The impact of brand extensions on the brand associations of a professional sports team

Abstract

Brand extensions in sport are becoming increasingly common as they represent an excellent opportunity to increase revenue, enter a new product class, and interact with fans outside of the core product. Previous research on sport team related brand extensions has focused on the categorization of extensions, and how consumers evaluate these new offerings. However, what has not been considered is how these extensions may be impacting the team’s brand. As any positive or negative change in the team’s brand will impact their ability to generate revenue and fan loyalty, it is important to understand the impact that extensions have on a professional sports team. Therefore, this study is the first to examine how the introduction of extensions by a professional sports team effects the brand associations for that team. The results indicated minimal evidence of dilution to the team’s brand associations. In addition, it was determined that the participant’s level of identification with the team had a significant impact on the evaluation of a team’s brand associations. 

Introduction

When an organization uses a pre-established brand name to enter a new product class the new product is known as a brand extension (Aaker, 1996). Brand extensions are becoming increasingly common in professional sport and it has been suggested that the introduction and management of extensions will become one of the major trends in the management of professional sport teams (Gladden, Irwin, & Sutton, 2001). While brand extensions have the potential to positively effect an organization, there are some risks involved as well. 

A failed extension has the potential to dilute the existing brand equity that has been developed by the parent brand; potentially leading to a loss in fans, ticket and merchandise sales, and corporate sponsorships. Therefore, it is important that sport marketers understand the positive and negative consequences associated with developing and offering brand extensions. However, despite the growing number of brand extensions in professional sport very little empirical research has been conducted on this topic. Most research on brand extensions focuses on the consumer’s evaluation of the extension as opposed to the effects that the extension could have on the parent brand. 
Consumer Evaluations of Brand Extensions

A large body of literature exists suggesting that a consumer’s evaluation of a brand extension is driven by the attitudes and associations one has towards the parent brand (Aaker & Keller, 1990; Bhat & Reddy, 2001), the perceived quality of the parent brand (Bottomley & Doyle, 1996; Bottomley & Holden, 2001), and the fit between the product class of the parent brand and the product class of the brand extension (Aaker & Keller, 1990: Bhat & Reddy, 2001; Bottomley & Doyle, 1996; Bottomley & Holden, 2001). Similar research in sport has categorized various types of sport brand extensions and found that parent brand strength, perceived fit, and fan loyalty have an effect on the evaluation of a sport related brand extension (Apostolopoulou, 2002a, 2002b). While the previous research indicates the parent brand has an effect on the consumer’s evaluation of a brand extension, very little research has focused on the actual effects that brand extensions have on parent brands.
Team Brand Associations

In the sport context, Ross (2006) suggested that brand associations are one of the vital factors that comprise sport spectator based brand equity, and that associations could have an impact on the spectators loyalty towards a team, the excitement or level of entertainment that spectators experience at a sporting event, the ability for the team to solicit revenue from fans and sponsors, and the opportunity to develop brand extensions. Several notable authors (Aaker, 1996; Berry, 2000; Keller, 1993) have developed brand equity models; each having brand associations as a component. In view of this, brand associations are considered to be a major component of brand equity, and thus will be examined in the current study. 

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

Prior to a study conducted by Loken and John (1993) most research on brand extensions focused on how consumers evaluate brand extensions. Loken and John (1993) designed a study to understand under what circumstances brand extensions are more or less likely to dilute the attribute beliefs that a consumer holds towards the parent brand. Two models from this research that attempt to understand product categories provide the theoretical background for this study, and form the basis for the developed hypotheses. 

Bookkeeping Model

When applied to brand extensions the bookkeeping model suggests that when an extension is presented with inconsistent attribute information, in comparison to the attributes of the parent brand, then dilution will occur to the attributes of the parent brand (Loken & John, 1993). This dilution will occur regardless of how similar the brand extension’s product category is with the parent brand’s product category. Thus, the bookkeeping model forms the basis for the following hypothesis:

H1: Dilution of team associations will occur when exposed to a brand extension

       with inconsistent attributes regardless of typicality. 

