Cause Related Sports Marketing:  An Integration of Theoretical and Industry Practices

Abstract

Recently, many organizations have turned to cause related sport marketing (CRSM) in the activation of sponsorships.  These programs allow firms to enhance their brand image, boost sales, and communicate with customers.  Academic research on the topic includes frameworks for implementation and empirical testing on outcomes of these marketing vehicles.  This paper will integrate recent scholarly work and explore the San Antonio Spurs CRSM programs using an academic lens.  Findings will assist practitioners and academics in understanding what drives these programs and how they are used.

Introduction

Cause related marketing has received considerable attention from academics and practitioners alike over the past several years.  These programs have grown due to their ability to reach the customers in a non-selling environment that can increase sales and customers’ perception of the brand.  According to the 2009 IEG Sponsorship Report, companies are expected to spend $17 Billion, with the largest percentage (68%) going to sport organizations (Sessa, 2009).  However, this represents only a 1.25% increase in sport sponsorship spending from 2008 with major sponsors such as Anheuser Busch, Mastercard, and GM all dramatically cutting sport spending.  In addition to advertising budgets being frozen due to the economic recession, many companies are also electing to withhold current dollars due to public perceptions of waste and extravagance.  Despite the prior success of sport sponsorship spending, it has been highly criticized by public figures, including Representative Barney Frank and Senator John Kerry.  One tactic for continued participation in sport sponsorship without the negative perceptions is the creation of a cause-related sports marketing program.  This paper will update and integrate current academic research on cause-related sport marketing frameworks and provide examples of successful practices.
Cause Related Marketing

Definition and Background

As a popular topic of academic research and industry practice for almost two decades, there are multiple definitions of a cause-related marketing (CRM) program.  This has been the result of the evolution of the practice from a philanthropic donation to a financially beneficial reciprocation of benefits between corporations and non-profits.  Today, CRM programs are integrated into the overall marketing strategy of an organization, in an effort to boost sales, brand image, and meet other corporate objectives.  This paper will utilize Pringle and Thompson’s (1999) definition of CRM as “…a strategic positioning and marketing tool which links a company or brand to a relevant social cause, or issue, for mutual benefit” (p.3).  This definition allows for the expectation of a return on the investment of time and resources to the cause.  
As managers allocate funding to marketing budgets, it is essential for them to understand the benefits derived from both traditional sponsorship deals and cause-related marketing programs.  Research (Bloom, Hoeffler, Keller, & Meza, 2006) suggests that firms will benefit more from an equal investment in social programs.  Furthermore, additional research has found that 84% of consumers “would be likely to switch brands to one associated with a good cause, if price and quality are similar” (Cone Corporate Citizenship Study, 2002).  However, it is still important to consider the firm’s objectives and target audience.  Depending on perceived fit and other brand associations, a traditional affinity marketing program may still be preferable.  
CRM/Sponsorship Fit
When determining an ideal marketing partner, it is important to consider the fit between brand values of the sponsor, sport property, and cause.  In a lab experiment conducted by Speed and Thompson (2000), fit was found to be an accurate predictor of success of the marketing partnership.  Most important for Cause Related Marketing programs, Speed and Thompson also found that sincerity of the sponsorship had a direct impact on perceived fit.  Findings on sincerity suggest that a distance from the sporting industry can be beneficial for a sponsor, as long as the brand values are similar.  Relationships in non-sport related programs are viewed by consumers as more sincere and philanthropic, rather than another method of advertising.  This is particularly true of a high fit sponsor and a prestigious event.  Respondents are more likely to view this partnership as commercially motivated, and thus decrease their perception of sincerity of the sponsorship.  This suggests that the relationship between fit and recall is an inverted U, although no further research has been conducted to test this notion.  

Conversely, Simmons and Becker-Olson (2006) argue that the fit between a firm’s brand and a social cause can reinforce or blur the company’s position.  Rather than receiving benefits from sincerity, low fit partnerships have a negative connotation that results in less favorable brand attitudes.  A simple connection to a popular cause is not enough for a firm to receive long term brand benefits.  The cause must match the brand’s values and build towards a recognizable goal.  Additionally, favorable brand attitudes can be created through finding ways for consumers to participate in an event (5K, dinner, etc.) and by avoiding aggressive promotions.  However, adverse effects from a low fit can be controlled through message content.  This can be done by creating special programs that promote or reinforce a cause.  Through these programs and messages, brands can convert a partnership into a high fit sponsorship.  By controlling the messaging, brands can frame their position in a way that is favorable to them.  Increased communications can lead to a better perceived fit but generally speaking, these sponsorships do not require persistent communication strategies.  If a partnership can be construed as a high fit, aggressive marketing can be detrimental to the alliance.
Framework
The following framework has been used to understand and predict the success of cause-related sport marketing programs (Lachowetz & Gladden, 2002).
Resonance

