
Best Volunteer Program 

 

 

1.  OVERVIEW INFORMATION 
 

a. Introduction and Background of Main Event 
 
Since 1924, America’s Thanksgiving Parade® presented by Art Van has dazzled the residents of 

the Detroit region and across the country. As a unique and eagerly anticipated holiday tradition, it 

unites families throughout our community and the nation in a celebration of family spirit and 

storybook wonder. With soaring balloons, enchanting floats, boisterous bands and playful clowns, 

The Parade personifies the joy and magic of the holiday season. 

               

The Michigan Thanksgiving Parade Foundation was founded in 1982 for the purpose of staging 

and perpetuating America’s Thanksgiving Parade® presented by Art Van. It is governed by a 

Board of Directors consisting of key civic and corporate leaders representing the primary 

industrial, retail, automotive and institutional organizations that define the greater Detroit 

community. Their active involvement ensures that The Parade remains a vital part of metro 

Detroit’s cultural community. 

  

America’s Thanksgiving Parade® presented by Art Van has become one of the most visible 

symbols of the best our City has to offer, providing families heartwarming moments of holiday 

spirit and family fun. One of the greatest and most unique aspects of The Parade is that the event 

supersedes all gender, ethnic and racial distinctions. The Parade invites all people, throughout the 

U.S., to enjoy the fantasy and spectacle of The Parade. For one magical morning, our community 

unites together to celebrate the joy of the holiday season.  

  

Although there are many Parades and holiday celebrations across the country, America’s 

Thanksgiving Parade® presented by Art Van has the unique ability to unite our community across 

all boundaries, regardless of gender, ethnicity, race or socio-economic level for a morning of 

holiday magic and memorable fun.  

  

The media reach of The Parade is significant. It is estimated America's Thanksgiving Parade® 

presented by Art Van received an unprecedented $10.6 million in publicity and promotional value 

with nearly 180 million impressions overall. The Parade received incredible exposure throughout 

the WDIV-TV broadcast receiving a household rating of 21.7 and share of 35. The Parade is also 

nationally syndicated. The national syndication broadcast continued to grow and gain momentum 

in 2016. Approximately 174 major cities across the country could view this year's Parade, which 

means that it had the potential to reach more than 84+ million households representing 66% of 

households in the United States. The Parade is also available worldwide by the live stream 

provided by WDIV-TV, Local 4 and www.clickondetroit.com.  

 

The Parade Company is also home to thousands of metro Detroit volunteers! Without our 

dedicated corps of volunteers, we would not be able to produce the caliber of event that we do for 

our community’s enjoyment and cultural enrichment. Nearly 5,000 people join on Thanksgiving 

morning to help put together a morning of magic. During the year, our volunteers donate 

approximately 35,000 hours of service time to The Parade Company. to The Parade Company. 

The Parade Company also provides volunteer management services for many organizations 

throughout the City, including the Detroit Belle Isle Grand Prix and Detroit River Days!  

http://www.clickondetroit.com/


b. Description and Purpose/Objective of Volunteer Program 

 

The goal of the Volunteer Program is to provide much needed help for The Parade 

Company staff. Because our organization has such a small staff, we rely very heavily on 

volunteers to accomplish very big goals.   

 

The Volunteer Program also serves the purpose of creating fun, worthwhile unforgettable 

experiences for metro Detroiters to give back to the community. 

 

It’s not every day that you have an opportunity to walk in the Parade as a balloon handler 

… or drive a float … or wave at a crowd wearing a sunshine costume. Our volunteers 

help make our events special and they get to make other metro Detroiters smile. We often 

have waiting lists for our events, because so many people want to participate.  

That shows us that we are doing something right.     

 

c. Target Audience/Attendance/Number of Participants 

 

To be a Parade Company Volunteer individuals must be at least 16 years of age, 

enthusiastic, have a passion for giving back to the community and love to smile.  

