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Abstract 
Supporters and spectators of sports club matches are often exposed to advertising of sponsors 

of the respective club. The most common exposure is to billboard ads, such as, e.g. LED screens 

on the side of the football pitch, the logo of sponsors embedded in the ice of an ice hockey rink 

or the logo of the sponsor on the athletes' jerseys. However, exposure does not mean engage-

ment and engagement is what sponsors seek as it can increase the purchase intention of the 

supporters and spectators engaging with the company. With classical sponsorship approaches, 

it is hard to measure the number of supporters that actually engage with and eventually pur-

chase from the sponsoring companies. Furthermore, the engagement approach that companies 

choose besides classical offline sponsorship is limited to occasional news updates or - at the 

most - highlights of matches. Therefore, the distance between sponsors and supporters is per-

ceived as very wide by the latter. Digital communication channels and especially social media 

generally poses a good way to engage with supporters, but many companies fail to implement 

a strategic approach to social media communication.  
 

This study is aimed at analysing sports sponsorship in the light of digitalisation and wants to 

contribute to the scarce literature in the field. Sponsorship is a generally widely investigated 

and researched topic, and so is digital marketing. In current literature, these topics rarely appear 

closely linked to each other. Although many companies recognise the importance of digital 

communication tools for their sponsorship agreements, many fail to integrate it properly. Also, 

sports clubs often neglect the strategic implementation of digital communication. To fill this 

research gap, the study at hand wants to answer the following research question. 
 

“How is sports sponsorship effectiveness enhanced by the use of digital communication chan-

nels and by restructuring the relationships among all three stakeholders within the respective 

agreement?” 
 

An exploratory mixed methods study, which includes 115 questionnaire respondents as well as 

six expert interviews, was conducted to address this research question as well as the novelty of 

the research topic. The research was undertaken with a focus on Swedish football and ice 

hockey teams in professional divisions as well as their sponsors. The study yielded several 

results which contribute to the literature and show relevance for practice. Firstly, the study 

showed that all the stakeholders lack the knowledge of the aspiration of each other as well as 

structured communication strategies in digital channels. Secondly, the communication between 

clubs and sponsors is insufficient, and wishes, ideas and assumptions concerning a sponsorship 

agreement remain hidden to the other parties. Thirdly, the clubs, as well as the sponsors, fail to 

integrate the supporters' wishes and needs into the sponsorship approach, which impedes the 

effectiveness and the success of this agreement. Fourthly, clubs and sponsors fail to implement 

precise indicators for the success of a sponsorship deal.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Problem Background 

Over time, sport has become a major part of society in most countries around the world and 

across many different demographic groups. Furthermore, sport manages to create and retain 

profitable customers within these diverse demographic groups and has hence been identified 

as a profitable platform for marketing activities (Westberg et al., 2016, p. 28). Especially spon-

sorship in sport related contexts is - by now - a widely used approach for brand building pur-

poses thus utilising the platform set by sport. This poses a shift as sponsorship used to have a 

philanthropic connotation (Donlan, 2016, p. 7). 

 

In modern days, sponsorship is usually linked to high investments and a long-term commitment 

in order to fully leverage the potential of the sponsorship contract at hand. These investments 

are used for different advertising purposes, e.g. LED screens on the side of the football pitch, 

the logo of sponsors embedded in the ice of an ice hockey rink or most commonly the logo of 

the sponsor on the athletes’ jerseys. This does not encourage engagement with the respective 

brands and sponsors but - at best - only perception. At the end of the sponsored sports event - 

and with that the end of the exposure to sponsor ads - the sponsoring brand is unlikely to be 

recalled properly. The respective sponsor(s) thus have difficulties tracking those spectators that 

actually engage with a brand after being exposed to their sponsored ads. This yields the ques-

tion why sponsorship is so attractive for many companies and linked to that, how sponsorship 

effectiveness is measured and assessed (Backhaus et. al., 2013,  p. 4; 19). Brand equity is 

named one of the frameworks to measure and assess the effectiveness of sponsorship agree-

ments. Yet, the understanding of the impact of sponsorship on brand equity elements is scarce. 

Hence, the understanding of sponsorship effectiveness - or more precisely the measurement of 

the effectiveness of sponsorship agreements remains to be poor (Donlan, 2016, p. 7).  

 

Westberg et. Al. (2016) pose that the potential of sport as a marketing platform can be enhanced 

and better utilised with the help of digital marketing tools, especially social media marketing. 

Because of the interactive and collaborative nature of social media and general digital market-

ing tools, brands can create a deeper bond between the users and them. This enables the brands 

to integrate themselves into the lives of consumers and become a crucial part. (Westberg et. 

Al., 2016, p. 28; 33). Yet, the full potential of social media has not been fully scooped by 

sponsoring companies. The 2012 Olympics in London - as one of the first major sport events 

accompanied by social media engagement - pose a large-scale example of this fact. Despite a 

lot of brand-related online content, many sponsors used social media, in this case Twitter, only 

as a one-way communication tool. As only one of many examples, this approach inhibits sup-

porters and spectators of sports events to fully engage with the sponsored brand or consume 

brand-related social media content (Gillooly et al., 2017, p. 306). Although many supporters 

and spectators, especially digital natives (born after the 1980s), engage with friends and brands 

in social media (Ahn, Jung, 2016, p. 1237), many companies fail to leverage the potential of 

their social media activities and with that, also fail to make their sponsorship efforts more ef-

fective. 

 

Another crucial part of sponsorship itself deals with the relationships between sponsors and the 

sponsored entity. During the negotiation process as well as the time of the sponsorship deal in 

the end, the relationship between the parties involved play a crucial role, especially when it 
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comes to the generation of messages on a mass-communicative level. These relationships how-

ever are a rather scarcely researched part of the sponsorship literature, according to Olkkonen 

(2001, p. 310). Despite the fact that Olkkonen’s statement is almost eighteen years old, we will 

show in the following chapter (1.2 Knowledge Gap) that it is still valid. 

 

Summarising, the essential parts of the problem at centre of the thesis are the imbalance be-

tween sponsorship investment and measurement of effectiveness, the lack of implementation 

of digital marketing channels as well as the neglection of sponsorship relationships as a crucial 

factor for sponsorship agreements. We believe that these problems can be tackled at once if 

they are combined and simultaneously solved. 

1.2 Knowledge Gap 

The central knowledge gap this work want to fill is a lack of understanding of how sports 

sponsorship effectiveness is influenced by digital marketing, especially by the rise of social 

media marketing. In line with that, a lack of understanding has been identified with regard to 

the relationships - among the stakeholders involved, namely sponsor, sports team and support-

ers - within a sponsorship agreement (Olkkonen, 2001, p. 310). Despite the fact that this 

knowledge gap has been identified eighteen years, we believe that it is still relevant today, 

especially in the light of social media marketing (Agrawal et al., 2018, P. 342). This work 

focuses on sports sponsorship in a team related context with several different clubs from ice 

hockey and football as there is a call in literature for sports sponsorship research outside of 

sports event sponsorship - and especially within team sponsorship contexts (Donlan, 2014, p. 

21). It has to be mentioned that the presented research gap is formulated from a combination 

of understanding the current environment of the research field as it is not clearly stated in cur-

rent research. As this is an exploratory study, the topic is not yet researched. In the following, 

we will show how the central knowledge gap for this work is derived.  

 

At the beginning of the current millennium, research in sports sponsorship was focused on the 

sponsoring company and hence had a very managerial approach. Especially the link between 

sports sponsorship and marketing was almost non-existent (Olkkonen, Tikkanen, Alajout-

sijärvi, 2000, P. 13). In the current literature, sports sponsorship and its effectiveness have been 

widely researched from a consumer behaviour point of view. Yet, this approach has not yielded 

a sufficient explanation of the underlying dynamics in sponsorship agreements. Herrmann, Ka-

cha and Derbaix (2016) for instance examined sponsorship with the help of social identity 

theory or more precisely consumers’ affiliation. They state that there is a lack of understanding 

of how consumers’ affiliation can induce behaviours such as purchasing sponsored products 

(Herrmann, Kacha, Derbaix, 2016, p. 604). Besides that, purchase intentions have been exam-

ined as measurement for sponsorship effectiveness. Generally, purchase intentions are often 

referred to as the desired outcome for sports sponsorship effectiveness. Yet, purchase intentions 

do not necessarily predict actual purchase decisions, therefore actual purchase behaviour gives 

a more accurate picture (Zaharia et al., 2016, P. 162; 169). Furthermore, current literature ex-

amined a gap in the understanding of sponsorship as a platform that acts as an additional way 

for fans to get in touch with the brand of their favourite team sponsor (Tsordia et al., 2018, p. 

86). There is a lack of understanding of how fans - or more generalised spectators - of big sport 

events would react to added platforms and experiences. The current literature, therefore, de-

mands examinations of consumer reactions to additional activities, experiences or engagement 

possibilities (Fransen, et al. 2013, P. 44-45). Generally, there is a lack of understanding of 

interaction and co-creation among sports fans (Uhrich, 2014, p. 27). 
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We believe that the aforementioned knowledge gaps and also the underlying consumer behav-

iour principles are very relevant for sports sponsorship if they are combined with social media 

marketing. The topic of social media marketing also plays a big role in sports sponsorship, but 

its impact is only poorly understood and there is a call for further extensive research in that 

area (Agrawal et al., 2018, P. 342). The information shortage does not only include social me-

dia activation, but also modern digital platform implemented into sport sponsorships - a topic 

that has been a hot topic for research in other industries during the recent decade (Gillooly et 

al., 2017, p. 308). We believe that the under-researched potential of social media marketing as 

a method within sports marketing can be a contributing factor to close the knowledge gaps of 

consumer behaviour theories applied in a sports sponsorship context. Especially co-creation 

and engagement with the supporters can and should be considered as an opportunity for sports 

marketing for future prospects of the sponsors (O’Reilly & Horning, 2013, p. 425-426). Despite 

the fact that sport sponsorship engagement, e.g. building of relationships or credentialing, has 

been driven by multi-million-dollar investments by B2B companies (e.g. Accenture, EMC2, 

Hanjin and SAP), many industrial rationales have been ignored (Cobbs, 2011, p. 3).  

 

From a literature point of view, the B2B relationship is still relatively unexplored (Westberg et 

al., 2011, p. 604). Especially the underlying structures and the contents of sponsorship agree-

ments still lack understanding and require additional research. Furthermore, literature views 

sponsorship agreements mostly as pure business relationships and hence only consider spon-

sors and sports teams as central stakeholders (Olkkonen, 2001, p. 310; 312). We believe that 

this point of view is insufficient as it does not take the supporters - as customers - into account. 

Therefore, we want to include the supporters as a third stakeholder into this work as we believe 

that sponsors, sports teams and supporters play an equally important role within a sponsorship 

agreement.  

1.3 Purpose of the Study & Research Question 

In the previous chapters of the introduction, we explained the background of the problem at 

centre of this work (Chapter 1.1) and stated the knowledge gaps in detail (Chapter 1.2). The 

purpose we aim to fulfil builds on the foundation of the previous illustrations and paves the 

way for the research question we want to answer with this work. In particular, these illustrations 

are a combination of three factors and knowledge gaps. First, both researchers and managers 

find it hard to determine measurements for the effectiveness of sponsorship agreements. Sec-

ond, a lack of knowledge - and with that a lack of correct implementation - has been examined 

for the use of digital marketing tools, especially social media marketing, for companies. Third, 

the relationship dynamics within a sponsorship agreement are widely unknown and under-re-

searched. Hence, this study seeks to examine how the effectiveness of sponsorship agreements 

can be (positively) influenced by the use of digital marketing tools (with a clear focus on social 

media) and by restructuring the relationships within the respective agreement.  

 

This research paper does not aim to provide exact measurements for effectiveness, neither does 

it aim to provide a one-fits-all solution. The focus of this work lies on developing a foundation 

for future research papers and proposing a new perspective of sports sponsorship. We strongly 

believe that digitalisation is a key factor for sports sponsorship to be more successful and sus-

tainable. Therefore, we include social media marketing into our argumentation as one example 

of how effectiveness of sponsorship agreements can be not only enhanced but also tracked and 

measured more efficiently. With regard to the third illustration mentioned earlier, we further 

believe that the second crucial point for sports sponsorship lies within the relationships among 

the involved actors of a sponsorship agreement.  
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The goal of this work is to further the existing knowledge in the field and implement the altered 

angle on sponsorship to provide understanding in the areas of the knowledge gaps. This study 

also aims to find areas of consideration for future studies to help researchers to reach a more 

complete understanding of the role of sponsorship in team sports. By acknowledging the cur-

rent situation in the industry as well as with the literature and research, this paper aims to point 

future researchers into a new, digital era of sponsorship. One might say, with this work we 

want to open a door to a new and - as of now - unexplored niche of sports sponsorship. Fur-

thermore, the study also takes a look into the disparities between different team sports such as 

football and ice hockey for comparison and analysing the role of supporters and their willing-

ness for engaging with the teams and their sponsors. Further research will be done to analyse 

the effectiveness of the sponsorship and digital platforms and the direction of the relationship 

between online sponsorship and supporter engagement that can be built by implementing dig-

ital solutions. 

 

The empirical research question must be built on a solid framework foundation that consists of 

the different theories within the initially mentioned illustrations and beyond. Therefore, we 

mainly focus on theories from relationship and engagement marketing, digital marketing, 

sports marketing within both business-to-business and business-to-customer understanding. 

Therefore, we have formulated our research question as follows: 

 

“How is sports sponsorship effectiveness enhanced by the use of digital communication chan-

nels and by restructuring the relationships among all three stakeholders within the respective 

agreement?” 

 

To properly answer this research question, the digital communication channels we focus on in 

this thesis, are social media channels. Furthermore, we focus on traditional, offline sports clubs 

without regard to any e-sport related content. The methodological approach chosen to address 

this question is the mixed methods approach as we want to include all stakeholders, namely 

clubs, sponsors (with semi-structured interviews) and supporters (with a questionnaire) in this 

research. 

1.4 Contributions  

With this work, we intend to contribute to the field of sports sponsorship, especially with regard 

to digitalisation and more precisely social media and online marketing. Our main contributions 

therefore is to enrich the current state of literature with an altered viewpoint on sponsorship by 

combining the idea of sports sponsorship with the basic principles of social media marketing 

and relationship marketing. As shown in the earlier parts of this work, the current state of lit-

erature lacks a clear understanding of how sponsorship can work in a digitalised world and 

how digital marketing tools can be applied to enhance the effectiveness of sponsorship. Within 

this work, we will show the great potential social media marketing can have if it is implemented 

correctly and what leverage it can have for sponsorship agreements. Hence, we want to con-

tribute to the general understanding that social media marketing, and secondarily other digital 

marketing tools, can have a great impact on sponsorship agreements with regard to the effec-

tiveness and the measurements of the outcomes.  

 

Further, we want to contribute to the understanding of the relationships among sponsorship 

stakeholders in line with the statement from Olkkonen (2001). As we have mentioned earlier, 

Olkkonen’s examinations date many years back, yet we will show that this evident lack of 
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understanding of the relationship dynamics has not been tackle yet. It has to be clearly stated 

at this point that we do not intend to provide a perfect solution to this problem, but rather 

contribute to the current state of literature by suggesting a model developed based on empirical 

analysis of real-life data. Furthermore, we find the current approach to the relationships within 

a sponsorship agreement insufficient as the needs and wishes of supporters are not fully 

acknowledged by the sponsors or the sports teams when negotiating a sponsorship contract 

(Olkkonen, 2001, 310; 312). We believe that the relationships involved in a sponsorship agree-

ment can also be positively influenced by the use of social media marketing, especially the 

relationships with the supporters.  

 

We are well aware of the fact that this thesis can and will not answer all the questions about 

sponsorship in the digital age but will rather spark more questions than answers. This is a cal-

culated issue, as we contribute to literature by opening a new door - figuratively speaking - by 

proposing a new and, as we believe, up-to-date view on sports sponsorship. As mentioned be-

fore, our intended contributions are destined to extend literature, yet it is noteworthy that the 

ideas and findings we propose in this work can be of use for managers and practitioners to test 

and use for themselves. It is not our intention to develop a step-by-step blueprint for sponsors 

or sport clubs, but as we test our ideas and findings in a real-world sponsorship environment 

in Sweden, there are clear implications that can be drawn from that.  

 

Summarising, this work poses a contribution and an extension of current sports sponsorship 

literature as we tackle gaps that have been under-researched. With our exploratory study about 

the influence of digital communication tools on sponsorship agreements and the underlying 

relationships, we want to contribute to a new and until now not explored section of the spon-

sorship literature.   

1.5 Delimitation 

The presented work underlies certain delimitations due to several factors. Specifically, this 

thesis focuses on sports clubs and sponsors in Sweden. Therefore, the results and conclusions 

drawn from the analysis cannot necessarily be applied to different countries as situational fac-

tors as well as cultural differences in other countries might influence sponsorship as well as the 

perception of those ads and in general the engagement of fans with sports and supported clubs. 

Furthermore, and in line with that, the focus is on two different types of sports: Football and 

ice hockey. Even though those are the most popular sports in Sweden and in many other coun-

tries, it is questionable if the results yield conclusions that can be applied to other sports. Com-

bining these two limitations it means in particular that e.g. the approach to digital sponsorship 

for Swedish ice hockey teams is different than the approach of digital marketing for Indian 

cricket clubs. This thesis also focuses on sports clubs and not national teams because sports 

clubs’ match schedule is denser, and events related to these clubs occur almost weekly while 

national teams’ matches usually are within the scope of a big tournament (e.g. FIFA World 

Cup) or during qualifications and friendly matches. The latter matches are scheduled for only 

a few days a year while the big tournaments usually happen once a year - at most.  

 

The mixed method approach has been chosen to ensure data gathering from all stakeholders 

involved, which namely are the sports clubs, the sponsors and the supporters of the respective 

club. As the chosen approach of this thesis to sponsorship is fairly unexplored, it is important 

to gather a broad amount of data from different stakeholders. Yet, a more extensive focus on 

qualitative and quantitative data can yield deeper and more detailed insights into how specific 
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stakeholders act in digital sponsorship agreements. As an overall starting point, a general over-

view of the most important stakeholders is a good way to nudge research in this direction. To 

provide this overview and with that point research in that direction, the mixed method approach 

poses the best way.  

 

As a target group for the empirical research, we chose first of all ice hockey and football clubs 

currently playing in the top two divisions in Sweden, their sponsors as well as supporters in-

volved with these clubs. The clubs should be performing the aforementioned sports on a pro-

fessional level and have monetary sponsoring agreements with companies. The sponsoring 

companies, on the other hand, should already be engaged in a contract and not soon-to-be or 

used-to-be sponsors. Furthermore, we focus on any kind of fan - from occasional spectator to 

fanatical supporter. In the sense of future research, it this holds many opportunities for in detail 

specialisations such as e.g. focussing on fanatical fans, soon-to-be sponsors or - besides the 

aforementioned club limitations - amateur clubs as well as clubs with non-monetary sponsor-

ship agreements. In addition to that, we also focused mainly on the men section of these sports.  

1.6 Authors Background  

To provide the reader with a better understanding of assumptions and interpretations to be 

made within the course of this thesis, this chapter presents a short background of us. The ap-

proach to the research chosen in this study is partly subjective (see chapter 3.1) and therefore 

influenced by the personal traits and experiences of us or rather researchers in this case. Hence, 

this chapter gives a short outline of the cultural as well as the academic background of us.  

 

We, as the authors of this thesis, are Jaakko Tawast, 27 years old and Yannik Frisch, 24 years 

old. Tawast, born in Lahti, Finland, did his bachelor’s studies at the Haaga-Helia University of 

Applied Sciences in Helsinki including one year abroad at the Southampton Solent University. 

In his undergraduate programme, Tawast specialised in marketing and sales. His academic ca-

reer continued at Umeå University, Sweden with a graduate programme in Marketing together 

with Frisch for which this work poses the final thesis. Besides his university career, Tawast 

deepened his knowledge in praxis with several jobs within the marketing, sales and film indus-

try.  

 

Born in Düren, Germany, Frisch started his undergraduate programme at the University of 

Cologne, Germany with an undergraduate degree in business administration and within this 

specialised in the fields of business psychology and marketing mix management. After a year 

of practical experience gained in internships, Frisch also continued his academic career at the 

Umeå University in Sweden with the same marketing graduate programme as Tawast. 

 

We both show engagement with sports, more precisely with ice hockey and football. Yet, we 

are more engaged with their homebound leagues in those sports and only peripherally engaged 

with the Swedish leagues that are at the centre of this thesis. Nonetheless, we are well aware 

of the problem stated earlier in chapter 1.1 as sponsorship poses a big part of the Bundesliga, 

the DEL, the Liiga, the Veikkausliiga or any professional sports league for that matter.  
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1.7 Definition of Key Terms 

Consumer Co-Creation: “Consumer co-creation takes place, when two or more parties col-

laborate to create something of value” (Liljedal, 2016, p. 2) 

 

Sponsorship: “The act of using collateral marketing communications to exploit the commer-

cial potential of the association between a sponsee and sponsor” (Weeks, Cornwell, Drennan, 

2008, p. 639) 

 

Engagement: “Repeated interactions that strengthen the emotional, psychological or physical 

investment a customer has in a brand” (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 655) 

 

Relationship Marketing: “An organisation engaged in proactively creating, developing and 

maintaining committed, interactive and profitable exchanges with selected customers [part-

ners] overtime is engaged in relationship marketing” (Harker, 1999, p. 16) 

 

Digitalisation: “The use of digital technologies to change a business model and provide new 

revenue and value-producing opportunities; it is the process of moving to a digital business.” 

(Gartner IT Glossary, 2019) 

 

Social Media Marketing: “The utilization of social media technologies, channels, and soft-

ware to create, communicate, deliver, and exchange offerings that have value for an organiza-

tion’s stakeholder” (Tuten, Solomon, 2018, p.18)  

 

Fans, Supporters: “Individuals who are heavily invested - either emotionally or financially 

(or both) - in a particular sport team, individual athlete or specific type of sport” (Wann et al., 

2001, p. 2) 

 

It has to be noted that within this paper, the terms “fans” and “supporters” are used interchange-

ably. The term “spectator” describes a person following a game of a sports club either person-

ally at the stadium or via television and streaming services. Furthermore, spectators do not pay 

enough attention to keep the respective sports event long in mind. A fan or supporter on the 

other hand continues to feel involvement with a team even after a specific event ended (Chi-

weshe, 2016, p. 104). 

1.8 Thesis Outline  

The first section of the thesis, the introduction, gives the reader a general overview of the con-

cepts used in this work as well as background information about the authors as well as the 

intended contributions and purposes. The second chapter provides an in-depth overview of the 

central topics of the thesis, which namely are sports sponsorship, customer engagement and 

digital marketing. Further in this chapter, the concept of customer engagement is explained in 

a sports setting. Finally, the theories for sports sponsorship, customer engagement and digital 

marketing are combined and based on that, we provide a preliminary framework to be tested 

in the thesis. This framework acts as a concise summary of the presented theories and frame-

works.  

 

In the third chapter, we argue for the chosen research methods that are used to test the prelim-

inary framework. Firstly, we present our philosophical approach and then explain how the lit-

erature was selected. Afterwards, we explain the research design as well as the research strategy 
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and illustrate the data collection methods used for the analysis. Lastly, we point out ethical 

considerations that might apply for the work at hand.  

 

The findings of the executed study are presented in chapter four, firstly the questionnaire results 

and secondly the insights gained from expert interviews. These findings are then analysed and 

discussed in the fifth chapter. Firstly, we look at the supporter’s perspective, then analyse how 

clubs and lastly sponsor perceive a digital approach to sports sponsorship. Afterwards, we an-

alyse a combined perspective by looking at the similarities and differences among the respec-

tive individual perspectives. Based on that, we conclude with a revision of our preliminary 

framework as the final outcome of the thesis. The sixth and last chapter summarises the total 

thesis in the form of a conclusion, recommendations, limitations and suggested future research. 

Additionally, we elaborate on the quality criteria and the social as well as ethical implications 

of our work.   
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Sports Sponsorship 

Sponsorship can be defined as “the act of using collateral marketing communications to exploit 

the commercial potential of the association between a sponsee and sponsor” (Weeks, Cornwell, 

Drennan, 2008, p. 639). A crucial underlying mechanism of sponsorship effects is hereby the 

transfer of consumer’s sympathetic feelings towards a sponsored entity or event to the brand 

that is sponsoring. This only occurs if the sponsorship link is salient to the consumer. To make 

that link obvious to consumers, the sponsoring company at best directly communicates it to the 

consumers (Herrmann, Kacha, Derbaix, 2016, p. 605; 609). When it comes to the negotiations 

of sponsorship contracts, the most crucial part for sponsors as well as the sponsored event or 

club is exclusivity. It is important to note, that exclusivity is easier to guarantee for sports that 

are less developed. Depending on the industry the sponsoring company operates in, the demand 

for exclusivity is higher (Graham et al., 2001, p. 100). The importance of sponsorship in sports 

has grown and is implemented in many marketing strategies of companies (Smith et al., 2016, 

p. 75). Many companies feel increasing pressure when trying to position themselves among 

global competitors while at the same time, they have to build awareness as well as a good 

image (Ruth & Simonin, 2003, p. 20).  

 

The form of sponsorship in sports has gone through an evolution during the past decades and 

its role as a part of the strategy for sponsoring companies with their marketing and communi-

cations activities has increased (O’Reilly & Horning, 2013, p. 424). Especially with regard to 

the ever-increasing commercialisation of sports, sponsors and sports clubs want to attract as 

many supporters as they can for their own profit (Osokin, 2019, P. 61). The opportunities and 

understanding of viable coverage within the sports and the sporting clubs with their sometimes 

massive supporter bases have been acknowledged in the business world and the opportunities 

for engagement with certain target groups indirectly, but potentially effectively has brought the 

industry in a situation, where the investments have accelerated to cover a remarkable amount 

of the marketing budget for some of the biggest companies in the world (O’Reilly & Horning, 

2013, p. 424). The consequential amount of investments in sponsorship that organisations are 

including in their strategies, in general, is expected to keep accelerating around the world an-

nually. Tsordia et al (2018, p. 85) note that expenditures in sponsorship, in general, have in-

creased by 4,6% on an annual level in 2016 with a combined investment of $60,1 billion. In 

2017 it was estimated to grow 4,5% reaching already the overall amount of $62,8 billion. Ac-

knowledging the possibilities in sponsorship for implementing in organisations’ marketing mix 

and activities can be seen as a trending factor in various domains, as the role of these invest-

ments have not only increased within sports but also in arts, civic causes and other cultural 

events. (Fransen et al., 2013, p. 38). 

 

As the origins of sponsorships have arisen from philanthropic activities and charitable work, 

the current formula for sponsorship activities can be divided into two different categories, phil-

anthropic and commercial sponsoring. The former of the two emphasizes the modern sponsor-

ship and its opportunities in value-creation in more direct effect than the philanthropic gifting, 

where the origins of the sponsoring have been created. The link between corporation strategies 

and sponsoring activities has created a situation where the companies are able to use commer-

cial sponsorships to help to increase their brand awareness and stimulate their sales, therefore 

implementing the investment in sponsorship as a crucial part of meeting the business goals. On 
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the other hand, philanthropic sponsorship is still often seen as a valuable asset for the sponsor-

ing companies to gain indirect benefits from the investment. Actively participating in philan-

thropic gifting has often led the companies to gain benefits within communities, such as bet-

tering their social recognition and helping their public image with a positive message (Master-

man, 2007, p. 28 f; Hermann et al., 2016, p. 605). 

 

Considering sports sponsorship, the events that can be utilised for sponsoring activities give 

variety of options for the sponsoring party. As Graham et al. (2001, p. 5) note, the sports game 

itself can have many different side events inside the ultimate event. For example, considering 

a football game, the structure of the event doesn’t only consist of the game itself, but several 

other events within the game that are the pre-game activities, half-time shows, post-game event 

and on-going activities throughout the game-day such as promotions and giveaways. The ex-

perience at the game can also include hospitality activities outside the arena or inside, as for 

example in a form of hospitality activities in the business suites. The combination of these 

different activities and side events help to bring more value for the experience of different 

stakeholders attending the event (Graham et al., 2001, p. 5; 11). 

 

From the perspective of sport team sponsors, the ultimate goal to reach with the investments in 

sponsoring aim to profit from the supporter base that the sport teams have. With the opportunity 

to reach these audiences, who often are the target segments that companies are reaching out 

for, sponsoring activities strive to shift some of the following and loyalty of the supporters to 

their brands, products and services with the focus on engaging the audience and activate sales. 

Tsordia et al. (2018, p. 98) argue that the role of how the quality is understood and the brand 

engagement are crucial, the sponsors should actively seek for bettering the awareness and un-

derstand how the sports team and their supporter base could be utilised and associated with 

their respected brands. The role of sport team manager can also have an impact in the sponsor-

ing process, and the sport team managers can help to elevate the level of identification their 

supporter base to tempt more sponsor for the sports teams (Tsordia et al., 2018, p. 99). O’Reilly 

et al. (2018, p. 27) mention also that sport teams in different leagues with higher amount of 

sponsor can also aim to focus on having additional sales, instead of focusing on the services 

provided, something that O’Reilly et al argue to be an important area to cover. Tsordia et al. 

