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Introduction and Description of Illuminate 

Over its 36-year history, the Toad Suck Daze Festival has spent 27 years in downtown Conway.  The  
downtown location has proven to be an excellent site for the festival, but there have been periods of time 
when area businesses have believed the event to be a disruption.  These relationships have proven to be a 
challenge, and the Conway Area Chamber of Commerce consistently looks for opportunities to provide  
support to downtown merchants.  In 2016, the chamber and the Toad Suck Daze Festival developed a new 
event, “Illuminate,” to help drive business to the downtown area.   

          

In conjunction with “Small Business Saturday,” Illuminate was launched on November 26, 2016, to draw 
shoppers to the small businesses in downtown Conway and to celebrate the beginning of the Christmas  
season. The center point of the celebration is a 54-foot-tall Christmas tree located in front of the chamber 
facility.  The lighting of the tree has been a community favorite for several years, but Illuminate added photos 
with Santa Claus, a large Ferris wheel, live holiday music, horse and carriage rides, miniature train rides, and 
concessions.    

 

Attendance exceeded expectations with over 2,500 people.  The crowd size warranted for the city to close 
area streets, and social media was flooded with photos of the festivities. Best of all, Conway area residents 
now have a new tradition.  

 

Description and Purpose of Illuminate 

Downtown Conway is home to approximately 500 small businesses, many of them retail shops and  
restaurants. The Conway Area Chamber of Commerce is also located in downtown. We decided to partner 
with the Conway Downtown Partnership to create a Small Business Saturday event that would attract  
shoppers from well outside of the Conway borders. Facebook provided the best tool to reach our target audi-
ence thought the Illuminate event page.  



The event took place from 1:00 – 7:00 p.m. on Saturday, November 26. The day began with Ferris wheel 
rides, miniature train rides, horse and carriage rides and pictures with Santa Claus at 1:00 p.m. Starting at 
4:30 p.m., the Conway Symphony Orchestra Brass Quartet and other local musicians performed holiday  
music for the growing audience. The ceremonial Christmas tree lighting began at 6:00 p.m.  

  

Target Audience and Attendance 

The target audience for this event was area shoppers. Illuminate was designed to provide shoppers more  
reasons to come downtown for Small Business Saturday activities and extend the shopping day into the  
evening.     We partnered with retailers to discover ways to increase sales during the event. Many of them 
provided shoppers with special sales and extended store hours. The feedback from downtown retailers was 
extremely positive. In addition, attendees flooded downtown restaurants for dinner.   

 

Our secondary focus for Illuminate was families. We had a goal of creating a family friendly, holiday  
atmosphere.   It was common to see entire families taking pictures in front of the Christmas tree or with  
Santa Claus. They loaded up in a Ferris wheel car and enjoyed the bird’s eye view of Conway. Many of them 
took horse and carriage rides around downtown Conway and let their children enjoy the miniature train ride.  

Throughout the day, we estimated over 2,500 people attended this event.    

 

Overall Revenue and Expense 

Total Revenue:  $15,250 

Total Expenses:    $2,508 

Net Income:   $12,741 

 



Duration of Program 

The event was scheduled for 1:00 – 7:00 p.m. on Saturday, November 26. 

 

The day began with Ferris wheel rides, miniature train rides, horse and carriage rides and pictures with Santa 
Claus at 1:00 p.m.  

 

Starting at 4:30 p.m., the Conway Symphony Orchestra Brass Quartet and other local musicians performed 
holiday music for the growing audience.  

 

The ceremonial Christmas tree lighting began at 6:00 p.m.  

 

Although our portion of the event was completed at 7:00 p.m., the rides remained open until 10:00 p.m. and 
throughout the month of December.    

 

Other Group Involvement  

Our primary partner in Illuminate was the Conway Downtown Partnership. With over 150 members  
representing downtown businesses, they have been the driving force for positive and permanent change in 
downtown Conway. With their help, we were able to reach more downtown businesses and work with them 
to ensure the success of Illuminate and to promote their stores to those in attendance.  