 

We are very proud of the volunteer attendance for our events. We often have wait lists for 

volunteer positions at events, and we have a very low number of volunteer no-shows and 

cancellations.    

 

We have many volunteers who have been involved with The Parade Company for over 

10 years. That is a big plus for us, because our veteran volunteers become Captains for 

our events and help train and acclimate new volunteers.  

 

There are currently just over 2,500 volunteers in the volunteer program.  

 

d. Duration of Program/Years Program  

 

The Volunteer Program dates back to the very first Detroit Thanksgiving Parade in 1924. 

Since 1924, the Volunteer Program not only supports America’s Thanksgiving Parade 

presented by Art Van ®, but also several other events in the community, such as Hob 

Nobble Gobble presented by Ford ®, The Ford Fireworks Rooftop Party, and GM River 

Days – just to name a few! 

 

 

e. Volunteer Demographics 

 

Volunteers range in age from 16 years to 90 years old. We have several volunteers who 

have been volunteering for over 30 years! The volunteer pool very is diverse as far as 

gender and race. We also have a good mix of volunteers who come from Detroit and the 

suburbs that surround the city. We even have a few volunteers who fly in to Detroit from 



across the country each year – just to be a part of America’s Thanksgiving Parade 

presented by Art Van®!  

 

The Parade Company has a Corporate Volunteer Program. The Parade Company has 

hundreds of corporate volunteers to help with float painting and construction. The 

corporate volunteers come from large companies in the area that include Ford Motor 

Company, DTE Energy, Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan, Wayne State University, 

Comerica Bank, Quicken Loans, and Barton Malow.  

 

Besides using corporate volunteers, volunteers are also used from local high schools and 

universities in helping with float painting and wearing costumes for the various events.  

 

f. Volunteer Job Descriptions 

 

There are over one hundred job descriptions for the various positions available to 

volunteers. Volunteers are used to help with office work, answering phones, building and 

constructing floats, painting props, sewing costumes, working special events and 

conducting tours at our studio. There is something for everyone at The Parade Company!  

 

The Parade Company volunteers are utilized for just about everything. We have a small 

office staff of about 15 employees who work at The Parade Company year-round, and 

about 20 seasonal artists. With so many big events and such a small staff, we are so very 

proud and grateful to the thousands of volunteers who help us make the magic happen 

year after year.  

 

Please see supporting materials section for samples of job descriptions for America’s 

Thanksgiving Parade presented by Art Van ®, Hob Nobble Gobble presented by Ford 

®and The Ford Fireworks Rooftop Party. 

 

g. Recruitment Methods/Materials 

 

Volunteers are recruited in several ways. The biggest form of volunteer recruitment is 

through word of mouth. We receive many new applications by current volunteers sharing 

their experiences with their friends and family.  

 

Volunteers also come to The Parade Company through our Studio Tour Program.  

Each year, thousands of guests tour The Parade Company studios to learn about the 

Parade and see how our floats are built. After touring our facility, many of our guests 

want to know how they can get involved with the Parade or our other events. Our 

volunteer tour guides always mention our Volunteer Program during their tours.  The 

Tour Program has proven to be a great way to recruit volunteers on the spot! 

 

Parade Company volunteers are also recruited at various festivals and events in the 

community. Often, The Parade Company will set up a booth at these events to promote 

The Parade Company and the Volunteer Program.  

 



Volunteers are recruited through flyers, The Parade Company website, Facebook, 

Twitter, schools, churches and through the many supporting sponsors of The Parade 

Company. Volunteers have also been recruited through TV on the major news shows and 

the local newspapers. 

 

See supporting materials section for samples and photos. 

 

h. Communication Methods/Materials 

 

At The Parade Company, we understand the importance of effective communication and 

its impact on the success of our programs. We work very hard to inform our volunteers 

about opportunities to help in our Studio and events. We are also called upon by other 

non-profits to help spread the word about other local volunteer opportunities. 

