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Abstract

The current research was designed to further comprehend the nature of the relationship between small and
medium--sized sponsoring enterprises and their affiliated sport organizations. In order to achieve this purpose, the
research has involved some of the major sponsors of Italian rugby teams that participate in the Championship
that has limited media exposure. Using semi--structured interviews the study focused on understanding what
managers think of sponsorship and exploring the underlying reasons in a small business decision to sponsor a
sport team with poor or limited media visibility. Results show that the involvement of local firms in the city’s
activities is very important. When sponsors exploit these forms of sponsorship as a way of helping the local
community, then they seem to adopt these sponsorships to reach an effective outcome in terms of brand
awareness and return on investment. Conclusions are discussed and recommendations are offered.
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1. Introduction

The evolution of sports sponsorship as a marketing tool sees a modest start in the seventies, a rapid boom in the
upcoming eighties and its total explosion in the nineties (Meenaghan, 2001). With the ever increasing number of
sponsorships and with the increasing awareness in the use and the effects of them, the numerous sponsorship
methods are extremely useful within the marketing mix to obtain a wide range of different market goals (Antil et
al., 2012). Modern sponsorships are primarily designed to reinforce or change the perception of the image of a
brand, trying to increase its credibility and awareness (Blasubramanian, 1994), in addition to the aim of creating
a sense of gratitude to the sponsor (Crimmins & Horn, 1996; McDonald, 1991), trying to hide blatant
commercial purposes (Quester & Thompson, 2001). Sponsorships therefore are constantly updated to create
original and never banal advertising and without a content that may be considered too commercial (Quester &
Thompson, 2001). When companies decide to sponsor a team or a single event, they are aware that their name or
brand will be reflected on the image that the team or the event may receive, and that they will benefit from it
depending on the number of spectators and viewers drawn in (Gwinner, 1997; IEG, 2003). Consequently,
sponsor managers identify the team that they consider more akin to their corporate essence, and will choose the
one that can guarantee the best return of image and corporate promotion among the most important objectives of
their economic efforts (Schnittka, 2011; Tomczak et al.,2008).

The commercialization of sports in general and its events has grown rapidly and exponentially over the last 25
years (Hall, 2006). This upward trend has developed in various ways. As a matter of fact, not only the names of
teams or individual athletes often have been associated with a brand, but entire countries’ infrastructures,
nowadays, bear the names of their sponsors, including for instance the Dacia Arena in Italy, the AAMI Park in
Australia, the American Airlines Arena in the USA, the Allianz Arena in Germany or the O2 Arena in the UK, to
name a few (Crompton, 2004; O’Reilly et al., 2007). Taking a further look at and greater depth into the numerical
data on sports sponsorship, it is interesting to see that the current spending share in the world has reached sixty
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billion dollars (Statista, 2016). Many companies spend many millions of dollars on this form of marketing
because it can help achieve their market goals (Lee & Pedersen, 2010).

Despite sponsorship strategies tend to follow the same principles; the objectives proposed by each sponsoring
company can vary depending on their size, the product they want to advertise and the target audience they want
to reach. Consequently, small, medium and large enterprises might have different goals (Alexandris & Tsiotsou,
2012; Antil et al., 2012; Burton & O’Reilly, 2011; Clark et al., 2002). However, this marketing tool has always
been useful for triggering a fans’ engagement process with the ultimate goal of increasing consumers’ loyalty,
rising brand awareness and influence purchase intentions (Chanavat et al., 2010; Levin et al., 2001). A cemented
relation with the consumer--fans also means to get ahead of competitors (Jensen et al., 2012). The smallest
businesses, as well as commercial giants, take advantage of this marketing tool, even if it is only rooted at the
city level. Small brands, new and often unknown to most people, are always present on the shirts of teams of any
sport or of individual athletes, often risking not getting the desired investment return (Zinger & O’Reilly, 2010).

The present study focuses precisely on the perspective of small and medium size companies’ revenues that have
decided to use sports sponsorship as a marketing and communication vehicle. In this regard, it is interesting to
understand whether the general principles that drive corporations to act as sponsors at the highest--level teams
are actually valid for companies with far more limited resources.

Studies and research into sponsorship go hand in hand with its steady increase (Cornwell & Coote, 2005;
Gwinner et al., 2003), and they mainly focus on brand awareness, consumers’ attitude and behaviour towards the
product and purchase intentions (Speed & Thompson, 2000; Biscaia et al., 2003). Further research has been done
also on consumers’ psychology and on how they react to the sponsor exposure, consumer behaviour, consumers’
perception and their reaction to the product sponsored by their favourite team (Lings & Owen, 2007). The above
studies have all in common the fact that they choose sample sponsor that use far-- reaching media resources. As
emphasized by Olson & Thjemee (2003), there is an almost total lack of research on sponsorship that gets
marginal media exposure. In fact, it is important not to forget that the smallest sponsors’ spending occupies a
significant portion of the entire global spending, even though they are totally or almost totally devoid of media
visibility (Olson & Thjemee,2007).

Taking a look at the sports analysed in previous studies, it is clear that they are mainly focused on football, and
literature consequently follows this trend. Only a few authors such as Motion et al. (2003), Cliffe and Motion
(2005) and Alexander (2007, 2009) have dedicated their studies to rugby sponsorship, despite the steady growth
of this sport in its numbers (Statista, 2015). This paper, through the studies and interviews carried out with
managers in charge of sponsorships, analyses the range of opportunities and the reasons why small businesses
should bear more or less significant costs to sponsor sports teams that have low media exposure. The final
research objectives are therefore as follows:

e  To understand what kind of sponsorship is feasible for a small enterprise.

e  To examine how managers perceive the consumer involvement regarding sponsored product categories with
low media exposure.

e  To explore whether the sponsor managers have noticed a change in the behavior of purchasers towards
sponsored products despite the low media exposure.

e  To identify the actual threshold of risk perceived by managers in sponsoring teams with a low media
profile.

e  To understand if managers have noticed a rising loyalty to the product linked to the team supported by their
fans.

e  To understand the main reasons that lead a manager to sponsor sport teams with a low media exposure.
2. Literature Review
2.1 Corporate Sponsorships in the Minor League Context

Funds usually collected by the general managers of minor league sports teams that traditionally have lesser fan
bases and smaller budgets, like amateur and collegiate teams, have always taken the form of a real fundraising
activity (Zinger & O’Reilly, 2010). Any amount of money received and every sponsorship contract signed is
therefore a form of subsidization and financial support to the sports club (Meenaghan, 1983). In the past these
forms of patronage often were the response of charitable responsibility from local businesses to the community.
In the case of minor league teams it was rare that sponsors were expecting a real short-term economic return
deriving from this marketing strategy (Zinger & O’Reilly, 2010). According to Zinger & O’Reilly (2010), clubs
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used to leverage the sport passions and affinity of the business owners in order to receive donations.

