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This study contributes to the extant literature by assessing the effectiveness of sponsorship in the achievement of non-economic

objectives, in particular legitimacy formation. It further demonstrates how pre-existing attitudes towards the sponsor, in this case

customer satisfaction, moderate the links in the sponsorship model. The third contribution stems from the study context, the largely

neglected public sector, which, effectively, sponsors a wide range of regional and local events.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT

Conceptualization
Sponsorship activities have gained great importance in market-

ing communications as well as academic attention over the last de-
cade (Dalakas and Levin 2005; Roy and Cornwell 2004). Tradition-
ally, there has been the notion that sponsorship activities are carried 
out in order to reach commercial targets (Cornwell et al. 2006; Jagre, 
Watson, and Watson 2001). However, with growing awareness of the 
importance of establishing good relationships with important stake-
holder groups (Ferrell and Ferrell 2008), the scope of sponsorship has 
broadened. For example, Dean (2002) highlights that management 
objectives concerning sponsorship may be both, economic (such as 
increased brand awareness and profits) as well as noneconomic (such 
as goodwill and improved community relations) in nature. Despite 
this recognition, the majority of studies in this field of research have 
focused on the assessment of the economic effectiveness of sponsor-
ship activities (Gwinner 1997).

Our study contributes to the extant literature by investigating 
how event sponsorship impacts on the formation of organisational 
legitimacy which is broadly defined as the “acceptance of an orga-
nization by its environment” (Kostova and Zaheer 1999, 64). From 
an institutional theory perspective, gaining legitimacy is important 
as it enhances the likelihood that organisations are able to extract 
scarce resources from their environment and is thus critical to organ-
isational survival (Meyer and Rowan 1977; Suddaby and Greenwood 
2005). However, to our knowledge the effectiveness of sponsorship 
in the formation of legitimacy has not been explored yet.

We further contribute to knowledge by examining the moderat-
ing role of pre-existing attitudes towards the organisation on the link 
between sponsorship and legitimacy. Most of the sponsorship studies 
have focused on the balancing effects between attitudes towards the 
sponsored entity, congruence between the sponsored entity and the 
sponsor, attitudes towards the sponsorship and the resulting attitudes 
towards the sponsor (Dalakas and Levin 2005; Dean 2002). The un-
derlying assumption has usually been that positive attitudes towards 
the sponsored entity will transfer to the sponsor. Therefore, very few 
studies have controlled for pre-existing attitudes towards the spon-
sor and their possible impact on the effectiveness of the sponsorship 
activity. However, there is some evidence to suggest that pre-existing 
attitudes play a moderating role in sponsorship effectiveness (Basil 
and Herr 2006).

Finally, we also contribute to the literature by examining the 
hypothesised model in a public sector context. While there is a grow-
ing body of knowledge concerning the sponsorship of regional or 
local charitable events of private sector organizations to develop 
community relations and increase goodwill, little is known about 
the use of sponsorship as a tool to develop relations with important 
stakeholders by public sector organizations. However, public sector 
organizations are under huge political pressure to establish and main-
tain good relations with important publics such as their electorate 
(McNulty and Ferlie 2004; Sanger 2008). Moreover, public sector 
organizations increasingly invest resources into the support of local 
events such as concerts and sports events (Walliser 2006). For these 
reasons, we believe that it is important from a public administration 

perspective to investigate the effectiveness of sponsorship activities 
in a public sector environment. 

Method
Using a pre-tested questionnaire, responses from 300 specta-

tors of the finals of the Handball French League Cup tournament in 
Nantes, which was sponsored by Nantes City Council, were captured 
assessing the following constructs: 1) Attitudes towards the event 
(Simmons and Becker-Olsen 2006), 2) perceived sponsor-event con-
gruence (Simmons and Becker-Olsen 2006), 3) attitudes towards 
public sponsorship (Walliser et al. 2005), 4) legitimacy (Sabadie 
2003), and 5) pre-existing satisfaction with Nantes City Council 
(Sabadie 2003). The procedure yielded 275 usable questionnaires. 
Hypotheses were tested using partial least squares path modelling 
(PLSPM) (Chin 1998; Fornell and Bookstein 1982). The moderat-
ing effects were tested by performing a median split on the basis of 
pre-existing satisfaction. This enabled the comparison of two sub-
samples.

