
 

 

 

 

1) Overview Information 

a. One of the 70+ events on the Kentucky Derby Festival slate is the Great Bed Races. The Great 

Bed Races celebrated it’s 26th anniversary this year, though it has undergone many changes 

over the years, including four different venues. Originally held outdoors, in the early years 

participants would race their beds on 4th Street in downtown Louisville. After leaving 4th Street 

the Great Bed Races moved to the Louisville Motor Speedway before it became more prudent 

due to weather and safety concerns to move the event indoors. Since moving inside the Great 

Bed Races was held at the KFC Yum Center (home of the Louisville Cardinals basketball team) 

before settling in at Broadbent Arena. One of the more unique events on the schedule, the 

premise of the event is that teams of five construct a mobile bed on wheels and race on a pre-

designed track against other teams. Each team consists of four “pushers” who propel the bed 

and a “driver” who rides on the bed, steering it around the track. The event has evolved into a 

day of fun, with participants arriving at the venue to participate in an organized tail-gate as 

many as eight hours before race time.  

b. The 2015 Great Bed Races was held on Monday, April 27th, at Louisville’s Broadbent Arena. A 

multi-purpose facility hosting everything from tractor pulls to concerts to Bed Races, Broadbent 

provides an ideal venue to hold this event. The day begins early for some of the participants 

with our “dormitory” area opening for tail-gating at 11:30am. Each team is assigned a stall in 

the dorm based on their racing position, which we determine at our Great Bed Races PJ Party. 

Typically held the week before the event, the PJ Party is modeled after the Kentucky Derby’s 

famous “pill-pull” and Bed Racers draw to select their racing order and lane. Also featuring 

some short programming and an interactive contest or game, the PJ Party is a great opportunity 

for the teams to interact with each other prior to race day.  

Once the field is complete teams are separated into two divisions of racing based on skill and 

experience, the Fun Division and the Champions Division. New participants are able to choose 

their racing division, while past participants are assigned to one of the two divisions based on 

previous times. This event is often described as unique and zany due to the decorations and 

costumes that are seen at the venue on race day. Each year a theme is chosen for the event to 

give it an overall continuity and allow for creativity in bed construction. The theme for the 2015 

Great Bed Races was “Ultimate Game Day” and beds reflected that by paying tribute to a 

favorite sports team or even a favorite board game. Many teams go all out when decorating 

their beds as we award trophies for the “Best Decorated” (adherence to theme) and “Most 
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Entertaining” beds. In addition to the decoration awards, we also crown 1st, 2nd and 3rd place 

finishers in each racing division for those teams who navigate the 600 foot figure-8 course the 

fastest. Upon conclusion of racing, an awards ceremony is held to recognize our winners and 

present them with a trophy.  

c. The Great Bed Races garners anywhere from 40-50 teams. In 2015, 40 teams of five members 

each participated. This event also attracts a live audience of roughly 3,000 spectators to watch 

the racing and also airs on WAVE 3 TV, one of our media partners. The target audience for this 

event is corporate teams as they tend to have the resources needed to build a bed, which can 

be costly. It is also positioned as a great team building opportunity for colleagues to spend a 

day together out of the office, while still working together in a fun atmosphere. A CEO of one of 

our competing companies had this to say “We had a solid group of about 40 people that 

showed up to tailgate and watch the event. We want Premier to be a place where people want 

to enjoy each other in and out of the office. I feel that the people are what make our company 

successful as well as a great place to work.” We are proud to be able to provide a forum where 

employees and employers can come together and have fun in a different setting and build their 

social capital. 

d. The event budget for the Great Bed Races is primarily driven by the sponsorship dollars, but 

registration fees also make up roughly 18-20% of the revenue. Our goal in budgeting this event 

is to keep the registration cost affordable and thus accessible to a wider range of potential 

participants. The registration fee is $130 per team and includes entry into the event, an event t-

shirt and metal event pin for each team member. Teams also have the opportunity to purchase 

additional merchandise such as t-shirts, pins and even a DVD of the event. Like most other 

events, the expenses include line items for apparel, awards, printing, advertising and 

promotion, and the larger line items, equipment rental and site rental. The largest expense for 

this event is the cost to rent Broadbent Arena for the day. 

e. The Great Bed Race ties in well to the Kentucky Derby Festival overall and directly follows our 

mission, to provide affordable and accessible, family entertainment. Our goal at KDF is to 

develop and produce events that are inexpensive to attend and affordable for residents in 

lower socio-economic classes, and the bed races is one of those. For the participants, $130 for a 

team of five ($26 per person), is a great value for an all day event in which participants also 

receive an event t-shirt and pin. The cost is also affordable for spectators, gaining entry to 

watch this unique event with a $5 Pegasus Pin.  

