
 
The Kentucky Derby Festival was founded in 1956 and has grown from a single event into one of the largest 
and most renowned civic celebrations in the United States. The Derby Festival takes great pride in 
maintaining its relevance to the community and has taken steps to position itself for future growth in the coming years. In 
planning for the 2011 Derby Festival, the KDF staff and its board members spent several months discussing possible changes to 
event production and locations. Some of the changes had been considered for a long period of time; others were not seriously 
discussed until after last year’s Festival. 
 
Once the changes were decided upon, it was the role of the Derby Festival’s two-person Communications Team to disseminate 
that information in a timely and effective manner. Numerous internal meetings were held to determine when, and how much, of 
that information should be communicated to the public through various media outlets. More changes were slated for the 2011 
Derby Festival than had ever been implemented in the history of the organization. It became a very challenging year, to say the 
least. 
 
2011 SuperFest 
 
With all of the changes planned for the upcoming Festival, it seemed appropriate that the theme was “SuperFest” – a celebration 
of Superheroes made famous through TV, movie and comic book appearances. The theme was developed through a 
collaboration between Festival board and staff, and CurrentMarketing, the Festival’s advertising agency. The theme was 
released in January, letting fans know the Festival was just around the corner.  The Festival’s Communications Team worked 
with the agency to create a video announcement of the theme on Facebook through the Festival’s newly created “Fan” page.  
Those wanting to learn the theme, had to become a fan of the Festival on Facebook. 
 
Part of the Festival’s 2011 advertising campaign was the introduction of an excitable, slightly chubby character known as Super 
Festival Fan – who was featured in the video.  Some people took an instant dislike to Super Festival Fan and expressed their 
disapproval on social media sites. Other people – particularly young children – loved the character and were eager to pose for 
pictures with the affable portrayer at events. It was a good example of beauty being in the eye of the beholder and went to show 
that you can’t please everybody.  Overall, the release on Facebook was a success with nearly 2,000 fans “liking” the Festival, in 
addition to garnering additional media attention for the theme announcement. 
 
Powerful Communication 
 
To help disseminate information about all the changes the Derby Festival was implementing in 2011, Festival officials scheduled 
meetings with the general managers of all four local TV network affiliates. The Derby Festival President and CEO made a 
presentation detailing the planned changes and answered questions from the general managers and their staff. The 
presentations were well-received and helped the stations’ reporters and producers to understand the reasoning for the changes. 
It was explained that much of motivation for the adjustments was to help the Festival position itself for further growth in the 
coming years. Festival officials were also invited to a meeting with the editorial board of The Courier-Journal newspaper and to 
submit an op-ed article that was later published in the paper. The editorial board members were given a press kit that included a 
fact sheet and background information on the significant changes occurring to Derby Festival events in 2011. The meetings with 
the station general managers and Courier-Journal editorial board were effective pro-active steps in helping the media understand 
the Derby Festival’s rationale for the significant changes that were taking place in event structure and programming. 
 
Thunder Power 
 
In early spring, the Festival announced that it would fence off the North Great Lawn section of Waterfront Park for the Thunder 
Over Louisville show and would require a 2011 Pegasus Pin for admittance to this area, which had not been cordoned off in 
previous years. The pins cost $4 in advance and also allowed free admission to many other Derby Festival events. The fencing 
off of the lawn was in response to reports from the years before that Thunder fans were using rope, tape and pennant lines to 
secure large areas of the park for their personal use. This created a “land grab” of sorts and led to a tense and territorial 
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atmosphere.  The new set-up would allow Festival officials to more closely monitor and control the crowd in the popular viewing 
location. 
 