With the constant evolution of sports sponsorship by a charitable action of patronage, sponsors have gone in
search of obtaining more concrete revenues. For this reason, nowadays, a company that chooses corporate
sponsorship as part of their communication strategy tries to find in sports a particular feature or aspect they can
identify themselves with or a sport that can be related to their business. A company or business usually decides to
endorse a specific sport because it can help them achieve market objectives as well as increase brand awareness.
Inevitably, as pointed by Shank (2005), corporate sponsorships involve a significant change in the marketing
strategy of an enterprise that generally focuses on advertising, since by paying such amount of money they
associate their brand with the team or the athlete’s name. More specifically, through the payment of sums of
money or other tangible assets, companies embrace sponsorship in order to build goodwill and increase their
visibility but also in order to boost revenue. The sponsor gets the right to use the team sponsored in order to
achieve its commercial advantages. This is particularly true for small companies or local businesses since
corporate sponsorship enables them to increase their public profile at community level (Howard & Crompton,
2004).

Currently, as a feedback of their investment, it is not uncommon to find sponsors who claim tangible evidence of
the fact that their investment corresponds to a financial return that can be measured (Marshall & Cook, 1992;
O’Reilly et al., 2007). The relationship between sponsor and sponsee find the right benefits when the powers of
both parties are perfectly balanced with each other (Zinger & O’Reilly, 2010). In order to get the best out of the
sponsorship, sponsors should be aware that they might incur new expenses that might have not been budgeted
(Rush, 2001). Typical reward gestures by the sponsee are for example the presence of the athletes, one--off, at the
sponsor’s workplace, the publicity of the events where the sponsor is present, the promotion by sponsored
athletes of the products endorsed and, in general, the fact that corporate sponsorship gives more visibility to
sponsors. The highest the investment, the greatest will be the visibility. All these initiatives are more feasible and
practicable when the sponsor is a small business.

2.2 Sponsor's Exposure and Haloeffect

The term exposure indicates the amount of time that viewers and users are exposed to the messages of various
sponsors (Sandler & Shani, 1989). The exposure of the fans to the vision of the sponsor can take place at various
times and in various ways, not only during a particular event, but also in upcoming moments through the press
and the media. In accordance with the classical conditioning theory studied by Pavlov (1927), which suggests
“that more pairings increases the strength of the association between an unconditioned and conditioned stimulus”
(Grohs & Reisinger, 2014, p. 1019), the impact of the sponsor on the crowd depends mainly on the dimension of
its exposure to the public. Then, the impact of the sponsors is always greater when the team sponsored has a
great exposure in all its forms. Numerous theories and assumptions have been made on the exposure of the
sponsors, one of which clearly and concisely summarizes the concept: Repeated exposure of the sponsor
increases the impact of the sponsored team, of the sponsored event, of the product, and of its own brand.

In line with this theory, even Petty & Cacioppo (1986) believe that a high exposure triggers the likelihood of
central information processing in the audience. Short exposure, in contrast, does not invite viewers or fans to
elaborate the contents of the sponsor’s message, because the message is not their focal point of attention. High
exposure is not the only component that triggers a mental process in the viewer, as the attitude for the brand
name also plays a part (Grohs & Reisinger, 2014). If the attitude of the spectator is congruent with the sponsor,
there is the risk that the observer is no longer inclined to reflect on the content of the message. On the contrary,
Priester & Petty (2003) show that a message which is not entirely shared by the viewer or does not really
conform with him/her is more likely to attract the viewer’s attention and make him/her think about it more
carefully. In this case the content of the message will result in increased attention being given to the sponsor.
Once again, in the field of sponsorship, greater exposure increases the conscious or unconscious opportunity of
reflection on the existing attitude toward a brand (Grohs & Reisinger, 2014) and the processing of the message if
this is not entirely credible and shared (Preister & Petty,2003).

If the message of the sponsors is hard to be credible in the eyes of the audience, the receivers, after thinking
about it, reject the sponsorship regardless of the amount of its exposure. The high--exposure of a not credible and
not shared sponsor, may be counterproductive. It is a fact that the high exposure increases the likelihood of
mental process, to the sponsor (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). This is the reason why the sponsors must pay close
attention to the message they want to transpose to viewers through the sponsored team or the sponsored event. If
sponsorship adversely affects the viewers, the sponsor will not be the only one to pay the consequences for a
wrong program, but also the sponsored team and all those who are involved. The communication strategy used
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by the sponsor must keep in mind both the credibility of the message they want to send and the exposure that the
message will receive. In this case the sponsor will create a strong appeal and a good attitude to the product or
brand name they have sponsored.

Further research into the exposure of the sponsor has shown that in general exposure to stimuli increases the
consumer’s inclination and preference towards the sponsored brand name or product, even when clear or evident
memory of exposure to the brand name or product is not present in fans (Janiszewski, 1993; Shapiro et al., 1997,
Lee & Pedersen, 2010; Slattery & Pitts, 2004). Closely correlated to the concept of mere exposure, a particular
effect, called the halo effect, comes on observers (Josiassen et al., 2013). The halo effect affects attitudinal
changes of people towards a product or a brand name to which they are exposed (Lee & Lockshin, 2010). Since
the genesis of this concept, Nisbett & Wilson (1977) have proved that people change unintentionally their
attitude towards a product and this change often happens in a positive way. Moreover, also in case of equal
exposure to a product or brand name, Bal et al. (2010) have shown that the involvement in the product/brand and
the positive attitude of viewers towards them increase exponentially if the sponsored team prevails over the
others, in other words if it wins.

