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Introduction 
Past research has suggested that fans often display positive attitudes toward sport properties that support a cause 
(Babiak & Wolfe, 2009; Schyvinck & Willem, 2018). These favorable attitudes, in turn, have the potential to 
positively impact consumption decisions (Walker & Kent, 2009). The current study identifies boundary conditions in 
which competency interacted with both cause orientations and message sources, which in turn, led to a decrease in 
the positive effects of cause sponsorship. In this research, we set out to answer the question of whether consumers 
evaluate team sponsorship of cause-related messages differently based on the types of cause sponsorship in 
conjunction with team competence, and how these differences could be altered by message sources. 
 
Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development 
The theories of compensatory heuristic (Aribarg et al., 2018; Chernev, 2007) functioned as main theoretical 
framework. The compensatory heuristic account includes three major principles: i) attribute-based covariation, ii) 
compensatory polarization, and iii) assumption of balance. First, according to the attribute-based covariation 
principle (Sussman et al., 2017), a brand’s performance on a particular attribute is inferred from its performance on 
other attributes. For example, consumers might expect competent teams to behave more responsibly, share more of 
their revenues with the communities, and spend more resources for CSR efforts.  
 
Second, the term polarization has been used to describe a compensatory heuristic by which a consumer tends to 
polarize the performance of a specialized attribute (while detracting its performance on deficient attributes) (Aribarg 
et al., 2018). To illustrate, consider a set of two teams, each described on two attributes as follows: team A is 
differentiated by the attributes of competence and athletic performance, while team B is differentiated by the 
attributes of devoted community services and good corporate citizen; also, team A engages in promotional cause 
sponsorship (i.e., commercially motivated initiative; Chen et al., 2018), while team B initiates philanthropic cause 
sponsorship (i.e., pure altruistically motivated form; Chen et al., 2018). Given the situation, consumers are intuitively 
engaged in compensatory inferences about the extent of interdependency among readily available attributes 
(Gigerenzer, 2016). Their attribute-based inferences then likely result in the polarization of the specialized attributes 
of both teams, respectively (i.e., team A, moral citizenship; team B, athletic performance). 
 
Next, the assumption of balance included in the compensatory heuristic demonstrates the evaluative outcomes 
individuals create when judging the inferred balance of projected attributes (Aribarg et al., 2018). Quite simply, 
decision research (e.g., Gigerenzer, 2016) shows that individuals often express unfavorable responses toward 
unbalanced attributes (e.g., team A: excellent moral citizenship but poor athletic performance), which in turn, is 
likely to lead to devaluations of attitude objects (both team A and B in the aforementioned case). Further, according 
to the persuasion knowledge model (Friestad & Wright, 1994), persuasion attempts become more augmented when 
sponsorship information comes directly from the sponsor (i.e., teams), compared to third-party sources (Floter et al., 
2016); these in turn would exacerbate inferred unbalance of projected attributes. 
 
Key Hypothesis: For high (vs. low) competency teams, philanthropic (vs. promotional) cause sponsorships induce 
more favorable consumer responses; communication through news media rules out the competency × orientation 
effects given minimized persuasion knowledge activation. 
 



2019 Sport Marketing Association Conference (SMA XVII) 

Chicago, IL November 6-8, 2019 

  

 

Methods 
This experiment was a 2 (sponsor competency: low vs. high) × 2 (cause orientation: philanthropic vs. promotional) 
× 2 (message source: team-controlled channel, sponsor vs. third-party channel, news media) between-subjects design 
with a within-subjects manipulation of the three specific cause categories: community service, donation, and pro-
environmental activism. Four National Football League (NFL) teams were identified and online booklets were 
created including fictitious sponsorship. Participants (N = 400) recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk were 
randomly allocated to different conditions.  
 
Results and Discussion 
A total of 305 complete responses were included for data analysis. A series of between-subjects ANCOVA 
controlling for NFL involvement and team identification revealed that favorable attitudes (Mphilanthropic = 3.21 and 
Mpromotional = 4.79, p < .001) and merchandise purchase (Mphilanthropic = 4.37 and Mpromotional = 4.80, p < .01) toward 
low-competency teams were boosted in the promotional cause sponsorship condition. While, favorable attitudes 
(Mphilanthropic = 5.38 and Mpromotional = 4.83, p < .01) toward high-competency teams were intensified with 
philanthropic cause sponsorships. Similar interactions of competency and cause orientation were found in the team-
controlled advertisements condition (e.g., F(1, 139) = 9.37, p = .003, team attitudes); however, this tendency was 
impeded through third-party channel communications (e.g., F(1, 154) = .53, p = .47, team attitudes).  
 
Existing studies have shown the correlational effects of sports properties’ CSR efforts, indicating that the more 
resources and efforts put into socially responsible initiatives, consumer responses are more likely to be favorable 
(e.g., Babiak & Wolfe, 2009). With the current study, however, the researchers tested a boundary condition in which 
consumer responses toward team sponsorship of cause-related messages would be paradoxically unfavorable. The 
results suggest consumer intuitions toward polarized attributes sponsors display may damage the sponsoring teams. 
Through this study, attempts were made to create new knowledge by exploring the seeming paradox of cause 
sponsorship effectiveness. Further theoretical and practical implications associated with compensatory heuristics 
(Chernev, 2007) and normative models of zero-sum accounts (Smithson & Shou, 2016) will be discussed. 
 

 


