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Sponsorship revenue is an important income stream for athletic departments. Understanding college football 
consumers is crucial in relation to obtaining, retaining, and maximizing college athletic sponsorship. Consumers 
offer athletic departments a value proposition for corporate sponsors, and, with corporate sponsors having an 
abundance of partnership options, it is important for college administrators to understand this potential and relay 
the value to corporate sponsors.  Sponsorships of college athletics have been studied in different forms (e.g., team 
sponsors, signage, sportswear/licensing, naming rights) and levels (e.g., NCAA Division I, Division II). University 
attributes such as the division or level of athletic success are factors considered in collegiate sponsorship studies. 
Early research tried to ascertain differences of corporate sponsors objectives by NCAA divisions (Tomasini, Frye, & 
Stotlar, 2004). Dees, Bennett, and Villegas (2008) focused on fans attending elite collegiate athletic football games, 
finding they were more willing to purchase products from sponsors that they felt had more goodwill toward their 
team. Further, Weight, Taylor, and Cuneen (2010) investigated the corporate view point for sponsors of mid-majors. 
It is assumed the corporate sponsors and consumers of DI elite and mid-majors may behave differently or have 
different objectives of sponsorships, given the different roles of athletics on campus. While sponsorship literature is 
vast, one college sport audience that wields a powerful market has yet to be assessed from a sponsorship 
perspective: historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs).   
 
HBCUs have a storied past and often have a strong football following. At the Division I level, the neutral-site 
HBCU football classic games draw large crowds annually. Despite the popularity, it is widely reported that HBCUs 
struggle in athletic department funding (Armstrong, 2001; Jones & Bell, 2016). With limited budgets, increased 
sponsorship revenue could help stabilize athletic department finances. Funding challenges may be even greater at 
Division II HBCUs.  Yet, one of the two HBCU DII conferences, the Southern Intercollegiate Athletic Conference 
(SIAC), has led Division II in football attendance for 13 consecutive seasons (Reddick, 2016).  Even with crowds 
attending these games, athletic administrators at these institutions have not capitalized on the value of their fans to 
corporate sponsors (Armstrong, 2001). A better understanding of the consumer base, specifically their impressions 
of sponsorships, at HBCU football games will help athletic administrators target potential sponsors for their 
departments.  
 
HBCU sports are considered culturally distinct (Armstrong, 2002) and their consumers are rarely studied (Cianfrone, 
Pitts, Zhang, Byrd, & Drane, 2010; Stone, Cort, Nkonge, 2012). HBCU consumer response to sponsorship is a 
needed area of inquiry (Li & Burden, 2009), given the financial state of the athletic departments and lack of 
widespread sponsorship support.  Consumer-focused sponsorship outcomes are typically studied via cognitive, 
affective, conative responses (e.g., Kim, Lee, Magnusen, & Kim, 2015). Affective responses by HBCU consumers, 
specifically whether HBCU consumers appreciate the support of sponsors of their football programs (i.e., gratitude), 
the goodwill relationship, and trust the sponsors are factors that may influence the conative responses (i.e., purchase 
intentions) of those sponsors. Kim et al. (2015) indicated that trust and gratitude are two factors that have been 
understudied in sport sponsorship and warrant inclusion in future sponsorship studies, while goodwill (Dees et al., 
2008) and attitude (Gwinner & Swanson, 2003) are more frequently found to influence purchase intentions.  
 
However, with the amount of partnership opportunities most firms receive, decision makers at these companies are 
tasked with making choices quickly (Johnson & Paulsen, 2013). The hunt for a limited number of sponsorship 
dollars is extremely competitive, and it is important athletic departments are strategic in their attempts to secure 
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partnerships (Berrett & Slack, 2001).   College athletic department staff members are continually soliciting corporate 
partners.  Research has found corporate sponsors prefer sponsorship fit (Johnson & Paulsen, 2013).   
 
Purpose 
 
The purpose of this study is to determine HBCU football consumers’ perception and response to sponsorships. 
Consumers’ affective responses to sponsors (i.e., attitude toward the sponsor, goodwill toward event sponsor, 
gratitude and trust of sponsor) will be studied in relation to conative response (purchase intention) of sponsors. 
These views will be evaluated to enable athletic departments to create more attractive sponsorship packages for 
corporate sponsors.  
 
Method and Analysis 
 
Survey data will be collected from fans attending a Division II HBCU football game. Participants will be selected at 
random during pre-game at tailgates and the game. The survey will include items about participants’ affective 
response, including attitude toward sponsorship, attitude toward the sponsors, goodwill of sponsorships (Dees et al., 
2008), trust and gratitude of sponsors. Fan involvement (Visentin, Scarpi, & Pizzi, 2016) and team identification 
(Trail & James, 2001), will be measured, along with demographics. Finally, participants’ conative response (purchase 
intentions) will be measured. 
 
Descriptive statistics will be assessed to provide an understanding of the demographic and response variables. To 
understand the relationships between attitude toward the sponsor, goodwill, gratitude, trust, fan identification, and 
fan involvement with purchase intentions, regression analysis will be conducted.  
 
Discussion and Implications 
 
This study is in progress with approval for data collection at a Division II HBCU and will be completed in time to 
be presented in full at the 2017 SMA Conference. The results from this study will be used to provide HBCU college 
athletic administrators resources for securing sponsors. HBCU football fans have a unique value to offer corporate 
sponsors. With the empirical data collected in this survey, athletic administrators at HBCU institutions can use the 
feedback from the survey to convey these unique values to corporate sponsors and form partnerships that can 
provide financial stability to their college athletic departments.   
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