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Executive Summary 

Sponsorships have evolved from philanthropic to strategic and from exposure to meaning, where brand 

opportunities eclipse traditional advertising through the unique interaction with sports consumers.  

Sponsorship revenue is vital for the financial health of Danish football clubs. Sports properties commonly 

offer sponsors exposure, brand association, hospitality, and networking opportunities. However, the three 

latter elements are labour intensive, which leaves exposure as the main incentive for sponsoring. However, 

the Danish sponsorship market is fiercely competitive, which makes it cutthroat business to sustain a 

competitive advantage.  

FC Copenhagen and Brøndby IF, who have the largest following and offer the highest levels of exposure for 

sponsors, dominate the Danish sponsorship market. When competing on exposure is a zero-sum game, the 

question, then, is how do you achieve a competitive advantage in the Danish sponsorship market?  

Sponsorship literature is fixated on sponsor-sponsee dyads and exploring how sponsors can increase 

sponsorship effectiveness. This has created a discourse of the sports property being an exploitative marketing 

platform. This paper explores how sports properties can leverage its brand to attract more and better 

sponsors by examining relational determinants and the role of value alignment.  

The paper is based on social constructivism and qualitative interviews. The empirical data comprises six 

interviews with three large companies from different industries, and three Danish full-time professional 

football clubs.  

This study explores the sponsor-perceived brand value of sports properties’ CSR-initiatives. The perceived 

value can be extrapolated to indicate whether CSR-initiatives produces inimitable sports property brand 

attributes, where sponsors see opportunities for beneficial brand image transfer and shared value creation.   

This paper explores how Danish football clubs can attract more sponsors and attain a competitive advantage 

in the sponsorship market. More specifically, this paper explores how organisational value-alignment, inter-

organisational and inter-personal relations, and affectionate and transactional sponsorships affect the 

likelihood of shared value creation.  

This study demonstrates that inter-personal and inter-organisation shared understanding is an important 

driver of value-based commitment, and consequently shared value creation. Inimitable CSR-initiatives create 

brand attributes that are attractive for potential sponsors and represent emerging opportunities for existing 

sponsors. However, sports property inertia, passiveness, and negligence of emerging opportunities create 

tensions in the sponsor-sponsee dyad.  
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This study argues that sponsorships are increasingly becoming a medium for ‘meaning’-creation and 

interaction in a complex interplay with the sponsor, sponsee, and stakeholders. From this perspective, the 

value-based sponsorships and its effect on sponsor/sponsee brand equity should be analysed from a 

sponsorship network perspective 

This paper concludes that CSR-related activities can facilitate shared value creation, and constitute a 

competitive advantage in the Danish sponsorship market. CSR-related activities should be linked to the sports 

properties core competencies in relation to football and its societal function. In addition, CSR-related 

activities should be compatible with sponsors’ core business and/or core competencies.  

Finally, this paper concludes that affectionate sponsorships cannot facilitate shared value creation on its own; 

the sponsor must see potential for increased business value in engaging in initiatives outside current 

contractual obligations. Similarly, the sponsee must accommodate and explore opportunities that spur 

business benefits for the sponsor.  
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Introduction 
Football has long been one of the most popular sports in the world. Millions of fans are flocking to stadia 

around Europe, and even more are watching through broadcasting services.  

In the midst of the rampaging financial crisis in Europe, The European football market was estimated to be 

worth €19.4 billion (Deloitte, 2013) with growth rate reaching 8% per annum (Kennedy & Kennedy, 2012). 

Despite the impressive growth rate, many football clubs found themselves on the brink of bankruptcy 

following mismanagement of finances in pursuance of gratification and winning trophies, where “costs 

consistently outstrip income […] for all but the biggest clubs, every season represents a gamble […] it’s a kind 

of financial Russian roulette” (Kennedy & Kennedy, 2012, p. 329).   

In spite of the impressive growth rates, UEFA stated that European football clubs had cumulative losses of 

€1.7bn in 2012, but profits amounting to €600m in 2017 as a result of FFP (UEFA, 2018). However, the profits 

are concentrated in the ‘Big-Five’-leagues, while smaller leagues are struggling to increase revenues 

(Deloitte, 2018).  

Deloitte estimated the European football market to generate €25.5 billion in revenue in 2016/2017, and 

declared the English Premier League season 2016/2017 the “defining moment in the delivery of sustained 

profitability by football clubs competing in the Premier League” (Deloitte, 2018). One reason is the record-

high broadcasting deal worth more than £5 billion over a three-year period, allowing worldwide broadcasting 

of the Premier League matches and attracting huge international sponsorship agreements as a result.  

In contrast, the Danish football market is currently seeing stagnating revenue figures at DKK 2.7 billion in 

2016/2017 (Idrættens Analyseinstitut, 2018b), where “gate receipts generated 10% of revenue or less in 

Denmark” (UEFA, 2017, p. 62). FC Copenhagen is the significant market leader with more than DKK 1.4 billion 

in revenue (Idrættens Analyseinstitut, 2018b).  

In a bid to generate revenue through other activities than sporting performance, Danish football clubs are 

increasingly targeting sponsorships as the market for economic growth and competitive advantage. The 

sponsorship market in Denmark is estimated to be worth DKK 1.4 billion (Danske Medier, 2017). However, 

the sponsorship market is heavily competitive as competitors include other industries, including art, culture, 

and other sports (Cornwell & Maignan, 1998).  

FC Copenhagen dominates the Danish sport sponsorship market, where the DKK 50 million per season 

Carlsberg sponsorship alone is worth more than any other club’s total sponsorship revenue (Danmarks Radio, 
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2016). At the other scale, Lyngby Boldklub generated a mere DKK 1 million in sponsorship revenue when they 

finished third in the Danish Superliga (iLBK, 2019).  

Exposure remains the focal selling points when attracting new sponsors. However, the effectiveness of 

traditional advertising and ‘sponsorship as exposure’ is under increased scrutiny (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 

2013), where ‘sponsorship as meaning’ is gaining traction when targeting brand equity (Ryan & Fahy, 2012).  

Research shows that football clubs are viewed as exploitative platforms for sponsoring companies (Farrelly 

& Quester, 2005), where sponsoring companies can “play any potential suitors off against each other in order 

to drive the price down” (Deloitte, 2018, p. 23). This sentiment become stronger when exposure is the main 

selling point, where football clubs with smaller TV-viewership are at an inherent disadvantage in the 

sponsorship market. 

The challenge, then, is football clubs’ “ability to differentiate themselves from the competition, to drive 

further value from the commercial arrangements they currently hold, but also to attract high calibre 

commercial partners” (Deloitte, 2018, p. 23).  

Problem Statement  
In differentiating themselves from the competition, football clubs must investigate what makes one football 

club more attractive than the other. At the same time, football clubs must be able to extract other value from 

sponsorship agreements than monetary gains.  

In searching for a sustainable competitive advantage in the Danish sponsorship market, this paper will seek 

to explore the problem statement:  

Can CSR sustain a competitive advantage in the Danish sponsorship market? 

To support the problem statement, the following questions will be explored:  

What effect do sponsors have on the brand image of sports properties?  

What relational constructs affect the sponsor/sponsee dyad, and how does this affect shared value 

creation?  

The research question is based on the assumption that the sponsor-sponsee dyad can evolve into a co-

alliance (Farrelly & Quester, 2005) where opportunities for creating shared value (Porter & Kramer, 2011) 

emerge as mutually beneficial.  
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Background 

In recent years, sports management has increased its scope by evolving into a legitimate professional and 

commercial sector, which has exploded in revenue and global interest with the introduction of national and 

international broadcasting (O’Boyle & Bradbury, 2017). Consequently, sports management as an area of 

academic research has attracted the interest of many scholars in the past twenty years (O’Boyle & Bradbury, 

2017), with theoretical concepts from management, organisation, and marketing research (Breitbarth & 

Harris, 2008). In extension, sponsorship as an academic area of research is – at least relatively – still in its 

infant stage.   

The uniqueness of the sport industry offers a novel area of research for sponsorship, where academic 

contributions are relatively few. The following section will briefly account football as an industry.  

Setting the scene 

The novelty of studying sports sponsorships perhaps necessitates a brief overview of the football industry. 

This section, then, is merely setting the scene for the theory, analysis, and discussion, and hopefully 

transitions the reader into the complex mechanics of the football industry.  

Chelladurai, Radzi, & Daud (2017) segments the sport industry into three types: egalitarian, entertainment, 

and elite. Egalitarian sport – or mass or participant sport – is characterised by low-barrier to entry and the 

pleasure of participating in the activity regardless of ability. Elite sport is professionalised and 

commercialised, where only the very best athletes have the ability to participate.  

The entertainment segment is “the fans who flock to see excellence in competition” (Chelladurai et al., 2017, 

p. 32). The entertainment segment is what offers revenue streams for the elite segment, which often 

transitions into sustaining the three segments, where volunteers still play a vital part in managing the elite 

segment. In other words, the professional football club is an important social actor in the local and regional 

community in creating and sustaining societal benefits, including the promotion of youth participation, 

health, social development, and more (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007).  

In exploring the unique competitive setting of the football industry, Turner (2017) highlights the paradoxical 

nature of the sport economic system as competing football clubs are both cooperating in creating and 

competing for the same resources, including: “trophies […] revenue streams […] and channelling the passion 

form athletes (employees) and fans (customers)” (p. 44). In other words, if football clubs are not collaborating 

in creating a desirable product (e.g. matches, broadcasting), the overall value of the market will decrease.  

Football clubs have to balance the interest of financial sustainability with sporting performances and winning 

trophies, respectively ‘profit-maximisation’ and ‘win-maximisation’ (Storm, 2009).  
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Storm (2009) argues that the football clubs operate in “complex combination of rational economic logic and 

emotional irrational behaviour” (p. 459).  

The logic, then, follows that more money spent means better performance, and better performance means 

more revenue. The irrational win-maximisation has spurred a pursuit of gratification and trophies, which has 

led many European clubs to attain unsustainable levels of debt (Kennedy & Kennedy, 2012; Szymanski & 

Kuypers, 2000; Szymanski & Smith, 1997).  

The following section is a short overview of revenue streams for football clubs, including a brief account of 

the importance of sponsorship revenue in Denmark. 

Revenue streams and Sponsorship Revenue 

The Danish football market is relatively small. For instance, Manchester United’s total turnover at £590m1 

(Manchester United plc, 2018) is more than double the combined total turnover of all Danish football clubs 

at DKK 2.7bn (Idrættens Analyseinstitut, 2018b). 

In a report on the financial performance of Danish football clubs, Idrættens Analyseinstitut (2018a) found 

sporting performance to have a very positive impact on turnover. This sentiment is supported by several 

other studies focusing on the win maximisation paradox and inequality of distribution in football, including 

studies on the English and Spanish 1st tier division (e.g. Garcia-del-Barrio & Szymanski, 2009; Storm & Solberg, 

2018).  

Football clubs share the same core of revenue streams (Coates & Wicker, 2017). For this reason, the annual 

report of Brøndby IF is a trustworthy resource in identifying revenue streams for all Danish football clubs. 

Thus, the core of revenue streams include: match tickets, sponsorship, food and beverage, merchandise, 

broadcasting, transfer activities, and other small activities (Brøndbyernes IF Fodbold A/S, 2018; see also 

Appendix G).  

However, the luxury of identifying the share of each revenue stream is seldom available (e.g. FC Nordsjælland 

A/S, 2018a; Lyngby Boldklub A/S, 2018; PARKEN Sport and Entertainment, 2017). For most Danish football 

clubs, broadcasting revenue, sponsorships, and transfer activities represent the largest revenue generating 

activities.  

