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The Role of Brand Knowledge in Determining Sponsorship Effectiveness 

 

Abstract 

 

Using the theoretical framework of consumer-based brand equity, this paper reports findings 

from a cross-sectional survey, measuring the comparative brand-building effectiveness of 

sponsorship for new and established brands.  Results suggest that sponsorship is capable only 

of building awareness for new brands, while for an established brand, sponsorship exposure 

is found to impact positively on brand associations, perceived quality and brand loyalty.  The 

need for an underlying level of brand knowledge for image transfer to occur is proposed, 

suggesting that the brand-building role of sponsorship is one of reinforcement, rather than 

creation.  The findings have practical implications relating to sponsorship selection.   
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Introduction 

 

The past 20 years have seen considerable growth in the use of sponsorship, with Reuters 

(2011) reporting that global sponsorship expenditure totalled $46.6 billion in 2010, up from 

only $2 billion in 1984 (Meenaghan, 1998).  This exponential growth in expenditure, coupled 

with growing pressure to demonstrate return on marketing investment has led to an increased 

focus amongst both academics and practitioners on assessing the effectiveness of sponsorship 

as a marketing communications tool. 

 

One area of sponsorship which has received considerable attention is that of objectives, with 

many studies exploring the evolution of objectives pursued by sponsors.  Brand building 

objectives of awareness (Tomasini et al, 2004) and image (Hartland et al, 2005) are 

frequently cited although there is growing evidence that sponsorship is being used to achieve 

more sophisticated relationship-based goals through the creation of customer ‘experiences’ 

(Cliffe and Motion, 2005).  The evolution of sponsorship objectives from an early notion of 

philanthropy through to the current emphasis on key brand metrics, positions sponsorship 

firmly as a commercially-driven marketing communications tool, as emphasised in this 

definition by IEG (2000, cited in Cornwell et al, 2005:21): 

 

Sponsorship is: ‘a cash and/or in-kind fee paid to a property (typically a sports, 

entertainment, non-profit event or organization) in return for access to the exploitable 

commercial potential associated with that property.’  

 

The objectives pursued by sponsors are increasingly focussed on brand building and 

development and the value added by brands has been a recent growth area in research within 
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marketing (Keller, 2009).  Considerable previous research has looked at the range of 

necessary conditions for brand image transfer to occur in the context of sponsorship, 

focussing particularly on the role of clutter (Cornwell, 2000), involvement (Grohs and 

Reisinger, 2005; Bennett et al, 2009) and fit (Gwinner, 1997; Dees et al, 2010).  While 

previous studies have explored the role played by sponsor prominence (Pham and Johar, 

2001), the investigations have been limited to assessing the effect on awareness.  However, 

there remain considerable gaps in our understanding of the wider role of sponsorship in 

building other elements of brand equity.  As sponsorship expenditures and pressure to 

provide evidence of return on investment both increase, so there is a growing need to further 

understand the wider contribution that can be made by sponsorship to brand development 

goals.   

 

There exists a considerable amount of literature documenting the impact of advertising on 

brand equity (Kim, 2001) and several studies have examined managerial perceptions relating 

to sponsorship, with findings suggesting that managers perceive sponsorship to impact 

positively on brand equity (Cornwell et al, 2001; Henseler et al, 2011).  However, the true 

power of a brand (and thus the source of its equity) lies in what resides in the minds of 

consumers (Keller, 2001; Viosca et al, 2005).  Thus, the need to substantiate findings from 

managerial studies empirically among consumers has been identified by Henseler et al 

(2011).  Therefore, this study builds upon previous work, and in response to Cornwell’s 

(2008) call to assess the effectiveness of sponsorship through the use of theoretical 

frameworks, applies Aaker’s (1991) model of consumer-based brand equity to the case of 

sports sponsorship from a consumer-perspective.   
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Much previous sponsorship research has looked at well-known, established brands such as 

Adidas (Chanavat et al, 2009), and has examined high profile event sponsorships such as the 

Olympic Games (Söderman and Dolles, 2008) and the FIFA World Cup (Nufer and Bühler, 

2010), but there are numerous practical examples of sponsorship being used to launch brands, 

such as Lenovo (Clark, 2006).  The role of brand familiarity has been examined in relation to 

sponsorship (Cornwell et al, 2005; Carrillat et al, 2010); however, studies have provided 

conflicting evidence relating to its impact on consumer response to sponsorship.  Thus, the 

particular focus in this study is to explore the brand building effect of sports sponsorship for a 

new and an established brand.  This study is different in that it assesses the effect of brand 

knowledge on not only brand awareness but also brand associations, perceived quality and 

brand loyalty.  Equally, in a departure from many previous experimental investigations (e.g. 

Johar and Pham, 1999; Pham and Johar, 2001; Washburn and Plank, 2002), this study 

assesses sponsorship effectiveness in live sponsorship settings.  As such, the differential 

effectiveness of sponsorship under conditions of high and low brand knowledge is explored, 

in order to further our understanding of the role played by brand knowledge structures in 

determining sponsorship success.  Therefore, the findings presented here have both 

managerial and academic implications for our understanding of how to maximise the 

effectiveness of sponsorship investment for new and established brands. 

 

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

 

Consumer-based brand equity has been differentially defined as the value added to a product 

by the addition of a brand name (Aaker and Biel, 1993) and the effect of knowing a brand 

name on the response of the consumer to the brand, measured as the extent to which 

consumers are willing to pay more for a certain brand (Kotler, 2003).  Given the complex 
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conceptualisation of brands within the minds of consumers, a multidimensional model of 

consumer-based brand equity was proposed by Aaker (1991:15), who suggested that: 

 

‘Brand equity is a set of brand assets and liabilities linked to a brand, its name and 

symbol, that add to or subtract from the value provided by a product or service to a 

firm and/or that firm’s customer.’ 

