Give sponsorship a sporting chance

Inspired play is required to turn a sports sponsorship into a winning campaign 

Vast amounts of money are spent on sponsorship, and it’s easy to see why. Today’s media-savvy customers are often bored by advertising, and impervious to the charms of many of our traditional marketing techniques. But they’re not cynical about sponsorship - it can help the community, or fund events that wouldn’t take place without support from commercial organisations. It can deliver tightly targeted messages to billions of people, and can radically change perceptions of a brand. 

But all too often, the multi-million pound packages turn out to be a poor investment - a recent study by a leading sports promotions agency estimated that for every 6 quid spent on sponsorship, a fiver goes down the drain. For this reason, many major sponsors from Coca-Cola to McDonalds are cutting back or pulling out of sponsorship altogether. But with some hard-headed planning, objective measurement and a dash of creativity, sports sponsorship can pay off.  
To be really effective, a sports sponsorship must be well targeted. Sports events attract huge audiences, but this is irrelevant if much of that audience is not likely to buy your product. Throwing money at the chairman’s favourite hobby should not be an option. 

The sponsorship must have concrete objectives that can be measured. ‘Raising awareness’ is the beginning and not the end of the process and other benefits, such as growing market share or improving brand equity must also be taken into consideration. Sponsorship is not there to do the job of an ad campaign – while advertising informs, sponsorship should do something more. It must be integrated into the rest of the company’s marketing activities and not simply tacked on as an after-thought. Time, as well as money must be invested, and the best sponsorships are those that establish a long-term connection between a brand and an event over a number of years.
The right support is also vital and it’s pointless to blow the budget on the deal, if there is nothing left in the pot for other marketing activities. Some experts would advise that for every pound spent on the contract itself, another should be reserved for maximising the investment. That support must be creative - pinning banners around a stadium is not enough, and a spark of originality is required to make a sponsorship come to life. 
IBM, sponsors of the Wimbledon Lawn Tennis championship, came up with an innovative programme to add value to their deal. The company invested in wireless applications which enabled the public, journalists and photographers to keep up-to-date with the action on the courts. Giant plasma screens at train stations and video screens in taxies carried live feeds of the scores. This conveyed the excitement of the game, while the omnipresent ‘Wimbledon is on’ strapline left viewers in no doubt about who had brightened up their day. Within three weeks of the championships, IBM saw significant and tangible business benefits, justifying the investment in the technology and the marketing campaign. 
To get the most out of a sponsorship it is not enough to sign the cheque and think no more about it. But with a little imagination, a partnership between a sponsor and a sport can be turned into a winning combo.