                                                           
1 DKK 5.1bn. Currency rate: £1 GBP = DKK 8.70. 
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Broadcasting money totals DKK 275m, which is distributed in three instalments during the season. The 

amount receivable by each club is determined by: a) number of games televised, b) individual match results, 

c) league position at the date of each distribution instalment (Dehn, 2017).  

Broadcasting revenue incentivises increased investment into sporting performance, and arguably contributes 

to an ever-widening sporting performance and financial gap since between Danish football clubs (Storm, 

2011). Investing into the sporting performance can lead to unsustainable levels of debt, which is exacerbated 

by “shock events” (Szymanski, 2017).  

Shock events are unexpected deviations from the relationship between performance-revenue and wage-

performance (Szymanski, 2017) based on the argumentation-chain: “any cut in wage expenditure in order to 

reduce costs is likely to lead to a deterioration in league performance which can in turn lead to relegation 

and a further collapse in revenue” (p. 441). Inevitably, the win maximisation strategy is both virtuous and 

vicious. 

Revenue diversification is an important tool in reducing business operational dependency on broadcasting 

and prize winning revenue (Coates & Wicker, 2017). Sponsorship represent a vital source of income for 

football clubs (see Appendix E).  

Sponsorships are often entered into based on the level of expected brand exposure. However, the “shock 

events” (Szymanski, 2017) can be extrapolated to affect sponsorship revenue. For instance, Brøndby IF 

experienced a series of “shocks” in sporting performance when the club failed to compete for the domestic 

league title, and instead found itself in the relegation battle. In response, the sponsorship revenue dropped 

from DKK 145m in 2008-2009, to DKK 50,1m in 2012, and DKK 28.4m in 2013 (see Appendix G).   

Brøndby IF attributed the drop in sponsorship revenue to poor sporting performance (Brøndbyernes IF 

Fodbold A/S, 2015). Interestingly, the level of exposure did not decline relatively to the sponsorship revenue, 

even when accounting for ownership-linked sponsorships. Shock events relating to sporting performance, 

then, exacerbates the risk of exposure-based and short-term sponsorships as finding alternative sponsors is 

a labour-intensive task.  

This further drives the incentive to research value-based sponsorships, where value-alignment and relational 

determinants are better drivers for long-term commitment (Chadwick & Thwaites, 2006).  

The following sections will account for the applied philosophy of science, including the ontological and 

epistemological position, methodology, and the empirical data guiding this paper.  
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Philosophy of Science  
The rationale for this paper follows that social constructivism offers a potentially advantageous ontological 

and epistemological position on marketing and sponsorships. This paper, then, is grounded in social 

constructivism where meaning is “inter-subjective […] and created and reproduced in and through everyday 

social interaction” (Johnson, 2015, p. 321), where reality is an inter-subjective and shared construction 

continuously created, negotiated, re-negotiated, and institutionalised (Larsen, 2013). This further 

accentuates human action arising out of “human interpretive [and] subjective processes” (Johnson, 2015, p. 

321).  

This study is exploratory in its research design, where several researchers have called for more sponsee-

centric research (Chanavat, et al., 2016; Prendergast, et al., 2016; Toscani & Prendergast, 2018). Additionally, 

exploring sponsorships in a network-based approach is still in its novel phase, where a dyadic-based approach 

has been favoured (Olkkonen, 2006). This called for “flexibility in looking for data and open-mindedness” 

(Stebbins, 2001, p. 5).  

Social Constructivism 
Social constructivism holds that meaning and knowledge is a social construction formed, negotiated, re-

negotiated, and institutionalised through interpersonal interaction (Larsen, 2013). The underlying 

assumption of social constructivism follows that: “’truth’ is incidentally whatever has been agreed upon 

within a particular social framework” (translated from Larsen, 2013, p. 36). In other words, truth is both an 

individual and collective social construction that is context dependent on the social setting, culture, or other 

forms of social communities.  

Theoretically speaking, constructivism assumes a double-edged ambition in guiding this paper. First, the lived 

experiences, anecdotal references, and ‘objective’ knowledge of interviewees may appear “truthful, natural, 

and inevitable” (Larsen, 2013, p. 37). However, in subscribing to a constructivist approach, the ‘objective’ 

knowledge of interviewees is not universally objective or true in positivistic terms, but rather a social 

construction of meaning and knowledge about reality as it appears for research subjects (Larsen, 2013). 

Secondly, constructivism as a background for research underlines the need to map the social mechanisms 

and the social process of construction that warrants certain knowledge as institutionalised truths insofar they 

become natural and inevitable. For instance, why does one interviewee perceive football clubs to conform 

to selling “logo splashing and TV-viewership?” or “[…] or old school sponsorship networks with a nice buffet 

and some free drinks?” (iAL, 2019). 

This ‘natural’ and ‘inevitable truth’ may be extrapolated through textual analysis of the empirical data, which 

can guide the mapping of motivation that follows sponsoring a sports property in Denmark. In other words, 
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in mapping the desirable features of sports properties (e.g. brand image transfer, sponsorship network) from 

a company point of view, some degree of common features will emerge as contextual truths.  

The Discursive Organisation 

In extension to social constructivism, this paper adapts the view that organisations are discursively construed 

(see Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004). This implies the organisation and its boundaries, action, and meaning are 

continuously construed, negotiated, and re-negotiated through interaction, discourse, and sensemaking 

(Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004; Weick et al., 2005). In this view, the effect and existence of the organisation is 

not restricted to temporal or spatial barriers, but rather talked into existence. This view, then, holds that the 

organisation can be discursively extended into multiple arenas by virtue of interaction. The sponsorship, 

then, is not merely a classical communication theory of ‘input-noise-output’ with the consumer as the passive 

recipient. Rather, the end-consumer is part of a complex stakeholder network that both produce, maintain, 

and negotiate the meaning of the sponsorship and the brands implied in the communication. This is in line 

with contemporary brand management, where brand identity is the self-communicated attributes of the 

brand (Ellis, 2017), and the brand image is the stakeholder-held perception of the brand.  

This can be further extended into a holonic approach, where an “organizational entity is perceived both as a 

whole in itself and as a part of a greater whole, at the same time” (Kira & van Eijnatten, 2008, p. 748). This 

view persists that interaction between parts influence the whole, where the whole simultaneously affects 

the parts (Kira & van Eijnatten, 2008). In other words, the sports property, the sponsor, sponsor/sponsee 

dyads are all ‘parts’ of the ‘whole’ sponsorship network.  

In exemplifying the discursive organisation (Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004) and its implication for sponsorships, 

the sponsorship discursively extends the organisational boundaries to include the dyadic sponsor-sponsee 

relation, thus simultaneously becoming part of the football club, the sponsorship network, and the 

stakeholders of both the football club and the sponsorship network. This reflects the term of the ‘becoming 

organisation,’ where the organisation is always in a state of becoming by virtue of communication, rather 

than a stable, fixed entity. Moreover, this view complements the holonic view (Kira & van Eijnatten, 2008), 

and contemporary sponsorship literature, where sponsorship is viewed as producing meaning (Ryan & Fahy, 

2012) (see also “Sport Sponsorship”).  

Ontology and Epistemology 

In social constructivism, Anderson & Baym (2004) argue that three gravitational clusters emerge on a 

continuum of ontological assumptions, namely foundationalist, communicative, and discursive.  

The foundationalist cluster reduces communication merely to assume a referential function; that language 

and speech refer to an already existent reality (Anderson & Baym, 2004, p. 601). According to Anderson and 



Nicolai Guldager Agernem  International Business Communication 
Master’s Thesis  Copenhagen Business School 
 

12 
 

Baym (2004), the foundationalist epistemology relies on “absolute and universal foundations to distinguish 

true knowledge from mere belief” (p. 603). Knowledge, then, is assumed correctible and linear in its 

progression of knowledge production to the extent that some end-point of truth exists. The assumption 

follows that ‘truth’ is singular and universal rather than “bounded by localized practices of language and 

action” (Anderson & Baym, 2004, p. 604). In disputing the foundationalist ontological and epistemological 

view as appropriate for sponsorship research, the findings of this paper should be directly correlating to 

research findings conducted in e.g. the UK, China, and South Africa.  

While the foundationalist cluster is tempting insofar that language merely describes a ‘real’ reality, the two 

other clusters offer a more advantageous approach in exploring sponsorships.   

This paper, in subscribing to constructivism, assumes a relativist ontological position in which the perception 

of ‘real’ and ‘truth’ is contextually dependent on culture and language, and where “objectivity does not exist, 

because every being across social communities, cultures, and historical periods do not interpret reality 

similarly” (Larsen, 2013, p. 36).  

In extension to the relativist ontological position, the communicative ontological position sees language and 

speech as ontologically constitutive (Anderson & Baym, 2004). Reality, then, is contingent on social 

interaction in specific communities and holds that “language/action is foundational for human experience, 

perception, thought, and behaviour” (Anderson & Baym, 2004, p. 601).  

The communicative epistemology further assumes that knowledge is not the product of “an objective and 

rational engagement with reality, but the result of intersubjective or communal agreement” (Anderson & 

Baym, 2004, p. 604). Correlating to this statement of intersubjective agreement, the truth, then, exists within 

specific communities and “standards of evidence and criteria of justification exist only within communities 

of acceptance and often are incompatible across local epistemic boundaries” (Anderson & Baym, 2004, p. 

604).  

Extrapolating the above to the context of this paper, the assumption pertains to interviewees communicating 

their own subject position relative to their own social reality and experiences, thus some deviations in the 

‘lived experience’ must be expected.  

Epistemologically speaking, and extending the communicative epistemology to include or complement the 

discursive, each interviewee subject discursively construe, extract, internalise, and institutionalise reality in 

and from a specific social community. Thus, if the interviewee’s reality is contingent and correlating to the 

social context (s)he represent, the reality will inevitably be different across local boundaries given different 

social realities. For instance, postcolonial studies examine how discourse manifests a ‘truth’ between the 
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coloniser and the colonised, where the colonised becomes a subject of study, thus establishing a position of 

superior/inferior (see Fanon, 1986).  

The main impetus for social constructivism in sponsorship research is – in my opinion – the irregularities in 

developing a universal ‘truth’ of the value of sponsoring. For instance, the value of brand exposure has 

received scrutinising attention from scholars, where developing metrics for measuring the effectiveness of 

sponsorship has become an almost impossible task (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013). For instance, one 

interviewee expressed discontent for football clubs succumbing to TV viewership as a selling point and 

reliable measure for effectiveness, while another interviewee only cared about TV viewership (iAL, 2019; iDS, 

2019). Despite the disdain for the effectiveness of brand exposure, the same interviewee resorted to internal 

metrics for brand equity.  

The discrepancy may be partially explained by  a sensemaking process (see Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 

2005), in which meaning materialises that both inform and constrain action (Pacanowsky & O’Donnell-

Trujillo, 1982). The underlying assumption is that sensemaking is “an issue of language, talk, and 

communication. Situations, organisations, and environments are talked into existence” (Weick et al., 2005, 

p. 409). In other words, in lieu of universal metrics, the objective(s), metrics, and perceived effectiveness of 

sponsoring may vary across local, regional, and national boundaries, across industries, or even contextually 

dependent on the binary ‘heart/brain-sponsorship’ (Junghagen, 2018a). 

If sponsorship is marketing asset (see “Sport Sponsorship”), the logic follows that sponsoring companies 

should rationally – rather than emotionally – choose appropriately valuable sports properties. The social 

constructivist approach, then, would include questions like “which sports property is more valuable? Why? 