2.3 Sponsor’s Imagedrivers

Similar to real brands, sports teams and their related events share some common characteristics (Keller, 1993).
The sponsor’s image is very often derived from the image of the sponsored team. This combination of sponsor
and team remains etched in the memory of consumers (Keller, 1993). Two theories in particular explain how the
image of a team affects the image of the sponsor: the more classic conditioning theory and the meaning transfer
model (Cornwell et al., 2005). Speed & Thompson (2000) show that pairing a sponsor (conditioned stimulus)
with a sports team (unconditioned stimulus) corresponds to a spontaneous association of two stimuli, and this
makes sure that the brand remains more powerfully etched in the minds of consumers. The meaning transfer
model instead, as suggested by McCracken (1989), uses the combination of a brand with a widely accepted
symbol/logo that has a special meaning (e.g., the Nike swoosh logo). Contextualizing the meaning transfer
model in the field of sports sponsorship, it realize itself by transferring in the consumer’s mind the image of the
sponsor together with the one of the sports team through a simultaneous display (Gwinner, 1997; Stipp &
Schiavone, 1996). As a result of the analysis of these two models it is reasonable to conclude that: the positive
perception of the image of a sports team positively influences the perception of its sponsors.

A further factor, which affects the image of the sponsor, is the combination of the sponsored team activities and
the sponsor itself. This concept is embodied in the functionality of the sponsor, because it affects consumers’
perceptions (Gwinner, 1997). The term functionality refers to the affinity between the product and the sponsored
team. It rises when the team uses the sponsored product during a particular event. In fact, the sponsor’s image
increases if the attributes of the team and the attributes of the sponsor overlap (e.g., the water drunk by the
athletes at half--time during the match belongs to the brand of the company that sponsor the team). Consequently,
it is shown that the sponsor is more effective and has more grip in the minds of consumers if it matches perfectly
with the team sponsored (Meenaghan, 2001; Ohanian, 1991; Gwinner & Eaton, 1999). Even McDaniel (1999),
in line with the assumptions set out above, believes that the similarities perceived by consumers between the
product endorsed and the sponsored team exhalt the image of the sponsor. It is therefore possible to state that: the
right combination of team and product positively influences the perception of the image of the sponsor (Grohs &
Reisinger,2014).

The exploitation and the commercialization of the team by the sponsor must be effected carefully and cautiously
(Lee et al., 1997). The sponsor must consider that the attitude of consumers for a product may be affected by and
change depending on the communication strategy. In this regard, Murphy (2007) suggests that some of the most
famous teams in every sport are losing their identity because they are becoming too commercialized. This way of
acting, in fact, is likely to develop negative attributions of sponsorship. Rifon et al. (2004) report that an
excessive exploitation by the sponsor can be harmful to the company and often counterproductive. Although
there are not really in-—depth studies on the subject, many authors such as Dean (2002), Lee et al. (1997) and
Rifon et al. (2004), believe that the excessive commercialization of the sponsored team can lead to a change in
the attitude of the consumers, ordinarily in a negative way. Concluding: extreme or excessive commercialization
of a team or an event can negatively affect the perception of the sponsor’s image (Grohs & Reisinger, 2014).

2.4 Sponsor’s Involvement

Sporting events are followed by an increasing number of spectators, some of them are so involved that they
decide to fly also oversee in order to support their teams and / or their favourite athletes (Alonso Dos Santos,
2016). In the present days, sports involvement, generally defined as a personal interest and personal importance

80



ijjms.ccsenet.org International Journal of Marketing Studies Vol. 9, No. §5; 2017

to a particular sport by a consumer or a fan (Shank & Beasley, 1998), is usually linked to several partners’
sponsors of each team and relevant purchasing intentions (Dees et al., 2008). Madrigal (2000) in particular, has
shown a strong interest in how sport involvement usually influences the intention to purchase sponsored products.
More in-depth studies of Alexandris et al. (2007), Eagleman et al. (2012), and Bachleda et al. (2016), link the
involvement and the purchase intention to other decisive variables to implement the actual purchase action:
sponsor image and sponsor awareness. Despite extensive research, the exact relationship between these elements
is not still clear in the available literature (Tsiotsou & Alexandris, 2009).

Involvement, which Zaichkowsky (1985) defines as “a person’s perceived relevance of the object based on
inherent needs, values and interests” (p. 342), in a sports context, it can be interpreted as an enduring interest in a
particular sport based on personal experiences and values that it transmits to each individual viewer (Tsiotsou,
2013). However, not only the involvement can be long lasting, but it can also relate to a particular situation, like
for example a game or a single event (Havitz & Mannell, 2005). It is easy to understand that the most involved
people are those who feel a strong emotional attraction in both situations, so adding the enduring involvement
and the situational one (Bachleda, 2016).

As it has been emphasized in this research, one of the most common goals of sponsorship objectives is to
stimulate conusmers’ buying intentions (Alexandris et al., 2007). Purchase intentions reflect the effort that each
consumer would make to buy a sponsored product; thus the intention to purchase would be followed by the
actual purchase action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010). Several authors as Dees et al. (2008) and Meenaghan (2001)
have observed that the people most involved in sports are those most keen to buy sponsored products. But on the
other hand, Alexandris et al. (2007), in their research on the Greek All Star basketball Game, did not find any
link between sport involvement and purchase intention. This poses more doubts about the link between sport
involvement and sponsored product purchasing. Likely, in order to resolve the issue, it would be necessary to
introduce other factors that influence the final action of the actual purchase, and firstly: the sponsor image
(Crompton,2004).

The newly introduced variable of the image of the sponsor may refer to the association that consumers retain in
their mind between the sponsored products and the sport they follow (Alexandris et al., 2007). The focus groups
analysed by Meenaghan (2001) composed of very team involved individuals showed that they were pleased with
the choice of the company that sponsored their favourite team, as it conveyed the values of sport to the image of
the sponsor. Even Tsiotsou & Alexandris (2009), through their studies on the Greek basketball fans, found that
the involvement was necessary but not sufficient, and that the sponsor image was the determining factor in the
intention to purchase the sponsored product. In the light of these reflections on fans’ involvement, purchase
intentions and on the third factor concerning the image of sponsors, it is possible to state that the latter acts as a
mediator between the former two variables (Bachleda et al., 2016). The consumer can then engaged directly
through a high degree of involvement or through a positive image of the sponsor (Bachleda et al., 2016).

