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MASCOTS ROCK!
Between theme parks, festivals, com-

ic-cons, commercial brand marketing and 
savvy cities promoting their destination, 
mascots are a big deal. 

Wikipedia describes a mascot as 
‘any person, animal, or object used to 
represent a group with a common public 
identity, such as a school, professional 
sports team, society, military unit, event 
or brand name.’

Though that wordy definition is true, 
one significant detail is missing from the 
description.  Mascots are just plain FUN!  
Over the years, mascots have become a 
“fun-damental” element in the marketing 
and entertainment experience of festivals 
and themed attractions around the world.

Walt Disney once said that, "I only 
hope that we never lose sight of one 
thing – that it was all started by a mouse."  
Disney had the vision to take that mouse 
and turn it into the most recognizable 
mascot in the world. When brought to 
life as a walk-around character in Disney 
attractions around the globe, the mouse 
continues to demonstrate the power that 
a well thought out and managed mascot 
program can bring to even the smallest 
festival or event.  

Mascots rock.  They rock festival guests, 
event volunteers, the media and they can 
rock the bottom line when used to their 
fullest. 

WHAT’S IT GOING TO BE?
Deciding on the appropriate theme for 

a mascot is among the top considerations 
for a successful program.  Would an old 
mustached railroad engineer convey 
the message better than a tall tale tellin’ 
cowpoke?  What’s it going to be? The 
right choice makes a world of difference 
in how well a character succeeds.

In early 2011, Tomball, Texas decided 
to create its first ever marketing and fes-
tivals program in order to attract tourists 
and generate a new source of revenue.  
Because of the attractions background 
of the City’s recently hired marketing 
director and the fact that the program was 
being started from scratch, it was decided 
to base the plan on the fundamentals of 
marketing the start-up a themed attrac-
tion.  

One of first steps in the creative process 
was the development of a mascot pro-
gram that would address several initial 
marketing goals:
• A mascot had to reflect Tomball’s history
• It would be used as a family friendly 

icon for the City’s new tourism and 
festivals program

• It would allow for branding and 
increased guest awareness through 
merchandising, advertising and other 
marketing vehicles

• And, the mascot would provide on-site 
entertainment and photo ops during 
city signature festivals, allow for partici-
pation in trade shows and state tourism 
functions, and interact with the public 
at other high profile events.

Given the significance of railroading 
in Tomball’s past, a locomotive engineer 
was the clear choice of a theme, and the 
name “Rusty Rails” was selected through 
a community wide contest involving 
the local newspaper and school district.  
Rusty has since been named the Best 
Festival Mascot in Texas by the Texas 
Festivals & Events Association for three 
consecutive years.

Similarly, “Buck” the official mascot 
of the George West Story Fest in George 
West, Texas was also conceived as a mas-
cot with historical significance.  “We live 
in cowboy country and had been using a 
cowboy caricature in our logo and other 
materials for many years. So, creating a 
mascot to match that image was what 
we wanted,” said Mary Margaret Camp-
bell, Executive Director of the Story Fest.  
“George West was named for the man 
who gave a part of his ranch for the town 
to be built on, so we decided to name our 
cowboy “Buck” in honor of Mr. West’s 
nephew . . . the name and the mascot de-
sign really fit the character of our festival 
and our heritage.”   
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SO, WHAT’S IN A NAME?             
Combining a creative theme with an 

equally imaginative name opens all sorts 
of possibilities in a mascot program.  

The Barbecue Festival in Lexington, 
North Carolina named its fresh-faced 
pink pig mascot, “Barbie Q”, while 
“Gourdy”, a one-of-a-kind, green gloved 
and booted, jumbo jack-o-lantern, is the 
face of the Half Moon Bay Art & Pumpkin 
Festival in Half Moon Bay, California. 
Then there’s “Freckles”, the seed-specked  
walk-around spokesberry for the Poteet, 
Texas Strawberry Festival.

One of Asia’s most popular mascots is 
Saipanda.  Saipanda is a rhino-horned 
panda from Saipan, hence the name. It 
was created to generate more tourism for 
the island.

It’s all in the presentation . . . 

AND, IN THE BACKSTORY
Creating an imaginative backstory can 

add to the quality and believability of 
mascot program.

Rumor has it that the grandfather 
of Rusty Rails, Puffabelly Pete, was the 
railroad engineer who, in 1907, brought 
Thomas Ball to town for the official cer-
emony naming the community Tomball.  
Coming from a long line of railroad men, 
Rusty traveled the tracks across Texas and 
finally returned home in 2012 to share 
his adventures, hometown tales, and the 
reasons why “Tomball is Texan for Fun” 
with visitors.

