
 

1. Overview Information  

A. The Kentucky Derby Festival Marathon and miniMarathon, held every spring with nearly 

17,000 participants, is the largest day of road racing in the Commonwealth.  The 2014 

Kentucky Derby Festival Race Committee started to review the local and regional 

participant numbers for registration for the half and full marathon.  In doing so, we noticed 

that our local and statewide participation had decreased over the course of the last two years. 

We initially discussed a plan of inviting local gyms and athletic groups to represent the 

Festival within their own businesses. This would help them retain their clients or 

participants through the goal of reaching the 2014 Kentucky Derby Festival Marathon or 

miniMarathon. We decided a better fit would be to select individuals who represented many 

of these groups and demographics that could also outreach with the pre-existing gyms, etc., 

which we initially planned to target. We decided to create a grassroots “street team” who 

could help encourage their friends, family, co-workers, and others to participate in their 

“hometown” race. We used the group as an extension of our advertising and recruitment 

efforts for registrations. We called the group Race Ambassadors to help promote the race 

from within our own participants. We created a chair position on the large race committee to 

oversee the group and report on their status.  

 

The Kentucky Derby Festival held an open application process on social media and along 

with staff, KDF board and race committee referrals.  The applications were accepted over a 

three week timeframe. We received over 50 applications and the Race management team 

along with staff reviewed all the applicants and awarded 17 applications to the first Race 

Ambassador program.  

The Kentucky Derby Festival has a staff of 23 individuals in multiple departments 

overseeing multiple events. It is not feasible to reach every running group, sports retail 

outlet, gym, exercise facility, etc. to push the message of healthy lifestyles, exercise and 

participation in the largest road race in Kentucky. The Race Ambassadors provided the 

necessary means to reaching these locations and groups in a non-traditional way. These 

Ambassadors were already ingrained into these communities, therefore allowing for the 

KDF message to be spread throughout the market without advertising dollars.   
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B. The overall purpose of the Ambassador program was to recruit participation in the 2014 

Kentucky Derby Festival Marathon or miniMarathon. Whether they were recruiting new 

participants or helping with retention of previous participants, our overall message was 

being delivered to the local and regional community. The Ambassadors did this through 

communicating face-to-face with prospective registrants, digitally through email and social 

media communication, and through volunteer efforts in the community where they had the 

opportunity to speak to large groups.  

Each Ambassador was assigned a number for tracking purposes through the registration 

website. This number is how KDF tracked the number of participants recruited by each of 

the Ambassadors. When a participant registered for the race they could choose from the 

Ambassador’s name and their corresponding assigned number. 

 

C. The Kentucky Derby Festival received 52 applications from social media and personal 

referrals from KDF staff, board and race committee. From the 52 applicants, 17 influential 

individuals were selected by their level of involvement within the community. The selection 

committee looked for strong individuals who were outspoken, driven and involved with 

multiple organizations within their communities. The race committee looked for runners and 

walkers who would provide knowledge to active groups, inform them about race related 

details, encourage training activities and motivation during the months leading up to the 

race. 

 

D. 2014 marked the inaugural year for The Kentucky Derby Festival Race Ambassador 

program. The program was developed by KDF Race Committee and Staff in late August 

2013.  A brief description was developed and an application was created and accessible on 

KDF website in October.  The review process and the creation of the selected Ambassadors 

took place through November. The first Ambassador committee meeting was held in early 

December. 

The 2014 Kentucky Derby Festival Race Ambassadors held their position on the committee 

through the completion of the 2014 Marathon  & miniMarathon on April 19
th

.  Throughout 

their term the Ambassadors attended a bi-monthly meeting, volunteered at race related 

events, visited with active groups and retail outlets within the community and recruited 

participants.   

 

E. The Ambassador program encompassed participants with previous race experience and 

knowledge of the Kentucky Derby Festival Marathon and miniMarathon, who also practiced 

and promoted healthy lifestyles in their communities. The group was made up of seven 

females and ten males. Their ages ranged from 22-58. The group was made up of regional 

residents who lived up to an hour outside of Louisville. The group represented involvement 

with over 24 active community groups.  

 

 



 

 

F. The Ambassador program required participants to have participated in the Kentucky 

Derby Festival Marathon or miniMarathon in the last 3 years or have knowledge about the 

half or full marathon in some capacity (volunteer, sponsor, etc.). Chosen Ambassadors must 

have been involved in area running/fitness activities, such as clubs, training programs, gym 

activities or similar events. The group had to be outgoing, engaging and enthusiastic about 

fitness and healthy lifestyle choices in order to properly promote the KDF brand. 