(2018, p. 99) also argue that the importance of identifying the role of the fans’ team in creating 

more awareness for the sponsor is crucial. Especially after the disruptive digitalisation in mar-

keting tools, there are more and more reliable data available for evaluating the supporter base 

of a sports team and understanding the levels of fans’ team identification is something can 

provide valuable knowledge to the manager’s in marketing in the sponsoring companies when 

the possibilities within sports sponsorship are considered.  

 

To be able to activate sales and create effectiveness from sponsoring, the sponsoring companies 

and the sports teams must have a thorough collaboration between each other. This also includes 

the sales professionals to have a role as a bridging actor with a focus on enabling engagement 

opportunities for the sponsoring companies to have the opportunity to co-create value with the 

supporters, potential customers as well as the different media and other sponsors (O’Reilly et 

al., 2018, p. 27). Solely relying on the sponsorship agreement will not equal to building the 

brand equity or generating more sales for the sponsors. Leveraging activities are crucial for 

sponsors for being able to create and encourage engagement with the supporter base and their 

brands, as well as building positive awareness of the brands’ quality and attributes (Tsordia et 

al., 2018, p. 100).  
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Fransen et al. (2013, p. 38) emphasize the role of experience in marketing and sponsorship and 

argue that creating an event or an experience for the supporters, who are in fact also consumers, 

can boost the effectiveness of sponsorship and build up into a memorable experience that will 

be positively associated with the sponsoring companies products or services. Yet it is important 

to note that both sponsors and sports clubs have to be aware of congruency. A sponsored team 

has to fit the sponsor and vice versa in order to effectively and efficiently leverage the potential 

of a sponsorship agreement. Especially for the sponsor this is important as a misfit with the 

sponsored entity can lead to a negative perception of the brand and its attractiveness. The so-

called sponsorship fit is influenced mostly by regional identification, (omni-)presence and sin-

cerity although sincerity has the lowest impact as by now, most supporters have realised that 

sponsors pursue a commercial goal. Furthermore, the sponsor-initiated association with phil-

anthropic investments (e.g. in new training equipment of youth facilities) can positively influ-

ence the perceived sponsorship fit. Lastly, it is also important for sponsors seeking a good 

sponsorship fit to not switch between clubs (Woisetschläger et. al.  2010, p. 170; 177). 

 

Sponsoring has been greatly affected by the digital disruption in marketing and the way of 

doing sponsorship have shifted during the last decade from the traditional to more engaging 

activities in the digital environment. O’Reilly et al (2018, p. 16) argue that the impact of spon-

sorship as a contributor to leagues and their property revenues keeps increasing. Technological 

advancements change the landscape of sponsorship with digital marketing tools that help the 

stakeholders to engage in a more real-time conversation and relationship creation in both indi-

vidual and community levels. O’Reilly et al. (2018, p. 16) also underline the change in spon-

sorship from “marketing to” to a “marketing with” approach. Many of the sponsorship rela-

tionships aren’t still digitally native, and the shift to digital channels and growing sophistication 

by the sponsorship sales departments, the new ways of activation and service paradigms are 

reported to the specific factual connection of sponsorship sales. Only very few sports team 

have actually been able to meet the needs of these new trends and have reformed their way of 

creating sponsorships (O’Reilly et al., 2018, p. 26). 

 

The current literature indicates that football fans are most likely to engage with brands as they 

usually have a long-term commitment to a certain football club and are more likely to support 

every aspect linked to their respective club (Thomas, 2018, p. 1473). Therefore, the work at 

hand focuses mostly on those fans and the implications that they bring with them.  

 

An extensive study of the German Bundesliga shows that in the beginning of the league in the 

1950s, there was a high resistance to sponsoring by television as well as sport magazines, which 

was reflected in the law as, until 1973, it was forbidden to have a sponsor’s name on the jerseys. 

After abolishing the law, the first sponsorship agreement in the Bundesliga was made between 

Eintracht Braunschweig and Jägermeister, as the local brand wanted to save the club from 

bankruptcy. With the beginning of the 1979/80 season, all clubs in the Bundesliga had made a 

sponsorship agreement (Backhaus et al., 2013, p. 4). Jägermeister, however, tried to push it 

one step farther and aimed for renaming as well as rebranding of Eintracht Braunschweig with 

their company logo. This was forbidden in 1983 and until now, no club is allowed to rename 

and rebrand itself for commercial purposes (Bruhn, 2018, p. 116), which was also a struggle 

for RB Leipzig, when they got promoted to the first Bundesliga in 2016. 

 

As can be seen in the aforementioned example of the German Bundesliga, sponsors have only 

very limited possibilities to influence a club’s trademark (Backhaus et al., 2013, p. 18). None-

theless, sponsorship can be a very powerful tool to build brands. It can increase brand aware-

ness, build and enhance the brand image and foster brand differentiation (Westberg, Stavros, 
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Wilson, 2011, p. 604). For sponsorship to be successful and efficient, it is crucial to choose a 

club that fits the sponsored brand. Every club stands for a different thing or is perceived dif-

ferently by supporters, spectators or in general by football fans. Therefore, sponsors have to 

find the perfect and if they manage, this fit acts as a catalyst for brand engagement (Backhaus 

et al., 2013, p. 18). Besides the sport entity’s and sponsor’s brand fit, the behaviour of individ-

ual athletes can be a factor for the sponsorship agreement, if only on a B2B level between clubs 

and sponsors. Illegal or immoral behaviour of individual athletes can have a negative impact 

on the club and thereby also on the relationship with sponsors (Westberg et al., 2011, p. 603). 

But if the relationship between sponsors and clubs is not jeopardised by unpleasant behaviour 

and the strategic fit of both is good, the sport club can act as a broker for the sponsoring com-

pany to acquire new or specific business customers (Cobbs, 2011, p.6). 

 

The field of sponsorship agreements within ice hockey is scarcely researched and in the Nordic 

countries the studies mainly focus on sponsorship agreements on a general level. Therefore, 

we aim to bring some new insights within the field with our study and study the engagement 

in the chosen sport. In Sweden, ice hockey among football and innebandy is considered as one 

of the most prominent sports markets for sponsorship deals (Svenskelitfotboll.se, 2019). Espe-

cially the role of individual ice hockey stars is increasingly interesting for the sports marketing. 

This focus is mainly on the players that play on the top-level North American league National 

Hockey League “NHL”. The ice hockey on a larger scale is rather small sport popular in certain 

region in North America and Europe, compared to worldwide popularity of sports such as foot-

ball (MKTG Agency, 2016).  

 

Sponsoring in ice hockey can exist through direct agreements between clubs and companies as 

well as with through agreements of the organizing league, media outlets with the ownership of 

the television rights and companies (Fyrberg & Söderman, 2009, p. 13-14). According to study 

by Sparks and Westgate (2002, p. 66), companies sponsoring ice hockey events can benefit 

from cross-sponsorship activities where the companies co-create value for the customers and 

increase their brand awareness and image while associating with the sport. Like with other 

team sports, supporters of ice hockey clubs vary from highly enthusiastic supporters that en-

gage actively with their clubs of interest to casual supporters that share interest in the sport and 

the team but might not actively seek to engage with the club. Even these supporters bring op-

portunities for furthering the engagement with both the sports clubs and the sponsoring com-

panies (Naylor & Havitz, 2017, p. 166). 

2.2 Digital Marketing 

People all over the world have become more native with the internet and its possibilities during 

the past decade. The role of digitalization has shaped the way how we communicate and how 

we structure our daily lives as the tools that the technological advancements have provided 

have been deeply implemented to our tasks and behaviour (Tiago & Veríssimo, 2014, p. 703). 

In 2016, it was calculated that the amount that we consume internet had raised by 700% from 

2001 leading up to over 3.2 billion users around the internet, a number that is ever increasing 

still today. As the digitalization has also shaped the way we use relatively new technological 

artefacts such as mobile phones we have faced situations where objects such as smartphones 

have become crucial parts of our lives. In 2016 the number of mobile phones in the world had 

already surpassed the population of the world (Lidman, 2016, p. 11). From a marketing point 

of view author Damian Ryan (2017, p. 5) argued that the possibilities created by the internet 

and the application, as well as the devices that provide a possibility to open communication in 
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real-time in a worldwide level, have resulted to a one of the if not the single most disruptive 

development when considered the way we approach marketing.  
 

Table 1: Internet Users around the World (Internetworldstats.com, 2019) 

 
 

Even compared to the numbers given in the research paper by Lidman (2016, p. 11) the growth 

of internet users has been rapid during the past few years. According to the statistics measured 

by Miniwatts Marketing Group, the total number of internet users in March 2019 had already 

grown to over 4.3 billion people which resulted to a penetration ratio of 56.8% compared to 

the world total population. As figure X. states, the penetration rate of Europe and North Amer-

ica are remarkably high compared to the overall situation in the world, equalling to almost 90% 

penetration rate in both regions (Internet World Stats, 2019). Lidman (2016, p. 28) notes that 

the possibilities of digital advertising are enormous for companies to benefit from a good reach. 

Compared to the statistics and growth numbers, the statement can be said to be true, as the 

presence of the internet and the reach of its’ services are already touching over half of the 

world’s population. Other authors such as Damian Ryan (2017, p. 13) have speculated the pos-

sibilities of digital marketing and the reach of the technological tools mentioning that learning 

to adapt the tools into company’s business is the key for gaining the benefits of the potential 

of digital marketing. In 2016, Sweden had the highest internet penetration rate of the world 

(Lidman, 2016, p. 28). 

2.2.1 General Overview 

Digital marketing has gone through many titles through its outbreak to one of the most spoken 

marketing resources. Previously it has been named as internet marketing, e-marketing or web 

marketing, but as the technology has advanced and brought a wider scale of tools and digital 

channels to use, the title “digital marketing” has remained as the main to define its’ abilities. 

Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick had defined digital marketing as “The application of the internet 

and related digital technologies in conjunction with traditional communications to achieve mar-

keting objectives”. The authors also mention that digital technologies, the tools provided by 

the technological advancements and the media play a crucial role for completing goals set for 

marketing activities (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 11). These advancements with digital 

marketing can provide many possibilities for companies, not just each year but on a daily and 

weekly basis as well (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 6). As the way of marketing has 

changed with digital tools, so has the role of the customer. Author Damian Ryan (2017, p. 15) 

stated one of the terms that has been used with the marketers and researchers of the “new 

customer” to be customer 2.0. The level of interactivity has created customers who are more 

informed and prone to seek information as well as more willing to communicate and connect 

with the brands and services they are interested in. This has also led to a situation where the 

consumers are in better control than ever before and are able to have a bigger impact to create 

change according to their needs. The level of control and interaction with the customers have 
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also created challenges for the companies to adapt to the new situation. The content created is 

not only merely done by companies anymore, but the consumers as well (Ryan, 2017, p. 15).   

 
Figure 1: Media channels in digital marketing. (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 11) 

Digital marketing offers a variety of channels for marketers to use in their strategy to achieve 

the objectives. Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick (2016, p. 11) define these the three major channels 

for marketers to use as paid media, owned media and earned media (defined in Figure X. 

above). These channels have distinctive characteristics, and all provide value for the marketing 

activities if the marketers are able to apply them correctly into their marketing strategy.  The 

digital marketing channels bring value also for the traditional media, as they function in the 

same three sectors as the traditional marketing channels, but now employ the new digital tools 

for a more interactive and modern way of communication. For paid offline media marketers 

have been able to buy advertisement space from media outlets, television commercials and 

other events hosted by third parties. Digital technologies have allowed the marketers to adapt 

seminal ways to gather first-hand data, build their brands, products or services and connect 

with the customers. With paid media in the digital world, companies are able to build their 

reach, increase the traffic in their channels and develop conversion through investing in, for 

example, social media marketing in platforms such as Facebook or Instagram. Marketers can 

pay for far-reaching campaigns in display ads or sponsored contents in feeds, optimize their 

search engine performance and engage in affiliate marketing with other organizations or influ-

encers. The investments in online media have been increasing through the last decade, but 

many companies still compose their investments in offline or traditional marketing activities. 

One reason for this can also be the differences in the amounts of investments needed for cam-

paign in online or offline media, as many of the possibilities in online media can be cost-effec-

tive compared to the traditional media channels (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 11-12). 

 

Originally owned media has posed opportunities for marketers and organizations with brick 

and mortar stores and printed material, but during the past decades, digital tools have disrupted 

the owned media with more engaging interactive options. For many companies, the main 

owned media is the online website of the organization or web shop when it comes to business-

to-customer sector. For distributing the printed materials such as brochures, marketers have 

been able to bring the action into the digital world with email marketing campaigns and during 

the past decade with different social media platforms and presence as well as with applications 

directed for mobile device users. The digital tools have presented eventuality where companies 

can have their own presence in the platforms as a media or accompany their offerings with 

alternative media with investments (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 11-12).  
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Thiago & Verísso (2014, p. 703) argue that the basis for successful engagement through digital 

marketing arises from interaction where the focus is on creating relationships between the cus-

tomers and the companies (marketers). The success of engagement and digital marketing ac-

tivities requires indicators, which often are neglected in the strategies of the companies. These 

indicators, or web analytics, collect and analyse the data from actions in the platforms and 

compare them to the chosen objectives of the company. This way, companies can optimize 

their performance online and analyse the effectiveness and efficiency of each action for their 

target segments (Järvinen & Karjaluoto, 2015, p. 117) The functions of digital marketing can 

vary a lot according to the needs of the marketers or consumers. For marketers it is a way to 

advertise through display advertisements e.g. on websites of media outlets or social media 

webpages. This application is called advertising medium. These advertisements will be aimed 

to chosen target segments through algorithms and can help to enhance the overall brand image, 

increase the purchase intentions or build awareness for products, brands and services. Market-

ers can also create awareness through search engine marketing, where the consumers are lured 

to company’s site according to their searches. This direct-response medium guides the algo-

rithms to provide information of the company to consumers with chosen keywords and actions 

(Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 16) 

 

Tiago and Veríssimo (2014, p. 704) mention that digital marketing tools have brought effi-

ciency and ease to the consumer behaviour. This can be also seen with the new services that 

Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick (2016, p. 16) argue digital marketing to present for the consumers 

such as online web shops and possibility for generating leads that can increase the amount of 

overall services that companies provide for their customers. Digitalization has also brought 

new opportunities for distribution and customer service, where the interaction between differ-

ent stakeholder is more real time. Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick (2016, p .16) call kind of inter-

action between marketers and consumers as a medium for relationship building. The role of 

digitalization has also brought organizations to acknowledge the importance of valuing cus-

tomer relationships in the digital environment (Kannan & Li, 2016, p. 22). The platforms in 

this digital environment enable the marketers to provide care for the customer relationship by 

determining their needs and wishes as well as maintaining relevant information that can help 

the consumers with their purchase decisions (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 17). The 

digital channels are tools for marketers to enhance their performance and while adapting these 

platforms together with traditional channels and marketing activities, they provide the most 

effective outcome (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 31-32). 

 

Mobile Marketing 

The mobile marketing is a part of digital marketing that has been developing rapidly along with 

the technology for the past decade and became a more crucial part of the digital marketing due 

to the behaviour and relationship between technological advancements and individuals. As the 

mobile industry has been disrupted with smartphones and tablets, the form of mobile marketing 

faces new challenges as well as opportunities for companies to prospect. The development in 

mobile marketing has shifted from its previous definition of being marketing that was inte-

grated to fit any moving medium to a more digitally native advertising. Mobile marketing now-

adays provides an environment where the companies are able to reach out to the consumers for 

interaction and enables to connect and generate conversation with them through their mobile 

devices (Ryan, 2017, p. 178-179; Rohm et al., 2012, p. 486).  
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Figure 2: Media channels in digital marketing (Ryan, 2017, p. 182) 

Researcher Damian Ryan (2017, p. 178) defines mobile marketing as “a set of practices that 

enables organizations to communicate and engage with their audience in an interactive and 

relevant manner through any mobile device or network”. The following definitions contain the 

main essence of mobile marketing and also gives a hint of the challenges that comes with it. 

For companies, the brisk advancements that are happening within the environment have created 

challenges and opportunities for the marketers to adapt to. Damian Ryan suggests that market-

ers should pay attention in their digital marketing strategy for gaining the benefits of mobile 

marketing by implementing it as part of it and understanding the possibilities that interactive 

communication brings. By integrating and understanding mobile marketing, marketers are able 

to avoid the possible pitfalls and hinder the negative effects of poorly implemented mobile 

marketing (Ryan, 2017, p. 182).  

 

Table X. assembled from the finding by Damian Ryan (2017, p. 182) describes how companies 

and marketers can utilise mobile marketing for their benefits in different sectors. The author 

described that advantages that marketers can create with mobile marketing in branding provide 

better brand awareness and knowledge for the consumers. With well implemented mobile mar-

keting, the possibilities to interact with the consumers and provide them real-time content helps 

to enhance the overall awareness of products, services and brands. The form of interaction with 

the mobile devices permit the customers to have personalized brand experiences, more cus-

tomized content and deeper knowledge of the brands (Rohm et al., 2012, p. 487).  

 

Technological advancements have also given the opportunity to create better and wider insights 

of the consumer. Mobile devices that people are using in their life everyday gather data of each 

action that is taken upon in these platforms and with mobile marketing the marketers are given 

an opportunity to capitalize on this information. It gives the possibility to gather first-hand data 

as well as enhancing the understanding of the chosen customer segments. Damian Ryan em-

phasizes the way of utilizing this data as an opportunity to listen to your customer to learn 

about them and their needs (Ryan, 2017, p. 182).  
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Mobile marketing allows the marketers to engage with their customers, have open real-time 

conversations that provide a “two-way” communication between both parties (Kaplan, 2012, 

p. 133). This can lead to prosperous relationships and helps to build customer loyalty with 

actions such as loyalty programmes and reward systems. Mobile marketing is an important tool 

for sales with its’ ability to prospect and create leads. The actions can help to build new busi-

nesses and foster old customer relationships to better results. Data gathered from mobile mar-

keting is a way to enhance the targeting for both sales and marketing actions of the company 

(Ryan, 2017, p. 182). Mobile marketing has also opened possibilities for marketers to define 

which channel provides the best platform for their content. In the decision-making processes 

marketers will have to analyse if their content will be distributed through applications or 

browser surfing and how this can affect the customer experience of the content (Chaffey & 

Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 13). Damian Ryan (2017, p. 184) quoted 2015 Adobe’s “Mobile Con-

sumer Survey” for the strategic approach for mobile channels. The survey argued that in order 

to utilise mobile channels to its maximum potential, marketers have to be able to see further 

that solely evaluating mobile opportunities as channel. As the interaction should be easy for 

the consumers, it is important to analyse possible obstacles or brakes in the customer experi-

ence. This should also lead to understanding the data gathered of the chosen target segments to 

better the personalization for the customers. In order to measure the performance, marketers 

must also be able to create indicators that evaluate the success in these channels. 

2.2.2 Social Media Marketing 

The nature of the consumers and their habits have changed as well as the traditionally passive 

role of the consumer as the recipient of marketing messages (Hanna et al., 2011, p. 265). Before 

the current more interactive environment of communicating and engaging with customers, mar-

keters focused on creating distinct messages for chosen target segments that were predefined 

for the message (Ryan, 2017, p. 120). Social media marketing also has the potential to facilitate 

communication between people and with that enhance relationships (Osokin, 2019, P. 62). 

Further, digital tools have forced the marketers to open their way of thinking and approaching 

the consumer. The customers are more involved with the brands and the existing environment 

allows them to gain all the possible information as well as discuss the products more openly. 

Social Media Marketing itself encompasses a variety of areas that involve different types of 

challenges as the social media works as an outline term that gathers the channels and tools 

under it  (Ryan, 2017, p. 121). According to Lidman (2016, p. 22) argues that social media can 

be divided into different types of media depending on their procedures and content sharing 

policies. The social media giants such as Facebook and YouTube provide platforms that are 

considered as broad media. Applications that function mainly with mobile phones such as In-

stagram and Snapchat are more narrowed media and the companies using social media can also 

utilise modern digital channels (e.g. LinkedIn & SlideShare) for business-to-business market-

ing purposes. The author mentions that most social media tools provide similarities in sharing 

the content for companies, as the social media sites often have an individual wall of content for 

each user for posting content and to penetrate the feeds of chosen target segments the compa-

nies are able to buy advertising spaces (Lidman, 2016, p. 22).  

 

A typical characteristic of social media is that it engages its users to create content within the 

platforms. This content created by the users generates approximately ⅔ of all the posts on social 

media channels. Social media channels also encourage the users to have a dialogue with each 

other, as well as with the professional social media actors such as bloggers or influencers that 

can also encourage and have an impact on people’s purchase behaviour. The average social 
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media user according to studies spends approximately one and half hours of social media chan-

nels per day, and half of the users have adopted the use of these channels to their daily life. 

This being said, in 2016, social media had still only amounted to a small or insignificant part 

in companies’ strategic planning and marketing even though it has been noted as one of the 

fastest growing sectors (Lidman, 2016, p. 23). Brands can profit heavily from the right use of 

social media as they can be able to embed themselves in the social ecosystem of social media 

users. Here, they are not dependent on their own social media messages but can also profit 

from user-generated content which generally does not underlie the same limitations as content 

from brands themselves (Westberg et al., 2016, p. 33). 

 

Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick (2016) have also argued for social media’s decisive role in digital 

marketing. Even though argued earlier that the part of social media is still lacking in many 

companies’ strategies, many of the companies are mostly in contact with their customers in 

online channels. These channels vary from their own websites to different social media plat-

forms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram or LinkedIn. The authors state that in order for the 

companies to be successful in social media, companies must be willing and able to engage in 

discussion and interaction with their customers in an active manner (Chaffey & Ellis-Chad-

wick, 2016, p. 33-34). 

 

Tiago and Veríssimo (2016, p. 704) state that “if most customers engage with social media, 

firms should engage with social media as well”. To establish relationships through social me-

dia, the companies have to be able to create strategies for the online environment in a long-

term manner, instead of trying to make short-term impact. The authors emphasize the role of 

collaboration and due to the possibilities of interaction in the online environment, companies 

should encourage their target customers to engage with them in co-creation processes. In an 

environment as interactive as the social media channels, companies need to be aware of the 

potential risks and opportunities of social media content. Cultural context and sensitive issues 

in online content creation can harm the company’s reputation and while the positive word-of-

mouth can create prospects for creating better awareness and image, so can the widespread 

outlashes in social media harm the company reputation drastically in short period of time 

(Floreddu et al., 2014, p. 739). 

 

Analysing the social media mix that marketers would like to utilise will also lead to a decision-

making process of which channels is suitable for the content the company wants to provide and 

which channels help the company to focus on their chosen target segment. Different social 

media platforms have characteristics that vary from each other and as the digital communica-

tion channels grow older, the more people from different age groups have adapted the use of 

them. This leads to variation in the volume of the use of certain social media channels which 

demands careful planning from the marketers (Weinberg & Pehlivan, 2011, p. 278-279). This 

phenomenon has been also acknowledged as a new driving factor in the sport consumers’ en-

gagement (Phonthanukitithaworn & Sellitto, 2018, p. 1478). 

2.3 Customer Engagement 

Customer engagement refers to an interactional communication between consumers and a com-

pany or brand. It is by now a key concept within marketing strategy and implemented by many 

companies (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 224). Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick (2016) de-

fine customer engagement as “repeated interactions that strengthen the emotional, psycholog-

ical or physical investment a customer has in a brand” (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 

655). It is important to note that customer engagement - besides its focus on companies of 
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brands - can have a much broader focus. This can include other customers of a specific com-

pany or brand, suppliers or firm employees. In that sense, engagement can be used as segmen-

tation framework for customers according to their level of engagement and the ways they en-

gage. One of the most crucial ways to engage with a company or brand is customer co-creation 

(van Doorn et al., 2010, pp. 254; 263). With that in mind, it is important for companies to 

design a customer engagement concept that reflects the experiences customers made in specific 

relationships with regard to interaction and co-creation. (Brodie et al., 2011, p. 264). Against 

the background of these information, the definition of customer engagement by van Doorn, et. 

Al. seems to be more concise. They view “customer engagement behaviours go beyond trans-

actions and may be specifically defined as a customer’s behavioural manifestations that have 

a brand or firm focus, beyond purchase, resulting from motivational drivers” (van Doorn et al., 

2010, p. 254). Generally, it can be said that customer engagement lead marketers to change 

their approach to a “marketing with” instead of “marketing to” standard (O’Reilly, et al., 2018, 

p. 16). 

2.3.1 Engagement and Experience Marketing 

Engagement Marketing 

Engagement marketing has to be viewed as a distinct approach compared to customer engage-

ment, as engagement marketing refers to a company’s strategy to engage customers. This strat-

egy refers to the company’s effort to “motivate, empower, and measure a customer’s voluntary 

contribution to its marketing functions, beyond a core, economic transaction” (Harmeling et 

al., 2016, p. 312). Within engagement marketing, it can happen that a company acts as a 

pseudo-employer in order to encourage customer work to create an incentive for effective en-

gagement approaches. If this is the case, the customer acts as a pseudo-marketer (see customer 

co-creation). The success of engagement marketing methods depends highly on the ability of 

a company to identify and make use of the resources customers own. To achieve that, compa-

nies are required to invest in new tools, that are subsequently implemented and hence enable 

customers to incorporate the resources they own into the company (Harmeling, et al., 2016, p. 

331). 

 

The opportunities for fans to engage with their favourite team are widespread and usually, fans 

make use of many, if not all. The most common ones are watching games live or on television, 

buying merchandise, discussing with fellow supporters or wearing branded clothing from the 

supported team. Other possibilities to engage with a supported team is to attend events they are 

hosting, buying products that an athlete from the respective team promotes or in general provid-

ing positive word-of-mouth (Tsordia et al., 2018, p. 86).  

Experience Marketing 

In experience marketing, one of the key principles is to understand and focus on how the mar-

keting message is received and experienced rather than focusing on how or what the message 

itself is, and actively encouraging the target segment to participate with the company. This 

principle can be utilised for the composition of brand experience at sponsorship events. Brand 

experiences of this kind always include direct contact with all the different stakeholders in-

volving the brand itself, the company as well as the potential customers. There are often posi-

tive results when real-life contact with a certain brand has been created through staged brand 

experiences. Opportunities can be created through absorption in these experiences as well as 

hindering the amount of consumer scepticism.  
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Companies are able to build positive reaction to the brands with experience marketing utilizing 

the consumers and communities need to fulfil social needs through sharing. Direct and inter-

active brand experiences are effective in building awareness for the chosen brands as well as 

creating more brand recall within consumers, areas that are also crucial for creating high-per-

formance sponsoring. Fransen et al. mention that “designing an orchestrated brand experience 

boosts participants’ affective brand experience” (2018, p. 43).  In that sense, it is noteworthy 

that attitudes towards the brand are not affected when the experience is individual but only 

when it is shared with others. Therefore, it is important for companies to design brand experi-

ences in a way that they can be shared with others. The focus should not be on individual but 

on social aspects (Fransen et al., 2013, p. 39 ff.). During an experience, customers acknowledge 

interactions with other participants of the same experience. Also, by providing customers with 

more control, a company can increase the pleasure of customers. Involvement in an experience 

is perceived as a validation of the customers and makes the customers personally feel more 

important (Zineldin, 2012, p. 99).  

 

Yet, although sharing an experience is important and helpful for customers, the social aspect 

of experiences should not be overemphasised. There should always be the opportunity to exit 

the social group participating in an experience without abandoning the experience itself. The 

way of activating the customers is important so as to positively affect both, the relationship as 

well as the loyalty to the respective brand (Fransen et al., 2013, p. 44). Furthermore, companies 

creating brand experiences should consider the importance of the surprise element. Generally 

speaking, a surprise can have a positive impact and is important, yet it should not put customers 

in a completely new situation. Disappointment and surprise lie very close together and to pre-

vent customers from feeling disappointed, the surprise should not be entirely surprising but to 

some small extent predictable (Zineldin, 2012, p. 101).  

 

Besides the aforementioned points, the approaches and strategies used for a brand experience 

should be considered. In general, there are the conservative participants, that usually feel more 

comfortable in passive experiences, and the excitement-seeking participants, who fancy a more 

creative and active approach that requires problem-solving. Another very effective strategy for 

designing brand experiences is the integration of the respective experience into an event that 

already involves multiple sponsors (clutters). This can also reduce the problems that are usually 

posed by such clutters as a brand experience that interactively engages customers can help 

them to remember the sponsoring brand correctly and therefore increase the recall and also top 

of mind awareness of the respective brand. Furthermore, the perceived sponsor fit between a 

brand and a sponsored event is enhanced, when customers understand how the sponsoring 

brand relates to the event. That way, the message of the brand is more obvious (Fransen et al., 

2013, p. 43 ff.). 

2.3.2 Customer Co-Creation 

Marketing communications in general by now hold the problem of increasing suspicion and 

decreasing trust from the consumer’s side. The accuracy, as well as the truthfulness of the 

communicated messages, are doubted more intensely and scepticism among consumers raises. 

