
#60 MOST CREATIVE/EFFECTIVE NEWS STUNT
500 Festival Kickoff to May

1. Overview Information 

1A. Introduction & background of campaign / event
Founded in 1957, the mission of the 500 Festival is to produce life-enriching events and programs while 
celebrating the spirit and legacy of the Indianapolis 500 and fostering positive impact on the city of Indianapolis 
and state of Indiana.

Each year hundreds of thousands of people from around the world embrace the month of May in Indianapolis. 
Last year alone, more than 500,000 people attended nearly 50 events and programs produced by the 500 Festival. 
The 500 Festival celebrates the spirit and legacy of the largest single-day sporting event in the world, the 
Indianapolis 500®. Enriching the lives of Hoosiers and visitors, 500 Festival events which are mostly free and 
produced largely by volunteers also enhance the image of Indianapolis and Indiana by showcasing the city and 
state’s cultural, educational and social benefits to the world.

Indianapolis is largely defined by the historic Indianapolis 500 and the grand community festival that surrounds it. 
With nearly 50 annual events and programs that impact half a million people each year, the 500 Festival fuels the 
entire magical month of May. With a wide variety of programs and events – many of which are free - the 500 
Festival makes the month of May relevant to all citizens of Indiana. Our mission to enrich lives and positively 
impact our community is wholly inclusive and applies to anyone.

What started with some forward-thinking civic leaders wanting to incorporate a parade to kickoff race weekend 
in Indianapolis, has evolved over the years leading to new traditions and added economic impact, further 
enhancing the benefits of being home to the Indianapolis Motor Speedway. 

While our programs and events promote healthy living and community pride, they also have an economic impact 
on Indianapolis each year. A recent economic impact study revealed that each year, 500 Festival events generate 
$19.7 million in financial impact, including $5.5 million of direct spending by out-of-area visitors. With the 500 
Festival producing reoccurring events in Indianapolis since 1957, the overall economic benefit to the city since its 
inception is estimated to be more than $400 million. Based on current growth rates, the impact of the 500 Festival 
is likely to be greater than $210 million in this decade (2010-2020) alone.

In addition to measurements of economic impact in terms of dollars, each year the 500 Festival creates an 
estimated 215 jobs (19 directly by the organization, 62 from payments to vendors and contractors and 138 as a 
result of visitor spending). Furthermore, the 500 Festival organization and events generated an estimated $950,000 
in additional state and local taxes each year.
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1B. A detailed description of the news stunt
From the OneAmerica 500 Festival Mini-Marathon (one of the nation’s largest) to the 100th Running of the India-
napolis 500, there’s nothing quite like the electricity of May in Indianapolis. The 500 Festival wanted to create buzz 
in the days leading up to our first major event in May, the OneAmerica 500 Festival Mini-Marathon. We also 
wanted to provide media with an opportunity to gather visual content that would capture the essence of the 
month of May and spirit of Indiana as well as sound bites that could be repurposed throughout the month of May.

On Monday, May 2, 2016, the 500 Festival sent a media advisory alerting local media to the upcoming plans to 
kickoff the month of May.

The 500 Festival’s Kickoff to May took place on Wednesday, May 4. It was originally scheduled to take place from 
11:00 am – 2:00 pm on Monument Circle. The 500 Festival worked with the City of Indianapolis to close the south 
side of Monument Circle to traffic. The Kickoff to May started with our first photo opportunity of the event - a 
police escort of the 33 500 Festival Chevrolet Pace Car replicas (driven by members of our Board of Directors), led 
by an IndyCar. The motorcade traveled through downtown Indianapolis before arriving on Monument Circle 
where the cars were parked. The arrival of the cars had a look that was similar to a parade and the addition of an 
IndyCar provided the arrival with an extra punch that photographed nicely.

Once the cars were arranged, Indianapolis Mayor, Joe Hogsett; the 500 Festival’s President and CEO, Bob Bryant; 
and the President of the Indianapolis Motor Speedway, Doug Boles, and Indy Eleven coach, Tim Hankinson, 
welcomed attendees and provided brief remarks regarding the start of the greatest month in Indianapolis. This 
provided media in attendance with an opportunity to gather sound bites from three of the most popular spokes-
people during the Month of May. Many members of the media opted to obtain sound bites that were evergreen 
and could be used multiple times in various stories.

