
CALCULATING
RACE
NEEDS

Presented by Dave McGillivray





IT’S A

NUMBERS 

GAME!



FOUR KEY NUMBERS

➢ Number of Entrants / Registrants

➢ Number of Packet Pick Ups (Bibs)

➢ Number of Starters

➢ Number of Finishers



ENTRANTS
(aka Registrants)

Impacts…

➢ Bibs

➢ Timing Tags



BIB/SHIRT/PACKET 
PICK UP’S

Impacts…

➢ Shirts

➢ Pre-Race Swag



STARTERS

Impacts…

➢ Start corral space

➢ Start format – 

mass start, waves, etc.

➢ Race timeline

➢ Porta-potties



FINISHERS

Impacts…

➢ Finisher medals

➢ Post-race 

food & refreshments

➢ Post-race physical space



FORECASTING
PARTICIPATION



FOR EXISTING EVENTS

BEFORE REGISTRATION OPENS

WHY?

✓ Financial budgeting

✓ Early supply orders

✓ Permits / insurance
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FOR EXISTING EVENTS

BEFORE REGISTRATION OPENS
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APPROACH: “LONG-TERM TREND” ANALYSIS

➢ Recognize year-to-year growth or decline

➢ Emphasis on last 2-3 years vs. long term

➢ Be alert to peaks and valleys
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FOR EXISTING EVENTS

BEFORE REGISTRATION OPENS
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“LONG-TERM TREND” APPROACH

➢ Incorporate other factors into forecast

• Negatives – bad weather last year, 

cancellations, operational errors, etc.

• Positives – anniversaries, great weather 

last year, positive media, celebrities, etc.



FOR EXISTING EVENTS

AFTER REGISTRATION OPENS

WHY?

✓ Bibs, shirts, medals, swag

✓ Food & beverage

✓ Transportation

✓ Start corral and course
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DURING THE CRITICAL 

“ORDERING TIME” WINDOW, 

IS THE EVENT CONSISTENTLY 

TRACKING UP OR DOWN 

WITHIN A FIXED % RANGE 

AGAINST THE PRIOR YEAR?



F
O

RECASTING What 
about
NEW
events???



FOR NEW EVENTS

BEFORE REGISTRATION OPENS

STRATEGIES:

➢ WAG (Wild Ass Guess)

➢ SWAG (Scientific Wild Ass Guess)
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Depending on timing, a new 

marathon or half marathon in 

Napa Valley might be able to draw 

a maximum of 1,200 to 1,500 

finishers. Note: Might require 

stealing market share!



FOR NEW EVENTS

AFTER REGISTRATION OPENS
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➢ YTD Registrations provide guidance.

➢ Percent of likely total 

varies by event distance.



TIME TO RACE DAY 5K 10K HALF MARATHON MARATHON

6 months 0-2% 0-5% 5-10% 10-15%

5 months 2-3% 5-10% 10-20% 15-25%

4 months 5-10% 10-15% 45-55% 50-60%

3 months 10-15% 20-25% 70-80% 75-85%

2 months 20-35% 40-50% 85-95% 85-95%

1 month 40-60% 60-70% 93-96% 93-96%

1 week 80-90% 85-95% 95-100% 95-100%

FOR NEW EVENTS

AFTER REGISTRATION OPENS

PERCENT OF TOTAL REGISTRATIONS BY DISTANCE
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GENERAL 
COMMENTS
& TIPS



SELL OUTS



T-SHIRTS & 
OTHER SWAG



RACE DATE ON 
SWAG



DON’T OFFER SWAG THAT 
YOU’LL RUN OUT OF!

So Dave, did you 
bring enough for 

EVERYBODY 
in the class???



LEFTOVERS





GUARANTEE
DEADLINES / LIMITS



PAY
MORE,

GET
LESS?



BIB LIMITS & 
FALLBACKS



FIELD SIZE

LIMITS
WHY?

➢ Limited space (start, finish, course)

➢ Limited time / duration

➢ Limited food, beverage, cups, water, 
volunteers, staff, shirts, medals, swag, etc. 

➢ In short…
TO MAINTAIN QUALITY OF EXPERIENCE!

CONSIDER



ENTRY FEE 
INCREASES
& CUTOFF DATES

MEMORIAL DAY WEEKEND 10K

REGISTRATION PERIODS

PERIOD

EARLY 

BIRD

REGULAR 

BIRD

LATE

BIRD

TERRIBLY

TARDY

BIRD

ZERO 

PLANNING 

SKILLS 

BIRD

CUTOFF 

DATE
January 31 March 1 May 1 May 15 May 23-24

RATE $30 $35 $45 $50
$185

(BECAUSE WE 

HATE YOU)



ARCHIVE 
YOUR DATA!



NOW
INTRODUCING…



HOW MANY PORTABLE 
RESTROOMS?

➢Start Area: 

1 unit per 100 participants

➢If women > 50% of field: 

1 unit per 75 participants

➢“Hero” ratio:

1 unit per 50 participants



NO SHOW RATE
FOR PARTICIPANTS?

function

   of

DATE REGISTERED

Earlier commitment = 

Higher no show rate

ENTRY FEES

Higher fee =

Lower no show rate

POLICIES

Allowing transfers, deferrals, etc.