At least one member of the Louisville Metro Council and a community activist went public with the belief that the Derby Festival 
was excluding poorer families from watching the show in a public park by requiring a Pegasus Pin for admission to the North 
Great Lawn. The story was picked up by all local media outlets. Shortly thereafter, Derby Festival President and CEO Mike Berry 
appeared before the Metro Council to explain the Festival’s actions. He informed the council members that the pin admission and 
fencing were strictly safety and security issues and that the Derby Festival typically loses about $150,000 in producing each 
year’s Thunder show. He cited studies that showed nearly 80 percent of attendees at major Festival events requiring pin 
admission purchase their pins in advance. He mentioned several other festivals and special events that have charged admission 
for Waterfront Park. Many of the council members were not aware of the information reported by Berry and he was graciously 
thanked for appearing at the meeting. Berry did a few follow-up interviews in the days after his council appearance and the 
reports were almost universally supportive. 
 
Faster Than a Speeding Bullet 
 
For nearly 40 years, the Derby Festival road races have started in Louisville’s south end and finished in the downtown area. 
Following the 2010 Derby Festival Marathon and miniMarathon, race organizers surveyed about 4,000 runners who had 
participated to see what sort of changes to the race structure they would like to see implemented. The most desired change 
mentioned by runners was to have the races start and end in the same downtown location, near the host hotels for out-of-town 
participants. In 2011, the Derby Festival announced that both races would start end in downtown, just three blocks apart. The 
start line on Main Street allowed for a less-congested roll-out of runners and showcased the historic buildings for a 10-block 
stretch. The Festival’s Communications Team worked with the local daily paper on a front page story to roll out the 
announcement of the course change.  It was embraced whole-heartedly by both runners and spectators and received very 
positive media coverage. 
 
Up, Up and Away 
 
The Derby Festival for more than 30 years staged its hot-air balloon events – collectively known as the U.S. Bank Great 
BalloonFest – at the Kentucky Exposition Center, which is located in close proximity to Louisville International Airport. It had 
become increasingly challenging to coordinate the balloon events with the airport’s air traffic control patterns, so the Festival 
decided to move three of its five 2011 BalloonFest events to Bowman Field, a private airfield in central Louisville. The venue 
change was announced at a press conference at Bowman Field, which received positive media coverage. Several meetings 
were held with area neighborhood associations to alert them of the change and to identify potential problems. A detailed traffic 
plan was developed and a large crowd was expected, especially for the Great Balloon Glow. As luck would have it, several days 
of heavy rain swamped the field, which severely restricted entrance and egress and resulted in gridlock for vehicle traffic. The 
actual event was a success, but the traffic problems upset a number of people who experienced long delays in attempting to 
enter and exit. The Festival received some negative press in the daily newspaper and on social media sites, but soldiered on and 
learned some valuable lessons. 
 
Flying High 
 
On a more positive note, the Festival also moved its popular Basketball Classic and Stock Yards Bank Great Bed Races from the 
Kentucky Exposition Center to the new KFC Yum! Center in downtown Louisville. This state-of-the-art facility, which seats more 
than 20,000, was a wonderful host and added to the excitement of the events. The upper portion of the area was curtained off, 
creating a more intimate environment for both participants and spectators. The game was also broadcast live on local TV, which 
had not been done for several years. 
 
Virtual Power for Pins 
 
The Derby Festival Pegasus Pin Program accounts for about 20 percent of the KDF’s annual operating budget, as well as 
serving as an effective tool for promoting awareness of the Festival and its activities. For many years, customers who purchased 
Pegasus Pins received two discount coupons for products and services in their pin envelopes. Patrons who found a Gold Pin in 
their envelopes were required to visit one of several redemption centers around town to register their pin for a chance to win one 
of about a dozen Grand Prizes valued at about $2,500 each. In 2011, the Derby Festival went “virtual” with its Pegasus Pin 
Program. Instead of finding coupons in their pin envelope, purchasers received a card with a unique registration number to 



register their pins online at www.pegasuspins.com. After registering their pins, patrons were able to download four coupons for 
discounts on retail services or items, as well as selected Derby Festival events and merchandise.  
 