 

We have a bi-monthly Volunteer Newsletter named Clownie Connection. The newsletter 

was started to keep volunteers informed of volunteer opportunities and news happening at 

The Parade Company. The newsletter is sent in three formats: an e-Newsletter, a PDF 

(located on our public website) and a hard copy version that is mailed to our volunteers 

who do not have Internet or email access. The Newsletter shares announcements, special 

offers and communication from our CEO, Art Director and Volunteer Director of The 

Parade Company on a bi-monthly basis. 

 

Email is another large way of communicating with volunteers on the latest volunteer 

opportunities at The Parade Company. Email is used to help answer volunteer questions, 

provide information on logistics for events and share relevant photos, maps, etc.  

We use the online volunteer management system, Volgistics and Constant Contacts 

(email marketing software) to distribute emails to volunteers. 

 

The Parade Company also utilizes social media to communicate and celebrate volunteers. 

We have a Facebook page, Twitter account and Instagram page. The Volunteer Program 

has set up its own Detroit Paradevolunteers Facebook page to communicate specifically 

to volunteers. The Facebook page has been extremely helpful in the sharing of photos and 

last minute information regarding events, volunteer opportunities, volunteer news, etc. 

 

See supporting materials section for samples. 

 

 

i. Training Guides/Programs/Handbooks/Materials 

 

We have a Volunteer Handbook that is provided to all volunteers during New Volunteer 

Orientation. The Volunteer Guidelines are posted on the Home page of the volunteer 

management site, Volgistics, for our volunteers to view and print.  We also have a special 

tour manual for our volunteer tour guides.  

 

See supporting materials section for samples. 

 



j. Organization and Schedule Information/Materials 

 

For our large events, we ask volunteers to attend an Orientation session before the event. 

These events include: Hob Nobble Gobble presented by Ford ®, America’s Thanksgiving 

Parade ® presented by Art Van, GM River Days and the Ford Fireworks.  

At Orientation, we go over logistics, volunteer positions and answer questions that 

volunteers may have. Handouts are distributed, along with volunteer position information 

and reporting times. 

 

Last year, The Parade Company implemented Volgistics, an online volunteer 

management system. The system has proven to be a great investment for our 

organization. Volunteers can now sign up for opportunities and track their volunteer 

hours from their smart phone or home PC. The system also enables us to post volunteer 

opportunities quickly on the online calendar, and helps tremendously with scheduling and 

disseminating information to volunteers.   

 

See supporting materials section for samples.  

 

k. Volunteer Perks/Benefits 

 

One of the things we pride ourselves on is the passion and enthusiasm our volunteers 

show for our organization. The Parade Company is dedicated to producing quality 

family-friendly events and uplifting the region. I’ve been told by many of our volunteers 

that uplifting the region and creating positive memories for metro Detroiters (especially 

kids) is one of the major reasons why they volunteer. The other reason they tell me they 

volunteer for us is because they have so much fun – a definite perk!  

 

Our volunteers mean the world to us and we want them to feel appreciated.  

That’s why we go out of our way to make volunteering convenient, meaningful and most 

of all – fun!   

 

For all our major events, we provide volunteers with an event T-shirt and often meals and 

snacks while working in the studio or at events. Volunteers are treated to a delicious  

sit-down dinner before working two of our signature events: the Ford Fireworks and  

Hob Nobble Gobble presented by Ford ®. We also provide dinner to the volunteers 

regularly on Tuesdays and Thursdays during fall evenings. From September to 

November, we have many volunteers who come in and stay late working on floats and/or 

giving tours. Those volunteers really appreciate being able to take a break and get a hot 

meal. Our sponsors Buddy’s Pizza and Potbelly restaurants generously provide these 

delicious meals for our volunteers during the Parade season.   

 

Each year, volunteers who participate in the Parade are given a commemorative, souvenir 

lapel pin. We have done this for many years, and a lot of our volunteers have built up a 

collection of pins. The Parade pin has proven to be meaningful gift, and volunteers look 

forward to receiving it at the end of the Parade. 

