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a. Thunder Over Louisville is the Derby Festival’s flagship event and the kick-off to the 

most exciting 3 weeks in our region, the Kentucky Derby Festival.  This year Thunder 

Over Louisville celebrated its 25th year with some exciting attractions, including the 

return of the Blue Angels air act, additional fireworks and a new area open to the 

general public called the Meijer Family Fun Zone.    

The They’re Off! Luncheon is the corporate kick-off luncheon to the Festival, held on the 

Friday before Thunder, and features a guest speaker.  For 2014, Kirk Herbstreit, spoke 

to an audience of 1,500 at The Galt House Hotel on Friday, April 11th.  Each Thunder 

sponsor gets an opportunity to sit at the head table and they are recognized throughout 

the program.  One aspect of the They’re Off! Luncheon that has been in place since 

1962 is the Silver Horseshoe Award.  This award is given to a deserving charity, 

organization or individual that supports the overall mission of the Kentucky Derby 

Festival Foundation and has made a significant contribution to our community.  The 

Kentucky Derby Festival Foundation receives and manages charitable contributions on 

behalf of the Derby Festival, Inc., its supporters and the general public.  The 

Foundation perpetuates the Festival’s impact on the community.  Its mission is to further 

the Festival’s educational and charitable mission through exhibitions, donations and 

performances.   The Foundation adds to the Festival’s mission of providing creative 

entertainment that enhances the community.  This year’s recipient of the Silver 

Horseshoe was the Dare to Care Food Bank with support from Meijer.  

b.  The Kentucky Derby Festival Marketing Team met with representatives from Meijer 

in the fall to discuss the past sponsorship and work towards a renewal of the Thunder 

Over Louisville sponsorship.  Meijer, headquartered in Grand Rapids, has 6 area stores 

in Louisville and Southern Indiana. Meijer is more than just the pioneer of the “one-stop 

shopping” concept. Meijer is a family-owned company, with over 200 stores 

nationwide, that understands how important it is to support the communities where its 

customers and team members work and live.  

That commitment is fulfilled through excellent customer service, low prices, quality 

foods and broad selections of national and Meijer brand items. The retailer supports a 

wide variety of nonprofit organizations by donating more than 6 percent of its net profit 

to charity each year.  This charitable platform would become a main focus area for 

2015.  In our meeting, the Meijer representatives informed us they had been given 

some new goals and initiatives that were now very important and would determine 

which venues and sponsorships they would continue to support.  Per this meeting we 

identified the following Meijer initiatives: 



 
MEIJER INITIATIVES: 

 Focus on “doing the right thing” in the community with a strong emphasis on 

feeding the hungry  

 Increase awareness of the Simply Give Campaign and Meijer presence in the 

Louisville market area  

 Tie the Meijer brand into the Thunder Over Louisville sponsorship in a 

meaningful and innovative way 

 Create in-store traffic/ buzz and emotional connection with the consumer 

 

The marketing team began researching more about the Meijer Simply Give Cards and 

found that the Kentucky and Southern Indiana markets was lacking in awareness of this 

product and trailing far behind the other Meijer markets.   

   

The Simply Give program runs three times a year to help fulfill the needs of food pantry 

partners when they need it most: spring, fall and holiday. During the campaigns, 

customers are encouraged to purchase $10 Simply Give donation cards, which are 

converted into Meijer food-only gift cards and given to the food pantry selected by the 

individual store. The Simply Give program allows food pantries the opportunity to 

choose the grocery items best suited for the families they serve, as well as baby food, 

formula, diapers and wipes.  Each Meijer store partners with a local food pantry, 

keeping the money generated within the community.  Hunger relief is a corporate 

philanthropic focus at Meijer and had been discussed as a potential category of focus 

for the Silver Horseshoe Award.  In fact over 64% of children in Jefferson County Public 

Schools are on free and reduced lunches and one in every four Kentucky children is 

living in poverty.  Kentucky ranks fifth in the nation for percentage of residents living in 

poverty at 17% making this cause top of mind and important to the Kentucky Derby 

Festival as well. 

