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Best Buddies® (www.bestbuddies.org) is a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization dedicated to 
establishing a global volunteer movement that creates opportunities for one-to-one 
friendships, integrated employment and leadership development for people with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD). Since its founding in 1989, the 
organization has grown from its original chapter to almost 1,900 middle school, high 
school and college chapters worldwide. Best Buddies Tennessee 
(www.bestbuddiestennessee.org) provides a link between the international organization 
and chapters in middle schools, high school, universities and corporate communities. 
Más Public Relations, a team of students in public relations campaigns class in spring 
2015, partnered with Best Buddies Tennessee to promote awareness of the organization 
in the greater Nashville community and to promote participation in its 2015 Nashville 
Friendship Walk. Más PR surveyed best practices of similar events by nonprofit 
organizations and promoted the Friendship Walk through a campus convocation and a 
social media campaign. Success of the campaign was measured by level of attendance at 
the campus convocation, increased awareness as a result of that event and participation 
level of the Friendship Walk in April 2015.  

 
SITUATION ANALYSIS: Best Buddies® (www.bestbuddies.org) is a nonprofit 501(c)(3) 
organization founded in 1989 and dedicated to establishing a global volunteer movement that 
creates opportunities for one-to-one friendships, integrated employment and leadership 
development for people with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD). Imagine a world 
where friendship doesn’t exist, where a person is surrounded by people, but no one talks to them 
or wants to be their friend. For more than 4.6 million Americans who have intellectual and 
developmental disabilities (IDD), this is their harsh reality.  
 
IDD is defined by the American Association of Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities 
(AIDD) as “a disability characterized by significant limitations in both intellectual functioning 
and in adaptive behavior, which covers many everyday social and practical skills.” People with 
IDD typically only have three friends in their life — their two parents and a caregiver, but Best 
Buddies, a vibrant international organization with chapters in more than 1,900 middle schools, 
high schools and colleges all over the world, is making a difference and giving people with IDD 
a chance for friendship. One in 10 families in the U.S. is affected by IDD. Best Buddies 
programs engage participants in each of the 50 United States and more than 50 countries around 
the world.  
 
The eight formal Best Buddies programs — Middle Schools, High Schools, Colleges, Citizens, 
e-Buddies®, Jobs, Ambassadors and Promoters — positively impact nearly 800,000 individuals 
with and without disabilities worldwide. Best Buddies volunteers annually contribute, at no cost 
to their communities, support services that equate to more than $168 million USD. As a result of 



	

	

their involvement with Best Buddies, people with IDD secure rewarding jobs, live on their own, 
become inspirational leaders and make lifelong friendships.  
 
The organization sponsors annual local Friendship Walks to raise funds and promote awareness. 
The purpose of the walk is to promote awareness of IDD and the Best Buddies organization —
what it does and who it serves — to people beyond those involved in the organization. Persons of 
all ages are invited to participate in the Friendship Walk. Historically, the large majority of 
attendees have already been involved with the Best Buddies community. 
 
Best Buddies Tennessee (www.bestbuddiestennessee.org) provides a link between the 
international organization and chapters in middle schools, high school, universities and corporate 
communities. Best Buddies chapters in Tennessee include Belmont University, Carson Newman 
University, Lipscomb University, Middle Tennessee State University, Rhodes College, Trevecca 
Nazarene University, University of Memphis, University of Tennessee at Chattanooga, 
University of Tennessee Knoxville, Vanderbilt University and Vanderbilt University Medical 
School. 
 
The mission of Best Buddies Tennessee is to enhance the lives of people with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities in one-to-one friendships, leadership development and integrated 
employment. Key target publics include college students and others in the greater Nashville area 
and other communities in the state. 
 
Local goals of the organization are:  

 To increase awareness for the Best Buddies mission, vision and goals, 
 To encourage engagement within the community via the Friendship Walk, and 
 To increase the number of participants at the Friendship Walk. 

