
                                                                          

 
 
 
 
Background/Purpose 
One of the original events produced by the 500 Festival, the IPL 500 Festival Parade, 
has grown to be one of the signature events held in the United States each year. The 
500 Festival Parade is the only 500 Festival event which has taken place every year, 
beginning in 1957.  This year more than 300,000 people lined the streets of downtown 
Indianapolis on the Saturday of Memorial Day weekend to enjoy this spectacular event. 
Approximately 1,500 volunteers helped coordinate the 2011 IPL 500 Festival Parade. 
The Parade featured all 33 drivers in the 2011 Indianapolis 500®, 33 500 Festival 
Princesses, spectacular floats, bands from across America, giant balloons and specialty 
units. In addition, the Parade was nationally televised on VERSUS Cable Network and 
locally on WISH-TV Channel 8, a CBS affiliate. Throughout the years, the financial 
support from the title sponsor and float and balloon sponsors has helped to further the 
development of creative ideas to enhance the Parade on the street as well as its 
telecast. Each year the Parade reflects the Festival theme through its floats and special 
décor on the Parade route. This year’s theme was Miles of Memories: Celebrating the 
Most Important Race in History.   

The tradition was born in 1957 with four men who recognized the need to create a 
special event preceding the Indianapolis 500-Mile Race. The 500 Festival Committee felt 
the project should be a civic-oriented, annual activity keyed to the 500-Mile Race. The 
deadline to complete all the needed details for such an undertaking was set in stone to 
be up and running within 60 days. It was a mighty task, but where there’s a will, there 
had to be a way. The "dream-makers" conceived the name "500 Festival" and charted 
the steps they felt would be needed to launch the project. For the first Festival, only a 
parade, a ball and a square dance were inked for the May festivities. 

One of the three original events produced by the 500 Festival, the Parade, has grown to 
be one of the signature events in the U.S. each year. The IPL 500 Festival Parade 
consistently ranks among the nation's top three parades, among the Pasadena 
Tournament of Roses Parade and the Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York 
City. 
 
The first year, both the parade and the ball were held on the same evening at 7 p.m., the 
night before the race. Units of the parade included nearly every high school band in the 
Indianapolis area, the Purdue University Marching Band, various marching units and 
clowns from the Murat Temple, the Indianapolis Police Department Motorcycle Drill 
Team, the Culver Military Academy Black Horse Troop, marchers from the Guard’s 38th 
Division and other local military organizations, 20 floats and all 33 pace cars. Actress 
Cyd Charisse, wrapped in ermine, and Hugh O’Brien, television’s "Wyatt Earp," perched 
on the backs of convertibles and waved to a crowd of over 150,000 people lining the 
parade route. 



Today’s Parade is made up of more than 80 entries, including celebrities, race car 
drivers, floats, bands, balloons and special units. Even though the two-mile route takes 
only 90 minutes to complete, Parade festivities last over twelve hours. At 8:00 a.m. the 
celebrities are invited to breakfast at the Indianapolis-Marion County Library and after 
the parade, a Volunteer Party is held to thank all volunteers for their hard work 
throughout the day. From 5 p.m. to 8 p.m., a Band Party is held to host all marching 
bands that performed in the parade, giving all bands, and especially the bands from out-
of-state, a place to eat, dance and relax after their hard work. 

The 2011 celebrity line-up included Grand Marshal CNN anchor Anderson Cooper, 
country music artist Kelly Pickler, music producer and songwriter David Foster, actor 
Omar Miller, Miss America Teresa Scanlan, Colts linebacker Gary Brackett, 2011 
Snakepit Ball entertainment REO Speedwagon, Health and Wellness Expert Jillian 
Michaels, TV personality Judge Alex Ferrer, 500 Festival Memorial Service speaker 
General Peter Chiarelli, Butler University mascot Blue II, U.S. Army  Medal of Honor 
Recipient Maj. Bruce Crandall, Indiana Pacers players Jeff Foster and Mike Dunleavy, 
Jr, TV personality Jim Nabors, actress Florence Henderson and comedian and actress 
Ruth Buzzie. 

The 500 Festival Costumed Character Breakfast is also held before the start of the 
Parade. From 9 - 11a.m., families arrived at the Hilton Indianapolis to enjoy a full 
breakfast spread and met with Yogi and Boo-Boo Bear and Shaggy and Scooby Doo! 
Families enjoyed a hearty breakfast and the costumed characters before finding their 
seats along the Parade route. 

Overall Revenue and Attendance 
Twenty-eight thousand tickets were sold for the 2011 IPL 500 Festival Parade.  
Reserved bleacher seats were $14.50; reserved chair seats $18 and reserved VIP seats 
were $32. This year the parade sold out, meaning every ticket available for purchase 
was sold.    
 
Sponsor Program 
List of Current Sponsors for OneAmerica 500 Festival Mini-Marathon 
IPL 
Lilly 
Anthem 
Firestone 
IMS 
Sexton Companies 
American Dairy 
Town of Speedway 
The American Legion 
 

AAA Hoosier Motor Club 
Hilton Indianapolis 
Window World 
Wells-Fargo 
Confucius Institute 
Monarch Beverage Company 
University of Indianapolis 
Chevrolet 
OneAmerica 

Unlike most of our other events, the benefits of sponsoring the parade are pretty 
standardized. Each unit has its name in title proceeding, it is recognized during the local 
and national broadcast, the company’s logo will appear on all publication and webpages 
promoting the parade lineup and a package of tickets to the parade is provided. There is 
a difference in the available tickets based on being a balloon or float sponsor. 
Additionally, balloon sponsors have the option of having their employees be the balloon 
handlers for the parade, a very unique benefit and opportunity for their team. 
 
