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Sport sponsorship offers corporations and other businesses a means of breaking threugh cluttered

marketplaces, delivering adwertising messages effectively, and segmenting by specific demographics. It is
due to these and other adwantages that inwestment in sponsorships was projected by the sponsorship
consultancy IEG {2o08) to rise to $g.9 billion in 2007 from $8.04 billion in 2006, accounting for 64% of all
sponsorship investments. Sponsorship can be defined as a business relationship between a provider of
funds, rescurces, or services and an individual, event, or organization that offers in return some rights and
associations the provider uses to commercial advantage (Sleight, 1580, p. 4). The bulk of existing data and
literature on sport sponsorship concerns professional and collegiate sports; sponsorship at the grassroots—
or community-based or recreational—level has been little studied. (Grassroots, community-based, and
recreational are usaed interchangeably here to refer to organizations and programs designed for community
members and marketed primarily at a local level.) Sponsorship of grassroots, recreational, community-
based sport programs differs from spenscrship of professional or collegiate sports. And, further,
sponsorship at the grassroots level is often tailored specifically to the sport and league or taam.

Taking sponsorship of community-based baseball and softball programs to a “big league” leveal can be a key
to their success. Sponsorship dollars can help grassroots sport organizations and programs provide higher
quality offerings and services to patrons, simultansously assisting in the owerall bottem line of the
organization or program. But how many community-based baseball and softball programs take advantage of
this soures of funding? For programs with sponsors, what percentages of their activities are underwritten by
sponsorship dollars? And what types of sponsorships do these baseball and softball programs prafer?

In Buncombe County, Morth Carolina, the parks and recreation department has sines 2000 wrastled with a
15% budget reduction and concurrent 4o0% increase in facilities usage (Bynum, zooz). It has used
sponsorship to close the inevitable gaps. Indesd, research suggests that external impacts that stress the
budgets of recreational programs can be counterad by innovative corporate sponsorship programs (Bynum,
2003). The sponscred organization benefits, and so does the corpeoration, since sponsoring grassroots
sports is a unique way to contribute to a community, forging an intimate connection with the corporation’s
consumers in that community. Larger, wealthier corporations may have the funds to employ clever national
telewision and radio spots, but even they would be foclish to overlook the powsr of marketing in consumers’
own backyards. Sponsoring a community softball tearm, a local cheerleading event, or a charity fundraiser
constitutes grassroots marketing that can bring adwantagss in staving off compstition and building
community trust (Local Sponsorships Build a Brand, zoog).

The rassarch literaturs yields little if any decurmentation of ongeing sponsorship activity within grassroots
sports in the United States, even though sponsorship of community-based sports is not uncommon, as
suggestad by a story (“4 bevy of sponsors partnsr with the Harlem Lil Leagus™) appearing in the New York
Amsterdam News (Evans, zood). In sponsoring comimunity-based sports like baseball and softball leagues,
organizations foster positive public relations, stepping in to relisve effscts that a slow economy or other
factors may impose on sports programs; good public relations are valued by mest organizations. The
present research study intended to determins lewels of sponsorship use in community-bassd US. bassball
and softball programs and to identify the characteristics of sponsorships used by such programs.

Grassrocts sport programs’ uss of sponsorship has grown substantially ower the past decade. 5till, to date
wory little data has been collactad documenting the phenomencn. Statistics detailing the dollar ameounts and
the types of sponsorship that grassrocts baseball and softball programs hawve obtained should prowide some
future benchmarks for programs seeking to create new sponscrships or develop their existing sponsor
relationships. Statistics from the present ressarch should also prowide insight into the effective use of
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programs pursue sponsorships while others do not may lead to understanding that helps managers and
directors make more successtul sponsorship decisions for their own programs.

Literature Review

Although spert sponsorship has been a prominent marketing tool at laast since the 1984 Olympic Games,
scholarly research on warious elements of sport spensorship has lagged behind. Even so, some empirical
and theoretical research has been conductsd, creating an initial understanding of sponsorship and
identifying aspects of sponsorship ripe for more ressarch. These aspects represent gaps in the literature that
should be filled to enhanecs both academicians’ and practitionsrs’ understanding of the uses and strategic
implications of sponsorship (Clark, Lachowetz, Irwin, & Schimmel, zo03).