Hence, consumers more and more tend to identify objectionable marketing activities and en-

gage directly in them in order to reshape them (O’Hern & Rindfleisch, 2010, p. 87). Overall, 

consumers are not satisfied by and have a feeling of incomplete fulfilment with the pure act of 

consumption on its own ((Firat, Dholakia, and Venkatesh, 1995) as cited by O’Hern and Rind-

fleisch (2010, p. 87)). In current customer-company-relationships, there are only limited pos-

sibilities for customers to engage with the companies individually or collectively, express 
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wishes or co-create added value that in fact, they would then have a willingness to pay for 

(Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004, p. 12-13). 

 

To counteract and eventually overcome this change in consumer behaviour, the development 

process of new products and services is shifted more towards an encouragement of the actual 

end users to be more active in the role of developing and designing these products and services 

(O’Hern & Rindfleisch, 2010, p. 87). With this interactional approach, additional value is cre-

ated for the customers. Usually, interaction only occurs in classic stages such as sales or cus-

tomer service, but it is not and should not be limited to these stages as interaction can happen 

at any stage and therefore offers more opportunities to create and add value to the customer’s 

experience (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004, p. 12). This customer co-creation approach offers 

companies the possibility, to design and produce goods and services more effectively and better 

tailored to the needs of customers thus adding perceived value to both consumers and the com-

pany itself (Liljedal, 2016, p. 1). To make co-creation work, both customers and companies 

have to keep in mind that it is not a one-way but a two-way street (Echeverri & Skålén, 2011, 

p. 353). Both or rather all parties involved have to participate and engage in co-creation in 

order for it to be effective and successful. To ensure that, the company has to establish a plat-

form as well as infrastructure for dialogue which in particular means investments in new tech-

nology as well as changes in managerial practices and socialising managers (Prahalad & 

Ramaswamy, 2004, p. 13-14).  

 

O’Hern and Rindfleisch suggested, that customer co-creation can be divided into four different 

categories which are depicted in Figure 3 (O’Hern & Rindfleisch, 2010, p. 91). The four types 

of co-creation are divided by two dimensions: selection activity on the y-axis and contribution 

activity on the x-axis. Each of these two dimensions is divided into two segments. For selection 

activity, it is firm-led and customer-led meaning that a higher selection activity is classified as 

customer-led while a lower selection activity is classified as firm-led. For the contribution ac-

tivity, the two segments are fixed and open. The higher the contribution activity, the more co-

creation moves to the open segment. Graphically, this results in a 2x2 matrix while each of the 

four boxes is occupied by one type of consumer co-creation. 

 
Figure 3: Customer Co-Creation Categories (O’Hern, Rindfleisch, 2010, p. 91) 
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Collaborating 

Located in the top right corner in Figure 1, collaborating offers customers the possibility to 

work with a new product, its core and structure. As the contribution activity of collaborating is 

very high, the decision of what the customers   to or can contribute is mostly - if not fully- up 

to him/her. Consumers can and are encouraged to develop their own ideas and select compo-

nents that should be implemented for the new product in order to give them a high degree of 

freedom. This adds value to both the experience with the company as well as to the final prod-

uct as it is designed in a way, (most of) the consumers find most valuable. Furthermore, the 

consumers have to show deeper involvement with the company and its products. From the 

company’s perspective, this high level of involvement, as well as diverse expertise of the indi-

vidual consumers, pose a highly effective way towards the innovation of new products. Col-

laborating is very challenging for traditional industries and is better suited for information-rich 

applications (O’Hern & Rindfleisch, 2010, p. 91-92). 

Tinkering 

The process of tinkering - to be found in the bottom right corner of Figure 1 - involves a slightly 

lower degree of contribution activity than collaborating, as the consumers are asked to modify 

already available products. Depending on the quality and feasibility of these modifications, the 

company decides whether to implement them or not. The consumers are granted a high degree 

of autonomy while the company usually controls the available modifications. The tinkering 

approach is widely used in the gaming industry but also established for other information-based 

products. The consumer requires to bring considerable knowledge and expertise in order to be 

able to modify the product and understand the technology behind it (O’Hern & Rindfleisch, 

2010, p. 93-94). 

Co-Designing 

Co-designing takes place in a fairly closed contributional environment but involves a high de-

gree of selection activity thus being customer-led (top left corner of Figure 1). Usually, cus-

tomers are divided into two segments: customers providing the company with designs and con-

tent and customers selecting the adaptable designs and contents out of these. Firstly, customers 

develop new designs which are collected in a central hub. These submissions are then rated by 

a bigger group of customers according to their appeal and eventually the company decides 

which of the selected designs are adopted, produced and marketed.  

 

In the process of co-designing, the company usually provides the framework that all submis-

sions must underlie thus reducing innovation and designing costs for the company. Yet, the co-

designing approach holds problems and difficulties. The number of people designing and sub-

mitting new designs and products can be too small to ensure enough high-quality content (as 

cited by Cook, 2008). Furthermore, the novelty of the co-designing approach can diminish 

quickly which reduces the amount of both, evaluators and designers drastically leading to even 

less high-quality content for the company (O’Hern & Rindfleisch, 2010, p. 95-96). 

Submitting 

Submitting - located in the bottom left corner in Figure 1 - is a direct exchange between cus-

tomers and a company - or a third party acting as a broker for the company. The customers 

explicitly and directly propose ideas for new products to the company. A high amount of energy 

must be used by customers to develop a product idea that is tangible and feasible for the com-

pany to implement. Submitting is characterised by the least amount of contribution activity as 
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well as selection activity; the company holds full control over the whole idea development 

process. Submitting is least likely to produce innovative new product ideas as the level of cus-

tomer control is close to zero, therefore, making the customer feel more distanced compared to 

the other three types of co-creation. It can be hard for companies to keep customers active and 

participating as the intrinsic motivation to do so is missing (O’Hern & Rindfleisch, 2010, pp. 

96-97). 

2.3.3 Relationship Marketing 

In general, a crucial point to modern marketing is the question of how to integrate customers 

into the design of products. There is no added value for customers if one product has the same 

attributes and functions as competitors’ products. Therefore, companies must create and main-

tain long-term relationships in order to protect added value. A close customer relationship is 

not as affected by changes in the market environment  (Zineldin, 2012, p. 75 f.). Hence, creat-

ing and maintaining relationships between customers, companies and other possible stakehold-

ers (Olkkonen, 1999, p. 65) is crucial and of great value for companies. The marketing ap-

proach that results from that is called “relationship marketing” and it is, on the one hand, one 

of the oldest approaches to marketing, as many companies and marketers have already identi-

fied the need for good relationships, but on the other hand also one of the least understood as 

well (Zineldin, 2012, p. 17). Furthermore, building relationships with other parties and a clear 

understanding as well as utilisation of the resources of the other respective party can yield great 

advantages and increase the effectiveness of the desired outcomes which in then end results in 

more profitable benefits for all involved parties (Olkkonen, 2001, p. 315). 

 

Relationship marketing can be viewed as a tool for companies to persuade and retain custom-

ers. In general, customers do not buy a relationship with a company, but they perceive it as an 

additional feature and therefore expect benefits from it. Furthermore, a relationship can be used 

for direct communication between the company, the consumers and other stakeholders. From 

an organisational point of view, relationship marketing puts a focus on customer orientation at 

first but also on long-range profitability and the integration of marketing within other organi-

sational functions (Zineldin, 2012, p. 17 ff.).  

 

Generally, relationship marketing lacks clear definitions and frameworks but for an overall 

understanding of the topic, this thesis uses the key points defined by Zineldin (2012). In his 

work, Zineldin points out that relationship marketing reflects the dynamic nature of the market 

environment in its present state. Furthermore, all parties involved in relationships have positive 

expectations from these relationships as otherwise there would not be much reason to commit 

to such a relationship. To go one step farther, Zineldin mentions an interdependence between 

the parties that are involved in a relationship and - as a fourth point - puts an emphasis on 

adoption (Zineldin, 2012, p. 52). Broadly speaking, the primary goal is the identification and 

understanding of key drivers that have an influence on a company’s desired outcomes (Hennig-

Thurau, Gwinner and Gremler, 2002, p. 231).   

 

Another central point of relationship marketing is the quality of the respective relationship as 

it is dependent on the quality of the interaction process and the content involved. A good inter-

action process, therefore, results in a fair overall quality of the relationship between the parties 

involved. It should also be expected that there will be both, cooperation and conflict in such a 

relationship. Finally, from a more monetary point of view, relationship marketing should get 

and at best keep customers at a profitable level (Zineldin, 2012, p. 53). The work of Olkkonen 
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(1999) provides insights in addition to Zineldin’s central points of relationship marketing. Olk-

konen mentions that within relationship marketing, a company should act cooperatively and 

trustingly with stakeholders and specifically customers. Relationship marketing is to be viewed 

as at first retention and then only then attraction marketing. Furthermore, there should not only 

be collaborations with external stakeholders but also within the company. Overall and in as 

many aspects as possible the company should be a trusty as well as a trustworthy co-operator. 

Therefore, different departments - namely quality, customer service and marketing - have to 

work hand in hand (Olkkonen, 1999, p. 65). 

  

There are two central and promising approaches to relationship marketing: the relational ben-

efits approach and the relationship quality approach. In the relational benefits approach, cus-

tomer benefits are categorised with regard to how they influence the future development of 

relationships. The other, the relationship quality approach, views customer loyalty as deter-

mined by the fit - or appropriateness - of a relationship. The relationship fit is hereby numeri-

cally limited by a specific number of constructs (Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner and Gremler, 2002, 

p. 231). However, it is important to understand, what loyalty in a relationship marketing con-

text means. Firstly, customer involvement is a crucial part for companies as involvement inev-

itably leads to commitment and that eventually leads to a greater likelihood of loyalty towards 

services, products or even the company as a whole. To create and maintain loyal, especially 

strong loyal relationships, the company has to create a trusting and respecting atmosphere. If 

there is no such atmosphere and the relationship is not strongly positive with strong loyal cus-

tomers despite offering high-quality services or products, strong and soft loyal customers might 

shift to another company which would prevent the disloyal customer segment to never become 

a loyal segment. Hence, companies should approach less loyal and disloyal customers and ask 

for their needs and wishes - “What do other companies offer that we lack?” (Zineldin, 2012, p. 

143). In general, loyalty can be divided into three categories.  

 

1. Disloyal customers: These customers do not show any loyalty to any specific services, 

products or companies. They are attracted by products on offer and consider all benefits 

including competitive products. They are sensitive to seemingly insignificant changes 

in e.g. advertising or price without regard to the quality of the service. For these cus-

tomers, it is easy to switch from supporting one company to another. 

 

2. Soft loyal customers: This type of customers show a high price sensitivity as well as a 

similar level of loyalty towards several companies. They spend less money on favoured 

companies than strong loyal customers do. 

 

3. Strong loyal customers: In contrast to the previous two types of loyal customers, strong 

loyal customers show a lower level of price sensitivity. They do not switch brands but 

usually stick to one specific company. This is in many cases the result of a long-term 

relationship with the specific company. This strong relationship and the previous posi-

tive experiences with the respective company prevents strong loyal customers from 

shifting to another company as they would rather communicate with the company be-

fore considering a shift (Zineldin, 2012, p. 143-146).  

 

To go more into detail, Zineldin (2012) defines seven prerequisites for the development of 

long-lasting and mutually beneficial relationships in a business environment. At first, there 

have to be two or more parties that are willing to engage in relationships defined by an inter-

active exchange. Furthermore, both parties own something valuable that the other party does 

not but want to own. For the relationship to be mutually beneficial, the third prerequisite is that 
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each party involved is willing to give up their “something valuable” for the other party’s “some-

thing valuable”. For all parties it is possible to both, accept or reject conditions - or part of the 

conditions - related to the exchange of the “something valuable”. Another - seemingly obvious 

- part of business relationships is communication as well as the interaction between the parties. 

Creation, development and enhancement of positive sustainable lasting business relationships 

are crucially influenced by ethical values, norms, commitment, interdependence and adapta-

tion. At last, Zineldin poses that a positive balance between the advantages and disadvantages 

of the relationship is what should be aimed for (Zineldin, 2012, p. 251). We believe that 

Zineldin’s statements show a great example for the relationship quality approach, yet we also 

believe that a combination with the relational benefits approach yields the best mixture in order 

to fully grasp the concept of relationship marketing. Thus, despite the fact that Zineldin ex-

plains the best possible categorisation for the study at hand, we want to extend it and combine 

it with the relational benefits approach.  

 

Relationship marketing has been subject of change and its definition, as well as shape, has been 

influenced by mainly three antecedents. Firstly, information technology had a great influence 

not only on personal and business life but also on relationship marketing. The internet and the 

IT revolution had the most significant impact on CRM as they provide faster and easier solu-

tions. Secondly, the selectivity and narrow target of relationship marketing have made it one 

of many marketing techniques that are widely used. Lastly, the so-called outsourcing of cus-

tomers had also a big influence on relationship marketing as some customers are not worth the 

fixed costs and therefore the relationship is aborted completely from the company’s side 

(Zineldin, 2012, p. 18 f.).  

 

To shortly combine relationship marketing and CRM with sport sponsorship, it is noteworthy 

that sponsors of sport teams have to initiate and maintain interactions with fans of the spon-

sored team or event. To increase the perception and awareness of the sponsor’s product or 

whole brand and its quality, it is important to provide fans with opportunities to communicate 

and engage with the company. This can also increase the fit between the sponsor and the team 

which benefits the attitude towards the sponsor’s brand and products (Tsordia et al., 2018, p. 

99). Yet in a sponsorship related context, relationship are widely viewed from a managerial 

point of view (Olkkonen, 2001, p. 310) and with that neglect the supporters as a part of spon-

sorship agreements. We believe that this view is insufficient and hence include the supporters 

into the group of stakeholders involved in sponsorship agreements. 

2.4 Customer Engagement in Sports Sponsorship 

As seen previously in chapter 2.2, customer engagement is a crucial part for companies to 

establish a good relationship with their (potential) customers. In sports sponsorship, engage-

ment with sports fans has already been determined as a crucial factor to enhance commercial 

success (Stander et al., 2016, p. 309). Fan engagement hereby describes a specific part of cus-

tomer engagement in a sports environment (Yoshida et al., 2014, p. 400). As stated in many 

studies, customer engagement generally describes the spontaneous and mostly interactive be-

haviours of consumers with a company - in a sports context it is either the club or the sponsor 

- to fulfil individual and social goals (Brodie et al., 2011; van Doorn et al., 2010). For a better 

understanding of this phenomenon, it is important to define what a fan is. Wann et al. (2001) 

define a sports fan as an “individual who is heavily invested - either emotionally or financially 

(or both) - in a particular sports team, individual athlete or specific type of sport” (Wann et al., 

2001, p. 2).  
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The engagement of such sports fans, or supporters, includes attendance at events organised by 

their favourite team, following the games of the team on television or live in the stadium, buy-

ing merchandise or exchange with others about their favourite sport or team (Bristow & Se-

bastian, 2001; Funk & James, 2001). With a higher degree of engagement, sports fans try not 

only to fulfil their own needs concerning their favourite club or sport but also to support the 

club as good as possible. These club-supportive actions include, among others, displaying club 

branded articles and positive word-of-mouth (de Ruyter & Wetzels, 2000; Swanson et al., 

2003). I 

 

An increase in fan engagement is also vital for the clubs and the sponsors as it affects the 

purchase intention of the consumers. Engaging sports fans in extra-role behaviour increases 

the likelihood of repeat purchases (Yoshida et al., 2014, p. 412). Extra-role behaviours are 

defined as “activities that are essential for organisational effectiveness but are discretionary in 

nature” (Becker & Kernan, 2003, p. 328) and refer to the extent to which - in this case support-

ers - are involved in organisational activities of clubs or sponsors even though they are not 

required to (e.g., engagement in customer co-creation activities, direct interactions with other 

consumers and voluntary participation in marketing activities). Marketers of sports clubs, as 

well as sponsors, can leverage extra-role engagement to increase the profitability of customers 

(Yoshida et al., 2014, p. 412). Generally, football clubs are able to leverage engagement on a 

larger scale and hence can target them more efficiently to stimulate reinforced investment 

(Stander et al., 2016, p. 314). 

 

It has to be mentioned, however, that marketing approaches of professional sports teams cannot 

be as effectively targeted as classical marketing approaches of companies. It is harder to define 

target groups and customise the marketing efforts for the respective target groups (Stander et 

al., 2016, p. 314).  

2.4.1 Engagement Marketing in Sports Sponsorship 

As we have seen before in the first chapter (“Problem Background”), social media activities of 

clubs as well as sponsoring companies often lack a certain motivation for supporters to engage 

although social media is a crucial activation tool for sponsorship and has to be understood more 

thoroughly. In general, users of social media platforms can be sorted by their motivation to 

engage with brand-related content into four categories.  

1. Informing: The informing motivational type is, as the name says, factual in nature. Its 

purpose is to inform about sponsors as some sort of “company promotions”, about the 

sponsorship activities, the sponsored event itself or just informal event observations.  

2. Entertaining: The entertaining motivations are driven by fun facts or trivia about the 

event or the sponsoring company. Furthermore, it includes interactivity in the form of 

games or other unpaid activities. Simply put, people use social media to pass time.  

3. Rewarding: Social media users engage with brand-related content in the form of com-

petitions as they expect future benefits from it.  

4. Interacting: Interacting motivation is more dialogue-like and reciprocal in nature. It 

offers a personal touch to the communicated content. The respective content is of dif-

ferent width: some content targets a very narrow, exclusive target group (e.g. athletes 

themselves) and some content targets all followers (Gillooly et al., 2017, p. 294-296). 

 

Generally, social media poses a good platform to engage with customers and to build relation-

ships between companies and customers (Rishika, et al., 2013). Concerning sports clubs, they 

can create online polls or contests - in combination with their sponsors - to foster interaction 
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with and among the fans as well as with the brand besides game days. This can help the club 

to enhance the experience for fans as they gather additional insights (Achen, 2016, p. 248). 

Engagement with fans via social media platforms facilitates relationship building with the sup-

porters (Abeza, O’Reilly & Reid., 2013; Kim, et al., 2011; Williams & Chinn, 2010) which is 

likely to lead to high quality, long-lasting customer base. With regard to the four types of social 

media use above, sports clubs could leverage the use of these platforms and drive supporters 

from an informational motivation towards an interacting and with that build a closer relation-

ship (Achen, 2016, p. 261).  

 

In relation to that, Achen’s study showed that the engagement with clubs on social media, more 

precisely on Facebook, resulted in a higher quality of the relationship with the club. A higher 

level of engagement also means that the purchase intention of the supporters for tickets as well 

as merchandise increases (Achen, 2016, p. 261-262).  This is also important for sponsors of the 

respective club, especially for jersey manufacturers, as a higher purchase intention for mer-

chandise increases the sales of the respective jersey manufacturer.  

2.4.2 Co-Creation in Sports Sponsorship 

The aforementioned motivations for social media users to engage with brand-related content 

already indicates, that there is some extent of co-creation between brands and followers. In 

general, co-creation is a powerful tool to actively engage followers or customers with brands. 

This is also put into usage with sports, or more precisely football fans. Again, co-creators can 

be sorted into categories:  

1. Rejecters: Rejecters are usually fanatical fans with a long-term attachment to their club. 

They see the presence at (football) games as their most important contribution to sup-

port the club.  Their view of co-creation is rather cynical as they feel that it is a method 

to retain new and so-called “satellite” fans instead of fanatical, regular fans. Therefore, 

this segment offers nothing for brand- and marketing-managers.  

2. Defectors: Defectors are mostly female fanatical fans that are disappointed by the male 

nature of the club and the brand communication. The relationship between the brand 

and the community should be reciprocal and not only male dominated. From the com-

pany's point of view, the community is viewed as crucial for adding brand-value, alt-

hough specific stakeholders see that approach as a utopia.  

3. Absorbers: Casual fans that desire real personal contact from the brand and want to 

carry their support everywhere are defined as absorbers. The brand’s willingness to 

engage with fans was perceived well and viewed as an antecedent of a loyal bond and 

eventually action loyalty. Absorbers need more than an arbitrary website for a con-

sumer-brand relationship to foster following, believing and supporting. In this segment, 

co-creation opportunities potentially have an impact on cognitive loyalty.  

4. Moralisers: Their engagement with brands is not out of joy or love but because of neg-

ative incidents. Their engagement is driven by concerns. In their perception, sponsors 

did not act well or morally.  

5. Repenters: A co-creation engagement by repenters comes from a guilty feeling founded 

in superstitious believes. For brand- and marketing-managers, this segment yields the 

biggest opportunity, as they can create some sort of shared anxiety about the upcoming 

season (Thomas, 2018, p. 1487-1489).  
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2.5 Digital Sports Sponsorship 

For sponsorship to be successful in an online environment, the involved stakeholders, espe-

cially the clubs and the companies, have to pay attention to certain criteria. First of all, it is 

important to note that sponsorship cannot be simply transferred from an offline to an online 

setting. The advertiser linked to the sponsorship display online is already associated with a 

familiar brand, so they do not necessarily provide new information to the target group. The 

marketing campaigns build upon already existent relationships and leverage the trust (poten-

tial) customers have in a specific brand or even company, so putting sponsorship in an online 

setting does not mean that marketing activities come from scratch (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 

2016, pp. 513-514). In relation to Fransen et al. (2016), it is important for the customers to 

understand the fit between a sponsored brand - which is most likely already known - and the 

relation of it towards an event, or - with regard to this research - to a club. With this, the mes-

sage of the sponsoring company gains in clarity and is more obvious to the customer (Fransen 

et al., 2013, p. 43). 

 

The effectiveness of a sponsorship deal can be increased by engaging customers in interactions 

with the brand on its own media site by using co-branding and more importantly co-creation 

approaches (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 514). As argued in Chapter 2.2.2, customer 

co-creation can help companies to provide consumers with additional value by engaging them 

in certain creational processes and at the same time transfer some workload thus reducing effort 

and costs for the company (Liljedal, 2016, p. 1). In addition to that, Prahalad and Ramaswamy 

argue that a dialogue has to be implemented between the company wanting to engage custom-

ers in co-creation processes and the customers themselves (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004, p. 

13-14) which supports the statement above by Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick. Furthermore, the 

engagement of customers, or in a sports sponsorship environment the engagement of support-

ers, affects their purchase intention. With the help of social media channels as a mean of com-

munication, the sponsoring companies and sports clubs can enhance and foster engagement 

more easily and also encourage interaction among fans (Yoshida et al., 2014, p. 412).  

 

Bearing this in mind, it can be said that a focus on an implementation of social media as a mean 

of communication to and foremost with consumers is an important issue for marketers. This 

does not solely concern companies that want to act as sponsors, but also clubs that want to 

attract companies for sponsorship deals (Achen, 2016, p. 262). With regard to the supporters, 

sports clubs have already implemented social media in their portfolio. With the use of social 

media, they can positively fan loyalty and retention and with that also enhance business related 

numbers (e.g. merchandise sales, media exposure, ticket sales) in the long run (Agrawal, Gupta, 

Yousaf, 2018, P. 341). The effects of social media marketing strategies - if they are efficiently 

designed - are very positive and can bring benefits to the club as well as to the sponsoring 

company. Achen further states, that these social media strategies should be focused on rela-

tionship building as well as retaining. Hence, marketers are encouraged to design social media 

marketing strategies, that aim to enhance relationship with customers (Achen, 2016, p. 262). 

Generally speaking, social media can be used to provide sports fans with a platform to com-

municate with each other, express their feelings about sports related issues or just view content 

related to sports, even while they attend a sport event (Phonthanukitithaworn, Sellitto, 2017, p. 

1478). 
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2.6 Preliminary Framework  

The theoretical framework, as presented in the preceding chapters, is now put into a graphic 

scheme (Figure 4). This work firstly focused on sports sponsorship and on customer engage-

ment with its subtopics “relationship marketing”, “engagement marketing”, and “customer co-

creation”. The next step is to combine these topics and look at how customer engagement is 

applied in sports sponsorship. Finally, to elaborate on the research question posed in chapter 

1.3 “How is sports sponsorship effectiveness enhanced by the use of digital communication 

channels and by restructuring the relationships among all three stakeholders within the re-

spective agreement?”), this thesis considers the major parts of digital marketing and more pre-

cisely social media marketing and combine it with the topic of customer engagement in sports 

sponsorship. Chapter 2.5 “Digitalised Sports Sponsorship” combines the aforementioned top-

ics and builds the base for our analysis. 

 

 
 

Figure 4: Preliminary Framework 

 

As the figure above shows, the framework and hence the approach to digital sports sponsorship 

is linear and from a club’s perspective. The approach to digital sports sponsorship can generally 

be divided into three stages. In the first stage, the sports club negotiates a sponsorship agree-

ment with one or several companies. At the same time, the club is eager to engage their cus-

tomers, precisely their fans. The approaches used for that are engagement marketing, customer 

co-creation and relationship marketing. The club tries to merge the sponsorship agreement with 

the customer engagement and arrives at the second stage, the application of engagement within 

sports sponsorship, meaning an engagement of fans with the club and their sponsors. Once this 

is achieved, the club tries to implement digital marketing tools, more precisely social media 

marketing into the customer engagement in the sponsorship agreement and with that moves to 

the desired stage three, the digital sponsorship which merges the aforementioned approaches 

into one. With that, the club can manage to develop and sustain long-lasting relationships with 

the supporters as well as the sponsor as the digital communication channels of social media 

platforms enable the clubs to facilitate the engagement with the other two parties involved in 

the sponsorship agreement.   
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3. Methodology 
As a methodological approach to answer the posed research question, we want to use a mixture 

of quantitative and qualitative studies. More precisely, we want to use the previously presented 

case of Zlingit to test and apply the theories derived from the literature review as well as later 

combine them with the findings from our research. In the form of an oral agreement, Zlingit 

already agreed to support and work with us on the thesis and provide us with secondary data, 

we can use for a deeper analysis and understanding of the data we want to collect ourselves.  

 

In addition to the case study of Zlingit, we want to conduct expert interviews with relevant 

sponsoring companies as well as sports clubs. In the case of the latter, we aim for interviews 

with representatives from the marketing department that deal with the acquisition and mainte-

nance of sponsorship contracts as well as the department responsible for all fan and support 

matters. Ideally, they can provide contacts to fan communities to acquire more data from the 

support side. Furthermore, we want to address fans - ideally of the same clubs we want to use 

in the interviews - with questionnaires and surveys to find their attitude towards co-creation 

and sponsorship in general. Also, a measure of their engagement with and support for the club 

is a very important variable for us to analyse.  

 

The methodological approach of this thesis is closely related to the marketing research process 

presented by Malhorta and Birks (2006, p. 15). Malhorta and Birks argue that there are six 

stages to marketing research which have been adopted in this thesis. The first step is the defi-

nition of the underlying research problem, which has been adopted in chapter 1.1 and partly 

1.2. In the next two steps, the approach and design to this problem is to be developed which 

can be found in chapter 3.2 and 3.3 respectively. After developing and designing the research 

approach, Malhorta and Birks mention the collection of data as the next step, which is repre-

sented by chapter 3.4 in this thesis. In chapter 4, the previously collected data is prepared and 

later analysed posing the fifth step in the marketing research process. Lastly, the sixth step - 

namely the reporting and presenting of the data - can be found in chapter 5 in the form of a 

revised version of the earlier presented theoretical framework (Figure 5).  

 

 
 

Figure 5: Six Stages to Marketing Research (adapted from Malhorta & Birks, 2006, p. 15) 

3.1 Philosophical Approach 

The philosophical approach to research is dedicated to the understanding of the knowledge 

development and its nature. It should help the reader to understand and enable him/her to follow 

the line of thought of the authors during the development as well as conduction of the research. 

It should also explain - or at least hint to - the way the authors view the world and how they 

understand the working if the world. Often, it is overlooked that the views of the reader and 

the view of the authors might not be congruent and therefore differ as a common, unspoken 
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agreement of the understanding of the world is taken for granted - which is not necessarily the 

case (Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 127-129). This chapter provides an overview of the apparently 

most relevant and most applicable concepts considering the theme of the thesis at hand and 

concludes with an explanation of the chosen concepts.  

Ontology 

The concept or philosophical approach of ontology generally describes the view of the world 

(Barinaga, 1999, p. 1). It relates to the assumptions that a researcher holds about the reality, 

more precisely the social reality he/she acts in and interacts with (Long et al., 2000, p. 190) 

and is therefore characterised by the question “What is the nature of reality?” (Maykut & More-

house, 1994, p. 3). Basically, there are two answers to this question which describe the assump-

tions researchers make about the way the world works and their commitment to particular 

views (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 130). These views are in specific whether the reality the indi-

viduals live in, act in and interact with is external to them and therefore objective or whether it 

is constructed in the respective individual’s mind and hence subjective (Long et al., 2000, p. 

190). These different views - namely objectivism and subjectivism - pose subcategories of 

ontology (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 131) and will be elaborated in more detailed in the follow-

ing.  

 

A. Objectivism:  The objectivist approach is also referred to as the “pro-natural sciences 

approach to the social universe” (Long et al., 2000, p. 192). In particular, this means 

that all social entities exist independent of social actors and the difference between 

these entities is only and exclusively due to objective aspects of the respective entities 

and not due to social influences or subjective reasoning (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 131). 

Objectivity can always be tested inter-subjectively, meaning that if objectivity truly 

holds, it should not differ between individuals and not be influenced by subjective as-

sumptions (Popper, 1959, p. 44). 

