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During the 2017-18 season, the four major sport leagues in the U.S. attracted a total of $3.94 billion in sponsorship 
revenue, including $1.32 billion to the National Football League (NFL), $1.12 billion to the National Basketball 
Association (NBA), $938 million to Major League Baseball (MLB), and $559.55 million to the National Hockey 
League (NHL; IEG 2017a, 2018a, 2018b, 2018c).  

These figures represent a 12.24% increase from 2016-17, when the four leagues realized a total of $3.51 billion in 
sponsorship revenue, and a 19.21% increase from 2015-16, when the leagues earned $3.30 billion in revenue (IEG, 
2017b). The NBA in particular has enjoyed spectacular growth in revenues of late, increasing more than 40% since 
the 2015-16 season due to an influx of incremental revenue from the first jersey sponsorships in North America, 
which debuted in 2017 (Jensen, Walkup, & Bouchet, 2018).  

From the aforementioned figures, it is evident that demand is highest from brands for NFL league sponsorships. 
However, it is yet unknown which U.S.-based sport leagues are most successful at retaining their sponsors. Such an 
examination requires models appropriate for the analysis of longitudinal data, and ones that are robust enough to 
handle observations that have ended and those that are still ongoing, or considered censored (Singer & Willett, 
2003). Thus, this study applies both non-parametric and semi-parametric survival models to better understand the 
probability that league sponsorships will end, analyzing a historical dataset inclusive of more than 300 league 
sponsors (2,388 total observations).  

A driver of demand from brand marketers for league sponsorships is the opportunity for the sponsoring brand to 
receive brand integration (Wiles & Danielova, 2009), or televised exposure during the event itself rather than solely 
during commercial breaks. This is an increasingly important consideration given the proliferation of “second 
screens” (Jensen, Walsh, Cobbs, & Turner, 2015). As detailed by Cornwell, Pruitt, and Clark (2005), another 
attraction of these league-level sponsorships is the “official product” designation afforded to league sponsors who 
enjoy exclusivity in their respective product category, which among other benefits helps these sponsors overcome 
the negative effects of clutter (Cornwell & Jensen, 2017).  

An example of one such sponsorship is Gatorade’s longtime sponsorship of the NFL, which began in 1983 
(Cornwell et al., 2005). This sponsorship not only provides brand integration in the form of Gatorade-branded 
bottles and coolers on the sidelines of every NFL game, but also gives the brand exclusivity across every NFL team.  

In order to investigate which league’s sponsors are retained at the highest rate, survivor functions, hazard rates, and 
median lifetimes were generated across each of the four leagues, using a non-parametric approach.  

The Kaplan-Meier (1958) survivor function is defined as the probability that an individual, or in this case a 
sponsorship, will survive past a given time period (Singer & Willett, 2003). The hazard rate is equivalent to the 
conditional probability that a sponsorship will end, and its inverse equates to the probability the sponsorship will be 
renewed, or the renewal rate (Singer & Willett, 2003). The median lifetime is the point at which the survivor 
function is 0.5, or the point at which exactly half of the league’s sponsorships have ended, and half are still ongoing 
(Singer & Willett, 2003).  

An analysis of these metrics reveal that the overall hazard rate for all league sponsorships is .0749, equating to a 
renewal rate of 92.51%. The highest hazard rate across the four leagues is for MLB sponsorships (.0890), followed 
by the NBA (.0754), the NHL (.0749), and the NFL (.0579). These equate to renewal rates of 94.21% for the NFL 
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sponsorships, 92.46% for NBA, 92.51% for NHL, and 91.09% for MLB. Survivor functions were then generated in 
order to compute the median lifetime for each league’s sponsorships. Results indicate that the median lifetime for 
NFL sponsorships is 11.39 years, compared to 7.75 years for NHL sponsorships, 7.71 for the NBA, and 5.07 for 
MLB. Based on an analysis of these metrics, the NFL achieves the highest renewal rate for its sponsorships 
(94.21%), more than 3% higher than MLB. In addition, NFL sponsorships also last the longest, given a median 
lifetime of more than 11 years.  

Finally, covariates were inserted into a semi-parametric Cox proportional hazards model to perform statistical tests 
and control for a wide variety of factors that have been proven to influence sponsorship-related decision-making. 
These include the economy, clutter (i.e., number of sponsors of each league), congruence, the sponsor’s level of 
brand equity, location of corporate headquarters, and a variety of high-demand product categories, including airline, 
beverage, automotive, bank, telecom, insurance, QSR, payment system, and financial services. Similar to the 
approach of Cornwell et al. (2005), MLB was used as the reference variable.  

The model suggests that NFL sponsorships are 68.1% less likely to dissolve in any given year, and the results are 
significant, z = -4.79, p < .001. NHL sponsorships 56.35% less likely to dissolve, z = -2.98, p = .003, and NBA 
sponsorships 39.74% less likely, z = -2.16, p = .031. Among variables found to be statistically significant predictors 
of the end of league sponsorships include clutter, z = 4.62, p < .001, with each sponsor added increasing the 
probability that the sponsorships will end by 4.56%. Conversely, congruence between the sponsor and sport, z = -
4.90, p < .001, and a brand’s B2B perspective, z = -2.21, p = .027, both significantly reduce the probability that 
league sponsorships will end, by 76.14% and 44.56% respectively.  

Particularly given the recent increased demand for league “official product” sponsorships, this research assists those 
considering such partnerships by providing empirical evidence as to which leagues retain their sponsors at higher 
rates. While only a proxy for sponsor satisfaction, this research sheds new light on sponsor decision-making relative 
to their interests in continuing to renew sponsorships, as well as providing meaningful insights as to the 
performance of each league’s sponsorship renewal efforts.  
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