Organizations and sport teams engaged in sponsor relationships enjoy obwious benefits, and yet sport
sponsorship has been met with a certain resistance. Sponsorship can, in fact, have a down side. For exampls,
in May 2oo4 Major Leagus Bassball (MLE) experienced a public relations conundrum when it proposed to
let Columbia Pictures place Spider-Man = logos on the bases, pitcher’s mounds, and on-deck circles of all
MLE parks for thras days in June, in a reperted $9.6 million deal. Fans arcund the country opposed the
deal, and within davs the league had exercized itz “Spidsy zense,” halting the promotion and a probable
public relations disaster (Steinbach, zoog).

At the highest level, sport sponsorship is a multibillion-dollar business (IEG, zooé). At the grassroots level,
howswer, dollar figures are much lass impressive. And yet the potential for sponscrships to bensfit both
grassroots sport programs and their sponsoring corporations remains great. According to Michele Payn-
Enoper, president of the consulting firm Cause Matters, “Grassroots marketing puts a face on a store and
allows customers to see and understand that [the retailer iz] inveolved and committed to the
community” (Local Sponsorships Build a Brand, zoog). Corporate sport sponsorship is becoming more
attractive in both the United States and Europe, thanks to the value the cultures place on entertainment,
competition, and accomplishment (McCook, Turco, & Riley, 1007). Despite these facts, the author found no
studies explicitly describing uses of grassroots sponsorship within community-based sport programs
around the United States.

Sponsoring grassrocts sports offers a corporation a plethora of benefits, including advertizements on
promotional media, enhanced brand awareness, cpportunitiss to distribute company information to
participants, affiliation with an organization dedicated to prometing health or fitness, goodwill generated by
the effort to give back to the community, great public relations and recognition, tax advantages, and
anhanced corporate gift-giving. Sponsorship at the grassroots lavel can engage consumers by placing a
bensfit on an activity they already respond to emetionally (Meenaghan, zo01). Moreowver, goodwill toward
the sponsor, which influences attitude and behavior concerning the brand, is amplified for grassroots-level
sport sponsors, because connections are created among consumers, their everyday community
environment, and the sponsoring organization {Mason, zoog). Nevertheless a grassroots sport organization
in search of a sponsor should realize that the benefits it perceives as accruing to a company through
sponsorship may differ drastically from what a company is actually sesking.

Sponsorship in the world of major leagus sports provides a conceptual framework for grassrocts-level
sponsorship. In the world of community-basad sports, spensorship can contributs to a team’s success just
ag it does in the major leagues, albeit on a smaller scale. And wet, recreational sport sponsorship is
inherently different, both for sponsoring corporations and sponsored programs. How and why corporate
sponsorship is used at the grassroots lewel must be identified if practitioners in sport organizations are to
build the meost productive sponsor relaticnships possibla. Greenwald (1907) used qualitative methods to
axplore the strategic role corporate America perceives for grassroots sport sponsorship, generating the
majority of data used by interviewing knowledgeable employees at varicus corporations. Gresnwald
identified the following objectives (table 1) for corporations’ general objectives for sponsorship and their
objectives when they sponsor grassroots sport programs.

Table 1

Corporate Objectives for Sponsorship Generally and Grassroots Sponsorship Specifically

:

According to Gresnwald {1007), increasing sales is one of the most important corporats objectives for sport
sponsorship. Grassroots sport sponsorship, for example within youth sport programs, can enhance sales by
reaching the coveted (and difficult to reach and influencs) youth market (Bennett & Lachowstz, 2coq). &
further important objective for sponsors of grassroots sports is enhancing their images by demonstrating
good corporate citizenship. Greenwald (1007) also found that establishing a community presence and
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marketing strategy. Strategic giving can raise public awareness of a corporation and create a favorable
image of it in a way mere advertising cannot match (Hoffran, 1008} 5till, as comparison with corporate
sponsorship in other industries, with corporate sponsorship at other levels of sport, and with corporate
budgets for other promotional activities shows, sport sponsorship at the grassroots lavel is currently at the
bottom of corporate prometional agendas (Greenwald, 1007).