Consequently to the above, the involvement is the first key element in processing information of the sponsor in
the minds of future customers (Alonso Dos Santos et al., 2016). It varies for each one according to his/her own
characteristics, situations and by stimuli resulting from the product (Alonso Dos Santos et al., 2016). The
evaluation of the degree of involvement of the fans should always be a priority for the sponsor. As a matter of
fact consumers who are involved tend to seek more outside information before and after purchase, using a
complex process of decision and becoming more loyal to the brand (Speed & Thompson, 2000). Also the
sporting context guarantees that the fans who are really involved in a brand are prompted to search information
about the favourite club and the sport practiced, and as a result they are more encouraged to share their
experience with others (Alonso Dos Santos, 2014). Nowadays in particular, be more involved in something
means spreading the passion even through social networks, giving free and often unexpected exposure also to the
sponsors (Pritchard et al., 2009). Monitoring the measurement of consumer involvement is a great way to
increase the efficiency of the advertising campaign of a product, also through sport sponsorships (Funk et al.,
2004). Recent studies by Mazodier & Quester (2014) have also shown that the greater is the involvement, the
better is the attitude for the sponsored brand.

Considering now a very common situation, where the fan’s involvement is low, partly because of a low media
exposure of the team and consequently of its sponsor (Wagner & Niessen, 2015), Petty & Cacioppo’s (1983)
Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) indicates that the subject will follow the peripheral route based on a low
level of mental process, rather than the main one. This means that rather than following the path based on a high
cognitive process typical of the central route of the ELM, the sponsor’s communication strategy should try to
change the consumer attitude toward the sponsored product through the positive image of the team and possibly
the good team results (Gander, 2007).
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Given the fact that the sponsors use this marketing tool to advertise any kind of product, it is relevant to note that
the categories of every--day products sponsored are characterized by a low involvement. This is due to the fact
that most of the purchases of daily products are based on a low collection of information. It is exactly this
cognitive elaboration of the product that distinguishes a product category that has a high involvement compared
to one that has it low (Solomon et al., 2014). Even most of the advertising of these categories of products, as
indeed the products themselves, is not taken into consideration by consumers (Olson et al., 2003). It is in this
case that sponsorship should fulfill its duty by linking the low--involvement product category to a team that, on
the contrary, it involves emotionally the supporters (Bachleda et al., 2016). Taking advantage of the involvement
in the team, the sponsors should be able to develop, in any case, a positive attitude toward the product although it
does not stimulate a real cognitive process.

2.5 Team Loyalty and Attitude towards the Sponsor

Customer loyalty is interpreted in the literature examined as the favourable attitude toward a product, resulting in
the consequent intention of purchasing a particular brand that is perceived as superior and more suitable to the
consumer (Wilkie, 1994). Contextualizing the concept in the sporting context, loyalty to the team is a form of
psychological connection toward a team that is considered attractive to the customer-viewer and stimulates a
positive attitude towards it (Funk & James, 2001). Some authors suggest that the loyalty construct should
encompass both attitudinal and behavioural aspects (Bee & Havitz, 2010; Bodet & Bernache-- Asollant, 2011;
Kaynak et al., 2008). Behavioural loyalty means an actual positive attitude towards the team in terms of
participatory attendance at matches, buying merchandising products and following the teamthrough the media
(Bodet & Bernache-Asollant, 2011). Speaking about attitudinal loyalty, however, it is refered to the emotional
and psychological feeling of a person towards a team (Bauer et al., 2008). As suggested by Chen & Zhang (2011),
there are two common methods to measure the attitudinal team loyalty: Fan involvement: it refers to the stimuli,
to the interest and the personal importance that any fan assigns to his/her favourite team.Team identification: it
consists in understanding how much a team can be considered an extension of themselves as supporters.

These two concepts indicate the connection and commitment that the favourite team stimulates in every
supporter (Kaynak et al., 2008). The attitudinal team loyalty should embody both of these constructs (Stevens &
Rosenberger, 2012), in addition to the attitude in the purchase of the sponsor brand.

Loyalty to the team, proven by the attendance of fans at home--ground games, may be deceptively interpreted if it
is thought as the purchase of the season ticket (Bauer et al., 2008); for this reason it has to be emphasized that
true team loyalty is demonstrated not only by the mere presence of fans or viewers, but it actually exists only
when viewers and fans become consumers, when they regularly buy the sponsored product, and they show a
positive attitude towards the brand and all its products (Kaynak et al., 2008). A previous research suggests that
being involved in and being loyal to a team play a key role on relations with the sponsor (Biscaia et al., 2013).
As a matter of fact those most deeply devoted to a team are more inclined to gather information on the whole
context and background and then, consequently, to mentally process the information disseminated by the sponsor
through its exposure (Wakefield & Bennet, 2010). Maxwell & Lough (2009) have shown that the identification
of the sponsor was higher when viewers were participating in a high number of home games, and were therefore
deemed to be loyal to the team.

Some authors such as Parker & Funk (2010) and Madrigal (2001) believe that the positive attitude towards a
team is automatically reflected towards its sponsors through the team--sponsors association. Therefore, the
identification of the sponsor very often results in an increase of purchasing intention. As a matter of fact Lee et al.
(2011) show that the core fans are the most inclined to buy the sponsor’s products. This devotion to the team is
very often associated with the idea that fans feel the duty to repay the efforts made by the sponsor to support the
team (Crimmins & Horn, 1996).

The effectiveness of the sponsor’s strategy basically depends on the attitude that it ignites in the minds of
viewers (Alexandris et al., 2007). Moreover, the attitude developed towards a particular product makes it
possible for the sponsor to make predictions about the future customer’s behaviour towards the sponsored item
or brand name (Ajzen, 2001). This attitude can be developed through personal experience or particular stimuli
evoked by exposure to a message (Albarracin et al., 2005). What a consumer thinks about a product is therefore
the basis for his or her attitude towards this same product. The attitude is also developed through the attributes,
characteristics and value of the sponsored product. Meenaghan (2001) believes that the fans’ attitude towards a
sponsor is embodied in the overall evaluation of the brand that develops a more or less positive impact in them.