 



The Parade Company is fortunate to partner with several other organizations and 

companies in the city. Due to these relationships, The Parade Company is often able to 

offer tickets to volunteers for sporting events, theater and gift certificates. 

 

At the end of the year, volunteers are treated to a “themed” Volunteer Appreciation Party 

that includes dinner, drinks, prizes, entertainment and more. Volunteers receive a “swag 

bag” at the end of the night that contains a Parade Company hat, mug, and Girl Scout 

cookies. Last year, the theme was “Ugly Sweater Party,” and we had more than 400 

volunteers in attendance. 

 

For the Ford Fireworks Rooftop Party, we reserve a special section at the party for 

volunteers to sit and watch the Fireworks show. A few minutes before the Fireworks 

begin, volunteers find their seat and enjoy the show together.  

Volunteers also receive a Fireworks T-shirt, fanny pack and a special thank you gift from 

the Volunteer team. This year, the special thank you gift was Fourth of July light up 

necklaces. Loads of Fun! 

  

See the Supporting Materials section for samples. 

 

l. Appreciation/Recognition/Materials 

 

Appreciation and recognition are two areas that are taken very seriously at The Parade 

Company. Volunteers are special to The Parade Company. We know that without their 

help, our organization could not be successful. 

 

Each year, volunteers are invited to a special Volunteer Appreciation Party held at a local 

banquet facility. The party always has a theme. In recent years, the theme was Ugly 

Sweater Party, Super Heroes, Prom, and the Winter Olympics. Volunteers are entertained 

with dancing, photo stations, face painting, Caricature drawings, raffles and giveaways.  

Last year, we honored one creative volunteer with the coveted “OMG Ugly Sweater 

Award” for donning the best ugly sweater and working the runway at our Ugly Sweater 

Fashion Show!  

 

The Parade Company also partners with other organizations to celebrate volunteers 

during National Volunteer Week. During this special week, volunteers have the 

opportunity to visit local museums and attractions in metro Detroit for free.  

This year, through our partnerships with the Detroit Tigers and Potbelly restaurants, we 

were able to celebrate National Volunteer Week by offering our volunteers a chance to 

get free tickets to a Tigers game and free Potbelly sandwich coupons. We gave away 200 

tickets and coupons.  

 

Each year, The Parade Company recognizes one individual as the Art Van Volunteer of 

the Year. The volunteer is selected based on hard work, volunteer hours, and the ability to 

go above and beyond. This individual is given two tickets to attend The Parade 

Company’s black tie affair, Hob Nobble Gobble presented by Ford®, four tickets to 



attend the Parade Preview Party, a $1,000 Art Van gift certificate and recognition on the 

Volunteer of the Year plaque that is housed at The Parade Company studios.  

Last year, two Parade Company volunteers were equally deserving of the Art Van award, 

therefore, we decided to honor both volunteers. Both volunteers also received the prizes.     

 

Throughout the year volunteers are recognized and appreciated at various social 

gatherings, sports outings, coupons/offers, etc. 

 

See supporting materials section for samples. 

 

m. Retention Methods/Materials 

 

Parade Company volunteers are retained through many methods depending on the 

motivation of the volunteer. Some volunteers remain because of the special perks and 

appreciation that they receive. Others continue to return because of the socializing and 

fun they have while volunteering.  

 

When a volunteer goes over and above on a project, we usually send the volunteer a 

handwritten card with a special note to say “thanks.” If budget allows, we include a gift 

certificate inside the card for a nominal amount. It’s just a small way to thank and retain 

those who do so much for us. 

 

Another way The Parade Company retains volunteers is through offering more 

responsibilities and leadership roles to volunteers who show great interest and initiative. 

We have Volunteer Captain positions for Hob Nobble Gobble presented by Ford ®, the 

Ford Fireworks Rooftop Party and America’s Thanksgiving Parade presented by Art 

Van®. The Volunteer Captains are responsible for helping to manage several volunteers 

who fall under their same role. The Volunteer Director meets with the designated 

Volunteer Captains before the event to give them instructions and logistics for the event.  

