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Special events and festivals have become common but

important features in communities all over the world.

They are some of the fastest growing types of leisure

and tourism related businesses. Getz (1991) defines a

special event as “an affair, effect, happening, notable oc-

currence. A onetime or infrequently occurring activity

outside the normal program of the sponsoring or orga-

nizing body” (p. 44). Special events have the ability to

satisfy the need for an opportunity for participation in

public celebration, leisure activities, and social and cul-

tural experiences outside the normal range of choices or

beyond everyday experiences (Getz, 1991).

Events are recognized and often used as important

attractions within the tourism industry and as an expres-

sion of a community and its culture (Hinch & Delemere,

1993; Mayfield & Crompton, 1995). Ranging from com-

munity concerts to multiday festivals, elected officials

and municipal managers increasingly view events as at-

tractions, economic stimulations, and part of the cultural

process and social organization within the community

(Getz & Frisby, 1988).

Festivals have been a part of human history since

there was cause to celebrate. Today, these special

events may have strayed from their founding

roots, whether spiritual, symbolic, cultural or

environmental, but these occasions are neverthe-

less very worthwhile recreation opportunities,

rewarding both to individuals and to the commu-

nities that host such events. (Robinson & Noel,

1991, p. 79)

Special events provide an element to the quality of

life vital to the success of our communities (Delemere &

Hinch, 1994). Events provide the opportunity for people

from all walks of life to participate and to share experiences

in a fun and healthy environment. Events create memories,

offer families a place to spend leisure time together, pro-

vide opportunities to meet new friends, increase tourism,

generate interest in the environment, and make people

happy. Special events have the ability to satisfy the need

to participate in public celebrations, leisure activities, and

social and cultural experiences beyond everyday experi-

ences. Events bring citizens together, giving them an op-

portunity to meet other people and create a sense of

excitement for community members (Getz, 1991).

Festival planners and many local governments often

perceive festivals as a vital contributor to local economic

development and therefore frequently strive to lure as

many visitors to the area as possible. Planning special

events can promote permanent development in the area,

thus creating a sense of central place. Matched with res-

taurants, entertainment centers, hotels, and conference

centers, special events draw people to specific areas within

a community. The creation of cultural and entertainment

venues leads to new interest and vitality in the community,

which in turn leads to an increased sense of pride and en-

hanced quality of life (Paumier, 1988).

Event Vision
The success to any thriving event starts with a vision. This

vision is not just a desire, but the ultimate target for which

all efforts are directed. The vision not only serves as a

catalyst to establish a consensus among members of the

governing board, but also defines the event’s creative and

financial future. The most important responsibility for

the event planner is to transform the vision into a reality.

The first part of the process is gathering comprehensive

data needed during the formation and organization of the

plan. There is a logical progression of gathering material

needed to begin the planning process. Determine (1) the

governing body responsible for the event, (2) the financial

resources available, and (3) the time needed to accomplish

the vision.

After the decision has been made to have an event,

the governing body should follow a specific process to

create the event. The key to any successful event is thor-

ough planning. Whether the planner has numerous years

of experience and is looking for new ideas or is someone

assigned to plan an event for the very first time, deliber-

ate attention should be placed on adhering to (or at the

very least, noting) each planning step. Recommendations

for special event planning steps follow.

Special Events Planning Steps
The key to proper planning is detailed organization. All

events should go through the same planning steps

whether the event is a first-time event or celebrating its

20th anniversary. Often events fail because an idea was

created and the planning process was rushed or not

followed completely. The more thought-out the content,

process, marketing strategies, and financial goals, the

better the chance of having a successful event will be.

These steps are to be used as a guideline and do not

necessarily work on a continuum. By the nature of the

organization hosting the event or distinctive personality

Chapter 1
So You Want To Plan a Special Event?
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of the planning body, certain steps may occur before others.

It is important to consider each step while not neglecting

steps that may seem obvious or too cumbersome. A brief

overview of the planning steps follows, which then will

be illustrated in the ensuing chapters.

1. Design the event—name, location, and theme

2. Establish the organization structure

3. Develop the event—create the operations

manual, policy guide, and working plan

4. Establish a budget

5. Develop marketing and media plans

6. Set strategy for sponsorships

7. Develop a risk management plan

8. Implement the operational plan

9. Execute the event

10. Wrap-up and evaluate the event

Using This Manual
This book is designed for event planners by providing

information and resources to assist them when planning

new events as well as established events. The event

industry has become a profession. Events don’t just

happen—they are carefully thought-out plans requiring

diligent focus and demanding work. This book serves as

a resource, not the ultimate authority. The event ideas and

planning methods are from years of experience in the event

planning profession. No single method or explanation

exists for event planners. Each planning organization

faces its own unique characteristics and personalities.

This manual is designed as a guide to help in the process

and to identify ideas that may have not been considered or

simply overlooked. It is meant to be used to plant seeds of

ideas in one’s already creative mind to be carried out in

each individual process.

Whether one is a seasoned event planner, a new staff

member in an event management company, or a board

member for a nonprofit organization, this manual has

been written to assist anyone with the responsibility of

planning a special event or festival. Each special event

will differ from community to community or even from

year to year depending on the planning team. The planning

steps presented in this manual are applicable to all types

of events from large, multiday festivals to a small one-day

community activity. There is no single planning method

to follow—each community is unique in the organization,

its resources, and its limitations. The methods and ideas

presented in this manual intend to acquaint and inspire

event planners as well as to help planners recognize the

steps necessary to produce successful special events.

The chapters are presented chronologically, following

the planning process of event production. With knowledge

and experience, planners will learn when and how to com-

bine steps, eliminate procedures, and manipulate the plan-

ning process to best meet the needs for individual events.

This manual provides many prototypes and planning

tools, which serve as examples to be used, adapted, and

rewritten. Every planner needs to adopt methods and tools

that best meet his or her own personal habits and planning

situations. We intend the text to be used as a resource and

idea stimulus to help start the process, to identify who to

get involved, and how to make great events happen.
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