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Abstract

A Solomon four-group experiment, controlling for order effects, examined the effect
of a sponsorship stimulus on consumers’ perceptions of concrete and abstract brand
attributes. Results for this study suggested that consumers who are aware of an
association between an event sponsorship and a brand demonstrate more favorable
perceptions of abstract brand attributes than those who are unaware of such an
association.  The same favourable perceptions were not found for concrete brand
attributes.

Introduction

From 1984 to 1999, there was a reported eleven-fold increase in event sponsorship
expenditure (Meenaghan 2001) to $23.16 billion or 7.0% of the worldwide
advertising budget (Sponsorship Research International 2000). However, literature to
date has rarely examined the effect of sponsorship awareness on perceptions of brand
attributes. Nor has there been any reported research into the effect of sponsorship in
changing consumer perceptions from a position held prior to a sponsorship occurring
to a point in time afterwards. This is surprising, since there is now a considerable
body of knowledge regarding consumer learning and how consumers develop brand
perceptions in the presence of marketing communications (see, for example,
Anderson 1993; Janiszewski and Van Osselaer 2000). In this paper, part of a wider
study, we seek to fill this gap by presenting the results of an experiment that examines
the effect of consumer awareness of sport sponsorship on the perceived physical
attributes of a brand and on the corporate image of the brand’s manufacturer. We also
examine the possibilities of changing these physical and abstract attributes through
the use of sport sponsorship.

Theoretical Background and Study Overview
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Naturally, consumers differ in their perceptions of, and preferences for, brands
(Herrmann and Huber 2000; Johnson 1984; Tversky and Hemenway 1984). While
consumer perceptions of a brand’s attributes may be either concrete (physically
related to function) or abstract (not necessarily related to the functional aspects of the
brand), it is the latter which has been identified as being more prone to the subjective
response of the individual (Herrmann and Huber 2000). Most work on brand
attributes has focussed on the analytic models of categorization, such as multi-
attribute judgments (Meyer 1987; Sujan and Bettman 1989) as opposed to nonanalytic
models. Analytic models operate at the stimulus level, while nonanalytic models take
into account prior experiences and similarities with existing knowledge of like brands.
In that sense, nonanalytic processes are not under voluntary control (Liu 1999; Neal,
Hesketh and Andrews 1995).

Based on these studies, and the fact that abstract attributes appear to be more prone to
change, one might expect that marketing communications would find it easier to
impact on abstract, as opposed to physical, attributes. A particular case of an abstract
attribute is corporate image, which has been reported as being favorably affected by
sponsorship stimuli (Javalgi, Traylor, Gross, and Lampman 1994). However, a
replication of that study (Pope and Voges 1998) found that such an effect disappeared
under conditions of prior use of the brand, lending support to the nonanalytic model.
It would also appear to support earlier contentions that information processing can be
either stimulus- or memory-based (Alba, Hutchinson and Lynch 1991). In the former,
information and direct observation are used to compare. In the latter, data are
retrieved from memory prior to comparison.

The question that interests us here is whether the action of sport sponsorship on
consumer perceptions of brand attributes acts at the analytic, stimulus level (ie,
provision of information to compare) or does it act on memory of pre-established
attribute perceptions and therefore in a nonanalytic mode? If sponsorship awareness
acts in both ways, then it is important to know which type of attribute – physical or
abstract – is operated on in each of the two cases. In order to elicit the analytic effect
of the stimulus we measure one group’s perceptions with a sponsorship stimulus
present, and another group’s perceptions in the absence of that stimulus. To test for
nonanalytic effects we measure a group’s perceptions both before and after
presentation of the stimulus.

Our first hypotheses in this study address a brand’s physical attributes in the
presence of a sponsorship prompt. Hypothesis 1a examines the
stimulus/analytic process and Hypothesis 1b addresses the
memory/nonanalytic process:
H1a: An individual subjected to a sponsorship prompt prior to evaluating a
brand’s physical attributes will rate those attributes higher than a similar
individual presented with the same brand without a sponsorship stimulus.
H1b: An individual’s rating of a brand’s physical attributes will be increased
after the presentation of a sponsorship prompt.

Similarly, our second hypotheses address the same processes in the light of an
abstract attribute (in this case, corporate image):
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H2a: An individual subjected to a sponsorship prompt prior to evaluating a
brand manufacturer’s corporate image will rate that abstract attribute higher
than a similar individual presented with the same brand without a sponsorship
stimulus.
H2b: An individual’s rating of a brand manufacturer’s corporate image will be
increased after the presentation of a sponsorship prompt.