As the unpopular and ultimately cancsled deal betwsen Major League Baseball and Columbia Pictures
illustrated, sport marketing—and grassroots sport marksting—can have a down side. Reaching out in a way
that iz “too obwicus™ may result in a spensor’s getting its “hand slapped,” according to Michael F. Smith, a
marketing expert at Temple University, “but if vou reach cut to help, that is another thing” (Local
Sponsorships Build a Brand, zoog). Mullin, Hardy, and Sutton (zooo) suggestad that the integration of a
company’s message with the lifestyle pursuits of a targeted market immediately brings credibility to the
corporation or Sponsor.

Method
Sample

The research goal was to determine the extent to which sponsorship is used in community-based baseball
and softball programs in the United States and to describe such sponsorship’s attributes. Grassroots bassball
and softball programs were first researched on the Internst. The ressarcher identified operating programs
and then selectad, for his convenience but awvoiding owverrepresentation of organizations from a single
g=ographic area, the sample of zog potential participants. Too much data from programs in a single stats or
region of the country would have limited the study’s genaralizability, since regional cultural differences may
have an impact both on sport programs and their corporats sponsors.

The Internet search engine Google was used to selsct the convenience sample, which comprised potential
contacts at grassroots baseball and softball programs and organizations having websites listed by Google.
Some of these websites offsred e-mail addresses of crganization representatives who appearsd to the
researcher to be credible potential respondents. Credible potential respondents included individuals privy
to their programs’ financial information, as suggested by titles posted on the website: director, manager,
sponsorship coordinator, treasurer, and the like. MNext, the researcher set a target response count to be
attained before concluding the study. At that point, e-mail-based SurveyMonkey.com was employed to
inform the zog potential participants of the study and invite them to complate a survey. The pool of
credible respondents was drawn solely from sport program websites. If programs that maintain websites
also tend to pursus sponsorship more wigorously than programs not maintaining websites, the study results
would be affected. Additionally, the ressarch assumed that respondents in the sample answered survey
iterns honestly and, further, did not respond when their knowledge was inadequate to answer a given item.

Instrument

The survey instrument was a Web-based questionnaire designed by the researcher through
SurveyMonkey.com. The instrument comprissd multiple choice and open-ended questions designed to
obtain primarily quantitative data describing sponsorship of community-based 1.5, baseball and softball
programs. Ttems 1-16 were answered by each respondent. Ttem 16 determined (yes/no) whether the
respondent’s sport program was currently sponscrad by a business. The subsequent survey items to be
answered depended on the ansver to Ttem 16.

The survey was distributed by e-mail in four waves during the 8-wesk peried of data collaction. All identified
cradible potential respondents were sent the s-mail in the first wawve. At two-week intervals following the
first wawve, a sacond, third, and fourth e-mail was sent as nacessary to those who had not vet respondad. At
the end of 8 waeks, the survey was closed.

Analysis

Descriptive statistics wers used to organize and summarize sets of numerical data obtained from the
research questionnaire. The data were analyzed with SP35 and with visual techniques including graphs,
figuraes, and tables. Parcentages were also utilized to illustrate the study’s findings.

Results

The grassroots sport arganizations represented in the conveniencs sample were located in 2o states around
the nation. The majority of respondents in the sample, 88%, worked with programs in suburban areas; zz.0%
worked with urban programs and 8.6% worked with programs in rural locales. Figurs 1 presents the service
arsa populations reported by the grassroots sport program representatives comprising the sample.

Your service area represents a population of:

Percent Count

Less than 20,000 11.4% 4
Between 20,001 and
50,000 20.0% 7
Between 50,001 and
80,000 20.0% 7
Between 80,001 and 14.9% 5

100,000



Greater than 100,000 34.3% 12

answered guestion 35

Figure 1. Size of the populations served by the grassroots sport programs represented by respondents
surveyed for the study.

0Of the study respondents, 56.4% reported their organizations offered only baseball; another 56.4% reported
their organizations offered both baseball and softball; and the remaining =7.5% reported their crganizations
offered only softball (figure 2).