A press conference detailing the changes was held at an Ashley Furniture HomeStore location, one of the program’s sponsors. A 
computer set-up at the store allowed for a mock demonstration for media of the pin registration process, which was seen to be 
quick and simple. KDF pin purchasers seemed to appreciate the opportunity to receive four coupons instead of the two that had 
previously been offered, as well as not having to travel to a pin redemption center. A handful of patrons who didn’t have access 
to the internet to register their pins expressed disappointment with the change, but the Festival invited them to visit the Derby 
Festival office to receive their coupons. The Festival sold approximately 300,000 Pegasus Pins in 2011, with about 40,000 
customers registering their pins online. The change to online pin registration went very smoothly, with very minimal negative 
feedback from customers. 
 
The Nemesis 
 
One of the most significant challenges faced by the Derby Festival in 2011 was making adjustments to events and programming 
due to the weather. Louisville experienced record rainfall in April, with the Ohio River cresting above the flood stage for more 
than a week. Flood waters covered much of Waterfront Park, which is the venue for the Fest-a-Ville attractions for a 10-day 
period. Much of the infrastructure for Fest-a-Ville and its activities had to be moved south, away from the river, affecting vendors 
and public access. An unprecedented team effort on the part of the Derby Festival staff, board and volunteers allowed these 
changes to be made efficiently and with little disruption to scheduling. The Festival’s WineFest, which was scheduled for two 
consecutive days at Fest-a-Ville, was moved several blocks to the city’s Belvedere area. The $1 Million Hole in One Golf 
Contest, which is traditionally held at the Louisville Water Tower on the banks of the Ohio River, was moved to Seneca Park Golf 
Course due to flooding. The relocated WineFest and Hole in One Golf Contest went off without a hitch and were supported by 
media reports alerting the public of the changes.  
 
The flooding also forced postponement of the Great Steamboat Race and the Texas Hold ‘Em poker tournament, which were 
rescheduled for late June. The Urban League Guild Moonlight Cruise, scheduled for Derby Night aboard the Belle of Louisville, 
was cancelled because the vessel could not safely sail on the high river.  All of the changes were communicated swiftly to media, 
as well as posted on the Festival’s website and social media networks to alert the public. 
 
Holy Mobile 
 
The Derby Festival continued to grow its social networks in 2011, after integrating social media into its enhanced websites in 
2009 with Facebook, Twitter, RSS Feeds for news, Youtube and Flickr.  The social networks were populated (sometimes hourly) 
with up-to-date event information, contest and ticket promotions, as well as event reminders and any weather related event 
changes.   
 

 In 2011, the Festival realized a gain of 10,743 new fans among its four Facebook presences.   

 1,699 new followers joined KDF on its three Twitter accounts.  

 43 videos (24 new) were posted on YouTube with 6,366 total views.   

 1,388 photos were posted in the Official Festival Flickr Stream with 48,740 views.  Plus, 8,641 additional images were 
tagged “Kentucky Derby Festival, Derby Festival or DerbyFest” on Flickr. 

 
In 2011, the Derby Festival also upgraded its iPhone App to a SmartPhone app.  The app is FREE to download from both the 
Droid Marketplace or the iTunes store (search Derby Festival).  The app allowed users to personalize their Festival experience 
by clicking on their favorite events and adding them to a section called “My SuperFest.” In addition, users can locate and map the 
Festival events, and the app provides date and time information for each event.  Photos and videos can also be uploaded.  There 
were 3,705 downloads of the new SmartPhone App. 
 