 

Within this model, consumer-based brand equity comprises brand awareness, brand 

associations, perceived quality, brand loyalty and other proprietary brand assets.  In an 

alternative conceptualisation, Keller (1993:2) views customer-based brand equity as:  

 

‘the differential effect of brand knowledge on consumer response to the marketing of 

the brand…Customer-based brand equity occurs when the consumer is familiar with 

the brand and holds some favorable, strong, and unique brand associations in 

memory.’ 

 

Brand knowledge is posited to comprise both brand awareness and brand image.  The 

elements of consumer-based brand equity therefore map closely with the commonly pursued 

sponsorship objectives, making it an appropriate theoretical framework within which to 

assess the effectiveness of sponsorship.  Several previous studies have also examined various 

aspects of sponsorship, including brand image transfer and brand personality (Deane et al, 

2003), managerial perceptions of sponsorship effectiveness (Cornwell et al, 2001), and the 

impact of sponsor fit (Henseler et al, 2007) using the theoretical framework of consumer-

based brand equity, thus reinforcing its validity as a conceptual framework within this 

context. 
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Based on the associative network memory model, the conceptualisation of brand equity 

implies a hierarchy with brand awareness preceding the creation of brand image (Keller, 

1993).  Awareness establishes a brand node in memory, to which a range of associations can 

subsequently be connected.   One way of establishing these associations is through brand 

communications, which can impact on brand equity by influencing consumers’ memory 

structures in relation to brands (Anantachart, 2005).  Many types of information can become 

linked in memory to a brand, including images, thoughts, feelings and attitudes.  Strong 

levels of awareness or familiarity with a brand may be necessary for certain of these 

associations to develop (Keller, 2003).  Therefore, if sponsorship is to be effective at building 

brand associations, it is reasonable to assume that the consumer must possess a degree of 

awareness of the brand (Cornwell and Maignan, 1998). 

 

Considerable empirical support exists for the ability of sponsorship to build brand awareness 

(Rines, 2002; Davies et al, 2006; Mason and Cochetel, 2006).  However, Koschler and Merz 

(1995) claim that sponsorship is poor at building awareness and is rather used to push 

existing brand awareness; thus suggesting that, in isolation, sponsorship is not a suitable 

strategy for new brands.  The need to combine marketing communications media is further 

reinforced by McCarthy and Fram (2008) who found that brand salience for a new brand was 

significantly higher when subjects were exposed to advertising and promotional products 

rather than one in isolation.  While a detailed examination of the importance of sponsorship 

leverage (Papadimitriou and Apostolopoulou, 2009) is beyond the scope of this paper, such 

arguments also reinforce the need to support sponsorship with an integrated marketing 

communications programme to maximise effectiveness, particularly for new brands (Micu 
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and Thorson, 2008).  Building upon these previous studies and in line with the associative 

network memory model, the following hypothesis is proposed:  

H1: Exposure to sports sponsorship will have a greater positive impact on brand awareness 

for established brands than for new brands.   

 

As a sponsorship objective, brand awareness is considered by sponsors to be particularly 

important (Lough and Irwin, 2001; Hartland et al, 2005); however, the effectiveness of 

sponsorship is enhanced if brands can go beyond mere awareness, and image transfer can 

occur (Roy and Cornwell, 2004).  The nature of sponsorship as a communications vehicle 

makes the communication of product class associations problematic; however its strength lies 

in its ability to leverage secondary image associations from the sponsored property (Cornwell 

and Maignan, 1998). 

 

Gwinner (1997) developed a model of image transfer in event sponsorship, building on 

McCracken’s (1989) work on meaning transfer in celebrity endorsement.  The model of 

image transfer in sponsorship has since been augmented by Smith (2004) who proposes that 

the degree of image transfer is impacted by both external (sponsorship composition, domain, 

status and duration) and internal (brand knowledge (recall and recognition) and brand image) 

factors.  Therefore, brand knowledge is posited as a necessary prerequisite for sponsoring 

brands wishing to build non-awareness based elements of brand equity.  The advantage of 

brand familiarity has been demonstrated in the context of advertising by Campbell et al 

(2003), who found that that familiarity with a brand had a positive impact on advertising repetition 

effectiveness.  
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An alternative perspective is explored by Carrillat et al (2005), who claim that the formation 

of new brand associations through sponsorship will be greater for less familiar brands, as the 

absence of large volumes of existing associations will result in greater processing of 

sponsorship-related stimuli.  The authors found empirical support for this argument, with 

positive brand attitude change occurring for low familiarity brands, while no effect was found 

for high familiarity brands.  However, this study adopted an experimental methodology, 

using existing brands and events manipulated to represent high and low familiarity 

conditions.  Therefore, whether such effects would persist in real-life sponsorship settings 

remains to be explored. 

 

Studies looking at the impact of sponsor prominence on consumer response to sponsorships 

have found that lesser-known sponsors may not benefit as much as well-known sponsors in 

terms of awareness and image-building benefits (Johar and Pham, 1999; Pham and Johar, 

2001).  Johar and Pham (1999), in experimental studies of sponsor identification, found that 

the market prominence of sponsoring brands may be used as a heuristic by consumers in 

identifying sponsors.  Equally, the prominence bias is more pronounced in cluttered 

sponsorship environments where it is harder for consumers to recall sponsor-event 

associations (Pham and Johar, 2001).  While these experimental studies considered primarily 

the impact on sponsor identification (recall/recognition), prominent brands identified either 

correctly or incorrectly as sponsors, also benefitted in terms of enhanced brand image (Pham 

and Johar, 2001).  It is also acknowledged that brands with a larger number of diverse 

associations are more accessible in memory, thus increasing their likelihood of appearing in 

consumer consideration sets (Hoeffler and Keller, 2003).   
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The fit between sponsor and event is often postulated to impact upon the effectiveness of 

sponsorship (Simmons and Becker-Olsen, 2006; Weeks et al, 2008), with brands 

demonstrating some relatedness to the event more likely to be identified as sponsors (Johar 

and Pham, 1999) and generating a more favourable response from sponsorship (Speed and 

Thompson, 2000).  Equally, sponsorship fit was identified by Martensen et al (2007) as 

crucial for the transfer of values between events and sponsors.  However, the current study, in 

exploring sponsorship effectiveness for new and established brands, does not examine the 

role of sponsor-event fit.  Nonetheless, to further our understanding of how sponsorship 

works, further research in the area of sponsor-event fit is advocated.  

