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Sponsorships are an effective way to increase brand equity, or the commercial value of a brand (Cornwell, 
Roy, & Steinard, 2001). Cornwell et al. (2001) state that sponsorship objectives overlap with commonly agreed upon 
elements of brand equity, such as brand awareness, brand loyalty, brand differentiation, and brand personality. 
However, only 35% of marketers consistently measure set objectives, impact, and effectiveness of their sponsorship 
activities (IEG, 2018). Measuring and evaluating  objectives is a vital step in the sponsorship process. Sponsorship 
assessment can identify causal links between sponsorships and financial returns, provide value in the negotiation and 
renewal process, and prioritize the sponsorship as it relates to other marketing initiatives. There are numerous ways 
to assess a sponsorship’s return on investment (ROI) and/or return on objectives (ROO). For example, digital 
media metrics associated with clicks or social media, or actual behavioral data collected from sponsorship 
engagement activities. 

However, consumers must be able to accurately recognize and recall a sponsorship before any of the 
previously mentioned objectives can be met (Bennett,1999; Koronios et al., 2016). One of the biggest challenges 
associated with measuring sponsorship recall is the overwhelming amount of clutter present within the sponsorship 
realm (Cornwell & Relyea, 2000). Clutter interferes with recall accuracy which limits the effectiveness of any 
sponsorship (Cornwell & Relyea, 2000; Rumpf, 2012). 
 One strategic response to clutter is aligning sponsors with organizations. Consumer psychology research 
suggests individuals cognitively remember and recall pieces of information that are congruent (Cornwell et al., 2005; 
Erdem & Swait, 1998). Congruence theory evolved from the fact that people value harmony among their thoughts, 
feelings, and behaviors, and are motivated to maintain uniformity among these elements (Jagre, Watson, & Watson, 
2001). Within the marketing and sponsorship literature, the matching process refers to a suggested fit between an 
endorser and a product generating a more effective endorsement (Cornwell et al, 2005; Kahle & Homer, 1985). 
Becker-Olsen and Simmons (2002) also suggest high congruence can provoke favorable affective and behavioral 
responses to a sponsorship, thus building brand equity.  

As sponsorship research has progressed, two facets of congruence have emerged: self-congruence and 
congruence between the sponsor and property (referred to as external congruence) (Prendergast et al., 2010). 
External congruence is the similarity between a sponsor and property before activation (Cornwell et al., 2005; 
Prendergast et al., 2010). Previous research has identified nine external congruence facets including holistic, brand 
image, sponsor-event audience, brand personality, functional, cosponsor, geographic, perceived brand equity, and 
purchase congruence. These components stem from multiple streams of research, including psychology, marketing, 
consumer behavior, sponsorship, and sport management.  

While multiple external sponsorship congruence elements are posited, they have not been examined 
comprehensively to date. There are contradictions in the literature regarding both the conceptualization and 
operationalization of the external congruence construct. For example, Gwinner and Eaton (1999) suggest image 
congruence, defined as the similarity between sponsor and property’s image, is vital for effective sponsorship, yet 
Olson and Thjømøe (2011) found no evidence that this factor influences perceptions of sponsorship congruence. In 
addition, image congruence is widely used when measuring sponsorship congruence, yet Keller’s (1993) seminal 
work states a brand’s image is comprised of six specific concepts. Of these six image concepts, user imagery, brand 
personality, and functional benefits are already considered facets of external congruence on their own merit and 
have been measured as separate sponsorship congruence components.  

As sponsorship research evolves, the concept of external congruence becomes more complex with different 
emerging components influencing sponsorship recall, attitudes, and behaviors. In order to advance sponsorship 
congruence research, there is a need to analyze all elements of external congruence from a conceptual and 
measurement standpoint to determine the need for one comprehensive instrument. Theoretically, researchers have 
made great progress in identifying the role of congruence between a sponsor and event. However, as previously 
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mentioned, some facets are debated within the literature, and other congruence dimensions do not extend beyond 
conceptualization. For example, there is currently no measurement instrument for the proposed cosponsor and 
purchase congruence concepts (Fortunato, 2013). Additionally, some of the current measurement instruments are 
incomplete or vaguely worded and lack empirical testing to determine reliability and validity. External congruence is 
a critical component of consumer recall and should therefore be conceptualized and measured appropriately. 

The current investigation involved critically analyzing the sponsorship congruence literature and taking an 
inductive approach to better understand congruence dimensions without previous measurement. Six sponsorship 
congruence constructs emerged: product attribute, functional, brand personality, sponsor-event audience, brand 
equity, and geographic congruence. It is argued that these six constructs fully capture what the literature has defined 
as external congruence. It is also these six congruence constructs that should be the theoretical and practical 
foundation for the development of one, comprehensive instrument that measures external sponsorship congruence. 

Congruence is one part of sponsorship management that can be measured before a sponsorship is formed, 
evaluating potential risks before contractual obligations are set. The creation of an external sponsorship congruence 
measure will allow future research to accurately measure the construct, providing more confidence regarding its role 
in the sponsor evaluation process. Sport managers can also benefit from the creation of an external sponsorship 
congruence measure. For example, practitioners can highlight the areas of congruence that the sponsorship naturally 
lack within the sponsorship activation process, thus improving effectiveness and sponsorship recall accuracy. In 
summary, the current study not only extends known congruence theory concepts, but adds significant value in the 
form of a critical analysis of external congruence factors, the foundation for scale development, and practical 
information to guide sponsorship selection. 
 

 


