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Probabilistic Modeling of Sports Sponsorships in NASCAR
Abstract

As economic conditions tighten, many companies have begun to reconsider how they are spending their marketing dollars; the value of a sports sponsorship is under tighter scrutiny.  Evidence suggests that both athletes and organizations benefit from a healthy relationship.  In addition to the benefit that organizations obtain from the affiliation in terms of fan loyalty and patronage, increasingly, sports organizations are dependent on the resources that they provide. Perhaps, no sport has been more strongly impacted than motor sports.  In a tightening economy with few resources, NASCAR recently experienced major changes in both teams and sponsorships.  Many sponsors reduced exposure this year; some organizations did not return.  Teams reorganized and retrenched.  Drivers often changed teams and/or affiliations.  Perhaps never in recent times has it been more important to understand the consumers’ response to organizational sponsorships. This study examines consumer responses to changes in driver affiliations.  Additionally this study provides a probabilistic logit model of the characteristics associated with primary sponsor association. 
Introduction
Under the current economic conditions, organizations are carefully considering the appropriateness of each marketing expenditure.  No one can afford to waste marketing dollars on ineffective efforts. Obviously, the attention of prospective consumers is increasingly diverted by marketing clutter.  It is difficult for companies to attract and retain consumers’ attention.  Arguably, an effective tools for organizational and product marketing is the use of sponsorships in sports.  
Many researchers have examined how sponsorships in professional sports work to build relationships with consumers and to provide a return on investment.  Roy and Cornwell, (2003) indicated that sponsorships offer a “means of avoiding this clutter by enabling sponsors to identify and target well-defined audiences in terms of demographics and lifestyles.”  They considered the sponsorship relationship to generate an exploitable commercial asset (Roy and Cornwell 2001).  In addition to providing a financial asset for organizations (Pruitt, Cornwell, and Clark, 2004), sponsorships build positive attitude towards a brand when products are associated with a sport of interest (Mason, 2005).  

While sponsorships have proven to be effective tools in the past, many companies are utilizing this approach with more caution.  Sponsorships are expensive.  Some companies have abandoned long standing sponsor relationships and the sponsorship landscape is dramatically changing.  As the pool of available resources shrinks, more sports organizations are chasing fewer dollars.  

Sponsorships and Branding

Varley (2008) contended that companies need consumers to develop strong emotions about their brands.  A customer who “likes a product a lot” is not as likely to repeat purchase as a customer who “loves” a brand (Varley, 2008).  Organizations look for creative ways to tie consumers emotionally to their products. One of the manners in which organizations develop emotional ties is with sponsorships in sports for which their target consumers have a strong interest (Mason, 2005).  It seems obvious that in order for this transfer of emotion to a product from a sport or an athlete to occur, the consumer must be aware of and embrace the relationship between sponsor and athlete.
Mackellar (2006) noted that there has been insufficient research examining consumers’ decision making when heavily influenced by sport associations.  While Farrell et al (2000) found a positive impact from athletes performance on affiliated products, at least one study found that the positive influence may not be consistently demonstrated (Nicholls, Roslow, and Laskey, 1994). Tapp (2004) recommended more research.
While more research is recommended for sports in general, there is evidence to suggest that each sport may prove to be uniquely different. The relationship between sponsoring company and athlete is different in different sports.  Findings from research in one sport may not provide an adequate understanding of the consumer responses in other sports.  Albers-Miller and Clayton (2006) explored consumer association between the sponsoring company and the athlete in golf, tennis, football, basketball, baseball, and NASCAR. Their research provided strong evidence that consumer knowledge of sponsor affiliations is different across these sports. Their finding indicated that the strongest affiliations between athlete and sponsoring organization occur in the minds of consumers for NASCAR. In their study, the strongest recall and identification occurred between the NASCAR driver and primary sponsor.  Additionally, they also found a strong association between the driver and secondary or minor level sponsors.