What characteristics make one more valuable than another?” (Keaton & Bodie, 2011). Yet, the following 

example highlights how even ‘universal metrics’ are far from universal:  

“Brand exposure, TV-viewership and so on. That is the pitch of bad salesman. If you go to [redacted] football club, 

they will say ‘we are [a big] football brand.’ I always ask ‘Based on what?’ and they go ‘We have the most TV viewers 

and fans.’ Well, but who is that TV viewer? What is the value of that viewer for me? They do not know. They actually 

do not care. If they have a lot of viewers, then all is good” (Anonymous).  

The perception of what a TV-viewer constitute in value is inevitably different across industries, and thus no 

universal truth emerges from establishing a standard metric. For instance, the value of a TV-viewer is 

different for Carlsberg than it is for steel production company.     

This section, then, has established that the ontology is relativistic, leaning towards the communicative and 

discursive cluster on the ontological and epistemological continuum (Anderson & Baym, 2004).  
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Methodology  

The following section outlines the reasoning behind the chosen methodology, including alternatives, 

limitations, and the general research design of this paper.  

Given the social constructivist baseline, Larsen (2013) argues that qualitative research is preferred given its 

advantage in the interpretive stage of analysis. This choice is further accentuated by veil of uncertainty in the 

sponsorship market, e.g. the lack of readily available secondary data, the Fort Knox-attitude of football clubs, 

and the ambiguity in uniform metrics for evaluating sponsorship effectiveness.  

The choice of a qualitative research design follows previous argumentation on the ambiguity and complexity 

of the sponsorship industry. Self-report questionnaire (i.e. online surveys) was considered, but disregarded 

as a viable option given the research area. The level of detail and elaboration is lower (Robert & Ladislav, 

2005); lack of flexibility during the research; and the risk of disinterest in completing online surveys as 

experienced by Hessling, Åsberg, & Roxenhall (2018) who had 122 completed questionnaires out of 616 sent.  

Another factor in choosing the qualitative design – and social constructivism – is rooted in communities of 

practice (Bechky, 2003). All interviewee subjects communicate different realities in different communities of 

practice (e.g. football club vs firms; sales department in football club vs marketing department in firm). For 

instance, value derived from the sponsorship does not appear to follow some universal formula, but instead 

the perceived reality of the firm. One firm may follow the ‘holy grail’ of media exposure, while other firms 

see sponsorships as key to entering into sponsorship networks and B2B-sales. Quantitative data would be 

advantageous in establishing links between industry, objective, and sponsoring, although the why would be 

difficult to establish.  

Primary Data Collection – Interviews 

The research question(s) have been reconfigured over the course of formulating this paper. The following is 

an account of qualitative research in general, and the reasoning behind the specificities of the interview 

guide. 

First, the data collection phase was in large inspired by the introductory paper on interpretive research by 

Robert & Ladislav (2005). Secondly, in contrast to quantitative research, validity and reliability is not an aim 

in and off itself in qualitative research, since the acknowledgment of the subject’s communicated reality is 

inherently valid, or ‘true,’ in its own context. Instead, qualitative research should aim to understand empirical 

data, which suggests some degree of generalizability (Robert & Ladislav, 2005), but more importantly 

understanding the research area from the reality of the subject. In other words, validity and reliability in 

qualitative research is not dependent on a predetermined ‘n.’ Instead, qualitative research concerns the 
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criterion of saturation. Criterion of saturation is essentially when additional data does not offer new insight 

(Saunders et al., 2018).  

The criterion of saturation is, however, ambiguous; when, exactly, does that point occur? One suggestion 

implies saturation being contingent on the research question, the theoretical framework, and the research 

limitation (Saunders et al., 2018). Arguably, the sample size of this paper is relatively small, which offers 

certain limitations when considering generalizability. In collecting data, I have deliberately limited the scope 

of this paper to strategic and transactional sponsorships. Similarly, the football clubs represent the upper, 

middle, and lower echelon in terms of sporting performance in the past 5-10 years. 

From previous experience, the research area remained flexible, since primary data collection is an extensive 

challenge in the sport industry, when the researcher has little pre-established rapport with potential 

interviewees.  

The interviews were semi-structured, with more emphasis on free-flowing exchange between the participant 

and interviewer. The interview questions were thematically overlapping to ensure some degree of structure 

and comparability (see Appendix A and B). The free-flowing exchange allowed for a more natural 

conversation with participants more open to discussion, including otherwise sensitive data. 

Data Collection - Secondary 

For this paper, secondary data was important to establish an overview of the economy of the Danish football 

industry, the sponsorship market, and general tendencies in activation and leveraging of sponsorships. The 

following is a non-exhaustive list with examples of secondary data:  

 Annual reports (e.g. AGF A/S, 2018) 

 News articles (e.g. FIFA, n.d.) 

 Online reports (e.g. Idrættens Analyseinstitut, 2018b) 

 Internal newsletters (e.g. Group Deutsche Post DHL, n.d.) 

Data Collection - Process 

Football clubs were initially selected for inquiry based on perceived engagement in CSR-related activities. 

This perception was formed during a preliminary review of the football clubs’ websites, general knowledge, 

and online message boards. Companies were selected for inquiry based on perceived strategic use of 

sponsorships, CSR initiatives, and sponsoring a Danish Superliga football club.   

Only five out of twenty-four replied to the initial inquiry, with one appointment cancelled. The poor return 

on contact ratio was expected (see also Hessling et al., 2018). Following completion of interviews, 
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participants were politely encouraged to forward my inquiry to their network(s) for more interviews. To 

illustrate the importance of pre-established rapport in the sports industry, one interview was the direct result 

of a personal recommendation from another interviewee. 

In order to satisfy the criterion of saturation (Saunders et al., 2018), I have used two interviews conducted in 

2018 in relation to other exams. The interviews still provided valuable insight and data into the sponsorship 

market, strategic management of football clubs, and strategic communication and marketing. The use of ‘old’ 

data was necessary in lieu of no-response from a number of companies and football clubs.  

Interviews are referenced with prefix ‘i-‘ followed by an abbreviation of the company or club, e.g. ‘iFCM, 

2019’ (see Appendix C for overview).  

Transcription 

All interviews were conducted in Danish. Participants would indicate if certain data or information should be 

anonymised or redacted from the paper altogether. All quotes and references from interviews in this paper 

have been translated to English, and the Danish source text will appear in the footnotes. Translations are 

centred on conveying culture and meaning into the target-language (English).  

The transcriptions have been coded in smaller domains (see Robert & Ladislav, 2005), which allows for a 

better overview of the empirical data and comparison of interviews and statements on certain questions. 

The coding has not been included in the appendices as the coding was an exercise in navigating the data, 

rather than a segmentation or quantification of data.  

Delimitation 

Sponsorship research is in rapid development, where different academic disciplines provide unique 

perspectives on the industry. The personal interest in sport and sponsorship were primary factors in choosing 

this area of research.   

The scope of this paper is limited to the Danish sponsorship market in the context of professional football. 

Specifically, this paper focuses on strategic and transactional sponsorships from the assumption that 

emerging opportunities are more likely under this type of sponsorship, as opposed to philanthropic 

sponsorships or ‘heart’-sponsorships.  

This paper seeks to challenge the current sponsorship paradigm that sees sponsorships as dyads. The main 

objective is to broaden the theoretical and analytical frame by exploring sponsorships as discursive 

constructions capable of creating and transferring meaning. Furthermore, this could have managerial 
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implications in the sense that sponsorships as exposure tools have ambiguous effectiveness on purchase 

intentions (Cornwell, 2017; Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013).  

The paper does not seek to measure the effectiveness of sponsorships, marketing-related activities, assess 

sponsorship strategies, or the impact of CSR-initiatives on society. Instead, this paper is limited to 

motivational factors that drive sponsoring companies to sport properties. This eliminates the need to gather 

data from ‘heart’-sponsors, who would never screen the market for a suitable sport property. In exploring 

relational constructs, the monetary value and effectiveness of exposure in relation to sponsorships is outside 

the scope of this paper, albeit it remains a central motivational factor in the screening and selection process 

(Demir & Söderman, 2015).  

The findings of this paper are limited in its generalizability given the myriad of contextual factors. For 

instance, the motivation for sponsoring football clubs likely has geographical, temporal, economic, and even 

industry-specific variations. The findings are not conclusive of the industry as a whole.  

The limited amount of available data strains the ability to generalise the findings universally or even 

nationally, although I am confident that a similar study would show similar findings with slight variations. 

However, this paper does not account for differences in expectations of sponsoring across industries.  

Literature Review  

The following sections provide a literature review of contemporary sport sponsorship research. Moreover, 

the concepts ‘Creating Shared Value’ (Porter & Kramer, 2011) and ‘Sustainable Competitive Advantage’ 

(Barney, 1991) are explored as background for guiding the paper. Lastly, the theory is conceptualised into a 

‘Sponsorship Network’ model (see “Towards a Model”), which adds a novel addition to sponsorship research.   

Sport sponsorship 

The following section provides an overview of contemporary research streams within sports sponsorships, 

and more specifically on relational constructs that shape effective sponsorship management.  

Cornwell (2017) proposes a definition that alludes to the transactional aspect of sponsorships: “Sponsorships 

can be considered an exchange between a sponsor and a sponsee whereby the latter receives a fee, or value, 

and the former obtains the right to associate itself with the activity sponsored” (p. 173).  

The notion of ‘exchange’ and the obtainment of a ‘right’ alludes to the sponsee being a property rights holder, 

whereby the term ‘sports property’ has gained popularity, although sponsee and sports property may be 

used interchangeably (Cornwell, 2017).  
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In general, sponsoring is contextual in its application, function, and purpose. For instance, Demir & Söderman 

(2015) argues that sponsoring can be segmented into activity and method. In short, the activity segmentation 

is the mere act of supporting the continuation of an event or sport property and thus serves no other purpose 

than philanthropy. Activity segmentation is also referred to as ‘heart’-sponsorships, where affection and 

emotional attachment is the motivation behind the sponsorship (Junghagen, 2018a).  

The method segmentation includes strategic management, where sponsorship is “a method, or a planned 

and purposeful way of carrying out an act of donating resources (financial or else) that will be mutually 

beneficial to both sponsors (donors) and sponsees (recipients)” (Demir & Söderman, 2015, p. 273). Method 

segmentation is also referred to as ‘brain’-sponsorships.  

The method segmentation pertains to a strategic activity capable of generating sustainable competitive 

advantage, e.g. sponsorship as a value-creating resource (Fahy, Farrelly, & Quester, 2004), sponsorship as 

relational networks (Morgan et al., 2014), or sponsorship as brand image management (Smith, 2004). In other 

words, sponsorship may enable and strengthen strategic intangible assets (e.g. brand image, reputation, 

networks), and – if managed appropriately – be a vehicle for sustained competitive advantage (Chadwick & 

Thwaites, 2006).  

In recent years, the effectiveness of brand exposure through sponsorships has been under increased scrutiny. 

This is in part due to the uncertainty of measuring the effect of sponsorships (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013). 

For instance, Bachleda, et al., (2016) found sponsorships may increase sponsor awareness, albeit sponsor 

awareness is “unlikely to influence purchase intention” (p. 312). Conversely, Koronios et al. (2016) found 

“significant positive effect on intention to purchase” (p. 246), which exacerbates the clear limitations of 

metrics and measuring effectiveness (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013).  

This ambiguity of the effectiveness of brand exposure has prompted a shift in sponsorship, where 

‘sponsorship as meaning’ and ‘sponsorship as interaction’ are dominating the sponsorship market (Ryan & 

Fahy, 2012). Essentially, this shift works in tandem with consumer engagement, where consumer relationship 

translates into brand trust or loyalty (see also Martínez-López et al, 2017).  