 
Problem/Opportunity Statement: The current priorities of Best Buddies Tennessee include 
increasing participation in its annual one-mile Friendship Walk in Nashville, Tennessee, which 
typically hosts around 1,200 to 1,300 attendees.  
 
RESEARCH: A team of students in public relations campaigns class partnered with Best 
Buddies Tennessee in spring 2015 to promote awareness of the organization and to promote 
increased participation in its 2015 Nashville Friendship Walk. The team functioned under the 
name of Más Public Relations (“más” is Spanish for “more”). Research by the team included 
interviewing the employees at Best Buddies Tennessee, surveying best practices by other 
fundraising walks and evaluating how to create buy-in when utilizing social media to promote 
and further a cause.  
 
Interview with Best Buddies Team 
 
When Más PR visited the Best Buddies office, the team collected information related to the 
organization’s goals, how Best Buddies wanted to promote the Friendship Walk and what they 
needed from the campaigns team to get there. Más PR met with a handful of the employees and 
obtained contact information for Kat Cloud who manages communications for Best Buddies 



	

	

Tennessee. Más PR team members also met with R. Lane Sasser, an officer in the Belmont 
University Chapter of Best Buddies. 
 
In years past, the Friendship Walk in Nashville has reached 1,300 participants. This year, Best 
Buddies leaders hoped to see participation increase to 2,000. The walk is a one-mile loop around 
Bicentennial Capitol Mall State Park. Before and after the walking portion, attendees have an 
opportunity to play carnival games at the park with their buddies. The Best Buddies team said, 
“We want the number of participants to increase in hopes that people with IDD will gain a larger 
circle of friends. Having a celebration at the end of the walk is a great way for the attendees to 
hang out together and create a larger community.” 
 
Best Buddies leaders also hoped that more companies would create teams and participate this 
year. Some of the companies they mentioned were Publix, Barry’s Bootcamp, Consumer 
Lending and the YMCA (particularly its Full Circle program — a program for people with IDD), 
etc. Best Buddies wanted to reach out to these groups and raise awareness for the organization 
and the walk. They also wanted to encourage these companies to create a team to walk at 
Bicentennial. Awareness is one of the most important parts of the walk, because awareness 
promotes inclusion. “As nice as it is to get money and donations, the priority is to raise 
awareness and pair more buddies,” Best Buddies leaders said.  
  
Along with getting more companies involved this year, they also envisioned having kickoff 
events. These kickoff events would help promote the walk to people who had never heard of the 
walk before and get participants excited about the walk. 
  
Because Best Buddies Tennessee was celebrating its fifth annual Friendship Walk, they decided 
to do a “birthday” theme. Más PR loved this idea and brainstormed ways to incorporate the 
number five and the birthday theme. The campaigns team believed it would be a great tool for 
creating awareness for the walk.  
  
Walk Best Practices  
 
In terms of how Más PR could help, the team conducted research on best practices of nationally 
successful walks from other organizations. They focused on four different walks: March of 
Dimes, Susan G. Komen: Race for the Cure, Autism Speaks and Juvenile Diabetes Foundation 
Walk (JDRF Walk). Some common themes observed in each walk were the utilization of online 
fundraising. Each walk’s website had an extensive shareability aspect to their fundraising. This 
made it easy for people to create teams, facilitate engagement within their team and share their 
progress across several social media platforms. The March of Dimes created a very engaging 
nationwide campaign with a walk Ambassador featuring a survivor and their family (March of 
Dimes).  
 
Más PR created a list of potential groups they could contact about participating in the local Best 
Buddies walk. Their plan was to go to different organizations on Belmont’s campus, reach out to 
surrounding universities and visit nearby businesses. They wanted to help Best Buddies cover as 
much ground as possible to raise awareness for their event.  
 



