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I	have	a	dream	job:	
I’m	an	event	manager	for	the	Kentucky	Derby	
Festival,	the	biggest	thing	to	happen	each	spring	
in	Louisville,	Kentucky.	I’m	constantly	getting	
to	design	fabulous	spaces	for	parties,	sample	
delectable	food,	and	pick	the	colors	of	the	nap-
kins.	My	“office”	is	outside	or	on	location;	either	
way	it’s	never	the	same	as	the	day	before,	and	
I	only	work	a	few	months	out	of	year.	At	least	
that’s	what	people	think	my	job	is	all	about.	What	
I	really	do	is	work	long	days,	sometimes	well	into	
the	night,	in	an	attempt	to	create	the	most	antici-
pated	two	weeks	in	Louisville.	The	pressure	to	
make	sure	each	event	goes	off	without	a	hitch	
can	sometimes	feel	a	bit	overwhelming.	Event	
planning	comes	with	a	lot	of	stress,	and	some-
times	managing	that	stress	can	be	a	challenge.

In January 2012, Careercast.com re-
leased its annual report of The Ten Most 
Stressful Jobs of 2012, and many on the 
annual roundup seem like dream jobs, 
for example being an Event Planner. Ca-
reercast.com only confirmed what those of 
us in the industry have known for years 
– Event Planning is extremely stressful! 
Tony Lee, publisher of CareerCast.com and 
JobRated.com, commented on the pressure 
that comes with Event Planning; “There’s 
pressure on you to make sure it goes 
off without a flaw," Lee said. "Because 
when it doesn’t, it can be very public and 
stressful. You might even lose your job. 
Talk about being out of control." He goes 
on to say: "Probably the one thing that’s 
overriding is the amount of control you 
have. People who have the least amount 
of control have the most amount of stress 
— they’re reacting to whatever is happen-
ing around them."

However, I’m not complaining, I do 
have a dream job, and over the years, 
I’ve learned to smile through the hectic 
task of putting together this city’s annual 
celebration, and enjoy it as much as the 
audience. This goes without saying; it’s 
not always easy, but through my experi-
ence, and advice from some wise folks, 
I’ve learned to relax and bring order to 
what seems like chaos.

It Takes a Village
We have a saying in our office: “it’s like 

herding cats!” During our peak season, 
Derby Festival recruits 4000 volunteers, 
and has the aid of 75 board members. 
Everyone is here to help, aren’t they? You 
might find yourself asking this question 
when five people are talking to you at 
once, and everyone expects you to know 
the answers. It’s hard to keep smiling 
and often times you feel like you are in 
this alone. Going it alone is usually not a 
good idea, and very unrealistic. And yes, 
these folks are here to help, but it’s your 
job to show them how. 

Assembling a strong team, and allow-
ing them to get involved early, will in 
turn help them understand your challeng-
es and have a vested interest in helping 
you succeed. You’ve all heard it before, 
the importance of delegating. But delegat-
ing can be difficult if you fear a task will 
be handled poorly, and in return reflects 
on you. That’s why it’s important to build 
relationships with your team members. 
In getting to know your committee, you 
learn people’s strengths and weakness, 
allowing you to select the right person for 
the job. Once on site, committee mem-
bers can help address questions from 
vendors and spectators, freeing you up to 
answer multiple phones and radios. 

I’m reminded of a particularly difficult 
year for Kentucky Derby Festival. In the 
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spring of 2011, the Derby Festival had 
high hopes for the upcoming season. Sig-
nificant changes were planned for many 
of the events as a result of brainstorming 
sessions in the off season. But a storm 
was brewing on the horizon; 2011 would 
go down in history as the wettest year on 
record, with 68” of rain, most of which 
fell during the month of April. Derby 
Festival officials were forced to develop 
alternate plans, sometimes finding a new 
venue just hours before an event, due to 
high waters. Surrounded by volunteers, 
and Board members who understood 
what was at stake, many events moved 
forward smoothly. At the end of the day, 
we were able to accomplish so much 
more than we could by going it alone, 
thus allowing you the opportunity to sit 
back and relax. 

  
The	PLAN

It’s never too early to start planning 
your event. The truth is there are many 
benefits to planning early. For annual 
events, ideas are fresher at the conclusion 
of an event; you’ll have more time to find 
the right candidate for a task, the op-
portunity to design alternate plans; and 
setting goals and objectives. So much can 
be said for having a plan. A plan serves as 
a roadmap. You wouldn’t get in a car and 
just hope you stumble upon your destina-
tion – why approach your event this way?

In a Time Magazine article published 
in May 2011, researchers surveyed 3,000 

participants in the U.S. and 29 other 
countries about techniques for managing 
stress. The stress management technique 
that worked best, according to the survey: 
planning. In other words, “fighting stress 
before it even starts, planning things 
rather than letting them happen,” says 
Robert Epstein, psychologist and self-help 
author. When you procrastinate, you're 
setting yourself up for unnecessary stress. 
Allowing ample time for planning and 
organizing is the key to success. 

My boss has quotes for every situation, 
and you can often count on him reciting 
these quotes during our peak season. My 
favorite has to be: “A lack of planning on 
your part does not constitute an emer-
gency on my part,” Author Unknown. 