Companies expect that those who develop a favourable attitude to a team also transfer it to its sponsor. Indeed,
sport consumers tend to get a favourable idea of the sponsor if they believe that it is important for the
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maintenance and growth of their favourite team (Cornwall et al., 2006). Noting that the positive attitude towards
a sponsor is expressed in a positive purchase intent, as repeatedly emphasized in this research, it is reasonable to
say that the positive attitude of dependent purchase intentions is stimulated by a team and consequently by its
sponsors (Biscaia et al., 2013).

2.6 Sponsor Awareness and Purchaselntention

The awareness of a sport brand is a strategic factor largely taken into consideration by companies to leverage the
effectiveness of a sponsorship program (Walsh et al., 2008). In fact, brand equity largely depends on the growth
of awareness of the sponsor; this also helps to avoid ambush marketing strategies that are increasingly used by
competitors (O’Reilly et al., 2007). Ambush marketing is a form of illegal exploitation of a product or brand
during a sport event although the brands or products are not the official sponsors for that same event, and
therefore the exposure is implemented without paying any money (Bayless, 1988). Those who use this trick take
advantage of large--scale events to look like official sponsors when, on the contrary, they are not. Law and
policies have a lot of difficulties in restricting this widespread technique that is used in particular events such as
the football World Cup or the Olympic Games. Ambush brands enrich their reputation at the official sponsors’
expense (Farrelly et al., 2005). The difficulty in controlling this illicit use of sponsorship is forcing sponsors to
build a strong awareness of themselves in such a way that competitors cannot in any way compete with them.

The concept of brand awareness refers to the unchallenged ability of consumers to recognize a particular brand
in a cluster of competitors (Keller, 1993). Strong brand awareness guarantees that consumers, under various
conditions, are able to easily reconnect to memory the brand through their ability to remember the received cues
of the brand as well as its previous exposure to their sense organs. Contextualizing the memory in a sport context,
brand awareness makes sure that whenever their favourite team is exposed, it is combined with a particular
sponsor (Pitts & Slattery, 2004).

Crompton (2004) believes that sponsor awareness is the first in a series of benefits brought about by sport
sponsorship. If sponsor awareness is poor, then the sponsor does not even achieve their goals. To confirm this,
further studies have underlined the importance of brand awareness as a key component to create a positive
attitude towards a true purchase intent (Ko et al., 2008; Schlesinger & Giingerich, 2011).

The best indicator of the effectiveness of a sponsorship is represented by the evaluation of purchase intentions
(Crompton, 2004). Even from the point of view of sports teams, the purchase intention of supporters can be a
good clue about whether they can rely on their sponsors in the future (Hong, 2011). Despite the intention of
purchase does not correspond to the actual purchase action, the intentions remain crucial for driving the actual
final purchase (Ajzen, 2001). Purchase intentions refer to the conscious will of each consumer to fulfill the actual
purchase of an item or a brand (Spears & Singh, 2004).

Meenaghan (2001) believes that the response of a fan’s exposure to a sponsor is not immediate, but in most cases
there are a series of previous steps before he or she actually develops a positive intention and decides to purchase
the sponsored product. In this regard, it is important not to forget the two variables of the sport involvement and
sponsor image, which are essential factors to achieve the positive purchase intention (Schlesinger & Giingerich,
2011). The relationship between sport involvement, sponsor awareness and purchase intention seems to be quite
complex (Dees et al., 2008; Meenaghan, 2001). However, between sport involvement and sponsor awareness,
there seems to be a link (Lascu et al., 1995). For example, Lascu et al. (1995) have shown that for individuals
involved in sports it was easier to recognize the sponsored brands of a golf event than those who were not
involved in the sport. Even Levin et al., with various experiments on the American automobile circuit NASCAR
fans, found the same results, supporting the study of the actual existence of a strong link between sport
involvement and sponsor awareness. As broadly described above, the higher the awareness of the sponsor, the
greater is the possibility to trigger a form of purchase intention (Pope & Voges, 2000). Being assumed the fact
that sport involvement is connected with purchase intentions, and that sponsor awareness is connected with sport
involvement and with purchase intentions, it would seem that also sponsor awareness, like the sponsor image
(see chapter 1.4), acts as a mediator in the relationship between sport involvement and purchase intention
(Mackinnon et al.,2000).

2.7 Sponsorship Phases and Economic Contribution of Smallfirms

The primary goal of every sports team that plays in a minor league, and that it is looking for sponsors, is to find
the resources to be able to face the season with a solid financial base (Zinger & O’Reilly, 2010). Instead, the
goals that the sponsor wants to achieve through its sponsorship are varied: lift up the name of the company in the
community, provide motivation for employees through te team building method, stop the competitors, reach the
predefined target market, build awareness, and of course increase sales (Irwin & Sutton, 1994). Achieving all
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these goals can certainly not be reached immediately. It is conceivable a time scale divided into three main
phases. In each of the stages a different result is achievable (Meenaghan, 1991). These three phases are
embodied in a firstly in a period of patronage, where some easy benefits can be reached like the community
goodwill or the employee motivation. Then this first phase can evolve in a semi-strong sponsorship where
changing sponsor image and targeting the right audience are the main goals. The continuum ends in a fully
functioning sponsorship, in which phase, in addition to the return on investment, new sales should be
hypothetically generated. However it is obvious to believe that the last phase of functioning sponsorship is the
result of a long--term relationship between the parties: the sponsor and the sport team (Zinger & O’Reilly, 2010).

In the lower part of the figure is represented another continuum, it directly affects the consumer. The traditional
stages of the purchase of an advertised product: awareness, interest, decision and action (Zinger & O’Reilly,
2010) are then described. The decision whether to renew or terminate the sponsorship by the sponsor in one of
three phases outlined, especially in the first two in which it is difficult to rely on the return in investment,
depends very often from the received feedback not only from consumers, but also from all the parties involved in
the process of sponsoring (Mack, 1999).

