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DEMOGRAPHICS: 
 How to Attract Members of Visible Minorities
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One of the goals of any event is to 

maximize the number of attendees. 
With immigration changing the face 
of the US, Canada, and many Euro-
pean nations, event organizers and 
municipalities are now faced with the 
challenge of attracting new communi-
ties to their festivals. Cultural festivals 
attract tens or in some cases hundreds 
of thousands of attendees that may not 
attend mainstream events. These are 
not festivals and events that achieved 
mainstream acceptance, such as the 
Caribbean Carnival Toronto or Masala! 
Mehndi! Masti!, but rather ethnocen-
tric festivals that cater specifically to 
their communities such as Ontario’s 
MuslimFest (25,000) Arab American 
Festival in Phoenix (35,000), and <In-
sert Country of Origin here> Indepen-
dence Day Celebrations (15,000+). 

It is important to recognize these 
communities’ heritage, as Arab, 
Pakistani, Chinese, etc. in addition to 
being American or Canadian. Stan-
dard marketing tools do reach a large 
segment of these communities, but 
many would choose not to attend. 
There are many factors that influence 
such a decision with the most import-
ant being programming. There are also 
some marketing avenues and tips in 
the second part of this article. These 
are mere suggestions and different 
communities may respond differently, 
but they should be applicable to most 
campaigns of this kind. 

Programming
If the specific community is not 

compatible with your programming, 
that is to say, that they are too conser-
vative, or too traditional, or too liberal, 
then no matter how much money you 
spend on marketing to that commu-
nity, they would never attend your 
event. This is not to suggest that you 
should drastically change your event to 
cater to these communities, but rather 
implement small changes that would 
alter their perception of your event. 
This could be the difference between 
attracting them to the event and losing 
them forever. 

Let’s take main stage performances 
as an example. Some people from 
more conservative communities might 
not be comfortable with some types of 
dance or the profanity/nudity level in 
certain performances. New members 
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of the community may not speak English 
and feel alienated at a language heavy 
festival or event. Some genres of music 
may be completely foreign to certain 
communities. To counteract these prob-
lems, it is best to design all your shows 
and activities with accessibility in mind. 
If certain constraints are present, then 
arrange for alternative programming that 
compensate for them, such as cultural 
dances, family-friendly activities, a drum-
ming circle, a graffiti art demonstration, 
etc. during performances that might not 
be for everyone.

For example, MuslimFest, an art, 
entertainment, and culture festival, caters 
to the varying spectrum of scholarly opin-
ions in the community with regards to art 
and entertainment. A significant number 
of the Muslim community believe that 
certain types of performance and visual 
arts are prohibited or disliked. While the 
attitude of some groups might be to ig-
nore them and just do what the majority 
of the people like, but that would mean 
losing those community members not 
only as attendees but also as sponsors, 

vendors, and supporters. To accommo-
date these groups, MuslimFest organizers 
dedicate a part of their programing to 
fit their guidelines (such as no musical 
instruments on stage) and advertise it 
to those specific groups while running a 
parallel marketing campaign which high-
lights the remainder of our festival.

Festivals and events with more diverse 
cultural programming tend to do things 
differently. Let’s say your county fair 
board wants to feature a pavilion from 
different cultures in the area or your art 
and entertainment festival has a Latin 
Dance theme next year. It would be 
crucial that members of these communi-
ties are involved from the beginning. “It 
is all about making them feel part of the 
process,” Brad Lepp from Luminato - To-
ronto says. “It is not a one off but rather a 
long term partnership.” 

Luminato is North America’s pre-
mier Festival of Art and Creativity. The 
Luminato-Way, as Brad explains it, 
engages members of such communities 
as ambassadors and idea shapers, not just 
as figureheads. Community members are 
invited to town hall meetings to provide 
input on which artists to invite, how to 
present them and when to host them. 
These ambassadors then invite their com-
munities to the program because of their 
investment and ownership in the festival.

Festivals that are built around having 
different cultures represented engage 
communities at a more core level. Car-
assauga, an annual multicultural festival 
in Mississauga (Greater Toronto Area, 
Ontario, Canada) uses an incentive mod-
el whereby communities host their own 
pavilions and generate revenues through 
the sale of discounted tickets at full face 
value. Pavilion organizers are responsible 
for booking artists and cultural perform-
ers with supervision and support from 
the festival organizers. This is a great way 
to get cultural programming at the festi-
val and engaging different communities 
themselves in the planning and organiza-
tion of the event.

How do you translate this into your 
festival? Art festivals can invite perform-
ers, writers, speakers, and visual artists 
who have both mainstream and ethnic 
appeal, and advertise these shows/guests, 
not the whole event, to the target com-
munity groups. For example many art 
festivals now host Arabic poetry nights, 
Chinese lion dancers, Urdu Mushaira, Sri 
Lankan Ves dance, Lebanese Debke dance, 
etc. When these communities hear that 
their culture will be represented in your 
festival, they will want to be part of it.