Typicality Model

The typicality model takes into account the gradient structure of product categories, and suggests that more typical members of a product category will share more attributes than less typical members (Loken & John, 1993).  According to this model, dilution of parent brand attributes is more likely to occur for a brand extension that is seen as being a perceived fit with the product category, but has inconsistent attribute information. However, an extension that is not a perceived fit and has inconsistent attributes will be less likely to dilute parent brand attributes. Based on this information the following hypotheses were formulated:

H2a: Dilution of team associations will occur when exposed to a brand    
         extension that is a perceived fit yet has incongruent attributes.

H2b: Dilution of team associations will not occur when exposed to a 
         brand extension that is not a perceived fit and has incongruent
         attributes.

Proposed Mediator

Highly identified fans form a strong relationship with their team, often to the point where the team becomes an integral part of everyday life. As such, these fans are unlikely to change their attitudes and behaviors towards the team (Funk & James, 2001; Mahony, et al., 2000). Conversely, fans at lower levels of identification are more open and susceptible to behavioral and attitudinal change. In addition, Ross and James (2007) found that highly identified fans access a larger number of brand associations pertaining to their favorite sports team than those at moderate and/or low levels of identification. 

Research has also suggested that consumers who are highly committed to a brand will discount negative information about a brand, thereby reducing the likelihood of attitude dilution, while less committed consumers will exhibit greater attitude change (Ahlulwalia, Burnkrant, & Unnava, 2000; Ahluwalia, Unnava, & Burnkrant, 2001). Based upon this review of literature the following hypothesis was formulated:

H3: Dilution of team associations will be less likely to occur for highly 
       identified fans than fans at moderate or low levels of identification, and      
       less likely to occur for moderately identified fans than fans at low levels   

       of identification, regardless of typicality and congruency of associations. 

Research Method
To examine how the introduction of brand extensions of a professional sports team impacts the brand associations of the parent brand/team an experimental design was utilized with a pre-test/post-test control-group design.  The population of interest for the current study was spectators of a National Hockey League (NHL) team based in the Midwest region of the United States.

Utilizing a random sampling procedure, 1,500 individuals were randomly selected from the team’s ticket database to participate in the pre-test, which consisted of a self-administered web-based survey. The pre-test respondents (n=266) were asked to respond to the 41-item TBAS (Ross, James, & Vargas, 2006), the perceived fit between the team’s brand and hypothetical brand extensions, and four questions designed to measure level of identification. 
The pre-test results allowed for the understanding of what were the most frequent and infrequent associations that fans held for the team. Specifically, those attributes from the TBAS which had the highest mean scores were utilized as the congruent attributes (team success and commitment), while those with the lowest mean scores were deemed as being incongruent attributes (team history and social interaction). In addition, the results helped determine which two hypothetical product categories would be utilized as the team brand extensions in the experimental treatment.  One product with a high mean score was utilized as the typical/high perceived fit extension (Hockey Equipment), while another product with a low mean score was identified as the atypical/low perceived fit brand extension (Designer Clothing). Finally, it was found that the majority of those individuals in the team’s database were highly identified fans, and would therefore not exhibit enough variation to examine the mediating effect of identification. As such, in order to examine the impact of team identification a supplemental convenience sample of 316 students were utilized in the post-test. 
Following data collection and analysis of the pre-test results, a new random sample of 700 individuals were selected from the team’s database. These 700 potential participants, along with the student sample, were then randomly assigned into the control group and one of the experimental groups. 
The control group provided the baseline measure of the participant’s team brand associations without any exposure to a brand extension. Based on the results of the pretest survey two extension product categories (Hockey Equipment and Designer Clothing) served as the basis for the experimental group treatments and were manipulated to have either congruent attributes or incongruent attributes. The four experimental groups consisted of: 1) Typical brand extension with congruent associations, 2) Typical brand extension with incongruent associations, 3) Atypical brand extension with congruent associations, and 4) Atypical brand extension with incongruent associations. Before completing the survey, each participant was exposed to one of these four hypothetical brand extensions by being asked to read a statement which utilized the appropriate attributes in a marketing message describing the brand extension.
Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was utilized to determine if there were differences in the TBAS dimensions based on the manipulation of the independent variable (brand extensions with varying degrees of typicality and association congruency) when compared to the control group. Dunnett’s post hoc analysis was conducted for each of the brand association dimensions comparing the contrasts between the control group and each of the experimental groups. Multivariate Analysis of Covariance (MANCOVA) was then utilized to determine any effect that team identification may have had on the brand association dimensions. Multiple regression analysis was then conducted to examine the percent of variance in brand association dimensions attributed to respondent level of identification. Finally, where instances of dilution occurred, a univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to examine if dilution was more or less likely to occur for highly identified fans as compared to fans in the moderate and low level identification segments. 