The Québec Winter Carnival has gained 
international fame over the years through 
its renowned mascot, Bonhomme Carna-
val. The well recognized face of the cele-
bration, Bonhomme Carnaval is a living 
replica of the snowmen that enchanted 
children of Québec City for generations. 
Created in 1954, Bonhomme proudly 
wears the traditional red hat and belt. 

IT’S ALIVE, IT’S ALIVE
So, a theme has been chosen and some 

names have been kicked around, but 
you’re not sure whether to go with a full 
custom design or to look for a ready-made 
outfit off the rack.  This is a decision most 
likely to be determined by budget, practi-
cal use, and the timeline for delivery.

Off-the-rack mascots are, in most 
cases, ready to ship when ordered, less 
expensive than custom designs and open 
to aftermarket accessorizing to add that 
personal touch like shiny new wheels on 
a tricked out pick-up truck.  These charac-
ters are usually the ones seen representing 
high schools and small colleges, local 
businesses, and community organiza-
tions.  Depending on the manufacturer, 
use, and maintenance, they may also be 
somewhat disposable.

There are pages of online retailers offer-
ing “knock-off” versions of popular char-
acters alongside warm and fuzzy animals, 
and space aliens. Whether it’s a ferocious 
fire ant, floppy-eared dog, or a hillbilly 
bear, an in-stock mascot may fill the need 

for as little as a couple of hundred dollars 
upwards to around $1,200.00. 

The alternative is a custom designed 
mascot constructed to meet your specif-
ic needs and ideas. The advantages of a 
custom creation are many, while there are 
fewer disadvantages.  Advantages? Getting 
exactly what you envisioned when first 
deciding to add a mascot to your festival 
team is at the top of the list.  It’s reassuring 
to work with creative professionals who 
can take a concept from the sketch pad to 
the midway, arena, or festival grounds.

Custom designers understand that 
concepts and materials used in creating 
a mascot to be worn in Norway or New 
Hampshire may not wear well in Dubai 
or the Dominican Republic. Some designs 
may need special ventilation, or a built-in 
cooling or heating system, while others are 
good-to-go with a steady breeze through 
the vision panels.  Today there are a variety 
of materials for specific needs and envi-
ronments.  In fact, there are even inflatable 
mascots available if it fills the need.

The Internet is a great starting point for 
a search, but nothing beats a firsthand 
referral from a satisfied customer.  Using 
the network of IFEA members who have 
been through the process of interviewing 
mascot designers is a great way to find the 
right fit for any project.  

The fun really begins once a core group 
of manufacturers has been chosen.  After 
interviewing five of the top manufactures in 
North American, the City of Tomball chose 
BAM! Mascots in Mississauga, Ontario to 
create Rusty Rails. With a mid-range bid 
compared to the others being considered, 
BAM! was the right fit for the Texas project.   
Other Texas festivals such as the George 
West Story Fest and the Poteet Strawberry 
Festival work closely with IFEA member, 
dfest® (Dixie Flag Event Services Team) in 
San Antonio for their mascot needs.

A disadvantage for some may be the 
price. The cost of a custom made mascot 
will vary, but expect to pay around $4,500 
or more depending on the shop, detail of 
the design, and added bells and whistles, 
such as an in-head fan, carry bag, cool 
packs, and additional feet and hands.

No matter what route you take, before 
signing the final contract, remember . . . 
You get what you pay for, and you only 
get one chance to make a positive first 
impression. Choose wisely!

IT’S WHAT’S INSIDE THAT 
COUNTS

Like your mom always told you, “it’s 
what’s inside that counts.” The best de-
signed mascot can easily lose its appeal 
and impact without the right actor bringing 
it to life.  It may take auditioning a lot of 
candidates to find the right match for your 
character.  The most unassuming, young 
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“For more than 35-years, Michael 
Baxter has been creating festivals and 
promoting tourist destinations across 
the South. Named The Texas Festivals 
& Events Association Professional 
of the Year in 2013, Baxter currently 
serves on the TFEA Board of Direc-
tors, and is a member of the Texas 
Travel Industry Association.

