Teaching Sport Marketing via a Client-Based, Course-Integrated, Experiential Learning Project
Abstract

Within the academic discipline of sport management, theoretical considerations of experiential learning have developed over nearly fifteen years (Parkhouse, 1996; Gladden & McDonald, 1999; Southall, LeGrande, & Han, 2003; Southall, Dick, & VanStone, 2008; Pauline & Pauline, 2008).  Most recently, these experiential learning modalities have been applied primarily to internships and practica or to the area of sport sales. The documentation of applications of such pedagogical techniques specifically to sport marketing has been lacking.  According to Swanson and Gwinner (2008), the lack of research in sport marketing curriculum and pedagogy has left faculty without sufficient resources to aid in effective course design. The findings from this current project, the Applications in Marketing Sport (AIMS) Program, provide insight into the development and operation of an experiential learning project embedded within an undergraduate sport marketing course. An examination of the benefits to the four primary stakeholders, the students, the instructor, the sport organization, and the university supports the continued development and use of this pedagogy.  
Introduction
The Applications in Marketing Sport (AIMS) Program was developed as a pilot program to create a “hands on” learning program for students to directly apply their developing marketing skills within a true sport industry setting. The AIMS Program, launched in spring 2009, was a joint project between an upper division required course within the major and the Indianapolis Tennis Championships (ITC), the opening event of the United States Open Series. The students worked in groups of four to five members each to create comprehensive market analyses and marketing plans for a “college night” special promotion.  This promotional event was to increase the visibility and attendance during the semi-final round of the tournament. This client-based project was formalized with a contract to support the project from the ITC to the university that was valued at just under $1000. In addition to providing a unique learning experience, the AIMS Program provided a significant return to four stakeholders in the project: the students taking the course, the faculty member leading the course, the sport organization partnered with the course, and the university as a whole.  
Student Benefits

First, the students benefited from the program by working not just in a realistic sport marketing setting but also in a fully authentic project that was fully implemented by the sport organization client. Within the AIMS Program, students worked in small groups in direct competition with other groups from the class to develop the marketing plan that would be selected for use by the sport organization. This competitive work environment simulated the realistic climate of sport marketing firms seeking clients. The student groups were responsible for the creation of a five-part market analysis, and three-part marketing plan that was formally presented to three front office members of the client sport organization. According to Milner (1995), client-based projects provide students a more comprehensive learning experience than role playing or simulation learning approaches. The students benefited from the highly interactive roles with both the teacher and the sport organization practitioners. These teacher and practitioner roles become less distinct and separate and can often develop more into a mentorship role in these types of learning environments (Southall et al., 2003). Students deepened their social interaction skills by working in a team setting for this experiential program. They also leveraged this “real world” experience into a resume enhancement, as several students in the program said this experiential program was added to their resumes. One student commented on the program evaluation, “The best part was presenting and being able to add this real life project and experience to our resumes.” Other direct student input from the written evaluations of this experience supported the project’s value with statements such as: 
“I really enjoyed working with our group members and brainstorming ideas for an actual, tangible event rather than a made up project for class;” 
“It is a great way to get real experience and work with real companies and deadlines;” and 
“It was a unique experience to get involved in something that will actually come true.”
Faculty Benefits

The faculty engaged in leading this experiential learning project benefit in several ways.  First, this methodology creates a new and energizing teaching environment where the instructor will continually modify and enhance teaching methods to meet the student, client and project needs.  In this type of program, the teacher typically becomes a facilitator through five roles including: setting a positive learning climate, clarifying the learner(s) purposes, organizing the learning resources, balancing intellectual and emotional learning components, and sharing thoughts and feeling with learners without dictating attitudes and beliefs (Rogers, 1994). The project also fosters the development of a strong professional relationship between the instructor and the primary contacts of the sport business client.  For example, the AIMS Program nurtured a strong working relationship between the instructor and three leaders of the ITC front office staff: the director of operations, the director of marketing, and the director of ticket sales. These working relationships fostered dialog that enhanced the instructor’s knowledge base for this industry segment. Additionally, experiential programs create an avenue for pedagogical research in the growing area of sport management education. The launch of the Sport Management Education Journal in 2007 demonstrates the increased interest and value of these pedagogical lines of scholarship in sport management. As the opportunities for outside funding and resource development in sport management are typically quite limited and competitive, it remains challenging for faculty to meet this job expectation in a research focused institution (Pauline & Pauline, 2008). The AIMS pilot program initiated a revenue stream that proved vital to the overall scholarly productivity of the faculty leader. 
Sport Organization Benefits
The sport organization reaps benefits from the partnership created thorough a well structured client-based experiential learning project. Within the AIMS Program, the sport organization was able to make direct contact with an entire class of students via the student site visit and training elements of the program. During the second week of classes the entire group of enrolled students took a charter bus trip to the ITC front offices and also visited the competition venue. Not only did this allow for the sport organization to inform the students of their organization and product, but this contact also allowed for the initiation of professional working relationships between the students and the ITC staff. Student group leaders were engaged in direct email and phone contact with the Marketing Manager of the ITC throughout the project. In fact, one student was selected for a full-time paid internship based primarily upon the project performance. Through this program the ITC was also infused with the creative and innovative marketing proposals of these emerging professionals, and the sport organization was able to capitalize on the student’s direct connection with their target market for the “college night” event. The amount of work hours logged and the products created for a relatively low monetary investment by the sport organization is another project benefit. Additionally, the publicity generated from these types of programs can enhance the sport organization’s image as a responsible corporate citizen and contributor to the community (Mullin, Hardy, & Sutton, 2007). Overall, this experiential program benefits the sport organization by fostering a positive brand image with the students and the university that should extend long past the completion of the project.
University Benefits

The university, as a whole, also significantly benefits from experiential learning programs such as AIMS. The primary benefit is the creation of additional externally funded revenue streams. Although the initial contract for the pilot program was approximately $1000, this type of contractual funding does return indirect costs back to the university to further support the contract and grants area infrastructure. A growing number of American universities have increased expectations for faculty to augment their salaries or develop external financial resources through additional programs or activities (Sowell, 1993). As traditional grant funding is often limited in the sport management discipline, these types of contractual client-based programs can develop revenue streams. In addition to financial benefits, these experiential learning programs may also assist in meeting key university-wide goals. The AIMS Program, for example, aligned with a signature element of university-wide initiative for “immersive learning” which is a 7-element adaptation of cross-disciplinary experiential learning (Ball State University, 2007). Enhanced technology utilization was another university-wide goal addressed through the AIMS Program. The use of webcasting the presentations of the final marketing proposals via the Mediasite system allowed for both global broadcasting and archiving of the final product outcomes of this program. This alignment with key elements of the university’s strategic plan also greatly increases the likelihood of garnering internal grants and funding to either start-up or bolster the project. The visibility of the university and the students directly in the sport business community also increases the program’s value on a university-wide scope.
Conclusions

Additional research in the area of client-based, course-integrated experiential learning for sport marketing is warranted. The initial success of the AIMS Program as a pilot project provides a working model for implementation of such a program at an undergraduate level.  However, additional research should be conducted regarding specific assessment of learning objectives, and to explore other direct measures of stakeholder benefits to further demonstrate the value of these types of learning experiences within the sport management curriculum. The benefits for the multiple stakeholders within these experiential learning programs create a value-added product that deserves an expanded role in sport marketing pedagogy.
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