 

The Ambassadors were required to participate in the 2014 Norton Sports Health Training 

Program – a free 14-week training program for both the Marathon and miniMarathon.  They 

were encouraged to promote the race via social media channels and be willing to 

communicate our messages appropriately, provided by the Kentucky Derby Festival. 

Ambassadors were given KDF wearable’s to promote the KDF race brand when out 

participating in community activities and events. Most importantly, the Ambassadors 

represented a new group of volunteers within the Derby Festival. The 17 individuals 

volunteered for the events leading up to race day. The volunteer duties ranged from t-shirt 

distribution, door greeters, forum speakers and set-up. Not only did they prepare themselves 

to participate in the races, they were providing key volunteer hours and roles prior to the 

race.  

 

G. The 2014 Kentucky Derby Festival Race Ambassadors were accepted through an online 

application. Applications were obtained from the KDF Race website 

(www.derbyfestivalmarathon.com). The applications were faxed or mailed to KDF for final 

review. For the inaugural team, we accepted candidate referrals from KDF staff, board, 

volunteers and race committee members.  

 

H. The Race Ambassador chair communicated directly with the group as a whole and 

individually for continued support and needs. The group utilized weekly email messages 

and bi-monthly committee meetings. The Ambassadors also created a private Facebook 

group to exchange messages among themselves regarding questions, opportunities and 

recommendations.  

 

I. The Ambassadors were given assets to help with their recruitment efforts.  Business Cards 

were provided with their name and Ambassador Number. These business cards were an easy 

way to hand out contact information when meeting new people within the community or at 

events. These cards provided the recipient the information on how to contact the 

Ambassador and how to select the correct Ambassador number for the referral when they 

registered to participate. 

 

 

http://www.derbyfestivalmarathon.com/


 

The Ambassadors were given informational fliers and tip cards to distribute to local gyms 

and retail outlets. Over 500 fliers and tip cards were distributed, providing the Festival 

regional impressions to a direct targeted audience. Ambassadors were also given race swag 

items like Chip Clips, Magnets, Stickers, Sunglass Straps, among other items, to give away 

while attending events throughout the recruitment process.   

 

J. Applications for the Ambassador Program were live on DerbyFestivalMarathon.com 

during the first week of November, 2013. The announcement of the program went live on 

social media at the same time and saw instant response. From November 6
th

 through 

November 22
nd

 interested candidates could submit their applications and supporting 

materials via email, fax, direct mail or drop off. The first week of December, the 17 selected 

Ambassadors were contacted and congratulated on being selected. All candidates that were 

not selected were emailed notice, encouraging them to apply again in the future, and also 

offering them a discount if they wanted to participate in the 2014 race. 

The first meeting was held on Tuesday, December 10
th

. This was the first time the 

Ambassadors were in a room together. At this meeting, they were educated on the Kentucky 

Derby Festival Marathon & miniMarathon from a committee standpoint, as well as being 

educated about the Festival in general.  

Meetings were held every month leading up to the race. 

 

K. All Ambassadors, for being selected to participate in the Program, received: 

 Complimentary registration into the 2014 Kentucky Derby Festival 

Marathon/miniMarathon.  

 Official Race Ambassador Merchandise. 

 Biography, photo and email link on DerbyFestivalMarathon.com. 

 Personal discount code offerings throughout the recruiting period.  

 Ticket for the Running Wild Pasta Dinner at the Race Expo & Packet Pick Up. 

 Race day parking pass and access pass. 

 Entry into the Team Challenge Hospitality Tent after completion of the 2014 

Kentucky Derby Festival Marathon & miniMarathon. 

 2 free tickets to a concert of their choice at our Waterfront Jam concert series. 
 

L. To show appreciation for the work the Ambassadors were doing, as well as highlighting 

them so they became familiar faces to those interested in participating in the race, we posted 

profiles of each Ambassador on the race website. Additionally, social media posts and e-

newsletters sent during open registration highlighted the team and program, and informed 

runners on how to contact the Ambassadors directly. During the Race Expo & Packet-Pick 

Up and Running Wild Pasta Dinner, Ambassadors were included as guests during the 



Speaker Series. Guests of the venue were invited to sit-in on presentations that were given 

by multiple speakers, including the Race Ambassadors.  

