
 

 
(a) 

 
The Kentucky Derby Festival was founded in 1956 as an avenue for local residents to be able to 
celebrate the hoopla surrounding the world’s most famous horse race. In the nearly 60 years since 
it was established, the Derby Festival has grown by leaps and bounds and is considered one of the 
top civic celebrations in the nation. The Derby Festival’s Communication Team, which added a 
third member in 2011, made a commitment to re-establishing its brand throughout the community 
and region as it prepared for the 2012 Kentucky Derby Festival. 
 
The Derby Festival traditionally works with its advertising agency to create a theme for each year’s 
schedule of events. Elements of the theme are incorporated into event planning and programming 
as much as possible. However, in 2012, the Kentucky Derby Festival decided it would “go back to 
its roots” in promoting KDF events, embracing the unique traditions that have made the 
organization part of the fabric of the community for 56 years. This was done in part with a goal of 
strengthening the brand of the Derby Festival on a local and national level. 
 

(b) 
 
The Derby Festival’s 2012 media campaign sought to showcase both traditional Festival events 
and several new attractions that were added to its schedule. The Derby Festival literally 
“weathered” a challenging series of issues during the 2011 season, not the least of which was 
record rainfall in the month of April and severe flooding of its waterfront event venues. Some of the 
changes necessitated by the relocation of venues were made permanent in 2012 and those 
modifications were communicated to the public through press releases, email blitzes, social media 
sites and Derby Festival promotional pieces. The Festival’s media campaign focused on 
communicating those changes, as well as promoting its traditional activities. 
 

(c) 
 
Although the core of the Kentucky Derby Festival’s more than 70 events occur over a two- to three-
week period in April and May every spring, the Festival’s Communications Team strives to keep 
the Festival in the public eye year-round.  The 2012 Media Relations Campaign began in the fall of 
2011 with the opening of race registration for its annual Marathon and miniMarathon, continued 
through the holidays with the unveiling of a collectible Christopher Radko Ornament and the 
announcement of a Poster Artist, then into the new year with the announcement of the Royal 
Court, Official Poster Unveiling, release of the 2011 Economic Impact Study and finally through the 
Spring of 2012 with weekly and then daily releases regarding its more than 70 events.   
 
Though the 2012 Kentucky Derby Festival did not feature a specific theme for its programming, 
there was an emphasis on showcasing the events that make the organization’s programming so 

 
Best Media Relations Campaign 
 
Kentucky Derby Festival: 
Going Back to Our Roots 
 

 



unique. The Derby Festival worked closely with its advertising agency to focus its 2012 media 
relations campaign on the “community, tradition and fun” that makes its events so recognizable to 
area residents and out-of-town visitors. The Festival assisted with those efforts by revamping its 
website and its E-news blasts, both with updated content and a new look. It unveiled a new 
economic impact study that reported that the Kentucky Derby Festival annually generates $127.9 
million in economic activity for the community. The study found that for every one dollar spent by 
the Derby Festival, $22 was generated in economic activity among area businesses. The Derby 
Festival sought to reinforce its position as one of the community’s “jewels” and to present a more 
robust presence in the public eye. 
 
Overall, the Festival’s Media Relations Campaign included 150 press releases distributed to media 
outlets, 37 editions of the “Festival Times” E-newsletters and promotions sent to an average of 
14,000 subscribers per edition, and a core publicity package including promotion of the Derby 
Festival’s Official Schedule of Events in various publications, Festival produced pieces and its 
websites that generated 4,222,946 print impressions in 2012.   
 

(d) 
 
The target audience for the Derby Festival’s 2012 media relations campaign was its core of patrons 
dating back many years, potential new patrons and exposure in local, regional and national media 
outlets. The Festival sought to expand its demographics through social media outreach, paid 
advertising, internally-produced publications and discount promotions such as Deal Chicken. The 
Derby Festival in 2012 endeavored to welcome a new generation of Festival fans into its fold by 
emphasizing its role in providing fun activities that were well established and inviting.  
 