The cause selected by the sport property must create a strong personal impact on the consumers (Hoeffler & Keller, 2002) and fit closely with the image of the organization (Cornwell, 1995; Gwinner & Eaton, 1999; Speed & Thompson, 2000).  Resonance is increased when the CRSM program is unique in both its promotion and cause (Quenqua, 2002).  Before undertaking a CRSM program, it is essential for a sport property to conduct market research to better understand what causes are already being supported and which are aligned closest to their brand.
Organizational Commitment

Sport organizations engaging in CRSM programs must appear to be genuine in their support.  This includes getting buy-in and contributions from employees at all levels of the organization.  For a professional sports team, this includes the players, management, marketers, and community relations.  Internal marketing and managerial actions can help drive participation and commitment to the cause.  This process is facilitated when the cause selected is a natural fit between the mission of the organization or of personal interest to the employees.  Once a cause is selected, sincerity is communicated through the length and intensity of the partnership.
Tangible Exchange

Unlike other sponsorship deals, CRSM programs should involve a tangible exchange of money, goods, or services as opposed to corporate logos and marks.  While logos can help make the CRSM program recognizable, a public exchange of valuable assets decreases consumer skepticism of the partnership and increases perceptions of sincerity.  This can be illustrated through members of the organization visiting schools or hospitals as well as the donation of money or sports equipment to the cause.  
CRSM Promotion

While promoting a CRSM program can be tricky, it is essential to inform the public of the organization’s charitable activities.  This creates value for both the cause and the sport property and often times the publicity is one of the cause’s biggest benefits in the partnership.  Within this promotion, the property must provide information about the cause (Welsh, 1999).  This helps to negate any skepticism that may arise from consumers viewing marketing efforts as self-serving.

Outcomes

Enhanced Brand Image
The sport organization can benefit from CRM programs through an enhanced or differentiated image (Rigney & Steenhuyson, 1991; Shell, 1989), increased aspects of the brand personality (Hoeffler & Keller, 2002) favorable impressions of sponsors (Ross, Stutts, & Patterson, 1991), and positive press (Nichols, 1990).  Creyer and Ross (1996) also found that CRSM programs can create a “halo effect” that lessens the impact of perceived unethical behaviors.  While this is certainly not a cover or an excuse for companies to engage in these behaviors, CRSM programs help push the organization’s positive characteristics to the forefront.
Enhanced Brand Loyalty

As with any sponsorship deal, long-term customer loyalty is an important objective.  As brands seek to create an ongoing conversation with consumers, CRSM programs are a method for continued engagement in a non-sales environment.  These communications lead to more favorable brand attitudes and increased consumption of the brand.  For example, one study (Ross, Stutts, & Patterson, 1991) found that almost 50% of consumers have made a purchase specifically to support a cause.  
Consumer Brand Switching

Much in the same way that CRSM programs increase the loyalty of current customers, they can help create new customers as well.  In the same research study listed above (Ross, Stutts, & Patterson, 1991), it was determined that most people are willing to try a new brand as a result of a cause-related marketing program.  It may also assist in reallocating consumer funds from one brand to another in an effort to support a brand’s cause.  Besides the academic research, industry research also supports these claims.  “Business in the Community” reports that 80% of consumers would be willing to change brands and would have an increased perception of a company’s brand if they believed the firm was attempting to improve the world (Mason, 2002).
Industry Practices

This section will illustrate how the preceding framework has been put into place by the San Antonio Spurs’ community relations department.  Data was obtained through an examination of the team’s website and program materials, as well as personal interviews of community relations staff.  We will analyze the High Five Readers program that encourages reading amongst elementary school students and is sponsored by a local radio station, credit union, and restaurant.  In this program, teachers are encouraged to have students participate in a campaign that rewards readers with a chance to win game tickets, player appearances, and prize packs.  Each student who participates receives a certificate of accomplishment from the team. 
Resonance