There is considerable evidence that sport involvement will enhance or amplify the
effect of sponsorship (Celsi and Olson 1988; dYdewalle, Vanden Abeele, Van
Rensberger, and Coucke 1988; Pham 1992) although this has been disputed (Lardinoit
and Derbaix 2001). Similarly, there is evidence that product involvement will lead to
enhanced and stronger levels of brand attribute perception and brand commitment
(Warrington and Shim 2000; Zaichkowsky 1985; Zaichkowsky 1986). Therefore it is
necessary to allow for the interference of these factors. In the present study they are
treated as covariates to the main effect. Furthermore, there is evidence that women in
a group setting are more susceptible to emotional contagion than men (Gump and
Kulik 1997) and other evidence that they have superior elaborative powers to men
(Meyers-Levy 1994; Meyers-Levy and Maheswaran 1991; Meyers-Levy and
Sternthal 1991). In order to allow for any differences between the sexes gender is
included as an independent variable in the current study.

Method

An experiment was conducted to investigate the effect of sponsorship prompts on an
individual’s response to concrete and abstract brand attributes.

Subjects and Design. Participants were 200 undergraduate business students at an
Australian east coast university. Average age was 23 with a range from 18 to 45. They
were run in dyads of one male and one female where possible, and with an age
difference no greater than five years. Dyads were randomly assigned to stimulus/non-
stimulus groups  (groups 1 and 2 or 3 and 4 in Table 1), then split and individuals
assigned to final treatment groups (1 or 2, 3 or 4, in Table 1). Forty-one subjects were
removed due to non-attendance, failure to follow instructions or failure to complete
questionnaires. The final sample was N= 159 with 73 males and 86 females.
Allocation of subjects to treatment groups is presented at Table 1.

TABLE 1
Allocation of Subjects to Treatment Groups (Experiment 2)

Group Time 1 Stimulus Time 2
Car 1 (N=41)   

Car 2 (N=47)  

Car 3 (N=31)  

Car 4 (N=40) 

Total = 159 (male 73, female 86)

Procedure. At recruitment for the study subjects were advised that they would be
evaluating a commercially available consumer product. They were informed that as a
reward for participation they would be entered into a competition, the prize for which
was a restaurant meal voucher for two valued at $50.00. The experiment was
conducted concurrently in four separate locations. Each location was a lecture theatre
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and sites contained similar equipment and were of similar size. Subjects were asked to
evaluate the attributes of a leading car brand.

Group 1 was asked to evaluate a leading name automobile manufacturer – the brand
was identified to them – and to complete a pre-test questionnaire evaluating the
attributes of the manufacturer’s vehicles and the image they held of the brand’s
manufacturer (data collected at Time 1). Their completed questionnaires were placed
in an envelope that they retained. They were then shown four minutes’ footage of a
Formula One auto race with the statement that the manufacturer of the car was
entering Formula One motor sport as an engine supplier in the following year. A post-
test questionnaire seeking the same information was then provided (Time 2). On
completion, it was placed in the envelope provided earlier. The envelopes were then
sealed and collected.

The second group went through the same procedure but with the absence of any
questionnaire prior to the presentation of the sponsorship video and stimulus. That is
to say, without Time 1. Group 3 was subjected to both pre- and post-tests but without
stimulus presentation (Time 1 and 2). Group 4 was presented with the post-test only
(Time 2). This is a classic Solomon four-group design (Solomon and Lessac 1968).

Independent Variables. Respondent gender was treated as an independent variable to
allow for any possibility of bias resulting from female or male-based responses.
Whether or not subjects received the sponsorship stimulus was also treated as an
independent variable.

Dependent Measures. The dependent variable of Car Attributes was measured using
the Brand Quality instrument reported by Keller and Aaker (1992), a three-item
semantic differential scale. Keller and Aaker (1992) reported reliability in excess of
.70. In the current study an alpha of .84 was achieved at both Time 1 and Time 2. The
covariate Car Involvement was measured using the Srinivasan and Ratchford (1991)
Product Involvement scale, a six-item Likert-type measurement.  Srinivasan and
Ratchford (1991) report an alpha of .86. In the current study, measured at Time 1, an
alpha of .93 was achieved.

Corporate image was assessed through a modified version of the Corporate Image
scale presented by Javalgi et al. (1994). In a previous study (Pope and Voges 1998), a
five-item version of the scale was found to possess greater reliability (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.76) than the original six-item scale.  The scales achieved the following
alphas: Time 1 Corporate Image (.86), Time 2 Corporate Image (.90), and Time 1
Sport Involvement (.87).

