
 
(a) 

 
First held in 1956, the Pegasus Parade is the Kentucky Derby Festival’s oldest and 
founding event. The Macy’s-style parade through downtown Louisville traditionally 
attracts a crowd in excess of 200,000 spectators. The event is also broadcast live on 
WAVE TV, the local NBC affiliate. Each year, an individual or group is designated as the 
Grand Marshal of the Pegasus Parade, with a notable figure from the world of sports or 
entertainment typically selected and promoted. In 2012, singer and philanthropist Cyndi 
Lauper was selected as Grand Marshal of the Republic Bank Pegasus Parade. Just 
prior to the “step off” of the parade units, Lauper was scheduled to perform the opening 
act in the review stand area of the parade route that would be broadcast on live TV. She 
selected her hit song “True Colors” to perform, with backing by a local youth 
performance group. 
 

(b) 
 
A couple hours prior to the parade, Ms. Lauper and her backing musicians arrived at the 
review stand area to rehearse her opening act.  At that time, there was some confusion 
about the timing and coordination of the event, as well as technical difficulties with the 
microphone and audio. After working through the rehearsal, the audio crews and 
Festival staff thought all the issues had been resolved.  Later that afternoon, just before 
the parade stepped off, the local youth performance group started a dance routine to 
Lauper’s hit “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun.”  At that point, the TV station learned the 
audio problem had not been resolved as no sound from the performance was being 
broadcast on air.  The TV crews and Festival staff members rushed to try to resolve the 
issue prior to Lauper coming on stage.  Lauper made her way to the performance area 
and was handed a microphone, which was apparently not turned on.  
 
Expressing her frustration with the situation, she uttered an expletive that was, 
unfortunately, picked up on the live television broadcast – just as the TV station’s audio 
problem was resolved – as well as heard by hundreds of attendees around the 
performance area at the event.  News of the incident spread quickly and virally – posts 
were made on Facebook and Twitter two minutes after it happened.  Dozens of calls 
with viewer complaints were also streaming into the newsroom of WAVE TV – the 
station broadcasting the parade.   
 
Kentucky Derby Festival President and CEO Mike Berry was quickly alerted of the 
situation and the Communications Team determined an “on-air” apology would be the 
best course of action.  The team crafted this statement:  “At the beginning of the Cyndi 
Lauper performance we were experiencing audio difficulties.  Unfortunately some 
inappropriate comments aired. This is a family event and broadcast.  We do apologize 
and the comments will be edited from the rebroadcast.” Mr. Berry then took to the 
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airwaves during the broadcast to make the apology for the incident live on television. 
The apology was also promptly posted on the Festival’s Facebook and Twitter pages 
and communicated to other local media outlets who had heard of the “slip up.”  Informed 
of the faux pas, Lauper also apologized live to the audience when she made her way 
back down the parade route.   

(c) 
 
The parade incident was completely unanticipated and took place near the end of the 
Kentucky Derby Festival’s 2012 event schedule. The overall media campaign for the 
year included promotion of Ms. Lauper as the parade Grand Marshal, as well as her 
appearance earlier that day at the Festival’s Celebrity Day at the Downs luncheon at 
Churchill Downs racetrack. Lauper’s original flight into Louisville with her entourage was 
cancelled and delayed her arrival until the early morning hours of the day of the parade. 
Derby Festival staffers were uncertain whether she would be able to attend the 
luncheon, but her group eventually made it to the track for a successful appearance at 
the event. Because the Pegasus Parade was televised on live television, the Festival 
had no opportunity to prepare for the unexpected and unfortunate slip-up by the Grand 
Marshal. 
 

(d) 
 
The Derby Festival’s Pegasus Parade has been sponsored for many years by Republic 
Bank, a locally-based and family oriented financial institution. The parade in 2012 was 
dedicated to the late Bernard Trager, the chairman and founder of the bank. Republic 
Bank is actively involved in supporting the parade, with about 40 of its employees 
helping to lead the inflatable Pegasus character balloon down the route each year. 
Republic Bank officials became aware of the profanity incident almost immediately and 
were understanding of the situation and appreciative of the Derby Festival’s efforts to 
mitigate any negative publicity. 
 

(e) 
 
There was a definite increase of media coverage of the Pegasus Parade as a result of 
the unplanned “stunt” with Ms. Lauper. The incident was covered by all local television 
media outlets, as well as reported in the following day’s newspaper coverage of the 
parade by The Courier-Journal, followed by at least two letters to the editor in the paper.  
Overall, Lauper’s appearance – from the initial announcement to fallout from the 
profanity incident - generated 106 stories on local TV news stations, with 3,025,719 
viewers and an estimated publicity value of $460,041.  Plus, it warranted 73 stories on 
regional and national TV stations outside Louisville’s DMA from KATV in Little Rock, 
Arkansas, to The Weather Channel with an additional viewership of 2,326,707 viewers 
and publicity value of $95,967. 
 
Video of the Lauper’s on-air profanity was also posted within minutes on YouTube, and 
later on websites such as Radar Online, Deadspin and Backpagez. More than 50,000 
viewings of the episode were tracked in the weeks following the event. The Kentucky 



Derby Festival felt somewhat chagrined by the incident but had no choice but to 
apologize and move on. Realizing that there really is such a thing as bad publicity, the 
Festival sought to minimize any damage, responding as needed with apologies to the 
public, and tried to look on the positive side of the incident with all the additional 
exposure for its oldest and founding event. 
 

(f) 
 

The Kentucky Derby Festival had no opportunity to prepare for the event that took place 
on live television regarding Ms. Lauper. She later told a media source that “we had a 
little debacle” at the start of the parade and apologized for the inadvertent airing of the 
expletive.  However, the Festival is working with WAVE TV as the contracted broadcast 
partner of the parade to look at ways to avoid such incidents being broadcast live in the 
future.  Members of the parade committee and staff are planning to meet over the next 
few months to discuss options (i.e. broadcast delays) to avoid future faux pas, among 
other details for future parade broadcasts.  