 

B. Subjectivism: In contrast to objectivism, subjectivism is also called the “anti-natural 

sciences approach” (Long et al.., 2000, p. 192) and stresses individual interpretations 

more than objective aspects. Observable social phenomena are created by social actors’ 

actions and perceptions and are under constant modification as interactions among so-

cial actors occur continuously and randomly (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 132). The study 

focus of researchers in that type of study is more on social actions and the symbolic 

relationships and meanings that are created through these rather than social behaviour 

as such (Long et al., 2000, p. 193). Social actions are affected by the individually dif-

ferently perceptions of a situation the respective social actor is in. Hence, researchers 

have to study these situations in detail in order to be able to understand the circum-

stances and the reality behind the situations (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 132). This respec-

tive reality cannot be found in creations (e.g. social meaning) but in underlying proce-

dures that lead to these creations. Hence, knowledge comes from discoveries of hu-

mans’ approaches used to arrive at a subjective consensus (Long et al.., 2000, p. 194). 

Yet, it is important to note that it is not possible to observe or measure the aforemen-

tioned social reality (Long et al., 2000, p. 193). Hence, a scientific statement can never 

be justified by subjective experience (Popper, 1959, p. 46).  

Epistemology 

The epistemological approach aims to give directions to what can be embodied as acceptable 

knowledge in a specific study field (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 132). Furthermore, it elaborates 
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and focuses on the way of knowing as well as the mere nature of this knowledge. For this point 

of view, two elements are important: the context and the time of origin of knowledge. With 

this, the epistemological approach forms a rightfulness of the social structure and - simply put 

- seeks to find a meaning in life (Barinaga, 1999, pp. 1-2). To be able to provide insights into 

all these aims, epistemology follows the central question: “What is the relationship between 

the knower and the known?” (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 3). In that sense, the epistemo-

logical approach makes assumptions about the root as well as the transmission of knowledge 

in between others. The knowledge thereby can take one of two forms. It can either be viewed 

as an - in theory - open source for everyone which can be accessed by anyone, it as a closed 

source which is only accessible to one specific person, as it comes from individual experience 

(Long et al., 2000, p. 190). 

 

In epistemology, the world is characterised as very adaptive and reactive, just like an organism. 

For researchers, it is hard to or even impossible to identify the general relationships and this, 

causality is said to be predominating (Long et al., 2000, p. 192). The epistemological approach 

holds the danger for the researcher of being blinded and thus deaf towards ideas as well as 

critique that is rooted in other views (Barinaga, 1999, p. 12). Two of the main approaches of 

epistemology are presented in the following. 

 

A. Positivism: The positivist point of view resembles the one of a natural scientist with a 

focus on the observation and collection of data about reality in order to examine causal 

relationships (Gill & Johnson, 2010) as cited by Saunders et al., 2012, p. 134). To ena-

ble this, the objects in the centre of the study should be scientific in the same manner 

as in natural science. Hence, the positivist approach assumes that the social as well as 

the natural world follows certain fixed laws which allows predictions and explanations 

of marketing phenomena. Of course, these predictions and explanations are preceded 

by precise facts and reliable information (Malhorta & Birks, 2006, p. 136). Usually, 

positivism starts from theory and from there derives hypotheses (Saunders, Lewis, 

Thornhill, 2012, p. 134), which are explained, predicted and proven with the help of 

measurable variables and provable assertions (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 3). Yet, 

research does not necessarily have to start from theory. It is important that the research-

ers undertake the study as value-free as possible, although it can be hard to obliterate 

all values of the researchers. But with a focus on quantifiable observations and statisti-

cal analysis as well as constant awareness of the fixed laws, the world is tied to, the 

positivist approach can be taken without a big influence of the researchers’ values 

(Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 134-135; 137). 

 

B. Interpretivism: As the name of this approach already says, the interpretivist view is 

concerned with several different interpretations and problems of the world (Malhorta 

& Birks, 2006, p. 139) and aims to ensure an understanding of these difference, espe-

cially the ones between social actors, more precisely humans. Every human interprets 

his/her role in society differently based on the individual meaning he/she associated 

with this respective role (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 137). Keeping the ever-evolving na-

ture of reality in mind, it is important for the researchers to focus on the search for the 

right background in order to adjust the processes of observation and questioning to the 

individuality of the involved respondents (Malhorta & Birks, 2006, p. 139). For this, 

empathy is a compelling skill (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 137). 

For the interpretivist approach, the researcher should always adopt the angle of the re-

search object for the understanding of the world (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 137). It often 

happens that the researchers’ own values bias the questions as well as the interpretations 
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of the given answers. Hence, it is crucial to adjust to those biases and be aware of them 

to rule them out or at least diminish it (Malhorta & Birks, 2006, p. 139). Overall, the 

interpretivist approach is arguably very essential to organisational behaviour, market-

ing and HR management (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 137). 

 

For the thesis at hand, we chose two approaches. From an ontological point of view, we decided 

to adopt the subjectivist approach. As the topic of sponsorship and especially the relationships 

between stakeholders involved in sponsorship agreements are fully - or at least to the greatest 

extent - influenced by individuals and their perception. Arguably, sponsorship itself can also 

be viewed under an objective lens, yet the locus of this work is on the relationship that shape 

sponsorship, and eventually how these relationships can be enhanced. Therefore, we assume 

that there is no possibility for inter-subjectivity tests, as proposed by Popper (1959, p. 46).  

 

We further decided to conduct the research based on the interpretivist assumptions from the 

epistemological point of view. As already mentioned before, the relationships within sponsor-

ship agreements are subjective and assumedly do not underlie fixed laws but rather derive from 

individual interpretations of the situation itself and the circumstances around this situation. As 

stated by Saunders et al. (2012, p. 137), every human interprets his/her role - in this case within 

a sponsorship relationship as a fan, club representative or sponsor - individually depending on 

the meaning, he/she gives that specific role. Additionally, we also hint that interpretivism plays 

an essential role within the studies of marketing and therefore is another valid argument for us 

to adopt this point of view.  

3.2 Literature Selection 

The selection of the literature for the theoretical framework was made with regard to the pa-

rameters of literature search by Saunders et al. (2012, p. 91). The authors propose six different 

parameters for literature search and in the following, we will shortly outline how we imple-

mented these parameters into our literature selection. 

 

1. Language of publication: It is clear that most of the sources we looked for are in Eng-

lish, yet we did not solely focus on English speaking literature. In the rare case that 

articles, journals or books in another language yielded additional important information 

for the theoretical framework, we used them. The languages besides English are limited 

to our mother languages (German and Finnish) and Swedish.  

2. Subject area: The core subject of this study is of course sports sponsorship. In addition 

to that, we focused on engagement and relationship marketing and examined digital 

marketing as a subject area of interest. Overall, it can be said that the subject area for 

our literature selection is closely linked to the key terms for this study.  

3. Business sector: The main business sector is of course marketing with a specific focus 

on sports marketing and additional insights from sports management. With the litera-

ture selection, we focused on important aspects arising from sponsorship as well as the 

newest insights concerning digital marketing approaches. 

4. Geographical area: Generally, we did not limit the geographical area of the publica-

tions due to the lack of research overall. Yet it has to be mentioned that we tried to find 

sources related to the geographical area this study is targeted at: Sweden. 

5. Publication period: Concerning general topics that are assumedly under rather low 

influence of change, the publication period did not play a big role. Yet, when it came 

to concepts related to sponsorship and digital marketing, we aimed to incorporate the 

newest sources and tried to find publications that were published in 2015 or later.  
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6. Literature type: Generally, the focus of the literature laid on journals and scientific 

articles. Second to that, we used books that explained generic concepts and used them 

to build the foundation of the literature framework. The scientific articles, however, 

pose the core of the literature selection. 

3.3 Research Strategy 

In this chapter, we present three different strategies to research, namely deduction, induction 

and abduction. After presenting the three strategies in detail, the chapter concludes with a short 

explanation, which research strategy has been chosen for the thesis and the accompanying re-

search at hand.  

Deduction 

Generally speaking, deduction describes the knowledge generating process of starting from 

something widespread to something narrow. In other words, the deductive approach derives 

specific premises from general premises (Rodrigues, 2011, p. 128). In order to do so, the re-

searchers identify theories and concepts with the help of literature which are then to be tested 

empirically. Hence, the research is theory driven (Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 48; 73). This ap-

proach - starting from theory and test this theory- is most commonly used in natural sciences. 

In order to be successful with the inductive method, the concepts that are tested need to both, 

measurable and generalisable thus not acknowledging the existence of alternative explanations 

(Saunders et al., 2012, p. 144-146).  

 

An approach to deduction, as proposed by Popper (1959), consists of four different stages. 

Firstly, the statements that have been derived from theory are compared with each other in 

order to prove they are internally consistent. After that, in a second stage, the logic within each 

statement is assessed and examined. Once the logic of the statements has been assessed, they 

are compared to existing theories. Although the theories might be consistent and logical, they 

should also prove to be an advancement in current literature and theory, otherwise further ex-

amination and proof is just redundant. Once these three stages are completed, the fourth and 

last stage is the empirical testing of the theory (Popper, 1959, p. 32-33). The issue with empir-

ical testing is, that it is concerned not with real but with imaginary objects (Rodrigues, 2011, 

p. 129). 

 

Deduction implies that if the premises are true, the following conclusion(s) must inevitably 

also be true ([30,2: 175] as cited by Rodrigues, 2011, p. 128). In other words, the truth of 

preceding premises brings about the truth of the conclusion drawn from these premises. Thus, 

deduction extends justified beliefs and provides additional knowledge (Pritchard, 2014, p. 94). 

Yet it is important to note that conclusions which are derived deductively cannot assumed to 

be absolutely valid as deduction is also another form of probable reasoning. Yet, the likelihood 

of these conclusions being incorrect while the premises are correct is intuitively minimal (Ro-

drigues, 2011, p. 128-129). 

Induction 

The inductive approach starts from a singular statement which then becomes a universal state-

ment (Popper, 1959, p. 27). In that sense, induction is an inverted version of deduction as it 

starts from a premise or an observation and from there derives conclusions which eventually 

lead to a rule (Rodrigues, 2011, p. 131). Therefore, induction poses a “reduction of the multi-

plicity to the unity” (Rodrigues, 2011, p. 131). In particular, this means that as a first step, data 
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is collected and analysed before the theory is developed - the research is data driven, and not 

theory driven as in deduction. Later on, the observed and collected data is linked to the litera-

ture (Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 48; 74). In order for inductively derived conclusions to be valid 

- or acceptable for the least- the sample size at base of the collected data has to be both, big 

enough and representative enough (Pritchard, 2014, p. 95-96). In line with that is the relevance 

and the concern of the context of the observed events. Generally, it can be said that topics 

derived inductively have a very scarce literature background but at the same time are strongly 

debated as they are fairly new (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 146; 148). Induction, however, holds 

a large disadvantage even though it is widely used. Logically, a statement that is derived in-

ductively can never be seen as justified as it is never verified. Only one opposing observation 

or result can already falsify an inductive statement. Intuitively, it is very hard - at the least - to 

collect from a sample that includes all observations related to the issue. Thus, an inductive 

statement can never become a universal statement (Popper, 1959, p. 27-28). 

Abduction 

The inductive and the deductive approach are not necessarily absolute but rather extremes. It 

is possible, to combine both approaches in the form of the third approach to be presented here: 

abduction ((Suddaby, 2006) as cited by Saunders et al., 2012, p. 147). Usually either deduction 

or induction is dominating the approach of abduction (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 148). Generally, 

the abductive approach starts from a “surprising event” (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 147) or rather 

a single observation which then leads to an explanation for that observation by using implicit 

connecting premises, but it does not necessarily entail a conclusion (Pritchard, 2014, p. 96). In 

that process, data is collected which enables the researchers to explore the observed phenome-

non and identify causalities to generate a new or modified theory. Abduction is used for re-

search that focuses on a niche context, more precisely on a different aspect of one study prob-

lem (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 145; 148). 

For the thesis at hand, we decided to adopt the abductive approach. As Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill (2012, p. 145-148) mentioned, the abductive approach is especially used for study 

objects that are - simply put - viewed from a different angle or through a different lens. The 

study objects of the thesis at hand are the relationship between sponsors, club supporters and 

clubs as well as the effectiveness of sponsorship and engagement with clubs and sponsors. 

Naturally, these issues have been examined thoroughly already but as we view it with the lens 

of digitalisation, it poses a niche. Furthermore, the aforementioned study objects arise from a 

single observation, namely the case study of Zlingit. 

3.4 Research Design 

Depending on the wording, the research question itself can already give a hint to the type of 

research design that should be used to answer this question. In that sense, questions starting 

with the question words “what”, “when”, “where”, “who” and “how” can be considered at least 

partly descriptive. Usually, the first and last question word, namely “what” and “how” go be-

yond plain exploratory research designs towards a more evaluative approach (Saunders et al., 

2012, p. 41). In this chapter, the aforementioned research designs as well as a few more relevant 

approaches will be presented. In the end of the chapter, we provide an overview and argumen-

tation of the research design approach used for the thesis at hand.  

Exploratory 

An exploratory research design is concerned with marketing phenomena and provides insights 

into as well as understanding of these. It is most commonly used when the subject at centre of 
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the study cannot be translated into numerical and therefore quantitative measurements. It is 

also used, when an existing problem requires a more precise definition, a procedure has to be 

identified or there is a lack of sufficient information. In the case of the latter option, the ap-

proach usually does not use hypotheses but a rather loose exploration with the help of research 

questions. Expert interviews - which will be elaborated on in more detail later in chapter 3.4.1 

- pose an example for the exploratory approach. Generally speaking, the exploratory design is 

helpful for researchers in situations where there is a lack of information (Malhorta & Birks, 

2006, p. 62- 64).  

Descriptive 

Functions and characteristics of the market are usually described with the descriptive research 

design approach. In order for this approach to be successful, the researchers have to a priori 

design and define research questions as well as hypotheses which can then be answered and 

tested. The required information is defined clearly and the research itself usually is pre-planned 

fairly thoroughly (Malhorta & Birks, 2006, p. 65). 

Qualitative 

Malhorta and Birks (2006) define qualitative research as an “unstructured, primarily explora-

tory design based on small samples, intended to provide insight and understanding” (Malhorta 

& Birks, 2006, p. 132). In particular, this definition highlights the focus on words and actions 

of the respondents participating in this type of research. Participants describe a situation based 

on their own experiences hence providing a close representation of said situations. Qualitative 

research focuses on the understanding of a situation by examining people’s words and actions 

(Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 2; 17) rather than facts or numerical measurements. Hence - 

looking back at the presented research philosophy in chapter 3.1 - the qualitative research ap-

proach does not suit the requirements of positivism (Malhorta & Birks, 2006, p. 136). The goal 

of qualitative research is to make use of close examinations and thorough analysis of a research 

topic in order to determine structures which would have otherwise remained hidden (Maykut 

& Morehouse, 1994, p. 21).  

Quantitative 

In contrast to the qualitative research approach, the quantitative approach focuses on numerical 

and measurable data which enables researchers to conduct statistical analyses (Malhorta & 

Birks, 2006, p. 132). The quantitative research approach also focuses on observations but re-

quires them to be convertible into discrete units in order to enable the statistical analysis which 

poses a crucial part of this research approach. The quantitative research approach does not 

focus primarily on the actions or words themselves but at the numbers underlying these actions 

and words (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 2; 17). 

Mixed Methods  

Quantitative and qualitative research approaches do not appear only exclusively but also in 

combination; this combination approach is called a mixed methods approach. It is a widely 

used approach especially for research problems that require the researcher to use more than 

one approach (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 641, 651). The mixed methods approach focuses on 

the collection and analysis of quantitatively and qualitatively gathered data within a single 

study. Its major advantage is, that with combined insights from two different research ap-

proaches, it provides a better understanding of phenomena than either of the approaches would 
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be able to provide on its own (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007, p. 5). As a mixed methods ap-

proach is more complex than a single qualitative or quantitative study, special quality criteria 

have to be considered. First of all, the study has to be competently concepted and appropriate 

concerning the question at the centre of the study. This means that a “the more, the better” 

approach is not suitable. Furthermore, the findings from qualitative and quantitative analysis 

should be discussed jointly and not apart from each other. Additionally, a sufficient explanation 

of the methodology supports the conciseness of a mixed methods study (Bryman & Bell, 2015, 

p. 659).  

 

In line with that, Creamer (2018) provides an overview of situations the mixed methods ap-

proach is not suitable. A narrow research focus is not appropriately tackled with a mixed meth-

ods approach as the effort is in disproportion to the gains, or more is not always better. Fur-

thermore, the mixed methods approach is a time-consuming one and hence does not suit a 

research targeted at fast outcomes. If the targeted audience of the study is not interested in 

qualitative data but just in numbers, the mixed methods approach does not bring more value 

than a simple quantitative approach. Lastly, if the researches are not familiar with any of the 

parts of a mixed methods approach, it can be hard to successfully execute a mixed methods 

research (Creamer, 2018, p. 36-37). 

 

For the thesis at hand, we decided to adopt an exploratory point of view, as the topic at centre 

of this thesis is fairly unexplored. Malhorta and Birks (2006) mention that an exploratory ap-

proach towards a research problem is widely used when the problem requires a more precise 

definition (Malhorta & Birks, 2006, pp. 63), which in this thesis is the view on sponsorship, 

the involved relationships as well as fan engagement through the lens of digital marketing. As 

we want to contribute to a new and under-researched niche of sponsorship, an exploratory de-

sign is the best possible approach to path the way.  

 

Align with the exploratory approach, we chose a mixed methods approach, more precisely a 

convergent parallel design. In particular, this means that both qualitative and quantitative data 

is collected simultaneously and then analysed jointly (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 647). This is 

the best way to tackle the topic and the research question at hand, as we are focusing on an 

unexplored area of sports sponsorship. Digital marketing tools have not yet been implemented 

in sports sponsorship context and furthermore, we have already argued against the current state 

in literature regarding the relationships within a sponsorship agreement. With a mixed methods 

approach, we want to include all three stakeholders. In detail, this means that we design a 

questionnaire for the supporters in order to quickly gain many insights and on the other hand 

conduct interviews with representatives from both sports clubs as well as sponsors. The inter-

views give us the best possible opportunity to gain business insights from the representatives. 

Generally speaking, a mixed methods approach enables us to explore this new area of sports 

sponsorship form as many angles as possible to get the best insides.  

3.5 Data Collection 

The collection of data is a crucial part of any academic work. In line with the previously pre-

sented research approach - namely an exploratory, mixed methods approach - this thesis makes 

use of three different types of data collection. Firstly, expert interviews for club as well as 

sponsor representatives are designed in order to acquire deep insights into the topic from a 

professional point of view. Secondly, an online questionnaire is designed to gather quantitative 

insights from the supporters point of view. Lastly and in line with the case of Zlingit presented 

in chapter 2.8, this thesis uses secondary data to support the data gathered with the first and 
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second data collection method and provide initial insights. In the following, these three collec-

tion methods as well as the sampling for each of these is presented in more detail.  

3.5.1 Expert Interviews 

With expert interviews, information is gathered in a personal, unstructured and thus more nat-

ural way than with questionnaires. Usually, the interviewers develop a list of topics that should 

be discussed. To ensure flexibility, the questions for the aforementioned topics as well as the 

topics itself should not be in any specific order (Malhorta & Birks, 2006, p. 40). Generally, the 

interviewer should encourage the interviewee to speak freely and bring in own ideas by using 

open-ended instead of closed or yes-no questions thus possibly yielding more insightful an-

swers (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 88). Open-ended questions also help to develop new 

ideas and connect already existing ideas (Malhorta & Birks, 2006, p. 40). Yet, expert interviews 

- as they are most commonly conducted in person - hold the danger of being biased by the 

interviewer. This so-called interviewer-bias can be unintentional as small movements, facial 

expressions, intonation or phrasing can already push the interviewee into a certain direction 

(Schaeffer et al., 2012, p. 23). For the interviews conducted in this thesis, we decided to use 

the approach of semi-structured interviews. As stated before by Malhorta and Birks, the inter-

viewer should design a list of questions in the general form of an interview but with the semi-

structured approach, the sequence of these questions can vary. The interviewer is more flexible 

in deciding which questions should be asked at what point in the interview and can also decide 

the latitude to ask further questions in the form of follow-up questions to specific answers from 

the interviewee and with that create a better flow of the conversation (Bryman & Bell, 2015, 

p. 213). 

 

In the thesis at hand, the experts chosen for interviews are representatives of Swedish football 

and ice hockey clubs as well as representatives of sponsors involved with these clubs (a detailed 

overview of the sampling for the representatives can be found in chapter 3.5.4). As the focus 

of this research lays on Sweden in total, the clubs and companies acting as sponsors are scat-

tered around the whole country and - considering the companies - even abroad thus limiting 

the possibility of conducting personal interviews. To circumvent this problem, the authors use 

telephone interviews. Overall, telephone interviews do not differ much from personal inter-

views as the interviewers ask the same set of prepared questions and record the answers. Tele-

phone interviews are less expensive and less time consuming as they should be shorter than 

personal interviews. This is because interviewees usually show more impatience when talking 

over the phone than in person. Additionally, the interview bias can be reduced as mimic and 

gestures do not play a role, yet it is important to note that this does not mean that telephone 

interviews fully obliterate the interviewer bias  (Schaeffer et al., 2012, p. 23-24). 

 

The interview questions used are based on the initially examined research gaps and central 

frameworks of this thesis. To start, we want to ask general questions about the sponsorship 

agreements (amount, relationship, involvement). Afterwards, the interviewees are asked about 

their engagement principles with the fans as well as the sports club/sponsor. We then continue 

to ask about the implementation of digital marketing strategies as well as CRM tools and con-

clude the interview with more self-evaluating questions about the effectiveness and success 

measures of sponsorship agreements. Concerning the findings and the analysis of the qualita-

tive part of the research, the thematic analysis approach is used. It is described as one of the 

most commonly used approaches to analyse qualitative data. Firstly, a set of themes and sub-

themes was determined (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 599) and, as suggested by Creswell (2014), 

every theme was assigned a code consisting of two to four words (Creswell, 2014, p. 272). 
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After that, the interview transcripts are scanned for the respective themes and subthemes. As 

suggested by Bryman and Bell (2015, p. 599), a table with the results is created and can be 

found in the summary in Chapter 4.2.3.  

3.5.2 Questionnaire Design 

Besides the expert interviews, the chosen research approach includes a questionnaire targeted 

at fans. A questionnaire is especially suitable when the information that is asked for is easy to 

retrieve (Malhorta & Birks, 2006, p. 61). Questionnaires are usually self-administered and 

completed independently by the respondents. The respondents usually receive the question-

naire itself via mail or - in the case of online questionnaires - a link via email, but other distri-

bution methods are possible as well. Despite the cost-advantage as well as the time-efficiency, 

the biggest disadvantage of a questionnaire is the high non-response rate. In order to reduce 

this rate, the respondents are contacted via follow-up (e-)mails and sometimes even calls. Be-

sides the low response rate, researchers have to consider that respondents tend to be consistent 

when answering a questionnaire and their attitudes towards questions and answer choices can 

be influenced by preceding questions or answer choices respectively thus posing a bias to their 

answers. To minimise this bias, the question as well as the answer option orders should be 

randomised so that every respondent gets a randomly generated order of questions and answer 

choices (Schaeffer et al., 2012, p. 24; 29-31).  

  

The questionnaire used for this thesis consists of six different segments sorted thematically and 

aligned to the structure of the thesis. In the first segment, the respondents answer five general 

questions, e.g. about their favourite club and sport or their supporter behaviour. The second 

section deals with the relationship to the club and contains again five questions. Following the 

club relationship, the respondents are asked four questions about their relationship with the 

sponsors of the club in the third section. Following that, the fourth section includes four ques-

tions about the respondents’ social media behaviour. In the fifth section, the respondents are 

exposed to 16 different statements (also called items) and are asked to rank them on a six-point 

Likert scale. Concludingly, the respondents are asked to give their demographics in the sixth 

section with the help of six questions and a comment field. Overall, the questionnaire contains 

41 questions. Generally, there are many question types that can be used in a questionnaire. We 

used four different types of questions. The following section provides a short explanation of 

each question type and how they were used in the questionnaire. 

 

1. Open questions: Open questions provide the respondent with the freedom of giving a 

more detailed and unstructured answer to a question providing deeper insides and are 

more exploratory. This type of question - much like a qualitative research approach - is 

hard to transfer into quantifiable measures, therefore should not dominate the question-

naire (Schaeffer et al., 2012, p. 31-32). In the questionnaire used for this work, ten out 

of 41 questions are open questions while three of those ten questions fall into the cate-

gory of general questions (favourite sport, favourite club, practiced sport). One question 

relates to the club relationship (expected online performance of the club), two are con-

cerned with the sponsor relationship (name three sponsors, expected online perfor-

mance of the sponsors). Lastly, three out of those ten questions fall into the demo-

graphic section (age, nationality, country of residence) and one poses the comment 

field. In that sense, the number of pure exploratory open questions is limited to six out 

of 41, leaving out the demographics and the comment field. 

2. Closed questions: A closed question provides only a single numerical answer or a fixed 

number of set choices which facilitates the coding and eventually the analysis. Yet, this 
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type of question cannot guarantee to provide answer choices that represent the answer 

the respondent wants to give (Schaeffer et al., 2012, p. 31-32). To avoid that risk, the 

six closed questions used in the questionnaire are equipped with an “other” option. Four 

of those six questions are Yes/No-questions (social media engagement with clubs, so-

cial media and general engagement with sponsors, importance of sponsors). Out of the 

remaining two, one asks the respondents about their monthly income and the other 

about their annual merchandise spending.  

3. Multiple-Choice questions: In contrast to closed questions, multiple-choice questions 

provide several important answer options which are not necessarily fully convertible 

into numerical measures. This question type also necessarily incorporates an option for 

“other”. Yet, some respondents might be satisfied with the given answer choices and 

ignore the “other” option even though there might be an answer not provided in the list. 

Furthermore, multiple-choice questions hold the danger of position bias, which means 

that items or answers are chosen based on the position they are in (Malhorta & Birks, 

2006, p. 336). As already mentioned before, this is circumvented by randomising the 

answer options for each question. In the questionnaire, a total of ten multiple-choice 

questions are used. In the first section of the questionnaire is one multiple-choice ques-

tion (type of supporter), followed by four in the second section (frequency of engage-

ment with the club, media used for engagement with the club, frequency of watching 

games of the club, media used for watching games of the club). Furthermore, one mul-

tiple-choice question is located in the sponsor relationship section (way of engaging 

with sponsors), two in the fourth section (frequency of social media usage, type of so-

cial media used) and the last two can be found in the demographics (gender, occupa-

tion). 

4. Likert scale: Named after its inventor, the Likert scale requires participants to evaluate 

a statement according to usually five categories while one end is labelled “strongly 

agree” and the other “strongly disagree”. It is an easy-to-construct scale for the re-

searcher, suitable for online questionnaires and it assesses numbers with the help of 

persistent scores. Yet, the researchers have to be aware of the fact that the scale has to 

be reversed for negative statements. From the participant’s point of view, it is intui-

tively understood although it takes more time to complete as participants have to put 

more cognitive energy into this (Malhorta & Birks, 2006, p. 304-305). Likert-scaled 

items have been adopted in the questionnaire for the work at hand and can be found in 

section five of the questionnaire which has been explicitly designed for this question 

type. There are 16 Likert-scaled items out of which five address the relationship with 

the sport club, six questions targeted at the sponsorship relationships and another five 

about social media. The questions are randomised and are not related to each other so 

that the respondents are not biased by the order of the questions. Additionally, the ques-

tions are evaluated with a six instead of a five-point scale. This is because of two rea-

sons. Firstly, the respondents are provided with a broader scale to show their attitude 

towards the respective statement. Secondly, we wanted to eliminate a potential mid-

response bias. This bias arises from respondents’ behaviour. In some cases, the re-

spondent does not want to give a clear answer and therefore tries to find a simple way 

out by choosing the middle option. By using a six-point Likert-scale, the respondents 

are forced to commit to one side or another - even if it is only a slight tendency 

(Schaeffer et al., 2012, p. 33-34). As mentioned, many times before, the research topic 

of the thesis is new and unexplored so it is crucial to capture any tendency a supporter 

might have, even if he/she is unaware of it. 
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3.5.3 Secondary Data  

Primary data is collected by the researchers themselves using methods such as expert inter-

views or questionnaires to address a research problem. Usually the collection of this type of 

data is tailored for the research problem thus - ideally - providing the best and most relevant 

insights. At the same time, primary data comes along with high investments, both monetary as 

well as timewise. Secondary data on the other hand has already been collected thus reducing 

the costs as well as time needed. The problem with secondary data is the lack of fit. As it has 

been collected by other researchers for - most likely - another research problem, it is unlikely 

to fit to the research problem it is secondarily used for (Malhorta & Birks, 2006, p. 85).  

