The Kentucky Derby Is Gen Z's Next
Obsession And Smart Marketers Are
Already Placing Their Bets

Caption: The sport of kings just got a new court. Here's why trend-forward brands need
to pay attention.

If you've been sleeping on the Kentucky Derby as a marketing vehicle for reaching Gen Z, the
data just woke up and slapped you across the face with a mint julep.

The 151st running of the Kentucky Derby in May 2025 drew 17.7 million average viewers on
NBC and Peacock, the largest audience since 1989. During the actual race, viewership peaked
at 21.8 million. That's not a nostalgia bump. That's a cultural moment in the making.

And Gen Z is showing up for it.

The Numbers Don't Lie: The Derby Is Back & Bigger Than
Before

Before we talk strategy, let's ground this in the data that matters.

In 2025, total wagering on Derby Day reached a record $349 million with $234.4 million
wagered on the Derby race alone. NBC Sports has now averaged 15 million or more viewers
across all platforms for 10 of the last 12 Kentucky Derby races held in May. The Louisville metro
economy saw $103.8 million in local spending during Derby Week.

This isn't a sport on the decline. This is a 151-year-old brand undergoing one of the most
strategically impressive generational pivots in sports history.

So Why Gen Z? The Science Behind the Shift

Here's where it gets interesting for marketers and trend forecasters.

Gen Z is the most studied and most misunderstood consumer cohort in sports right now.
Morning Consult's research has documented that Gen Z's overall interest in passive sports
viewership lags behind older generations. ESPN Chairman Jimmy Pitaro famously called their
relationship with younger consumers "the one thing that keeps me up at night."”

But that framing misses the point entirely.



Gen Z doesn't disengage from sports. They engage differently. Research from Frontiers in
Psychology (2026) confirms that younger generations are drawn to sports that prioritize
individuality, innovation, and emotional resonance over passive spectatorship. A global
survey found that just 31% of sports fans aged 18—-24 watch full-length live matches compared
to 75% of fans 55 and older. They want highlights, short-form content, co-created experiences,
and cultural permission to participate.

The Kentucky Derby structured as a full week of programming, fashion, celebrity, music, and
betting is tailor-made for exactly this kind of multi-touchpoint engagement.

What Churchill Downs Is Doing Right (And What Brands
Can Learn)

Churchill Downs isn't waiting for Gen Z to find them. They're going to get them. Here's the
playbook:

1. Leaning Into Creator Culture

The Derby partnered with Unwell, the podcast network behind Alexandra Cooper's Call Her
Daddy and Alix Earle's Hot Mess to activate directly inside the Churchill Downs Infield, an area
already known as a primarily Gen Z space (attendees 18 to late 20s). Fans got personalized
merch, glambot experiences, and direct access to creators who command their trust.

Gen Z influencer Griffin Johnson, who has 14 million combined followers, attended Derby Week,
created lifestyle content around fashion and the track experience, and won part-ownership of a
horse through a contest by America's Best Racing. That's not just marketing. That's identity
construction and Gen Z buys in.

2. Cross-Cultural Brand Bridges

The Derby brought in Cygames, a Japanese video game company, to host demo booths in the
Infield. With two Japanese horses running in the race and a growing Japan Road to the
Kentucky Derby series, this crossover signals something important: the Derby is building cultural
entry points that don't require a legacy love of horse racing.

As Casey Ramage, VP of Marketing and Partnerships at Churchill Downs, put it: "Their
demographic aligns with our Infield." That's intentional alignment, not accidental.

3. Experiential Expansion

For Kentucky Derby 150, partnerships included PopCorners (speakeasy activation), Boot Barn
(customizable cowboy hats), Sports lllustrated's Club SlI, Aviator Nation, Fanatics, and a fashion
collaboration with Pinterest. These aren't traditional racing sponsors. They're lifestyle brands
meeting Gen Z where their interests already live.



4. Content That Lives Beyond Race Day

TikTok and Instagram content from Derby Week such as high-res Reels, "tiny mic" celebrity
interviews, Al-generated imagery gave Gen Z a 360-degree window into the event that didn't
require a ticket or a TV. The Derby becomes a content universe, not just a two-minute race.

The Trend Forecasting Signal: Why NOW Is the Window

In trend forecasting, there's a concept called the adoption curve and the Kentucky Derby is
sitting squarely at the inflection point between early adopters and early majority among Gen Z
audiences.

Here's why this matters strategically:

e Niche sports are Gen Z's territory. Research from LBB Online shows that in 2024,
motorsports saw a 51% rise in online engagement and tennis 38%, driven largely by
younger audiences gravitating toward events they can claim as "theirs" before the
mainstream catches on. Horse racing, especially the Derby with its fashion and cultural
cachet, carries the same discovery energy.

e The loneliness paradox creates an opening. MIT research on Gen Z sports
consumption notes that 80% of Gen Z report feeling lonely in the past 12 months.
Shared cultural events of the kind that generate collective conversation, fashion
moments, and community are exactly what this generation craves. The Derby, structured
as Derby Week, is engineered for that.

e Short-form formats and the race's natural structure align perfectly. The Kentucky
Derby is literally two minutes long. It is, by design, the most Gen Z-friendly sporting
event format in existence: infinite build-up, a single explosive moment, and hours of
social content in the aftermath.