Clearly, sponsorship opportunities and the economic availability of each company are manifold (Walliser, 2003).
Depending on budgets and economic bases, each company finds the most suitable and affordable sports team to
sponsor. Indeed, it is unthinkable that a small company can afford to sponsor top class teams that benefit from
millions in resources to compete in the top divisions (Lyberger & McCarthy, 2002; Seguin et al., 2005). As in the
case of Zinger & O’Reilly (2010), also in the present research companies that are taken into consideration have
all budget and size rather reduced. In fact, none of them pays more than 70 employees. The most frequent
ambitions are to be known and to be heard at the city level, or drawn to try to hit a particular target audience
participating in second tier events. Moreover, it is difficult to think that all companies are treated equally;
contracts are frequently revised to meet the needs of both parties. Companies considered small, belong to
category of all kinds, from restaurants, fashion, home appliances, mechanical, spirits, and so on. Everybody
wants a little part of notoriety thanks to its sponsorship (Delmar et al.,2003).

Through a careful research, it’s clear to understand that the world of sponsorship is greatly rooted among small
and medium--sized enterprises, although many of them do not know or do not take into consideration the option
to sponsor sport teams as a marketing strategy (Zinger & O’Reilly, 2010). Despite a large number of studies
focus on the development of small and medium--sized enterprises (Covin & Slevin, 1997; Hisrich & Petersen,
2002; Olson & Terpstra, 1992), only a few focus on the opportunities offered to them by the economically
affordable sports sponsorships (Delmar et al.,2003).

3. Methodology

An exploratory approach has been planned for this research design (Gbich, 2013). Semi-structured interviews,
which gave evidence of the attitudes of the company-marketing managers in respect of the sponsorship strategy
were conducted. They have clarified some points regarding the small and medium- sized enterprises’ sponsorship
that the existing literature did not consider. The qualitative research results have been analysed in order to give a
deep realization of the research objectives (Saunders et al., 2006).

The semi--structured interview tool was chosen because it perfectly suited the purpose of the primary search. All
questions have been formulated so as to provide the opportunity for marketing managers to range widely on
their answers, not just talking of their sponsorship, but also giving very often an overview of the economic
environment for small and medium--sized local companies. The use of semi-'structured interviews is supported
by the fact that managers are generally more prone to being interviewed rather than to give written answers to
questionnaires (Saunders et al., 2016). All respondents were assured that the name of the company would remain
confidential. All interviews were conducted in a place that was convenient to the managers, in other words at the
headquarters of the sponsoring company.

All rugby teams participating in the series Al Italian championship and that have been taken into account were
located in the north east area of Italy and, after having taken note of their main sponsors, thirteen of them have
been contacted. Only ten people out of twelve, including marketing managers and CEOs, gave their consent to
be interviewed. The number of sponsors contacted by a criterion of non--probability sampling (Saunders et al.,
2006) equals to five of the different rugby teams that play in the national championship. All rugby teams taken
into account belong to medium--sized towns in the north east of the country. The largest city considered, Verona,
has 250,000 inhabitants, while the smallest, Paese, has a population of 23,000 inhabitants (Comuni-italiani.it,
2016). The choice of samples was limited to the northeast of the country for reasons of cost and mileage. All
interviews have been conducted in the period of July and August 2016. The table below clarifies the dates of the
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interview, the location, the duration of the interviews, the working position and gender of respondents.

Table 1. Interviews details

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW

INTERVIEW INTERVIEW INTERVIEW INTERVIEW INTERVIEW
1 2 3 4 5
DATE 5/07/16 11/07/16 15/07/16 20/07/16 21/07/16
LOCATION Verona Verona Padua Paese (TV) Treviso
DURATION 34 min. 33 min. 43 min. 26 min. 31 min.
WORKING Marketing Marketing Marketing CEO Marketing
POSITION manager manager manager manager
GENDER Male Male Male Male Male
SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW
INTERVIEW INTERVIEW 7 INTERVIEW INTERVIEW INTERVIEW
6 8 9 10
DATE 25/07/16 29/07/16 3/08/16 4/08/16 11/08/16
LOCATION Treviso Udine Udine Udine Udine
DURATION 40 min. 38 min. 22 min. 26 min. 34 min.
WORKING CEO Marketing CEO Marketing CEO
POSITION manager manager
GENDER Male Male Male Male Male

The transcript of each interview has been conducted in the mother tongue immediately after each interview. Later,
the transcripts have been carefully translated into English (Saunders et al., 2016). As recommended by Santos et
al. (2015), the transcription in a single language has facilitated the analysis of the data. Furthermore, the
additional translation technique of forward and back has been used for a double check of the right linguistic
translation even though this has required a fair amount of time.

4. Data Analysis

The fine analysis of the data allowed to interpret accurately the attitude for sport sponsorship of managers of
small and medium businesses, and to understand how the media exposure of TV and newspapers is relevant at
local level. Through data analysis it has been possible to understand not only the managers’ point of view in
relation to sponsorship, but also the consumers’ behaviour towards the sponsored products and brands. The
results were compared with the existing literature in order to develop a better understanding of sports
sponsorship with little visibility (Saunders et al., 2016). To facilitate the analysis, the qualitative data have been
codified following the pattern of the thematic analysis (Saunders et al., 2016). Four categories of people were
identified for coding: the young adults (under 35 years old.) (YP), the olders (over 35 years old) (OP), the
marketing managers (MM) and the CEOs (MD). The elements of each category had themes in common, like
shared opinions on sponsorship, and all the encoded categories were different from each other (Saunders et al.,
2016). The thematic analysis was useful in determining key issues, which combined elements of each category in
a large data set (Saunders et al., 2016). This approach has been useful to understand factors underpinning
sponsor actions and customers’ attitude toward the sponsored brands. Furthermore, the thematic analysis allowed
to move easily between the deductive and the inductive research approach (Saunders et al., 2016). In addition to
the coding of the categories of persons, a table (Table 2) with the main elements found through qualitative
research has been designed.

