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Research Background: In today’s digitally connected world, both commercialized and non-commercialized sport 
events are benefiting and, at same time, being tested by the new digital economy. Particularly, for global sporting 
events such as the Olympics Games, the digital world has been both rewarding and challenging. One challenge in 
the digital space is the practice of ambush marketing (Burton, Snyder & McKelvey, 2018). Ambush marketing, an 
intentional or unintentional attempt to create an unauthorized sponsorship association with a brand or an event, can 
be a threat to both property owners and official sponsors (e.g., Chadwick & Burton, 2011). The practice diminishes 
property owners’ power to command high prices and may, in the long-term, have a detrimental effect on the future 
of events such as the Olympics (O’Reilly et al., 2015). In response, various counter-ambush marketing strategies 
have been implemented in the last two decades, primarily focusing on the areas of legislation, communication, and 
surveillance (O’Reilly et al., 2015).  
 
Although property owners and their stakeholders have developed various strategies to minimize the practice of 
ambush marketing, savvy marketers still make staging ambush-free events difficult (Burton & Chadwick, 2017), 
particularly as the practice and nature of these tactics have evolved from a direct attack on events to more 
sophisticated and subtle techniques (Herzog & Nufer, 2014). Specifically, social media and its unique features (e.g., 
the speed, easy access, real-time, public forum, viral, no border restrictions) have expanded the territory for 
ambushers to execute their creative marketing initiatives (Chanavat & Desbordes, 2014). Particularly, the Internet’s 
unrestrained flow of information (for national boundaries or institutional gatekeepers), together with a largely 
uncontrolled and fragmented audience (Meenaghan, 2012), make ambushing protection an arduous task.  
 
This study, therefore, aims to assess the practice of ambush marketing on social media platforms of direct industry 
competitors (DIC) of The Olympic Partner Programme (TOP) sponsors during the Sochi 2014 Winter Olympic 
Games, Rio 2016 Summer Olympic Games, and PyeongChang 2018 Winter Olympic Games. DICs are companies 
that market similar products, at a similar price point, and to the same customers as Olympic sponsors. As Ireland, 
Hoskisson, and Hitt (2010) stated that market commonality is the number of markets with which a firm and a 
competitor are jointly involved and the degree of importance of the individual markets to each competitor. 
Therefore, the DICs of Olympic sponsors are considered as revealing cases to explore the practice and strategies of 
ambush marketing via SM. Three research questions guided this study: (i) what is the practice of ambush marketing 
on the official Twitter accounts of DICs of TOP sponsors during the three Olympic Games?; (ii) what ambush 
marketing strategies do the TOP sponsors’ DICs adopt when using their official Twitter accounts during the 
Games?, and (iii) how have the ambush marketing strategies employed changed, if any, over the three Olympic 
Games? 
 
Research Contribution: The study aims to extend the existing ambush marketing literature in the context of SM. It 
also provides empirical evidence to sponsors and organizers of mega-events to help them formulate adaptive 
strategies and make informed decision as it relates to challenges associated with ambush marketing. 
 
Research Method: To accomplish the purpose, the study employed observational netnography, gathering data with 
Open Broadcaster Software (OBS) (Abeza et al., 2017). Using OBS, Twitter profile pages were recorded from the 
official accounts of TOP sponsor’s DICs from the day of the Olympic Village opening to its closing (per IOC social 
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media guidelines). The number of official Olympic sponsors of the 2014 Sochi Games were 10, the 2016 Rio Games 
were 12, and the 2018 PyeongChang Games were 13. The official Twitter account of the DICs of the TOP were 
visited to identify those attempted to communicate Olympic Games-related content. In the process, six DICs during 
the 2014 Sochi Games, five DICs during the 2016 Rio Games, and five DICs during the 2018 PyeongChang Games 
were found communicating ambushing related content and considered in this study. Data were analyzed after each 
Olympic Games and again at the conclusion of collection, providing the researchers with prolonged, close, and 
extensive exposure to assess latent/hidden content communicated in order to create implied associations.  
 
Research Findings: Findings, from the three iterations of the Olympic Games, showed that the practice of ambush 
marketing via social media was evident during each Games. DICs were found employing five specific ambushing 
strategies (of the 11 identified by Chadwick and Burton, 2011), namely Associative, Values, Coat-Tail, Property 
Infringement, and Saturation. Associative ambushing is the use of imagery or terminology to create a suggestion that 
an organization has links to the event, and values ambushing is the use of an event or property's central value or 
theme to imply an association. Coat-tail ambushing is attempting to directly associate itself with a property using a 
legitimate link such as participating athletes, and property infringement involves intentional unauthorized use of 
protected intellectual property such as logo, name, and words. And, saturation ambushing is increasing 
advertisements at the time of an event with no reference or association to the event. Theoretically, the study 
extended the ambush marketing strategies framework in the context of social media. Practically, findings are 
discussed that provide directions to official sponsors, event organizers and agencies. 


