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Corporate Motives for Sport Sponsorship at Mid-Major Collegiate Athletic Departments

Abstract

Sport sponsorship has become an increasingly important part of intercollegiate athletic revenue generation as universities have been forced to seek new and creative ways to fund their programs. The purpose of this study was to explore the benefits, criteria, and company factors that lead corporations to embark upon sport sponsorship agreements with mid-major sized universities. Respondents (N=15) were corporate decision-makers who had forged sponsorships with three mid-major sized schools. Results reveal that respondents have clear motives and preferences when agreeing to sponsor sport. On-site signage and cost were identified as being the most important information listed. Additionally, it was found that sponsorship evaluation was measured by only 55% of those surveyed.
Introduction
The National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) established the Corporate Partner Program in 1984 in order to generate income, promotions, and savings that would benefit the its members. The program’s mission is to balance the NCAA’s commitment to education, integrity, and quality with its need for financial support for its championships, youth education programs, and membership services (White, 1996). As the NCAA established partnerships, individual schools within the association also began to look for sponsors, as well. As a result, increases in college sport sponsorship have continued since the inception of the NCAA Corporate Partner Program (Crompton, 2004).   

Since 1987, sponsorship spending growth has outpaced that of any other marketing communication or promotion vehicle (Crompton, 2004; IEG, 2007). As of 2007, North American companies spent an estimated 14.93 billion on sponsorship investment, with over two-thirds of this sponsorship invested in sports (IEG, 2007). As sponsorship has reached throughout the sports industry, it has become a large part of collegiate athletics.  According to a study done by the NCAA the overall number of sponsored men’s collegiate teams increased from 6,746 in 1981-1982 to 8,009 during 2003-2004, an 18.7% increase. During that same time period the number of NCAA sponsored women’s collegiate teams increased from 4,279 to 8,948, a 109.1% increase (Bray, 2004). College athletic sponsorship has become a significant part of the genre, as the NCAA itself has sealed deals that showcase the pervasiveness of this marketing tactic. In 2008 alone, corporate sponsored bowl games earned universities over $210 million (Football Bowl Association, 2007).

The level of sport sponsorship continues to grow each year, as do the reasons behind sponsorship. Sponsorship was once seen as involving charity or patronage used to achieve a “tingly feeling” (Kiely, 1993). However, any current definition should distinguish between elements of corporate philanthropy and corporate sponsorship (Arthur, et al., 1998). Sponsorship is currently based on a mutually beneficial agreement between athletic departments and corporations. This mutual agreement is often reached only after serious considerations by corporations, since sponsorship lacks the direct impact possibilities normally associated with advertising (Crompton, 2004). 


College sport sponsorship has become a major issue in today’s society, as commercialization finds its way into the academic realm. Much of the existing research on the subject of sport sponsorship fails to address the reasons why corporations agree to partnerships, especially at the collegiate conference level. In addition, no research was found to exist addressing sponsorships related to “non-BCS conference schools,” those smaller Division I programs that depend on sponsorship money to even field sports teams. The purpose of this study was to investigate sponsors’ relationships with mid-major conference institutions and determine the motives behind corporations’ affiliations with those institutions. 

Review of Related Literature

In examining previous research addressing sport sponsorship, two components of interest emerged: Sponsorship Proposals, and Sponsorship Evaluation. These components are outlined below. 
Sponsorship Proposals
Once an organization’s marketers determine what results they desire from a sponsorship, they must then choose what elements of the sponsorship package are most important in order to reach these results. McCook et al. (1997) interviewed corporate decision-makers and found that most businesses seek the same type of information in a sport sponsorship proposal. This information includes sponsorship costs, length of contract, value-added promotions, and media coverage. They also found that the benefits of sponsorship should be clearly stated within the proposal. The value-added promotions section of sponsorship proposals encompasses a large variety of unique opportunities for corporations. “Sponsorship types range from stadium naming rights, to event entertainment, to product demonstrations at an event. The type of sponsorship selected by a corporation offers varying opportunities to communicate with current, prospective and future customers (Busser et al., 2002).”  

The use of signage in sponsorship communication is a common promotional tool. As signage is used within sport sponsorship several factors determine effectiveness: New information, clutter, ad timing, frequency, content and type of media each held importance in ad recall (Busser et. al., 2002). Kent (1993) found that competing clutter reduces the recall and recognition of ads. This reduction has led to many sponsorship proposals to focus on exclusivity within a product/service category. Sponsors are more likely to agree to long-term relationships when the property provides an offer of exclusivity, which is typically offered to anchor sponsors. Such was the case with the San Antonio Spurs, who opted to have but one telecommunications company as a sponsor (AT&T) and excluded others (Wakefield, 2007). Though signage is a major issue that corporations look for within proposals, the ability to have access to special events is also an important element of sponsorship agreement. Hospitality issues offer an added bonus to sponsorship that other forms of advertising cannot provide. Pope et al. (1994) found that client entertainment was the biggest day of event issue listed in proposals, more so than signage of naming rights. 

