
2018 Sport Marketing Association Conference (SMA XVI) 

Dallas, TX October 24-26, 2018 

  

 

The Relationship between Gratitude and Sponsorship Effectiveness 
 
Nishal Hariparsad, University of Pretoria 
Michael Goldman, University of San Francisco/University of Pretoria 
 
Thursday, October 25, 2018 25-minute oral presentation 
10:30-10:55 AM, Ballroom D2 (including questions) 
 
The relationship between gratitude and sponsorship effectiveness 
 
Introduction 
 
The nature and extent of sport consumer response to a sponsorship is an important measure of sponsorship 
effectiveness. The recent negative reaction by Manchester United fans to their team’s sponsorship by Chevrolet is an 
example of the risks involved in these substantial marketing investments (Woisetschläger, Backhaus, & Cornwell, 
2017). The extent to which sport consumers experience gratitude towards the sponsor has been acknowledged as 
important, although this relationship has received little attention in the literature (Kim, Lee, Magnusen, & Kim, 
2015; Palmatier, Jarvis, Bechkoff, & Kardes, 2009; and Fazal-e-Hasan, Lings, Mortimer, & Neale, 2017). The 
purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between gratitude and sponsorship effectiveness. 
 
Theoretical framework 
 
Gratitude (otherwise referred to as gratefulness) has been conceptualized as the “interactions that provide a 
foundation for reciprocal behavior” (Palmatier, et al., 2009, p. 2). In this way, a benefactor creates a positive balance 
of perceived goodwill through action, which then creates the psychological need by the beneficiary to reciprocate, 
until the balance has evened (Kim, Smith, & James, 2010). Gratitude is believed to be a voluntary response triggered 
by recognition of benefit, with both a shorter-term affective dimension and a longer-term behavioral dimension 
(Palmatier, et al., 2009). In a sponsorship context, customer gratitude may play a role in strengthening the 
relationship between the sponsor and consumer, especially at the critical point between achieving engagement and 
then appreciation (Berkes, Nyerges, & Vaczi, 2007). Sponsorship has been defined as an “investment in an activity in 
return for access to exploitable commercial potential” (Biscaia, Correia, Rosado, & Ross, 2013, p. 289). It is 
therefore a business-to-business relationship for mutual benefit, including a tangible return on investment, that 
differs from a philanthropic investment. Kim et al. (2010) argued that consumers are likely to be more grateful 
towards companies who stimulate these feelings of gratitude. 
 
Previous research has suggested three predictors of gratitude. Fazal-e-Hasan et al. (2017) discussed the natural 
cognitive process involved when a fan attempts to understand the motive for or intent (also referred to as 
benevolence) of a sponsorship, which influences whether gratitude is felt, and therefore reciprocated. Kim et al. 
(2010) pointed to value, based on personal experience and values, and the investment or perceived cost of the 
patron company’s efforts. Researchers have also provided some guidance on the desired outcomes of a sponsorship, 
which may be influenced by a perception of gratitude, including awareness (Hickman, 2015), intent to purchase 
(Dees, Bennett, & Villegas, 2008), trust (Vandermerwe, 2014), referral (Sweeney, Soutar, & Mazzarol, 2012), and 
attitude towards the sponsor (Zaharia, Biscaia, Gray, & Stotlar, 2016). Given these previous arguments, the 
following hypotheses were developed: 
 
H1: The perception of benign sponsor intent will positively influence the reactions of gratitude. 
H2: The perceived value of the sponsorship will positively influence the reactions of gratitude. 
H3: The perceived amount of sponsor investment will positively influence reactions of gratitude. 
H4: Feelings of gratitude positively influence intent to purchase sponsor products. 
H5: Feelings of gratitude positively influence customer trust in the sponsor. 
H6: Feelings of gratitude positively influence customer willingness to recommend the sponsor. 
H7: Feelings of gratitude positively influence customer attitude towards the sponsor. 
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H8: Feelings of gratitude positively influence customer awareness of the sponsor. 
 
Method 
 
A two-part study was conducted to investigate the research questions. Drawing on previous study designs, each part 
was separated by a different treatment message (Herbst, Hannah, & Allan, 2013). The data collected for this study 
therefore was divided into two categories: (1) Pre-treatment baseline data of predictors of gratitude and measures of 
sponsorship effectiveness (Carrillat & D’Astous, 2013), and (2) post-treatment data of the same to analyse the 
change. A high-involvement treatment, communicating the message that the sponsor is providing a substantial 
amount of investment based on the premise of benevolence, as well as a low-involvement treatment, communicating 
the message that the sponsor is providing a more modest amount of investment based on the premise of a selfish 
motivation were used.  
 
A total of 614 sport consumers completed the online survey in July and August 2017 in South Africa, either in 
person via a tablet at a game, or subsequently via a provided link. Spectators attending the Carling Black Label Cup 
Final soccer game between Kaizer Chiefs FC and Orlando Pirates FC (sample one, 357 respondents), as well as 
those attending the Super Rugby game between the Blue Bulls and the Stormers (sample two, 257 respondents) were 
randomly intercepted and invited to participate. Survey items were adapted from previous studies (Kim et al., 2010; 
Palmatier et al., 2009; Hedlund, 2014; Zaharia et al., 2016). 
 
Results 
 
SEM models were derived for both samples, including a pre-treatment model and post-treatment model. These 
models achieved acceptable fit indices, including Chi-square of 6.26 (sample one, pre-treatment), 6.043 (sample one, 
post-treatment), 3.579 (sample two, pre-treatment), and 4.86 (sample two, post-treatment). Support was also found 
in sample one and two for seven of the eight hypotheses. The findings provide evidence for the influence of intent 
and value on the perception of gratitude. The findings also provide evidence that trust, referral, attitude towards 
sponsor, and sponsor awareness are positively influenced by gratitude, which in turn positively influenced intent to 
purchase. Interestingly, the analysis found that the amount of sponsor investment did not predict reactions of 
gratitude, perhaps due to the high GINI coefficient in South Africa. In addition to the theoretical contribution of 
the study, this research provides practical guidance to sponsorship managers to strengthen the level of perceived 
gratitude related to their sponsorship investments. 
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