The Cherie DeVaux Moment: Why 2026 Changed
Everything

And then came May 2, 2026.

In a race already trending toward Gen Z cultural crossover, something happened that no
marketing team could have scripted and that no amount of influencer spend could replicate.

Cherie DeVaux, a 44-year-old trainer from Saratoga Springs, New York, watched her horse
Golden Tempo storm from dead last to win the 152nd Kentucky Derby at 23-1 odds. In doing so,
she became the first female trainer in the 152-year history of the race to win it. Only 17 women
had ever even had a horse reach the Derby before her. None had won, until now.



The moment was immediate, electric, and deeply human. "I don't have any words right now,"
DeVaux said in the winner's circle. "I'm just so, so happy for Golden Tempo." And when asked
on TODAY whether she considers herself a trailblazer, her answer was quietly powerful: "/
consider myself a horse trainer, and | just happen to be a female."

That line is a Gen Z encapsulation. It's anti-performance. It's identity without the label. It's
exactly the kind of authentic, unscripted moment this generation has been trained by the
internet to recognize and reward.

Why this matters to Gen Z specifically:

Gen Z is the generation most likely to make purchasing and loyalty decisions based on values
alignment, representation, and cultural authenticity. Research consistently shows they reject
performative brand gestures and respond to genuine, landmark moments. Cherie DeVaux's win
isn't a campaign. It isn't a diversity initiative or a PR talking point. It's a 152-year-old barrier
finally falling at one of the most-watched sporting events of the year, in front of 150,415 people
at Churchill Downs and millions more at home.

DeVaux got her training license in 2018, earned her first win on just her 29th start in 2019, and
racked up more than 300 victories in the years since building credibility through craft, not
headlines. That's a narrative Gen Z deeply respects: the long game, the quiet grind, the moment
where preparation meets an improbable opportunity.

The fact that Golden Tempo came from dead last makes it even more resonant. For a
generation that has grown up watching underdogs get their moment on social media, the visual
of that horse threading through traffic, charging from the outside, and winning by a neck is the
kind of content that lives forever on a For You Page.

For brands and marketers, the DeVaux moment does something rare: it attaches a values
narrative to an event that was already building momentum with younger audiences. The
Kentucky Derby in 2026 is no longer just about tradition, fashion, and celebrity. It now carries a
historic milestone that will be referenced for decades. One that happened to land exactly as
Gen Z was beginning to pay attention.

That is a once-in-a-generation brand moment. And it was free.

The Marketing Strategy Play

If you're a brand, an agency, or a strategist thinking about where to plant your flag for the next
18—-36 months, here is what the data is pointing to:

The Derby is becoming a cultural tentpole, not just a sports event. Think Coachella. Think
the Met Gala. Think Formula 1's post-Drive to Survive moment. The Kentucky Derby is in the
early innings of that transformation.



Your action items:

1. Audit your experiential strategy. Gen Z responds to co-created, participatory
experiences. If your brand can be part of Derby Week, not just race day, you're buying
into a seven-day content cycle.

2. Find your Infield. Every major sport has a Gen Z entry point that doesn't require full
cultural buy-in. Identify it and meet audiences there rather than asking them to conform
to the traditional fan experience.

3. Think cross-cultural and cross-category. The Cygames move is a masterclass: a
gaming brand at a horse race, justified by shared audience demographics. What
unexpected brand crossovers make sense in your category?

4. Invest in creator infrastructure before peak moment. Griffin Johnson's Derby Week
content worked because the relationship was built before the race. Organic-feeling
influencer content is planned months in advance.

5. Measure content lifetime, not just event-day reach. Derby content lives on TikTok,
YouTube, and Pinterest for weeks after the race. ROl windows for experiential
investment are longer than they appear at first glance.

The Bottom Line

The Kentucky Derby drew its largest television audience in 36 years in 2025. It is actively
courting Gen Z through gaming partnerships, creator culture, experiential activations, and
fashion. It is structured (almost accidentally) as the perfect format for short-form content
consumption. And it sits at a cultural inflection point where it hasn't yet been "claimed" by Gen Z
as a generational event, which means the discovery moment and the brand opportunity is right
now.

In trend forecasting, timing is everything. The brands that move early on the Derby's Gen Z pivot
won't just reach a new audience. They'll be remembered as the brands that were there when the
story started.

The race has already begun.

#MarketingStrategy #TrendForecasting #GenZ #KentuckyDerby #SportsMarketing
#BrandStrategy #ExperientialMarketing #ContentStrategy
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