 

At the event, the Volunteer Captains help troubleshoot any problems, as well as manage 

breaks for their fellow volunteers. This not only helps the Volunteer Director manage 

volunteers at very large events (like the Parade) but it also gives the Volunteer Captains a 

sense of belonging, trust and pride. After the events, we have received emails from 

Captains expressing their appreciation for trusting them with the extra responsibility and 

stating they would be happy to take on the role again.     

 



n. Description of Sponsor/Charity/Volunteer/Group Involvement  

 

The Parade Company has many sponsors. One sponsor that specifically works with the 

Volunteer Program is Buddy’s Pizza. The program is fortunate to have their involvement 

in providing dinner to volunteers throughout the fall. Volunteers are extremely 

appreciative of having a hot meal provided to them when working in our Art Studio.  

 

Another example of a sponsor/volunteer involvement is Potbelly restaurant. Potbelly 

provides wrapped sandwiches, as well as free cookies to our hungry volunteers during the 

parade season. They also donated free sandwich coupons for our volunteers during 

National Volunteer Week.  

 

Each fall, we are so grateful to corporate groups such as Ford Motor Company, Quicken 

Loans, Comerica Bank, and DTE Energy. These corporations send volunteers to The 

Parade Company to help with float building and painting. Typically, the employees come 

to the studios in teams of 10 and donate a full day of work to the studio. It is a great 

benefit to The Parade Company to have these volunteers come during our very busy 

parade season.  

 

This year, we developed new partnerships with Buildon Detroit and Alternatives For 

Girls – two youth non-profit organizations in Detroit. The new partnerships proved 

mutually rewarding. We were able to offer fun, engaging volunteer opportunities for teen 

girls and boys to operate the games at the Kids Zone during this year’s GM River Days 

(June 23-25).  The youth groups loved it! In fact, both groups have offered to return this 

fall to provide volunteers for America’s Thanksgiving Parade presented by Art Van®! 

 



o. Overall Revenue/Expense Budget  

 

The overall budget for running the Volunteer Program is quite small compared to other 

Parade Company programs. Volunteers are recognized through an annual volunteer thank 

you party as well as gift certificates and merchandise that are donated from various 

businesses in the community each year. Most of the expenses for the volunteer program 

are for the annual volunteer thank you party and volunteer mailings. Some revenue is 

generated through donations. See the following budget for 2017. 

 

2017 Volunteer Budget  

 

Description 2017 Budget 

Revenue   

 A- Sponsors   $             -    

 B- Matching Funds   $      500.00  

 C- Donations   $      500.00  

 *Brees Dream Foundation    

 D- Thank You Dinner & Raffle   $   2,000.00  

 E-Misc. Income    

 Total Revenue   $   3,000.00  

    

 Expenses:    

 F- Admin Support   $             -    

 G- Office Supplies & Equipment   $      200.00  

 H- Computer Supplies   $   3,500.00  

 I- Printing & Copying   $      500.00  

 J- Postage & Delivery   $      400.00  

 K- Uniforms   $             -    

 L- Decorations   $      750.00  

 M- Hospitality - *Andiamo Thank You Party  $ 10,000.00  

 N- Talent – Thank You Party  $      400.00  

 O- Photography – Thank You Party   $      400.00  

 P- Catering – Parade Volunteers   $   2,000.00  

 Q- Trophies/Prizes   $      750.00  

 R- Merchandise/Novelties – Volunteer Thank You  $   5,000.00  

 S- Mielage/Parking   $      100.00  

 Total Expenses   $ 24,000.00  

 Excess Revenue Over Expenses   $(21,000.00) 

 



p. Overall Effectiveness/Success of Program 

 

The Parade Company Volunteer Program is very effective. Without the help of 

volunteers, events such as the Parade would not be possible. Parade Company volunteers 

are some of the most friendly, dedicated people you will ever meet. These volunteers are 

truly the heart and soul of The Parade Company.  