 

The secondary data used in this study comes from Zlingit. Although Zlingit is close to the 

research problem at centre of this thesis (see chapter 1.7), the scope of this data is not aligned 

with the scope of this thesis. As an Umeå-based company, Zlingit focuses mostly on clubs and 

sponsors in the Västerbotten area instead of Sweden in total. Yet, the secondary data provided 

by Zlingit yields additional insights that can help support the findings from the primary data 

collection done with the questionnaire and the expert interviews. It is important to note that the 

use of secondary data in this work is - as the name states - not the primary focus and is desig-

nated to work as additional support to the primary findings. Precisely, in this research, the use 

of secondary data comes along with an additional interview with an external company which 

is not part of any of the three stakeholders of sponsorship agreements. We use the company’s 

research findings - as far as we can gain knowledge about them from the interview - to have an 

external view on all parties at the same time. 

3.5.4 Sampling  

In order to use the previously presented data collection methods, a sample has to be selected. 

The sample represents a part of a population which has been considered relevant for the re-

search problem. With the help of this sample, we can make assumptions of the whole relevant 

population (Schaeffer et al., 2012, p. 7). In order to assure robustness of statistical tests and 

therefore the significance of the tests used, the sample size has to obtain a certain size. A bigger 

sample yields higher robustness which in turn leads to a higher significance of the statistical 

results. Yet, a “the more the better” approach is not necessarily suitable as the collected data 

will eventually reach a saturation level thus making additional data less useful - compared to 

the effort put into the collection of that data - and hence more redundant (Maykut & Morehouse, 

1994, p. 62). 

 

Besides a suitable sample size, a certain level of randomness has to be implemented when 

selecting a sample (Schaeffer et al., 2012, p. 10). A random selection in combination with a 

large sample size yields variation (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 45). This so-called random 

sampling techniques appears in different forms. With the first form, the simple random sam-

pling, the likelihood of being chosen for the sample is the same for every possible sampling 

unit. The stratified random sample as a second form identifies diverse characteristics of groups 

and includes sampling units from each group in the sample. Lastly, the systematic sample, 

requires that the population is fully known, and the researchers consciously decide a systematic 

approach to select the sampling units (e.g. every nth individual on a list) and includes these in 

the sample (Schaeffer et al., 2012, p. 11). In addition to that, the maximum variation sampling 

is another technique. Despite belonging to the class of random sampling methods, it addresses 

the variability of the random sampling approaches without disregarding the lack of generalisa-

bility. This approach requires researchers to choose individuals parted by the greatest differ-

ence concerning the research object (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, pp. 56-57).  
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Aside from random sampling techniques, there is the purposive sampling technique. With a 

non-random sampling process, a representative sample is selected with a specific degree of 

judgement. The sampling units are selected more or less subjectively to reflect the population 

(Murthy, 1967, p. 37). Basically, purposive sampling describes the selection of sampling units 

with regard to the research question so that it can be answered. With an a priori purposive 

sampling, the characteristics of the sample are determined before the research itself is carried 

out (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 430). It is important to critically view the desired characteristics 

of the population that is interesting for the research and that the sample is chosen in accordance 

to these characteristics (Silverman, 2011, p. 388). Furthermore, the purposive sampling is sel-

domly used in surveys of a larger scale as it is hard to get strictly valid estimations. This is due 

to the risk of a bias in the subjective selection of the sampling units (Murthy, 1967, p. 37). 

 

With regard to the research design, there are some distinctions that have to be made. In quan-

titative research, the representativeness of the study along with the generalisability are in-

creased by the creation of equal chances for all individuals to be part of the sample, or simply 

put by ensuring randomness. Yet, in praxis it is a very complex task to ensure full randomness 

which requires researchers to use approximations (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 51). In con-

trast to quantitative research, the sample used for qualitative research is not randomly but pur-

posefully chosen in order to acknowledge the intricacy of social phenomena as well as human 

nature. Therefore, sampling units are chosen with great care to ensure that each sampling unit 

will contribute to the variability of the sample (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 45; 56).  

 

As the research approach of this study is a mixed methods approach, the sampling technique is 

twofold. Naturally, as presented above, the quantitative part of the research requires a different 

sampling technique as the qualitative part. The samples for both parts of the research approach 

have been selected as follows. 

1. Questionnaire sample: The questionnaire used in this research is focused on sports 

fans, more precisely on ice hockey and football fans. Furthermore, the research focuses 

on Swedish professional ice hockey and football clubs, hence the sample for the ques-

tionnaire should include only or mostly football and ice hockey fans of Swedish pro-

fessional clubs. We ensured that both football and ice hockey fans are included in the 

sample by posting the link to the questionnaire in Swedish Facebook groups related to 

ice hockey or football. Furthermore, we send the link via email to students from Umeå 

University. We are well aware of the fact that this does not only include fans of the 

relevant sports, yet football and ice hockey are the main sports in Sweden so the likeli-

hood of finding fans of these sports is high. Fans of other sports and people living out-

side of Sweden are sorted out. Because of this approach, it is not possible to state neither 

the exact number of questionnaires sent, nor the response rate. Our aim is to have at 

least 100 respondents to our survey to ensure reliability. We defined the characteristics 

of the sample prior to the data collection; hence the purposive sampling technique is 

used. With a mixed methods approach and an unexplored research field, this sampling 

technique is the best fit to get initial insights into the topic. 

2. Interview sample: For the qualitative part of the research, the interviews, the sample 

is chosen purposefully in a two-step process. Firstly, the researchers target the sports 

clubs in Sweden, more precisely all football and ice hockey clubs in the respective first 

division and in addition to that, three to five clubs from the respective second division 

according to the size of their fanbase. In a second stage, the researchers examined the 

sponsors of each of the previously chosen clubs and included four to six sponsors of 

each club in the sample. The sponsors are chosen based on their size as well as rele-

vance to the club. Some of the chosen sponsors are of big relevance for more than one 
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club as one company can sponsor several sports clubs. For both, the clubs and the spon-

sors, the researchers identify representatives that are involved with sponsorship agree-

ments. These representatives - usually either sales, marketing or general managers - are 

contacted via email and invited to a personal or telephone interview. 

3.5.5 Possible Biases & Errors   

Within research, there are usually some influences that skew the results and it is the researchers 

task to avoid those influences as good as possible. In the following, we will discuss the most 

important influences, errors and biases that we expect to face in this study and how we are 

avoiding those.  

Interviewer Bias 

The interviewer bias describes the influence of the interviewer on the interviewee such as by 

wording a question in a specific way, the intonation of a question or the facial expressions 

during the interview (Salazar, 1990, p. 568). The interviewer bias can occur unintentional as 

small movements, facial expressions, intonation or phrasing can already push the interviewee 

into a certain direction (Schaeffer et al., 2012, p. 23) and occurs regardless of the personal 

attributes of the moderator. One way to reduce this bias is by using telephone interviews instead 

of face-to-face interviews (Salazar, 1990, p. 571). The interviewer bias can occur unintentional 

as small movements, facial expressions, intonation or phrasing can already push the inter-

viewee into a certain direction (Schaeffer et al., 2012, p. 23). In this study - also due to logistical 

complications - we conducted the interviews mostly via phone or, if this was not possible for 

our interviewees, via email thus reducing the interviewer bias to a minimum.   

Social Desirability Bias  

The social desirability bias deals with the issue that many respondents do not want to answer a 

question truthfully as they fear the answer is perceived as not desirable. To avoid that, respond-

ents tend to change their answer to a more socially desirable but at the same time less true 

answer (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 234). We tried to minimise this bias by providing the inter-

viewees as well as the participants of the online questionnaire with a trustworthy and value-

free environment and atmosphere. The questions were phrased in a neutral and open way so 

that any answer is a good answer. We ensured that all participants and interviewees understood 

that their given responses are fully anonymous and only for academic purposes. Furthermore, 

we clarified that if there are any questions targeted at sensitive topics, the interviewees are not 

forced to answer them.  

Mid Response Bias  

The tendency to choose the middle answer option on a scale in a survey is called the mid 

response bias (Baumgartner & Steenkamp, 2001, p. 144). This happens because the respond-

ents try to avoid clearly positioning themselves and choose the middle way as an easy escape 

from the question (Schaeffer et al., 2012, pp. 33-34). In order to avoid this bias, we decided to 

use a six-point-Likert-scale. This way, there is no middle answer and the respondents are forced 

to give a tendency.  

 

Besides these biases, there are a few errors which were harder to avoid and hence could skew 

the results of the research. For instance, while conducting telephone interviews, the reception 

could be bad or tear off completely. In this case, we ensured that the interviewees understood 

our questions correctly.  
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3.6 Ethical Considerations 

With every research, there are also ethical considerations that have to be taken care of. It has 

to be mentioned that there are some ethical risks that should be avoided. First of all, the partic-

ipants should not be exploited or deceived (Silverman, 2011, p. 90). In the research at hand, 

we make sure to clarify the aim of the study as well as the use of the responses received. With 

an open communication towards respondents, we secure that none of them feel deceived or 

exploited. Furthermore, we ensure to provide confidentiality for the respondents - as the ques-

tionnaire provided online did not ask for any names or personal details - and especially con-

cerning the interviewees, we ask if they want to be anonymised in the research or not. With 

this, we respect people’s wishes to be anonymised in the research (Silverman, 2011, p. 90).  

 

We also ensure that all the participants for the questionnaire and the interviews get involved 

voluntarily. As mentioned before, the participants details are not disclosed unless they explic-

itly ask for it. With that, we want to protect the participants, especially the interviewees from 

clubs and companies from harm in case they reveal information that should not be given to 

competitors. By asking all the interviewees if they agree to be recorded, we aim to create trust. 

To contribute to a trusting atmosphere between researchers and interviewees, we conduct the 

interviews in a room without any other people present and assert that there is no possibility to 

eavesdrop (Silverman, 2011, p. 97).  

 

Concerning the analysis of the data, we make sure that our personal interests in the topic as 

well as experiences we have made outside of the research do not influence us in any way. Our 

aim is not to tell a story from our point of view but to look at the topic from a research per-

spective. We aim to be objective and do not let the personal interests or experiences we have 

bias our analysis in any way. The results we derive from our research are free of our own values 

and interpreted in a scientific and not subjective manner.  
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4. Empirical Findings 
After developing the theory in chapter 2 and describing the research in chapter 3, this fourth 

chapter summarises the findings of the empirical research. As the chosen research approach is 

a mixed method one, the findings can be divided into a quantitative and a qualitative part. 

Chapter 4.1 includes the findings from the questionnaire, which are descriptive statistics and 

correlations foremost. The findings from the questionnaire presented in this chapter are mostly 

derived from a statistical analysis of the Likert-scaled items. Additional insights from the ques-

tionnaire are provided in the analysis later. The second part of this chapter, namely chapter 4.2, 

comprises the results from the conducted expert interviews. The findings from both research 

approaches are thoroughly analysed, discussed and eventually combined in chapter 5.  

4.1 Questionnaire 

In the first subchapter, the findings from the questionnaire are examined within three different 

categories. Firstly, there is an overview of the descriptive statistics to provide the reader with 

an overview of the general demographics of the sample. After that, the questions of the survey 

are categorised into groups and analysed statistically with regard to their reliability. Lastly, we 

provide an overview of fourteen relevant relationships and examined those relationships with 

the help of correlation.  

4.1.1 Descriptive Statistics 

The questionnaire - as designed in chapter 3.5.2 - 

used for the qualitative research part of this thesis 

yielded a total of 116 responses while one re-

sponse has to be dismissed because it posed a null 

answer. The remaining 115 responses are incor-

porated into the statistical analysis. In this chapter, 

the main descriptive statistics of the sample are 

presented to give an overview of the different 

characteristics of the sample. A total of 28 re-

spondents (24%) were female while the remaining 

76% naturally were male (see Figure 6). The age 

of the participants is more widespread. In the 

questionnaire, the participants were asked to 

freely state their age instead of asking for age 

ranges in order to facilitate the analysis for the dif-

ferent relationships that incorporate the age of the 

participants. After collecting the data from the 

participants, the age is categorised into seven dif-

ferent categories while the first category (17-20 years old) is oriented on the youngest partici-

pant (17 years), the following four categories include an age range of 10 years (21-30, 31-40, 

41-50 and 51-60 years old). The second last category (61-67 years old) follows the average 

retirement age in Sweden (67 years) and the last one includes all participants beyond the aver-

age working age (67+ years). The most participants (66 or 57%) are within the range of 21 to 

30 years and the second most participants (17 or 15%) can be found in the range of 31 to 40 

years (see Figure 7). The average age of the participants is 31.57 years of age.  
 

Figure 6: Distribution of Gender 
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Figure 7: Distribution of Age 

Additionally, respondents were asked to state their occupation as well as their income while it 

has to be mentioned that the question about the income, as some people do not want to openly 

state their income, was the only non-mandatory questions. Hence, only 113 respondents de-

cided to answer this question. Figure 8 and Figure 9 show the distribution of the occupations 

and incomes of the 115 and respectively 113 respondents. The occupation is divided into four 

categories, namely student, employed, unemployed and retired. 96% of respondents were either 

employed or studying (a few were studying in combination with a part-time job which is 

counted as student as it is their main occupation at the moment) with the majority of respond-

ents (54%) studying. Only 4% where retired or unemployed (2% each).  

 

Considering the income, the question posed in the survey offered five answer categories with 

income ranges. In particular these income ranges were 0 - 10,000 SEK, 10,001 - 25,000 SEK, 

25,001 - 35,000 SEK, 35,001 - 45,000 SEK and 45,001+ SEK. The income spectrum is more 

diverse when compared to the occupation as the biggest part (42%) stated an income of 0 - 

10,000 SEK. The second biggest group (22%) chose the category of 10,001 - 25,000 SEK as 

an income followed by 15% in the next higher category (25,001 - 35,000 SEK). The highest 

income category (45,001+ SEK) was chosen by 13% of the respondents followed by the last 

8% in the second highest income range (35,001 - 45,000 SEK).  
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Figure 8: Distribution of Occupation    Figure 9: Distribution of Income 

The respondents were also asked to state their country of residence. Figure 10 shows the dis-

tribution of countries of residence. As the study itself was targeted at Sweden, naturally most 

of the 115 respondents (90%) stated Sweden as their country of residence. About 4% of re-

spondents are living in Germany, 3% in Finland and 1% from El Salvador and the UK respec-

tively.  

 
Figure 10: Distribution of Country of Residence 

4.1.2 Statistical Reliability 

For the statistical analysis of the questionnaire, most of the 16 Likert-scaled items are used. In 

addition to that, one multiple-choice question is added to the Likert-scaled items. These ques-

tions were grouped according to their aim and an index for each of the so-created groups is 

developed. The indices are namely “fanaticism”, “sponsor engagement”, “club engagement” 

and “social media use” (a detailed overview of the questions included in the indices can be 

seen in Table 2). To ensure that the indices show internal consistency, the Cronbach’s alpha is 

calculated. Cronbach’s alpha is a commonly used measurement to show internal reliability of 

a combination of questions. Yet, it has to be mentioned that Cronbach’s alpha fails when the 
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items tested do not use the same dimensions (in this case a six-point scale). Reliability is 

achieved, when the value of Cronbach’s alpha is >0.7 while values <0.5 indicate unreliability. 

Values between 0.5 and 0.7 show modest reliability (Boermans, Kattenberg, 2011, pp. 1-2; 7). 
Table 2: Development of Indices  

  

Fanaticism 

The first index conducted is the index of “fanaticism”. The concept of fanaticism in sports itself 

is one that has been further developed within the course of the empirical research and generally 

describes the degree to which a fan supports a club. In our opinion, existing literature did not 

fully cover the concept of fanaticism and has therefore been revised and reworked.  In words 

of Hermann et al. (2016, p. 605) behaviour related to fanaticism “can be defined as the indi-

vidual's sense of oneness with or belongingness to a sports team”. 

 

Concerning the questions combined for this index, one is a Likert-scaled item and the other a 

multiple-choice question, yet the latter offers as many answer options as the Likert-scale and 

can therefore be transformed into said form. The Cronbach’s alpha for these two questions 

yielded a value of 0.85 and hence is higher than the minimum requirement for reliability (0.7). 

Also, the inter-item correlation shows that the two questions are strongly positively correlated 

meaning that participants that tend to classify themselves as more/less fanatical in one question 

also tend to do so in the other question. The reliability can be seen in Table 3.  

Table 3: Reliability for Fanaticism 

 
 

The scales for fanaticism are translated into numbers so that a higher number represents a 

higher degree of fanaticism. The histogram for fanaticism (see Appendix I) shows that the 

sample does not fully follow a normal distribution. The mean of the sample is around 4 and 
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not, as according to the normal distribution 3. Many outliers can be found in higher degrees of 

fanaticism hence, the distribution is skewed to the right. 

Sponsor Perception 

The perception of the sponsors is the second index that is created for the analysis. This index 

combines five different Likert-scaled items. For these five questions, Cronbach’s alpha takes 

on a value of 0.811 and thus indicating that the questions show internal reliability (see Table 

4). Furthermore, the inter-item correlation matrix shows that all questions have positively cor-

related with each other, hence a highly ranked number in the one question generally leads to a 

highly ranked answer in all other questions. The correlation coefficient for all questions takes 

on values between 0.3 and 0.6 indicating a weak to medium correlation.   

Table 4: Reliability of Sponsor Perception 

 
 

The histogram for the answers concerning sponsor perception show that the distribution’s 

shape is closer to a normal distribution than for the index of fanaticism. Yet, there some outliers 

left of the mean of the normal distribution, which is also represented by the mean. The value 

of the mean for the sample of answers is 2.65 while the mean of the normal distribution should 

be 3. Yet, comparing to the fanaticism index, the mean of sponsor perception is closer to the 

mean.  

Club Engagement 

Four Likert-scaled questions are included in the index concerned with club engagement. For 

these four questions, Cronbach’s alpha yields a value of 0.759 thus indicating internal con-

sistency and with that reliability. The inter-item correlation (see Appendix II) shows a positive 

correlation for all items. It is noteworthy that the range of the correlation values highly varies 

for the different questions, hence having different strength. The correlation between the items 

“I have a close relationship to my club” and “My favourite club plays a big role in my life” is 

the strongest with a correlation coefficient of 0.872. On the other hand, the items “My favourite 

club is not important for my social life” and “My favourite club offers many possibilities to 

engage with them” show the weakest correlation with a coefficient of 0.087.  

 

For the sample of the club engagement, a histogram (see Appendix I) is developed. It can be 

seen from the histogram that the distribution is close to a normal distribution, yet it is skewed 

to the right. There are some outliers in the distribution which cause the mean to move close to 

4.  
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Table 5: Reliability of Club Engagement 

 

Social Media Use 

The last index designed for the statistical analysis of the Likert-scaled items is the index of 

social media use. For this index, three questions are combined. Cronbach’s alpha is calculated 

and the resulting value of 0.722 leads to the conclusion that the question cluster is internally 

consistent and hence reliable. Considering the inter-item correlation (see Appendix II), again 

all items show positive correlation. A striking observation can be seen in the relationship be-

tween the items “Social media is very important to me to talk to and about to my favourite 

club” and “I frequently use social media to engage or get involved with my club or players 

from that club”. While the correlation coefficient between the other items takes on values 

around 0.3, the correlation coefficient for the aforementioned items takes on a value of 0.721, 

hence these items show a strong positive correlation.  
Table 6: Reliability of Social Media Use 

 
 

The histogram for the social media use shows the best approximation of a normal distribution. 

Two outliers can be identified in that sampling distribution, one for the value 1 and another 

one around the value 4.5 in the histogram. This is also reflected in the mean of the distribution 

which is, with a value of 2.99, almost exactly the mean of the normal distribution.  

4.1.3 Investigating the Relationships among the Variables 

After proving the reliability of the question blocks as well as the inter-item correlation and 

presenting the descriptive statistics, chapter 4.1.2 provides an investigation of relationships that 

can be seen from the results of the questionnaire. In total, fourteen relationships are identified. 

To investigate these relationships, we used a correlation analysis. Correlation is generally used 

to describe the relationship between two variables (Walker & Lev, 1958, p. 141). The correla-

tion is expressed by the letter r, also referred to as the ‘Pearson product-moment coefficient of 

correlation’ or simply Pearson correlation coefficient. This correlation coefficient always takes 

on a value between +1 and -1. The closer the value is to ±1, the better is the stronger is the 

relationship between the variables. The relationships gets weaker, the closer the value moves 

to 0 (Freund, 1967, p. 355). A negative correlation coefficient means that high values of one 

variable are linked to low values of the other. For a positive correlation, a high value of one 

variable means a high value of the other as well (Mills, 1955, p. 265). In order to assure statis-

tical significance (expressed as p-Value), we also included two-tailed tests into the analysis. A 

two-tailed test formally refers to a rejection of the null hypothesis for values that fall into both 
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ends (also called tails) of the sampling distribution (Freund, 1967, p. 247). In the following, 

the fourteen relationships are examined with the use of the Pearson correlation coefficient and 

the two-tailed test. In chapter 5, more precisely in chapter 5.1, the statistical results is inter-

preted as well as discussed. Also, a short explanation of the relevance of the fourteen relation-

ships is provided. 

1. Influence of “Fanaticism” on ”Sponsor Perception” 

The first relationship under closer examination is the relationship between fanaticism and spon-

sor perception, more precisely the influence of fanaticism on sponsor perception. The correla-

tion measured is based on the previously defined indices for the questions regarding fanaticism 

and sponsor perception. The correlation analysis yields a positive correlation of 0.372. The 

two-tailed significance test showed that the correlation is statistically significant at a 0.01 level. 

The results are shown in Table 7.  

 
Table 7: Correlation of the Influence of “Fanaticism” on ”Sponsor Perception” 

 

2. Influence of “Club Engagement” on “Sponsor engagement” 

The influence of club engagement on sponsorship engagement poses the second relationship 

under examination. The correlation coefficient of 0.115 shows a positive, yet weak correlation 

as it is close to 0. Additionally, the significance test with a p-Value of 0.108 yields that the 

results of the correlation are not statistically significant thus meaning that the correlation of the 

statistical analysis can be neglected.  
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Table 8: Correlation of the Influence of “Club Engagement” on “Sponsor engagement” 

 

3. Influence of “Club Engagement” on “Sponsor Perception” 

Furthermore, the influence of the fans’ engagement with a club on the perception of the spon-

sors is examined. The correlation analysis resulted in a correlation coefficient of 0.356, hence 

indicating a positive correlation. The result of the two-tailed significance test yields a statisti-

cally significant correlation at a significance level of 0.01. 

 
Table 9: Correlation of the Influence of “Club Engagement” on “Sponsor Perception” 

 

4. Influence of “Social Media Use” on “Sponsor Engagement” 

The use of social media and its (possible) impact on sponsor engagement is at centre of the 

third relationship to be investigated. The correlation analysis yielded an r of 0.295, so a positive 

correlation between the use of social media and the engagement with sponsors. With a p-Value 

of 0.001, the two-tailed test also confirmed that the correlation is statistically significant at a 

0.01 level.  
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Table 10: Correlation of the Influence of “Social Media Use” on “Sponsor Engagement” 

 

5. Influence of “Social Media Use” on “Club Engagement” 

The use of social media is also subject of the fourth relationship as its influence on the engage-

ment with clubs is investigated. The correlation analysis yielded a high positive value of 0.655. 

This r-value is statistically significant at a high significance level.  

 
Table 11: Correlation of the Influence of “Social Media Use” on “Club Engagement” 

 

6. Influence of Age on “Sponsor Engagement” 

Relationship 6, 7 and 8 concern themselves with the influence of age. In this specific relation-

ship investigation, the influence of age on sponsor engagement is examined. The r-coefficient 

of the correlation analysis takes on a value of 0.277, indicating a positive correlation between 

the variable of age and the variable of sponsor engagement. The two-tailed test results in a p-

Value of 0.003 which means that the correlation is significant at a 0.01 level.  
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Table 12: Correlation of the Influence of Age on “Sponsor Engagement” 

 

7. Influence of Age on “Social Media Use” 

The second relationship including age also includes social media use. More precisely, the in-

fluence of age on social media use is investigated. The correlation analysis yielded an r of 

0.213 and hence indicates small positive correlation. Furthermore, the significance test showed 

a statistical significance at a 0.05 level.  

 
Table 13: Correlation of the Influence of Age on “Social Media Use” 

 

8. Influence of Age on “Club Engagement” 

We also considered the influence of age on the engagement with a club as a third relationship 

including the variable of age. The statistical analysis resulted in a positive, yet weak correlation 

with a Pearson coefficient of 0.182. Nonetheless, the two-tailed significance test yielded a 

value of 0.051 thus the influence of age on club engagement can be neglected as it is not sta-

tistically significant.  
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Table 14: Correlation of the Influence of Age on “Club Engagement” 

 

9. Influence of Country of Residence on “Sponsor Perception” 

Another variable that was looked at is the variable of the country of residence, in particular its 

influence on the perception of sponsors. The analysis of the correlation between these two 

variables showed an r-value of -0.019, so a negative but fairly small correlation. However, this 

correlation is statistically insignificant as the p-Value of 0.841 out of any significance level.  

 
Table 15: Correlation of the Influence of Country of Residence on “Sponsor Perception” 

 

10. Influence of Country of Residence on “Club Engagement” 

The eighth relationship that is under investigation in this chapter includes the influence of the 

country of residence on the level of engagement with a club. It can be seen from Table 4.8 that 

the correlation is almost non-existent with a value of 0.014. Furthermore, the p-Value of the 

significance test is 0.881 and thus - just like the relationship 7 before - insignificant.  
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Table 16: Correlation of the Influence of Country of Residence on “Club Engagement” 

 

11. Influence of Gender on “Club Engagement” 

The last four relationships presented and investigated in this chapter look at the influence of 

gender on the four indices explained in the beginning of chapter 4. The first investigation is 

concerned with the influence of gender on the engagement with a club. The statistical analysis 

resulted in a negative correlation with an r equalling -0.31. This result is statistically signifi-

cant, as the p-Value is 0.001 and therefore lower than the significance level of 0.01.  
 

Table 17: Correlation of the Influence of Gender on “Club Engagement” 

 

12. Influence of Gender on “Sponsor Perception” 

In addition to the previous one, the influence of gender on the perception of sponsors is also 

examined. The investigation yielded a weak, negative correlation with an r=-0.112. In the light 

of statistical significance, the two-tailed test showed a p-value of 0.232 thus denying statistical 

significance.  
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Table 18: Correlation of the Influence of Gender on “Sponsor Perception” 

 

13. Influence of Gender on “Fanaticism” 

The researchers also investigate if and what influence gender has on the degree of fanaticism 

of fans. The results showed a negative correlation (r=-0.284) and are statistically significant at 

a significance level of 0.01 as the p-value of the two-tail test takes on a value of 0.002.  
 

Table 19: Correlation of the Influence of Gender on “Fanaticism” 

 

14. Influence of Gender on “Social Media Use” 

The last relationship that is presented in this chapter is concerned with the influence of gender 

on the use of social media. Although the statistic tests reveal a weak negative correlation with 

an r-value of -0.167, the correlation can be neglected as the significance test showed that the 

correlation is statistically insignificant.  
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Table 20: Correlation of the Influence of Gender on “Social Media Use” 

 

4.1.4 Summary 

The sample of the questionnaire included 115 respondents residing in five different countries 

while the vast majority (104 respondents) named Sweden their country of residence. The aver-

age age of the participants is 31.57 years of age with a total age span of 56 years. The youngest 

participant was 17 years old and the oldest 73 years old. Additionally, the demographic statis-

tics yielded that about 25% of the respondents were female. 42% of the respondents stated an 

income of 0 to 10,000 SEK and 52% of the respondents were students.  
 

In order to analyse the respondents’ answers to the questions, the relevant questions itself have 

been divided into four groups (“Fanaticism”, “Sponsor Perception”, “Club Engagement” and 

“Social Media Use”). For each group an index has been developed and then tested for internal 

consistency and thus reliability with the help of Cronbach’s alpha. Table 21 provides an over-

view of the indices and their reliability measures as calculated and discussed in chapter 4.1.2. 

A total of 14 questions were used for the four indices and all four indices show internal con-

sistency and hence reliability as the value of Cronbach’s alpha is <0.7 - which marks the thresh-

old for reliability (Boermans & Kattenberg, 2011, p. 2) - for all questions.  

Table 21: Summary of Indices' Reliability 

 
To summarise the findings of chapter 4.1.3, Table 22 provides an overview of all fourteen 

relationships that are examined in the statistical analysis and their r- and p-value as well as the 

direction of the correlation and the level of significance. The table clearly shows that six of the 

fourteen relationships do not show a significant correlation as their p-value is above the re-

quired significance level. Furthermore, two of the remaining eight significant relationships 

show a negative correlation. Surprisingly, these two relationships both focus on the influence 

of gender on another variable. Two insignificant, negatively correlated relationships also look 

at the influence of gender on another variable but are to be neglected due to their high p-value. 

The remaining five relationships show a positive correlation.   

Overall, only one of the relationships is significant at a 5% significance interval while the other 

relationships have an even higher significance level (1% significance level). The weakest cor-

relation yields the relationship between age and social media while the strongest (positive) 

correlation is the one between the variables of social media use and club engagement. The 
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strongest negative correlation was examined to be between the variables of gender and club 

engagement. An interpretation as well as a discussion of the Table 22 follows in chapter 5.1.  