Sponsorship Objectives in Theory 

Contemporary sponsorship studies are mostly sponsor-centric and revolves around increasing brand equity 

and effectiveness of the sponsorship for the sponsoring company. For instance, sponsor-metrics for 

measuring sponsorships (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013), consumer purchase intention (Bachleda, Fakhar, 

& Elouazzani, 2016; Koronios et al., 2016), sponsorship activation (O’Reilly & Lafrance Horning, 2013), 

strategic sponsorship management (Chadwick & Thwaites, 2004), and the football club as mediator for 
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sponsor stakeholder relations (Junghagen, 2018a). More importantly, research has firmly established that 

the sponsorship is not effective if the sponsoring company does not activate or leverage the licensing right 

in additional marketing or communication efforts (Cornwell, 2017).  

Chadwick & Thwaites (2004) identified four over-arching sponsorship objectives: a) marketing 

communication objectives (to increase sales, brand awareness, and brand image transfer); b) relationship 

marketing objectives (maintain relationships with customers, partners, and properties); c) network 

objectives (build new strategic partnerships); and d) resource objectives (achieve competitive advantage).  

Correlating to the four over-arching sponsorship objectives (Chadwick & Thwaites, 2004), Ryan & Fahy (2012, 

p. 1139) mapped the evolution of sponsorship thinking and changing priorities over time (See Appendix D). 

Chadwick & Thwaites (2004) further posit that sponsorships is an effective means to achieving the marketing 

objectives focused on end-consumer and other stakeholders. Some research indicate a link to the 

aforementioned uniqueness of the football industry as the strength of sponsorships, namely loyalty and 

passion of fans (e.g. Funk & James, 2001). For instance, Meenaghan (2001) compared consumer perceptions 

of sponsorships and traditional marketing, and found: “[sponsorship] messages being received in a halo of 

relative goodwill against a background of lower defense mechanisms as compared to [traditional] advertising 

communications” (p. 212). The notion of goodwill and lower defense mechanisms correlates to current 

research on value-based sponsorships, where adding CSR to the sponsorship and marketing-related activities 

is an effective means to improve brand equity (e.g. Uhrich, Koenigstorfer, & Groeppel-Klein, 2014).  

Brand Image Transfer  

Brand image and brand awareness are important elements and objectives of sponsorships (Chadwick & 

Thwaites, 2004). In incorporating the aforementioned sponsorship objectives, brand image transfer relates 

to marketing communication objectives involving brand equity (Chadwick & Thwaites, 2004), consumer-

centric approach, and ‘sponsorship as meaning’ (Ryan & Fahy, 2012).  

Ellis (2017) refers to brand identity as the deliberate organisational communication efforts in shaping the 

brand image, while brand image refers to the consumers’ perception of the brand itself. The implication of 

brand identity and brand image implies that sponsorships may be utilised in the sponsoring company’s 

marketing mix (Cornwell & Maignan, 1998).  

Brand image has been further conceptualised as “perceptions about a brand as reflected by the brand 

associations held in consumer memory” (Smith, 2004, p. 458). This definition is more complex, but carries a 

more advantageous inference for brand image transfer in the sponsor-sponsee dyad (Smith, 2004), the 
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sponsorship network (Chanavat et al., 2016; Olkkonen, 2006), and sponsorship in a mediating CSR role (e.g. 

Djaballah, et al., 2017; Uhrich et al., 2014).  

The consumer memory is central to brand image transfer as the consumer subconsciously “transfer[s] the 

perceived features of the sponsee onto the sponsor” (Chanavat et al., 2016, p. 430). In other words, strategic 

use of sponsorships may positively (or negatively) affect the brand image, which affects the brand equity 

(Keller, 1993).  

In further elaborating on brand image transfer, Smith (2004) merges two strands of theories, namely schema 

congruity theory and the Associative Network theory of how memory operates. 

Schema theory suggests that consumers hold preconceived ideas of both brands in the sponsor-sponsee 

dyad, and that both brands are subconsciously categorised at both industry and brand level (Smith, 2004). In 

addition, consumers utilise these schemas cognitively to establish the level of congruence between the 

brands by “[…] refer[ring] to the natural association that consumers perceive between the event and the 

sponsor” (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013, p. 412).  

Correlating to ‘natural association’, Djaballah et al. (2017), in their work on sponsorship as vehicle for CSR 

communication, found high congruency between the CSR activity of the industry of the sponsoring brand and 

the sports property to positively affect consumer perception and diminish risk of being perceived as ‘green-

washing.’ In other words, while the low congruency exists between the sponsor and the sponsee, the CSR-

activity may discursively construe high congruency, when the activity is perceived as close to the core 

business of both sponsor and sponsee.  

Associative Network theory (“AN”) refers to how memory operates (Smith, 2004). Briefly, memory consists 

of small pieces of information stored in nodes and connected by links (Chanavat et al., 2016). The nodes are 

linked through association, and may be recalled from memory through a stimulating process called 

‘spreading activation’ (Keller, 1993).  

Smith (2004) argued for merging the two strands of theory by using AN to explain how memory of brands “is 

activated when allied together to produce transfer; schema to explain how categories (i.e. markets), from 

which the brands come from, affects the way memory is activated and match-up occurs” (p. 460).  

For example, if we consider the following in brand image transfer: “multiple brands through multiple 

sponsorships, will activate nodes and create links between these as well as the connected association” 

(Chanavat et al., 2016, p. 429). Then, in theory and if the connected association is sufficiently strong, both 
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Heineken, MasterCard, and PlayStation will simultaneously be remembered through the association of 

sponsoring UEFA Champions League.  

More importantly, if brand image transfer is not limited to a dyadic function or relation, but capable of 

activating closely associated brand image ‘nodes,’ then “sponsorship shall be considered as a network of 

players rather than a link between a sponsor and a sponsee” (Chanavat et al., 2016, p. 424). In other words, 

the dyadic sponsor-sponsee relation could indirectly affect the entire sponsorship network as “Each involved 

brand, laden with meaning and affect, is therefore likely to interact with each other” (Chanavat et al., 2016, 

p. 425). 

In extension to the network of sponsors subject to brand image transfer, the sports property may leverage 

the shared brand image of the sponsorship network and sponsor brand image in a reverse brand image 

transfer (Toscani & Prendergast, 2018). Put more simply, the sports property will – I blatantly postulate – 

benefit from reverse brand image transfer resulting in increased brand equity, if the sponsorship portfolio 

includes a cluster of well-renowned, congruent sponsoring companies. 

In summarising, research on sponsorship-related brand image transfer is often subject to consider 

sponsorships in dyadic relations with one beneficial partner, i.e. the sponsoring company (e.g. Demir & 

Söderman, 2015; Junghagen, 2018; Smith, 2004). In contrast, this paper will subscribe to the notion that 

supports brand image transfer as multi-directional in its effect (Chanavat et al., 2016) and capable of linking 

multiple brands simultaneously, including the football club itself by virtue of reverse brand image transfer 

(Toscani & Prendergast, 2018).   

Sponsorship Network  

This section briefly explores research on sponsorship networks.  

Sponsorship networks “occur when two or more organizations are associated, either directly or indirectly, 

with the one sponsorship property” (Chanavat et al., 2016, p. 424).  

The dyadic emphasis in sponsorship research often neglects the complexity of the sponsorship network 

orchestrated by the sports property (Wagner, Persson, & Overbye, 2017). For instance, Wagner et al. (2017) 

found being a “member of a network actually enables some firms to form relations with non-members 

through the mediation of other network members” (p. 438). 

The sponsorship network is rooted in cognitive psychology, but more specifically memory models and 

associative networks (Chanavat et al., 2016; Keller, 1993; Smith, 2004). The merging of memory models and 
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associative networks may explain the cognitive and affective behaviours in brand image transfer (see Smith, 

2004), which is key in understanding sponsorship networks (Chanavat et al., 2016). 

Some scholars question the multidirectional brand image transfer, Ganassali (2009) noted that consumers 

subconsciously transfer the perceived features of the sports property onto the sponsor, and scarcely the 

other way around since: “sponsees generally involve consumers deeply and their perceptions are more 

rooted and less mobile than those they have about brands and companies” (p. 3).  

However, Ganassali (2009) neglects that consumers are not necessarily football fans, but could be potential 

sponsors, too. In Denmark, the “gate receipts generated 10% of revenue or less in Denmark” (UEFA, 2017, p. 

62), merchandise revenue is relatively small, and sponsorship revenue can account for 30-60% of total 

revenue (see Appendix E). Moreover, recent research confirm that “the reciprocal effects of the sponsor’s 

brand on that of the sponsee’s brand image, awareness, and equity could be significant” (Toscani & 

Prendergast, 2018; see also Tsiotsou, et al., 2014). 

Instead, this paper will assume that the process of brand image transfer is multidirectional (Toscani & 

Prendergast, 2018), and that a congruent sponsorship portfolio creates cognitive relation dimensions of the 

sponsee and the sponsor (Chanavat et al., 2016).  The reasoning lies in the interplay of sensemaking and 

sensegiving (Weick et al., 2005) in which discursive formation and boundary-extension of organisations 

manifest (Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004), and ‘meaning’ (i.e. brand image) is constructed by a complex set of 

internal and external stakeholders, and not merely by a single, isolated consumer. Finally, Chanavat et al. 

(2016) argue that brands benefit from the “[…] direct positive effects of the event and indirect effects of 

other co-sponsors that are held in high regard by consumers” (p. 426). By extension, Chanavat et al. (2016) 

argues that several (competing) brands may be simultaneously activated through memory association 

network: “With a sponsorship network, the individual [consumer] is exposed to the official sponsors, the 

sponsee and any ambush sponsors” (p. 429).  

In summing up the above, and contrary to the consumer-centric approach (see Ryan & Fahy, 2012), the 

cognitive dimension involves a multitude of contextual factors as “sponsorship relationships cannot be 

examined in a vacuum” (Olkkonen, 2006, p. 15). Instead, in the spirit of social constructivism adapted in this 

paper, the sponsorship and its meaning is socially constructed from continuous negotiation processes 

between a multitude of stakeholders, “ranging from the influential individuals through formal 

intraorganizational bodies and whole formal organizations to formal or informal collectives” (Olkkonen, 

2006, p. 15).  
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Synthesising the above constructivist view and drawing on brand image transfer, Chanavat et al. (2016) 

reasons that: “an individual, exposed simultaneously to multiple brands through multiple sponsorships, will 

activate nodes and create links between these as well as the connected associations” (p. 429). In other words, 

‘multiple sponsorships’ (sub)-consciously triggers a cognitive response to “create and/or reinforce the 

associations linked to the brand image of involved entities” (Chanavat et al., 2016, p. 427).  

Lastly, congruence, fit, or value alignment between the sponsor and sports property is a central tenet in 

sponsorship research (Hessling et al., 2018). In strategically managing the sponsorship portfolio, the brand 

image of the sports property can become a source for competitive advantage in the sponsorship market as 

“the strength of a sponsored organisation’s brand equity is the basis for many sponsorship alliances” (Groza, 

Cobbs, & Schaefers, 2012, p. 63). In other words, the success of the sponsorship portfolio – and in extension 

the sponsorship network – may increase the brand equity of the sports property, thus increasing the 

likelihood of new sponsors.  

In sum, this paper assumes that brand image transfer works multidirectional between the sponsor-sponsee, 

the sponsor-sponsorship network, and sponsorship network-sponsee through interaction in and between 

complex stakeholder networks. 