Your organization offers:
Response Response
Percent Count

Baseball 36.4% 12

Softball 27.3% 9
Baseball

and 36.4% 12
Softhall

answered guestion 33

Figurs 2. Proportion of represented grassrocts sport programs offering bassball, softball, and both.

The survey data showed that the representad grassroots sport organizations served from qo to =,750
players, most often youth players. Figurs 5 presents the proportions of the respendents’ programs reportad
to be of a community education, parks and recreaticon, or independent nature.

The term that best describes your program is:
Percent Count
Community education 3.0% 1
Parks and recreation 27.3% ]
Independent 45.5% 15
Other (please specify) 24.2% 8
answered guestion 33

Figurs 5. Proportions of community educaticn-type sports programs, parks and recreaticn-type sports
programs, and independent sports programs represented by respondents surveyed for the studsy.

The wast majority of respondents, 0o.0%, reported all leadership positions in their programs belonged to
volunteers. Only 5% reported that paid professionals led their organizations, while &% said both paid
professionals and wolunteers lad their organizations. In addition, 81.8% of respendents said their programs
held membership in national associations, with 50.3% belonging to Little League and =1.21% belonging to
the &mateur Softball Association {(the two mest popular memberships among programs represented in the
survey); 18.2% zaid their programs did not belong to a national association. Az to the longevity of their
programs, 6.1% of the respondents said their programs had been in operation for fewer than g years; 0.1%
represented programs g-io vears old; 21.2% represented programs ii-zo years old, and &3.6%
reprasented programs in operation for mors than =0 years.

The survey data show that the repressnted programs’ 2co6 axpenses varied greatly, from a low of $3,100 to
a high of 326,000, Respondents who provided dollar amounts for their programs’ zood expenses on
average reported costs of $77,500. (In all cases, estimated and budgeted expenses for 2007 were similar to
actual figures prowided for =coé.) In addition, the survey showed that players costs to participate in a
represented grassroots program also varied greatly. For example, one respondent said the program he
wiorked with entailed no cost to players to participats, and another respondent reported each player paid
%150 to participate. The organizations utilized a variety of means of funding (figure 4).

Aside from registration fees, what sources of revenue does your organization utilize?

Percent Count

Grant monies 10.0% 3

Donations A46.7% 14

Sponsorships 86.7% 26
Fundraising

monies [ =

MNone 6.7% 2

Other



lplease specity|

answered guestion 30

Figure 4. Reprasanted grassroots sport programs’ sources of revenue, other than participation (registration)
fees.

Of the respondents, 76.467% said the programs they worked with did currently utilize sponscrship of some
type (29.93% said their programs did not). Of thoss whose programs did have current sponsorships, a
majority (60.87%) reported their organization maintained a sponsorship package. Programs hawing
sponsorship packages received in =ood an average of $18,625 in sponsor support, while programs without
sponsorship packages that year received an average $8,710. Only 8.7% of respondents reported that their
programs required a sponsor to sign a contract. However, over half of respondents (52.17%) indicated that
their programs’ sponsors typically make commitments to the program for mora than one vear at a time.

In =ood, according to the survey data, sponscrships received by the repressnted programs wers valuad
between $1,000 and $40,000; the average value (for those programs for which a dollar amount was
provided by a respondent) was nearly $15,000. For the year 2oo7, the respondents gave expeacted valuss
of sponsorships ranging from $1,000to $42,000, averaging around $1z,800. Figure 5 presents the types of
sponsorship used by programs, according to the survey respondents.

What types of sponsorship has your organization utilized either currently, or in the past?
Percent  Count
Field (stadium,
diamond) =5 10 i
Facility
(scoreboard, outfield 43.5% 10
signs)
Equipment (balls,
cleats, gloves, bats) 2300 2
Uniform (shirts
Y 69.6% 16
pants, caps)
Trophiesfawards 21.7% 5
League (presenting
sponsor {i.e.
McDonald's Pepsi 4.4% 1
K-8 Youth Baseball
League})
Travel expenses 4.4% 1
Tournament entry 13.0% 3
Other
{please specify) 21.7% 5
answered question 23

Figure 5. Types of sponsorship used by representad grassrocts sport programs.