 

While the development of a comprehensive model of how sponsorship works remains 

elusive, considerable academic interest has focussed on how advertising works as a 

communications tool.  Ehrenberg (1974) criticises the strong theory of advertising (Lavidge 

and Steiner, 1961) arguing that the role of advertising is primarily to reinforce what 

consumers know about a brand.  In comparing sponsorship and advertising, Hastings (1984) 

claims that the differences between the two are more a matter of degree than kind.  Hoek et al 

(1999) found higher levels of recall of brands as sponsors by customers than non-customers; 

therefore it is possible that sponsorship may also have a reinforcement role.  Equally, Hoek et 

al (1997) identified that while there were differences in the specific effects, particularly 

concerning awareness and associations, both sponsorship and advertising stimuli evoked 

consumer responses in line with the ATR model.  However, more recent research by 

Chanavat et al (2009) suggests that sponsorship works in line with the hierarchy of effects model. 

 

Numerous studies have explored the relationship between sponsorship and brand image 

change (Gwinner and Eaton, 1999; Nufer and Bühler, 2010), including building a perception 
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of quality (Pope et al, 2009).  The ability of sponsorship to go beyond awareness to impact on 

the higher order elements of brand equity is tested empirically in this study, exploring the 

contribution of sports sponsorship to elements of consumer-based brand equity for a new 

(low brand knowledge) and an established (high brand knowledge) brand.  Consequently, the 

following hypotheses are proposed: 

H2: Exposure to sports sponsorship will have a greater positive impact on brand associations 

for established brands than for new brands.   

H3: Exposure to sports sponsorship will have a greater positive impact on perceived quality 

for established brands than for new brands. 

 

Brand owners increasingly understand the value of customer loyalty and retention (Too et al, 

2001; Helgesen, 2006), and as the only element of brand equity with a direct link to 

behaviour, brand loyalty can be a major driver of sales and profits.  However, the relationship 

between brand loyalty and sponsorship has received little attention, possibly as a result of the 

difficulty in ascribing purchasing behaviours to a single marketing communications tool.  

Nonetheless, some support has been found for sponsorship’s ability to build brand loyalty 

(Levin et al, 2004).  Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed: 

H4: Exposure to sports sponsorship will have a greater positive impact on brand loyalty for 

established brands than for new brands. 

 

Methodology 

 

This study uses a modified version of the Aaker (1996) brand equity measurement tool to 

assess brand equity scores for two sponsors, one new and one established brand.  The study 

adopted a cross-sectional survey methodology to overcome a prominent shortcoming of much 
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previous experimental sponsorship research: the lack of generalizability to live market 

settings.  The collection of data in live sponsorship environments is therefore an important 

contribution of this study as it assesses the effectiveness of sponsorship under the prevailing 

market conditions, rather than the controlled and isolated experimental conditions frequently 

used in previous research.  This study therefore more accurately represents the conditions 

under which consumers receive sponsorship messages, with the associated clutter and other 

elements fighting for consumer attention.   With a growing need among practitioners for 

evidence of sponsorship effectiveness, conducting research under live market conditions 

increases the ecological validity (Gill and Johnson, 2002) of the study, by more accurately 

representing the reality of consumer decision making and sponsorship exposure. 

 

Instrument Development 

 

Data were collected via self-administered questionnaires at two sponsored sporting events 

and via self-administered postal questionnaires among two comparison samples not directly 

exposed to the sponsorship activities.  Evident as a limitation of self-administered 

questionnaires is the potential for social desirability bias, with respondents wishing to present 

themselves in the best light (Fisher, 1993).  This could have resulted in, for example, 

respondents scoring brands more favourably or overstating sponsor recognition.  

Consequently, the use of self-administered questionnaires could potentially have led to 

skewed results by masking true relationships and/or producing spurious relationships 

(Ganster et al, 1983; Phillips, 2009).  However, the use of self-administered questionnaires 

was deemed necessary to facilitate researchers obtaining a larger sample within the time 

constraints of the events.  Equally, respondents were informed that the researcher had no 

connection with the brands and that it was a piece of academic research, in an attempt to 
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minimise any potential for social desirability bias (in the sense of respondents responding 

with what they thought the researcher would want to hear).  The questionnaire was piloted in 

a live sports sponsorship setting in the United Kingdom (n=50).  As a result of the pilot study, 

several questionnaire items were modified in order to speed up completion time, thus 

maximising the number of responses achievable.  The final selection of measures of 

consumer-based brand equity was based upon the judgement of the researcher, balancing the 

need to fully cover all elements while attempting to reduce the time and effort burden of 

completion for respondents.   

 

In line with Aaker’s (1996) measurement tool, the final list of measures under the headings of 

brand awareness, brand associations, perceived quality and brand loyalty is shown below in 

Table 1.  Although presenting a comprehensive suite of brand equity measures, Aaker (1996) 

acknowledges that not all measures will be suitable for all brands, therefore the tool was 

modified accordingly.  The measures used were selected on the basis of suitability/relevance 

for the brands under investigation and ability to effectively capture the key dimensions of 

consumer-based brand equity.  The calculation of a price premium (an indicator of brand 

loyalty) was omitted as it was considered too onerous for respondents to complete in the data 

collection setting.  Similarly, the brand associations element of ‘rich history’ was removed as 

this was not deemed appropriate when investigating a new brand.  Other measures such as 

‘admiration’ (brand associations) and ‘esteem’ (perceived quality) were removed in order to 

reduce the length of the questionnaire, as they were deemed close substitutes of other 

measures such as ‘trust’ (brand associations) and ‘respect’ (perceived quality), while ‘the 

brand is the only one/one of several I buy’ (brand loyalty) was removed as this is less 

relevant in the financial services sector where purchase frequency is lower than, for example, 

FMCG markets.   
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[Place Table 1 about here] 

     

The individual elements of brand associations, perceived quality and brand loyalty were 

measured on a five point scale from ‘totally agree’ to ‘totally disagree’.   In line with Aaker’s 

(1991) conceptualisation of brand equity as being either an asset or a liability, the two values 

indicating degrees of disagreement represented a negative opinion of the brand, while 

positive attitudes were captured by values at the opposite end of the scale.  In the context of 

this study where respondents may have had little experience of the brands in question, it was 

considered pertinent to offer a ‘don’t know/not applicable’ option rather than to force 

respondents into an unrepresentative response.  If many respondents select a ‘don’t know’ 

option, this is not to be viewed as a problem but rather as an interesting finding (Aldridge and 

Levine, 2001), in this case indicative of a lack of brand knowledge.   