Table 2. Managers’ sponsorship objectives

Employee involvement Personal preference of owner

impact on sponsorship decisions

Community Goodwill Rising brand awareness

Respondent 1 X X
Respondent 2 X X
Respondent 3 X X
Respondent 4 X X X
Respondent 5 X X

Respondent 6 X X
Respondent 7 X X

Respondent 8 X X
Respondent 9 X X
Respondent 10 X X X
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5. Results
5.1 Respondents’ View of Sponsorship

All the managers interviewed, both the six marketing managers and the four CEOs, have been shown to have in
mind a clear and precise idea of the sponsorship. All the managers, in their statements, have listed the main
features and the benefits from the sponsorship strategy. Sponsorship is considered mostly a great advertising
vehicle to show the public their own brand and try to attract the target audience desired by the companies. It was
also stressed that sponsorship has a dual function: company uses it as a personal advertising method, and as a
means of livelihood for those sport clubs that, without financial assistance, would be destined to disappear. Three
of the ten respondents have referred to the sports sponsorship as a real form of long-term investment. The clear
idea of increasing their brand awareness was emphasized by all participants. The world of sport is commonly
seen as a key element in the fruitful success of the advertising strategy of each company considered. All
respondents have indicated sports as a healthy and natural world, considering it suitable for associating a
company’s image. A subject has particularly emphasized this last concept. A water brand company manager has
issued the following statement at the time of the interview:

“I have always been interested in sponsoring, especially if it is linked to sports. We chose the strategy of
sponsorship because it definitely offers visibility to my brand, but also because I like to think that water is
an indispensable element for athletes, so much that I am even more involved in sponsoring a sport team.”

5.2 The Choice of the Rugby Team

The responses obtained on the selection of rugby as a sport in which to participate with sponsorship were varied
and included issues of various kinds. Almost all the ten respondents considered the theme of the values of this
sport. These have made clear that their will would be to associate the typical values of rugby, such as loyalty,
sacrifice and professionalism, to the sponsoring company’s name. Six respondents said they had practiced rugby,
or had attended the environment at an early age, so they remained emotionally tied to this sport. In questions
concerning the selection of the team to be sponsored, special emphasis has been given to the issue of solidarity
for a local sporting environment that in Italy needs continually economic finances to survive, regardless of the
level played by the team. The managers of companies that deal with food and beverages want to associate the
image of the rugby player to their brands. Eight out of ten respondents said that the choice of the rugby team was
also made for the paucity of the amounts claimed by the sponsorship contract. Talking about the company budget,
the money invested in sports sponsorship does not weigh particularly. Moreover, some of the sponsors do not
just contribute to the sponsorship of the team with sums of money, but they give their contribution even with
technical material and supply of various kinds, so as to further reduce the expenses incurred. The collected
statements from the interview with the CEO of an automobile dealership located near the town of Padua
perfectly combine the concepts of association of the values of rugby with the economic contribution supported:

“We contribute with about 45,000 euro. We are a big name and we can afford it. This expense is the sum of
the cash that we actually give to the team and the cars that our car dealer provides to the players. We care
very much about the figure of the player using our brand inside and outside of the rugby field. We want the
people notice that our players use and move around with our cars.”

In three cases respondents emphasized the emotional involvement of employees in this sport. In these three cases,
managers said that the marketing strategy serves as an incentive to employees who thus are involved in activities
outside the work environment. They implement a sort of team building srategy, which is reflected positively
within the company on other workers.

5.3 The Received Exposure

The analysis of the qualitative research gave an accurate picture of the exposure received by the sponsors of the
Serie A1 championship rugby teams. The managers of the interviewed sponsor companies considered themselves
on average satisfied by the exposure received through the sponsorship of the teams. Despite the media exposure
is very low, the sponsors have shown indifference to this issue, but they showed higher interest in their brand
locally, so without feeling the need to exploit other wide--ranging media, like TV or the national press. Younger
managers have emphasized that currently the media exposure of TV and print is no longer a fundamental way
to reach a wide number of people to show the brand; in fact, they think that now the largest exposure is given in
great part from social networks like Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. The same athletes and fans post photos
and videos on the social networks, giving a considerable brand exposure to the sponsored products and the brand.
In addition respondents emphasized that this form of exposure can reach a specific target / consumer and it is
completely free.
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The placement of sponsor logos on the team jerseys, on the banners in the stadiums, and on the vehicles used by
rugby players, was known to all the sponsors, some of whom have complained, albeit in a delicate manner,
because they have limited space to showcase their own brand. Only one sponsor, which deals with catering, has
clearly stated his discontent of the exposure received, due to the fact that the manager did not find an increase in
brand awareness that he hoped to achieve through sports sponsorship. The same manager said that the budget
invested in the sponsorship was too high (40,000 €) compared to the profit and return obtained. The manager of
the main sponsor of the Verona Rugby team was on average satisfied with the exposure obtained, but he said he
would like to get more; in fact, he proposed initiatives to increase the visibility of the team and, as a result, of
them as sponsors too. Also the sponsor of Tarvisium Rugby team, although satisfied with the exposure of its logo,
has suggested the creation of advertising calendars, photos and videos to increase the visibility of the team name.
The manager of one of the sponsors of the Udine Rugby team, which also deals with catering, lamented the fact
that he has not received the desired exposure due to the lack of positive results of the team during the last serie
Al season. He firmly believes that the exposure is linked to the results of the team.

5.4 Advantage on Competitors and Customers’ Purchaselntention

What has been understood by the qualitative analysis of interviews is that the advantage on competitors and
consumer purchase intentions has remained almost unchanged compared to the period before the adoption of the
sponsorship. In fact, no one person interviewed showed a real advantage over competitors. All managers, except
for two, have made it clear that the real purpose of sponsorship from them was not to take advantage over
competitors. Indeed, their aim was to retain customers by being considered close to the citizens through the
financial support of the rugby team of the city. The manager of the sponsoring company who was more pleased
with the increase in the intention of purchase thanks to the sponsorship of the Rugby Udine team was the
brewery. The manager’s statements were as follows:

“We feel fully satisfied. Our players consume a lot of our product, we consider them faithful to our beer,
and with them we have noticed an increase in our brand--awareness. The rugby fans, which are our main
target, are more likely to buy our beer over another brand, according to our latest market analysis. So, the
strategy of sponsorship definitely works for us.”

