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Controversial Sponsors’ Influence on Intent to Purchase Sport Products 
 
Controversial sponsorships can have an impact on how consumers perceive organizations and their products and 
services. For example, Camacho Cigars pulled their sponsorship of the 2011 Orange Bowl because of public 
backlash coupled with the national exposure given to the sporting event (Fortunato, 2013). However, it is unknown 
if this controversial sponsorship would have affected consumer purchase behavior toward the sport organization. 
The term controversial by definition means to give rise to public disagreement (Dahl et al., 2003). To gain awareness 
in a cluttered market space, some organizations have successfully used controversy as a sales promotion strategy 
(Waller, 2005). In regard to sponsorship, controversial marketing encompasses two major aspects: (1) the sponsor’s 
product itself can be controversial (Waller, 2005), such as cigarettes, alcohol, underwear and guns, and (2) the 
execution of the sponsor’s message can be controversial (Dhal et al., 2003). Christy and Haley (2008) found that 
offensiveness is not a static phenomenon like much of the previous literature has suggested. Reactions to products 
can fall on a controversial continuum depending on the product, execution, and context. In terms of sport, the 
Camacho Cigars sponsorship provides an example of how controversial sponsorship can potentially impact 
perceptions of the sport organization itself. There is little academic research focusing on controversial sponsorships 
and consumer response within sport. The current study examines a sport sponsorship centering around a 
controversial product to determine if/how this type of sponsorship influences purchase intentions in spectator 
sport.  
 
Advertising clutter has been seeping into the sport sponsorship realm through numerous visual and auditory stimuli 
at sporting events, such as signage and in game promotions. In this context, controversial sponsors can provide a 
shock value that consumers feel a need to cognitively reconcile (Parry, Jones, Stern, & Robinson, 2013). 
Additionally, consumers are able to recall controversial sponsors more often than non-controversial sponsors 
because of the attention needed to reconcile the shock value, thus cutting through the clutter at sporting events 
(Hwang, Ballouli, So, & Heere, 2017). However, previous consumer behavior literature found that consumers can 
have a negative response toward a controversial product or message (Waller, 2005). Therefore, based on previous 
literature it is hypothesized that purchase intentions will be negatively influenced when a controversial sponsor of a 
sport team is present.  
 
Initially, a pilot test was conducted with a fictitious baseball team. A survey design was used to compare purchase 
intentions across two groups: (1) when there is a controversial sponsor present (an armory) and (2) when there is no 
sponsor present. This pilot study provided baseline results to inform a larger investigation of controversial 
sponsorship and consumer behavior. Participants were recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk, and press 
releases were used to communicate the sporting event being promoted and the exposure to a controversial sponsor. 
The use of a fictitious team allowed the researchers to examine the main effect of the controversial sponsor without 
any possible underlying variables affecting purchase intentions. An independent samples t-test was used to compare 
intent to purchase sport product means. Descriptive statistics show the data to be normal with Mcontrol = 4.58 (SD 
= 1.46) and Mcontroversial = 4.24 (SD = 1.62). No significant difference was found between the two groups. 
However, it was determined that comparisons across the controversial condition and non-sponsor condition may be 
improved with the addition of a non-controversial sponsor. Additionally, the use of an actual team would provide a 
more robust analysis with the inclusion of a fan identification measure. The level of fan identification one has with a 
team may influence consumer behavior as it pertains to sport sponsorships.  
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Based on the pilot study results, a subsequent examination of controversial sponsorship within the context of a 
collegiate football program was conducted. For this analysis, it was hypothesized that groups exposed to the 
controversial sponsor would have lower purchase intentions compared to the non-controversial sponsor and no 
sponsor groups. Additionally, it was hypothesized that team identification would moderate the relationship between 
controversial sponsor exposure and purchase intentions, as higher team identification would weaken negative 
feelings towards controversial sponsors.  
 
A 3 (controversial sponsor, non-controversial sponsor, vs. no sponsor) x 2 (team identification: high vs. low) 
experimental design was used for this examination. Participants for this experimental survey design were college 
students. An ANOVA model was found to be significant (F=68.98; df=2; p<.000) as the control group (no 
sponsor) had the highest purchase intentions (M = 6.18, SE = 0.21) followed by the controversial condition (M = 
3.37, SE = 0.21) and the non-controversial condition (M = 2.67, SE = 0.21). A post-hoc analysis across group 
conditions revealed significant mean differences between the control condition and controversial condition (p<.000) 
as well as the non-controversial condition (p<.000). The controversial and non-controversial conditions mean 
difference was not significant. Additionally, there was no significant interaction effect between the controversial 
sponsor group and team identification, suggesting no evidence of moderation.  
 
The key findings reported are: (1) controversy impacts behavioral intentions toward a sport team with a 
controversial sponsor and (2) identification or internal congruency with a sport team influences purchase intentions 
when there is a controversial and non-controversial sponsor present. One aspect not accounted for, sponsorship fit, 
could be explaining why there is no difference between the controversial and non-controversial groups in the 
experimental design study. In the current study, both the controversial and non-controversial sponsors are lacking fit 
with the sport team. This may explain the lower intent to purchase behaviors compared to when there is no sponsor 
present.  
 
Another notable finding in the current study was the lack of interaction between team identification and 
controversial sponsorship. This could be a result of the lack of variability found in team identification within this 
study. Perhaps examining multiple facets of identification (i.e., team, athlete, sport) could provide different results. 
Future research should examine controversial messaging and activation of sponsorship to understand the role of 
controversial sponsorship on consumer behavior is spectator sport. 
 