 

A decision was made regarding the ordering of ‘neither agree nor disagree’ and ‘don’t 

know/not applicable’ according to the relative level of brand knowledge associated with each 

value.  Therefore, the distinction is made between presence/absence of a brand attitude 

(‘don’t know’ response) and the strength of any attitude held (neutral ‘neither agree nor 

disagree’ attitude implying some degree of brand knowledge).  Consequently, the variables 

for each element of brand equity were scored from -2 (totally disagree) to +3 (totally agree), 

with ‘neither agree nor disagree’ scored as 1 and ‘don’t know/not applicable’ scored as 0.  

The scores for each of the six components were summed to produce overall scores (ranging 

from -12 to +18) for brand associations, perceived quality and brand loyalty for each brand 

respectively.  Brand equity scores for each brand are analysed separately as each brand 
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represents a different baseline level of brand awareness, therefore, combining them would 

conflate the existing differences between the new and established brands. 

 

Internal reliability of measures of brand associations, perceived quality and brand loyalty was 

measured using Cronbach’s alpha.  In the case of each sponsor brand under investigation, 

scores for the groupings of brand associations, perceived quality and brand loyalty exceeded 

the recognised cut-off value of 0.7 (Henerson et al, 1987). 

 

Data Collection 

 

Data were collected at two sponsored elite sports events in the UK, one sponsored by a newly 

launched brand (event sample n = 114, comparison sample n = 280) and one sponsored by an 

established brand (combined event sample n = 206, comparison sample n = 141).  

Comparison sample groups represented a series of convenience samples of individuals not 

present at either event, from the membership list of an organisation known to the author.  The 

group had no connection with any of the sporting events and contained a broad mix of ages 

and genders (demographic data for event-based and comparison samples is displayed below 

in Table 2).  Separate comparison samples were used for each sponsor brand to avoid 

respondent fatigue.  While it is acknowledged that assessing the generalizability of the 

convenience sample to the wider population is not possible (Bryman and Bell, 2003), such a 

sampling approach was necessary in order to gather the required data in the short time frame 

around the events in order to minimise the impact of other marketing communications from 

the sponsoring brands.  Differing sample sizes between event-based and comparison samples 

are a function of differing response rates among comparison sample groups and data 

collection time constraints at the sporting events.  Both sponsor brands operate within the 
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financial services industry and are customer-facing, therefore facilitating comparison between 

the two and reinforcing the suitability of consumer-based brand equity as a measure of brand 

value.  Conducting research in live sponsorship settings inevitably sacrifices control over 

extraneous variables such as exposure to other marketing communications (Gill and Johnson, 

2002); however by administering the questionnaires to event-based and comparison samples 

within the same time period, the researchers attempted to overcome such influences. 

 

Respondents at the events were asked to complete the questionnaires prior to or during breaks 

in play.  The absence of a pre-existing sampling frame resulted in the event-based researchers 

using convenience sampling in order to maximise the number of responses.  The 

demographic profiles of respondents seemed to match the demographic profiles of event 

attendees, therefore it is reasonable to assume that the two samples are broadly representative 

of the populations attending the events under investigation.    

 

Results 

 

Demographic Data 

 

Table 2 outlines the demographic profile of respondents at the events and in the comparison 

groups, including, where marked, significant differences between sample groups on such 

variables.  In comparing event-based and comparison sample groups it is not possible to 

know if the groups differ on any meaningful variables other than sponsorship exposure 

(Black, 1999).  However, such a trade off (as a result of no pre-existing sampling frames) is 

necessary if data is to be gathered in live sponsorship environments to more accurately reflect 

prevailing sponsorship market conditions. 
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[Place Table 2 about here] 

 

New Brand Sponsor 

 

Among event-based respondents, top-of-mind sponsorship awareness (i.e. first named 

sponsor) was 16.5%, with aided sponsor recognition of 41.7%.  Therefore, the link between 

the sponsor and the event is moderately strong, although over half of respondents present at 

the event were unable to recognise the brand as a sponsor. 

 

For the new brand sponsor, brand awareness among the event-based sample (51.3%) was 

significantly higher than among the comparison sample (5.0%) (χ2 (1) = 116.016, p = 0.000).  

Therefore, for a new brand, sponsorship exposure appears to be impacting considerably upon 

brand awareness, which, as discussed above, is a prerequisite for the development of further 

brand associations.  As only 5% of the comparison sample had heard of the brand, the sample 

size for subsequent questions is severely limited (n=14).  Therefore, caution must be 

exercised when interpreting these results. 

 

Perhaps the most basic association to a brand will be the product category in which the brand 

operates.  For the new brand sponsor, 76.9% of event-based respondents aware of the brand 

cited a product association of financial services.  Among those aware of the brand in the 

comparison sample, this figure was 38.5%.  Therefore, for a new brand there is evidence that 

sports sponsorship can communicate some product category associations.  Interestingly, 

among those aware of the brand in the comparison sample, the first association with the brand 

was cited as sports sponsorship by 46.2% of respondents.  Therefore, it appears that for 
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sponsorship to communicate product associations, a deeper level of involvement (i.e. direct 

exposure at the event) is required. 