Relationship marketing 

Chadwick & Thwaites (2004) identified relationship marketing (RM) as an individual tenet in sponsorship 

management. In sponsorship management, relationship marketing focuses on the quality of interpersonal 

and interorganisational relations with focus on creating long-term mutual benefits and shared value (Smith, 

2017). Relationship marketing is slowly becoming an integral part of the sponsorship management and 

sponsorship research (Chadwick & Thwaites, 2006), and carries an important element to sponsorship 

networks as sponsorships are increasingly becoming relational constructs (Junghagen, 2018a).  

For instance, Chadwick & Thwaites (2006) found some sponsors to commit to long-term sponsorship 

agreements for “advantages that a relationship may have for other members of the sponsorship network” 

(p. 21). In line with the theory on sponsorship networks, the sponsee-sponsor dyad is not necessarily the 

impetus for the sponsorship agreement itself (e.g. brand exposure), but rather the combined relational 

construct and relational value derived from and between stakeholders in the sponsorship network.  

The sponsorship network can promote shared value creation through relationship management as sponsor 

networks have the potential to facilitate “acquisition of new knowledge, new resources, and access to further 

information for those firms engaged in it” (Wagner et al., 2017, p. 438).  
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However, sports properties must proactively manage both the sponsorship network and the quality of the 

relationships as: “the quality of the relationship is, in fact, crucial in motivating members of a network to 

share their resources and is only achieved through a high degree of interaction frequency and interaction 

intensity over time” (Wagner et al., 2017).  

Scholars have found that ineffective relationship marketing can be damaging for the long-term commitment 

in the sponsor-sponsee dyad (Morgan et al., 2014). Inability to create inter-organisational and inter-personal 

shared understanding can impede strategic development and goal convergence (Farrelly, Quester, & 

Mavondo, 2003). In fact, sponsorship collaboration failure or success has been linked to the “ability to engage 

in an explicit dialogue about market opportunities, goals and expectations, and their willingness to nurture a 

productive working relationship” (Farrelly et al., 2003, p. 131). 

Given the inter-organisational nature of sponsorships, employee skills are detrimental in achieving shared 

language and shared understanding as “communication among boundary-spanning personnel can produce a 

shared interpretation of goals” (Farrelly et al., 2003). This is a potential pitfall in Danish football, where many 

former professional players are re-employed in managerial positions in the commercial departments.  

In combining the above notions, the sport property is the focal agent in relationship marketing, and holds a 

mediating role in the sponsorship network, particularly in identifying and facilitating emerging opportunities 

for shared value creation with and between sponsors. Moreover, establishing shared understanding is a vital 

element of sponsorship effectiveness and long-term commitment.  

CSR and Creating Shared Value through Sponsorships 

Businesses are under increased pressure to embrace and perform activities relating to corporate social 

responsibility (“CSR”). CSR is a hot-topic in academic circles, specifically on issues relating to definitional, 

theoretical, and practical concerns (Wójcik, 2016).  

This section will explore the concept of creating shared value (“CSV”) (Porter & Kramer, 2011). This paper 

does not seek to challenge or add to the long-lasting definitional and theoretical debate on CSR, nor the 

practical implementation of CSV. Instead, this paper explores venues for the sport property to leverage its 

brand equity through value-based commitment, which underpins the impetus for viewing sponsorships as 

opportunities for organisational and inter-organisational shared value creation.  

In an attempt to reconcile the managerial and business-related shortcomings of CSR as a detached activity 

from the organisation, the concept of creating shared value is defined as “policies and operating practices 

that enhance the competitiveness of a company while simultaneously advancing the economic and social 

conditions in the communities in which they operate” (Porter & Kramer, 2011, p. 66).  
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Porter and Kramer (2011) propose CSV can create economic value by creating societal value by reconceiving 

products and markets, reconfiguring the value chain, or develop supportive industry clusters. These three 

strategies are close in function to the classical market strategies ‘focus’ and ‘differentiation’ (see Porter, 

1985), and carry some similarities to the ‘Blue Ocean’ strategy (see Kim & Mauborgne, 2015), and resemble 

‘strategic CSR’ (Crane, Palazzo, Spence, & Matten, 2014; McWilliams & Siegel, 2011). Wójcik (2016) argues 

that CSV is proactive in creating opportunities, while CSR is reactive to present societal issues.  

Football is often seen as a natural vehicle for CSR, with features including youth appeal, health impact, social 

interaction, sustainability awareness, and cultural integration (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007). Scholars argue 

that the sport property can be utilised as a “vehicle for deploying corporations’ CSR […] offered by 

sponsorship” (Djaballah et al., 2017). The utilisation of the sport property as a medium for CSR “is often 

perceived by consumers as more sincere and selfless than direct corporate campaigns” (Djaballah et al., 2017, 

p. 212; see also Smith & Westerbeek, 2007).  

CSR-related activities has been viewed as an effective tool in communicating brand identity, enhance 

reputation and customer loyalty (Babiak & Wolfe, 2006). The benefits are not confined to the sponsor, where 

the sport property’s CSR-related activities has been found helpful in “secur[ing] corporate sponsors and 

generate goodwill among various stakeholders” (Djaballah et al., 2017, p. 212).  

Some research on sponsorship congruity (e.g. Groza, Cobbs, & Schaefers, 2012) indicate that adding CSR to 

the sponsorship message can increase consumer CSR perception “for moderately low congruity brands” 

(Uhrich, et al., 2014, p. 2027). This is a particular important finding considering the vast majority of 

sponsorships are low to moderately congruent (Groza et al., 2012). Congruency is explored in more detail 

later.  

Deploying corporations’ CSR through sport properties is an often-used mechanism in France (e.g. Djaballah 

et al., 2017), where corporations and properties promote societal challenges through sponsorships and 

creating shared value. For instance, the French bank Crédit Agricole announced their sponsorship with the 

Women’s FIFA World Cup 2019 and commented: “[football] is a great vector of social link, diversity, and equal 

opportunities. Values that are dear to Crédit Agricole […] through our approach to sport as ‘a school of live’” 

(translated from Crédit Agricole, 2018).  

The principle idea lies with the sponsorship as a unique platform for inter-organisational collaboration, which 

can seek to “enhance the competitiveness of a company while simultaneously advancing economic and social 

conditions in which they operate” (Porter & Kramer, 2011). The sponsorship can be mutually beneficial for 

the sponsoring company and the sport property (Djaballah et al., 2017), including viewing the sponsorship 
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network as cluster of supportive industries with specialised knowledge (e.g. Porter & Kramer, 2011). For 

instance, the football club can utilise the specialised knowledge from a sponsor to improve organisational 

effectiveness and ‘give back’ to society.  

This paper will not delve deeper into the theoretical discussion of the concepts. Instead, this paper seeks to 

explore how the sport property can leverage its brand image through value-based activities to increase brand 

equity amongst potential sponsors.  

Sponsorship as Competitive Advantage  

The resource-based view (Barney, 1991) is often the theoretical baseline for contemporary sponsorship 

research. The resource-based view proposes competitive advantage-generating resources should be 

valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable (Barney, 1991).  

Fahy et al. (2004) argues that strategically managed sponsorships “leads to sustainable competitive 

advantage in the sponsorship ‘market’” (p. 1019). This view argues that the sponsorship portfolio constitutes 

a resource bundle and can facilitate and drive competitive advantage (see Fahy et al., 2004).  

From the sports property’s point of view, the sponsorship can be strategically managed by integrating the 

sponsorships in the marketing mix and organizational communication (Ryan & Fahy, 2012), thus creating a 

mutually beneficial relationship in the sponsor-sponsee relation. In other words, the resource based view is 

a move away from viewing sponsorship as one-directional in exploiting the sports property as another 

medium, and instead: “[…] towards, if managed strategically, enhancing the corporate branding and 

marketing strategies [of the sports property]” (Ryan & Fahy, 2012, p. 1144).  

Fahy et al. (2004) argue that certain resources are required for driving sustainable competitive advantage 

through sponsorships, namely tangible assets, intangible assets, and capabilities. Fahy et al. (2004) posit that 

the three resources pertain to investments in sponsorship-linked marketing (tangible) (see also Meenaghan, 

2001), brand equity and brand building/marketing skills, including brand and value alignment in the sponsor-

sponsee dyad (intangible) (see also Hessling et al., 2018), and employee skills (capabilities) (see also Morgan 

et al., 2014). 

The implication of the resource-based view, then, correlates to the sentiment of sponsorships being 

ineffective without additional leverage or activation (Meenaghan, 2001). Moreover, the value of the 

sponsorship is “seen as generated and developed at the organizational and inter-organisational levels” (Ryan 

& Fahy, 2012, p. 1144) and inter-personal level (Morgan et al., 2014).  
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The practical implication of this view for this paper is the inherent inability to develop sustainable competitive 

advantage without sufficient tangible, intangible, and capabilities resources. This pertains to viewing 

sponsorships as an inter-organisational and inter-personal effort involving the collaboration of both sponsor 

and sponsee (e.g. Junghagen, 2018; Morgan et al., 2014).  

Simply, the competitive advantage view posit that the sports property can derive additional value from 

existing sponsorships through reverse brand image transfer (Toscani & Prendergast, 2018), relationship 

management (Farrelly et al., 2003), and co-marketing efforts (Farrelly & Quester, 2005). For the sports 

property, this additional value can hold as competitive advantage in the sponsorship market, if the sports 

property manages to position itself as an attractive collaborator, rather than an attractive exploitation (Ryan 

& Fahy, 2012).  

In sum, the resource-based view offers an interesting background for viewing the sports property as 

achieving sustainable competitive advantage in the sponsorship market itself. The main driver being that 

sponsoring companies screen, review, and select sports properties based on perceived value alignment or 

other strategic attributes that enhance sponsorship effects (Chadwick & Thwaites, 2005). The sports property 

can strategically leverage relational marketing (Morgan et al., 2014) through existing sponsorships via 

collaboration, shared value creation, and facilitate attractive sponsorship networks. The sports property can 

extract value from sponsorships, rather than being an exploitative property for sponsoring companies. 
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Towards a model 

In hypothesising the sponsorship network as a relational and discursive construct, where brand image 

transfer is a reciprocal effect, the following model conceptualises the accounted theory.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The model above attempts to conceptualise the accounted theory. The model is somewhat akin to the 

sponsorship network model introduced in Chanavat et al. (2016), although ambush marketing and individual 

athlete endorsements have been omitted as the two concepts fall outside the scope of this paper. Ambush 

marketing is considered a threat to legitimate and formal sponsorships (Meenaghan, 2001).  

The model is based on value alignment, or congruency, which is the stakeholder perceived fit between 

sponsor-sponsee (Groza et al., 2012). The underlying theory implies that a congruent sponsorship is more 

effective in transferring meaning, i.e. brand image transfer (Keller, 1993).  

The dotted lines represent informal, indirect interaction, or unintentional interaction, i.e. sensemaking 

(Weick et al., 2005); cognitive, affective, and conative work (Chanavat et al., 2016); and brand image transfer 

(Smith, 2004). In other words, the dotted lines represent interaction in and between stakeholder networks, 

where ‘meaning’ is created and attributed to a brand image, as “each brand is laden with meaning” (Chanavat 

et al., 2016).   
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The double-arrowed lines represent formal, direct communication stemming from intentional sponsor, 

sponsee, network, or sponsor-sponsee communication.   

The model introduces the concept “Shared Brand Image Network” (SBIN). SBIN is a theoretical construct 

implying that the formal sponsorship portfolio orchestrated by the sports property holds its own brand 

image. In line with social constructivism and the discursively construed organisation (Fairhurst & Putnam, 

2004), SBIN is intangible, communicatively construed through attributed meaning, and represent the 

aggregated brand images of sponsors and the sponsee. In essence, SBIN is the discursively extended 

organisational boundaries of sponsors and sponsee.  