Other Factors
There are other reasons why some 

communities would choose not to attend 
your next event. A friend of mine, who or-
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ganizes the local Rib Fest, a BBQ competi-
tion/festival with food and entertainment 
which raises money for local charities, has 
inquired many times as to why they don’t 
see members of the South Asian commu-
nity at their festival. The simple answer is 
that with a festival that is focused mainly 
on food (ribs in this case), members from 
the South Asian community would not be 
able to participate in a substantial part of 
the event due to ethnic or religious dietary 
requirements (vegan, vegetarian, halal, or 
kosher). Food is a huge part of any festival 
and if a member of these communities 
is attending a festival with their kids and 
they have to keep telling them that they 
can’t eat this and they can’t eat that, they’d 
save themselves the trouble and take them 
somewhere else. For this reason, accom-
modating special dietary needs eliminates 
yet another barrier for such communities’ 
participation in your festival.

Cost also matters. Certain ethnic com-
munities tend to have families larger than 
the average. A family of 5 or 6 is the norm 
amongst Middle Eastern or South Asian 
families in comparison to 3 for other fam-
ilies in Canada. It is not enough to offer a 
free event anymore. Free events must offer 
value for the money in other ways; reason-
able food, beverage and kids ride prices 
and cheap or free parking, for example. 
Ticketed events should offer family passes 
or group discounts (3 is not a group!). 
With the struggling economy, it needs to 
be an unbelievable deal or attendees will 
download a movie and stay in!

Depending on the festival or event, 
there may be other factors that influence 
members of visible minorities’ decision 
in attending. For example, the presence 

of alcohol may deter certain groups 
from even considering the event. The 
date when the event is being held could 
conflict with religious or cultural celebra-
tions. World news such as wars, revolu-
tions, and natural disasters back home 
may make afflicted communities recon-
sider attending an event or a festival.

Marketing
Once you deal with the programming 

challenges mentioned above, you can 
customize the marketing efforts to target 
those communities. The majority of the 
ideas below revolve around community 

partnerships and require some time and 
effort. However, the rewards are truly 
worth the results achieved, which often is 
much more than just adding numbers to 
your attendee counter. 

Ethnic marketing - there is the easy 
way and then there is the better way. 
You can always do some media buys. To 
achieve better understanding of targeted 
communities, events should look to com-
munity partners and to diversifying their 
marketing teams. Here are a few pointers 
in more details: 
•	 Ethnic	Media	Buys:	The	first	thing	that	

comes to mind when trying to target 
ethnic communities is media purchas-
ing (newspaper, television, radio). De-
pending on the target demographic you 
are trying to attract, one medium might 
be more applicable than another. 

     When placing an ad in an ethnic 
medium, festivals and events are usually 
faced with the question: to translate or 
not to translate? While translating your 
ad could give you access to an older 
more cultured crowd, it may dilute your 
brand and introduce inconsistencies 
with your other marketing campaigns. 
Simple ads can be translated directly; 
others would have to be recreated from 
scratch or trans-created for that specific 
language or cultural group. Don’t fall for 
a marketing company’s claim that they 
have a good translator in-house. Even the 
best translator may not be able to trans-
late your concept to another language if 
it is not compatible with that culture. 

     Many ethnic grocery stores tend to 
carry community newspapers which 
means that you may attract a more 
cultured or even an older crowd. This 



is not strange to the medium itself as 
even mainstream newspapers tend to 
cater to such demographics. Addition-
ally, many of these newspapers are 
distributed at places of worship such as 
mosques and temples, and so you may 
also attract a more religious crowd as 
well. One challenge with ethnic news-
papers is that they don’t always have 
certified circulation numbers, so many 
exaggerate their market reach, 

     Radio also tends to have older 
demographics and most multi-cultural 
stations are not rated in the markets I 
researched. Again many would exag-
gerate their numbers or use the market 
reach of their host radio stations which 
may not be representative of their spe-
cific cultural segment. 

     So, how can you best use such media 
outlets? Provide them with relevant 
content. Many of these media outlets 
don’t separate the editorial from their 
advertisement sales department which 
means you will be able to get some 
great exposure by pairing some content 
with your advertising. For newspapers, 
think of providing them with articles 
featuring volunteers, artists, or business-
es from their community that are par-
ticipating in your festival or event. For 
radio and television, think of arranging 
interviews with artists or volunteers 
of your festival. While you may find 
yourself pressured into buying some 
advertising, you will spend significantly 
less and gain much more exposure. 

•	 Online	and	Social	Media:	Many	com-
munities have online portals and reg-
ular newsletters that go to members of 
their community. This is usually a good 
place to advertise but make sure you 
track click-through to assess viability 
for future campaign as in many cases 
visitor numbers are also exaggerated.