While some research has been conducted looking at consumer responses to changes in sponsor relationships (Mason and Cochetel, 2006), little to no research has been conducted that looks at consumer response to changing sponsorship relationships specifically in the context of NASCAR.  Are organizations helped or hurt when they change affiliations with a NASCAR driver?  Does the current environment of change impact consumers’ ability to identify current NASCAR sponsor relationships?  The purpose of this study is to provide more insight into consumer responses to the changing landscape of sport sponsorships in NASCAR and to examine the predictive characteristics of establishing strong associations between sponsor and driver.  Additionally this study examines the impact of altering standing relationships and changing affiliations within the NASCAR context.

Hypotheses

The previous research has provided insight into the relationship between driver and sponsor.  This research has indicated that sponsorships help consumers build emotional bridges with a product.  If those bridges are removed, it can be hypothesized that the consumer will change their feelings toward the company.  Therefore, we hypothesize:

H1:  A change in sponsorship relationship in NASCAR will alter consumer perceptions of the sponsoring company.

In a context where sponsorship relationships are changing, consumers may become confused about affiliations between the driver and the organization.  The greater the degree to which the consumer is a fan of NASCAR, the more likely consumers will be to maintain knowledge of current affiliations.  As such, we hypothesize:

H2:  The ability to correctly identify the sponsor associated with a NASCAR driver will be associated with the degree to which the consumer is a fan of NASCAR.

Previous research has indicated that stronger athletic performance is associated with positive brand affiliations.  It is reasonable to suggest that better performers will have stronger affiliations.  It is hypothesized that:

H3:  The ability to correctly identify the sponsor associated with a NASCAR driver will be associated with the performance level of the driver. 

Finally, in NASCAR many consumers develop strong emotional associations with particular drivers.  It is reasonable to expect that a positive feeling toward a driver will be associated with stronger brand recall.  We hypothesize: 

H4:  The ability to correctly identify the sponsor associated with a NASCAR driver will be associated the consumers’ attitude toward the driver.

Research Methods
The data for this study were collected with an online survey.  The survey was broken into three parts.  One section of the survey explored changing sponsorship relationships in NASCAR.  The next section of the survey examined consumers recall of sponsor affiliations for NASCAR drivers.  The final section of the survey gathered demographic information and information about the respondents fan level.

The respondents for this study were located using a snowball sampling approach.  Known NASCAR fans were contacted and encouraged to ask other fans to complete the survey. The respondents were diverse.  Most of the respondents were men (65 percent).  The average age of the respondent was 35 (range of 18 to 62).  The respondents were from 12 states, with the largest portion from Georgia (35%), Alabama (15%) and Texas (15%).  Other states represented were: Colorado, Florida, Louisiana, Minnesota, Missouri, Ohio, South Carolina and Tennessee. Most of the respondents indicated that they had above average income (60 percent).  Please see Table 1.
----------------Insert Table 1 Here--------------
The average respondent has been a NASCAR fan for about 8 years.  The respondents, on average, use media (TV, radio, etc) to follow 20 to 25 races per year.  Additionally, the average respondent attends about 1 to 2 live NASCAR events per year.

Factor Analysis

Because it was necessary to measure the degree to which a respondent considers him or herself to be a fan, an appropriate measure of fandom needed to be developed.  A confirmatory factor analysis was used to validate the development of a scale measuring fandom. The respondents answered eight Likert-type items regarding their involvement with NASCAR (on a 1 to 7 scale - 7 strongly agree to 1 strongly disagree).  All eight items loaded strongly on to a single factor measuring fandom.  Please see Table 2.

----------------Insert Table 2 Here--------------
The degree to which a respondent is a fan of NASCAR is measured on a normalized scale.  The average respondent fan level was a fandom score = 5.494.  This measure is indication that most of the respondents consider themselves to be fans and have a fairly strong level of involvement with the sport.  Men and women were not statistically significantly different.

Changing Sponsors

The impact of a company changing the driver/sponsor affiliation was explored.  Seventeen affiliation changes were included in this study.  The changes included many major sponsor changes such as the Home Depot sponsorship of Tony Stewart and the subsequent change to Joey Logano.  