External and internal stakeholders comprise both active, dominant, latent, and dormant stakeholders 

(Cornelissen, 2014) of the sponsorship network, the sponsors, sponsee, and the sponsor-sponsee dyad. The 

complex networks of interaction is where “[sensemaking] takes place in interactive talk and draws on 

resources of language […] as this occurs, a situation is talked into existence and the basis is laid for action to 

deal with it” (Weick et al., 2005, p. 413). In essence, the sensemaking process is the interaction and 

interpretational process between the espoused brand identities of sponsors and sponsee and stakeholders’ 

construction, negotiation, and perception of the brand image. In other words, since brands are “laden with 

meaning and affect” (Chanavat et al., 2016), brand image transfer can be said to be a transfer of ‘meaning,’ 

which is created in and between the complex networks of stakeholder interaction.  

In exemplifying the model, we briefly return to the previous example of the long-term partnerships between 

UEFA Champions League as the sports property (a), and sponsors; Heineken (b), PlayStation (c), and 

MasterCard (d).  

The perceived congruency between (a) to (d) is contingent on the cognitive process by external and internal 

stakeholders, i.e. a mental process in which sensemaking (Weick et al., 2005) occurs in relation to 

brand+brand and industry+industry (c.f. schema theory in Smith, 2004). RM is the interpersonal and 

interorganisational interaction between (a) and (x), where (x) benefits from brand image transfer from (a). 

In line with reverse brand image transfer (e.g. Chanavat et al., 2016; Groza et al., 2012; Prendergast et al., 

2016; Toscani & Prendergast, 2018), the brand image of (b);(d) projects onto (a).  

The external stakeholders (e.g. non-sponsoring firms, consumers, fans, etc.) participate in the social 

construction of the sponsorship meaning through psychological components, e.g. cognitive (association), 

affective (attachment), and conative (purchase intention) (Chanavat et al., 2016).  

In line with the notion of organisations as discursive constructions and in a state of becoming (Fairhurst & 

Putnam, 2004), SBIN is the aggregated, shared, and co-created brand image of all sponsors and the sponsee. 
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Going back to association memory theory (Chanavat et al., 2016; Smith, 2004; Keller, 1993), brands become 

‘nodes and links’ of memory, which prompts the individual to “activate nodes [i.e. brands] and create links 

between these as well as the connected association” (Chanavat et al., 2016, p. 429).  

In other words, sponsorships are more complex than the mere sponsor-sponsee dyads. Instead, sponsorships 

become interlinked by virtue of association with the sports property. The emerging sponsorship portfolio is 

a platform for meaning, and sponsors – perhaps unintentionally – create links between themselves (Chanavat 

et al., 2016). In our example, Heineken, PlayStation, and MasterCard are all inter and intra-associated through 

UEFA Champions League in a complex network of interaction and meaning. By virtue of well-renowned 

brands entering into sponsorship agreements, the sports property (UEFA Champions League) may leverage 

the brand image of the sponsors, too, appearing more attractive, prestigious, and legitimate (Suchman, 

1995).  

Summing up the theory 
In short, the theory section outlined contemporary research and theory within the sponsorship literature. 

Sponsorship is often considered an integrated tool in the marketing mix (Meenaghan, 2001), with the aim to 

communicate brand identity (Ellis, 2017) by leveraging brand image transfer (Smith, 2004; Toscani & 

Prendergast, 2018) and increase brand awareness and brand equity (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013).  

However, sponsorship has become more complex than mere logo splashing and brand exposure. Sponsorship 

is now viewed as useful tool in relationship marketing and network management (Chanavat et al., 2016; 

Olkkonen, 2006; Wagner et al., 2017). This theory suggests that sports properties can leverage the brand of 

sponsor and the sponsorship network to attract potential sponsoring companies, and create more 

opportunities for shared value creation in the sponsor-sponsee dyad and between sponsors in the 

sponsorship network. The implication of shared value creation and CSR represent a largely unexplored 

opportunity, which could be a source of competitive advantage (Porter & Kramer, 2011). For instance, some 

research indicate that CSR initiatives are more effectively communicated with sport and sponsorship as 

vehicle (Djaballah et al., 2017).  

The accounted theory has been conceptualised into a sponsorship network model. The model argues for 

separating the brand image of the sport property from the sponsorship network. The brand image of the 

sponsorship network is discursively construed in a complex interplay between sponsors, the sponsee, and 

sensemaking stakeholders. The sponsorship network is therefore interdependent and interconnected with 

the sport property, and could be leveraged strategically to attract new sponsors.   
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Interviews and Cases 
The following is a brief introduction of the three football clubs and the three companies that forms the 

empirical data for this paper. The introduction outlines some contextual factors, including geographical 

location, financial situation, sporting performance (for football clubs), and industry.  

FC Nordsjælland 
FC Nordsjælland (“FCN”) is a Danish football club located in North Zealand in the town of Farum and Furesø 

municipal. The municipal of Furesø has approximately 41,000 inhabitants and is consistently amongst the 

top-10 richest municipals in Denmark. FCN is in relative close vicinity to Danish football giants Brøndby IF and 

FC Copenhagen, which adds heavy competition for local and regional sponsors. 

FC Nordsjælland was initially founded as ‘Farum BK’ from a merger between Farum IK and Stavnsholt BK in 

1993, and was sold and rebranded as FC Nordsjælland in 2003, following a series of controversy involving the 

mayor and the municipality.  

FCN changed their business and sporting strategy to focus heavily on talent development and selling players. 

In early 2016, FCN was sold to an investment group led by Tom Vernon, the founder of Ghana-based football 

academy Right to Dream (“RTD”). Reportedly, Tom Vernon ultimately decided on FCN based on value 

alignment (e.g. talent development and egalitarian values) and the close proximity to an international airport. 

Founded in 1999, RTD is a registered charity and non-profit organization. The values of Right to Dream have 

been formally incorporated into FCN and are characterised by egalitarianism, character development, gender 

equality, and give-back (FC Nordsjælland A/S, 2018c).  

The values are ‘lived’ by the organisation and its employees. For instance, FCN donates 1 % of all revenue 

from match tickets to Common Goal (NGO) with several players, staff members, and the entire executive 

board donating 1 % of their salary, too. In addition, CEO Tom Vernon has instilled a corporate culture of ‘give 

back’ that requires every employee – and player - to have an individual project that entails some sort giving 

back to society.  

For an overview of the finances of FCN, see Appendix F.  

The interview with FCN was conducted with Head of Communication of Right to Dream (former Head of 

Communications in FCN) at Right to Dream Park, Farum in March 2018. The interview is cited as “iFCN.” 

FC Midtjylland 
FC Midtjylland (“FCM”) is a Danish football club based in the Midwestern part of Jutland. FCM was founded 

in 1990 following a merger between Ikast FS and Herning Fremad. Over the years, the football club has 

established a well-renowned youth academy, new stadium, and modern facilities. Since the 2008-2009 
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season, FCM has consistently been amongst the top-performing football clubs in Denmark based on sporting 

performance, with two Danish Superliga titles and three top-3 finishes.  

FCM is the biggest sports brand in its region and in Denmark. In terms of sponsor attractiveness, FCM enjoys 

the status of being the regional ‘flagship’ (iFCM, 2019), and has the largest sponsorship revenue in the region.  

Financially, FC Midtjylland has only reported one year of profits in the last ten years (see Appendix F). Two 

annual reports reveal sponsorship revenue in the region of DKK 22-23m in 2012-2013 and 2013-2014. The 

sponsorship revenue has increased substantially in the following years, amounting to approx. DKK 34m, 

37.5m, and 42m in respectively 2016-2017, 2017-2018, and projected 2018-2019 (iFCM, 2019).  

According to iFCM (2019), FCM’s CSR initiatives are centred on three elements: voluntary work, community, 

and education. The CSR initiatives are grounded in ‘FCM Samfund,’ which was established by the same model 

as English-based football club Brentford (same owners). Specific CSR initiatives include increased life quality, 

work placement initiatives, and Christmas gifts for families in need (iFCM, 2019). FCM Samfund is part of the 

European Football for Development Network, which comprises more than 67 professional European football 

clubs and works specifically with corporate social responsibility. FCM Samfund is relatively new and the 

integration into the commercial activities is not visibly realised.  

According to iFCM (2019), CSR is currently being integrated into the business strategy. iFCM (2019) expects 

CSR to become part of the sponsorship strategy in the future, too.  

The interview with iFCM (2019) was conducted with the Sponsor Manager of FCM over telephone in March 

2019.  

Lyngby Boldklub 
Lyngby Boldklub (”LBK”) is a Danish football club based in the northern outskirts of Copenhagen. The 

immediate area is financially prosperous (iLBK, 2019). The football club currently plays in the Danish First 

Division (second tier).  

In 2001, the football club declared bankruptcy and was subsequently relegated by force to the Danish 4th tier 

division (Danmarksserien).  

Numerous years of ambitious investments into the sporting performance culminated in a surprising 3rd place 

in their first season in the Danish Superliga (2017-2018). The 3rd place reportedly lost the football club an 

estimated DKK 100 million (iLBK, 2019; Lyngby Boldklub A/S, 2011-2018).  

Consequently, LBK were on the brink of bankruptcy following unsustainable levels of debt in pursuit of 

gratification and glory. LBK is now under new ownership, ‘Friends of Lyngby.’  
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The new ownership have formulated a more balanced strategy that focuses on financial sustainability rooted 

in sponsorships and talent development, rather than being financially dependent on sporting performance. 

During the restructuring of the organisation, LBK has reduced operational costs by more than DKK 15 million 

in less than a year (Lyngby Boldklub A/S, 2011-2018).  

While the immediate local area is financially prosperous, the football club is within close proximity to Danish 

football giants Brøndby IF and FC Copenhagen, and Superliga club FC Nordsjælland. In other words, the local 

and regional sponsorship market is heavily competitive, with competitors driving more media exposure, fans, 

and sponsorship revenue. In other words, LBK is a relatively small football club with an entirely different 

business and sporting reality than most Superliga clubs.  

While the annual reports do not disclose sponsorship revenue in detail, the estimated sponsorship revenue 

during their recent Superliga-season (3rd place) was in the range of DKK 1 million with no sizeable increase in 

sponsorships despite increased media exposure (iLBK, 2019). Now in the 2nd tier division, the objective 

includes an increase in sponsorship revenues to DKK 5.5 million in the coming years (iLBK, 2019). In 

comparison, Brøndby IF generated DKK 63.9 million in sponsorship revenue in 2018 (Brøndbyernes IF Fodbold 

A/S, 2018).  

For the 2018/2019 season, LBK was unable to sell their main sponsorship (shirt sponsor), which normally 

represents the biggest sponsorship agreement. Instead, LBK opted to print individual UN Sustainable 

Development Goals on each football shirt. Sponsors are able to align their own CSR-activities with the 

appropriate UN Goal, e.g.: “[redacted] bought ‘Water and Sanitation’. […] we have had fantastic feedback, 

and it’s been in all kinds of media” (iLBK, 2019, 00:17:49)2. 

While the shirt-project is facilitating CSR-linked sponsorships, the football club prioritises on establishing a 

sustainable football club before engaging in more complex CSR.   

The interview with iLBK was conducted with the CEO of LBK at Lyngby Stadion in March 2019. After the 

interview, I was invited to participate in a sponsorship hospitality event prior to a match.  

 

 

 

                                                           
2 Danish: [firma] har købt 'Rent vand og Sanitet' […] Det har givet sindssyg god feedback, været på alverdens medier 
osv. 
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Arbejdernes Landsbank 
Arbejdernes Landsbank (“AL”) operates within the Danish banking industry. Primary consumers include 

individuals, small-to-medium enterprises, and unions and associations.  