As a freelance writer and tourism/
festivals consultant, he has written for 
a variety of trade and general market 
publications, and has worked with 
destinations and attractions such as 
Dauphin Island, Alabama, Lake Lanier 
Islands, Georgia, and the City of 
Tomball, Texas. Over the years Baxter 
has created several mascots, such 
as Cap’n Sharkey for Galveston’s 
Sea-Arama Marineworld, and man-
aged the mascot program for Hanna 
Barbera Land – Houston, Texas’ Trad-
ers Village Marketplaces and others.”

person you know could become a rock star 
when hidden beneath the over-sized head 
of a fuzzy polka-dotted bear.  On the other 
paw, a normally outgoing personality may 
lack what it takes to make mascot magic for 
your guests. Don’t settle.  Find the perfect 
match and bring that fur ball to life.

There are a few basics to be mastered 
once the right actor has been chosen:
• Mascot movements require exaggeration 

and bigger than life action. Go large!
• Actors need to become comfortable in 

their second skin and learn its limita-
tions. Big feet mean high steps.  A tall 
head means duck at doorways. 

• Actors need to understand their 
audiences. Not everyone appreciates 
a six-foot-tall carrot in boots and a 
crumpled straw hat. It’s almost like the 
fear of clowns for some, while others 
come running with hugs and kisses. 

• Actors must be aware of their surround-
ings.  There are ever-present safety issues, 
for example: small children under foot, 
stairways, low hanging objects, and indi-
viduals who may stumble into a mascot 
accidentally on-purpose just for grins.

• Once the personality of the mascot 
has been determined, all actors should 
play the part the same way.  Rusty Rails 
is a veteran railroad man who struts 
with confidence when he walks and 
regularly poses for the camera with 
both thumbs up.  That distinctive gait 
and hand gesture are an integral part of 
who Rusty is in public and each actor 
realizes the importance.

It’s always a good idea to have a mascot 
wrangler close by to enhance the guest ex-

perience and watch over the mascot as it 
performs and moves through the crowd.  
Your backup actor, or actors, makes for 
great wranglers because they know the 
requirements and hazards of the job.

Tutorials and actual classroom training 
for mascots are available on-site and 
online.  A simple Internet search with 
terms such as Mascot School, Mascot 
Camp, or Mascot Training Video will get 
you started.

MASCOT DO’S AND MASCOT 
DON’TS

In order to sell the fantasy, there are lots 
of things that a mascot actor should do, and 
not do, while in costume.  For example . . .

DON’TS….
Don’t Speak Even When Spoken To.  

Unless specifically equipped for talking, 
mascots normally do not speak.  They 
express their emotions and respond to 
conversation through body language.

Don’t Remove Any Part of the 
Costume in Public.  The fastest way to de-
stroy the fantasy is for a mascot to take off 
the head in plain view of guests. Always 
dress and undress in a private area away 
from prying eyes.  Also, be sure to leave 
the dressing area with the mascot discrete-
ly tucked away in its tote and not tossed 
over the shoulder like some fuzzy roadkill. 

Don’t Hold Babies or Small Children.  
With limited vision and padded gloves, a 
small child could easily slip through the 
hands of a mascot while posing for that 
perfect family photo.  If asked, just say no!

Don’t Retaliate. Except in extreme cas-
es, if a mascot is intentionally bumped or 

shoved by a guest, walk away and let the 
wrangler respond and call for assistance. 

Don’t Get Hurt.  A mascot actor may 
sometimes feel shielded when protected 
by the padding and helmeted head of the 
costume.  That over confidence could lead 
to risk taking and possible injury.  

DO’S…
Do Dress for Success.  Under the cos-

tume go with shorts and a t-shirt, socks on 
your feet and a sweatband or bandana on 
the head . . . unreachable sweat in your eyes 
can really spoil the moment for an actor.

Do Hydrate Before Stepping Out.  Wa-
ter or diluted sports drinks are essential 
given how much an actor will normally 
sweat while on-stage.  Hydrate leading up 
to the event, and then drink some more.

Do Pace Yourself.  Spending too much 
time in-costume or wandering far away 
from a safe area can create a problem 
for actors needing a break.  Keep track of 
time and your location.

Do Have Fun!  If an actor is truly enjoy-
ing himself and the interaction with festival 
guests, it will show in the performance.  At 
that point the acting becomes genuine and 
festival-goers appreciate the effort.

THAT’S A WRAP
Creating a successful mascot program 

takes imagination, planning, and creativi-
ty.  It’s show business in a festival setting.  
An actor, a costume, and a story.  It’s a 
brand, it’s a memory to be shared with 
the family and it’s a commitment. 

As Walt Disney said, “…it was all start-
ed with a mouse.”  So, what will yours 
start with?
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