More Effective Than Kryptonite 
 
Local, regional, national and international press turned their attention to Derby Festival in 2011 to make it another incredible year 
for broadcast coverage of the events. Proving the community has an insatiable appetite for Festival coverage, Louisville's four 
network television stations devoted hours of broadcast time in local newscasts and special programming.  A total of 1,940 
stories* or news teasers were documented from January – June 2011, with a Viewership of 56,422,909* and an estimated 
Publicity Value of $6,794,409*. (*This is an audited number provided by Media Library, Inc.) 

http://www.pegasuspins.com/


 
In addition, TV viewers across the nation had a front row seat to some of the exciting events leading up to the world’s most 
famous horse race, thanks to outstanding national coverage of the 2011 Kentucky Derby Festival.  Regional and national 
affiliates from the four major television networks:  ABC, CBS, FOX and NBC aired coverage of some of the most visual Derby 
Festival events in over 300** stories or news teasers with a Viewership of 11,279,872** and an estimated Publicity Value of 
$505,521**.  Some of these broadcast hits made national networks including, The Today Show, CNN Headline News and The 
Weather Channel.  (**These are audited numbers provided by Media Library, Inc.)  
 
Printed news coverage of the Festival made daily headlines in local print and reached national audiences with feature stories in 
daily newspapers and publications around the nation including: The New York Times, Pittsburgh Post Gazette, The Wall Street 
Journal, The Herald Dispatch (Huntington, WVA), and Orlando Sentinel.   Some aspect or event of the 2011 Festival was 
documented in more than 3000***stories, features, posts or listings in print and online with an estimated advertising equivalent 
over $30 million***.  (***These are audited numbers provided by Virtual Clips, Inc. and Meltwater Group.) 
 
In addition to traditional news coverage of events, the Derby Festival saturates the airwaves on televised specials and expanded 
news feature programming during the two-week celebration.   
 
Among the highlights: 
 

 Derby Festival’s Opening Ceremonies:  Thunder Over Louisville.  Louisville's CBS affiliate WLKY 32 broadcast 
ALL DAY coverage on Saturday, April 16 from 2:00 p.m. to 11 p.m.. The live broadcast relied on dozens of 
reporters, anchors and production crew. The broadcast of the show reached over 200,000 viewers during the 
eight and a half hour broadcast from 2 p.m. – 11 p.m.  The peak of the show from 9:30 - 10 p.m. garnered a 31.1 
HH rating and a 48 HH share – translating to an estimated 211,100 viewers watching Thunder at home.  The 
WLKY broadcast is made available to American Forces Network Television airing July 4th and July 10th to more 
than 175 countries around the globe. The Thunder radio broadcast was carried on COX Radio’s Lite 106.9 WVEZ 
from Noon until 12am.  

 Derby Festival Basketball Classic presented by papajohns.coms. Saturday, April 22. Game broadcast live on 
WDRB-TV and streamed live online at www.fox41.com, in addition to live reports broadcast on 99.7 WDJX.  

 U.S. Bank Derby Festival Great Balloon Glow.  Friday, April 29, covered live 9 – 10 PM on WBKI-TV, Louisville’s 
CW and live reports broadcast on Cox Radio’s New Country Q103.1.  

 Stock Yards Bank Derby Festival Great Bed Races. Monday, May 2. Live 7 - 8 PM on WAVE TV.  Received 3.9 
rating and 6 share with 66,267 viewers tuning in at home. 

 Republic Bank Pegasus Parade. Thursday, May 5. Live 5:30 – 7:30 PM on WAVE TV, including on-route pre-
event coverage starting at 5:00 PM.  Received 6.5 rating and 12 share with 130,285 viewers tuning in at home.    

 
The theme of the 2011 Kentucky Derby Festival was “SuperFest” – a tribute to iconic Superheroes made popular through TV, 
movies and comic books. With significant alterations to major Derby Festival events and the adjustments required due to flooding 
and heavy rains, the theme of this year’s Derby Festival could easily have been “Super Change.” The Festival hit a few bumps in 
the road with so many changes in such a short time, the KDF Communications Team worked well with a sympathetic media 
corps and customer base to keep people informed of all activities. The 2011 Derby Festival certainly did not lack media attention 
and was largely showcased as one of the jewels of the community. 