The =3.99% of respondents whose programs did not currently use sponsorship answered survey items
secking a program’s reasons not to pursue sponsorship. Cne respondent reported there was no need for
sponsorship support in the program worked with; another explainsed that responsibility for any sponsorship
would be “one more thing for a non-sxistent voluntesr to do™; and another attributed lack of sponsorship
participation to the program’s lack of a o1} 3) designation from the Internal Revenue Sarvice.

Dizcussion and Recommendations

The purpose of this study was to determine the levels of sponsorship utilized in community-based baseball
and softball programs around the United States. Data were obtained from respondents representing such
programs in 2o states, sufficient wariety to support the generalizability of the findings. The study data are
also meaningful in light of the proportionate numbers of programs prowiding the two sports of interaest,
baseball and softball (58.4% baseball only, 27.9% softball only, and 38.4% baseball and softball; ses figure
=1,

One important finding from the study is that sponsorship was actively used by 848.98% of those reprasentad
grassroots sport programs that had been in existence for over zo years. Overall, survey respondents
reporting that their programs used sponsorships comprised 7é.7% of the sample. Comparing the two
percentages, one might conclude that older programs have found sponsorships necessary in order to
sustain their sarvices. One might also conclude that older programs were able to remain in existence thanks
in part to their use of sponsorships.

The study also found no significant difference in players’ program participation costs attributabls to the
extent of sponsorship usage. In other words, more sponsorship dollars did not necessarily translate to lower
costs for players. Any number of reasons might account for this. For instance, some programs might have
had relatively more funds coming from sources other than sponsorships, or some program leaders might
hawe directed any sponsorship deollars to expenses other than player costs.




The findings of the study might prompt programs that do not use sponscrship packages in their sponsor
relationships to reconsider how they do business. Just under 61% of respondents who indicated their
programs had sponsors also indicated the program maintained a sponsorship package. Thus nearly half of
the representad programs that wers engaged in sponsorship lacked a formal sponsorship packags to present
to potential sponscrs. &nd yet, according to the study, organizations offering sponsorship packages in 200é
took in $18,825 (on average] from sponsors, while organizations lacking sponscrship packages took in about
$8,710 (on average). & wery interesting related finding is that, while do.87% of the organizations
represented in the survey maintained sponscrship packages, only 8.7% required sponsors to sign a
contract,

Perhaps the most interesting data from the study are the responses to open-ended questions on why
programs do not utilize sponscrship (ses Results saction, final paragraph). Cne response read, “I am not
sure why our organization has not utilized sponscrships in the past [because] I have just taken over the
program as of six wesks ago.” This response in particular goes a long way toward illustrating why mere
research on grassroots, recreaticnal sport sponsorship is needed. More research means widsar knowledge
from which to educats. More education can help managers and wolunteers in recreational sports to locate
new avenues for sesking revenue to support their services. New revenuss can produce stronger
organizations, improved services, and better experiencss for all participants.

Because research on sport sponsorship at the grassroots level iz limited, many aspects of the topic merit
additicnal inquiry. One point of notable concern is the uncertain futurs of sponscrship in recreaticnal sport.
Will budgst cuts lead greater numbers of recreaticnal sports programs to develop creative sponsorships and
partnerships? It has been acknowledged that sport sponsorships’ dollar waluss are trending upward
recently, perhaps the result of advancements in how sponsorship is managed. Would bringing more
professionals into recreational sport programs result in mors sponsorship dollars and an enhancement of
services?

At the same time, perhaps recreational sport programs need to be wary of becoming too reliant on
sponsorships. & situation should not be allowed to develop in which services must be canceled when
sponsors cannot be found. While it is wital that managers do not dismiss sponsorship’s potential, they could
benefit from future research determining how much is too much, in terms of the sponsorship dollar, and
what the best way to manags that dollar might be.

Finally, future research will nead to address the other part of the grassroots sport sponsorship equation: the
corporate sponsor. The objectives and behaviors of organizations that become grassroots sport sponsors
{or do not become sponsors) are clearly of interest. The present study is merely a start in a much-neglactad
field of research. Future studies should gather further data, assess statistical trends, and examine a variety
of sports and programs offering professionals and academicians information of use in advancing
recreational sport.
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