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The Insurance Industry’s Perspective on Sponsorships in Today’s Competitive Sports Marketplace
Abstract
The business of sports and sports sponsorships has grown more competitive over the years and the quest for sponsorship revenues keeps teams looking for new and better revenue generation opportunities. For this study the authors detail and analyze the stance of the insurance industry and its use of sports sponsorship as a vehicle to enhance its brand. This article is a qualitative and quantitative representation of what the insurance industry and its specific companies desire with sports sponsorships. Implications and results from this study for sport managers and practitioners are significant.

Introduction

Sports sponsorships have been the subject of significant inquiry for several years through empirical research and professional study (Amis, Slack, & Berrett, 1999; Davis, 2008; Gilbert, 1988; Hyman, 2005; Jensen, 1998; Leeds, Leeds, Pistolet, & Irina, 2007; Otker, 1988; Research and Insight, 2007; Slack & Bentz, 1996; Sponsorship form: The value of sport to other kinds of business, 2008; Sponsorship report card: Experts grade the insurance category, 2007; Therrien, 1986). For this study the specific aspects and goals of sports sponsorship for the insurance industry will be examined.
Since 1996, and every two years thereafter, the National Sports Forum
 has presented to its attendees a “snapshot” as to how the country’s top Corporate Advertisers and view the way that the industry have executed their responsibilities. The study is broken down into two distinct parts and derived from the NSF study. The first part concerns Corporate Sponsor Research while the second portion is direct Sports Industry Executive Research. For this study the researchers are focusing on the Corporate Sponsor Research portion. The research team was comprised of PhD Candidate Packy Moran, Dr. B. David Ridpath, Assistant Professor, and the Executive Director of the Center for Sports Administration, Jim Kahler, all of Ohio University: Dan Migala, Publisher of The Migala Report: and Alice Petzold, Vice President of Business Development at Sponsor Direct in interviewing 55 of the country’s largest sports sponsors and advertisers over a three-month period in the fall of 2007. The team was tasked to perform qualitative interviews with leaders in the business world who use sports sponsorship as a way to further their brand and associated products.
Review of Literature
Sport sponsorship involves the allocation of scarce or plentiful resources with the intent of achieving certain organizational objectives (Amis, Slack & Berret, 1999; Slack & Bentz, 1996). It has also been described in previous marketing literature as a

strategic marketing and revenue generating activity (Amis, Slack & Berret; Carter, 1996; Gilbert, 1988; Otker, 1988). Amis, Slack & Berret contend that any firm entering into a sponsorship agreement should treat its sponsorship as a resource which, either singly or in combination with other resources, can be developed into an area of distinctive competence which in turn can assist the firm to a position of sustainable competitive advantage, or simply performing better than its competitors (p. 251). Consequently the value of sport to business is continually growing and a larger piece of sponsorships budgets, such as the insurance and banking industries, are being devoted to sports sponsorships (Sponsorship form: The value of sport to other kinds of business, 2008; Verner, 2008). Companies are using sports sponsorships because of its potential to assist in securing a position of advantage and leveraging it in the marketplace (Amis, Slack, & Berrett, 1999).
The growing interest in sports, the current global economic situation, and the incredible potential to reach a vast range of consumers has led many major companies to fight for precious sponsorship agreements with sporting teams, venues and events. Specifically the insurance industry finds sports sponsorships are appealing in many ways to include the emotional connection fans have with their favorite athletes and teams (Kahler, Ridpath, Moran, Maestas, Francis, Payne, Migala & Petzold, 2008).
 In addition, sports sponsorships and marketing initiatives can assist companies in more effectively marketing to their target audience. The demographics and psychographics presented in sports sponsorship might arguably present one of the best ways to measure sponsorship ROI because many specific demographics can be targeted (Sponsorship form: The value of sport to other kinds of business, 2008; Sponsorship report card: Experts grade the insurance category, 2007).  
The Insurance Industry