 

Through the use of volunteers The Parade Company is able to save thousands of dollars 

each year. Volunteers come back year after year to participate in the annual traditions of 

Detroit that The Parade Company produces. After talking with the volunteers you will 

find that many choose to volunteer because of the joy they can put on the faces of the 

community as well as the friendships they are able to make while volunteering. 

 

 

q. Measurable Results 

 

The most measurable result of The Parade Company Volunteer Program is the success 

that has taken place with all of the events held and the number of volunteers who return 

year after year. Approximately 80% of the volunteers at The Parade Company return each 

year. As stated earlier, without the help of volunteers, events that The Parade Company 

produces would not be possible.  

 

The ratio of volunteers to guests is as follows:  

Event # Volunteers # Guests  

America’s Thanksgiving Parade ® 

presented by Art Van 

2,000 One million (spectators who sit 

along Woodward Avenue to 

watch the Parade) 

Ford Fireworks Rooftop Party 120 2,000+   

Hob Nobble Gobble presented by Ford®, 100 2,300+ 

 

There are just over 2,500 volunteers currently in The Parade Company volunteer 

database. In 2016, volunteers donated just over 35,000 hours of service. The estimated 

value of this service is $849,440.49. 

See supporting materials for Volunteer Hours and Service Value. 



2. SUPPORTING QUESTION 
 

Updates/Changes to Program 

 

Last year marked the 90th anniversary for America’s Thanksgiving Parade ® presented by 

Art Van. Because volunteers are such a big part of the Parade’s success, it was important 

to us to do something very special for our volunteers.  

 

In that spirit, we added something new in the Parade - a special float dedicated to 

volunteers! We also created a new contest for volunteers to win a spot to ride on the float 

during the Parade. Each time someone volunteered in our Studio from September 24 to 

October 24, they earned another entry into the drawing. The lucky winners of the contest 

were announced using Facetime Live. We also used the Facebook Live opportunity to 

announce the co-winners of the Art Van Volunteer of Year Award.  

Visit The Parade Company’s Facebook page to see the Facebook Live video: 

https://www.facebook.com/TheParadeCo/videos/1312620918782368/ .   

 

Volunteers not only had a chance to win a spot on the float during the Parade, but also, 

had a chance to be a part of Parade history by adding their signature to the 70-foot 

anniversary banner created for the volunteer float. During Parade season, the banner was 

placed in the volunteer break room at our studio. Volunteers were encouraged to sign it 

when they came in to work on floats.  

On Thanksgiving morning, the volunteer banner - covered with hundreds of volunteer 

signatures and special messages - was proudly displayed on the float as it rolled down 

Woodward Avenue. The banner was also on display at our annual Volunteer Thank You 

Party.   

 

The float contest and the banner signing was a big hit with volunteers! In fact, volunteer 

hours increased during the months of September/October from 2,400 hours (2015) to 

3,300 hours (2016). We also had a significant rise in new volunteer applications. We 

averaged 30-60 new applications each month before the contest; and we received over 

350 new volunteer applications in September and October 2016.   

 

This was the first time we offered a contest for volunteers to ride a float. Volunteers in 

the Parade do not get to ride on the floats. They either walk alongside the float in costume 

or drive the floats (if they attend float driving school). Therefore, the opportunity to ride 

on a float was a very special opportunity.  

 

We only encountered one big challenge with the float contest – a few of the winners who 

were chosen to ride the float already held key volunteer roles in the Parade! We were 

challenged with finding the right replacement who could match their level of expertise. 

For example, one of the winners was one of my best float drivers! Another winner, was a 

team lead for the Dispersal team, with over 30 years of experience.  

We solved the problem by asking our winners who they would recommend to take their 

place in the Parade. I reached out to those individuals, and we worked with the Volunteer 

Captains to train them. Everyone did great!   

https://www.facebook.com/TheParadeCo/videos/1312620918782368/