f. The Great Bed Races is one of the Kentucky Derby Festival’s longer running events having 

began in 1990. Though it has undergone changes in that span, the core of the event remains 

the same. This event has developed a cult following and once teams participate one time they 

are hooked, giving this event somewhat of a built in participant base. The event itself is an all-

day affair, with the dormitory area and check-in opening at 11:30am. While some teams arrive 

early and make a day out of tail-gating, we do not require teams to be officially checked in until 



3:00. Starting at 3:30 our safety team is sent around to each bed to ensure it has been 

constructed according to our safety and size guidelines. At 6:00 the event begins with the 

Parade of Beds, a colorful lap around the arena where the teams can show-off their decorated 

beds before they hit the track. After the parade is complete the racers return to the dorm and 

make their final preparations for the racing to begin at 7:00. Once the racing is complete we 

tabulate the times and produce the awards ceremony with its’ conclusion around 8:30.  

g. The 2015 Great Bed Races was the first year for title sponsor Thorntons. Thorntons was a 

perfect sponsor for this event and many of their organizational goals fell in line with the Great 

Bed Races. Thorntons’ marketing campaign is centered around being “the place to stop when 

you’re on the go” and a great place to purchase everything you need for a tail-gate. This 

mission fell directly in line with our theme of “Ultimate Game Day”. To enhance this 

sponsorship we provided teams with pre-loaded Thorntons “Refreshing Rewards Gift Cards” to 

help them purchase their tail-gating supplies for event day. Thorntons also set-up an interactive 

display at the event, a tent where they grilled out and gave away free samples of many of their 

products. This activation was a hit with the participants who enjoyed having the option to 

sample snacks, or play a game of cornhole in the Thorntons area. The Great Bed Races also 

received support from our contributing sponsors Hollander Sleep Products, Mattress Firm, and 

AAA East Central. Hollander and Mattress Firm both were able to provide us with bedding to 

use for promotions during the Pajama Party and were obvious targets for sponsorship due to 

the common theme of beds. The Great Bed Races also received support from our media 

partners, 107.7 The Eagle and WAVE 3 TV. WAVE TV’s partnership with the event included the 

broadcasting of the event on television, while 107.7 provided promotion leading up to the 

event and an on-air talent to serve as an emcee for the event. 

h. The Great Bed Races is one of few bed races that take place annually throughout the country, 

giving it a built in sense of uniqueness. When people inquire about the Great Bed Races it is 

usually accompanied with a look of confused excitement, and is one of those things you have to 

see and experience to really appreciate. With the theme and decoration awards, this event has 

become an outlet for the teams to showcase their creativity, and we encourage that. Once a 

theme is selected we try to avoid providing specific ideas to teams to allow them to use 

creative license and interpret the theme in their own way. For example, one of our teams in 

2015 designed a bed that was a replica of the ESPN College Gameday television show set, while 

another team built a bed sized version of the board game “Operation”, with the driver serving 

as the patient, “Cavity Sam”. Another unique aspect of this event is that we invite the winning 

teams to participate in the annual Pegasus Parade produced by the Kentucky Derby Festival. 

Because we produce so many events at KDF we are able to offer this additional opportunity, 

giving the teams a chance to show off their bed and team in front of nearly 200,000 parade 

spectators.   



i. The primary success of this event isn’t measured financially, as we seek to produce an event 

that is truly enjoyed by all of the participants. To us the event is a success when the participants 

tell us how much they enjoyed the day and they are already excited for the next year. To help 

us measure the success of the event we circulate a survey to the teams upon conclusion which 

gives us specific and direct feedback. This feedback allows us to make changes to the event that 

we know will have a positive impact on the participants and helps us to produce the best event 

we can.   

2. Supporting Questions 

 This event has undergone changes over the course of its’ 26 year run. Part of the reason 

this event has been able to thrive for so long is due to the implementation of feedback 

from participants, volunteers and committee members. Two major changes have been 

made to this event since 2014, including the course layout and the timing system. The 

course began as a simple oval, and after receiving feedback from participants that they 

wanted a more difficult course, we obliged and designed a figure 8 style track. The 

figure 8 forced participants to be more precise on turns and was received well by the 

teams. The other change that has been applied to the Great Bed Races is the addition of 

an electronic RFID chip timing system. Like many competitive events there is always 

going to be discrepancy in who finished in what place. To help combat this and remove 

the element of human error we implemented an electronic RFID timing system, much 

like what is seen in today’s road races and fitness events. Each team’s bed was fitted 

with a chip that would start timing automatically once they crossed the starting line and 

would stop the time automatically upon crossing the finish line. This was a huge help in 

reporting times and ensuring our times were accurate, and participants loved the 

concept and implementation.  

 

 


