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Introduction / Background 
The National Cherry Blossom Festival strives to produce and promote the nation’s greatest 
springtime celebration in Washington, DC. The Festival welcomes spring with four anchoring 
weekends and exciting daily events featuring diverse and creative programming promoting 
traditional and contemporary arts and culture, natural beauty, and community spirit. The 2014 
Festival began on the first day of spring, March 20, and continued through April 13, 
commemorating the 102nd anniversary of the gift of the cherry blossom trees from Tokyo to 
Washington, DC.  
 
The National Cherry Blossom Festival engages the public with fresh and innovative 
programming. In 2014, active participation was at the forefront of messaging, inviting the public 
to Step Into Spring through branding and elements of its anchoring events. Strategic media 
outreach was timed to make the most of an extended strong winter and a later blooming period 
for the cherry blossoms. Over 1.5 million people joined the National Cherry Blossom Festival and 
its dynamic start to the new season. Through channels including traditional media, social media, 
website news, and more, the Festival’s reach extended to billions.  
 

Purpose / Objective  
• Increase awareness and participation in the Festival’s Step Into Spring active and 

energetic programming, including biking, free exercise classes, and more. 
• Reinforce the National Cherry Blossom Festival brand as the nation’s greatest springtime 

celebration and synonymous with the start of spring in Washington, DC. 
• Create buzz surrounding the National Cherry Blossom Festival Parade through a new 

local singing competition, extending the cycle of earned coverage. 
• Relay high-level sponsor messages through media exposure. 
 
The media relations campaign purposefully supported efforts to encourage active public 
participation, drawing attention to the Festival’s vigorous spring campaign.  The goal of 
coverage was to increase awareness of the fresh and innovative events and reinforce the 
brand as the nation’s greatest springtime celebration.  Earned media is crucial to help carry 
the brand messages forward.  Because only limited advertising is done through in-kind 
relationships with media partners, earned media helps ensure specific messages are brought 
to the public. Throughout the campaign, the key objectives were reinforced through 
messaging in all press materials, outgoing communication, and public remarks.  
 
In addition to the Step Into Spring campaign, the Festival aimed to created early excitement 
about the National Cherry Blossom Festival Parade presented by Events DC. The new local 
singing competition was developed to increase buzz and local community participation in the 
Festival’s largest signature event. Publicity also supported grandstand ticket sales, one of the 
Festival’s largest revenue generators. The event was announced at a launch event in 



 

 

November 2013, along with other information including national syndication of the Parade 
and the reveal of the extremely popular official artwork. Early announcements helped 
extend the cycle of media coverage for the Festival during “off” times, beginning in the fall of 
2013 through winter 2014.  
 
Highlighting sponsor messages is another goal of media relations and public messaging. 
Offering value-added opportunities, such as participation in media interviews or news 
coverage, is an important part of return on investment and securing future sponsorship 
opportunities. Whenever possible, the media relations campaign aimed to highlight 
sponsors’ dynamic involvement, showcasing their representatives and key messages.   

  



 

 

Outline of Campaign 
 

 

Fall 2013
•Develop strategic media plan
•Outline Key Messages for Step Into Spring Active Programming
•Work with long-lead publications to develop stories
•Distribute initial announcements about the 2014 Festival 
•Announce key highlights of 2014 Festival, including Official Artwork and Parade syndication
•Launch new local singing competition through media, social media, grassroots efforts
•Outline social media, e-newsletters, website updates 
•Update media lists and create targeted lists
•Update database of photos for media

January 2014
•Hold strategic messaging meetings with partners and participants
•Announce finalists of local singing competition
•Begin developing Festival press materials
•Continue developing message plan
•Begin preparations for Press Conference, including remarks
• Implement social media, e-newsletters, website news updates per timelines
•Hold live audition for singing contest finalists. Invite media to attend. Announce winners on website, 
social media, earned media

February 2014
•Distribute alert to local, national, and international media for press conference
•Create final press kit including, including information about Festival events, participants, sponsors
•Finalize all messaging and announcements for press conference
•Conduct targeted outreach to trade and niche outlets around specific events
• Implement social media, e-newsletters, website news updates per timelines

March 2014
•Kick-off press conference is held at the Newseum to announce blooming prediction along with key 
events, programs, and sponsors

•Press materials distributed
•Conduct interviews
•Update all mediums with news announced at press conference (social media, e-newsletters, etc.)
•Distribute weekly media updates about upcoming Festival events
•Liaise with media on-site at events

April 2014
•Continue targeted pitches, including positioning sponsor messages and involvement
•Distribute weekly media updates about upcoming Festival events
•Update all mediums with latest news
•Liaise with media on-site at events



 

 

Target Audience / Location for Media 
The Festival reaches a diverse audience through local, national, and international media 
outreach. The audience and location varies per event, but includes:   

• National and wire outlets, including: ABC World News, AOL, Associated Press, Associated 
Press TV, CBS This Morning, CNN, Fox and Friends, Good Morning America, Hearst, The 
Huffington Post, MSNBC, NBC Nightly News, Reuters, The Today Show, USA Today, The 
Weather Channel, Yahoo! News 