     In the world of social media, demo-
graphic targeting is easier than ever. So-
cial media allows events to target people 
by interest, ethnicity, age, location, and 
even what brand of cellphone they use.

     Paid advertising on Facebook for 
example is based on locations and 
keywords. The key to targeting specific 
demographics is to use keywords that 
they identify with. For example, if you 
are an art and entertainment festival 
wanting to attract more attendees from 
the South Asian community, you can use 
Pakistan and a Pakistani artist name as 
keywords for your campaign. If you have 
engaged some artists or some cultural 
presentations in your programming, 
then use those as keywords as well.

     You can also leverage unpaid social 
media marketing by partnering with 
community groups with large social 
media presence. Running campaigns 

in partnership with such groups is 
more effective. You can offer backstage 
passes, artist meet-and-greet sessions, 
or any other incentive for your partners 
to run social media campaigns on your 
behalf in their communities. Make 
sure you consult them to ensure that 
the incentive is something that would 
interest their community. 

•	 Community	gatherings	as	a	marketing	
avenue: When you are trying to reach 
out to a specific demographic, you 
want to reach out to the largest number 
possible at the lowest possible cost to 
your human and financial resources. 

     Members of the Muslim community 
for example have their weekly Friday 
prayer and sermon. Depending on the 
size of the mosque in your area, some 
may host a congregation of a few thou-
sands per sermon and some locations 
run multiple sermons to accommodate 
for work schedules. Building relation-
ships with your local cultural and reli-
gious leaders and convincing them why 
their members should be at your festival 
is the first step to accessing that commu-
nity. Distributing marketing materials 
after these gatherings, with permission, 
and making announcements at the end 
of their program delivers your message 
to a large number of attentive attendees.

     This is not restricted to religious 
gatherings only. Events can have 
presence at other events in the form 
of sponsored programming or even a 
marketing booth. The CNE (Canadian 
National Exhibition) in Toronto sends 
their mascot to specific ethnic events 
with giveaways and free passes for kids 
to attract specific demographics to their 
park. The 2015 Pan Am games mar-
keting committee has been present at 
many cultural festivals to raise aware-
ness about their activities and events. 

•	 Community	Partnerships:	The	mistake	
that many organizations fall into when 
reaching out to community groups is 
that they tend to use them at the time 
of their event and then forget about 
them completely. The following year 
such groups feel no need to help these 
organizations with their events. 

     Fostering partnerships don’t have to 
be an elaborate process. Festivals and 
events can call town hall meetings once 
or twice a year at which program ideas 
and potential marketing avenues are 
discussed. At the end of those meetings, 
get attendees to sign up for an email 
newsletter or an email group where 
ideas can be discussed in more details. 
Then regularly invite members to 
contribute ideas on programming and 
marketing and what resources they can 
share within their own communities. 

Maintaining this relationship can foster 
more than increased number of attend-
ees but rather could lead to diversifying 
your volunteer and sponsor base. 

     When members of a community 
feel invested in an event because they 
contributed ideas to the programming 
side of things, they will feel passionate 
about marketing that event and spread-
ing the word about it to members of 
their communities. 

•	 Diversify	your	marketing	team:	For	
some organizations, creating partner-
ships might require more resources 
than the organization can manage. If 
that’s the case, then adding members of 
communities you wish to target to your 
marketing team can be the next best 
thing. Such individuals would have an 
insight on community publications 
and media outlets. They can also help 
you verify translations to ensure your 
brand consistency and negotiate on 
your behalf with media outlets. 

     Launching a call for volunteers in 
specific communities can be achieved 
using any of the other marketing ave-
nues mentioned above (Social media, 
community gatherings, etc.). 

To conclude, reaching out to members 
of other communities is mostly common 
sense marketing. The barrier tends to 
be that festivals and events don’t know 
much about those communities to be 
able to encourage them to attend. It is 
only through the right partnerships that 
festivals and events can reach out to the 
maximum number of people from those 
communities. Remember, they are still 
American or Canadian, but they need 
that extra nudge to feel included in your 
festivals and events. It is not only about 
numbers, but rather creating a conver-
sation with that community that would 
result in increased participation from 
their members as attendees, volunteers, 
artists, and even sponsors. 

Amer Meknas has been active in 
the festival and event industry for  
over a decade.  He took on Muslim-
Fest in 2007 as Event Director and 
grew the small cultural festival to 
North America’s largest Muslim art, 
entertainment and culture extravagan-
za attracting over 28,000 attendees 
in 2012.  Amer is consulted regularly 
by community events and festivals in 
the United States, Canada, the UK, 
and the Middle East.  He currently 
works at Festive Current, an event 
management and marketing firm. 
Amer can be reached by email at  
amer@festivecurrent.com
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