Table 22: Summary of the Correlations of the fourteen Relationships 

 

4.2 Interviews 

In this chapter, we analyse the outcome of the conducted expert interviews with representatives 

from sports clubs, sponsors as well as Zlingit for an industry insider point of view. The sample 

for the sport clubs consists of two interviews despite the fact that all clubs from the Swedish 

first division in both ice hockey and football as well as a few other clubs in the second division 

have been contacted. This is due to the fact that the football season just started in Sweden while 

the regular season for ice hockey ended and playoff season began. Naturally, these parts of a 

season are the busiest and hence, many representatives did not have the time for an interview. 

As a result of both sports having a very similar business environment and ecosystem on the top 

levels, we believe that the findings from our interviews are useful and applicable for the dif-

ferent sports and across the teams. 

 

To evaluate the outcome of the interviews, we used the thematic analysis method to create 

different themes. Namely, these themes are “selection criteria” (related to the criteria sponsors 

and clubs set to select their counterpart), “relationships and engagement” (to describe the rela-

tionships and the engagement with the stakeholders), “digital channels” (to examine the use 

and perceived importance of digital communication channels), “goal of sponsorship” (to elab-

orate on the ultimate goals of sponsorship) and “success and effectiveness” (to investigate the 

existence or absence of success/effectiveness indicators).  
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4.2.1 Interviews with Sports Club Representatives 

For the interviews with sports clubs we were able to get insights from two major football clubs, 

one playing at the Allsvenskan and the other at the Superettan, with previous experience of 

playing in the top-league. This part of the work gathers the answers of the clubs in three dif-

ferent areas, which are further analysed in Chapter 5.  

Selection Criteria 

The selection criteria for the clubs varied according to the background of the club and their 

geographical region where they function. Our objective with the questions regarding the selec-

tion processes was to explore what the clubs go through when acquiring and evaluating new 

prospects for the upcoming season(s) with sponsorship agreements. As mentioned, the geo-

graphical location of the club and the size of the market area were considerable factors for a 

club when acquiring new sponsorship deals for their team. Östersund FK, coming from a region 

of Jämtland with approximately 127.000 inhabitants (Visitsweden.se, 2019), has acknowl-

edged the limitation of its’ region in their selection criteria. While asking their selection criteria 

for sponsors, the club representative answered; “Östersund and the region of Jämtland is a 

small region. We need all the companies so we can’t give anyone exclusivity”, emphasizing 

the fact that to be able to build the required budget to function at the top-level football, organ-

izations from smaller regions in the highly competitive acquiring process of sponsors have to 

be able to invite all the possible options for collaboration. Region with lesser power in the 

market area does not allow the clubs to pick and choose from variety of options but places them 

in a position where they have to build the strength of sponsorships by including effectively all 

opportunities. 

 

For our other respondent, the geographical factors have caused issues in their relationship 

building and engagement, but in their selection criteria this aspect has not been emphasized. 

Due to their divergent situation that comes with the club’s background, Dalkurd FF builds their 

selection criteria around the values and nationality that they embrace. The representative of the 

club answered; “Today we kind of have sponsorships that are based on, that they [sponsors of 

the club] have the Kurdish nationality”. The nationality is therefore not only embodied by the 

club but by all their sponsors as well. The club states that this also the biggest factor for them 

to gain their sponsorship deals and allows them to work on a global level for acquiring new 

sponsorship agreements. Shared nationality and values have brought them into a situation 

where the sponsors around the world seek to support their cause. “That is basically the main 

part of our sponsors supporting us, due to that”. Dalkurd FF said that they are in a position 

where they do not actively have to seek for new organizations to sponsor them, as the compa-

nies reach out to them; “We kind of don’t have anyone that we seek out with other intentions 

in mind at this point [...] that is the majority of our sponsors”. 

Relationships & Engagement 

As for the clubs interviewed for this study, this section of relationships and engagement con-

siders both the interaction with the sponsors and the supporters of the clubs. Previously men-

tioned circumstances in the selection processes with the geographical region and nationality of 

the club have affected the way these teams are able to cooperate and communicate with their 

supporters and sponsors. Even though mentioned that the small market for Östersunds FK does 

not allow them to exclusively pick sponsors, it grants them to have a closer relationship with 

their supporters and sponsors compared to Dalkurd FF. Östersunds FK stated that they have 

regular meeting with their fans for different occasions; “Fans that are members, we meet sev-

eral times during the season. That could be to present new players or other big happenings, 
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when we want to give news to the members first”. Having a membership for the fans lets the 

Östersunds FK to create deeper interaction with the supporters that are willing to engage with 

the club more often than the casual supporter of the club.  

 

The club has also launched an online media portal “ÖFK-TV” for their fans to further the en-

gagement with the club and keep all the people around the club informed of current news. They 

have also invited their supporters to have face-to-face meeting with the club’s personnel instead 

of solely relying on online media while communicating with them; “[The supporters] also like 

to come to our office for a coffee and discuss the players and the last match”. Building rela-

tionships with their sponsors also rely heavily on interaction in face-to-face meetings and 

events. In order to build relationships with all their sponsors, Östersund mentions to “[...] have 

at least 5 lunches for all the sponsors and besides that we have golf, sponsor-party and a couple 

of trips”. The trips also gather the sponsors of the club together for interaction on an arguably 

remarkable level, Östersund states that “A month ago we went to Swansea with 20 sponsors 

and in September we will go to Marbella with 20-40 sponsors”. 

 

For Dalkurd FF, the relationships built with their supporters and sponsors is more of an inter-

cultural exchange than purely business. Having their club representing the traditional colours 

of Kurdistan and the Kurdish nationality they see their sponsors to “support that cause [...] 

probably even more than they want to support the football club”. The club sees that they func-

tion on a global level, and their role is to be more than a football club playing in the Swedish 

league. They stated that many of their sponsors see the interchange for the sponsorship as a 

statement; “We support you because you represent something that we want to be proud of”. 

When discussing their relationship and communication with their sponsors and having meet-

ings with them face-to-face, Dalkurd FF answered “That is a problem. We don’t [meet them]”. 

The club also mentions that due to the situation of widespread supporter  and sponsorship base, 

they consider themselves as a mediator for the supporters and their sponsors.  

 

Asking about their engagement outside online media the club says that they do it, but “not in 

a regular basis [...] we do have contests, giveaways, meet and greets with the players, open 

trainings and that sort of things [...] not on a regular basis but time to time”. The geographical 

location of their sponsors have also come with other challenges. According to the club, the 

communication with their supporters happens mainly in English due to the fact that in Kurdi-

stan there are many different languages within the country. This decision has not come without 

problems either since “not all of them [Kurdish people] are able to understand that [English] 

either, so that is actually one of our biggest challenges”. Even though the international basis 

brings many possibilities for the club, adapting into the situation is challenging and the club is 

yet to find the perfect solution to implement for creating content that can be easily accessible 

and understandable for everyone in their fanbase. So far, their main channel to interact with 

their supporters have been social media platforms. 

Digital Channels 

While discussing the engagement with all the stakeholders around the club, especially their 

supporters, the role of digital channels particularly the social media platforms are put in the 

emphasize for creating interaction with them. The clubs seem to commit mainly on having their 

social media pages for content and discussion. When asking how important the clubs consider 

social media for them, both of them gave similar answers, Östersunds FK stating that social 

media is “very important, every day all year” and Dalkurd FF responded after inquiring if they 

see social media’s role as a big and important for their club “Yes. That is correct”. Two social 
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media platforms, Facebook and Instagram both were mentioned by the respondents several 

times as their main channels to communicate with the fans.  

 

Östersunds FK  have also published their own TV-channel online called “ÖFK-TV” as men-

tioned earlier, that they use for providing content for their supporters. They see this develop-

ment along the social media pages they have as an important way to engage their fans as well 

as provide versatile content for them. They have also adapted the use of a CRM system into 

their business but considering their media channels and CRM they are not integrated to function 

together; “We use Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and YouTube, but it’s not connected with our 

CRM system”. 

 

Social media platforms in Dalkurd FF’s communication with their fans are also in a crucial 

role. Discussing about their main activities for engaging with their fans online they answered 

that “The online activities that we have are mainly social media; Facebook, Twitter & Insta-

gram”. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, they have faced challenges with adapting to the 

multicultural environment and see this as an important future project for them to succeed in. 

They engage in discussion with their fans via social media, but they have also decided to share 

their personnel’s contact information to help the supporters to stay in first-hand contact with 

them if it is not possible via social media, but they mention that “We try to answer all the 

questions that the fans have or opinions they have on social media”. In this case email and 

messages through mobile devices are supported to have an open environment where the sup-

porters or sponsors can “contact us whenever they want”. They have also adapted a CRM 

system like Östersunds FK. The umbrella organization for Swedish football SEF, which organ-

izes Allsvenskan and Superettan leagues has provided them a system called LIME, but similar 

to Östersunds, no clear integration of online channels and CRM system has been implemented 

to their business. 

Goal of Sponsorship 

The importance of long-term development of sponsorship deals has been acknowledged by 

both interviewed teams. The clubs show interest in building relationships with their sponsors 

that could be more beneficial for both parties involved and help to build the business around 

the sport club. Östersunds FK emphasizes that the role of negotiations with the sponsors are a 

key element for their future development; “It’s very important to try to make the deal over 

several years, so you don’t have to negotiate every year”. By creating a situation where both 

club and sponsors are committed to build the relationship without having to have annual nego-

tiation can help the sport club to focus on other aspects of the collaboration with their partners; 

“And of course, [it is] very important for both parties to sign the agreement”. 

 

Dalkurd FF sees their future in developing the business side of their sponsorship deals to help 

the team grow and establish their partnerships. When asking about their goals with sponsorship 

deal, they embrace the situation where are currently; “We are a bit different”. They value their 

heritage as a club and representative of Kurdistan, “one of our big projects right now is to keep 

what we have today, the and the nationality”, but they acknowledge the needs for building 

their sponsorship agreements long-term; “[...] but also to be the motor to additional business”. 

Another big project for the club is to build the business side in the future. This comes together 

with enhancing their participation in digitalization; “We are trying to become a digital and 

modern football club [...] on all parts, not just with the fan interaction or sponsors but in eve-

rything”.  
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Success & Effectiveness 

At the moment both of the interviewed clubs struggle to measure the success and effectiveness 

of the existing sponsorship deals. As they have mentioned earlier, they have established objec-

tives for the future and Östersunds FK states that for them the sponsorship deal to be successful 

would require mutual satisfaction in the deal; “The best sponsor deal is when the customer is 

happy and wants to renew the deal, or even increase the deal for next season”. On the other 

hand, they also state that currently otherwise than this they “don’t measure in any way” the 

existing sponsorship deals they have. Dalkurd FF also mentions that they are struggling with 

the business side of the sponsorship deals when coming to measuring or increasing the im-

portance of certain sponsors. The representative of the club mentioned that they “are quite bad 

at being the motor for additional business”, something that is acknowledged considering their 

future objectives on building the relationships with their sponsors. 

4.2.2 Interviews with Sponsor Representatives 

Besides the interviews with representatives from different sports clubs, we also conducted a 

total of three interviews with representatives from different companies involved in sponsorship 

agreements with clubs. In the following, the findings of the different interviews are presented 

in the frame of the previously chosen categories. A more thorough analysis of those findings 

follows in chapter 5.  

Selection Criteria and Process 

The companies have very different approaches when it comes to the selection of potential clubs 

to collaborate with in a sponsorship agreement. In the case of Pulsen, the company is currently 

under a reconstruction of the selection process for sponsors but orientate their selection of po-

tential sponsored clubs around their core values. Puma’s selection approach goes in a similar 

direction as they say that they “have a strategy in terms of how many clubs [they] will work 

with and also if they fit into [the company’s] strategy in that sense”. In the case of Pulsen, it is 

less a matter of company strategy but “heart mostly”. Länsförsäkringar Västerbotten also go in 

a more socially oriented direction as they are “focusing on well-behaving in the county of Väs-

terbotten” and want to address the people living in Västerbotten. Their approach is less on the 

importance of sponsorship and the exposure to fans accompanying this but rather on the com-

munity as they “want people to feel safe in all kind of ways”. As an insurance company, they 

are naturally concerned with people’s health and therefore want to encourage and also enable 

citizens to be more active, especially the children. Therefore, Länsförsäkringar Västerbotten’s 

approach is to support more local clubs, “so they can have a better chance at succeeding in” 

encouraging and enabling especially young people to practice a sport.  

 

Pulsen as well puts an emphasis on locality especially when it comes to the local team IF Elfs-

borg. In the opinion of Pulsen, the company as well as IF Elfsborg “both have a big part to 

play in the city of Borås so [they] share the same narrative” and are therefore closely linked 

with each other. Hence, it is only obvious for them to engage in a sponsorship agreement with 

the local club of IF Elfsborg in Borås. Besides the obvious local reasons, the sponsors stated 

other important factors and especially procedures for them to negotiate a sponsorship deal. 

Puma, for instance, lets clubs place sponsorship requests. These requests are evaluated accord-

ing to the predetermined strategies the company has for sponsorship agreements and poses a 

very important procedure for Puma when “it comes to making a decision to work with a new 

club”. Despite potential strategy misfits, of course the budget plays a big role for Puma to 
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engage with a club. The budget they have does not allow to work with all of the clubs that are 

applying for a sponsorship agreement.  

 

Also, Länsförsäkringar Västerbotten has open applications for clubs but limit these applications 

to twice a year. After the application, the club and the company agree on “meetings and [they] 

go through each application from every club that has applied for money and then [they] try to 

give the money as fair as possible in terms of gender, age, geography and sports as well”. The 

company tries to be as fair as possible and puts a great emphasis on non-discriminatory distri-

butions of money, supposedly with a focus on the fit of the club with the core values of 

Länsförsäkringar Västerbotten.  

 

Puma mentioned that, beside the negotiation of a new sponsorship agreement, they also have 

strict rules concerning a prematurely termination of sponsorship contracts as they always have 

“an opportunity to terminate the contract due to harmful behaviour [...] or actions that can 

harm Puma as a brand”. Of course, this concerns only deliberate bad behaviour and not just a 

bad performance from an athletic point of view. In that case, the contracts are renegotiated also 

in terms of investment made by Puma.  

Relationships & Engagement 

Overall, the relationship and engagement part of the findings is targeted at both, clubs and fans 

at the same time. For Puma, the relationship with sponsored clubs also has a historical factor 

to it. A long-lasting relationship with a club inevitably leads to having a “look at the business 

side of” the sponsorship agreement. According to Puma, if one manages to “build some sort of 

relationship [one] can also build the business from that” which is of course depending on the 

time the sponsorship deal has been existing already. While for Puma the main focus of a spon-

sorship deal lies on increasing sales and revenues, Pulsen puts another touch to sponsorship 

deals. For them, the business benefit of a sponsorship deal is mostly the network and a “visi-

bility locally that may help [...] recruitment efforts”. Hence, Pulsen focuses less on an increase 

in sales and revenue but rather on more human capital - which should eventually also drive 

revenues up. Their approach is a rather indirect increase of revenues. With a wide portfolio of 

clubs ranging from small to high-level clubs, Länsförsäkringar Västerbotten focuses less on 

typical sponsorship but - as already seen from the aforementioned selection criteria - more on 

social work.  

 

Looking at the relationship between sponsors and fans, Länsförsäkringar Västerbotten clearly 

stated that they do not have any sort of communication with fans and do not wish to have any. 

The company “prefer[s] not to talk so much about what [they] are doing” as they see their 

sponsorship approach in “a corporate social responsibility way”. So also, their approach to-

wards fans is in line with their general approach to sponsorship, which is simply put charity 

work.  

 

For Pulsen, there is no real fan communication, it exists only “in the sense that some of [the] 

employees are also fans and take pride in [their] sponsorship of the club”. Puma, however, 

sees that “it is important to create content when [one] launch[es] a new shirt for example” and 

hence also see the communication with fans as a very important issue to keep them updated on 

what the company is actually doing. Staying with the example of the newly launched shirt, it 

is clear that “not every supporter buys the shirt, but when [one] do[es] a good campaign, an 

event or launch, [one] sell[s] them much better”, so interaction and engagement is important in 

order to drive supporters towards a purchase. With that, it is important to reach the respective 

supporters “in their channels”. Aside from just focusing on supporter’s purchase behaviour, 
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Puma identifies a direct supporter communication as a good tool “to get feedback or listen to 

what is important for [the supporters], so it can help to take decisions”. Yet, not everything 

should lie in the supporters’ hands as “power will be lost in some sense” if it does not involve 

the club as well as the supporters simultaneously.  

Digital Channels 

Digital channels are a big part of marketing and hence, it is one of the themes the interviewed 

sponsors were asked. Länsförsäkringar Västerbotten’s marketing approach by now splits up to 

be “85% online and 15% offline, but just a couple of years ago it was 90% offline and 10% 

online”. Especially social media is “much more effective” for the company. Also, Puma points 

out that “social media is important and [...] [one has] to have a good story to tell the custom-

ers”. Hence, a digital and especially a social media approach is part of sponsorship deals be-

tween Puma and a club. Both parties work out a social media strategy together, so it suits both 

best. Especially when launching new jerseys, Puma focuses their marketing activities on social 

media “because that is the most important thing and it is 80% of the total business”. The com-

pany manages to even go beyond only social media advertising and started leveraging the reach 

of social media influencers as they get in touch “with the influencers to see what they think 

about different topics so [the company] can have answers”. This is a crucial part when it comes 

to the design of jerseys as Puma - in combination with the previously examined theme of rela-

tionship and engagement - tries to involve supporters in a form of co-creation “because if the 

fans or the supporters don’t like the designs or shirts, they won’t buy them”.  

 

For Pulsen, digital communication as well as digital marketing “is a major part of all [their] 

communication”. Yet, the company relies on other media for their branding, namely “the jer-

seys, [...] the high visibility in the media and in game reports”. In that sense, Pulsen’s digital 

focus lies more on communication than on branding or co-creation, for instance. Länsförsäkrin-

gar Västerbotten take a similar approach. The focus of their social media marketing is mostly 

targeted at clubs to inform them that “it’s time [...] to apply for sponsorships in Västerbotten”. 

For this, the company mainly uses Facebook and Instagram but also newspaper advertising as 

an alternative offline approach. 

Goal of Sponsorship 

Within the interviews, the companies were asked to state their ultimate goals for sponsorship 

agreements and what they want to achieve with these agreements. Pulsen had a clear idea of 

their sponsorship goals. The company’s four-folded approach focuses on achieving “visibility 

with current and future clients” as well as “visibility with current and future employees”. Fur-

thermore, they want to “build [and] maintain a good network with local businesses [and] fellow 

sponsors” as well as lastly “give something back to the local community”.  

 

A two-folded goal is at centre of Puma’s sponsorship approach with “a clear goal of what 

[they] want to do and achieve with the sponsorship”. On the one hand, Puma wants to “do good 

business” and on the other hand “increase the brand knowledge”. In particular, that means the 

company wants to “get the brand knowledge out to the customers” especially when there is a 

new sport category the company starts to deal with. Of course, it is also a crucial point for 

Puma to “see that the investment turns into sales”, or in other words that the chosen sponsorship 

agreement eventually has a positive impact in the balance sheet of the company. Puma does 

not see sponsorship as “only giving out money and then getting some free tickets” but rather as 

“an investment for the club and for your own brand”.  
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For Länsförsäkringar Västerbotten, the sponsorship goal is different as it goes along with their 

previously discussed selection process. The company aims to “raise the level of feeling com-

fortable and safe in the country of Västerbotten”. Thereby, they do not aim “to have [the] logo 

visible everywhere” but rather want to “give something back to the society, so the society can 

feel better”. As Länsförsäkringar Västerbotten acts as a customer-owned insurance company, 

their ultimate goal for a sponsorship agreement is to “raise the level of awareness and secure-

ness”. 

Success & Effectiveness 

Considering the effectiveness and the success of a sponsorship deal, the sponsoring companies 

generally find it quite hard to determine the relationship between sales/revenues and the spon-

sorship investment. For Pulsen, it is “very hard to measure the specific effects of the sponsor-

ship alone” as they do not “have [any] data to support effectiveness”. Furthermore, as Pulsen 

acts in a business-to-business environment, the company does “not see a direct relation be-

tween [their] long-term sponsorships and sales”. Yet, it annually organises a “match sponsor 

event for customers” which is becoming more and more successful despite providing a clear 

measurement of success.  

 

Also in the case for Länsförsäkringar Västerbotten, the company sees the question about spon-

sorship effectiveness as “hard [...] to answer” but they have started to collaborate with an ex-

ternal company in order to determine whether “people feel safe and feel comfortable in their 

home and in their environment” and thus, if they achieved their sponsorship goal. But as secu-

rity and comfortability are variables that are usually hard to measure, it is also hard for the 

company to determine if they achieved their goal. Furthermore, for Länsförsäkringar Väs-

terbotten “it is more or less impossible [...] to say if [...] [the club] can have a good chance of 

getting kids to play football or hockey” and with that “whether or not the investment [...] was 

successful”.   

 

Puma, which mainly focuses on sports gear, naturally has an advantage when it comes to meas-

uring the success of a sponsorship investment as it only has to compare “what [the company] 

actually sell[s] [...] to the investment that [they] do”. With that it is easy for them to develop 

“calculation schemes where [they can] see the money that [they] have put in contrasted to the 

money that [they] actually get back with sales”. Yet, they identify difficulties when it comes 

to non-monetary measures for “the brand value or the value in terms of publicity”. 

4.2.3 Interview with Zlingit 

In addition to the theoretical insights derived from the literature review, a case study is used in 

the thesis at hand. The company at centre of the case study is Zlingit, a start-up based in the 

city of Umeå.  which makes it a very insightful case study to gain more insights.  

 

An interview with Zlingit’s founder Tobias Gruffman was conducted in order to gain deeper 

insights into the company and its business environment. The company’s business model is 

closely linked to the research topic of this study. The focus of the business of Zlingit lies on 

three different goals, which namely are to increase the profitability of sponsorship deals for 

sports clubs, increase the efficiency of such an agreement for sponsors as well as an enhanced 

experience for the spectators (Zlingit.com, 2018). It can already be seen from these three goals, 

that Zlingit tries to bring the interests and expectations of sports clubs, sponsors and supporters 

together. Concerning professional clubs, Zlingit provides a “full-service model, meaning that 

the club pays [them] a fee”. Smaller, non-professional clubs are not charged but brought into 
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touch with sponsoring companies, which then have to pay a fee if an agreement is reached. The 

approach towards sponsorship by Zlingit is to support clubs in “digitalis[ing] their sponsor 

packaging” and with that becoming more innovative as it enables “bringing offers to the table 

that can be matched [with] what social media platforms offer today”.  

 

Zlingit also addresses the supporters of sports clubs and wants to encourage them to engage 

with the club. This “works with loyalty points [...] which supporters can trade for discounts 

and [...] deals from the club and its commercial partners”. With a gamified approach, support-

ers of a sports club can collect loyalty points and at the same time bring “real money to their 

clubs for every engagement [they] have with [Zlingit’s] system”. The supporters receive a per-

sonalised appreciation message from the club every time they engage with Zlingit and hence 

bring money to the club.  

 

According to Zlingit, sports clubs have a need to “build, manage and maintain relationships 

with sponsors and supporters” in a more efficient way without neglecting the importance of 

additional revenue streams. With the help of digital marketing, the club can start communi-

cating its core values and beliefs and with that increase the supporter engagement. Furthermore, 

Zlingit holds the view that there currently is at best an indirect communication between sup-

porters and sponsors. This makes it more complicated for clubs to attract new and retain exist-

ing sponsors as well as supporters. Considering that, Zlingit’s goal is to make the stakeholders 

involved in a sponsorship agreement understand that team sports require collaboration, “not 

only on the field [...] but in the everyday life as well. [It takes] all 3 stakeholders for [sponsor-

ship] to work.” 

4.2.4 Summary 

The interviews conducted for this research included representatives of sponsoring companies 

as well as sports clubs. Several agreements for interviews with representatives have been made, 

and five interviews were carried out. Out of those five, three interviews were conducted with 

sponsoring companies and two with representatives of Swedish professional sports clubs. The 

sponsors interviewed included one globally active sports gear manufacturer, one national IT 

solutions provider and a local insurance company. Concerning the clubs, both are football clubs 

while one currently plays in the first Swedish division (Allsvenskan) and one in the second 

Swedish division (Superettan).  

 

The interviews were conducted using a semi-structured approach in order to ensure flexibility 

and allow follow-up questions to go into more details (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 213). Gener-

ally, the questions were grouped into categories prior to the interviews, as we wanted to know 

more about the clubs/sponsors engagement with supporters, their engagement with spon-

sors/clubs and general questions about their sponsorship approach. After the interviews, we 

identified different themes using the thematic analysis approach (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 

599). These themes namely are “selection criteria”, “relationships and engagement”, “digital 

channels”, “goal of sponsorship” and “success and effectiveness”. We used the search-function 

to scan the interviews for each theme and related sub-themes, an overview of the used quotes 

from each interview and for each theme can be found in Appendix III (for the clubs) and Ap-

pendix IV (for the sponsors). 

 

The most striking findings from this thematic analysis are, that neither the clubs nor the sponsor 

have implemented a concise and precise approach to measure the effectiveness of a sponsorship 

agreement, which has already been examined by Zlingit. All interviewees stated that lack clear 
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indicators to administer the success of their sponsorship agreement. Puma, however, is at least 

able to relate a sponsorship deal to their sales of the specific jersey they are sponsoring. Fur-

thermore, all sponsors acknowledge the importance and relevance of digital communication 

channels but also mention that they fail to implement these channels efficiently in their com-

munication approach with supporters of the clubs they sponsor. Chapter 5 provides a detailed 

analysis and discussion of the findings from the interviews and how they are related to the 

findings from the questionnaire.   
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5 Analysis & Discussion 
In this chapter, we analyse the findings from our research and discuss them in detail. At first, 

we take a closer look at the supporters and their perspective based on the findings from our 

questionnaire. Afterwards, we analyse and discuss the findings from a sports club and then a 

sponsor perspective. As a fourth step, the three perspectives are combined and compared to 

point out which things they share and which they do not share, or rather where one or more of 

the three stakeholders lacks a certain issue. Generally speaking, it has to be noted that most of 

the findings are novel to the current state of literature and can hence hardly be linked to existing 

literature. This is in line with our intended contributions as well as the purpose of this study as 

we want to extend the field of sponsorship research and not test already existing and proven 

concepts or theories. Some concepts currently used in literature can be found in or linked to 

this section but most of the findings cannot be directly linked to our findings as our findings 

exceed the current state of literature. Yet, we discuss all the findings and their meanings in 

such a manner that they can be understood thoroughly. 

5.1 The Supporter’s Perspective 

At first, we analyse and interpret the statistically significant relationships as outcomes of the 

questionnaire. The first relationship to be analysed describes the influence of fanaticism on the 

perception of sponsors. From the results it is visible that the relationship between these two 

variables yields a positive correlation. In praxis this means that the higher a respondent scored 

in the category of fanaticism, the higher he/she is going to score in sponsor perception. Or 

simply put, a more fanatical fan has a better perception of the sponsors. This phenomenon can 

be explained by a high team identification and thus meaning that sponsors belong to the club 

and with that to a specific group. Hence, a sense of belonging is created with a higher degree 

of fanaticism (Naylor & Havatz, 2017, p. 178).  

 

Furthermore, the questionnaire also showed a positive correlation between club engagement 

and the perception of sponsors. This can be linked to the previous relationship as it can be 

assumed that a fanatical fan also engages with his/her supported club on a high level. In order 

to test these assumptions, we additionally check for the correlation between the variable of 

fanaticism and the variable of club engagement. The results show, that there is a very strong 

correlation between fanaticism and club engagement at a high significance level (r-

value=0.835; p-value=0.000), hence, the assumption is supported by the findings of the ques-

tionnaire. It might seem obvious that a fanatical fan is more likely or more willing to engage 

with a club, yet these results show interesting insights. It is also possible, that the supporters 

that engage a lot with their respective club are also more aware of the sponsors and hence more 

conscious about the sponsorship link which can lead to a better perception of the sponsors 

(Herrmann, Kacha, Derbaix, 2016, p. 610). 

 

It can also be assumed that the engagement with a club in combination with the fanaticism lead 

to a, as mentioned before, high level of identification with the club and thus resulting in spill 

over effects from the club to the sponsors. It is already discussed in literature, that a positive 

perception of one brand can be transferred to another with the help of another brand but these 

findings indicate that also a club can induce this effect for another brand (Ruth & Simonin, 

2003, p. 21). One of the respondents commented on this issue in the comment field provided 

in the questionnaire. The respondent said: “I only care that the sponsor is not evil. The company 

should not destroy the environment or evade taxes.” This leads to the conclusion that as long 

as a company follows general ethical rules and does not suffer from image problems before or 
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during the sponsorship agreement, the positive spill over effect from a club to the respective 

company is evident - at least for fans with a high degree of fanaticism and thus a high degree 

of club engagement.  

 

We also had a look at the influence of social media use on sponsor as well as club engagement. 

The correlation analysis for both yielded a positive correlation and hence indicate that a higher 

score in social media use is linked with a higher score in engagement with a sponsor or club. 

The direction of this influence, however, is not fully clear as both directions seem plausible. 