When designing CRSM programs, the Spurs seek to first understand their market and the challenges it faces.  In this case, literacy was selected for two reasons.  First, San Antonio has one of the lowest literacy rates in the country.  Additionally, the NBA has long advanced its Read to Achieve program that could be tied to the Spurs’ program for increased resonance.  As this program is the only one of its kind in the area, all involved parties benefit from its uniqueness and degree of specialization.  The Spurs and sponsors increase the sincerity of the program by becoming involved in a cause that is unrelated to basketball.  In each of the cause related programs created by the Spurs Foundation, there is an emphasis on the betterment of children’s lives.  In an attempt to create a “well-rounded person”, the Foundation works with numerous sponsors to encourage physical fitness, healthy eating, and education.  This diversification of cause related programming allows the Spurs to reach a larger audience and increase their associations with various causes.
Organizational Commitment

Reading and literacy is a cause supported for many years and in many different ways by the Spurs.  In addition to the High Five Readers, programs (with sponsors) such as the Slam Dunk Reading Challenge (IBC), Pop’s Quiz for Good Readers (IKON Office Solutions), What’cha Reading (Whataburger), and others display the organizations commitment to the importance of reading.  By associating with the programs for extended periods of time, sponsors receive the benefits of brand affiliation and increased traffic to stores and websites.  Additionally, several key players, including Tony Parker, Manu Ginobili and Coach Gregg Popovich participate in these programs by reading essays, making school visits, and providing promotional support.  Community relations staff members also work to develop relationships with schools and teachers to encourage participation and reading.  These relationships enable the program to continually improve and meet its goals.
Tangible Exchange

Both the sponsors and the team commit tangible resources to the literacy campaigns.  In the High Five Readers program, the Spurs provide player and mascot appearances, as well as prize packages for the winning classroom.  Sponsors purchase game tickets to all three franchises (Spurs-NBA, Silver Stars-WNBA, and Rampage-AHL) to award to the winning students.  As tickets are distributed, both the sponsor and the team receive recognition for their support of the program.  
Promotion

Marketing of the various literacy programs is conducted by both the sponsors and team.  At the grassroots level, the Spurs work with teachers to drive participation, while sponsors build the cause-related programs into their sponsorship activation strategies.  The Spurs include promotion as well as registration forms and program materials on the official team website.   Sponsors highlight their involvement through co-branded campaigns with the Spurs and at their respective locations (i.e. stores, restaurants, credit union branches, etc.).
Outcomes

Enhanced Brand Image
Supporting children’s causes helps reinforce the team’s image of character, integrity, and determination.  Additionally, creating a relationship with young customers in a positive environment helps the team build a fan base.  By running their cause-related programs through the Spurs, sponsors help defray costs and associate their brand with the emotional attachment that many San Antonio residents feel towards the team.  The Spurs also provide promotion and legitimacy to the program that enhances sincerity for all parties.
Customer Loyalty

Teams benefit from cause-related programs by driving loyalty to sustain them in times where success on the court is limited.  Community programs such as the literacy campaigns have helped the Spurs develop a loyal following, leading to frequent sell-outs and some of the highest television ratings in the NBA (Ourand, 2009).  While it is impossible to directly measure how much of this is related to community programs, the success of the programs has clearly driven interest and attention to the team.  
Customer Switching

Particularly at a time when consumer’s disposable incomes are stretched thin, cause-related programs can help justify expenditures and shift entertainment spending.  While the Spurs (and other teams run by the same organization) are the only major professional sporting event in town, competition still exists from collegiate sports and other entertainment.  In a state and region known for football, the Spurs have been able to carve out a large segment of the consumers’ attention.  These programs have also made additional strides in driving above league average attendance to the WNBA’s Silver Stars and the AHL’s Rampage.
Conclusion

It is clear that cause-related marketing programs provide many benefits to the sponsor and the cause.  Difficult decisions must be made by marketing directors when allocating budgets, but a better understanding of the antecedents and outcomes of a successful cause-related program can help determine how to spend the funds.  Involvement with a sports property can help reach those who are incentivized to purchase goods through corporate affiliation or charitable giving.  This allows the sport property to be the cause that the firm supports through its emotional connection to the community and tangible exchange of charitable involvement.  The San Antonio Spurs are only one of many organizations who have successfully implemented the preceding framework and found success for their team and its sponsors.  As brands seek to create a constant stream of communication with their customers, cause-related marketing programs can create positive associations for the brand, while converting customers to brand advocates.
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