 

Unique and Creative Aspects of Illuminate 

Illuminate brought to Conway (population of approximately 65,000 people) an event that gave regional  
visitors a reason to visit downtown.  The large Christmas tree and Ferris wheel are iconic and can be seen for 
several blocks.  We often heard people say that Conway “looks like a scene from a Norman Rockwell 
painting.”   

 



Illuminate also gives the Toad Suck Daze festival an opportunity to extend the brand into a different time of 
year.  Toad Suck Daze has always been associated with the first weekend of May, but creating another event 
to compliment the traditional festival allows the Chamber an opportunity to add revenue to the festival’s 
bottom line.  A rainy festival weekend in May has always proven to be a financial burden for Toad Suck Daze.  
Illuminate can help make up revenue deficiencies, improving the financial health of the organization. 

 

Overall Effectiveness and Success 

Our attendance goal was 500 – 1,000 people. In total, we estimate that over 2,500 people attended  
Illuminate.  Based on the many social media posts, it was obvious that attendees truly enjoyed the event. We 
received a great deal of positive feedback from the community. Also, the downtown businesses were greatly 
appreciative of the additional patrons at their stores. We heard from multiple stores and restaurants that this 
year’s sales were far greater that previous years.  Several stores did as much business between the hours of 
5:00 – 7:00 p.m. as they did the rest of the day.   

 

Supporting Question:  

What challenges and obstacles were foreseen or encountered and how were they handled? 

 

Challenge 1: 

As mentioned before, the Toad Suck Daze Festival has struggled in gaining the support of downtown  
businesses to continue hosting the festival in downtown Conway. The idea of creating another downtown 
Conway event came with some hesitation. 

 

Partnering with the Conway Downtown Partnership was the first step in creating an event that garnered the 
buy-in of the downtown businesses. With the help of Conway Downtown Partnership executive director, Kim 



Williams, we had great communication with the businesses well in advance of the event. She was able to 
work with them and help them create plans to capture clientele they may not have had otherwise.  

 

The week after the event, we heard nothing but very positive feedback. Some businesses commented that 
they experienced the best Small Business Saturday they had ever had. The result was a much stronger  
relationship with our downtown businesses, which also helped improve relations for the 2017 Toad Suck 
Daze Festival.  

 

Challenge 2: 

Illuminate grew to a size much larger than we had expected; the crowd was spilling into the streets. Lines 
were many times larger than we had planned and became confusing for attendees. We weren’t prepared for 
lost children. We simply had no idea Illuminate was going to draw near the size crowd we attracted.  

 

Fortunately, our team has a great deal of experience handling large crowds. We quickly worked with the City 
of Conway to close the two streets that were nearest the event. We worked with the carnival ride operator 
to simplify how he accepts tickets for the Ferris wheel. Our team utilized cell phones and a meeting point to 
reunite missing children with their parents. There was no panic among our team and issues were resolved in 
a timely manner. We are developing a more detailed plan to address these and other issues for the 2017 
event.   



Supporting Materials  

  

Illuminate Publicity and Social Media   

Event Signage   



Illuminate Publicity and Social Media   

http://conwayarkansas.org/news/2016/nov/07/christmas-conway/ 

http://www.thv11.com/news/local/conway-ushers-in-the-holiday-season-saturday/355154505 

http://www.arkansasmatters.com/news/local-news/conway-prepares-for-small-business-

saturday/612483295 

http://thecabin.net/news/2016-11-23/small-business-saturday-kick-holiday-season-conway 

 

http://conwayarkansas.org/news/2016/nov/07/christmas-conway/
http://www.thv11.com/news/local/conway-ushers-in-the-holiday-season-saturday/355154505
http://www.arkansasmatters.com/news/local-news/conway-prepares-for-small-business-saturday/612483295
http://www.arkansasmatters.com/news/local-news/conway-prepares-for-small-business-saturday/612483295
http://thecabin.net/news/2016-11-23/small-business-saturday-kick-holiday-season-conway




Event Signage 
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