AL is a well-renowned brand, which its accolades confirm by winning the annual industry-specific reward 

‘Danskernes Foretrukne Bank’ for ten consecutive years.  

AL has been involved in sport-sponsorships for many years, including other sports such as ice hockey. 

Currently, AL’s sport-sponsorship portfolio includes: FCN, Brøndby IF, AGF, Vejle Boldklub, Brønshøj IF, Frem 

BK, and the Danish national team (men and women). In addition, AL provides sponsorships to smaller football 

clubs; however, these sponsorships are more local-based and philanthropic than national and strategic (iAL1, 

2019).  

AL has sponsored FCN since season 2011/2012 and has renewed the contract until 2020. The sponsorship 

agreement has since been negotiated to include the women’s team in FCN, too.  

The organisational values include “responsibility, attentiveness, and simplicity.” 3  In relation to CSR, AL 

formally focuses on five different areas: clients and products; employees; society; environment; money 

laundering, corruption, and business ethics (Arbejdernes Landsbank, 2018).  

The sponsorship strategy is incorporated in the marketing strategy, supporting the overall brand strategy 

(iAL, 2019). The sponsorship strategy supports the overall branding position and organizational values.  

The interview with iAL (20019) was conducted with the Head of Marketing and Communication of AL at the 

headquarters of AL in central Copenhagen in March 2019. Another interview was conducted in early 2018 in 

relation to another paper, which is cited as “iAL, 2018”. The two interviews are both in relation to 

sponsorships, which offers an interesting temporal dimension to the analysis.  

Deutsche Post DHL Group – Nordics 
Deutsche Post DHL Group (“DHL”) is the world’s leading logistics company with more than 360,000 

employees.   

DHL’s sponsorship strategy is forms part of the marketing and communications strategy (iDHL, 2019). DHL 

has international sponsorships, Formula 1, Moto GP, FIA Formula E, and football clubs Manchester United 

and FC Bayern Munich.  

                                                           
3 Danish: ansvarlighed, nærvær og enkelthed (Source: https://www.al-bank.dk/om-banken/fakta-og-historik/100-aars-
jubilaeum/) 

https://www.al-bank.dk/om-banken/fakta-og-historik/100-aars-jubilaeum/
https://www.al-bank.dk/om-banken/fakta-og-historik/100-aars-jubilaeum/
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Regional and national branches manage individual and more localised sponsorships. In Denmark, DHL has 

been ‘Top Partner’ of FCN since 2014, and extended the contract in 2018 by four years following the 

foundation of the women’s team of FCN.  

According to iDHL (2019), the Nordic division was extensively reviewing the Scandinavian football market for 

a suitable match with particular attention to value alignment. The value alignment was rooted in the 

organisation’s core values of diversity, gender equality, development, and performance.  

In terms of formal CSR-initiatives, DHL is focused on three projects pertaining to climate change, disaster 

relief, and education: GoGreen, GoHelp, and GoTeach, respectively. 

The sponsorship agreement with FCN is not communicated internationally or via their website. Instead, 

newsletters sent to subscribers (e.g. employees, partners, etc.) form the sponsorship communication 

emanating from the company itself. Instead, FCN is used as the medium, where the DHL-logo is printed on 

the front of FCN shirts, LED-advertisement boards, and one stand of the stadium, match programmes, and 

activation initiatives.   

DHL and FCN also host an annual charity run ‘Kasseløbet,’ with more than 200 participants ranging from the 

mayor of Furesø to local fans (iDHL, 2019). In a sponsor event orchestrated by FCN, iDHL (2019) recently 

visited the Right to Dream academy in Ghana.  

The interview was conducted with the Marketing Manager of Nordic DHL at the headquarters of the Danish 

division in Greater Copenhagen in March 2019.  

Danske Licens Spil  
Danske Licens Spil A/S (“DS”) operates in the Danish gambling and betting industry. DS is a subsidiary of 

Danske Spil A/S, which comprises the national lottery.  

Currently, DS sponsors football clubs Aalborg Boldklub, Odense Boldklub, FCN, LBK, Fremad Amager, and the 

Danish national team (men and women).  

DS utilises sponsorships to generate media exposure and brand awareness, with focus on generating end-

consumer sales (iDS, 2019). Sponsorships are seldom entered into agreement on the basis of value alignment 

or values linked to CSR: “Our sponsorships are exclusively managed from a commercial standpoint. We do 
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not manage sponsorships for fun or at the level of CSR […] when I made these agreements... in reality; it was 

not based on value alignment, but from a commercial point of view” (iDS, 2019, 00:02:52)4. 

According to iDS (2019), sponsorship networks represent little value for DS as sales are focused on end-

consumer rather than inter-organisational collaborations. In other words, the impetus for sponsorships is 

driven by consumer purchase intention (see Koronios et al., 2016).  

DS is engaged in three CSR areas: gambling addiction, money laundering, and match fixing. In addition, 

approximately DKK 1.3 billion is forwarded to different governmental institutions, who distribute the funding 

to local, regional, and national organisations focusing on activities that benefit communities and society (iDS, 

2019). However, the sport sponsorships are not centred or driven by value alignment or CSR.  

The interview was conducted with the Marketing Director of DS at the headquarters of DS in Brøndby in 

March 2019.  

Analysis 

The outlined cases will form the basis for this analysis. The vantage point is the proposed sponsorship 

network model, while the discussion will carry a more hypothetical element in discussing the potential of 

value-based sponsorship and CSR-profile for football clubs with view to attract more sponsors.  

The analysis, then, has elements of a situational analysis of the sponsorship market in Danish football. Each 

element of the sponsorship network will be analysed in the context of the sponsor-sponsee dyad while 

extrapolating the effect on and from the sponsorship network. Lastly, the analysis is summarised in 

“Rounding up the Analysis,” which will clarify main findings of the analysis.  

Sponsorship Network 

Value Alignment  
Congruence is characterised as “a link or relevant connection between a sponsoring organisation and 

sponsored property” (Groza et al., 2012, p. 65). Congruence is the ‘natural association’ of two industries or 

brands, and thus implies schema theory (see “Brand Image Transfer”). Most sponsorship literature agrees 

that value alignment and congruence are integral to a successful sponsorship partnership (e.g. Smith, 2004), 

while the importance of industry congruency is more ambiguous (e.g. Koronios et al., 2016). Some research 

even argue that mild incongruence may “enhance affect and evaluations” (Groza et al., 2012, p. 79) as it 

                                                           
4 Danish: Vores sponsorater driver vi […] udenlukkende fra et kommercielt synspunkt. Vi driver det ikke for sjov, eller 
på CSR niveau […] da jeg valgte at indgå aftalen med de her klubber.. det var i bund og grund ikke ud fra et 
værdimatch, det var en ren og skær kommerciel betragtning. (0:02:52 – 0:12:26) 
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prompts more (consumer) conscious cognitive evaluation of the sponsorship, and thus stronger links 

between nodes (see Chanavat et al., 2016).  

In terms of extracting value from value alignment, Chadwick & Thwaites (2006) argues that shared values 

between long-term committers “enables both parties to work towards achieving their programme 

objectives” (p. 22). 

FCN 

For FCN and their sponsors AL and DHL, the relationship may be characterised as ‘long-term committers’ 

based on the strategic, and long-term view of the sponsorship (Chadwick & Thwaites, 2006).  

For instance, when AL announced a 5-year sponsorship renewal: “The club’s values are something we want 

to be connected to, and that means a lot for us as a company” 5  and when DHL announced a 4-year 

sponsorship renewal: “There are actually more common features between logistics and football than you 

would think”6. Both sponsors renewing and expanding their sponsorship agreements reinforce the espoused 

and perceived inter-organisational synergies and organisational values, which semantically produces a 

reciprocal effect on FCN by virtue of “connected to” (AL) and “common features” (DHL).  

FCN and DHL – Value Alignment 

In terms of industry congruency (Groza et al., 2012; Smith, 2004), logistics and football do not necessarily – I 

postulate – share many ‘common features.’ However, DHL and FCN have discursively construed value 

alignment and congruence at industry and brand level, including ‘performance and learning’ (iDHL, 2019) and 

areas of CSR including diversity, gender equality, and education.  

For instance, when asked about the scanning and selection process, iDHL (2019) commented that: “[They 

have] a lot of common features with what DHL stands for […] We have a training programme, which every 

employee must go through […] it is the same in FCN, where they all learn the same, so they can perform as a 

team” (00:03:59)7 

In a public statement on the sponsor agreement renewal, the value alignment was highlighted as driving the 

partnership: “The things that FCN are doing outside the pitch with their CSR, with the Right to Dream 

academy – that is what is appealing to us. So it is a really good fit for us […]” (FC Nordsjælland A/S, 2018b).  

                                                           
5 Danish: Klubbens værdier er i høj grad nogle som vi gerne vil forbindes med, og som betyder meget for os som 
virksomhed (Source: https://fcn.dk/2015/02/arbejdernes-landsbank-forlaenger-aftalen-til-2020/) 
6 Danish: Der er faktisk flere lighedspunkter mellem transport og fodbold end man lige umiddelbart skulle tro. (Source: 
https://fcn.dk/2018/04/fc-nordsjaelland-dhl-fortsaetter-succerige-parloeb-4-aar-mere/)  
7 Danish: Der var mange lighedspunkter med det DHL står for. […] Vi har et træningsprogram, som alle medarbejdere 
skal igennem […] Det er lidt det samme i FCN, hvor de lærer det samme, så man kan performe som et team.  

https://fcn.dk/2015/02/arbejdernes-landsbank-forlaenger-aftalen-til-2020/
https://fcn.dk/2018/04/fc-nordsjaelland-dhl-fortsaetter-succerige-parloeb-4-aar-mere/
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In further accentuating the importance of value alignment, DHL argued that: “[…] when we were in the 

process of renewal, we were talking about an extra leg, which was the women’s team […] in DHL we work a 

lot with diversity and gender equality […] so it became more interesting” (00:09:02)8 

Logistics and football are arguably not congruent, yet the congruency is discursively construed in internal and 

external communication, particularly through content marketing as: “[in the newsletters] we continuously 

communicate stories relating to the sponsorship with FCN […] For example, what football and logistics have 

in common. You know, how we focus on talent development, etc.” (iDHL, 2019, 00:13:31)9.  

Similarly, DHL uses their catchphrase in all sponsorship-related activation, e.g. “Football delivered. We always 

have something delivered […] so you connect DHL with football and deliveries”10 (iDHL, 2019, 00:05.49)  

Moreover, DHL’s formal CSR initiatives (e.g. GoGreen, GoHelp, GoTeach) all share certain elements with 

FCN’s espoused values of education, character development, and ‘give back.’  

In conclusion, industry congruence is low, but ameliorated through communication that accentuates brand 

congruency. Similarly, value alignment is communicatively construed through discourses pertaining to 

gender equality. The sponsorship renewal was characterised by value-based commitment (see also Hessling 

et al., 2018)   

FCN and AL – Value Alignment 

In assessing the industry congruency (Groza et al., 2012), football and banking do not appear to form a ‘fit.’ 

However, AL is founded by and on the values of labour unions, which still dominates the organisation today 

(iAL, 2019). One cognitive schematic pairing of the two brands may appear to form a ‘fit’ considering the 

blue-collar worker discourse in football (Mehus, 2010), and the mutual attentiveness to the local community.  

iAL (2019) observed that all their sponsorship agreements must meet three requirements: value alignment, 

touch points to fans and/or sponsors, and daily operations in the shape of sponsorship networks.  