• Washington, DC and regional print and online publications, including: The Baltimore 
Sun, Capital News Service, DCist.com, Georgetowner, 
Washingtonian, The Washington City Paper, Washington Business Journal, The 
Washington Informer, The Washington Post, The Washington Times, WHERE  

• Washington, DC and regional broadcast outlets, including: WAMU radio (NPR affiliate), 
WNEW radio, WJLA (ABC), WJZ (CBS Baltimore), WTOP radio, 
WTTG (FOX), WUSA-TV (CBS), WRC (NBC) 

• Travel sections and outlets, including: 10Best.com, Arthur Frommer's Budget Travel, 
Atlanta Journal-Constitution, Condé Nast Traveler, Detroit Free Press, Fodors, The Miami 
Herald, National Geographic Traveler, Newsday, San Jose Mercury News, 
ShermansTravel.com, Travel + Leisure, Travel Channel 

• Family-centric local and national media, including: AZ Family, Red Tricycle.com, The 
Washington Post’s “Kids Post”, Washington Parent 

• International print and broadcast, including: AFP, Anadolu Agency (Turkey), Antena3 TV 
(Romania), ARD German TV, China News Service, Daily Mail (UK), Dubai TV, KBS Korean 
Broadcasting System, MBC Korean TV, Mundovision, New Tang Dynasty TV (China), Reforma 
(Mexico), Voice of America, Xinhua News Agency (China). Japanese outlets: Asahi Shimbun, 
Fuji TV, Jiji Press, Kyodo News, NHK, Tokyo Broadcasting System, Tokyo-Chunichi Shimbun, 
TV Asahi, TV Tokyo 

• Audience-specific in Washington, DC, including the African American (The Afro, The 
Washington Informer), Gay (Washington Blade), Hispanic (Mundovision, Washington 
Hispanic) communities 

• Niche media  
o Washington, DC fashion and lifestyle magazines and bloggers covering events 

including the Pink Tie Party, i.e. Bisnow, Capitol File, DC Hot Spots, DC Magazine, K 
Street Magazine, Washington Life, The Washington Post’s “Reliable Source” 

o Washington, DC Food & Dining outlets covering the Grand Sake Tasting and Cherry 
Picks, i.e. Washingtonian, Eater.com, Huffington Post, Thrillist, Zagat 

o Washington, DC Arts & Music outlets covering Cherry Blast, Opening Ceremony, 
performances, exhibits, i.e. DCist.com; BrightestYoungThings; On Tap magazine; WETA 
radio, Washington City Paper 

• Social media – engagement of traditional news outlets via Twitter, Facebook, Instagram   

 



 

 

Types of mediums used for media outreach 
Mediums used for outreach include:  
Ø Event press releases 
Ø Weekly media alerts 
Ø E-mail pitches 
Ø Online news room 
Ø Social media 

o Twitter 
o Facebook 

§ Facebook and Twitter engagement through 
contests 

§ Photos  
§ Event updates 

o Instagram 
o YouTube 

Ø Photos 
Ø Event invitations 

 

  



 

 

Measurable results  
Percentage of coverage: In total, the Festival reaches out to hundreds of media outlets. 
Among local outlets and publications, 99% of the media covers the event in some 
capacity. This includes the major network affiliates (ABC, CBS, NBC, FOX) in Washington, 
DC, the top daily newspapers (The Washington Post, The Washington Times), 
magazines, and weekly publications.  
 
Longevity: because of strategic announcements made in fall 2013, including the new 
Sing Into Spring competition, designed to highlight local talent in the National Cherry 
Blossom Festival Parade, media coverage was extended. It began in the November 
2013, and continued strongly through the end of January, when the live audition was 
held for the top finalists. Coverage of the competition alone resulted in earned and 
social media reaching an audience of 37,897,523. Exposure of the Festival and peak 
bloom prediction then began at the kick-off press conference in early March 2014, and 
continued through the end of the Festival, April 12.  
 
Attendance and Income base on media outreach: Extended coverage of the Parade 
helped drive spectators and grandstand ticket sales, which sold out prior to the event. 
The Parade is one of the largest revenue generators for the National Cherry Blossom 
Festival. Media coverage and social media buzz also drove ticket sales for the Pink Tie 
Party, with more than 800 people in attendance at the Festival’s signature fundraiser.  
 
Increase in Coverage: For the Festival in its entirety, the earned media campaign was 
valued at approximately $12.7 million, up from $12.6 million in 2013. It reached a print 
circulation of 37 million, and online clips earned 2.9 billion unique pageviews.  
Approximately 3,100 television clips reaching a national and local television viewership 
of 178 million, valued at $9.5 million (source: TV Eyes). Television coverage rose 2.9%, 
up from 173 million viewers in 2013.  
 
