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Abstract

This paper aims to present a theoretical framework of how corporate activation of Olympic sponsorship can be realized through sustainability initiatives by using organizational learning approach to the study of sponsorship-related phenomena. The primary method is a case study approach focusing on the 2010 Sponsor Sustainability Initiative. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 26 key informants identified by VANOC and the corporate partners. The outcomes of this research have direct implications for corporate sponsors wanting to use mega-events as a platform to educate other organizations and people to change for sustainable living. 
Introduction

Olympics is one of world’s most recognized brand and worldwide attention to the Games has dramatically increased in terms of global media coverage, consumer interest, and corporate involvement. Since 1984 Los Angeles, corporate sponsors have played a central role in financing and hosting the Games, the investment of Olympic sponsorship has in turn contributed to enhancement of brand equity for corporate sponsors. However, the exploitation of Olympic brand through sponsorship is involvement of debate about the balance between commerce and Olympic ideals (Payne, 2005). In particular, the debate has evolved into how to integrate Olympic ideals into sport sponsorship program along with corporate marketing objectives. 

Olympics have significant impacts on social, economic and ecological environment in which they are hosted. In 1994 the International Olympic Committee (IOC) made environment the third pillar of Olympic Movement, alongside sport and culture. In 1999, the IOC adopted the Olympic Movement’s Agenda 21 for Sustainable Development and aimed at using sport to advance sustainable development. As presented in the Olympic Charter, sustainability is incorporated into the Olympic ideals as the third pillar instead of environment. Learning about sustainable development is new in the Olympic Movement. The Vancouver Organizing Committee for the 2010 Olympic and Paralympic Winter Games (VANOC) is the first organizing committee that has integrated sustainability into its mission statement, and applied sustainability principles in all aspects of the Games’ planning, operations and delivery (Vancouver 2010 Sustainability Report 2005-06). 

At the operational level, the world’s premier sporting event resulted in record levels of both sponsor awareness and consumer appreciation for those fully leveraging their Olympic association (Yang, Sparks & Li, 2008). Central to activation of sponsorship involves using Olympic symbol and ideals to increase Olympic brand equity. Moreover, sporting mega-events like Olympic Games have increasingly been viewed as a catalyst for social development in urban communities (Chalip, 2006; Manzenreiter & Horne, 2005). Research also shows that employee engagement, community involvement and social responsibility are highly rated reasons for corporations to get involved in the Olympic sponsorship (Apostolopoulou & Papadimitriou, 2004), while traditional sponsorship activation focuses on marketing activities like cross-promotions. The paradigm shift leads us to investigate how sustainability imperatives shape the activation of sport sponsorship. 

Given the limited research conducted on Olympic activation, the purpose of this study is to explore how corporate partners activate their sponsorship rights on sustainability in collaboration with the organizing committee and other corporate partners, to truly understand the Olympic brand and integrate it into their own marketing communications programme aimed at consumers. To capture the complexity of adaptation to changes in the Olympic context, organizational learning approach in response to challenges caused by sustainability force is used to explain this phenomenon. Based on the case study of an innovative collaborative network – the 2010 Sponsor Sustainability Initiative (SSI), I seek to make one contribution to the sport sponsorship literature – to understand how sharing learning between sponsors in the Olympic family for the purpose of improving each sponsor’s individual sustainability performance can drive the overall sustainability agenda forward to the extent that individuals and organizations dedicate and transform to sustainable living through staging the Games.  

Theoretical Framework

The term of organizational learning refers to “the capability of organizations to acquire, disseminate, and retain new knowledge so as to improve future performance (Child & Faulkner, 1998), and is of particular interest if each partner possesses a different set of capabilities and experiences” (Faulkner & Rond, p. 19). Senge (1990, 2006) illustrates a “learning organization” that could be a flexible organizational arrangement that people are continually learning together and their collective aspiration is nurtured in order to create desired results. Organizational learning emphasize the dynamic human process required performance enhancement and change (Schwandt, & Marquardt, 2000). In addition, the inter-organizational learning is perceived as a valuable opportunity to share “best practices” and hence helps strengthen each individual organization’s development (Laiken, 2001). 
In the case of VANOC and its corporate partners, organizational learning appears to be significant importance in their collaborative process. VANOC is a non-profit organization and has its mission and objectives to stage a sustainable event, whereas corporations might seek profit-making opportunities through sponsoring the Games. How can they work together to attain VANOC’s sustainability goals as well as each corporation’s marketing objectives? Learning sustainability could be benefit all parties involved (Senge et al., 2006). More importantly, organizational learning from different organizations could strengthen their partnership relationships as synergies can be created through collaborative advantages (Child & Faulkner, 1998). 