 

After our research the marketing team conducted an internal brainstorming session to 

determine solutions to Meijer’s marketing goals and potential tie-in opportunities to 

help Meijer promote the Simply Give campaign and associate Meijer in a meaningful 

way into Thunder Over Louisville.  After much discussion we presented Meijer with our 

plan for “Thunder into Hunger.” 

 
c.  We suggested that Meijer institute triple matching of Meijer Simply Give Cards 

purchased Thunder week.  For example, a $10 Meijer Simply Give Card would be triple 

matched by Meijer allowing a total of $40 to be donated to that store’s food bank 

partner.  We also suggested that Dare to Care Food Bank become one of the partners 

as they were going to be the Silver Horseshoe Award recipient as the areas largest 

food bank.  The Kentucky Derby Festival Foundation typically donates $5,000 for this 

award.  However we suggested that the Derby Festival Foundation purchase $5,000 in 

Meijer Simply Give Cards during Thunder’s triple matching week resulting in that 

donation becoming $20,000 and making a real impact on hunger in our market. 

 

We also determined that Meijer could sell Simply Give Cards on-site at the They’re Off! 

Luncheon and at Thunder Over Louisville in a special area of the venue called the 



Meijer Family Fun Zone.  If purchased on-site Meijer would give a free Orange (the 

color of hunger) Simply Give T-shirt and we would have donors automatically entered 

to win Meijer gift cards and other prizes.  We would take an aerial photo of patrons 

wearing their T-shirts and share the overall dollars raised on social media and during 

TV coverage.  The Meijer Family Fun Zone would be open to the general public located 

on the Belvedere (a wonderful spot to watch the show) and would contain inflatable 

bounce houses, face painting, green screen photos, food samples and a tally board that 

would show how much money had been raised for the cause. 

 

Meijer loved our ideas and agreed to triple match Simply Give cards purchased the 

week of April 6th – April 12th at all 6 area Meijer stores and on-site at the They’re Off! 

Luncheon and Thunder Over Louisville.  They also agreed to triple matching the Silver 

Horseshoe Award for Dare to Care, taking our $5,000 donation and turning it into 

$20,000 for Dare to Care Food Bank.  During the They’re Off! Luncheon Meijer received 

exposure on the video played at the event discussing the Simply Give campaign as well 

selling Simply Give cards on-site in the hallway of the event.  Meijer also provided can 

goods that were used as center pieces at each table and were collected into large bins 

by Dare to Care Food Bank after the event.  Meijer representative, Steve Higbee, 

helped award Dare to Care with the $20,000 by holding up a large Simply Give card. 

 

Meijer also received several large banners that hung throughout the Meijer Family Fun 

Zone as well as inclusion in The Courier-Journal newspaper letting folks know it was 

open to the general public and encouraging patrons to purchase Simply Give cards.  

We also incorporated Meijer into the PA announcements and reminded folks on the 

venue to purchase the cards and partake in the free activities in this space.  Meijer 

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, Time Warner cable, www.kdf.org; www.thunderoverlouisville.org as 

well as the Festival’s social media sites.   

 
d.  Not only did Meijer renew their Thunder Over Louisville sponsorship but signed a 

three-year commitment and helped underwrite the Silver Horseshoe Award.  Meijer’s 

total commitment to the Festival in 2014 was over $150,000.  The campaign was a great 

success as we helped raise over $200,000 during Thunder week to help combat hunger 

in Kentuckiana. 

 
e.  The multi-tiered sponsorship program achieved all of the goals set-forth by Meijer.  

The Kentucky Derby Festival, by providing the awareness and tie to the communities 

largest event allowed Meijer to gain valuable exposure for the Simply Give cards and 

beat a record in the overall company for the most dollars raised in a week’s time 

period. 

 
2.  We anticipated some challenges adding a charitable aspect to only one Thunder 

Over Louisville sponsor partner.  We wanted to protect the relationship with the five 

other Presenting Sponsors.  We discussed specific promotional opportunities with each 

sponsor to assure they were getting the same amount of exposure all while promoting 

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


their specific goals and objectives.  All sponsors were pleased with the addition of the 

Simply Give campaign and the impact to the community and did not feel it 

overshadowed their involvement. 

 

We were also aware that the Simply Give program could get lost in the media as we 

have so many news articles related to Thunder Over Louisville’s safety, logistics and 

the 25th anniversary.  So we contracted with our media partners and WAVE the official 

broadcast partner of Thunder to ensure Meijer had multiple opportunities to be 

interviewed and we did a separate press release on the Simply Give program.  In fact 

Ken Selvaggi, the General Manger at WAVE featured the Meijer Simply-Give campaign 

in his overall “hot topic” segment.  We also worked with Dare to Care to allow Meijer 

to sell their cards on-site at their large fundraiser called Taste of Derby Festival.  

 

 