At the conclusion of the welcome ceremony, Indy Eleven players, midfielder Daniel Keller and team captain, Colin 
Falvey KICKED off the month of May like only they could – closing down one of the busiest streets in downtown 
Indianapolis – Meridian Street – and kicking a soccer ball over the line of 33 500 Festival Chevrolet Pace Car 
replicas and into a soccer goal – with the iconic Indiana Soldier and Sailors Monument in the background.
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How did the news stunt fit in to the overall media campaign for your event?
The Kickoff to May took place the day before the Mini-Marathon Expo opened to the public and three days before 
the OneAmerica 500 Festival Mini-Marathon. Because of this timing, the event served as not only a kickoff to May 
but also a kickoff to an aggressive month of media relations for our organization. 

During May 2016, we executed 8 different events – all of which are open to the public and covered by the media. 
The Kickoff provided media with an abundance of photo opportunities and opportunities to obtain b-roll that could 
be used throughout the month. In addition, it provided media with direct access to three of the most utilized 
spokespeople during May – the Mayor of Indianapolis, the President and CEO of the 500 Festival, and the Presi-
dent of the Indianapolis Motor Speedway – all in one convenient location. Media were able to obtain soundbites 
that could be used throughout the month as needed. 

Finally, the media had access to three of Indianapolis’ most notable and wildly popular sports figures – Indy 
Eleven players, Daniel Keller and Colin Falvey as well as teach coach, Tim Hankinson. There’s no question that the 
sport of soccer continues to gain popularity around the United States. Indianapolis in particular has embraced our 
newest professional sports team – the Indy Eleven. Since launching in January 2013, the team’s games have been 
sold out and the team leads the North American Soccer League (NASL) in game attendance. 

The event was a big hit and popular with the media. Every Indianapolis TV station, several local radio stations, the 
Indianapolis Star and Indianapolis Monthly all set reporters or photographers to cover the event.

Sponsor / charity involvement (if any) and why
We provided booth spots for several sponsors who had expressed interest in finding new opportunities to engage 
with the community. Sponsors who participated included: Meijer, Bright House and Chevy. While our goal for the 
Kickoff to May was to generate media coverage, because we secured Pat McAfee, and we had a central loca-
tion, the event attracted a fairly large crowd. This provided these sponsors with plenty of opportunities to engage 
with the community. Every sponsor who participated in the Kickoff to May had positive feedback about the event 
and we’ve already fielded requests to be involved again in 2017.

Was there an increase in media coverage for your event as a result of the stunt?
The 500 Festival Kickoff to May resulted in at least 30 pieces of media coverage spanning print, digital and broad-
cast. The media coverage resulted in more than 4.5 million media impressions. On social media, the event resulted 
in more than 1.1 million impressions on Twitter and @500Festival was one of the most popular Twitter handles in 
Indianapolis on that day. Furthermore, on Facebook, the organic reach and likes for the 500 Festival’s page all 
experienced a substantial boost.
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Supporting Question
What challenges / obstacles did you foresee / encounter in creating the promotion, and how did you handle them?
The event was scheduled to take place outdoors, during the lunch hour. As the event drew closer, the weather 
forecast became concerning. During the scheduled time of our event (11 am – 2 pm), the weather forecast called 
for thunderstorms, strong winds, and the potential for funnel clouds. After speaking with our weather provider, the 
City of Indianapolis, and our internal command group for emergency situations, it was determined that we should 
postpone the event by 4 hours, ensuring that it was outside of the window of time for potential severe weather. 

We immediately notified media partners regarding the change in the event’s time. This allowed the media to notify 
the community and update their shooting schedule. We also had to work very closely with the Indy Eleven team to 
ensure that their schedules were updated and that the players felt comfortable executing the media stunt given 
the weather conditions. In the end, all parties were able to work together, the weather improved and the event 
was executed at 3:00 pm.  

Another unique challenge that presented itself was the timing of Indiana’s 2016 Primary Election. The election was 
held the day before the Kickoff to May (Tuesday, May 3). Unique to 2016, the presidential primary was particularly 
lively and all candidates spent a great deal of time in Indianapolis. Due to the heightened media interest in 
Indiana’s primary (local media, statewide and national media), members of the local media were spread very thin 
and were working overtime. This meant that our media contacts were incredibly difficult to get ahold of and 
securing confirmation regarding plans to cover the event were very last minute (many didn’t confirm their atten-
dance until hours before the event). Once the election was over, we were able to use our media relationships and 
secure attendance from all local media.  

Despite the change in time and a frenzied election the day before, all local media still covered the event and the 
public came out to help the 500 Festival KICK off the Magical Month of May.  
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