(e) 
 
The Derby Festival focused most of its 2012 media relations campaigns on the local print, TV and 
radio market, but also worked to secure coverage from national publications and television 
networks. The Festival hosted a photographer from Southern Living magazine in 2011, which 
resulted in prominent coverage of KDF events in a 2012 edition of the publication. The Derby 
Festival’s Great Steamboat Race also received international coverage in an issue of the Malaysian 
magazine Jalan/Jalan. The Festival’s Basketball Classic all-star game attracts attention from 
basketball-crazed communities from around the region; the Festival supported that interest by 
generating coverage of the player rosters and activities associated with the event. The Basketball 
Classic received coverage from numerous basketball recruiting websites, local TV stations, 
regional newspapers and national publications such as SLAM magazine. 
 

(f) 
 
The Kentucky Derby Festival utilized every available medium for its media outreach in 2012, 
including radio, television and print advertising spots, internal publications such as the Official 
Program and Media Guide, social media platforms and scheduled interviews with local media 
outlets to promote specific events and programming. Both the Festival’s e-newsletter and website – 
www.kdf.org – was revamped to focus on the Festival’s brand and featured the most up-to-date 
information regarding Derby Festival events and related news. 
 

http://www.kdf.org/


 
 

(g) 
 
The Derby Festival’s 2012 media relations campaign targeted mostly local outlets such as The 
Courier-Journal newspaper, Business First, Louisville Sports Report, Louisville Eccentric Observer 
(LEO), the four TV network affiliates and several area radio stations. The Festival also courted 
coverage from Lexington, Ky., and Southern Indiana media outlets when there was a direct 
connection to events that appealed to those demographic audiences. The Festival engaged local 
media to provide updates on suspension of KDF programming due to threatening weather 
conditions. Utilizing its updated and enhanced Emergency Action Plan, the Derby Festival 
Communications Team alerted local media and patrons on a timely basis as to event delays or 
cancellations through social media outlets and traditional communication contacts.  
 
The Derby Festival’s media outreach in 2012 helped to create a demand for event participation at 
an unprecedented level as evidenced by numerous sold-out events such as the Spring Fashion 
Show, Marathon/minimarathon, Pegasus Parade, WineFest and Celebrity Day at the Downs. The 
demand for tickets to 2012 KDF events was rewarding to event organizers and resulted in a 
strengthening of the Festival’s brand and status throughout the community.  

 Louisville’s four TV network affiliates featured 1,821 stories or news teasers to KDF 
activities, with a viewership of 57,112,280 and an estimated publicity value of $5,575,719.  

 National coverage on stations such as MSNBC, CNN Headline News and The Weather 
Channel included more than 350 stories or news teasers with an audience of 19,326,452 
and an estimated publicity value of $825,771.  

 Print coverage was reported in publications such as Southern Living, Arizona Daily Star, 
The Denver Post, The Washington Post, Atlanta Journal-Constitution and JalanJalan 
magazine in Malaysia.   

 Some aspect or event of the 2012 Derby Festival was documented in more than 3,000 
stories, features, posts or listings in print or online (including social media sites) with an 
estimated advertising equivalent of $48,386,549. (The aforementioned figures are audited 
numbers provided by Media Library, Inc., Media Gofer, Inc. and Meltwater.com). 

 
Media coverage of Kentucky Derby Festival activities took place mainly during the month of April 
and early May, when most of the KDF events are produced. However, the Derby Festival is 
involved with various community affairs throughout the year, beginning in January with the 
introduction of the Festival’s Royal Court members and unveiling of the Official Derby Festival 
Poster and Merchandise. The Festival selected a local minority artist as its 2012 Official Poster 
Artist, who was available throughout the spring for interviews and poster signings. The 2012 Derby 
Festival poster was one of its most popular, resulting in strong sales of the artwork and the 
associated Official KDF merchandise. 
 
The Festival’s social networks also played a major role in the 2012 Media Relations campaign – as 
the Festival ontinued to grow its social networks in 2012.  The Festival maintains an online 
presence on four Facebook pages, three Twitter accounts, Flickr and YouTube.  The social 
networks are populated with up-to-date event information, photos, contest and ticket promotions, 
as well as event reminders and any weather related event changes.  
 



The Facebook platform, as well as others, have proven high engagement and a great way to 
disseminate information about our events and sponsors.  