	

	

Social Media Research 
 
Más PR aimed to enhance Best Buddies’ social media. Social media is an important aspect of 
event promotion. Anything that’s worthy of talking about is going to be talked on social media, 
so the team’s goal was to bring more awareness to Best Buddies through all social media outlets. 
Social media is the new way for people to quickly read about the latest and greatest happenings 
in the world. If the team was able to get social media on the Best Buddies side, they would be 
able to reach more people than they ever could imagine. Through research, the team discovered 
several key rules to reach engagement on social media. Promoting articles on people who are 
followers of Best Buddies, engaging Best Buddies followers (such as retweeting tweets and 
leaving feedback) and following similar pages are just a few ways identified to gain more 
followers on Best Buddies’ social media pages.  
 
PLANNING: The team communicated in weekly team meetings, as well as through a group text 
message thread. The group text, as well as regular email communication, made it easy for all 
members of the group to be kept up to date regarding all aspects of the planning process. 
Informed by the formative research conducted, the team developed the following objectives for 
the public relations campaign: 
 

 Objective 1: To host a convocation to raise awareness of Best Buddies on the campus of 
Belmont University in spring 2015  

 Objective 2: To achieve attendance of at least 20 students at the Belmont event, raising 
awareness among attendees 

 Objective 3:  To increase walk participants to 2,000 for the Nashville Friendship Walk in 
April 2015 

 Objective 4: To create the experience of a birthday bash with walk participants for the 
2015 Nashville Friendship Walk 

 Objective 5: To develop social media content and approach through which Best Buddies 
Tennessee may gain a larger reach within the Nashville community by increasing social 
media (Twitter) followers by 25% to reach at least 1,000 

 
The following strategies were planned by the team to promote the Friendship Walk: 

 Promote awareness and create a stronger presence on social media by tagging local 
companies 

 Promote awareness and create a stronger presence on social media by posting on 
Twitter/Instagram three times a week, and gradually posting more in the weeks 
immediately leading up to the Friendship Walk 

 Encourage local companies to form teams for the Friendship Walk 
 Introduce a new campaign for the Friendship Walk’s fifth birthday 

 
The following tactics were planned by the team to promote the Friendship Walk:  

 Post countdown-themed pictures on Twitter, Instagram and Facebook of Best Buddy 
participants (starting 15 days before) using our branding tools (the hand theme) to 
countdown to the walk 

 Visit local companies and speak with them about the walk and Best Buddies and 
encourage them to create a team and participate 



	

	

 Create Facebook event and invite Belmont students to attend the convocation 
 Supply academic lecture convocation credit to those students who attended the 

convocation 
 Design and display posters promoting the convocation  
 Produce and hang up posters around the local Nashville area to promote the Friendship 

Walk 
 Talk with local middle school, high school and/or university cheerleading squads about 

cheering at the walk to give it a celebratory feeling 
 
Birthday Theme Idea  
 
Since it was Best Buddies Tennessee’s fifth annual friendship walk, the team decided to use a 
hand print to signify the number five as a marketing and branding idea for the walk. Participants 
could put a painted hand print on a white banner (or multiple smaller banners) at the walk, and 
Best Buddies could utilize the hand print for marketing on social media before the walk. A hand 
print is a simple yet creative way to draw people’s attention to the walk. It leaves an impression 
and would be something the participants remember. The team believes a birthday bash is a 
unique theme and good way to raise awareness. 
 
IMPLEMENTATION: The team’s main goal was to raise more awareness to Best Buddies, as 
well as gain more participants for the Friendship Walk. The team knew that the only way to 
achieve these goals was to promote the walk in a fun and interesting way. A convocation was 
planned on campus at Belmont to share information about Best Buddies and the Friendship 
Walk. The team’s contact at the organization, Kat Cloud, spoke at the convocation, titled “Best 
Buddies: Breaking Down Barriers.” The academic lecture convocation was held April 8 at 10 
a.m. in 2140 Wedgewood Academic Center. Cloud discussed the Best Buddies mission and also 
brought along a buddy pair for everyone to meet. To promote this convocation event, the team 
created a poster and posted it in various forms on social media as well as around the Belmont 
University campus. A Facebook event was created for the event as another way to promote 
attendance. Leaders of the Best Buddies Chapter at Belmont University attended. 
 