Results

Using Wilk’s criterion, the MANOVA suggested a significant difference between the groups on the team brand association dimensions (
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 F (6, 253) = 1.484, p<.01). Post hoc tests revealed that there was a significant difference in the Social Interaction association dimension between the control group and experimental group four (p < .05). Specifically, respondents in the control group had a significantly higher mean score on the Social Interaction dimension (M = 5.21) than the experimental group (M = 4.31). This indicated that dilution of the Social Interaction dimension did occur, and thus provided some minor support for Hypothesis 1 that suggested potential dilution when consumers are exposed to a brand extension with inconsistent attributes. Conversely, some dilution did occur and thus would not support Hypothesis 2b, which suggested that dilution would not occur when exposed to an atypical brand extension with incongruent attributes.  Finally, no other significant differences were found, and thus Hypothesis 2a was also not supported. 

The MANCOVA results revealed that level of team identification had a significant impact on the brand association ratings across the groups (
[image: image2.wmf],

519

.

=

L

 F (6, 252) = 20.409, p<.01). Furthermore, the regression results indicated that across all 11 TBAS dimensions group was not significant (p > .10) in predicting the brand association scores while controlling for team identification. However, in each case the team identification segment explained a significant amount of the variance in brand association dimension rating (p < .01). Specifically, the results suggested that  the majority of the variance in TBAS scores was attributed to the respondent’s level of identification. 
Finally, in the one instance where dilution did occur, the ANOVA results indicated significant differences in the diluted Social Interaction dimension ratings between the various team identification segments (F(2, 30) = 6.997, p < .01). In particular, the ratings increased between those with low levels of identification (M = 3.46), moderate levels of identification (M = 4.79), and high levels of identification (M = 4.91). Bonferroni post hoc tests revealed that there were significant differences in the ratings between those with high levels of identification and those with low levels of identification (p < .05), and also between those with moderate levels of identification and individuals with low levels of identification (p < .05), thus supporting Hypothesis 3. 
Discussion and Conclusion

In general, dilution effects did not support the typicality model and showed minimal support for the bookkeeping model. As such, a need seems to exist for developing a theoretical model that attempts to explain how team related extensions may dilute the brand associations of professional sport teams.

The results of this study also provide further support to various theoretical frameworks on team identification, attitudinal loyalty, and brand commitment. Specifically, the results suggest that team identification has more of an impact on the team’s brand ratings than exposure to the hypothetical brand extensions. In addition, those with higher levels of identification are less likely to change their attitudes towards the team, and as such dilution is less likely to occur for highly identified fans.

Ultimately, the most significant finding of this study is that level of identification is the most important factor needing to be considered when introducing a brand extension. In all instances the majority of the variance in the team brand association ratings was attributed to the respondent’s level of identification, not the exposure to hypothetical brand extensions. Furthermore, in the one instance where minor evidence of dilution occurred, the dilution was less likely to occur for highly identified fans. These results would suggest therefore that while dilution may occur for teams that introduce brand extensions, the extensions are not likely to dilute the brand associations of the team’s most loyal fans. As such, team’s with a strong loyal fan base can introduce brand extensions supported by positive marketing communication messages without having initial concern of damaging the relationship between the team and its’ most loyal consumers. However, teams must also be aware that these extensions could harm the overall brand equity, and ultimately the consumptive behavior of fans at lower levels of identification. 
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