    

As shown in Table 3, there was no significant difference in mean scores for brand 

associations (t = 0.124, p = 0.899), perceived quality (t = 0.747, p = 0.465) or brand loyalty (t 

= 1.000, p = 0.338) between those exposed and those not exposed to the sponsorship activity.  

Therefore, in the case of the new brand sponsor, no positive impact is found on brand 

associations, perceived quality or brand loyalty as a result of exposure to sports sponsorship.  

Among both event-based and comparison sample respondents, responses clustered in the 

‘don’t know/not applicable’ category, indicating a lack of brand knowledge among both those 

exposed and those not exposed to the sponsorship.  Table 4 shows the mean scores for the 

new brand sponsor on each individual element of brand associations, perceived quality and 

brand loyalty for the event-based and the comparison samples.  The only dimension on which 

those exposed to sponsorship scored significantly higher than those not exposed was 

comparison with competitors (t = 2.647, p = 0.016).  However, both mean scores are below 1 

(neither agree nor disagree), showing that while the difference is statistically significant, in 

terms of contribution to perceived quality, the effect is negligible. 

 

[Place Table 3 about here] 

 

[Place Table 4 about here] 

 

In order to fully explore the impact of brand knowledge on consumer response to 

sponsorship, comparison was made between the brand equity scores among those in the 

comparison sample who were aware of some sponsorship activity by the brand and those who 
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had heard of the brand but were not aware of any sponsorship activities.  78.6% of those 

respondents in the comparison sample who were aware of the brand were aware of some 

sponsorship activity by the brand.  The mean scores for brand associations (t = 0.195, p = 

0.862), perceived quality (t = 0.386, p = 0.735) and brand loyalty (t = 0.526, p = 0.688) were 

higher for those aware of sponsorship activity, but these differences were not found to be 

significant.  Therefore, as with those directly exposed to sponsorship at the event, there is no 

evidence for sponsorship’s ability to go beyond mere awareness for a new brand.  

 

Established Brand Sponsor 

 

For the established brand sponsor, among event-based respondents, top-of-mind sponsor 

recall was 78.2%, with aided sponsor recognition of 92.2%.  Therefore, there exists a strong 

link between the sponsor and the event.  Extending from sponsorship awareness, brand 

awareness for the established brand sponsor was 98.5% among the event-based sample and 

97.9% in the comparison sample.  This sponsor represents a very well-known brand within 

the financial services industry and as such the level of brand knowledge for the established 

brand sponsor is much greater than that for the new brand sponsor.  Unsurprisingly, given the 

high levels of brand awareness, no significant difference was found between the scores of 

those exposed and those not exposed to sponsorship (χ2 (1) = 0.222, p = 0.637).  When 

considering this along with the results obtained for the new brand sponsor, no support was 

found for hypothesis H1, as the greater impact on brand awareness was found for the new 

brand. 
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For the established brand sponsor, 94.2% of those exposed to the sponsorship correctly 

identified the brand with financial services.  Within the comparison sample, this figure was 

93.6%.  Therefore, the brand possesses strong product category associations. 

 

As shown in Table 5, those exposed to sponsorship at the event scored significantly higher on 

brand associations (t = 4.061, p = 0.000), perceived quality (t = 2.426, p = 0.016) and brand 

loyalty (t = 2.972, p = 0.003) than those in the comparison sample.  Therefore, the results 

suggest that sports sponsorship had a positive impact on brand associations, perceived quality 

and brand loyalty for the established brand but not for the new brand; thus support is found 

for hypotheses H2, H3 and H4.     

 

[Place Table 5 about here] 

 

Table 6 shows the mean scores for the event-based and comparison samples on the individual 

elements of brand associations, perceived quality and brand loyalty.  In terms of brand 

associations, those exposed to sponsorship scored significantly higher on reason to purchase 

(t = 2.874, p = 0.004), differentiation (t = 2.190, p = 0.029), distinctive personality (t = 3.319, 

p = 0.001), value for money (t = 2.201, p = 0.028) and user image (t = 4.310, p = 0.000).  

Significantly higher scores were found among those exposed to the sponsorship on the 

perceived quality dimensions of leadership (t = 2.942, p = 0.004), growing in popularity (t = 

3.171, p = 0.002) and innovation (t = 2.309, p = 0.022), and the brand loyalty elements of 

expressed loyalty (t = 3.740, p = 0.000) and purchase intention (t = 3.094, p = 0.002).  A 

significant difference was also found on the dimension of willingness to pay a higher price (t 

= 3.746, p = 0.000), but the mean scores of both sample groups were negative, indicating a 
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general lack of willingness to pay a price premium.  Therefore, while this difference is 

statistically significant, it is not meaningful in terms of building brand loyalty. 

 

[Place Table 6 about here] 

 

Within the comparison sample, 8.4% respondents who were aware of the brand were aware 

of some sponsorship activity by the established brand sponsor.  The mean scores on brand 

associations (t = 1.270, p = 0.207), perceived quality (t = 1.060, p = 0.292) and brand loyalty 

(t = 0.316, p = 0.753) were higher for those aware of sponsorship activity, but these 

differences were not found to be statistically significant.  Therefore, while exposure to 

sponsorship stimuli at an event can contribute to higher levels of consumer-based brand 

equity, there is no evidence that mere knowledge of sponsorship activity has a similar effect 

for an established brand.      

 

 

Discussion 

 

Brand Awareness 

 

The above results suggest that sponsorship can be a driver of brand awareness for new 

brands. Building brand awareness is particularly important for new brands (Farr, 1999; 

Franzen and Bouwman, 2001) as it is a prerequisite for developing further brand associations 

(Keller, 2003).  There was no significant impact on brand awareness for the established 

brand, however, in line with Koschler and Merz’s (1995) contention, the high level of brand 

awareness for the established brand sponsor among the event-based sample suggests that for 
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established brands, sponsorship may serve a reinforcement role.  Therefore, in this case no 

support was found for hypothesis H1.   