The insurance industry used to be “sponsorship shy” but in recent years insurance companies are investing in sports sponsorships primarily through team, venues, and other partnerships like auto racing as a way to raise industry profile and distinguish it from competitors (Sports sponsor of the year: State Farm Insurance, 2008). In the auto and other direct insurance industry, there are over 5,300 enterprises that conduct business out of over 21,000 establishments. While the life insurance industry is smaller it still has almost 2,000 enterprises and almost 13,000 business outlets. Clearly that is a large presence that creates a healthy amount of competition (Life and other direct insurance carriers in the U.S.-Industry report, 2008; Auto and other direct insurance carriers in the U.S., 2008). In 2006 alone the insurance industry as a whole spent $1.7 billion on advertising and sponsorship in all mediums. According to Nielsen Monitor-Plus the recognized leader in sports marketing within the insurance industry, State Farm, spent $59.8 million on sports sponsorships in 2007 (Sports sponsor of the year: State Farm Insurance, 2008). State Farm also increased its spending in college basketball over 15% in 2007 from the previous year and increased 10% overall in its sports spending. Not coincidentally, State Farm also increased its industry market share by 3% in 2007 and the metrics point to the ROI presented by increased emphasis on sports sponsorship (Liberman, 2008).
The challenge that the insurance industry has in generating business is differentiating its product categories such as auto, home, health, financial services, property, and casualty to maximize revenue. There are over a dozen insurance companies currently involved in sports sponsorship at the national level and all are trying to separate themselves and their products from the competition. This product segmentation can provide unique options and inventory for sports organizations to propose to potential insurance company sponsors (Sponsorship report card: Experts grade the insurance category, 2007). Some of the more notable recent sponsorship agreements being used to enhance marketing initiatives between sport properties and insurance companies include naming rights agreements with Progressive Insurance and the Cleveland Indians baseball park (formerly Jacobs Field), the Amp’d Mobile AMA Supercross Series, and the Super Bowl; Nationwide Insurance and Nationwide Arena in Columbus, Ohio, the Nationwide Golf Tour, and the NASCAR Nationwide Series (Hyman, 2005; Jensen, 1998; Leeds, Leeds, Pistolet, & Irina, 2007; Research and Insight, 2007; Sponsorship form: The value of sport to other kinds of business, 2008; Therrien, 1986) According to the Sports Business Journal, there will be almost $12 billion spent on sports sponsorships and partner activation programs worldwide in 2009. The data in this study reveal in that the insurance industry plans on being a top target and one of the top five biggest spenders in the sports sponsorship category in the near and long term.

Methods

The insurance companies that participated in the 2007 NSF survey were State Farm Insurance, Allstate, Humana Health Care, Mercury Insurance, and Nationwide Insurance. These companies present a nice cross section of the category to assess goals, trends, and what is desired from the sports organization because these companies as whole cover most of the insurance sub categories like auto, home, health, life, corporate, and even financial services.
The survey instrument for this study was an open-ended, self-developed quantitative and qualitative questionnaire. For the purposes of this article the specific companies are not identified by name with corresponding questions and answers in the results section and will be just identified as Insurance Company 1, 2 and so forth.  This is done so as to eliminate any fears as to the possibility of any negative backlash to their statements.  This also enabled the respondents to respond with candor  needed and prevented speaking the corporate line -- as it is only through their frank insights that practitioners can improve their sponsorship and sales approach, and with it, the results that corporate sponsors and advertisers would like to see from the industry. 
Analysis and Results

Many of the questions were telling in that it appears that many seeking sponsorship revenue for teams and leagues do not appear to realize what their sponsorship customers want or need or understand the sponsor’s core business. They are more concerned with the quick sale gained by playing a numbers game, and/or using a “cookie-cutter” approach to their proposal. Most of the companies interviewed felt that pre-sponsorship research on what the company’s purpose is, its’ financial condition, what products they sell, and even if sports will work for them are lacking in most of the proposals they see. 
Sample Qualitative Survey Responses

When a sport property pitches a sponsorship or advertising package to your, what are the biggest misconceptions they have about your sport/industry?
Company #5
“It depends on the property, but some understand what we are looking for and others don’t. Most think we have unlimited dollars and we don’t. They need to take care of their customers, help us activate, know our business and what we want so they offer them the whole world as opposed to what they really want.”

Company #4

I think the biggest one is that even though we are increasing advertising spending as an industry, many think we have deep pockets. We are like many companies and our sponsorships have to be extremely targeted in our efforts, so any proposals have to be specific to us.”

Company #3

“Not doing homework and trying to pitch a one size fits all proposal instead of what will serve our needs. Most of the time sponsor sales people just look at what they have in the inventory and try to pump it up through a sponsorship that does not work for us. More than anything give me sponsorships that are new and creative.”

Company #2

“Know who we are trying to target. They have no idea as it differs greatly depending on the product.”

