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Ford Motor Company is the third-largest employer in Louisville with nearly 10,000 
workers and two facilities (Kentucky Truck Plant and Louisville Assembly Plant).  The 
Louisville Assembly Plant went through a $600 million dollar renovation and began 
making the new 2013 Ford Escape on April 3rd 2012.  The upgraded plant is capable of 
producing as many as six different models at the same time.  Ford had been involved 
with the Festival at many levels in the past and was celebrating 100 years in Louisville 
in 2013.  The revitalization of the brand and commitment to the community made this 
the perfect time to enhance their sponsorship program. 

The Kentucky Derby Festival Marketing Team met with Joe Bobnar, Plant Manager for 
the Kentucky Truck Plant and with Kimberly Hofmann, Marketing, Sales and Service 
Zone Manager.  Ford wanted to re-establish the brand’s presence in Louisville 
surrounding the celebration of their 100 years in this market in a major way, but did not 
have the budget to become a Thunder Over Louisville Presenting Sponsor.  It was also 
important for the plants and the dealerships to have their employees/clients integrated 
into the sponsorship program.  Ford also wanted to use the “Driving a Brighter Future 
in Kentucky” platform to establish a tie-in with an education-based event and give back 
to the community. 
 
After this meeting, the marketing team conducted an internal brainstorming session to 
determine solutions to Ford’s marketing challenges.  The educational component and 
desire to “give back” matched perfectly with the Derby Festival’s Spelling Bee.  The 
event was first held in 1994, and has grown in popularity every year.  The event 
reaches 4th – 8th grade elite students from all over Kentucky and Southern Indiana.  The 
Kentucky Derby Festival Foundation awards $20,000 in savings bonds annually to the 
top five finishers in the Kentucky Derby Festival Spelling Bee.  The event took place 
March 10th and the demographic and community outreach allowed Ford to use the 
“Driving a Brighter Future in Kentucky” initiative which focuses on education.  Ford 
became the title sponsor of the event and garnered publicity from this new 
sponsorship. 
 
The next step was to find a way to tie-in the Ford employees into the sponsorship 
program.  We determined that utilizing a large hospitality tent accommodating 250+ 
patrons on the Waterside Garage rooftop for Thunder Over Louisville air and fireworks 
show as well as giving the executives an apartment in the Galt House East 
accommodating 50 people would meet this goal.  We knew that Thunder was the event 
that would give Ford the most impact and make the community aware that they were 
“back”.  We wanted to give Ford their own piece of Thunder without giving them the 
same benefit package a Presenting Sponsor would receive.  Per our meetings and past 
relationship with Ford we knew integrating the Escape and displays were a big hot 



button.  We developed a customized sponsorship program called Ford’s Thunder On 
the Ground. 
Ford’s Thunder On the Ground encompassed all of the activities that took place within 
the Thunder venue.  This included the following locations: 

1. Chow Wagon – beer garden, music stage, food 
2. North Great Lawn – beer garden, food 
3. South Great Lawn – Kids play area and rides, interactive display area 

featuring the Ford Experience Tour and many other exhibitors 
4. BoomTown – kids play area 

 
Ford also received four exclusive display locations that featured 2-4 Ford vehicles as 
well as dedicated kiosks that included the Ford logo, United Auto Workers logo and 
100th anniversary and Ford’s Thunder On the Ground activities.  Ford also received 
several large banners that hung throughout the venue.  We also incorporated Ford into 
the PA announcements thanking them for their sponsorship.  We featured the 2013 Ford 
Escapes along with other vehicles on the entrance of the Second Street Bridge in a 
prime location.  Ford received extensive exposure relating to Thunder which included 
but was not limited to; the Thunder press conference; Thunder preview event; Thunder 
program, Thunder official broadcast partner, The Courier-Journal advertising 
supplement, Business First of Louisville, LEO, Insight cable, www.kdf.org; 
www.thunderoverlouisville.org as well as the Festival’s social media sites.  Ford 
received a special story written on their 100th anniversary featured in the Kentucky 
Derby Festival Official Program.  Ford also received a visit from the Mayor in their 
hotel suite on Thunder day thanking them for their support of the show and 
commitment to the community. 
 
Not only did Ford come back to the Festival as a Pinnacle level sponsor but they also 
entered two hot air balloons in The U.S. Bank Great BalloonFest as well as purchasing 
over 5,000 corporate pins for employees.  Ford’s total commitment to the Festival in 
2013 was over $115,000. 
 
We anticipated some challenges adding a sponsorship layer to Thunder Over 
Louisville.  We wanted to protect the relationship with the five other presenting 
sponsors.  We contacted each sponsor prior to the Thunder press conference to let 
them know of the upcoming addition and how the program would be different from 
their sponsorship.  All sponsors were pleased with the addition of Ford and did not feel 
it overshadowed their involvement.   
 
Another challenge was making sure all of the employees in the hospitality tent had a 
good time and adhered to Ford’s corporate policy of not providing alcohol to their 
hospitality guests.  We contracted with our master concessionaire on the food for the 
tent and had them create a bar area on the garage top, but outside of the Ford area that 
anyone on top of that garage could use.  This was the perfect solution and the 
employees were pleased with the set-up. 
 
We also wanted to determine a way Ford’s 100th anniversary would be incorporated 
into the overall sponsorship.  We contracted to have a new entrance structure created 

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


as well as including the new 100th logo in all advertising.  We made sure all press 
releases and press representatives made mention of this milestone and did a special 
story in our Official Program.   
 
The multi-tiered sponsorship program achieved all of the goals set-forth by Ford.  The 
Kentucky Derby Festival, by providing two hospitality areas helped Ford to create a 
sense of pride and community among their employees.  The title sponsorship of the 
Ford Motor Company Spelling Bee and the “Driving a Brighter Future in Kentucky” 
slogan allowed Ford to showcase the communities best and brightest all while giving 
back. Ford’s Thunder On the Ground gave them the impact they needed, the ability to 
show off the new Ford Escape and commitment to the community! 