 

The Role of Prior Brand Knowledge 

 

In addition to building brand awareness, there is evidence that sponsorship contributed to the 

development of product category associations for the new brand.  These findings therefore 

contradict the views of Ukman (2004), who claimed that sponsorship is poor at 

communicating product class associations.  However, while there was a general increase in 

association with the broad product category of financial services, the only specific product to 

be mentioned by respondents at the event was insurance, which is just one of many products 

offered by the new brand.  Therefore, the brand knowledge being created is at a very general 

level and as such there is a lack of detailed brand familiarity.  As Keller (2001) suggests, 

unless identification of the brand with a specific product class or consumer need has been 

established, brand meaning (i.e. higher order elements of brand equity) cannot be developed.    

 

The development of product category associations, however, was limited to those directly 

exposed to the new brand’s sponsorship at the event.  Among the comparison sample aware 

of the brand, the most cited association was sports sponsorship.  This, therefore, has 

implications for the use of sponsorship as a vehicle for reaching target markets through the 

medium of television; these results suggest that mediated consumers achieve only brand 

name visibility.  As the comparison sample for this brand was so small, an investigation into 

the comparative effectiveness of sponsorship among live and mediated consumers should 

become a future research priority. 
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Beyond general product category associations, sponsorship appeared to have no discernible 

impact on consumer-based brand equity for the new brand.  Aaker (2002) uses the analogy of 

brands as mental billboards, with the relative size of the billboard representing the level of 

brand knowledge.  Similarly, using the associative network memory model, Keller (1993) 

posits that brands form a node within memory, to which additional pieces of information can 

be added.  Unlike the established brand, as a new brand, consumers do not have a base level 

of brand knowledge of the new brand sponsor; therefore the brand node may not be strong 

enough for subsequent abstract linkages to attach to.  The established brand sponsor had an 

existing stock of brand knowledge among consumers due to its time in market and also the 

significant additional promotional activities undertaken in addition to sponsorship.   

 

At the time of this research, sponsorship was the primary communications vehicle used by 

the new brand sponsor, and at the event in question, there was little evidence of leverage 

activities beyond on-site signage.  Skildum-Reid (2003) questions the marketing return of 

sponsorship when sponsors simply place a logo in front of consumers.  Ehrenberg (1974) 

suggests that advertising is used primarily to reinforce what consumers already know about a 

brand and the evidence presented in this paper suggests that sponsorship may have a similar 

function.  For the established brand, sponsorship had a discernible impact upon consumer-

based brand equity, building upon and augmenting the existing brand associations held in 

memory.  As a new brand and with an absence of supporting communications materials, the 

new brand sponsor did not appear to have this stock of existing brand knowledge upon which 

to build; as such support was found for hypothesis H2.  As with most communications 

activities, sponsorship is just one of a range of sources of information used by consumers in 

brand image formation (Fenton, 2005).  Therefore, these results suggest the role of 

sponsorship may be weak in terms of forging new brand associations under conditions of low 
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brand knowledge where the brand node is itself not sufficiently developed to facilitate the 

addition of image-based associations.   

 

In the case of established brands using sponsorship within an integrated marketing 

communications programme, there is evidence that sponsorship can aid the development of 

such associations as a strong brand node exists in consumers’ memories.  As such, the 

established brand, with its existing stock of brand equity is able to benefit from greater 

marketing communications effectiveness (Keller and Hoeffler, 2003; Viosca et al, 2005) in 

terms of the impact of its sponsorship on brand associations.  This contention has 

considerable implications for the selection of appropriate sponsorship opportunities.  

However, the evidence presented here is limited to two brands; therefore a proposed area for 

future research is to further explore the relationship between existing brand knowledge and 

consumer response to sponsorship, to test the strength of impact sponsorship can have, 

particularly for new brands.     

 

The findings for brand associations were replicated for the other dimensions of brand equity: 

perceived quality and brand loyalty.  Thus, support was found for hypotheses H3 and H4.  

Again, the evidence presented here implies that in order to build higher-order elements of 

consumer-based brand equity, brands need to have strong existing node structures in 

consumer memory to facilitate additional sponsorship-related linkages. 

 

Limitations and Future Research  

 

Unlike many investigations into sponsorship effectiveness, this study adopted a cross-

sectional survey methodology in real-life sports sponsorship settings.  Therefore, a trade-off 
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was made between strict control of extraneous variables and the ability to capture 

sponsorship effectiveness in a real market context.  As such, it is difficult to entirely isolate 

the impact of sponsorship.  However, as the findings of this study illustrate, sponsorship does 

not and should not exist in isolation; therefore true measures of its effectiveness need to take 

into account the prevailing competitive arena in which sponsors operate.  This study took a 

snapshot view of brand equity at one moment in time; therefore an interesting avenue for 

future research, to address this limitation, would be to conduct a longitudinal study, 

particularly focussed on assessing the evolving contribution of sponsorship over the life of 

newly launched brands.  Equally, a longitudinal study exploring the carry over effects of 

sponsorship for both new and established brands would further enhance our understanding of 

the long-term brand-building role of sponsorship. 

 

Conducting research in live event settings meant that no pre-existing sampling frame existed 

and as such convenience samples were used at both sponsored events.  This decision was 

made in order to maximise responses in a time- and resource-constrained data collection 

environment.  Therefore, it is not possible to generalise these findings beyond the specific 

contexts discussed here.  As such, this study should be replicated across a range of 

sponsorship settings and sponsor product categories to examine whether the results persist.  