Sponsorship Evaluation

When embarking on a sponsorship agreement, goals and objectives should be clearly defined by an organization in order to get the most out of the partnership. Objectives need to be “stated in an unambiguous and measurable form with a stated time period for accomplishment (Kotler, 1988).” In order to reach these established goals and objectives there must be direct evaluation. Hansen and Scotwin (1995) listed four separate levels at which sponsorship could be evaluated: via exposure, via attention, via cognition, and via behavior. In an analysis of major corporate sponsorships in North America, Gross et. al (1987) found that only 47% of the corporations engaged in any form of evaluation. With less then half of corporations actually engaging in evaluation, it seems that when evaluation is present, objectives and goals of sponsorship are formed with the ability to evaluate as the main priority. Pope and Voges (1994), suggest that when objectives are formally set, sponsors make use of those evaluative methods. Crompton (2004) found that corporations sometimes cancel sponsorships not because they lack value, but because no one has actually measured that value. Evaluating sponsorship allows corporations to determine what they achieved compared to their original objectives. 
Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study was to explore the benefits, criteria, and company factors that lead corporations to engage in sport sponsorship agreements at the a mid-major level conference. There is scant research focusing on smaller Division I schools in regard to sport sponsorship, particularly with those institutions not within the BCS conferences. Toward gaining an  understanding of the entire sport sponsorship spectrum at this impotant but often overlooked level of competition, this inquiry was segmented into sponsorship proposal, and sponsorship evaluation. By posing questions related to each section, a better understanding of what drives corporations to partner in sport sponsorship agreements could be established.  

Method

A mixed method approach (i.e., use of qualitative & quantitative inquiry) was used to collect data in order to enhance reliability. Qualitative research deploys a wide range of interconnected interpretive practices in order to acquire a better understanding of the subject matter at hand ( Denzin & Lincoln, 2005), and provides credibility by systematically categorizing and analyzing causal and consequential factors.  The basis of quantitative research is grounded in natural sciences, and follows the basic doctorine of objectivity (Thomas et al., 2005) . By using an interplay of the categorization and analysis from the qualitative perspective asd well as the objective and theory driven framework of quantitative research, this study’s validity was strengthened through the mixed methodology. 

The instrument generated for this study was a combined version of two previously designed instruments. This survey was comprised of four sections, with qualitative and quantitative parts in each. Qualitative questions were based on the instrument utilized by McCook, Kristie, et. al. (1997) in their benchmark study exploring the corporate sponsorship decision-making process. This section used a 5-point Likert scale in order to determine the highest ranking motives of the respondents. The quantitative questions were gleaned from The Sport Sponsorship Questionnaire developed by Young & Brown (1999). This section posed an open-ended question looking for the most important issue relating to Sponsorship Proposals, Corporation Factors, and Sponsorship Evaluation; these answers were then analyzed to determine common themes within each section. 
Sample

Names of participants were provided by the sponsorship sales directors of all Mid-American Conference (MAC) athletics departments. All thirteen MAC schools were contacted to participate in this study, and four of the 13 programs agreed to participate. The sponsorship sales directors provided contact information for their corporate sponsors (n=60), and a survey instrument was then sent and completed by those individuals in charge of advertising decisions for their corporations. The initial response rate was 11 (18.3%). After follow-up with each non-respondent, four additional surveys were completed and returned for a final sampe of 15 (25%). 

Results

Sponsorship Proposals 

Respondents were also asked to indicate their opinions regarding benefits and rights they seek within a sport sponsorship agreement. Table 3 displays the descriptive statistics relative to the sponsorship proposal criterion. Information about on-site signage was revealed as the most important criterion within a sponsorship proposal as it had the highest mean and the lowest standard deviation (M=4.06, SD=1.10). Exclusivity within product/service came in as the second highest average (M=3.47, SD= 1.51). 

Table 1
Importance of Sponsorship Proposal Elements 
Rank





Mean 

Standard Deviation


1. On-site signage



4.06

1.10


2. Exclusivity within product/service

3.47

1.51


3. Opportunity for ownership


2.73

1.39


4. On-site demonstration


2.53

1.30


4. Hospitality




2.53

1.51

 
Qualitative inquiry addressed the most important factor within a sponsorship proposal. After viewing these results only three final categories emerged: cost, benefits, and other answers. Cost received the most responses as 45% of those surveyed felt that above all else the cost is critical. Benefits received 36% of the remaining responses, as individuals listed various issues (exclusivity, signage, etc.) that they deemed most important. The importance of cost and benefits being included was explained by respondent four when they stated, “cost and benefits need to be in the proposal. I need to know what I will be getting and how much it is going to cost.”  Table 4 represents answers to the sponsorship proposal open-ended question. 