Each year, more than 300,000 people along the parade route watch this annual 
tradition.  Of those, 30,000 are paying for reserved seats. Looking at this alone, having 



an event that bring in families who choose to bring blankets and coolers and those 
willing to spend money on what is essentially a free event shows that we deal with a 
wide range of visitors. What we turn to with this event is the fact that the 500 Festival 
Parade is a long-standing Memorial Day Weekend tradition in Indianapolis. Of course, 
any company we would talk to has a large number of potential customers in a crowd like 
that. But moreover, everyone in attendance is someone who either lives in Indianapolis 
or is enjoying our city for the day or weekend. We speak to companies who have a 
vested interest in the city and talk to them about how their support of the Parade is 
showing their support for the city of Indianapolis. Not only is this vital to their marketing, 
but it also goes a long way in building internal moral.   
 
Our current roster of event sponsors total 120 years of partnership, including our current 
title sponsor, IPL, who at minimum has sponsored a float since the Parade’s inception.  
 
Upon completion of each year’s Parade we begin to collect all promotional materials and 
media results to create a custom event recap for each sponsor. We take the time to sit 
down with each sponsor to discuss that year’s event and their experience throughout the 
year. This allows us to make a transition by discussing the things that could be improved 
on for the following year.  At that point the renewal process begins as we discuss how to 
include the ideas into the next sponsorship agreement. 
 
Volunteers: 
Much of the success of the 500 Festival is due to the support received by the 
community.  More than 7,000 volunteers lend a hand throughout the month of May to 
help execute all the 500 Festival events. Volunteers from schools, corporations, public 
service agencies and local churches are just a few examples of the diverse groups and 
individuals that comprise the 500 Festival Volunteer Program.   
 
Parade Total Volunteer Hours: 11,621 
% of Total Overall Hours: 32% 
Dollar Value of Volunteer Time ($21.36* x 11,621) = $248,224.56 
 
Measurable Results/Number of Participants 
With the help of an aggressive marketing plan including print, radio and online ads, 
television and radio promotions, direct mail, e-mail blasts and press releases the 2011 
IPL 500 Festival Parade was a success with more than 300,000 people in attendance.  
The 500 Festival had 10,000 Parade brochures printed and distributed around Indiana.  
Window displays were created promoting the Parade and displayed in front of the 500 
Festival offices in downtown Indianapolis and in front of IPL, the title sponsor for the 
Parade.  Downtown pole banners were created and posted around the downtown area.  
Promotional partnerships with our sponsors and the Indianapolis Motor Speedway® 
proved to be valuable in driving ticket sales.  The IPL and AAA both inserted ticket flyers 
in their billing statements. The Indianapolis Motor Speedway® followed in suit. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Supporting Question 
 
What did you do to update/change this program from the year before? Were your 
updates/changes successful?  
This year marked the 100th Anniversary of the first running of the Indianapolis 500®. In 
honor of this milestone, the IPL 500 Festival Parade added a number of elements to the 
event to celebrate. The 500 Festival invested in a spectacular opening production which 
included a salute to the Indianapolis Motor Speedway with a Camaro pace car and a 
Marmon Wasp replica (the first winning car of the Indianapolis 500), the opening number 
performed by country artist Kellie Pickler, a balloon release with 15,000 balloons in the 
seven colors of the racing flags of the Indianapolis Motor Speedway and a breathtaking 
US Navy flyover. In addition to the 33 starting Indianapolis 500® drivers, nine legendary 
Indianapolis 500® drivers joined the Parade including A.J. Foyt, Bobby Unser, Mario 
Andretti, Johnny Rutherford and more. In addition, the 500 Festival unveiled of a new 
giant balloon – a replica of the 1957 winning Indy 500 car, driven by Sam Hanks.  
 
The 500 Festival invested in a new opening scroll float that displayed the 2011 500 
theme: Miles of Memories: Celebrating the Most Important Race in History.  
 
New in 2011, the 500 Festival added a Princess Alumnae Float that invited past 
princesses back to participate in the Parade on the 100th Anniversary of the Indianapolis 
500. Fifty princess alumnae gave a contribution to the 500 Festival Foundation to be a 
part of this celebration.  
 
Also new this year, the 500 Festival created a Play it Again Band that was comprised of 
former high school and college band members interested in reliving the thrill of marching 
in the locally and nationally televised IPL 500 Festival Parade in front of nearly 300,000 
cheering spectators. Each band member received a commemorative T-shirt and hat. 
Members also had the opportunity to play in the Parade of Bands at the Indianapolis 
Motor Speedway® on Sunday, May 29, before the start of the Indianapolis 500®. 
Participants will travel the full 2.5-mile oval. In order to participate in the inaugural year 
for the Play it Again Band, members had to be 18 years of age or older and must have 
marched in one of the 53 previous 500 Festival Parades.  
 
Also, on Parade day the 500 Festival gave away 350 commemorative seat cushions that 
featured this year’s theme: Miles of Memories: Celebrating the Most Important Race in 
History.  
 
What makes this event unique and creative? 
The 500 Festival’s signature events showcase the city of Indianapolis to the rest of the world 
through a myriad of cultural, educational and social events, and draw participation from more 
than 500,000 people annually. The IPL 500 Festival Parade gathers 300,000 alone. With 
continued support from the community in addition to being featured on national television, the 
Parade has continued to expand its celebration of the 500-mile race. While in partnership with 
the Indianapolis Motor Speedway® throughout its Centennial Era, this race-eve tradition 
continues to grow and promote the “Greatest Spectacle in Racing”—the Indianapolis 500®, after 
54 years and still counting. 
  
 
 
 
 
 