Lowers rate

RACE FORMAT

Relay events have

minimal no show rate

(teams reconstitute)



High: 20-25%

Average: 8% - 15%

NO SHOW RATE
FOR PARTICIPANTS?



NO SHOW RATE
FOR VOLUNTEERS?

Average: 3% - 8%



HOW MUCH SPACE 
IN THE STARTING LINE?

Approximately square feet

per person3
EXAMPLE
Start corral is 25 feet wide.
You expect 1,000 participants.
You need 3,000 sq ft (1,000 x 3 sfpp).
Start corral needs to be 120 feet long 
(3,000 / 25) to fit the crowd.



HOW MUCH WATER
AND HOW MANY CUPS?

➢ Normal conditions: 
1 ½ - 2 cups per participant per station

➢ Warm conditions: 
2-3 cups per participant per station

➢ MATH DRIVEN calculations should be 
used to solve. Your race should build 
and refine a FLUID CALCULATOR.





HOW MANY
BIB NUMBERS?



HOW MANY T-SHIRTS 
AND WHICH SIZES?

➢ Use projected bib/shirt pick up 
totals for overall order.

➢ For size breakdowns, ideally 
use prior year or current 
year-to-date orders.

➢ Adjust percentages as needed 
to avoid “tight inventory” of 
very small and very large sizes.



HOW MANY T-SHIRTS 
AND WHICH SIZES?

ADJUSTMENTS ARE USED TO

“FLATTEN THE BELL CURVE” AND 

AVOID UNDER-ORDERING THE VERY 

SMALL OR VERY LARGE SIZES AND 

BEING LEFT WITH A HUGE SURPLUS

OF MEDIUM AND LARGE SHIRTS.

PRIOR YEAR PERCENTAGES 

BY SIZE ARE USED TO 

CALCULATE THE NEEDS 

FOR THE CURRENT YEAR.

ONCE OVERALL ORDER 

QUANTITY IS DETERMINED, 

CALCULATING THE ORDER 

BY SIZE IS BASIC MATH 

USING THE FINAL 

PERCENTAGES.



HOW MANY T-SHIRTS 
AND WHICH SIZES?

SIZE MALE ORDERS FEMALE ORDERS

Small 15% 25%

Medium 30% 40%

Large 35% 25%

XL 15% 10%

2XL 5% 0%

TOTALS 100% 100%

GENERIC PERCENTAGES



HOW MANY T-SHIRTS 
AND WHICH SIZES?

BE SURE TO INVENTORY THE SHIRTS 

WHEN THEY ARRIVE. NEVER ASSUME 

THAT THE VENDOR WILL DELIVER 

PRECISELY WHAT WAS ORDERED.

THESE FIGURES ARE 

PULLED FROM THE ONLINE 

REGISTRANT DATABASE 

IMMEDIATELY PRIOR TO 

EVENT WEEKEND.

NO SHORTAGES 

(NEGATIVE NUMBERS)…

YAY, NO LOST SLEEP 

FOR THE RACE STAFF!!!



HOW MANY
FINISHER MEDALS?

Projected Finishers + 10-20% !



HOW MUCH FOOD & 
REFRESHMENTS?



HOW MANY POLICE 
ARE NEEDED?

➢ Typically driven by 
course design / location.

➢ For budgeting, assume 
5 officers per mile 
x $50-80 / hour each
x minimum shift.



HOW MANY RUNNERS WILL 
NEED MEDICAL ATTENTION? 
HOW MANY WILL NEED TO 
BE TRANSPORTED?

ANTICIPATED CASUALTY RATE WITH 5,000 PARTICIPANTS

EVENT

DISTANCE

EASY DAY

(Cool, Overcast)

AVERAGE DAY

(Temperate, Cloudy)

ROUGH DAY

(Hot, Humid)

Marathon 
3%

150 runners +/-

5%

250 runners +/-

8%

400 runners +/-

Half Marathon
1.5%

75 runners +/-

2.5%

125 runners +/-

4%

200 runners +/-

5K / 10K
0.8%

40 runners +/-

1.3%

65 runners +/-

2%

100 runners +/-



HOW LARGE DOES MY RACE 
NEED TO BE TO TURN A PROFIT 
OR BENEFIT A CHARITY?



WHAT SHOULD THE RATIO 
OF SPONSORSHIP INCOME 
TO ENTRY FEE INCOME BE?

➢ New events will struggle to 
secure sponsorship dollars.

➢ As the event’s awareness 
and reputation build, 
a healthy target ratio is 
1:1 sponsor dollars to
entry fee dollars.



FUNDRAISING PROGRAMS:
WHAT PERCENTAGE OF 
RUNNERS WILL FUNDRAISE?
WHAT’S AVERAGE FUNDRAISE?



QUESTION
& ANSWER

Thank you for your attention!



Dave McGillivray

617-212-6002

dmse@dmsesports.com

www.dmsesports.com

Please consider my speaking services 
and any of my books for your next event!

DONATE TO
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