The seventeen sponsors with recent driver affiliation changes were presented to respondents.  Respondents were provided with a list of all documented drivers of cars sponsored by each company.  The respondent was asked to identify the driver they think of first in an affiliation with the company.  The most common person identified was the immediate past driver of the car (46.6 percent of the time) for example, Dale Earnhardt Jr. with Budweiser. This finding is consistent with previous research conducted in surfing (Mason and Cochetel, 2006).  The new driver of the car was identified 17.4 percent of the time (e.g. Ryan Newman with the US Army).  Less immediate drivers, drivers at least two affiliation changes prior, such as Dale Jarrett and UPS, were identified 14.8 percent of the time.  About one third of the time the respondents felt like no driver was strongly affiliated with a particular sponsor (e.g. very few people identified Furniture Row with a particular driver).

The respondents were asked to consider how they felt about the sponsoring company (support and loyalty) before and after the change in relationship.  T-tests were used to determine if the changes generated positive or negative responses in consumer perceptions for the sponsoring company.  Only four of the seventeen changes resulted in a statistically significant impact on consumer loyalty. In two cases, Kellogg’s and Caterpillar, the move to a new driver generated a positive impact on consumer perceptions of the company. In these two cases, the company moved to sponsoring historically better performing drivers.  In two cases, Jack Daniels and Alltel, the move to a new driver generated a negative impact on consumer perceptions of the sponsoring company.  In these two cases, the company moved to sponsoring historically poorer performing drivers.  The four significant changes are presented in Table 3.
----------------Insert Table 3 Here--------------
Primary Sponsor Identification

The consumer’s ability to keep pace with changes in sponsor affiliations is an important part of the effectiveness of a sponsorship relationship. In order to understand the degree to which consumers can correctly identify these affiliations requires and understanding of the consumer’s ability to not only correctly identify driver relationship that have not changed, but to also identify those that have. The ability of the respondent to identify a driver’s primary sponsor was collected by providing basic descriptive information about the drivers.  The drivers selected for this study were included based on one of three conditions: 

· they were in the top 12 in standings at the time the data were collected, 
· they were in the “chase” for the championship last year, or 
· they were identified as one of the drivers in the 17 sponsorship changes.  
This study included 29 drivers.
Each respondent indicated their attitude toward the driver on six Likert-type statements (on a 1 to 7 scale - 7 strongly agree to 1 strongly disagree).  Confirmatory factor analysis indicated that all items measured a single construct of attitude toward the driver.  The attitude toward the driver construct is measured on a normalized scale.  

The respondent was asked to identify the first sponsor that came to mind when thinking about the driver in question. The respondent was then asked to identify the second sponsor that came to mind when thinking about the driver in question.  If the respondent selected the primary sponsor for the driver on either attempt, the respondent was considered to have correctly identified the sponsor.

Driver performance was measured by a composite measure of current standings in the points, wins within the past 3 seasons and top ten finishes with the past three seasons.  The scale was scored as such:

Performance scale = ((number of wins in past three seasons + number of top ten finishes in the past three seasons + inverse standing)/100)*7;

This approach yielded a scale of roughly 0 to 7 which is consistent with other scales in the model.

Logit Model

A logit model was estimated to determine the probability that a fan would correctly identify the primary sponsor for a given driver.  A logit model yields an equation that can be used to estimate a probability.  The model was estimated as such:

Probability of correctly 

identifying the primary sponsor = fandom + driver performance + attDriver + age + sex

The overall logit model was significant at the 0.01 level.  Driver performance and respondent sex were not significant predictors in the model.  Fandom and attitude toward the driver were positively associated with correctly identifying the primary sponsor.  Age was negatively associated.  Parameter estimates are in Table 4.
----------------Insert Table 4 Here--------------
Results

The results from this study offer insight for understanding the changing environment for NASCAR sponsorships.  This research developed and validated two important scales:  NASCAR fandom and driver performance.  These scales provide important measurement tools for analysis in NASCAR research.