What can properties do to better prepare sponsorship of advertising packages directed at you?
Company 1


“Please keep your pitches simple and don’t send us pages and pages of insignificant statistics that really do not relate to our audience.”

Company 2


“Learn more from our field representatives and our agency.”

Company 3


“BE CREATIVE.” I cannot say that enough. It gets tiresome to see the same thing over and over.”

Company 4


“Understand our objectives as a company and not just as an industry.”

Company 5


“Learn our business and know our needs.”
Of the properties you work with, what specific sports property does the best job of helping you activate your sponsorship? Why?
Companies were asked if there are any properties that they are moving away from and just like the ones that give the most bang for the buck to certain companies, that answers were diverse from all of the companies surveyed, but it appears that most will still consider proposals from most teams, leagues, and events regardless of past experience—if it works with their goals and mission for the cycle. 

In closing out the survey, the companies interviewed stated that the success of their sponsorship is really measured by one thing—did it help us sell more policies, enhance our brand, and create a larger potential customer pool. Brand awareness tracking and recognition were also measured, but the key for the insurance industry is exposure to certain target audiences that become sales leads which in turn justify the cost per lead and the cost per conversion of the lead and turning that into new business. Activation that leads to that end and that generates new business where the sponsorship is being activated is a sponsorship proposal that can be successful. 

The final question on the survey was a unique one, intended to encompass much of the previous questions, but give the respondents a chance to say anything they may have missed, but also explain the one main point or thing they wish they could tell the sports properties and teams they sponsor. A common theme was that sports properties do a pretty good job of selling, but a less than adequate job of servicing the sponsorships after the sale. As much as it is stressed in sports sponsorship that sponsorship sales are 80% servicing and research and 20% is the actual selling process- this very important point appears to be lost on those preparing and selling sponsorships for not just the insurance industry, but for any industry seeking to get involved in the sport sponsorship business. These answers were very telling and provide important advice for anyone out selling on the sponsorship trail:

What is the “One Thing” you wish you could tell the teams/leagues you sponsor?
Company 1

“You need to develop a unique selling proposition and communicate it in a meaningful manner. Sales representatives are verbose and tell me 100 things instead of the 10 things I need to know. Learn how to cut to the chase!!

Company 2

“Use the money that we are spending with our sponsorships wisely and stop trying to sell us more. If your property is delivering a solid ROI, we will spend more at renewal time, but be prepared to put your energy into helping us build our business before you ask for a larger investment.”

Company 3

“Know the industry and the company. Listen to what we want and don’t be afraid to be creative and create something for us and please do not shoehorn us into something you have rather than something you need.”

Company 4

“Certainly do due diligence and know what we are all about. I would say once you get an answer you don’t like do not try to go around to someone else in an attempt to get the answer you want. This is very frustrating and unprofessional and typically will mean that you will not get another chance to pitch to us.
Company 5

“Don’t take your advertisers/sponsors for granted. Keep in mind all the decisions you make come back to your brand image and your brand.”

Summary and Conclusions

Despite thousands of sponsorship proposals and presentations being developed day after day for potential sports sponsorship activation, the results of this study suggest the gulf of misunderstanding between the sponsor and the sports property is wide. However, the solutions to close the gap of misunderstanding are not so complicated. Salespeople tend to be so sales driven, that the “what’s in it for me,” may often overtake the “what’s in it for the sponsor?” While both stances should be important, it appears that many sports organizations are missing out on fulfilling what is the best for the sponsor. After all they are the ones providing the money to support the sport organization, the organization in turn needs provide the sponsor the tools it needs to build its business.

The data in this study suggest this is not being done enough and the fulfillment and servicing side needs to be made a priority for those in the sports sponsorship business. However, before even worrying about the sale, a salesperson needs to do the required research on a prospective sponsor to ascertain if there is potential for a mutually beneficial sponsorship. Trying to force an agreement, or fit a company into inventory you have is not a best practice, and if a proposal does not offer a way to build business through creating more customers, pushing products off shelves, or creating brand equity and recognition, it is likely not a sponsorship that will be accepted.
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� The National Sports Forum (�HYPERLINK "http://sports-forum.com/"�http://sports-forum.com/�) the organization that sponsored the initial study has the entire study for sale on its website. This study is a small portion of the main study that targets a specific portion of industry that uses sports sponsorship as a primary marketing platform.