While organizational learning has been widely implemented as a mechanism to improve performance and build a strong brand in competitive market (Amis, 2005), there is absence of research and empirical insights on the role of sustainability initiatives in contributing to corporate sponsorship activation, leaving a gap in understanding how learning sustainability influences sponsorship performance. Through the lens of organizational learning, this study addresses this gap in the existing sponsorship literature. 

Methodology

The research question was addressed using an interpretive-managerial approach since a qualitative interpretivism fits within the broader sport studies context (Silk, Andrews, & Mason, 2005) and organizational studies (Wolfe et al., 2005). Such a position implies that the complex network of political, economic and social linkages shapes the sporting empirical through constructed knowledge as ‘truth’. Case study approach to the 2010 SSI is chosen because it has the potential to capture the uniqueness of organizational knowledge from the multiple perspectives and relationship contexts at play in the organizing committee (VANOC) and corporate partners in real time as the case occurs (Hartley, 2004; Stake, 2005; Yin, 2003). 

Purposive sampling was utilized to select the participants as it allows researchers to generate strategically chosen samples that best enable them to answer research questions and to meet research objectives (Palys, 2003). Interviews were conducted with 26 key informants including senior executives and staff from VANOC, the IOC, seven big corporate sponsors, and several other related organizations. The unit of analysis is mainly considered as the learning process of sustainability in terms of corporate sponsorship activation within Vancouver 2010 context. 
Qualitative data were collected through a series of in-depth interviews from April 2008 and March 2009. Semi-structured interview is employed because it provides a loose structure of open-ended questions in order to pursue an idea or response with in-depth detail (Britten, 2000). This combination of structure and flexibility approach increased the possibility of capturing the novel findings emerged from different perspectives, thus adding rigor and richness to the results of this study. 

All interview transcripts were coded by various themes (e.g., sharing learning, brand differentiation, and business-to-business partnership) related to research questions. Major themes and concepts regarding the process of organizational learning for corporations to activate their Olympic sponsorship on sustainability were extracted from the data. These concepts and themes were confirmed with the initial framework in the literature review. The results of our analysis are presented using representative quotations in next section. 

Findings and Discussion 

The findings of this study demonstrate that the 2010 SSI has helped to realize Olympic sponsorship activation on sustainability. The 2010 SSI is a collaborative network that was initiated in 2007 by David Parker, Vice President of Sustainability for Teck, a tier-two sponsor of Vancouver 2010. Its aim is to take a leadership role on promoting sponsors’ collaboration around sustainable development through Vancouver 2010. The organization structure of the 2010 SSI as described by David Parker, “It is relatively loosely formed collaboration; it creates the space for sponsors to talk to each other, to talk about what they are doing and what they learn from each other.” In terms of its operation, as he explained, 

I am the Chair. I am just the facilitator. I actually have somebody that does the facilitating and organizing the meetings. I work with VANOC around the agenda. But it is really sponsors’ agenda as what it does. That initiative is relatively flat in terms of [its] structure. …Teck covered most of the cost of facilitating the meetings and creating a space.... There is a website, an intranet website that VANOC hosts for people to put information on.  

Thus, there is further evidence of organizational learning occurring as the 2010 SSI seek to build on what has been successful in one company and can be spread out elsewhere by other companies. 

SSI really indicates how can we collaborate and work together and move sustainability higher profile? Some of the best practices we’re talking about we can take back to our own organization, and modify what we’re doing internally like whether it is looking at our own carbon footprint, looking at reducing ways, looking at innovative ways. …What are the best practices and how can we make this as best as possible. Working with partners, we’re working together. All of those things come out of that SSI. (Interview with RONA, 2008) 
It is voluntary for sponsors to participate in 2010 SSI quarterly workshops. At the time when the interviews were conducted, about 25-28 sponsors attended those meetings; VANOC sustainability group and marketing representatives were also invited as well as some related NGOs like 2010 Legacies Now. In fact, “the 2010 SSI is operated by sponsors for sponsors,” indicated by one Account Manager of Corporate Partners at VANOC. 

The interesting point is that all the participating companies have to be Vancouver 2010 sponsors because of the exclusivity of the IOC sponsorship program. Since these companies are not competing with each other, but striving instead to create potential collaborative opportunities between the sponsors for raising the bar in sustainability process. 