Major Findings
Our study makes three contributions to the extant literature. 

First, we assess through which mechanisms events sponsorship im-
pacts on organisational legitimacy (Deephouse and Carter 2005). 
The estimation of our sponsorship model demonstrates that 1) at-
titudes towards the sponsored event, 2) positive attitudes towards 
the sponsorship activity, as well as 3) perceived event-sponsor con-
gruence significantly impact on organisational legitimacy amongst 
customers. Comparing the three effects, we contribute to the extant 
literature by showing that attitudes towards the sponsorship activity 
itself have a stronger impact on organizational legitimacy than at-
titudes towards the event as well as perceived event-sponsor congru-
ence (Cornwell et al. 2006). 

The second main contribution of our study relates to the in-
vestigation of the moderating role of pre-existing attitudes towards 
the sponsor on sponsorship effectiveness (Speed and Thompson 
2000). Our results provide insight into an interesting dynamic of the 
sponsorship model when pre-existing satisfaction with the sponsor 
is controlled for. First of all, we show that the model has a much 
stronger explanatory power for the sub-sample with positive pre-
existing attitudes than for the sub-sample with negative pre-existing 
attitudes. Further, we can observe that all but one of the moderated 
links strengthen with increased pre-existing satisfaction. These find-
ings suggest that customers who hold more positive attitudes towards 
the sponsor in advance tend to evaluate the sponsorship activities of 
the organisation more favourably. Therefore, there is some support 
for the overarching hypothesis of our study that pre-existing attitudes 
towards the sponsor moderate sponsorship effectiveness with regards 
to non-economic objectives, here legitimacy formation. 

 This links into the third area of contribution to the extant 
literature. In relation to the above discussed results we highlight 
that, first of all, public management needs to further emphasize the 
implementation of programs that enhance citizen satisfaction. Such 
initiatives may include in particular the development of an external 
service orientation (Parkington and Schneider 1979) through which 
improved and tailored services can be delivered. If such initiatives 
are not in place and citizens have negative service experiences and 
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resulting low levels of satisfaction with the public service provider 
(van Ryzin et al. 2004), sponsorship activities will have less strong 
an impact on the achievement of non-economic objectives, such as 
the formation of legitimacy. Focusing on the sponsorship model in 
particular, it is important to note that public sector bodies should 
pay attention to the explicit communication of the reasons for the 
sponsorship activity. Pursuing this perceived event-sponsor match is 
important (Simmons and Becker-Olsen 2006) as it impacts directly 
on legitimacy, as well as indirectly through its impact on positive 
attitudes towards the sponsorship activity. 

REFERENCES
Basil, Debra Z. and Paul M. Herr (2006), “Attitudinal Balance 

and Cause-Related Marketing: An Empirical Application of 
Balance Theory,” Journal of Consumer Psychology, 16(4), 
391-403. 

Chin, Wayne (1998), “The partial least squares approach to 
structural equation modeling”, in Modern Business Research 
Methods, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Cornwell, Bettina T., Michael S. Humphreys, Angela M. Maguire, 
Clinton S. Weeks, and Cassandra L. Tellegen (2006), 
“Sponsorship-Linked Marketing: The Role of Articulation in 
Memory,” Journal of Consumer Research, 33, 312-321.

Dalakas, Vassilis and Aron M. Levin (2005), “The Balance Theory 
Domino: How Sponsorships May Elicit Negative Consumer 
Attitudes,” Advances in Consumer Research, 32, 91-97.