Table 2
“Most Important” Sponsorship Proposal Elements (Open-Ended Responses)
Elements




Repondents
Percentage
          


1. Cost





5

45%


2. Benefits




4

36%


3. Other




2

19%


4. On-site signage



-

  -


4. Exclusivity within product/service

-

  -


4. Opportunity for ownership


-

  -


4. On-site demonstration


-

  -


4. Hospitality




-

  -

Respondents focused more on the general idea of cost within the open-ended question, rather then listing specific information which they look for in sponsorship proposals. Reliability was difficult to establish in this section, but the amount of respondent who answered about wanting benefits to be listed does show that on-site signage, exclusivity, and opportunity for ownership are important to clearly list. 

Sponsorship Evaluation

Finally, respondents answered questions pertaining to the evaluation of sport sponsorships by corporations. They were asked two questions that dealt directly with their ability to measure the effects of sport sponsorship. The ability of corporations to evaluate sponsorship agreements was questioned, both in general terms as well as name/logo exposure. Table 7 displays the results of these questions.  Each question within this section was not answered by all 15 respondents: Q1, n = 14, and Q2, n=13.    The ability to measure name/logo exposure through sponsorship (M=3.54, SD= 1.13) was more highly identified and had a smaller standard deviation than the more general ability to quantify and measure the impact of the sponsorship (M=3.00, SD= 1.41). 

Table 5
Rank





Mean

Standard Deviation


1. Logo/name exposure


3.54

1.13


2. Ability to measure impact


3.00

1.41





Results within the qualitative portion suggest that evaluation is not easily accomplished after completion of a sport sponsorship. Of the eleven responses, six (55%) included answers which involved some general sort of evaluation. The other five answers simply stated that the corporation had no specific way of evaluating sport sponsorship at all. Those who did evaluate their sponsorships had to find creative ways to accomplish this evaluation. Respondent five said, “We do take a guest card for everyone who comes to our office to track marketing mediums.” Table 8 demonstrates the quantity of those who evaluated their sponsorship to those who did not.

Table 6
Sponsorship Evaluation (Open-Ended Responses)
Evaluation




Repondents
Percentage
          

1. Some form of measurement

6

55%

2. No measurement



5

45%

Discussion
Sponsorship Proposals

Sport Sponsorship can offer many perks for corporations, but this study’s quantitative portion revealed that on-site signage was important above other benefits. Cost was also identified as an essential portion of a proposal within the qualitative responses, as corporations need to know what it will cost them to be a sponsor. McCook et al. (1997) found that corporations want benefits and other criteria (cost included) clearly stated within the proposal. The qualitative section of this study showed that 45% of those surveyed viewed cost as the most important part of a sponsorship proposal, and mandated that it is clearly stated within the proposal. Benefits being clearly stated received 36% of responses within this same section.  

Interestingly, hospitality issues were the lowest rated within the quantitative portion (M=2.53) as respondents were not as concerned with event bonuses as they were with other issues. This finding differed from that of the study by Pope et al. (1994), which saw hospitality issues as the largest day of event information needed within a proposal. This survey showed that Mid-American Conference respondents prefer on-site signage and exclusivity, rather than free admission to events. 

Sponsorship Evaluation

The ability to truly measure the impact of sport sponsorship is often difficult for corporations. This held true within this study as only 55% of those surveyed had any form of evaluation to use following a sponsorship. This number is relatively small, but actually exceeded the number in the Gross et al. (1987) study, which found only 47% of corporations to engage in evaluation. Within the quantitative portion of this section, logo/name exposure had the highest average (M=3.53). This exposure importance correlates with findings in the Sponsorship Proposal section which identified on-site signage as most important.  Evaluating sponsorship effectiveness can be completed by corporation asking their customers how they had heard of the business, a measureable impact of sponsorship.
Conclusion

Sport sponsorship has increased within intercollegiate athletics, as corporations seek a unique form of advertisement. This study focused specifically on the Mid-American Conference and its corporate sponsors, but has wide reaching implications. Results show clear information about what motives effect sponsorship decisions. Corporations have a great deal to consider when approached about the possibility to sponsor sport, but must sort through the perks to find if it will truly benefit their company. This study focused on the entire sponsorship process from formation to evaluation. Corporation’s motives found were the wish to increase brand awareness and enhance image. Before achieving these needs, corporations must find a price that suits their budget. Cost was ultimately the biggest issue in sport sponsorship expressed by those who sponsor Mid-American Conference teams. While perks and other hospitality issues can provide added incentives to sponsor, there is no substitute for a cost effective proposal. The other purpose this study pursued was the knowledge of how these corporations evaluate sponsorship. Though more than half of those surveyed (55%) had some form of evaluation, a large percent of those paying for these sponsorships had no way of evaluating the impact that this form of advertising had made.  As one respondent (R#11) said, “This is very difficult to measure. We can only judge effectiveness based on the stability of our long-term relationship with the athletic program.” A plan for evaluation should be considered by corporations before making a decision. Though some respondents view sponsorship as just a way to support their favorite team/school, if a corporation is to spend money on this form of advertising they should know how it has impacted their business.   
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