The results from this study provide a much better understanding about NASCAR sponsorship relationships. The data indicate that a change in driver affiliation has both positive and negative consequences. The skill of the driver appears to be an important element in the decision to change driver affiliation.  This study has indicated that a move to a better driver appears to improve consumer perceptions. On the other hand, when a company makes a move to a driver with a poorer performance level than the previously affiliated driver, the company’s image may be eroded. H1 was partially supported.
In order to encourage the emotional bond between consumer and sponsoring company/product, the consumer must have a strong awareness of the relationship between company and driver. For sports sponsorships to work effectively, consumers must have a strong degree of recognition and recall of that sponsoring relationship outside of the race environment. This study provides additional insight important to understanding how consumers respond to sponsorships and changing sponsorships. Results from this study provide evidence that the consumer’s ability to correctly recall the primary sponsor of a NASCAR driver is strongly influenced by the degree to which the consumer is a NASCAR fan and the consumers’ attitude toward the driver.  The driver’s performance is not associated with recall.  Please see Table 5.
----------------Insert Table 5 Here--------------
Discussion and Future Research

This study offered insight into the characteristics associated with consumer recall of sponsor relationships.  This study confirms that NASCAR fans have a high level of involvement with sponsors of NASCAR driver which appears to transfer to a knowledge and recognition of organizational affiliations.  This finding suggests that NASCAR is a good location for sports sponsorship expenditures.  As teams are reformulating and as sponsors are changing involvement levels, this opens the door for more companies to become actively involved with NASCAR.

The results indicate that a change of driver affiliation may be harmful or helpful. Organizations considering a change should consider the skill level of the driver and overall consumer perceptions.  A change of affiliation could prove to be beneficial.

This study has generated questions which can be explored in future research.  The recall level of respondents to organizations that no longer sponsor drivers should be explored in more detail. Additionally, future research should explore changing affiliations on a larger scale.

Tables

Table 1:  Income table

	Income level
	Percent of Respondents

	The lowest 25 percent of households
	2.5 percent

	The lower half of households, but not the lowest 25 percent
	37.5 percent

	The upper half of households, but not the highest 25 percent
	27.5 percent

	The highest 25 percent of households
	32.5 percent


Table 2: Factor Analysis for Fandom Scale

	Statement
	Factor Loading

	I would consider myself to be a NASCAR fan.
	0.973

	I follow the NASCAR racing season regularly.
	0.942

	I consider myself to be knowledgeable about NASCAR
	0.941

	I am familiar with many of the NASCAR drivers.
	0.913

	I consider myself to be a fan of more than one NASCAR driver.
	0.890

	I have a favorite NASCAR driver.
	0.883

	There is at least one NASCAR driver that I do not favor.
	0.790

	I am familiar with many of the sponsors affiliated with NASCAR drivers.
	0.779


Table 3: T-test comparison of Brand Loyalty before and after driver change

	Sponsor
	Old Driver (standing)
	New Driver (standing)
	Mean Difference
	p-value

	Kellogg’s
	Casey Mears 

(20th)
	Mark Martin 

(15th)
	0.486
	0.05

	Caterpillar
	Dave Blaney 

(45th)
	Jeff Burton 

(7th)
	0.371
	0.01

	Jack Daniels
	Clint Bowyer 

(8th)
	Casey Mears 

(20th)
	-0.400
	0.05

	Alltel
	Ryan Newman

 (10th)
	Dave Stemme 

(27th)
	-0.400
	0.05


Table 4: Logit Parameter Estimates

	Variable 
	Estimate
	p-value

	Fandom
	0.486
	0.01

	Attitude toward the Driver
	0.406
	0.05

	Respondent Age
	-0.050
	0.10


Table 5:  Hypotheses Results

	H1:  A change in sponsorship relationship will alter consumer perceptions of the sponsoring company.
	Partially Supported

	H2:  The ability to correctly identify the sponsor associated with an athlete will be associated with the degree to which the consumer is a fan of the sport.
	Supported

	H3:  The ability to correctly identify the sponsor associated with an athlete will be associated with the performance level of the athlete. 
	Not Supported

	H4:  The ability to correctly identify the sponsor associated with an athlete will be associated the consumers attitude toward the athlete.
	Supported
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