Engagement can lead to more social media use and vice versa. It can be assumed that both 

ways play a role in that relationship, so that a higher degree of social media use leads to - at 

least - a higher likelihood of engagement because of inevitable exposure to content of a sponsor 

or a club. The other way around would mean that respondents who want to actively engage 

with a sponsor or club do so by using social media. In both cases, social media is a crucial tool 

to leverage the engagement with sponsors and clubs.  

 

In order to check if age has an influence on the engagement with sponsors as well as the use of 

social media, the author conducted correlation analyses for both relationships and both yielded 

comparably weak, yet positive correlations. This means that the older a respondent is, the more 

he/she engages with a sponsor and uses social media. Interestingly, the influence of age on club 

engagement did not show a significant positive correlation and it can therefore be assumed that 

the influence of age on the engagement with a club - at least for this sample - is to be neglected. 

As previously seen, social media plays a crucial role when it comes to engagement with spon-

sors. With that in mind, the results of the analysis lead to the conclusion that respondents of 

higher age engage more with sponsors and do so by using social media. Generally, the other 

way around (using social media leads to higher sponsor engagement) seems plausible as well 

but as literature and previous researches already showed, it is the younger generation to use 

social media foremost (Ahn, Jung, 2016, p. 1237)  while the older generation more or less 

abandons this communication tool (Smith & Anderson, 2019). Hence, the only logical expla-

nation for a positive correlation between age and social media is based on the observation that 

the older generation also engages more with sponsors and this overall occurs mainly on social 

media. It can be assumed that the older generation is more willing to commit and more opposed 

to change (Kunze, Boehm & Bruch, 2010, p. 752)a habit so that they stick to the sponsors they 

already know and hence engage more with them instead of the younger generation that does 

not commit on a same level. 
 

The influence of gender has also been put under the microscope. As gender is usually consid-

ered a binomial variable, it had to be numerically coded. A widely used method to code gender 

is to assign the value 0 to male and the value 1 to female. The analysis of relationships involv-

ing gender only yielded two significant results: the influence of gender on club engagement as 

well as the influence of gender on fanaticism. Both correlations are negative thus indicating 

that a higher rank in gender means a lower rank in club engagement and fanaticism, or simply 

put women engage less with a club and are less fanatic about a club. This can be explained 

with the competitive nature of sports and the generally lower tendency of women to engage in 

competition (De Paola, Ponzo & Scoppa, 2017, p. 17). In order to make the club more inter-

esting for women, the sponsors can play a big role and attract more female supporters - or in 

that case rather spectators - by targeting women more specifically with their sponsored prod-

ucts. As one respondent phrased it: “I noticed that most sponsors focus on male fans and most 

products are directly focused on a male audience and not a female audience. Since their mar-

keting campaigns is focused on luring male audience and not the female audience.” By focus-

ing more - or rather also - on female spectators and fans, all three parties get more value out of 
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the relationship and thus creating a bigger incentive for women to engage with a club and also 

the sponsors.  
 

Strikingly, the results from the questionnaire did not yield a significant influence of gender on 

the perception of sponsors. Also, a correlation analysis based on the discussion above did not 

yield a significant influence of gender on engagement with sponsors (r-value=-0.052; p-value= 

0.583). The results from this correlation analysis stand against the aforementioned statement 

of one of the respondents. Furthermore, existing literature also argues against these findings. 

Arguably the size of the sample, the gender distribution as well as the fact that only one ques-

tion asked for sponsor engagement can influence the results (more details in chapter 6.5 and 

6.6). Furthermore, the influence of the country of residence on the perception of sponsors as 

well as the engagement with clubs does not result in any statistically significant direction and 

hence can be neglected. However, this can be due to the lack of diversification (due to the 

geographical limitations of the study) and can yield different results in a bigger and more di-

versified scope.  

Lastly, we also tested the influence of club engagement on the engagement with sponsors with 

the intention to find out if an engagement with a club also leads to an engagement with spon-

sors. Intuitively, one might say that this is only natural as both come in pairs, but the correlation 

analysis yielded no significant influence. It can be assumed that an engagement with a club 

does not necessarily mean that fans also engage with the sponsors of the respective club.  

 

In addition to the earlier analysed questions, the questionnaire also provided the respondents 

with a possibility to give unstructured answers in a comment field at the end of the survey in 

case some issues they want to talk about have not been addressed with the questions before. 

Most of the respondents submitted the questionnaire without additional insights, yet some 

made use of the comment field. One of the respondents was quite accurate by saying: “Juventus 

was better before. Now they are just as bad as the rest of the world. Soccer is about soccer, not 

about creating some [...] value for the club, and to create a "brand" that [some] people will 

wear without knowing what it stands for.” This specific respondent showed an objection to-

wards sponsors in total and the idea that a sport club might become a brand and thus is com-

mercialised. From the questionnaire, it can be seen that this respondent classified himself as a 

very fanatical fan thus contradicting the findings of a positive relationship between fanaticism 

and sponsor perception. Yet, it is not clear if this respondent fully opposes the idea of sponsor-

ship agreements or just the shifting of focus from pure football more towards commercialisa-

tion.  

 

With regard to the sponsor engagement, there seem to be many different factors influencing 

the motivation to engage - or not to engage - with sponsors of a club. One respondent mentioned 

the involvement of a sponsor with a rival team by saying: “If a company sponsors a rival [...] 

I am very less likely to buy their products because I then associate that company with the 

rivals.” With that in mind, it is important for sponsors not only to create an association with a 

club but also should take into consideration that an agreement with a rival club can lead to a 

lower engagement with fans from both sides as fans of one club naturally do not want to support 

anything related to a rival.  

 

Another interesting insight arose from another respondent’s comment: “Since the club I sup-

port (Real Madrid) belongs to a multimillion business, I do not really engage with the sponsors. 

Nevertheless, when it comes to local clubs from my region, I do support the sponsors and the 

products they offer, since they help and support local football players or any other sport de-
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nomination athletes.” In that sense, the size of the club itself and with that the size of the spon-

soring companies is important. For this respondent, the perceived impact of supporting actions 

is important as sort of “socially beneficial support”. Instead of supporting a big company - even 

though it might focus on social responsibility - the perceived impact in supporting a smaller 

and more local company is bigger on society. This can also be because smaller companies are 

more transparent than bigger companies - or at least are perceived more transparent (Ruth & 

Simonin, 2003, p. 26).  
 

Table 23: Supporters' Expected Online Content from Sponsors and Clubs 

 
 

Besides the comment section, the respondents were also asked in an open question what kind 

of content they expect to see online from their club (see Table 23) and the sponsors of their 

club (see Table 23). In total, 90 of the 115 respondents stated what they expect to see online 

from their club. The respondents were able to list more than one thing, and many did, which 

resulted in a total amount of 132 answers. The answers given were summarised and categorised 

into the groups seen in Table 23. Out of the 132 answers, 35.61% ask for updates of the club, 

such as transfer news, training updates as well as the line-up, just to name a few. Furthermore, 

17.42% of the listings named highlights as a wish for online content, so that the respective club 

provides a video summary of the latest match but also of training sessions. Also, pre- and post-

match interviews are ranking high in the wish list of respondents with 15.15% of all listings. 

Considering these interviews, marketers should make sure to not provide external links as they 

decrease the likelihood of supporters watching the interviews (Osokin, 2019, P. 74). Some 

respondents (6.82% of the listings) wanted to see entertaining content such as fun interviews 

or “fails” from training sessions, which is in line with previous literature that states that “emo-

tional and behind the scenes content turned out to be a favourable post attribute among Face-

book users” (Osokin, 2019, P. 74). Interestingly, 5.3% of the listings name live game coverages 

as a content to be shown online by clubs. Another striking thing from this question is that one 

respondent mentioned social work and social engagement outside of the club, e.g. hospital 

visits, is one thing that should be showed more online. In general, the supporters want to feel 

closer to the club and hence, want to have more insights into what is going on with the club. 
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Considering the sponsors, only 54 respondents had ideas of which content they expect to see 

online - as shown in Table 23. Furthermore, these 54 participants could only come up with one 

thing for the open question so that the total amount of items listed in the question equals the 

number of respondents that could think of content they expect to see online from sponsors. 

18.52% of the items named were classified as club related content and another 18.52% fell into 

the category of team support. In that sense, a total of 37.04% of the respondents expect the 

sponsors to show their relationship and engagement with the club in any form and not focus on 

their own profit making. The supporters often feel that the sponsors are more interested in their 

own profits - which is natural as this is their main business objective - but not in the club they 

actually sponsor and with that, not in the fans that they are targeting with their online adver-

tisements (Smith, et al., 2016, p. 88). In that sense, the supporters would like to see for instance 

that the sponsors are reacting to certain match or season performances, support the team and 

the fans and in general put address the sponsorship relationship with more emotions. 

 

The previously mentioned online advertisements have also been addressed by 16.67% of the 

respondents as content they want to see more online, so the supporters do not feel that the 

sponsors are proud of the connection to the club and also do not really target the supporters of 

that club with specific advertisements.  Yet, purely commercial posts bear the risk of being 

perceived negatively, especially when there are too many of them. Hence, sponsors should 

carefully evaluate the amount of commercial content they want to expose to the supporters 

(Osokin, 2019, P. 75). Also, 5.56% of the respondents want to see more content about the 

sponsors themselves as some sort of insights into what they are actually doing and what their 

business is about. In general, it can be said that the supporters want to learn more about the 

sponsors and what they are doing within and besides the involvement with a club.  

5.2 The Club’s Perspective 

The analysis and discussion of the interview respondents’ answers follow the themes set pre-

viously in Chapter 4. The themes, challenges within them and the outcomes according to the 

responds that we received are very much interconnected and therefore the results will be ana-

lysed with that in mind. From clubs’ side it was obvious that even though the teams are in very 

different situations, there are certain similarities in their challenges and objectives for the fu-

ture.  

 

The geographical proximity is a factor that guides the sponsorship agreements for both teams 

from the very start. For a club embarking from a smaller market area, the geographical location 

will bring limitations with the amount of available options for partnerships as well as for the 

supporter base.  Yet, as showed earlier, a regional identification can be beneficial for sponsors 

and with that poses a strong argument for clubs to attract regional sponsors (Woisetschläger et. 

al.  2010, p. 170). Östersunds FK underlined that they do not have the possibility for “exclu-

sivity” when it comes to choosing or acquiring their sponsors. The same situation could be 

assumed to happen with other clubs in the Swedish leagues from rural areas with limited mar-

kets and local business sectors. It forces the clubs to pursue to capitalize with the potential of 

the market area to its’ maximum. With the level of competition being high for the biggest 

sponsor deals with the multinational brands or organizations on a national stage, clubs like 

Östersunds can also utilise the possibilities with smaller sponsorship deals to develop better 

and deeper relationships. As the organization stated, they have several events and trips each 

year with their sponsors to build the relationships with the focus of developing the agreements 

in long-term. This development can reflect positively in the future for mutually beneficial sit-

uation if the role of the supporters can be integrated in the process. 
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On the other hand, if the club faces a situation where their supporter base and sponsors are 

spread globally, the logistics can cause troubles in building long-lasting relationships. Unlike 

Östersunds FK, or other Swedish clubs with their main actions in the local region, Dalkurd FF 

is not able to have regular face-to-face meetings with their sponsors which can create chal-

lenges in building the relationships and engagement. Emphasizing their background and strong 

identification to Kurdish culture has brought them opportunities to gain sponsors around the 

world and the club calls their role at the moment “passive” for sponsorship acquiring and 

functioning as a “mediator” for larger cause than football. The multicultural environment of 

their supporters and sponsors has also led into a situation where language barriers have hin-

dered the possibilities to engage with their supporters and therefore also creating deeper mean-

ingful liaisons. The club has stated their engagement with the supporters to be “intercultural 

exchange”, but considering their future objectives alike leveraging sponsorship benefits, over-

coming obstacles such as language barriers and adapting into the multicultural environment 

will demand integrated systems to open their communication and to advance their digitaliza-

tion.  

 

Social media has been implemented to both teams’ marketing activities, but the form of com-

munication at the current moment is lacking focus and results to a rather loose delivery of 

routinely provided content for the supporters. Östersunds FK has also launched their own web 

TV-channel “ÖFK-TV” which aims to bring first-hand information for their supporters through 

their owned media (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 11). A move towards widening the 

offering for supporters can help to create engagement with the fans especially if the target 

segment sees the interaction personalized for them (Ryan, 2017, p. 182). Digital channels allow 

the clubs to create bridges for communication with supporters all around the world, but to avoid 

the complexity of interaction a club like Dalkurd FF has to be able to focus on localization 

strategies for their content. At the time of the interviews, both clubs had established their social 

media pages, main focus especially on Facebook and Instagram. These social media channel 

provide content for the supporters on a rather regular basis. This being said, neither of the clubs 

provided a real fully developed strategy for integrating the social media platforms’ uses to 

better the engagement with their supporters. The role of social media is increasing, and the 

digitalization is considered to be one of the main projects in the future as Dalkurd FF stated in 

their interview. To be able to succeed in this, the clubs should not only focus on creating suc-

cessful content and engagement with their supporters, but to also integrate their existing sys-

tems to function together to understand how they can evaluate and measure the return on in-

vestment of their actions as well as how the relationship with their sponsors and collaborations 

with them can be further developed. Both of the clubs have adapted CRM systems to their 

processes, but the systems are not integrated with their digital channels.  

 

When discussing about measuring the success of their sponsorship agreements and the outcome 

of them, both clubs stated that they “don’t measure it at all”. Well prepared digital marketing 

strategies include detailed blueprint of measurements of return on investment and indicators 

that define the results of each objective set for campaigns. The situation, where teams lack 

indicators for their sponsorship deals can lead to a complex situation with all the stakeholders 

involved (in this case supporters and sponsoring companies), where the overall level of en-

gagement is hindered, and it leads to diluted development in the relationships. It can also cause 

circumstances where the potential of the coalition is not fulfilled and can deteriorate possibili-

ties to succeed with their goals. Östersunds FK stated that they want to build long-term rela-

tionships where they do not have to negotiate a new deal annually with their sponsors and 

Dalkurd FF sees that they have to build a motor for their future sponsorship deals to leverage 
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the business side of them. This could be seen connected to the fact that in order to be able to 

achieve these goals, the clubs have to consider their strategies further and include justifiable 

indicators together with their sponsors to substantiate the mutual benefits of a sponsorship 

agreement for both parties. Well-developed relationship includes the needs of the supporter 

base and while focusing on building the relationships from business point-of-view, it would be 

important to align in the strategy the role of the supporters in the scenario. 

5.3 The Sponsor’s Perspective 

In this chapter, the results of the theme analysis for the interviews with sponsor representatives 

are analysed and discussed. It is evident from the interviews that the sponsors focus on their 

own core values when it comes to the selection of potential clubs for a sponsorship deal. Most 

of the companies follow a clear pre-determined strategy that ensures the best fit between the 

sponsor and the sponsoring club. Yet, also soft factors such as social responsibility play a cru-

cial role in the selection process of clubs to be sponsored. In the case of Länsförsäkringar Väs-

terbotten, the company sees their sponsorship approach more as social work, than as a classical 

business deal between two parties true to the motto “we give you [a specific amount of money 

and] we want [a specific thing] in return”. In this specific case, the company’s focus is not on 

exposure to potential customers and thus, Länsförsäkringar Västerbotten focuses more on local 

clubs. It has to be mentioned that the other interviewed sponsors also mentioned the importance 

and relevance of geographical proximity to one or several clubs. This can also enhance the 

perceived fit between sponsors and clubs and thus making the sponsorship agreement more 

successful (Ruth & Simonin, 2003, p. 20-23). 
 

With a focus on geographically more proximate clubs, it is easier for the companies to establish 

long lasting relationship. Some of the relationship that already exist are also historically grown, 

such as the one between Pulsen and IF Elfsborg as “both have a big part to play in the city of 

Borås so [they] share the same narrative”. A sense for and communication of regionality en-

hances the perceived sponsorship fit and with that makes sponsorship agreements more effec-

tive (Woisetschläger et. al.  2010, p. 170). Also, for Puma, a long-lasting relationship lays the 

foundation for good business opportunities and hence a better deal for both parties involved in 

sponsorship agreements. Of course, the main focus of any kind of sponsorship deal is to gen-

erate additional revenues by increasing the sales through exposure, just as Puma states: “It is 

important [...] that you can see that the investment turns into sales”. Despite it is only a logical 

focus of the companies as their main objective usually is to increase their revenues, these com-

panies neglect to put focus on the relationship with the club or the supporters of the club (Smith 

et al., 2016, p. 88). With regard to that, the CEO of Apple, Tim Cook, said that “companies 

that get confused, think their goal is revenue [...]. [They] have to focus on the things that lead 

to those.” (Specalund & Blain, 2019, p. 17) which would mean for the companies that want to 

be successful as sponsors, that they have to focus not solely on the revenues itself but on the 

club and even more on the supporters as those are the ones eventually buying the products of 

the company. Yet, the companies interviewed for this thesis do not have any real communica-

tion with supporters of a club they have an agreement with.  
 

Despite this surprising insight, all interviewed clubs emphasised the importance of digital plat-

forms and more precisely social media platforms but at the same time emphasized as well that 

this insight has been generated only in recent years as it can be seen from Länsförsäkringar 

Västerbotten. Their focus on digital platforms changed from 10% online a few years ago to 

85% online today. However, Länsförsäkringar Västerbotten in this case is more of an outlier 

as they clearly state that they have no communication with fans and do not intend to change 



 

76 
 

that. Their focus of sponsorship - as mentioned earlier - is to “give something back to the soci-

ety” and hence the only social media activity they focus on is attracting local and small clubs 

to apply for sponsorships.  
 

Pulsen for instance also acknowledges the importance of digital communication yet focus most 

of their branding activities on offline media rather than online media despite being aware of 

the benefits of it. Puma on the other hand, manages comparably best to leverage the benefits 

of social media and digital platforms. They engage supporters in co-creation activities, mostly 

about the design of jerseys for the new season as they feel that fans do not buy the jerseys if 

they are not involved in the design process and cannot contribute with their own ideas. Co-

creation generally is a good approach to engage customers and supporters, but with this ap-

proach, the company can risk losing their appeal to the fanatical supporters, as they usually 

reject any kind of co-creation (Thomas, 2018, p. 1487 ff.) and hence also the sponsors making 

use of this approach. Furthermore, Puma also makes use of influencers within the fan scene of 

sponsored clubs to let the fans speak so it is not only company to customer but also customer 

to customer communication (O’Reilly et al., 2018, p. 16).  
 

In general, these findings indicate that global companies, such as Puma, are very well able to 

leverage the effects and make use of social media and digital marketing but not smaller and 

more local companies. For them it poses a big challenge and hence they cannot properly sup-

port the club with these issues. It has to mentioned, however, that despite the fact that big 

companies use social media marketing, it does not necessarily mean that it is good. All com-

panies that were interviewed, said they identified the importance of digital communication but 

fail to properly implement it within their strategy and hence they are assumedly unable to per-

fectly pinpoint what the supporters want to see online.  
 

When it comes to the goals of the sponsoring companies, the statements all lead to the conclu-

sion that they are more orientate on the business and monetary aspects of the sponsorship deal. 

It cannot and should not be neglected that this aspect is a key objective of any liaison in busi-

ness, yet the companies seem to leave the supporters out of sight. The companies seemingly 

only have a hazy idea of how they can arrive at those goals and the way to achieve the set goals 

resembles more a treasure hunt than a clear tour description. There is a loose impression of 

how to achieve the goals but no detailed instructions that guarantee the achievement.  
 

Considering the measurements for success of a sponsorship agreement, the companies only 

have vague concepts. Of course, measuring success of a sponsorship campaign for the compa-

nies is dependent on the industry they work in. In the example of Puma, as a producer for sports 

gear, it is fairly easy to at least measure the superficial impact on their sales as they can directly 

relate the sales of jerseys of a certain team to the sponsorship of the specific team. Yet, it has 

to be taken into consideration that supporters of a sponsored club might buy other products of 

the company instead of or in addition to the jersey because other products can be useful for 

them too. This can be related to the sponsorship agreement as well if the respective customer’s 

intention to buy comes from the jersey of a respective club.  

 

For other companies that only put their brand on the jerseys - or are not exposed to public at 

all - it is even harder to measure the success of the sponsorship deal. Pulsen for instance uses 

sponsorship more as a tool for acquiring and retaining employees as well as for employer 

branding. Measuring the impact of sponsorship on these variables is very hard as especially the 

employer branding is a soft factor and can hardly be transferred into numerical values. The 

same accounts for Länsförsäkringar Västerbotten as their main goal is to make the society feel 

more comfortable and safer. Comfortability and safety are two soft and very subjective factors, 
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so it is hard to measure it. Länsförsäkringar Västerbotten started to employ an external com-

pany to execute surveys, which generally is a good approach but also linked to high costs. In 

general, it would be more efficient for the companies, if they measured success by themselves 

but the answer to the question how they measure their sponsorship agreement’s success usually 

is: “We do not see a direct relationship between sponsorship and sales”. 

5.4 A Combined Perspective 

In this chapter, the three perspectives of the stakeholders involved in sponsorship agreements 

are combined and compared to see where differences and similarities can be identified. Firstly, 

the views of the different stakeholders are summarised in one-sentence statements as follows:  

 

Supporters see sponsorship as an essential business function that does not 

necessarily add value for them. 

 

Clubs see sponsorship as a source of income as well as possibility to network 

and connect on the basis of  shared values and similar interests. 

 

Sponsors see sponsorship as an investment for the club and for their own brand 

and a tool to increase awareness, exposure and network as well as an oppor-

tunity to do philanthropic work. 

5.4.1 Similarities 

From the statements alone, it can already be seen that all three stakeholders acknowledge the 

business nature of sponsorship and its different impacts (investment and income) for the stake-

holders. Aside from the business aspect, the geographical proximity of the three involved par-

ties contributes to a mutual interest in each other. The sponsors want to contribute to the success 

of the local clubs and in addition want to philanthropically engage with the local supporters. 

For the clubs, the local supporters are very important as they are the ones attending games in 

the stadium. Furthermore, the companies in the region in many cases have a historical relation-

ship with the club. Even for Dalkurd FF - which emphasises the importance of the Kurdish 

nationality and identity - the geographical proximity to sponsors as well as fans is an important 

issue.  

 

The stakeholders also recognise the relevance of digital channels in order to communicate with 

each other. Especially the supporters make use of social media channels a lot to communicate 

and engage a lot with mostly clubs but also sponsors to some extent. The use of said social 

media channels is also important to the clubs and sponsors as they provide a lot of content 

concerning themselves on these channels. Furthermore, the supporters have expectations to-

wards the clubs’ and sponsors’ online content. Although all parties are involved with social 

media channels, the expected content and the actual content differ. This issue is discussed in 

more detail in the following Chapter 5.4.2. 

 

From a disadvantageous point of view, one similarity is that none of the stakeholders is able to 

examine the success of a sponsorship deal. While supporters apparently cannot see additional 

value from sponsorship, the clubs as well as the sponsors themselves have a vague idea of 

additional value for them yet, fail to numerically capture the success. Despite potential a priori 

defined goals that should be achieved, the actual outcome of a sponsorship deal remains hazy, 

especially for sponsors. From a club’s perspective, the success - aside from the investment they 
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receive - is even harder to measure as the variables determining a successful sponsorship deal 

are soft factors, such as the quality of the business relationship and the added value for their 

supporters.  

5.4.2 Differences 

As all involved parties are equally important for the sponsorship deal, the communication be-

tween those parties should be unhindered and uniform. Yet, the findings from the research as 

well as from the interview with Zlingit’s founder showed, that foremost the communication 

between sponsors and supporters is mostly - if not totally - indirect and mediated through the 

club as shown in Figure 11 below. With this approach, the communication of sponsors intended 

to target the supporters gets fuzzier and seems to be more associated with the club than with 

the sponsoring companies themselves. This is especially crucial when it comes to the examined 

positive correlation between fanaticism and sponsor perception. As the sponsors choose the 

clubs according to their own core values, it can be assumed that the core values of the club - at 

least  partly - correspond to the values of the sponsors. Furthermore, the values of supporters 

can be assumed to correspond to the values of the clubs to some extent and hence, also to some 

core values of the sponsors. With a better and more direct communication, the sponsors can 

directly disseminate these core values to the supporters and with that create a sense of congru-

ency, as argued by Woisetschläger et. al. (2010, p. 170). This is not only a factor for better 

perception but also a motivation for engagement from the side of the supporters which eventu-

ally increases the purchase intention (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2016, p. 16) and the success 

of the sponsorship agreement for the sponsors (Woisetschläger et. al., 2010, p. 170).  

 

 
Figure 11: Current Communication among Stakeholders in a Sponsorship Agreement 

 

In general, the sponsors as well as the clubs lack an implementation of a mutual communication 

strategy and thus possibilities for the supporters to engage with them. Especially the sponsors 

neglect the opportunities to engage with supporters as a mean of feedback but also building a 

relationship. In theory, companies acknowledge the importance of communication, especially 

and foremost via digital channels, but fail to implement this realisation. The statistical analysis 

showed a positive impact of the supporters’ social media use on the engagement with sponsors 

as well as the clubs, yet in practise neither the clubs nor the sponsors have a clear and stand-

ardised digital marketing approach and therefore are unable to leverage the examined relation-

ship. By this, especially the sponsors miss out on an opportunity to increase the efficiency of 

their sponsorship agreements as relationships and the mutual use of the resources of both par-

ties can have innovative effects and raise the benefits for all parties involved (Olkkonen, 2001, 

p. 315).   

 

The lack of focus and strategy within the digital marketing channels has led to a situation where 

the supporters’ needs and expectations differ from what sponsors and clubs are offering as a 

content. The online content that is currently provided by sponsors and clubs includes some of 

the supporters’ expectations but is prone to be repetitive behaviour and neglects the possibili-
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ties a thoroughly planned strategy brings along. If companies wants to leverage digital market-

ing channels, especially social media, the use and implementation of the strategies related to 

digital communication should be carefully researched and evaluated to use the full potential 

(Agrawal, Gupta, Yousaf, 2018, P. 342). Furthermore, the clubs as well as the sponsors lack 

clear success indicators and standards to measure the degree to which their goals are achieved 

and with that, they do not have a clear idea of how to include the supporters in their success. 

Even if the clubs and sponsors had clear indicators, the supporters still do not perceive or even 

feel success for them. These issues overall arise from the paucity of integrated systems (e.g. 

CRM systems) to take all stakeholders into account.  

 

Aside from those main findings, there are a few side notions that are noteworthy. First of all, 

the correlation analysis yielded a negative impact of gender on club engagement, according to 

the data women are less engaged with clubs than men. With a close collaboration between 

clubs and sponsors, this issue can be tackled jointly and an engagement with clubs can be made 

more interesting for female supporters. Furthermore, the statistical analysis showed that higher 

age means a more positive impact on engagement with sponsors. The sponsors, however, do 

not explicitly target neither the elderly supporter segment nor the younger one. In that sense, 

defining clear target groups and relevant content for these target groups (according to e.g. age 

or gender) can pose a crucial factor for increasing effectiveness of sponsorship deals.   

5.5 Revised Framework 

Our research started with studying a field that both of us shared interest in. This included areas 

of sports marketing as well as digitalization and the social media marketing’s role disrupting 

the traditional marketing activities. Justifications for the study and preliminary framework were 

constructed through analysing existing research and the phenomena of sponsorship within 

sports industry. The work started with acknowledging the trends in marketing and possibilities 

of digitalization, and our talks with industry professional lead us to a situation where we wanted 

to examine how the digital marketing tools could be a future driver for enhancing the perfor-

mance with sponsorship agreements for all the stakeholders involved. The research of digital 

marketing and sponsorship marketing in sports as well as the relationship building and cus-

tomer value co-creating lead us to formulate the preliminary framework, where we saw the 

process of sponsorship agreements as a linear development (see Chapter 2.6). The theoretical 

framework of the research study was also the starting point for the survey and interview guide. 

 

We believe that the literature framework for this paper was justified and gave us a solid basis 

to build our study. The chosen theories and sub-disciplines contributed to the mixed methods 

used in the study and helped to examine the data gathered from the questionnaire and inter-

views through comparing with the previous research in the field. After revising the framework 

according to our findings, we believe that the findings and the new framework is applicable for 

the sports clubs and sponsoring companies and brings new understanding of the stakeholders 

involved in the process. Our main focus was to build reckoning of the relationship building and 

collaborative manner of the subject for the sports clubs and sponsors to be able to further their 

development of existing as well as new relationships by applying digital communication tools. 

Therefore, we have moved from the linear approach of the preliminary framework to updated 

more collaborative communication triangle that considers all the stakeholders involved and 

encourages the parties to engage and to create complete strategic approach when implementing 

digital communication channels. We have divided this triangle into three different propositions. 
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Proposition 1: Clubs can engage with their supporters through well planned social media 

marketing strategies that increase loyalty. 

Our research study and the theoretical background of the work have led to a result that confirms 

that the social media marketing has a crucial role in building relationship with customers and 

in order to do so, the objectives, that have been chosen, have to be clear and backed up by 

strategy. The literature framework examined the increase of social media usage in people’s 

lives and after analysing the data from our research, there is a clear correlation between social 

media and engagement with clubs. It was clear while studying the interviewed clubs that the 

role of digitalisation and social media channels are acknowledged, but there are no clear indi-

cators to see how they could be applied successfully to grow the business and increase engage-

ment. In the communication triangle that we have provided in the study, each stakeholder con-

tribute to the success of each proposition, meaning that the clubs should focus on balancing the 

roles of the stakeholders within their strategy to understand the possible positive outcomes of 

each actions on different levels.  