Results

A Within Cells regression showed that neither Sport Involvement nor Car
Involvement significantly interacted with any main effects of gender or stimulus
presentation (Wilks’ Lambda = .98; p > .05). They were therefore removed from the
analysis. Whether or not an individual received the stimulus of sponsorship did
display a significant main effect on corporate image and brand attributes (Wilks’
Lambda = .94; df = 2,152; p < .05). A respondent’s gender had no main effect nor did
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it significantly interact with the stimulus presentation (Wilks’ Lambda = .98: df = 2,
152; p > .05). See Table 2.

TABLE 2
Results of MANOVA Measuring Effect of Gender by Stimulus on Corporate Image
and Brand Attributes

Effect Wilks’
Lambda

Rao’s R df p

Gender .98 1.34 2, 152 .27
Stimulus .94 5.01 2, 152 .01
Interaction .98 1.57 2, 152 .21
N = 159

Brand attributes. In hypothesis 1a we stated that when an individual was subjected to
a sponsorship prompt prior to evaluating a product, that individual would rate that
product’s attributes higher than a similar individual not presented with a sponsorship
prompt. Responses to the Car Attributes were measured by a survey administered to
those who received the stimulus after the prompt and others who had not received the
prompt (both measured at Time 2). Means were compared between the two groups
and Scheffe’s test showed no significant difference (p < .05) between those who
received the stimulus and those who did not. Hypothesis 1a is therefore rejected.

We also contended in hypothesis 1b, that those subjects who rated the Car Attributes
prior to receiving the prompt (Time 1) and then evaluated the brand again after
stimulus presentation (Time 2) would rate the attributes more highly. Comparison of
the mean scores failed to confirm this hypothesis with Time 2 means showing no
significant differences with those obtained at Time 1 (F  = .04; df = 1, 80; p>.05).
Thus, hypothesis 1b is rejected.

Corporate image. Hypothesis 2a stated that individuals subjected to a sponsorship
prompt would report a more favourable corporate image for brand manufacturers than
those individuals not presented with such a prompt. This was tested by comparison of
means for those asked after the stimulus presentation against the means of those not
presented with the stimulus (both measured at Time 2). Scheffe’s test showed a
significantly higher rating (p<.05) for those who received the stimulus (mean = 4.61)
than for those who did not (mean = 4.14).  We therefore accept hypothesis 2a.

Hypothesis 2b suggested that an individual’s rating of the corporate image of a
brand’s manufacturer would change in the presence of a sponsorship stimulus. This
was tested by comparing the means of ratings of the manufacturer’s image at Time 1
and Time 2 (before and after receiving the stimulus). Scheffe’s test showed this
change to be the case, with those individuals reporting a mean at Time 2 of 4.92 as
opposed to 4.20 at Time 1 (F = 10.71; df = 1, 80; p<.05).  Hypothesis 2b is therefore
supported.

Discussion and Implications

Our results support the contention that sponsorship can positively affect an
individual’s attitude toward a brand’s attributes. But this attitude seems to be affected
more in the case of abstract attributes – in this case corporate image – than in the case
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of concrete attributes. Importantly, there was no change in attitudes toward the
physical attributes after the presentation of the prompt in the experiment. By contrast,
the corporate image held of the brand’s manufacturer was higher among those who
received the sponsorship stimulus.

This study supports earlier findings suggesting that sponsorship enhances the
reputation and image of a sponsor. This study also suggests that it is capable of
elevating the pre-existing perceptions of consumers regarding a corporation’s image.
This is intriguing in that it would suggest that sponsorship operates on both the
analytic and nonanalytic processing modes, but principally at the abstract level. A
particularly striking finding was the absence of any covariance from either sport
involvement or product involvement. This suggests a unique property for sponsorship.
The effectiveness of most marketing communication is affected by attitude to the ad,
but this appears not to be the case here. Instead, it seems that the mere fact that a
company is involved in sponsorship is sufficient to raise its corporate image in the
eyes of consumers, regardless of whether or not they are interested in either the
corporation or its products. Nor did we find any gender interaction in the observed
sponsorship effects, which would tend to reinforce arguments relating to the power of
sponsorship as a marketing communications medium.

Our study has implications for managers. In demonstrating the theoretical aspect of
sponsorship effect as being at both the analytic and nonanalytic levels, and also
highlighting its influence upon the perceived abstract attributes of brands, we are also
showing how it is best employed. This study lends support to the suggestion that
managers have a useful tool at their disposal for creating new, and changing existing,
corporate images and reputations.  Of course, these implications are tentative, based
on this single study, and will need to be supported by further research with different
types of consumer goods.
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