
Keeping Up 
With Growth 
While Maintaining a Small Town Feel

By Jennifer L. Kehl
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“Using Your Local Assets Makes Success”

Fishers, Indiana is conveniently located in the heart of 
the Midwest and has a strong history of family values 
and successful businesses. As a fast growing commu-
nity about 17 miles from downtown Indianapolis, Fishers’ 
close proximity to major highways, airports and local at-
tractions make it a very desirable place to live and con-
duct business within Hamilton County. 

Over the past twenty years, Fishers has experienced a 
population explosion with approximately 7,000 residents 
in 1989 to an estimated 70,000 residents in 2009. Of 
the total number of households, 73.3 percent are fami-
lies with children under 18 years of age making it an 
ideal location for a family-themed community event. It is 
not surprising Fishers is labeled as the fastest growing 
community in the Midwest. 
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There has been an overwhelming 
amount of national recognition the past 
few years, such as BusinessWeek nam-
ing Fishers the “Best Place in Indiana to 
Raise Kids”(2009) and “Best Affordable 
Suburb” (2007), and Forbes Magazine as 
“11th Best Place in America to Move” 
(2009) and Hamilton County as “Best 
Place in the Country to Raise a Family” 
(2008). As one of eight communities 
in the nation selected three consecutive 
times on the “Best Places to Live” lists by 
Money Magazine for communities with 
populations over 40,000, Fishers was 
ranked as 24th in 2005, 33rd in 2006, 
and 10th in 2008. (In 2007, Fishers was 
exempt from consideration because the 
magazine only considered communities 
with populations under 40,000 people.) 
With all these statistics and national hon-
ors, it is quite clear the dilemma we have 
in securing a large group of volunteers 

I began volunteering for the Fishers 
Freedom Festival by drawing posters in 
1991 and was given the responsibility 
for all fundraising in 1992. In 1994, I 
was elected to the Executive Director’s 
position with absolutely no experience in 
event planning, but did have bookkeep-
ing experience and very good organiza-
tional skills. With the town’s population 
growing and the community’s positive 
response towards the Festival year after 
year, the increasing festival duties and 
preparation now required a full-time em-
ployee. The volunteer Executive Director 
position started in 1989 evolved into a 
paid position by May of 1998. 

At this time, I reflected on past years 
focusing on the tremendous amount of 
change that had occurred. I felt there 
needed to be greater changes made in the 
Festival office to accompany and keep 
up with the trends for the Festival event. 

ment and also conducted blood and food 
drives. Later, we created our backpack for 
kids program providing school supplies 
to children-in-need. 

It was important to keep the Festival 
free of charge so that individuals of all 
income levels could participate. It was 
also important to have the focus remain 
on the community and not become too 
commercialized so residents would take 
pride in our community.

The key to my success is listening, ob-
serving others, surrounding myself with 
people I respect and that have knowledge 
where I may lack and keeping an open 
mind and communication. Listen to 
what your community wants and needs. 
Listen to your volunteer staff, keep them 
involved in the decision making process 
and make your volunteers feel that they 
have ownership in the organization. 
Most importantly, utilize your volunteers 
and show them that you appreciate their 
service increasing the likelihood of their 
return and dedication. This is what has 
helped me to succeed in a career in which 
I had no prior experience. 

Today, I still have three “key” volun-
teers that have been involved since day 
one in 1989 and about the other 50% 
of “key” volunteers have participated for 
well over 10 years. The easier you make 
their job and the more organized you are 
the happier your volunteers are. Having 
long term volunteers can be a great thing, 
but it also can be a hindrance if they are 
not open to new ideas and resist change. 
It is also important to bring in young vol-
unteers so that you can keep your event 
“fresh” and to rejuvenate the organiza-
tion. We all know as you get older, it also 
gets harder to keep up with the heavy 
lifting…so to speak. It is also important 
to cross train your volunteers. You defi-
nitely do not want to put all of your eggs 
in one basket in the event that there is an 
emergency and your star volunteer can 
not show up.

I also feel that targeting youth is always 
beneficial. If you teach them a sense of 
community through civic partnerships 
and citizen involvement early, it will pro-
vide them with a sense of pride and self-
esteem. Each year I work with the schools 
in our district to obtain the names and 
addresses of the D.A.R.E. students. Our 
D.A.R.E. program targets 3rd graders, 7th 
graders and 8th graders. I send a letter, 
along with the schedule of activities and 
shifts, to each student’s parents invit-

Listen to what your community wants 
and needs. Listen to your volunteer 
staff, keep them involved in the deci-
sion making process and make your 
volunteers feel that they have owner-
ship in the organization.

and sufficient funding for the Festival as it 
grows with the population. 

The Fishers Freedom Festival was 
founded in 1989 by a few resident volun-
teers as a one-day community picnic, pa-
rade and a few games for the children to 
celebrate Independence Day. Attendance 
was a few hundred people and the budget 
was $3,000. To accommodate the town’s 
growth and popularity of the event by 
1990, the Festival became a two-day cel-
ebration. Throughout the years, the Festi-
val fever spread rapidly and we now offer 
a wide-range of activities, wholesome 
family events, food and fun for all ages. 
Activities include fine arts & crafts ven-
dors, food & business vendors, live music, 
5K run and walk, children’s craft activi-
ties, parades, a street dance, fireworks and 
much more. From a few hundred people 
attending the first Festival to over 50,000 
attendees in 2009, visitors came from all 
over the United States to participate and 
celebrate the Festival which grew to a 
budget of $297,000.