Equally, the differences in demographic profiles between event-based and comparison 

samples, particularly for the new brand sponsor, represent a limitation of this study.  While it 

is acknowledged that demographic variables are likely to impact on prior brand exposure, for 

the new brand sponsor, brand awareness was low amongst both sample groups, indicating a 

generalised lack of prior exposure to the brand.  However, an area for future research is to 

replicate the study for a new brand with matched samples to explore if demographic factors 

impact upon the results obtained. 
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The comparison between a new and established brand led to a situation whereby the level of 

awareness of the new brand among the comparison sample was particularly low.  Therefore, 

the sample size was severely limited, thus compromising some of the data analysis and 

possibly influencing the lack of significant differences in brand equity scores for the new 

brand (Black, 1999).  The size of samples is thus acknowledged as a limitation of this study, 

largely driven by the time-constrained data collection environments at sporting events, 

combined with the low brand familiarity condition for one sponsor brand.  Several previous 

studies have adopted an experimental methodology in order to create conditions of low brand 

familiarity (Phelps and Thorson, 1991), which overcomes the problem of small sample sizes.  

As discussed above, there is a trade-off between experimental and survey-based 

methodologies in terms of ecological validity and it is thus recommended that a similar study 

be conducted under experimental conditions to explore whether the results persist with larger 

sample sizes.   

 

A final area for future research is in exploring the nature of how sponsorship works.  Hoek et 

al (1997) contrasted the effects of sponsorship and advertising; therefore with the above 

contention that sponsorship appears to be more powerful at reinforcing brand associations for 

existing brands than at forging associations for new brands, further investigation is warranted 

into the applicability of advertising models, such as ATR, to the context of sponsorship.  

Within the topic of how sponsorship works, as discussed above, many variables such as 

sponsor-event fit, involvement and clutter have been proposed as playing a moderating role in 

sponsorship recall/recognition and image transfer.  Similarly, this paper has explored the role 

of sponsorship for new and established brands, but in line with the work of Johar and Pham 

(1999), further inquiry into the impact of market share or prominence on sponsorship’s brand 
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building role is recommended.  While out of the scope of this paper, an extension of this 

study to model the effects of such variables would contribute to the development of a more 

comprehensive model of how sponsorship works.  

 

Conclusion        

 

Supporting the views of Johar and Pham (1999) and Pham and Johar (2001), this study found 

that, in terms of building consumer-based brand equity, lesser known brands benefit 

significantly less than established brands from engaging in sports sponsorship.  While 

sponsorship exposure was found to contribute to greater brand awareness for a new brand, 

this effect did not carry over to higher order elements of consumer-based brand equity.  

However, for an established brand, sponsorship was found to contribute to higher scores on 

brand associations, perceived quality and brand loyalty.  Carrillat et al (2005) posited that the 

transfer of associations to sponsors would be greater for new brands, suggesting that 

consumers would engage in greater processing of information in the absence of large 

amounts of existing brand knowledge.  However, the findings of this study suggest that an 

existing level of brand knowledge is required before the transfer of intangible associations 

from sponsored property to sponsor can take place. 

 

Roy and Cornwell (2004) suggest that high existing brand equity and market prominence can 

make it easier for consumers to perceive a link between sponsor and event, which is a 

prerequisite for image transfer.  The positive impact of sponsorship on the established brand 

in this study suggests that it is the existing level of brand equity which influences the brand-

building power of sponsorship.  As such, the role of sponsorship appears to be more one of 

reinforcement than of creating new brand associations.  The findings from this study present 
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clear implications for sponsors in terms of correctly selecting and activating sponsorships 

according to existing levels of brand knowledge.  In assessing the differential effectiveness of 

sponsorship under conditions of high and low brand knowledge and in real-life sponsorship 

settings, this study has built upon our existing understanding of how sponsorship works, 

proposing a reinforcement function as the primary role of sponsorship.  Further research to 

test this proposition across a wider range of sponsorship settings is therefore recommended in 

order to continue to develop our understanding of how sponsorship works.     
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Table 1: Consumer-Based Brand Equity Variables (Question wording) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Brand Awareness Brand Associations Perceived Quality Brand Loyalty 

Brand recognition: Have you 
heard of [Brand] 

 I trust [Sponsor] [Sponsor] is of high quality I feel loyal to [Sponsor] 

Product associations: What 
specific products/services do 
you associate with [Brand]? 

There are definite reasons to buy 
products/services from [Sponsor] 
rather than other providers 

Compared to other brands of 
financial services, [Sponsor] is [5 
point scale from ‘the best’ to ‘the 
worst’ plus ‘don’t know’ option] 

I was satisfied with [Sponsor] the 
last time I purchased a product or 
service from the company 

Brand opinion: I have an 
opinion about [Brand] 

[Sponsor] is different from other 
brands of financial services 

[Sponsor] is a leader in financial 
services 

I intend to purchase 
products/services from [Sponsor] 
in the future 

 The [Sponsor] brand has a 
distinctive personality 

[Sponsor] is a brand that is growing 
in popularity 

I would recommend [Sponsor] to 
my friends and family 

 [Sponsor] offers worse value for 
money than other brands 

[Sponsor] offers innovative products 
and services 

When I am looking for a financial 
services provider, I will consider 
[Sponsor] 

 I have a clear image of the type of 
person who would use [Sponsor’s] 
products/services 

[Sponsor] is a brand I respect I would be willing to pay a higher 
price for [Sponsor] 
products/services over other 
competing brands 

Cronbach’s α New brand sponsor: 0.90 
Established brand sponsor: 0.77 

New brand sponsor: 0.91 
Established brand sponsor : 0.84 

New brand sponsor: 0.86 
Established brand sponsor : 0.79 
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Table 2: Demographic Data 
 
 New Brand Sponsorship 

 

Established Brand Sponsorship 

 Event-based sample (%) Comparison sample (%) Event-based sample (%) Comparison sample (%) 

Gender n=114 n= 280 n= 205 n= 141 

Male 45.6 55.4 50.7 61.7 
Female 54.4 44.6 49.3 38.3 
 χ2 (1) = 3.084, p < 0.10  χ2 (1) = 4.066, p < 0.05* 
Age n= 114 n= 280 n= 205 n= 141 

