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As an event planner, you’ve done your
homework, and you’ve put a solid strategy
in place with a budget that should carry an
event to successful completion. And while
all the elements are seemingly in place—
volunteers, media, plan of action—the
event just doesn’t gain the traction or meet
stakeholders’ expectations. Why?

Often, the missing element is a strategy
for engaging support and participation
within the local community, according to
industry professionals. “Many times,
events are put together too quickly and
without a target audience for participation,
sponsorships, and help from an interested
community,” said Ed Crofts, community
services superintendent for the City of
Irvine in California.

Joel Franklin, director of the National
Lacrosse Classic, pointed out that as the
head of an organization that conducts more

than 50 regional qualifying events through-
out the country every year, he has come to
realize the importance of building local
support in host cities.

“It is critical that the regional and local
events are well organized and structured.
Engaging the local youth and high school
coaches creates a built-in communication
component and provides essential support
to successfully conducting our local and
regional qualifying events,” he said.

There are many strategies to consider
when building local support. Event plan-
ners and industry professionals weighed in
on tactics for ensuring events are embraced
by a host community.

Find The Right Match

A community might have all the
elements necessary to pull off an
event from an infrastructure per-

spective, but is it the right match from a
demographics angle?

According to Creigh Kelley, president of
running and multi-sport event management
firm BKB Limited, it’s about identifying
the “grassroots potential participant”—
those sports aficionados who already have
an interest in a particular sport or the type
of event being hosted.

Jack Ankerson, executive director of the
Hampton Roads Sports Commission in
Virginia, agreed, pointing out that event
planners need to seek out interest. “If I was
running a basketball event, I would go to
the places and people that have demon-
strated support of the sport.”

Partner With Local Clubs

The power of leveraging local
partnerships cannot be over-
stated, according to industry professionals,
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as these groups often can open doors that
“outsiders” might find challenging.

“Event planners will find more success
when they are partnering with a local sports
program and local charities,” Crofts said,
adding that local programs often bring vital
resources that outsiders would not normally
have access to, such as volunteers to man-
age the event, promote it and solicit local
sponsors. “Competitive swim teams, club
soccer, baseball and other sports programs
usually have connections within the com-
munity for venues and resources readily
available for an event.”

Franklin said he reaches out to local
youth and high school lacrosse coaches to
create event awareness and support. “The
coaches are a conduit to other coaches and
players,” he said. “Getting local coaches
involved in the event is likely to attract
more participants. They have direct access
to players, parents and other coaches. We
reach out to youth, recreation, high school
and travel club organizations.”

Build Off Another Successful Event

Kelley said some of the pitfalls to suc-
cessfully engaging a community in an

event include introducing an event
before it’s ready to go to market and trying
to compete with other similar events being
held in the same geographic territory.

A strategy for avoiding these pitfalls is
to look for opportunities to collaborate
with another well-established event.

“There is often the opportunity to share
resources and costs and to join forces with
others,” Crofts said. “As an example, a
new event could be a warm-up or a qualifi-
er for another popular event.”

He added that he has seen some sports
events marketed as a series where two
struggling events can combine and share
resources to create a single successful and
exceptional event.

Connect With Influential Local Leaders

Event organizers can save them-
selves a lot of groundwork if
they enlist the help of influential
leaders in the host community. 

“These types of leaders or influence-
builders can cut through the clutter of lay-
ers of uninterested staff and get to the

decision makers without preamble,” Kelley
emphasized.

Kelley made the following suggestions:
� A titled person in the mayor’s office

who might be interested in the event
such as an economic development 
officer.

� An officer of the convention and visitors
bureau who understands and can com-
municate the benefit of putting “heads
in beds” and the potential positive eco-
nomic impact the event is projected to
bring to town.

� A chamber of commerce official who
sees the advantages of being associated
with the event.

� City council members who would be
positively impacted by the event being
held in their district.

� Leaders of local charities that would
benefit from the event.

� Business leaders who would enjoy the
visibility that comes with being a title or
presenting sponsor.

Seek Local Sponsors

Garnering sponsorship support
in the way of up-front money or

in-kind donations will not only help with
cash flow but will also encourage the
local community to participate. Plus,
when potential participants and specta-
tors see local support, they are much
more likely to give an event a second
glance.

Make Use Of Local Media

From paying for media
placements and advertising
to finding ways to get free publicity, the
promotional strategy of an event is cru-
cial to community engagement.

“You have to get out and talk about it
as much as possible,” Ankerson said. He
pointed to social media as a solid tool 
for building support—and with no real
costs attached. “Social medial will
become a large player in event promotion
going forward.” �
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