Select Ambassadors were also honored at a post Program wrap-up meeting. Gift cards, swag 

bags and additional gifts were given to participants who excelled in social media excellence, 

most referred registrations and most exceptional volunteer. One Ambassador of the Year 

award was given to a participant who excelled in all categories, and was guaranteed a spot in 

the 2015 Program, as well as a $100 gift card to a partnering shoe store and free registration 

into the 2015 race. 

M. To drive success of the Race Ambassadors and help guarantee retention over the course 

of the program, a guaranteed spot into the 2015 Race Ambassador Program was offered as 

an incentive for the person selected as the Ambassador of the Year. An initial goal of 500 

registrations was set in the first meeting, and we revisited the goals in all follow up 

meetings. Ambassadors that did not win the highest award were all encouraged to reapply 

for the 2015 Program. 

 

N. Although our Ambassadors only represented 17 of the nearly 17,000 participants in the 

2014 Marathon & miniMarathon, we encouraged the participants to reach into other social 

groups they were involved in to seek new runners and walkers. Many of the Ambassadors 

were members of running and walking groups, taught classes at local gyms, lead healthy 

lifestyle groups within their companies, and were just exceptionally present healthy lifestyle 

representatives. Additionally, all Ambassadors were active and present on multiple social 

media platforms, including social media groups, and were able to spread the word and 

educate on the race digitally. Their social media groups and followings included female 

running groups, tri-athlete groups and walking clubs. Many Ambassadors also had a large 

following on their personal blogs that highlighted their experience in Marathons and 

miniMarathons. 

 

O. In creating the Ambassador program initially we budgeted for the cost of their entry and 

technical t-shirt, roughly $1,275 dollars for the group of 17 individuals. As we developed 

the program along with their input, we added some printed materials for distribution. 

Overall the program totaled $1,600 in expenses. The traceable revenue producing 

registrations through our online registration platform linked to all 17 Ambassadors totaled 

526 registrations resulting in $39,500 in income. Therefore, each Ambassador produced an 

estimated $2,100 in revenue for the races at an expense of $75 per person. 

 

 

 

 



P. The 2014 Race Ambassador program proved to be an astounding success. This type of 

personal time and dedication is not feasible for Derby Festival staff or board to individually 

connect with our target audience leading up to 70+ events in our community. We took 

previous participants and created an elite insiders club who got to see behind the scenes at 

how the race is produced, and were able to help improve the event with their feedback and 

recruitment efforts. We were able to track new participants, retain previous participants and 

create a new energy around the largest road race in Kentucky. All of the Ambassador were 

asked by individuals “how did you get to be an Ambassador” and now we have created a 

demand for a new volunteer base. 

 

Q. The group of 17 Ambassadors collectively accounted for reaching over 12,000 Facebook 

Friends, 24 Active Community Groups (Running groups, etc.), 120 Gyms and Retail outlets, 

all resulting in over 500 race registrations. Each Ambassador volunteered their time at a 

minimum of 4 hours. The group collectively volunteered 128 hours, almost 5 days worth of 

volunteer time. The Marathon and miniMarathon utilizes over 500 volunteers over 3 days 

total.  

 

2. Supporting Question – Challenges 

The Kentucky Derby Festival has never had an Ambassador Program prior to 2014. Along with 

traditional media and advertising, KDF has relied on Staff, KDF Board, Committees and 

Volunteers to help promote and engage our target audiences for all of our individual events. One 

challenge was not knowing what we were creating, how to manage the group’s expectations, 

along with the over goal of KDF to see an increase in race registrations. Instead of outlining the 

program prior to the groups selections, we started with the premise but engaged the group 

themselves to help develop the program. We utilized their suggestions of custom individualized 

fliers, coupon codes, events and distribution plans. Most of all we let the group determine what 

an achievable goal would be. We found that collaborating with the group instead of dictating the 

rules was more successful.  

Another challenge was naming a leader of the group and their availability. Many times our Race 

Director had to step in and lead the group by answering questions, attending meetings, etc. Our 

goal was to make this group self-sufficient and work independently. Within the group rose the 

natural leaders who took the lead on communication within the group and to participants 

resulting in new leaders and returning leadership for 2015. 

 

 

 

 

 



3. Supporting Materials  

• Printed materials – Ambassador Application, Questionnaire, Ambassador Cards, Flyers 

• Promotional / marketing / media materials – KDF website profiles 

• Merchandise materials  - Ambassador T-shirts 

• Information provided to participants / volunteers / sponsors / - Meeting Agendas 

• Supporting photographs – Volunteering photo 

• Measurable results: tangible & intangible – Follow up meeting data agenda 

 

 

 

 

 

 