5.5 Future Sponsorship

Regardless of the return on investment and profits obtained, most of the sponsors confirmed their intention to
continue the mutually binding cooperation with rugby teams. Some small precautions are going to be taken to
ensure the sponsors more exposure. At the time of the question regarding their future sponsorship, a manager did
not take into account only the growth of its business, but also the growth of rugby in general in Italy, which
according to the interviewee has a continuous need of solidarity of the sponsoring companies to help improve
Italian rugby. Two managers have denied the future relationship with the rugby teams playing the Serie Al
Italian rugby championship because of the failure of the return on investment. One company was in strong doubt
whether to continue their sponsorship. The data onn sales were not yet available at the time of the interview, but
the manager’s feeling about it was not at all positive. Their decision on whether to continue to financially
support the serie Al rugby team or not will depend on the next report of the data.

6. Discussion

Understanding the nature of the relationship between Small and Medium Enterprises and affiliated sports teams
has become a much more clear picture after the analysis of the collected qualitative data. The findings of this
study corroborate the conclusions drawn by Mack (1999) in her empirical research on US small businesses and
their sponsored events. She not only led the studies to verify her concern about the relative costs, but she also
concluded that the marketing objectives, obtainable through sponsorship, are very often a secondary
consideration compared to “invest in the community” (p. 26). According to exploratory research results, it would
almost seem that the majority of companies have added sponsorship to their charitable activities. Respondents
gave the impression that with the help given to the team representative of the city they wanted to show their
positive presence in the local communities. In support of this, the statement of an interviewee was very
explanatory: “.... to finance rugby, our local sport, is always a good thing, and it is even more if you do it for
small but emerging teams. Rugby is very popular in Northern Italy and I think it is crucial to support it and make
it grow as much as possible.”

Looking at the financial viability achieved through sports sponsorship, it seems that this was not the main goal of
the respondents. The financial assistance provided to sports clubs through sponsorship seems to be made as part
of civic responsibility. It is evident from the qualitative research results that media exposure is not the object of
primary interest from sponsors, and that a true sponsor relationship with a real profit is highly unlikely.
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It seems that most of the companies sponsoring the rugby teams playing in the Serie A1 championship do not
aim particularly to evolve to the stage of fully functioning sponsorship. For this reason companies that aspire to
showcase their brand to a wider audience, this type of sponsorship doesn’t seem to be the most suitable. In fact,
without an adequate media exposure, a wide target audience is difficult to reach and, as a consequence, the
process of increasing brand awareness and product sales is affected. In any case, only three of the ten managers
interviewed said they would take advantage of the sports sponsorship as a tool to raise their brand awareness and
to make the investment yield; other entrepreneurs were content just not to lose money.

Another important aspect stressed by several managers in the exploitation of the sponsorship is the involvement
of employees in support of the sponsored team. The enthusiasm generated by cheering for the team also affects
the in—-house work. The genuine commitment of the workers as an important element for the company’s wealth is
also shown by a Canadian survey conducted in 2005 (Conference Board of Canada, 2005). It has shown that
managers believe that the chance of involvement of employees in non-work activities was second in order of
importance, after corporate visibility, in a ranking of sponsorship benefits. Prior to the decision to leverage the
sponsorship as a marketing strategy, the qualitative research found that the will and the entrepreneur’s sport
passion are of paramount importance. Respondents in fact have shown a strong emotional bond with the sport
that influenced their choices more than the consideration of sponsorship benefits. So the attitudes and interests of
entrepreneurs play a key role in the sport’s choice and the team to sponsor. Ultimately, the data suggest a trend
for small businesses to see sponsorship as a philanthropic effort, although some of the profit aspects are still of
interest. Then, it would seem logical to argue that companies use sponsorship as a sense of participation in the
community.

Despite the philanthropic aspect, when companies conceive sponsorship as a true marketing tool, they must
develop a clear sponsorship program regardless of the company size. Despite small and medium--sized
businesses can not rely on the media exposure of the Serie Al rugby teams, they should also identify specific
market objectives. In fact, despite some difficulties due to exposure of the brand, the sponsorship strategy of
smaller teams conceptually works like the one used with top level one. With the advancement of the sponsorship
phases, as shown in Fig. 3, some strategic measures should be taken by the firm, aspiring to the goal of
optimizing the investment even if carried out as a benevolent form for the communities. Without the strategic
measures, managers must be satisfied with the few benefits arising from the first phase corresponding to the
patronage phase (Crush, 2001). It is a fact that small and medium-sized enterprises tend to have a poor strategic
organization, and to use a small number of measurement tools (Coviello, 2000). The consumer feedback and the
evaluation of benefits reached step by step are key elements for the monitoring of the sponsorship, whether done
for profit or as a gesture of charity.

Overall, despite a widespread satisfaction derived from basic benefits and social gratitude, there seems to be only
a little effort to find additional benefits attainable through sponsorship. Emotional managers’ decisions,
combined with a certain level of organisational capabilities, could raise the threshold of the opportunities for
sponsors with a low media exposure. Accordingly, this exploratory research suggests that the media exposure
devoted to the smaller teams, such as those participating in the Series A1l Italian rugby championship, is not an
essential element in the sports sponsorship scene. Other elements such as solidarity and customer loyalty play a
key role in the choice of using sponsorship as a marketing tool. Nevertheless, the local small business managers
should try to make the most of this strategic form of advertising in order to take advantage of a greatest number
of opportunities and benefits.

7. Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

The present research is based on qualitative findings; thus, generalizations to wider contexts are possible but
limited in validity and reliability. The sample included only teams and their sponsors in the north--eastern area of
the country, although the Series Al rugby championship is played throughout all the national territory. The
research took into account only rugby teams, despite the low exposure is a common factor to all sports
considered minor. The samples for the interviews were selected using a non-probabilistic sampling technique, so
the samples may or may not be representative of all the rugby team sponsors of the country. Also, coincidentally,
all respondents were male, so the inclination and the emotional enthusiasm for the rugby may have been greater
than with female managers as rugby is a sport practiced mainly by men (On-rugby.it, 2014). In order to have a
more complete research, future research should include consumers’ points of view. Furthermore, a quantitative
research should be carried out in support of the qualitative findings.
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