Attendance of 68 exceeded expectations. At the conclusion of the convocation, the team handed 
out surveys to measure increased understanding of the organization. Results of the survey are 
reported in the next section. 
 
As well as planning an event, the team created a social media countdown for the Friendship 
Walk for Best Buddies to use on its social media outlets. Pictures were taken of hands, covered 
in paint, starting at seven counting down to one. This would let followers know how many days 
were left until the walk. The birthday bash campaign sparked the idea of incorporating paint. The 
team wanted to keep the campaign fun and lighthearted like a true birthday party.  
 
Más PR made local Nashville event listings aware of the April 12 Friendship Walk as well. Now 
Playing Nashville, Eventful, Nashville Music City and Nashville Downtown Partnership all made 
postings on their calendars about the event. The team believes that all of these strategies were 
implemented in the best way possible for Best Buddies. 
 



	

	

EVALUATION: The Nashville Friendship Walk was held on April 12. The weather was sunny 
and warm, which helped support overall attendance of the event and the mood throughout. Best 
Buddies wanted attendance of the 2015 Friendship Walk to surpass the 1,300 attendees in 2014. 
Best Buddies reached this goal with an attendance of 2,000 people.  
 
Campaign objectives were met or exceeded. The campus event and the Nashville Friendship 
Walk were considered a success. 
 

 Objective 1 was to host a convocation to raise awareness of Best Buddies on the campus 
of Belmont University in spring 2015. This process, or output, objective was achieved by 
the Más PR team in the hosting of the April 8 event. 

 Objective 2 was to achieve attendance of at least 20 students at the Belmont event, 
raising awareness among attendees. This product, or impact, objective was achieved and 
exceeded, with attendance of 68 at the April 8 convocation. Increased awareness was 
measured by a post-event survey of attendees. In the post-event survey, 93% of 
respondents reported gaining first exposure to Best Buddies at the event. Some 87% of 
respondents said they wanted to get involved in Best Buddies, and 44% of respondents 
said that they would attend the upcoming Friendship Walk. After this information was 
recorded, the team considered that “Best Buddies: Breaking Down Barriers” was a 
success in raising awareness and getting the word out for the community partner. 

 Objective 3 was to increase walk participants to 2,000 for the Nashville Friendship Walk 
in April 2015. This key impact objective was achieved. 

 Objective 4 was to create the experience of a birthday bash with walk participants for the 
2015 Nashville Friendship Walk. This objective was achieved.  

 Objective 5 was to develop social media content and approaches through which the 
organization may gain a larger reach within the Nashville community by increasing its 
social media (Twitter) followers by 25% to reach a total of 1,000 followers. The Más PR 
team succeeded in developing content and approaches that can be implemented by Best 
Buddies to expand its social media reach.  

 
The April 12 Friendship Walk event incorporated large inflatables, carnival games and a DJ —
giving it the “birthday bash” feel Best Buddies wanted it to have. A variety of booths were set up 
by corporate companies and local schools. Best Buddies leaders hoped to get more corporate 
companies involved for the 2015 Walk, and reached that goal with at least 10 companies setting 
up booths. Some of the companies include Ford, Porsche and Publix. Ford’s promotion included 
donation $20 to Best Buddies each time attendees test-drove one of their cars. St. Cecilia 
Academy and Franklin Road Academy were among schools that set up a booth. Three food 
trucks were parked next to the festivities, which added to the fun atmosphere. 
 
The 2015 Friendship Walk was a financial success as well, raising $57,320. What they wanted 
out of the event was increased awareness for the organization and perhaps even increased 
participation within in the organization — attainable goals given the high attendance. Overall, 
the 2015 Friendship Walk was a successful event for Best Buddies and one that should continue 
to grow in the upcoming years. 
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