Dean, Dwane Hal (2002), “Associating the Corporation with a 
Charitable Event Through Sponsorship: Measuring the Effects 
of Corporate Community Relations,” Journal of Advertising, 
31(4), 77-87.

Deephouse, L. David and Suzanne M. Carter (2005), “An 
examination of differences between organizational legitimacy 
and organizational reputation,” Journal of Management 
Studies, 42(2), 329–360.

Ferrell, O. C.  and Linda Ferrell (2008), “A Macromarketing Ethics 
Framework: Stakeholder Orientation and Distributive Justice,”  
Journal of Macromarketing, 28(1), 24-32.

Fornell, Claes, and Fred L. Bookstein (1982), “Two structural 
equation models: LISREL and PLS applied to consumer exit-
voice theory”, Journal of Marketing Research, 19, 440–453.

Gwinner, Kevin (1997), “A Model of Image Creation and Image 
Transfer in Event Sponsorship,” International Marketing 
Review, 14(3), 145-158.

Jagre, Emma, John J. Watson, and John G. Watson (2001), 
“Sponsorship and Congruity Theory: A Theoretical 
Framework for Explaining Consumer Attitude and Recall of 
Event Sponsorship,” Advances in Consumer Research, 28, 
439-445.

Kostova, Tatiana and Srilata Zaheer (1999), “Organizational 
Legitimacy under Conditions of Complexity: The Case of the 
Multinational Enterprise,” Academy of Management Review, 
24(1), 64–81.

McNulty, Terrie and Ewan Ferlie (2004), “Process Transformation: 
Limitations to Radical  Organizational Change within Public 
Service Organizations,” Organization Studies,  25 (8), 
1389–1412

Meyer, John W. and Brian Rowan (1977), “Institutionalized 
Organizations: Formal Structure as Myth and Ceremony,” The 
American Journal of Sociology, 83 (3), 340 – 363.

Parkington, John J., and Benjamin Schneider (1979), “Some 
Correlates of Experienced Job Stress: A Boundary Role 
Study,” Academy of Management Journal, 22 (2), 270–81.

Roy, Donald P. and Bettina Cornwell (2004), “The Effects of 
Consumer Knowledge on Responses to Event Sponsorship”, 
Psychology & Marketing, 21(3), 185-207.

van Ryzin, Gregg G., Douglas Muzzio, Stephen Immerwahr, Lisa 
Gulick, and Eve Martinez  (2004), “Drivers and 
Consequences of Citizen Satisfaction: An Application of the  
American Customer Satisfaction Index Model to New York 
City,” Public  Administration Review, 64(3), 331 – 341.

Sabadie, William (2003), “Conceptualisation et mesure de la qualité 
d’un service public”, Recherche et Applications en Marketing, 
18, 1-24.

Sanger, Mary B. (2008), “From Measurement to Management: 
Breaking through the Barriers to State and Local 
Performance,” Public Administration Review, 68 (6), 70–85.

Simmons, Carolyn J. and Karen L. Becker-Olsen (2006), 
“Achieving marketing objectives through social sponsorships”, 
70(4), 154-169.

Speed, Richard and Peter Thompson (2000), “Determinants of 
Sports Sponsorship Response,” Journal of the Academy of 
Marketing Science, 28(2), 226-238.

Suddaby, Roy and Royston Greenwood (2005), “Rhetorical 
Strategies of Legitimacy”, Administrative Science Quarterly, 
50 (1), 35 – 67.

Walliser Bjorn, Kacha Mathieu and Raluca Mogos Descotes (2005), 
“Legitimizing public authorities as sponsors: an inquiry into 
the factors related to the perception and the memorization of 
their sponsorship”, International Review of Public and Non 
Profit Marketing, 2(1), 51-58.

Walliser Bjorn (2006), Le parrainage: sponsoring et mécénat, 
Dunod : Paris.