In addition to traditional media, other vehicles helped increase exposure, including:   
Ø Over 1.6 million visits from over 1.1 million unique visitors on 

nationalcherryblossomfestival.org  
Ø 52,260 likes on Facebook, a 45% increase, with a weekly reach of more than 12.1 million 

people  
Ø 7,830 followers on Twitter, a 33% increase  
Ø 704 Instagram followers, a 101% increase, with 5,000 interactions  

 
 



 

 

Overall effectiveness of the campaign 
The media relations campaign supports the Festival’s positioning as the nation’s 
greatest springtime celebration, and this year, the active theme that invited people to 
Step Into Spring. Significant coverage in the fall 2013 and January 2014 – through key 
announcements and the new Sing Into Spring vocal competition – contributed to 
keeping the Festival and its events top of mind in the local community. Reach was 
expanded and extended from November 2013 through April 2014, capturing a local, 
national, and international audience.  
 
The National Cherry Blossom Festival worked closely with local television affiliates to 
highlight Festival events and impart sponsor messages. By meeting with local FOX (WTTG) in-
person to pitch ideas, the Festival was able to position key spokespeople, including sponsors, 
in the coverage. The result was a full day broadcast from the Tidal Basin on Wednesday, April 
9, from 6-10AM, then again from 5-6:30PM, valued at over $352,085. The coverage included 
Greg O’Dell, the President & CEO of Events DC, the Festival’s highest sponsor. Another 
anchor reported live from Big Bus Tours, the official hospitality sponsor and bus tour of the 
Festival. Segments focused on merchandise, the free app, Blossoms and Baseball with the 
Washington Nationals, Festival Goodwill Ambassadors, savings with the Petal Pass available 
free at Capital One Bank, and more.  
 
Additionally, the Festival worked with The Weather Channel on multiple stories, 
resulting in a total national viewership of 23,327,459, valued at $1,320,479. The 
network’s new show, “AMHQ - America's Morning Headquarters” broadcast live from 
the Tidal Basin and featured AUN-J, a group from Japan playing a closing concert, with 
pop star Aaron Carter, a Parade singer. Coverage also included a chef demonstration 
from a Cherry Picks restaurant. “Wake up with Al” featured the Festival President live on 
multiple mornings.  
 
Other highlights of this year’s campaign include:  
§ Preview of the first day of spring, Pink Tie Party, City in Bloom, and the Festival with 

Holly Morris live from the Ronald Reagan Building and International Trade Center (a 
Festival sponsor) 

§ USA Today feature article in print and online included Big Bus Tours, Petal Pass, 
Cherry Picks, and Hotel Program  

§ Parade coverage reaching a print circulation of 3.2 million and broadcast audience of 
40.8 million 

§ Front page coverage in The Washington Post on Sunday, April 13 
§ Front page coverage in The Washington Times on April 11 
§ 5 Associated Press articles focused on events including the Opening Ceremony and Parade 
§ 5 Washington Business Journal articles, including the successful results of the 2014 

Festival   



 

 

 

Supporting Questions: Updates to the Media 
Relations Campaign  
 
Significant updates included increased social media engagement to build awareness of 
the Step Into Spring campaign elements (using contests, hashtags, and attendee/fan 
interaction).  Another update was the creation of a new Sing Into Spring vocal 
competition to earn publicity for the Parade during months when coverage is not usually 
earned.  
 
The hashtag #StepIntoSpring was used to build awareness around the active aspects of 
events. A contest was created to build awareness and encourage hashtag use, a first for 
the Festival. Fans were asked to post a picture or video of how they #StepIntoSpring for 
the chance to win a pair of free tickets the Washington Nationals baseball game. In 
total, the contest reached more than 155,000 people via Facebook and Twitter.  
 
The Festival also worked to promote an active and environmentally-friendly method of 
transportation: biking to events, in conjunction with goDCgo and Capital Bikeshare. 
Capital Bikeshare created one pink bike in its fleet, serving as a moving billboard for the 
Festival, branded with blossoms and the hashtag #bikeinbloom. Bikers were encouraged 
to show where the special bike traveled by posting pictures on Facebook, Twitter, and 
Instagram, helping increase awareness about biking and bike sharing in a fun and 
organic way. Overall, #bikeinbloom earned:  

• 1,003,344 impressions through social media.  
• Reached a local television audience of 393,728, valued at $22,750.57. 
• Online coverage earned 71,368,286 unique pageviews, valued at $77,020.  
• Due to increased exposure, Capital Bikeshare broke all-time records, with 

15,746 trips on Saturday, April 12, topping the previous record by more than 
4,000.  

• On weekends during the Festival, more than 70,000 trips were taken, a 10% 
increase over the highest year to date.  

 
The successful debut of the Sing Into Spring vocal competition had over 200 entries 
from local solo and group singers.  Local media attended the live selection event, where 
judges narrowed 18 finalists to 5 acts ultimately singing in the Parade. Earned and social 
media efforts reached an audience of 37,897,523. For another way to engage fans, a 
Facebook contest was developed. Fans “liked” a photo for the chance to meet the event 
host, celebrity Justin Guarini, and have a backstage view of the competition.  