Coordinating meaningful activities and 
ensuring that we meet the community’s 
needs are a major task. Festivals today 
are a form of recreation for communities 
and a needed outlet that brings people 
together for a common goal: to have fun. 
Recreation and leisure activities are im-
portant to the well being of individuals 
and their families bringing them together. 
Research shows a positive relationship 
among families who participle in joint 
activities. Wholesome recreational activi-
ties can refresh and renew them. 

After surrounding myself with market-
ing people and corporate community re-
lations experts, I realized that we needed 
to obtain our 501(c)3 status so we could 
increase our donations and sponsor-
ship dollars. To obtain our charitable 
tax deductible status, I felt we needed to 
establish and administer several phil-
anthropic projects in the community. 
With the help of the Festival Board, we 
established educational scholarships 
mainly focused on community involve-
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ing their immediate family to volunteer 
at the Festival. The response has been 
phenomenal and at least one third to one 
half of those volunteers return each year. 
Many of the students encourage their 
friends to participate and they will work 
the same shift. 

Utilizing different kinds of community 
groups, such as not-for-profits, local busi-
nesses, the school system and local gov-
ernment, have also been key factors. Each 
not-for-profit was asked to participate 
as a food vendor, game vendor, and/or 
as event volunteers during the Festival 
weekend. Utilizing your Girl Scout and 
Boy Scout troops is a definite plus. These 
scouting units are required to complete 
community service hours to obtain 
different badges and awards. Partner-
ing with these groups and organizations 
built strong, long lasting relationships 
that have become very useful as we have 
grown. Not only do these not-for-profit 
organizations volunteer their time to help 
at the festival, but they also get to raise 
money for their cause. 

To give back to the community which 
helps reinforce our 501(c)3 status, we 
utilize our high school marching bands 
to do the trash pickup and parking de-
tails. This earns them money because we 
make a donation to their group and this 
ultimately saves us money because we 
don’t have to hire an expensive company 
to handle the trash detail.

You will not find any carnival rides at 
the Fishers Freedom Festival. Instead, 
we offer free booths to local businesses 
which provides a win, win relation-
ship for everyone. Initially, we asked the 
businesses to provide a free game for the 
children and in return, they would be 
able to display their company’s informa-
tion and provide hand-outs. Eventually, 
these game booths evolved into a second 
day of participation. On the Saturday of 
the Festival, we invited local businesses to 
participate in our Business Tent for a fee. 
Then on Sunday, these businesses return 
at no fee and operate their game booth. 
Our tent quickly grew from 10 businesses 
to over 100. With these partnerships, we 
were able to not only help fund our Festi-
val, but build a positive relationship with 
our local businesses. These partnerships 
led to positive word of mouth for other 
businesses to participate and it continu-
ously helps us increase our sponsorship 
dollars. Space is limited and the tent now 
sells out months in advance. 

In the 1990’s, the best decision I ever 
made was to spend time with the Com-
munity Relations Director of a major 
grocery chain in our community. The 
director was the decision maker on what 
they would sponsor and how much 
money they would contribute. She sat me 
down and asked what my organization 
had to offer a business or sponsor. At the 
time, we didn’t have a good answer. Our 
attendance figures were good for a new 
organization, but not enough to ensure 
high dollar sponsorships. She gave me 
ideas on where my starting point for 
sponsorships should be and how often I 
should review the sponsored events and 
dollars requested. Today, I have created a 
sponsorship package for the small busi-
nesses to the large corporations. In 1999, 
I created the Festival Guide to Family Fun 
and Activities. This media piece opened 
a lot of doors for sponsorship. Having 

…it is important to maintain good relation-
ships with your local groups and busi-
nesses because you never know when 
you may need them.
their logo and name in the guide that 
reached over 38,000 households made 
a huge impression. It is very important 
to keep your sponsor partners informed 
as to what they are sponsoring and that 
you follow through with all promises. It 
is also important for you to contact them 
after the event to make sure you met their 
needs and that they are happy. Always 
give your returning sponsor a first right of 
refusal for the items they had previously 
sponsored. Happy sponsors return year 
after year, which means less work for you 
in the long run. 

In summary, it is important to main-
tain good relationships with your local 
groups and businesses because you never 
know when you may need them. Be 
creative and think out of the box. Before 
you or your board makes a decision that 
may impact the Festival, bounce ideas 
off trusted sponsors, volunteers and the 
community if possible. Encourage your 
volunteers to be creative, seek their own 
volunteer helpers, make their job as easy 
as possible, and do not micromanage. If 
you can’t trust the volunteer to complete 
their duties in a safe and professional 
manner, then you probably didn’t need 
them in the first place. Support your 

volunteers and thank your sponsors. Keep 
your event fresh and entertain the idea 
of expanding upon your event within the 
events. The more you can offer gives you 
the ability to increase your sponsorship 
dollars. That is the key to my success.

On a side note, I have attended two 
conferences of the International Festival 
and Events Association. Originally being 
from what I consider a small town with 
a small event, I felt the conferences were 
overwhelming, but extremely informa-
tive and quite helpful. I would encourage 
all of you to participate. Attending these 
conferences has taken us to the next level. 
After twenty-two years of providing the 
Town of Fishers with this magnificent 
event, I have learned essential tasks such 
as how to keep our event “fresh,” manage 
my volunteer staff, and what I can do to 
keep our event free of accidents and par-
ticipants safe which keep our insurance 

rates down. The networking ability is 
fabulous. From the knowledge I obtained 
while attending these conferences, our 
organization began working on a stra-
tegic plan, created written policies and 
procedures, learned about branding and 
how to protect our brand. We have just 
updated our by-laws which were writ-
ten in 1989 and we are in the process of 
trade marking our logo. The organization 
has been run like a business for years, 
but now we have the tools to make our 
organization stronger, more attractive 
to vendors, sponsors and volunteers. It 
doesn’t get much better than that!
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