We were all under the tent of VANOC. We were not really competitors with each other. We are not running a race if something is discussed, may be something internally, something is the best practice. We don’t run a risk of throwing out ourselves by having a competitor, …because it is a lot of these initiatives that come out of these [2010 SSI meetings]. …You look at that Fabrication Shop in Downtown Eastside, very innovative. You bring in that organizing committee, you bring in different levels of government, you bring in that corporate sponsors all together to do something great. (Interview with RONA, 2008) 
The rationale for organizational learning is implemented in the activation because Olympic sponsorship deals offer exclusivity whereby sponsors clutter in the marketplace has been removed. The 2010 SSI has developed a number of sponsorship activation ideas and programs that not only leverage corporate brands but also add value to the Olympic brand. 

First, the findings indicate that corporate sponsorship activation on a unique sustainability initiative creates brand differentiation to obtain competitive advantages. For example, a well-known program is RONA’s Fabrication Shop in Downtown Eastside of Vancouver, which provides training opportunities for at-risk youth to gain work skills and get employment and contribute to the building industry. RONA broadcasts it in its commercials. From marketing perspective, corporate sponsors considers Olympic rings as the most recognized and protected brand in the world, but how this brand is related to everyone. One possibility is that using Olympics as a catalyst to promote sustainability, making life better; this contributes to consumer-based brand equity for B2C companies. 

Next, the findings revealed that B2B businesses activate its sponsorship through employment engagement and community relationship buildings. An example of this point is Teck, the largest mining company in Canada, who does not sell to consumers, but employee engagement is its main focus for its Olympic program. 

We are not trying to market our products using the Games. We are trying to activate our sponsorship around engaging our employees and encouraging them to be the best as they can be as individuals in terms of health awareness. To use the example, the Olympism provides us around pursuing excellent, raising the bar to find your own podium and going for it.  (Interview with Teck, 2009) 

This point resonates with the subsequent decision made by other sponsors to utilize the same program as part of their sponsorship activation across Canada. It is consistent with Apostolopoulou & Papadimitriou’s (2004) findings that employment engagement is one of the major motivations for corporation to enter Olympic sponsorship. The use of employee engagement like “Going for Gold” initiated by Teck is one example that companies associate their brands with Olympic rings. The representative from Teck reported that as a mining company, Teck has to earn social license to operate because it has heavy environmental impacts on land base. Building good relationships with communities in which it pursues sustainable development has become manifest on Olympic sponsorship platform for a B2B company to promote its business presence as sustainable as possible. 

Last but not least, the findings demonstrate that Olympics create social marketing opportunities to promote sustainable living – the high Olympic ideal globally. According to Olympic Movement’s Agenda 21, social marketing of sustainability through sport has potential to go further and make behavior changes, particularly with corporate sponsors’ sustainability efforts. As David Parker pointed out, “there is an opportunity for the Games branding themselves and raising everybody’s awareness around sustainable living.” For instance, Coca-Cola announced its sustainability plan at 8th World Conference for Sport and Environment in 2009. Thus, Coke is leveraging Olympic sponsorship by profiling its best global environmental practices to demonstrate how it is reducing its environmental impact (Kettlitz, 2009) 

Conclusion and implications

Theoretically, the use of organizational learning approach to sponsorship activation creates a new model for further research in the sponsorship activation area. Capitalizing on partnership and networking, such a framework encompasses learning new capabilities from and knowledge transfer to partners often occurring among Olympic sponsors. Given the uniqueness of exclusivity of Olympic sponsorship, Olympic activation on sustainability has become increasing importance for corporation to enhance brand equity and hence obtain competitive advantages.  

Practically, the 2010 SSI was the first of its kind in the Olympic Movement. Its impact appears to be significant in driving the Olympic sustainability agenda forward in terms of corporate sponsorship. Those VANOC sponsors come to the 2010 SSI meetings and talk about what they are doing in sustainable development. As one corporate sponsor said, “You will become smarter after you attend the meeting”. The sponsors are learning from each other and trying to find new “synergies” between different companies in the areas of sustainability initiatives. Although it is in its pilot phase, it has huge potential to grow bigger for promoting sustainable living and healthy lifestyle. The outcomes of this research have direct implications for corporate sponsors wanting to use mega-events as a platform to educate other organizations and people to change for sustainable living. It has also enhanced the possibility of learning sustainability by sharing learning for future bid cities and organizing committees.  
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