18-24 0.0 10.0 8.8 15.6 
25-34 0.0 9.3 20.0 9.9 
35-44 2.6 19.3 22.4 15.6 
45-54 1.8 27.9 17.6 33.3 
55-64 30.7 19.3 22.9 18.4 
65+ 64.9 14.3 8.3 7.1 
 χ2 (5) = 141.143, p < 0.05* χ2 (5) = 20.295, p < 0.05* 
Income n= 55 n= 242 n= 168 n= 114 

Less than £10000 16.4 6.2 8.9 6.1 
£10001-£20000 30.9 12.4 14.3 11.4 
£20001-£30000 21.8 21.5 20.8 19.3 
£30001-£40000 16.4 17.8 24.4 12.3 
£40001-£50000 9.1 12.8 12.5 14.0 
More than £50001 5.5 29.3 19.0 36.8 
 χ2 (5) = 26.261, p < 0.05*  χ2 (5) = 14.622, p < 0.05* 
*significant at p < 0.05 
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Table 3: Mean Brand Equity Dimensions Scores (New Brand Sponsor) 
 
Sample 

Group 

Brand Associations Perceived Quality Brand Loyalty 

Event 1.33  (n=103) 1.22  (n=102) 0.84  (n=104) 
Comparison 1.21  (n=14) 0.64  (n=14) -0.33  (n=12) 
 t = 0.12, p = 0.90 t = 0.75, p = 0.47 t = 1.00, p = 0.34 
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Table 4: Mean Individual Brand Equity Element Scores (New Brand Sponsor) 
 
Attribute Event-based sample Comparison sample  
Brand Associations 

Trust 0.34  (n=108) 0.21  (n=14) t = 0.75, p = 0.47 
Differentiation 0.25  (n=110) 0.50  (n=14) t = -1.20, p = 0.25 
Reasons to purchase 0.19  (n=109) 0.21  (n=14) t = -0.09, p = 0.93 
Distinctive personality 0.25  (n=109) 0.21  (n=14) t = 0.14, p = 0.89 
Value for money** 0.18  (n=111) 0.00  (n=14) t = 0.94, p = 0.36 
User image 0.24  (n=111) 0.07  (n=14) t = 0.98, p = 0.34 
Perceived Quality 

High quality 0.36  (n=110) 0.21  (n=14) t = 0.60, p = 0.56 
Respect 0.32  (n=110) 0.21  (n=14) t = 0.41, p = 0.69 
Leadership 0.27  (n=108) -0.14  (n=14) t = 1.91, p = 0.08 
Growing in popularity 0.30  (n=110) 0.36  (n=14) t = -0.31, p = 0.76 
Innovation 0.18  (n=111) 0.00  (n=14) t = 1.14, p = 0.27 
Comparison with competitors 0.27  (n=108) -0.14  (n=14) t = 2.65, p = 0.02* 
Brand Loyalty 

Expressed loyalty 0.22  (n=110) -0.08  (n=13) t = 1.19, p = 0.26 
Satisfaction with previous purchase 0.10  (n=108) 0.14  (n=14) t = -0.28, p = 0.79 
Recommendation to friends/family 0.23  (n=106) 0.00  (n=13) t = 0.97, p = 0.35 
Purchase intention 0.21  (n=112) -0.07  (n=14) t = 1.06, p = 0.31 
Willingness to pay price premium 0.14  (n=111) -0.36  (n=14) t = 1.58, p = 0.14 
Consideration 0.22  (n=110) -0.07  (n=14) t = 0.84, p = 0.42 
*significant at p < 0.05 
** Reverse scored to reflect negative wording of statement 
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Table 5: Mean Brand Equity Dimensions Scores (Established Brand Sponsor) 
 
Sample 

Group 

Brand Associations Perceived Quality Brand Loyalty 

Event 5.75  (n=194) 7.31  (n=191) 4.85  (n=196) 
Comparison 4.00  (n=133) 6.26  (n=136) 3.36  (n=136) 
 t = 4.06, p = 0.00* t = 2.43, p = 0.02* t = 2.97, p = 0.00* 
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Table 6: Mean Individual Brand Equity Element Scores (Established Brand Sponsor) 
 

Attribute Event-based sample Comparison sample  
Brand Associations 

Trust 1.13  (n=203) 1.30  (n=138) t = 0.08, p = 0.93 
Differentiation 0.69  (n=199) 0.38  (n=136) t = 2.87, p = 0.00* 
Reasons to purchase 0.86  (n=202) 0.61  (n=137) t = 2.19, p = 0.03* 
Distinctive personality 1.12  (n=200) 0.74  (n=137) t = 3.32, p = 0.00* 
Value for money** 1.00  (n=202) 0.79  (n=136) t = 2.20, p = 0.03* 
User image 0.73  (n=201) 0.25  (n=138) t = 4.31, p = 0.00* 
Perceived Quality 

High quality 1.44  (n=202) 1.48  (n=138) t = -0.39, p = 0.70 
Respect 1.42   (n=202) 1.41  (n=138) t = 0.10, p = 0.92 
Leadership 1.23  (n=199) 0.90  (n=137) t = 2.94, p = 0.00* 
Growing in popularity 1.12  (n=201) 0.84  (n=137) t = 3.17, p = 0.00* 
Innovation 0.90  (n=2010 0.70  (n=138) t = 2.31, p = 0.02* 
Comparison with competitors 1.10  (n=198) 0.94  (n=137) t = 1.66, p = 0.10 
Brand Loyalty 

Expressed loyalty 0.70  (n=200) 0.21  (n=138) t = 3.74, p = 0.00* 
Satisfaction with previous purchase 1.11  (n=200) 1.19  (n=137) t = -0.71, p = 0.48 
Recommendation to friends/family 0.92  (n=201) 0.83  (n=137) t = 0.72, p = 0.47 
Purchase intention 0.82  (n=201) 0.46  (n=138) t = 3.09, p = 0.00* 
Willingness to pay price premium -0.18  (n=201) -0.66  (n=137) t = 3.75, p = 0.00* 
Consideration 1.47  (n=202) 1.33  (n=138) T = 1.20, p = 0.23 

*significant at p < 0.05 
** Reverse scored to reflect negative wording of statement 


