have performed these for various functions and the formula that has worked for us has been to combine the
mystery with a dinner. Most of our scripts play out as follows (Brannigan’s Birthday Brew-haha is only exception):
1. Perform Act One
2. Serve dinner
3. Perform Act Two
4. Serve dessert
5. Perform Act Three
6. Have people guess the culprit’s identity and collect ballots
7. Reveal the culprit

The Cost of Tickets
We have typically performed this for about 120 people at a time although we’ve stretched that a little in the last
few years as the dinner’s popularity grew. (The seating diagram we send to any folks who request a kit has a
capacity of 121 if you assume eight people per table and don’t include the characters themselves in the
headcount.) We recently raised ticket prices from $20 to $25 per person (includes both the dinner and the show).
If possible, get the cost of the dinners picked up by a sponsor or get the food donated. We have done this for the
past eleven years and have made over $90,000 averaging over $2000 per night.

Making Tickets
We have used pre-made business cards that are sold as sheets of 10. They look semi-professional and they’re
easy to make (a little cut and paste magic with a computer and then it’s off to the Xerox machine).

The Room Layout
The seating diagram we send to those who request a kit shows sixteen eight-person tables – the cast should be
strategically positioned throughout the audience. The seating arrangement should allow performers to answer
questions and interact with the audience (in character) between acts. The characters are positioned along the
inner perimeter so as to allow them easy access to the “center of the action” when they need to interact with the
other characters during the acts. The tables have been positioned so that all audience members have a decent
line of sight to the action and so that a minimum of action takes place completely behind someone’s back. We
have used a small to medium sized dining space at the sponsoring corporation’s facility but a school cafeteria
would work fine, too.

Technical Aspects
Whatever can be done to spruce up “the performance area” is, of course, complementary to the event. One
recommendation (depending on how well your performers can be heard) would be the use of wireless body
microphones – some of the evidence needed to solve the mystery will be spoken and if the acoustics are a
hindrance to understanding the dialogue, the evening may suffer. That being said, we don’t use wireless

microphones anymore – they can present technical difficulties (feedback, etc.) and may result in the actors
becoming overly dependent on them. Get your actors to speak up and project their voices – it’s not that hard to
do.

The Summaries of the Acts
At the end of each act there are often summaries that are indirectly delivered by one of the characters (or the
detective at the very of the evening) just in case someone missed part of the act (they were in the restroom, they
just weren’t paying attention, whatever). Because these summaries should both be factual and because they can
be a bit longer than just a couple sentences, we have allowed the actors delivering those lines to use a note pad
with the script pasted into it as a reference – don’t read right from it, but you can certainly refer to it. We have
always had the detective use one of these at the very end since that is the one time that all the details really have
to line up and be well explained so that the solution to the mystery is shown to be clear and logical.

Clues
Each table gets two complete sets of paper clues (most scripts have 6 clues per set). The clues are the same for
each table and are typically things like letters, news articles, or photos that come with the kit. Each individual clue
is folded almost in half so that the words “Clue #X – Do Not Open Until Told To Do So” can be read at the top. As
the script is performed, the respective characters direct the audience to open the appropriate clues. The clues
are shared by all of the people at the table.

Ballots and Prizes
Each place setting should begin the evening with:
1. A ballot (it’s one of the pages in the file called “clues”)
2. A page with all the suspects and their descriptions on it – this is in the script (you could even print this
on the back of the ballot to save paper)
3. One of those little golf pencils so they can write down clues and so forth
At the end of the mystery, audience members are allowed about ten or fifteen minutes to complete their ballots,
after which time they are collected (usually by the reporter since he or she is not really a suspect). You can come
up with whatever scoring method you want to determine which submissions are “winners”. One suggestion: if you
have two prizes to award, for example, select more than two ballots as “winners” and then have someone who did
not have a winning guess pick from the more than two (concealed) ballots. That way, if someone doesn’t win a
prize, they can walk away thinking that theirs could have been one of those entries that simply didn’t get picked.
In short, it avoids any “sore losers” who thought their answer was good enough.

Using the Robot in the Performance
While it is certainly not needed, there is no reason not to have the robot present so people can see what they’re
supporting by their attendance.

Content
We do our best to keep the content of the characters and the plot (murder notwithstanding) family friendly. There
is never profanity used by any of the characters and they are seldom involved in anything more objectionable than
having a few too many drinks or the occasional extramarital affair.

Pictures & descriptions:

“Murderous Malpractice”

“Luxury Liner Lunacy”