Once you have your plan, the rest is 

much easier and straight forward because 
the way is mapped out for you. Of course 
nothing is certain in this world. In 2011, 
many of the plans Derby Festival officials 
spent months developing were tossed 
aside as a result of bad weather. However, 
by having a plan, officials were able to 
adapt and react according to the circum-
stances. Effectively making decisions on 
the fly and eliminating added unneces-
sary stress. 

Tools of the Trade
Time is of the essence when it comes to 

producing events, and managing stress. 
Most of us relate the feeling of stress to 
the lack of time we have to accomplish all 
tasks prior to show time. Often technolo-
gy is to blame for stress in the workplace; 
frustration with computers, handheld 
devices that never seem to stop buzzing, 
but technology can be a great tool when 
it comes to time management. Many on-
line software programs can help elimi-
nate time consuming paperwork from 
event entries, and aid in tracking partici-
pant information, sometimes knocking 
hours off your day. Technology can also 
be utilized to gather information, educate 
customers and direct traffic at your event, 
freeing you up to address other problems 
that might pop up. 

Although sometimes a Catch-22, that 
Blackberry, as annoying as it may be, 
you wouldn’t want to be without during 
crunch time. Today’s technology allows 
us to turn any space into a mobile office, 
and this is essential for producing events, 
since we are never in the same place 
twice. Generally speaking, my vehicle 
becomes my office during the month of 
April, with my laptop plugged into an 
inverter, and blackberry in hand, who 
needs a desk?

Often in our adult life we overlook the 
lessons learned early in life. While watch-
ing Disney’s A Christmas Carol with my 
three-year old daughter this past Christ-
mas, I was reminded of the saying; “work 
smarter, not harder,” Scrooge McDuck. 
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By applying this motto to my job, I’ve 
learned to develop productive tips for 
speeding up tasks. Whether you are orga-
nizing a bag-stuffing operation, mailing, 
or setting a venue, re-examine the steps 
you take to see if any can be eliminated 
without jeopardizing the final product. 
The more efficient you are at your job, the 
more you can accomplish in less time, 
hopefully providing you time to relax 
before the next big event.

radios, it sometimes seems impossible to 
do the simplest of things. But, we need to 
take a moment to breathe. The benefits 
of this simple exercise not only improve 
your health, but allow for clear thinking, 
which in turn makes for better decisions. 

I emphasize the need to step away. 
I know what you’re thinking, if only I 
had the time. Make time, and you’ll be 
rewarded. Certain environments breed 
stress. Take for example a Runner’s Expo. 

a bag with contents such as bottled water, 
Gatorade, crackers, Tylenol, Band-Aids, 
gum, and other snack foods. Next year, 
make a list of items that you can eat and 
drink on the go and make your own sur-
vival kit, your body will thank you. 

I have a dream job; I’m an event 
manager for the Kentucky Derby Festival. 
Each spring I get to plan the largest party 
this town has ever seen, when thousands 
gather on the banks of the Ohio River to 
watch the country’s largest annual fire-
works show, and kids crowd Broadway to 
experience the magic of a parade. No job 
is without stress, so the answer to manag-
ing stress isn’t a new career path. Think 
of all the fun we would miss! Instead, we 
learn ways to overcome stress, thus allow-
ing us to be the best we can be at our job. 

The more efficient you are at 
your job, the more you can 
accomplish in less time…
Be Good to Yourself

Stress is wreaking our lives! A national 
survey of more than 2,000 people con-
ducted by the American Psychological As-
sociation reported that 59% of Americans 
say work is the leading cause of stress in 
their lives. There is a laundry list of illness 
linked to stress: migraines, insomnia, 
high blood pressure, and ulcers, just to 
name a few. Generally, as event managers, 
we put ourselves last, making everything 
and everyone around us first priority, 
often ignoring the signals our bodies 
send. Repeatedly, I’m reminded that we 
are no good to anyone if we are sick, 
and that’s why we do ourselves no favors 
by ignoring our bodies. Making matters 
worse, most of us don’t even know where 
to begin to cope with stress. 

First, remember to breathe. Sounds 
simple enough? It should be, but with so 
many distractions from devices such as 
cell phones, Blackberries, and two-way 

The Derby Festival Marathon/miniMara-
thon averages 18,000 runners each year. 
18,000 people all focused on themselves 
come to the Running Wild Expo the day 
before the race. The exhibit hall is loud, 
crowded, many people have questions, or 
issues that need addressing and tempers 
tend to flare. This is a stressful environ-
ment! Take a moment and stroll out 
on the loading dock just to collect your 
thoughts. Bathrooms can also provide 
relief from the chaos. Just five minutes 
will recharge your battery, and give you 
the patience of a saint. 

Many of us feel like our season is a fight 
to survive; long days, working around the 
clock, with little time to eat. Fatigue/dehy-
dration and malnutrition are killers and 
can knock you down in an instant. Drink 
lots of water and make sure to keep those 
bodies fed. Several years ago one of my 
co-workers began making “survival kits” 
for our team. Each event manager receives 