 

Proposition 2: Direct communication and collaborated strategy planning can help to de-

velop the efficiency of sponsorship agreement between clubs and sponsors. 

The second proposition embraces the role of open communication of mutual as well as indi-

vidual goals for the sponsorship agreements. According to our research, both clubs and spon-

sors have objectives for their agreements, but they are not jointly planned or shared and lack 

the focus on building efficient relationships. As the efficiency and the effectiveness of spon-

sorship is crucial to sponsoring companies and sports clubs, an open and direct communication 

between the two parties about the goals and expected outcomes should be implemented and 

executed. With this approach, the companies and the clubs can merge their objectives and con-

cretely target the sponsorship agreement at the achievement of said goals. This enables both to 

leverage each other’s core strengths as well as resources and includes the opportunities to cul-

tivate the supporter base by creating meaningful and engaging content for them. As the rela-

tionship between sports clubs and sponsors will be enhanced and directly aimed at the fans, the 

meaningfulness of the collaboration for the supporters will increase.   

 

Proposition 3: Jointly planned social media marketing strategies with clubs can help 

sponsors to increase the purchase intentions and engagement with supporters. 

In relation to Proposition 2, the third and last proposition provides more detail on the relation-

ship between sponsors and clubs. With the findings from our research, the communication be-

tween sponsors and fans mostly occurs via the clubs but not directly. With the aforementioned 

jointly planned strategies, the sponsors can target social media marketing activities directly at 

the supporters of a club without being perceived as just a profit-oriented company. By showing 

support and interest in the club as well as the fans, a sponsoring company can appeal to them 

as a valuable asset for their topic of interest. This can lead to increase in brand awareness and 

reputation as well as growth in the purchase intentions of the supporters. By associating them-

selves with a club, the companies can also increase brand recall among the supporters.  

 

The three propositions made before are represented in the Figure 12. Each black arrow between 

the three parties stands for mutual engagement. Each engagement arrow is described by the 

method that should be used to leverage the respective engagement and in addition to that, the 

effect of an increased engagement is named accompanied by a green arrow. If it is not possible 

for the parties to implement the direct engagement approach, it can be beneficial to explore the 

option of including a third party as a mediator that is responsible for implementing and execut-

ing the different communication approaches. 
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Figure 12: Revised Framework: The ideal Communication Pattern among Stakeholders in a Sponsorship Agreement  
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6 Conclusion 

6.1 General Conclusions  

The objective of this work was to answer the initially posed research question: “How is sports 

sponsorship effectiveness enhanced by the use of digital communication channels and by re-

structuring the relationships among all three stakeholders within the respective agreement?” 

Based on our research, to establish and develop relationships among all the stakeholders in-

volved, digital communication channels require a thorough integration into jointly planned 

sponsorship strategies that equally take the needs and wishes of clubs, sponsors and supporters 

into account.  

 

Firstly, we extended the purely managerial point of view on sponsorship (Olkkonen, 2001, p. 

310) by taking the sponsors into account as the third group of stakeholders involved in spon-

sorship agreements. Further, in the current environment of sponsorship agreements, all the 

stakeholders lack the knowledge of the aspiration of each other, which is in line with theory 

posing that there is a lack of understanding the relationships within a sponsorship agreement 

(Olkkonen, 2001, p. 310). Therefore, thoroughly structured communication strategies in digital 

channels have not been utilised so far, despite the acknowledgement of the importance of said 

channels. The existing strategies or approaches have neglected the need for joint planning be-

tween sponsors and clubs, which foremost includes clear digital two-way communication. The 

outcome of the research demonstrated a positive impact of the supporters’ social media uses 

on the engagement with sponsors as well as clubs. Concerning the engagement, the sponsors 

cannot solely rely on the supporters’ engagement with the club as a driving factor for relation-

ship building. The research did not yield support for the assumption that club engagement im-

plies sponsor engagement. Furthermore, the engagement with sponsors as well as the use of 

social media is positively influenced by age, so that the older the supporters are the more they 

engage with the sponsors and the more they make use of social media. Taken the insights into 

account, digital communication channels - primarily social media channels - provide leverage 

for sponsors and clubs to enhance the effectiveness as well as the success of the sponsorship 

agreement. Also, the relationships with the supporters can be enhanced, especially with regard 

to loyalty (Zineldin, 2012, p. 143-146), and with that, it is possible for sponsors and sports 

clubs to jointly develop a more relational benefits oriented approach towards the supporters 

(Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner and Gremler, 2002, p. 231). 

 

As of now, the supporters feel that the scarce communication currently existing with the clubs 

and the sponsors does not provide sufficient transparency about the sponsorship approach as 

well as about the sponsors as well. Furthermore, the communication between clubs and spon-

sors often seems to be insufficient as wishes, ideas and assumptions concerning a (potential) 

sponsorship agreement remain unsaid which impede the negotiations and result in a less clear 

and hence less efficient sponsorship deal - again as mentioned by Olkkonen (2001, p. 310). 

Generally, a sponsorship agreement should take all parties into account and focus on acknowl-

edging the expectations and needs of the different stakeholders. With a clear communication 

among clubs, sponsors and supporters, these expectations and wishes are revealed and can 

hence be considered in the agreement.  

 

When it comes to the measurements for success, clubs and sponsors revealed lacking a clear 

strategy as well as a consistent approach, also with regard to effectiveness. Previous literature 

already suggested a possible reason for that: sports clubs and sponsors focus more on purchase 
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intentions than on actual behaviour despite the widely known fact that intention does not nec-

essarily reflect behaviour (Zaharia et. Al., 2016, P. 162). Especially the clubs do not have any 

indicators for a successful sponsorship agreement while the sponsors have at least vague nu-

merical - yet not standardised - indicators for success. It has to be mentioned that the success 

of sponsorship is closely linked to the goals set by the different parties, but overall, it can be 

said that the purpose of sponsorship is to satisfy all involved stakeholders. Satisfaction for the 

parties could mean extending and establishing a network or a return on investment for the 

sponsors; additional budget or long-lasting relationships and added value or special discounts 

for supporters. If the parties do not manage to implement and change the issues mentioned 

above, a mediator (e.g. an external company) can administer to these issues and build bridges 

between the different parties.  

6.2 Contributions 

With the thesis at hand, we contributed to literature in four different aspects. Firstly, we con-

tributed to an extended the current state in the literature concerning sponsorship. With the re-

search conducted, a combined view on sponsorship from the three (major) stakeholders has 

been created and can hence be used for future research as a guideline or foundation for critical 

examination. The examined research gap concerning a combination of digitalisation and spon-

sorship has not been filled but at least targeted and addressed. This leads to the second contri-

bution made in this research is to view sponsorship from a different, mostly neglected angle, 

namely through the lens of digital marketing and in particular with a focus on digital channels 

and social media marketing. Not only as researchers but also as supporters of a sports club, we 

wanted to shine at least some light on the reasons behind the questions why sponsors, as well 

as sports clubs, do not make proper use of digital and social media channels.  

 

In connection with that, our third contribution is to establish a different approach to sponsorship 

not only from a practical point of view but primarily from a theoretical perspective. Until now, 

the connection between digital communication channels and sponsorship has been more or less 

ignored as a research focus. With this study, we want to enforce potential future researchers to 

consider sponsorship and digitalisation jointly. Our last contribution goes hand in hand with 

that as we want to spark a new discussion and encourage future researchers to examine this 

connection further.  

6.3 Recommendations 

6.3.1 Recommendations for Sponsors 

From the outcomes of the research, several recommendations can be derived. For the sponsors, 

in particular, this means that they should collaborate more closely with the clubs. Of course, 

current sponsorship agreements incorporate a collaboration, as it is their foundation but future 

negotiations as well as sponsorship relationship between companies and clubs should not stop 

after the sponsorship negotiations but should be an iterative approach with constant communi-

cation between clubs and sponsors in order to fulfil the set goals. Furthermore, these goals 

should be clearly defined. We recommend that sponsors set themselves goals and expectations 

before even approaching clubs to ensure and enhance clear communication with the clubs they 

want to work together. In combination with that, the clubs should also implement precise and 

standardised measurements and communicate those as well as the prior mentioned goals to the 

clubs and during the negotiations iterate on them if necessary.  
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We also recommend that the sponsoring companies do not neglect the importance of the sup-

porters, both for the negotiations of strategies with the club but also for executing these strate-

gies. The supporters can be seen as the target group the sponsors want to appeal to and are the 

potential customers that are to be persuaded to buy the advertised products of the sponsors. 

Hence, a clear investigation of the supporters’ wishes, and expectations should be integrated 

into the sponsorship strategies. Outside of sponsorship agreements, companies would not mar-

ket their products without a clear strategy and marketing research, so why should a company 

neglect this in a sponsorship agreement? Furthermore, the sponsors should put a bigger em-

phasis on their relationship and support for the club they sponsor in their social media channels. 

Supporters feel that the sponsors do not care about the club or the supporters but only or mostly 

about their profits. With more online support as well as deeper insights into what the sponsors 

are doing in their business routine, the supporters seem more eager to engage with them, thus 

enhancing their appeal to the supporters which will eventually lead into a more efficient and 

successful sponsorship deal. Here, not the quantity of posts but the quality is crucial. “Spam-

ming” the supporters does not automatically lead to higher engagement; in fact, this can back-

fire for the company and decrease their appeal as well as the engagement. 

6.3.2 Recommendations for Sports Clubs 

In order to develop and further the business from sponsorship agreements, clubs must focus on 

deepening their relationship with their sponsors. This includes jointly planned strategies and a 

better understanding of the mutual goals of the deals. In the current situation, each party focuses 

mostly on their own actions and objectives, hindering their possibilities to create more value 

from collaboration. The clubs’ role in this scenario is crucial as they can help to develop direct 

communication between supporters and sponsors. This is tightly linked to the jointly planned 

strategies and could benefit from utilising assistance from a third party acting as a mediator 

such as the case study of this research paper; Zlingit. Having help integrating all stakeholders 

to the communication triangle can also decrease the pressure for the club and help them focus 

on building the relationships while sharing the planning processes with external assistance. 

 

A clear understanding of aim and goals is essential for successful sponsorship agreements. 

Both the clubs and their sponsors should create objectives for what they should gain from the 

collaboration. These goals are then considered while jointly planning the strategies for the 

communication and development of the relationship. As it is clear that the clubs, as well as 

sponsors, have an idea of successful sponsorship to a certain degree, the success factors for the 

agreements should be defined together with all the stakeholder involved for a more standard-

ised approach. This would include the supporters in as “spectators” into the negotiation pro-

cesses of sponsorship deals and could help to improve the engagement between each stake-

holder as well as bringing more value and understanding of the roles of each of them. As the 

supporters do vary as a group, the strategic planning will have to acknowledge the fact that the 

supporters do have different attributes among them. While understanding the customer seg-

ment, the clubs can provide better opportunities for engagement and help the sponsors to over-

come the void where the supporters have often positioned them in their minds. 

6.4 Quality criteria 

To asses and guarantee the quality of the research at hand, specific quality criteria have to hold. 

In the following, three quality criteria for research are presented and applied to the study con-

ducted. Namely, these three criteria are reliability, validity and generalisability.  
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6.4.1 Reliability 

Reliability describes the possibility to replicate the research with the same findings by research-

ers in the future. Higher reliability means that the extent to which a repetition of the study 

yields the same results (Silverman, 2011, p. 360). In quantitative research, this is done by en-

suring that the measurements are consistent (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 49). Furthermore, there 

are statistical measurements for reliability, such as Cronbach’s alpha (Boermans & Kattenberg, 

2011, p. 2). Considering qualitative research, ensuring reliability is a bit harder as there are no 

such measurements. In this case, it is secured by transparency about the research strategy as 

well as the data analysis and the theoretically developed framework. When conducting inter-

views, the researchers should ensure that the respondent fully understands the question in a 

clear way that does not give room for any possible misunderstandings (Silverman, 2011, p. 

360; 364-365).  

 

In this research, we made sure that the criterion of reliability is ensured. Firstly, we used 

Cronbach’s alpha to calculate the statistical reliability of the questionnaire outcome. Consider-

ing the quantitative part of the study, we focused on clear communication of the research ap-

proach, the data analysis, as well as the theory behind it. In the interviews, we asked the ques-

tions in a clear and straightforward way and tried to avoid misunderstandings as good as pos-

sible, although technical problems considering the reception could not be entirely excluded 

since they are not under our control. In the sense of the criteria above, we have fulfilled all 

requirements to ensure reliability. 

6.4.2 Validity 

As a second criterion for the quality of the research, validity is used. Validity describes the 

extent to which conclusions that are generated from a study are cohesive (Bryman & Bell, 

2015, p. 50). This measurement aims to confirm that the derived findings and results are cred-

ible, versatile, as well as justifiable (Creamer, 2018, p. 24). In more simple words, validity 

describes the “extent to which an account accurately represents the social phenomena to which 

it refers” (Hammersley, 1990, p. 57). Concerning a mixed methods approach, as it is used in 

this study, validity is concerned with possible problems that arise in different stages of the 

research method, such as the collection, analysis and interpretation of data, of a combined ap-

proach of quantitative and qualitative research (Creswell, 2011, p . 239).   

6.4.3 Generalisability 

Generalisability, which is also referred to as external validity, describes the extent to which the 

results of the study can be applied to and describe situations that the research context does not 

comprise (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 50). If the results from a sample are generalisable, then the 

sample represents a larger population and hence allows the researchers to make broader con-

clusions based on this sample. The downside of the concept of generalisability is the fact that 

it is hard to apply to qualitative research approaches. For the sample to be representative, the 

sample units have to be chosen randomly. In qualitative research, this cannot be assured as the 

sampling units are usually selected according to availability and not randomly (Silverman, 

2011, p. 385).  

 

In the case of the study at hand, it is difficult to assess the generalisability as we have chosen a 

mixed methods approach. Also, the exploratory approach, as well as the purposive sampling 

technique to the research, inhibit generalisability as there is no randomness in neither of the 

samples used for the qualitative or quantitative part. Generalisability is not necessarily needed 
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as the aim of the study was not to provide a representative conclusion but rather to target a 

scarcely debated topic in research to spark discussion and stimulate future research. With ad-

ditional insights from more studies around our subject, it will become evident if the results 

from this study are generalisable.  

6.5 Limitations of the Study 

The study at hand underlies certain limitations. Besides the delimitations elaborated in chapter 

1.5, other factors limiting the results of the study occurred during the research itself. First of 

all, and in line with the delimitations, the geographical scope of the study is a limitation. As 

we focused on Sweden, which national football and ice hockey leagues might not be on the 

same athletic level as other European or even global leagues, the results might not be fully 

applicable outside of a Swedish context. Especially for football, the league is rather small in 

comparison to other European leagues such as the ones in Germany, France, England or even 

the Netherlands, to name a few. For the ice hockey league, it is more the other way around as 

there are not many leagues in Europe as big as the Swedish league. In combination with that, 

the cultural factors play a crucial role as the importance of sport itself as well as the types of 

sports do not have the same importance in every country. This has also an influence on the 

perception of sponsorship, and hence, other factors might influence sponsorship in other Euro-

pean countries. Countries with similar cultural values as Sweden, such as other Nordic coun-

tries (Finland, Norway, Denmark and Iceland), can provide the same foundation and hence, the 

results of the study are more likely to hold and be broadly applicable in those countries.  
 

Another limitation to the research is the focus on only two types of sport. Although these sports 

are the most common in Sweden and most countries around the world, sponsorship approaches 

in other sports might hold differences. Big sports in the US, such as Basketball, American 

Football or Baseball, might have a stricter approach to the sponsorship deals and might be able 

to leverage digital communication channels more effectively and efficiently. The broad idea of 

the findings of this research can - in an adapted way - is still transferrable to other sports, but 

nuances can be decisive when it comes to success or failure of sponsorship agreements.  

 

The sample size of the questionnaire is rather small. The survey itself was distributed mainly 

via Facebook to groups about either a specific type of sport or a particular sports club. Even 

though the sample showed a large variance concerning age, the variation concerning the sup-

ported clubs and favourite sports is not as large. With a bigger sample and a higher variety of 

sport and club preferences, the generalisability of the results could be increased — the same 

accounts for the number of expert interviewees. The backgrounds of the interviewed experts 

were diverse, yet it has to be mentioned that the representatives from clubs were employed in 

football clubs, so the lack of expert insights from ice hockey clubs can be seen as another 

limitation. Despite a vast amount of emails and calls, we were not able to get hold of an inter-

viewee from an ice hockey club. This is due to the fact that the ice hockey season was in the 

play-off stage when we conducted the data collection and therefore, the representatives of the 

clubs were too busy to agree on an interview. Lastly, the biases discussed in Chapter 5.5 are 

also limitations for the research as they can skew the results. 

6.6 Suggested Future Research 

The prior presented limitations to the study at hand provide opportunities for future researchers 

to investigate. Firstly, a study focused on Swedish sports with bigger sample size and higher 

variance can be conducted to support - or falsify - the results from this study. For this to be 
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successful, future researchers have to ensure that the align the timeline of the study with the 

timetables of the clubs and do not contact them during the busiest parts of the season, such as 

the beginning or end of the season. As the amount of research done in this field is very scarce 

and can be considered as non-existent, especially for Nordic countries, our study can be viewed 

as pioneering exploratory research. Further research has to be undertaken to grasp the initial 

insights provided in our research fully. In line with that, future research should focus on repli-

cating the study for different countries with the same or more a more diverse portfolio of sports. 

With this, the future studies address the issue, as mentioned earlier, of cultural variables that 

might influence the perception, importance and execution of sponsorship.  
 

As we focused solely on the men’s side of football and ice hockey, it is interesting to see and 

compare women’s football and ice hockey to men’s. The recognition of women’s sports is 

generally lower, so the sponsorship approaches can look different and develop the business 

side of the sports further. Also, the sponsorship approaches for national teams can be at the 

centre of future research. The sponsorship approaches of national teams can be assumed to be 

more complicated for the team as well as the sponsors. The team itself, and with that, the spon-

sors, only actively appear in people’s minds a couple of times a year. Furthermore, the target 

group that the sponsors address is much wider as it represents a whole nation.  
 

Another interesting topic for future research concerns the differences between sponsorship for 

sports clubs and sponsorship for single athletes. Especially in the light of digitalisation and 

digital communication channels, future research on these differences can yield interesting in-

sights. It can be assumed that concerning digital communication strategies, sponsorship of a 

single athlete can be implemented more quickly. It can be interesting for future research to 

examine and compare difference and difficulties among relationships with clubs and individual 

athletes.  
 

The size of the sponsoring company and its influence on the scope of sponsorship agreements 

is another suggestion for future research. As we have seen from the study at hand, the size of 

sponsors interviewed range from small and local to big and global companies, yet we did not 

focus on the impact of these sizes. For future research, it can be interesting to examine this 

impact, also in the light of digital communication tools. We found out that big and globally 

active companies have an idea of how to implement digital communication channels into their 

strategy to some extent, yet the questions arising from this area, why small companies do not 

have these implementations and if a development of said strategies is easier for smaller com-

panies than for bigger ones.  
 

As our research focused on the digital communication channels and due to our findings espe-

cially on social media, further investigation of the usage of digital marketing tools within the 

industry can be beneficial to substantiate and prolong the findings. This paper has demonstrated 

that social media channels are in a vital role for all the stakeholders when it comes to commu-

nication, but integrated systems or adaptation of digital tools are still rarely implemented to 

strategies, and therefore further research on how far digitalisation has reached within the Nor-

dic sports clubs can provide additional value for the finding of this research.  
 

Overall, this study aimed to encourage a new perspective on sponsorship that has not been 

considered so far. There are plenty of opportunities for future research to contribute to this 

pioneering study and ensure to make digitalised sports sponsorship more prevalent in literature.   
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6.7 Societal & Ethical Implications 

From the research conducted in this study, different societal, as well as ethical implications, 

can be derived. First of all, from a societal perspective, the outcomes of this research might 

reshape the sponsorship world. The companies acting as sponsors might if they follow the im-

plications derived from the findings of our study, approach supporters and maybe even the 

broad society more directly. As many supporters feel a lack of connection between sponsors 

and clubs, the content of the messages sent by sponsoring companies is more related to the 

club. The line between the deception of the customers - in the sense of making them think that 

the companies do not care about their profit - and purely showing engagement but with a clear 

and understandable message related to the companies' products is thin. Using the sponsorship 

deals as a lever to increase the company's' sales is generally not unethical, yet spreading wrong 

information in the sense of, e.g. telling the supporters that they can support their team by buying 

a specific product even though this is not the case can be considered highly unethical. 

 

Another implication from the study is that sponsors will be more salient in the environment of 

clubs and supporters. This salience contributes, of course, to the perceived commercialisation 

of sports and will, therefore, result in some objection from society. This can be overcome with 

the same instrument: communication. The sponsoring companies can focus on communicating 

that despite their business approach towards the sponsorship agreement, the athletic side of the 

deal will not be neglected and with that establish a positive attitude towards sponsors in the 

broad society. For that approach to work, honesty and transparency are two critical ethical 

factors the company has to implement; otherwise, they will lose their trustworthiness.  

 

Also, a closer sponsorship relationship can influence the perception of the clubs as well as the 

sponsors not only within the supporters but also within broad society as the collaboration be-

tween clubs and sponsors results in a branding effect for both parties. Hence, even people that 

are not involved with the club directly will be exposed to the branding of the club when engag-

ing with the sponsoring company. With that, also the perception of the clubs can be changed, 

and their importance for society as an entertaining institution can increase hence resulting in 

more engagement with the club as well as actual spectators during games. 
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Appendix II: Inter-Item Correlation Tables 

 



 

 

 

 



Appendix III: Interview Guides 

Interview questions for clubs: 

1. How many sponsors do you have (if possible, define the roles of them)?

2. How do/did you choose your sponsors?

3. How is your relationship with the sponsors? Pure business and only the necessary or

more?

4. In how far are your sponsors involved in any activities besides match days?

5. How much do your fans engage with you? Do you proactively contact them?

6. Which media do you use to get in touch with your fans?

7. How would you describe the relationship with your fans?

8. How often do you provide fans with information about your club?

9. How important is social media/digital marketing for your club and your fans?

10. What kind of platform do you use to manage your social media channels, and have you

implemented a CRM system to your processes?

11. Do you think digital marketing tools (e.g. social media marketing, mobile marketing)

can enhance sponsorship effectiveness and create a bond between fans and sponsors?

12. Do your fans get in touch with your club?

13. Which media do your fans use to get in touch with you?

14. How do you measure the effectiveness/the success of a sponsorship agreement?

15. What is your ultimate goal you want to achieve with sponsorships agreements?

Interview questions for sponsors: 

1. How many sports clubs do you sponsor? Which are the sports, these clubs perform?

2. How is your relationship with the clubs? Pure business and only the necessary or more?

3. How do you measure whether you sponsorship agreement is successful or not?

4. How do you measure the effectiveness of your sponsorship deal? Do you see impacts

on shopping or engaging behaviour that you can directly relate to the sponsorship agree-

ment?



5. How does your selection process for potential sponsorship agreements look like? On

what basis do you choose the clubs?

6. Do fans of the Clubs you sponsor get in touch with you? And if so, how?

7. Is the relationship you have with supporters of a club you sponsor direct or is it

only/mostly via the club itself?

8. Is social media/digital marketing part of your sponsorship approach?

9. How is your sponsorship approach divided between online (e.g. social media, mobile)

and offline (e.g. jersey, stadium billboards)? Which sponsorship approach (offline vs.

online) do you think is more effective or has a bigger impact?

10. Please describe your relationship with the clubs you sponsor (feel free to use an exam-

ple) and your relationship towards the fans.

11. What is your ultimate goal you want to achieve with sponsorships agreements?



Appendix IV: Results Club Interviews



Appendix V: Results Sponsor Interviews 



Sport Club and Sponsorship Relationship
Hi there, 

we are Jaakko and Yannik, two Master students from Umeå and for our final thesis, we would like to 
ask you a few questions about your favourite sport, the club you support and the sponsors that your 
club has. This survey consists of six sections and will take you about only 10 minutes to complete.  
Let's start with some basic questions. 

* Required

1. What is your favourite sport? *

2. Which sport did/do you practice? *

3. Which sport club do you support? *

4. What kind of supporter are you? *

 Fanatical supporter

 Active supporter

 Silent supporter

 Occasional supporter

 Inactive supporter

 Other: 

5. How much do you approximately spend on merchandise per year? *

 0 - 100 SEK

 101 - 500 SEK

 501 - 1,000 SEK

 1,001 - 2,000 SEK

 2,000 + SEK

Appendix VI: Questionnaire 



Sport Club and Sponsorship Relationship

6. How often do you engage or get involved with your club? *

 Never

 Once a week

 Once a month

 After every game

 Other: 

7. Which media do you use to engage or get involved with your club? *
Check all that apply.

 League webpage

 Twitter

 Youtube

 Club specific application

 Club webpage

 Email

 Associations webpage

 Instagram

 Facebook

 Snapchat

 Text messages

 Other: 

8. How often do you watch games of your favourite club? *

 Every game of the season

 Every second game of the season

 Once a month

 Irregularly, whenever I have time

 Other: 

9. How do you usually follow those games? (Choose your top 3) *

 Sports bar

 Streaming services

 Live attendance

 Cable TV

 At home with friends

 Social Media

 Club TV

 Live results/feed

 Highlights/recaps

 Other: 

Club Relationship
That was quick. Now that we know your favourite sport club, we would like to know more about how 
the relationship between you and your club is. 



Sport Club and Sponsorship Relationship

10. What kind of content do you expect to see online from your favourite club? *

Sponsor Relationship
Thank you for telling us a bit more about your favourite club. Now, as you know, every club has 
sponsors and interacts with them. We now want to know, how and if you interact with the sponsors of 
your favourite club and how your relationship to those sponsors is. 

11. Do you usually engage or get involved with sponsors of your favourite club? * 

 Yes

 No

 Other: 

12. How do you usually engage or get involved with sponsors of your favourite club? * 

 Club specific apps

 Not at all

 At the games

 Facebook

 Events

 LinkedIn

 Snapchat

 Twitter

 Instagram

 Youtube

 Other: 

13. What kind of content do you expect to see online from sponsors of your favourite club? *

14. Name three sponsors of your favourite club. *



Sport Club and Sponsorship Relationship

Perfect, you are halfway through!  
You told us about your club and its sponsors, now we would like to ask you a bit about your use of 
social media. 

15. How often do you use social media per day? * 

 0 - 1 hours

 1 - 2 hours

 2 - 4 hours

 4 - 6 hours

 More than 6 hours

16. Which social media do you usually use? * 

 Facebook

 Snapchat

 YouTube

 LinkedIn

 Instagram

 WhatsApp

 Twitter

 Club related forums

 Other: 

17. Are social media your primary tools to engage or get involved with your favourite club? * 

 Yes

 No

 Other: 

18. Do you usually engage or get involved with sponsors of your favourite club on social 
media? *

 Yes

 No

 Other: 

Social Media



Sport Club and Sponsorship Relationship

20. I see myself as a very fanatical fan. * 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

21. The online performance of my favourite club is interesting. * 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

22. The (main) sponsors of my favourite club fit the team well. * 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

23. When I encounter a sponsor of my club outside of a sport-related environment, I usually 
associate it with my favourite club. *

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

24. My favourite club is not important for my social life. * 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

25. I frequently use social media to engage or get involved with sponsors of my club. * 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

26. I have a close relationship with my favourite club. * 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

Statement evaluation
We are almost there. Please read the following 16 statements and rate them on a scale from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).

19. My favourite club plays a big role in my life. * 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree



Sport Club and Sponsorship Relationship

27. The online performance of the sponsors of my favourite club is interesting. * 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

28. My favourite club offers many possibilities to engage with them. * 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

29. Sponsors offer things that are useful for me. * 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

30. The sponsors of my favourite club add value to my experience with the club. * 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

31. I have a close relationship with sponsors of my favourite club. * 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

32. I frequently use social media to engage or get involved with my club or players from that 
club. *

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

33. Social media is very important for me to talk to and about my favourite club. * 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

34. I feel that my favourite club’s sponsors are important to me. * 

1 2 3 4 5 6

Strongly disagree Strongly agree



Sport Club and Sponsorship Relationship

Demographics
Here we are, the last part of the questionnaire. You told us about your favourite club, your relationship 
towards your club and its sponsors as well as your social media activity. Now we would like to know a 
little bit more about yourself. Please answer the following questions and - if you like - give us feedback 
or comments. 

35. How old are you? *

36. What is your gender? * 

 Female

 Male

 Prefer not to say

 Other: 

37. What is your nationality? *

38. In which country do you currently live? *

39. What is your occupation? * 

 Student

 Employed

 Unemployed

 Other: 

40. What is your income per month?

 0 - 10,000 SEK

 10,001 - 25,000 SEK

 25,001 - 35,000 SEK

 35,001 - 45,000 SEK

 45,001 + SEK

41. Any comments, feedback or other things you want to tell us?
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