 At the culmination of the 2012 Festival, nearly 20,000 strong were following the Festival 
pages – a gain of 7,218 “likes.”   

 The Festival’s Twitter following is nearly 6,000 strong and growing after the 2012 Festival – 
a 69% increase from 2011.  

 53 videos were posted on YouTube with 15,627 total views.   
 On the Festival’s Official Flickr Stream, 2,728 photos were posted during the Festival.  

Plus, 10,912 images were tagged “Kentucky Derby Festival, Derby Festival or DerbyFest” 
throughout Flickr albums. 

 
The Kentucky Derby Festival websites continue to be one of the primary sources connecting 
customers to the Festival all year with real-time event updates and frequent emails to Festival 
Fans.  In 2012, the main Festival site – www.KDF.org – received an updated look and its 
functionality became more user friendly.  Fans from 151 countries around the world – from 
Germany to Australia to Japan – visited the site to experience the Festival online. 
 
Updated daily in season, the site topped 878,373 page views in 2012 with 205,974 unique visitors.  
KDF.org provides the entire Festival schedule, with event details and sponsor mentions as well as 
a complete sponsor listing.  
 
In addition to the Festival’s main website, the Festival has two additional event websites:  
www.DerbyFestivalMarathon.com for the Derby Festival Marathon/miniMarathon and 
www.ThunderOverLouisville.org for the Derby Festival’s Opening Ceremonies:  Thunder Over 
Lousiville.  On its own, the marathon site garnered 608,941 page views and 145,023 unique 
visitors from over 126 countries from July 20122 through May of 2012. The Thunder site garnered 
666,421 page views with 191,306 unique users (site visitors).  On Thunder Day alone, more than 
35,000 unique users visited the site.   
 

(h) 
 
The Derby Festival’s 2012 media relations campaign was pro-active and highly effective. Coming 
on the heels of a very challenging 2011 Derby Festival, the Festival’s Communications Team 
addressed a wide variety of issues and was successful in generating positive and fair coverage for 
nearly all of its events. Due to lack of sponsorship, the Festival dropped its Run for the Rose', 
which had been part of the event schedule for many years. The Festival monitored a local 
restaurant blog for feedback on the event cancellation and was able to “stay under the radar” with 
regard to any adverse publicity. Due to a NCAA rule change, the Festival was forced to relocate 
the Basketball Classic to Freedom Hall from the KFC Yum! Center on relatively short notice and 
received virtually no negative feedback from players or event patrons. 
 
The Festival successfully implemented its new Emergency Action Plan three times during the main 
event schedule due to hazardous weather conditions, including a severe hail storm that produced 
widespread damage throughout the area. KDF programming was temporarily halted on those 
occasions and the media was kept appraised of any changes as soon as they were decided. In 
2012, the Kentucky Derby Festival was even able to weather the storm of having its Pegasus 
Parade Grand Marshal – entertainer Cyndi Lauper – inadvertently utter an expletive on live 

http://www.kdf.org/
http://www.derbyfestivalmarathon.com/
http://www.thunderoverlouisville.org/


television just prior to the start of the event, capitalizing on the old adage that “there’s no such thing 
as bad publicity.” 
 

(i) 
 
The Kentucky Derby Festival updated and enhanced its media relations campaign in 2012 in an 
effort to offset some negative publicity and unforeseen challenges from the year before. In 2011, 
the Louisville area received record rainfall during the month of April, as well as flooding of several 
event venues. The Festival was forced to relocate several of its events due to the weather 
conditions on very short notice, which presented a number of logistical challenges. Some of the 
relocation changes proved to be beneficial and the Festival’s Communications Team was able to 
put a positive spin on these alterations.  
 
Releasing an economic impact study for the first time in a decade resulted in favorable media 
coverage, with community leaders invited to a breakfast and press conference announcing the 
findings. Derby Festival President and CEO Mike Berry was a featured speaker at four community 
forums where he detailed the report on the latest economic impact study. When the 2012 Kentucky 
Derby Festival wrapped up in early May, the Festival’s media relations campaign proved to be 
highly effective and adaptable, setting the groundwork for continued success in an ever-growing 
environment of news coverage throughout the region. 