In construing value alignment, AL exercise values denoting attentiveness to the community: “Our values… it’s 

very much about community. When we do something, we do it with the individual in focus.” (iAL, 2019, 

00:03:43). iAL (2019) noted that they would never go into cycling as he sees no “[…] value fit. Cycling is about 

                                                           
8 Da vi så skulle genforhandle, talte vi om at tilføje et ekstra ben, som så var kvindeafdelingen. […] I DHL arbejder vi 
meget med diversitet og ligestilling, og jamen så var det jo oplagt at det blev et ekstra ben. Så det blev endnu mere 
interessant 
9 Danish: vi har et kundenyhedsbrev, hvor vi løbende fortæller historier om sponsoratet i Nordsjælland […] For 
eksempel, det her med fodbold og transport, hvad det har tilfælles. Sådan en historie har jeg også haft i nyhedsbrevet. 
Du ved, hvordan vi også fokuserer på talentudvikling osv.  
10 Football delivered. Der skal altid være noget levering ind over […] så man forbinder DHL med fodbold og pakker.  
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cheating […] We do not want stuff like that” (00:01:18). The ethical consideration, then, favours football as a 

sport.  

Resonating with the attentiveness to community and ethical values as a bank, iAL (2019) emphasised the 

importance of the societal function of the sports properties they sponsor:  

“You have people saying, ‘OK, Brøndby [IF] have bad economy and how does that fit with healthy 

values?’ But, if you go there [Brøndby] and see the social function they have in the area […] We want a 

value fit. If you go to Vejle [Boldklub], then you see how Vejle is the focal point of the local area, the 

community” (00:04:15-00:05:38) 

Correlating to value alignment and value adding relationships, iFCN (2018) described the sponsorship 

network as: “a social network, 100 % on the values of Right to Dream […] it is a value-based network, not a 

business network. You will make money from it, too, because you meet people with the same interests as 

you.”11 (1:02:44).  

Both DHL and AL appear to have congruent values with FCN. While the individual brand identities of each 

entity is communicated in silos and separately, the (shared) values become increasingly credible, reiterated, 

and accentuated by virtue of sponsoring FCN. In the same vein, the values of FCN are legitimised and made 

credible through being sponsored by brands that espouse similar values.   

Value alignment arguably persists in inter-personal relationships in the sponsorship network. For instance, 

iAL (2018) compared FCN with Brøndby IF:  

“There’s this thing about values… there’s an element of family in Nordsjælland. In Brøndby, you are a 

part of a machine […] Brøndby and AGF are bigger and that gives greater opportunities. But, the road 

[to making business] is shorter in Nordsjælland. The conversion rate is higher in Nordsjælland. I like to 

say that Nordsjælland is the best performing [of their sponsorships]. An hour there is more rewarding 

than an hour in AGF or Brøndby” (00:10:46)12 

                                                           
11 Vi er et social netværk, som er baseret 100 % på Right to Dreams værdier […] Det er et værdibaseret netværk, ikke 
et forretningsnetværk. Du kommer også til at tjene penge på det, for du møder mennesker, som er interesseret i det 
samme som dig 
12 Danish: Der er også hele den her værdier. Der er hele den der.. der er familie over Nordsjælland.  
Det med, at de er større i Brøndby og AGF, det giver større muligheder. Men, vejen er kortere i Nordsjælland. 
Effektiviteten er højere i Nordsjælland. Jeg plejer at sige, at Nordsjælland er den best performende. En time derude, er 
bedre givet ud, end en time i AGF og Brøndby. 
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In treading lightly in the persuasiveness of interpretation and constructivism, the metaphoric analogy of 

‘family’ and ‘machine’ (Danish: fabrik) may indicate a sponsorship network that is indeed more “value-based” 

than “commercial” (iFCN, 2018).  

Going back to congruency (Groza et al., 2012), AL and FCN, then, have low congruence fit in terms of the 

industry, but moderately high in terms of the communicated values manifested in discourses of social 

responsibility and community. In line with the constructivism approach, congruency is discursively construed 

in complex networks of interaction, in which ‘meaning’ (and congruency) is negotiated and institutionalised 

as ‘reality.’ The value alignment, then, forms basis for brand congruency.  

The question pertains to ‘why’ AL and DHL claim a degree of value alignment in FCN, when most football 

clubs – if not all – claim to follow the same set of values.  

Central to this argumentation is the notion of the constructivist approach and ‘meaning’ being construed in 

an interplay of sensemaking and sensegiving (Weick et al., 2005) in complex networks of interaction and 

stakeholders (Chanavat et al., 2016). Value alignment may ‘formally’ be present between the sponsor and 

sponsee, but the ‘meaning’ is ultimately a process of sensemaking between a variety of stakeholders, rather 

than in a dyadic relationship in which communication is targeted a passive consumer recipient. In other 

words, value alignment is, at least in part, a product of stakeholder perception. The declared values are 

attributed some degree of legitimacy and meaning, when the stakeholder created meaning of sponsoring 

FCN, and taking part in the value-based sponsorship network, is validated by stakeholders. 

LBK  

The case description roughly outlines the commercial competitive environment of LBK. In brief, the new 

business strategy is rooted in sponsorship revenue and player transfer sales (iLBK, 2019).  

The only primary data supporting the LBK-case is the interview with Danske Spil, and some remarks by iAL 

(2019). For this reason, this case analysis will be supported by secondary data, e.g. press releases and other 

publicly available communication.  

LBK is an interesting case given its new ownership, change of business strategy, and an increased focus on 

sponsorship revenue driven by the vision to create a more professionalised sponsorship network, which 

strives to challenge the ‘heart’-sponsorship culture.   
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LBK – Value Alignment 

The organisational values are emotion-based, where the objective is becoming “the city’s focal point again”13 

(iLBK, 2019, 00:02:21). In addition, iLBK (2019) remarks a ‘return to healthy values’ pertaining to notions of 

financial responsibility and sustainability. Under healthy values, talent development and ‘giving back’ are 

central concepts that will drive the sponsorships: “We can sell it [sponsorship] on the network […] on the 

good story. [Company, redacted] never engages in sponsorships. But they find our story so good”14 (iLBK, 

2019, 00:12:58).    

For LBK, the ‘give back’-element was arguably an emerging strategy (see Mintzberg, 2009) following the lack 

of a shirt sponsorship agreement: “We printed the 17 Sustainable Development Goals on the shirts. We did 

it because… what else were we supposed to do?” (iLBK, 2019, 00:18:23).  

In a similar vein, C&C Travel entered into an agreement based on the shirt ‘Water and Sanitation,’ which 

forms the basis of their own CSR efforts in Thailand: “When Lyngby presented the opportunity regarding the 

global goals, we immediately found it a great fit” (Lyngby Boldklub A/S, 2019a).  

At the time of writing, nine firms have entered into agreement as ‘Global Goals Partners.’ 

Arguably, the interaction network consisting of aggregated communication of the sponsors and LBK extends 

and transforms the organisational boundaries in a state of ‘becoming,’ even when the 17 goals do not 

represent the foundational values of the football club (Chanavat et al., 2016; Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004). For 

instance, Nordic Solar Energy entered into a shirt sponsorship agreement focusing on sustainable energy: 

“Through our sponsorship with LBK, we want to increase the focus on solar energy” (Lyngby Boldklub A/S, 

2019b).  

The value-based sponsorship facilitates CSR-communication, where LBK assumes a mediating role for 

sponsor-stakeholder relations and CSR communication. Junghagen (2018a) argues that the sports property 

can mediate the sponsor-stakeholder relation “if the club itself nurture its own relationship with the same 

stakeholders” (p. 348). This suggests that passiveness, inertia, or inability to mediate the stakeholder 

relationship can decrease the effectiveness of the value-based sponsorship. Interestingly, the introduction 

of the Water and Sanitation-sponsorship prompted LBK to re-think daily activities: “We have to ask ourselves, 

‘Can we drink bottled water, when we support this?’ We have made some changes”15 (iLBK, 2019, 00:18:23).   

                                                           
13 Danish: Man vil være byen samlepunkt igen 
14 Vi kan sælge det på netværk. Vi kan sælge det på den gode historie. [Firma] laver jo aldrig sponsorater. Men de 
synes vores historie er så god. 
15 Danish: Vi har også været nødt til selv og sige "Kan vi drikke kildevand hele dagen af plastikflasker, når vi støtter det 
her?" Vi har lavet noget ændringer 
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Summing up the value alignment of LBK, many of the newer sponsorship agreements become congruent by 

virtue of a value-based discourse through the UN World Goals-shirts. The sponsorship agreements form part 

of a new, albeit partly informal and emergent, (sub)-set of organisational values. In other words, the 

sponsoring companies are not inherently congruent either by virtue of industry nor brand (Groza et al., 2012), 

but through a communicative and discursive process. In a sense, the 17 Global Goals become the platform 

on which the dyadic sponsorship relationship and the sponsorship network create shared value.  

FCM 

FCM’s organisational values include ‘passion, will, courage, and roots’16. ‘Roots’ infer affection for the region, 

where FCM is the regional flagship with emphasis on community, solidarity, and social responsibility.   

In 2013, FCM launched a project and CSR-network, ‘the Locals,’ as part of a long-term branding strategy (FCM 

Holding A/S, 2013). The public release revealing ‘the Locals’ emphasised the network’s role as a platform for 

social responsibility and how it is “not a sponsorship, but a network, where members pay an annual 

membership fee that will cover activities of The Locals”17 (FCM Holding A/S, 2013) 

The project aimed to form a ‘roundtable,’ but “we just couldn’t get 6-7 companies to join […] The idea was 

good, but we were just not ready for it yet […] people are quick to become suspicious. ‘Why do they do it? 

Do they need more money?’”18 (iFCM, 2019, 00:50:29) 

Under new English-based ownership, CSR is slowly becoming a more integral part of the business under the 

new umbrella ‘FCM Samfund,’ which aims to leverage the brand of FCM and “abolish poverty, promote health 

and well-being, and create strong partnerships”19   

FCM – Value Alignment 

The value alignment in FCM is contingent on the social capital and the sense of pride that follows a local and 

regional flagship: “The first thing I noticed in FCM was the crazy good local anchoring […] people want to 

support this” 20(iFCM, 2019, 00:26:34).  

                                                           
16 Danish: ”Glæden, viljen, modet, rødderne” (Source: https://www.fcm.dk/om-fcm) 
17 Danish: ”er ikke et sponsorat, men et netværk, hvor medlemmerne betaler et kontingent, der skal dække 
aktiviteterne i The Locals regi” 
18 Danish: ”Vi kunne bare ikke få 6-7 virksomheder til at deltage […] idéen var såmænd god, men vi var bare ikke klar til 
det endnu […] der kommer hurtig en mistro, ’hvorfor gør de det? Mangler de flere penge i kassen?” 
19 Source: http://nuogherningg.mediajungle.dk/2019/03/13/fcm-samfund-koordinator-er-tilfreds-med-projektets-
resultater/ 
20 Danish: Det første jeg oplevede da jeg kom til FCM, var at der var en sindssyg god lokal binding […] folk vil gerne 
bakke op om det her”  

https://www.fcm.dk/om-fcm
http://nuogherningg.mediajungle.dk/2019/03/13/fcm-samfund-koordinator-er-tilfreds-med-projektets-resultater/
http://nuogherningg.mediajungle.dk/2019/03/13/fcm-samfund-koordinator-er-tilfreds-med-projektets-resultater/
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iFCM (2019) segmented the sponsors into three categories: local (heart), brand exposure-focused, and 

network-focused. iFCM (2019) noted how the distribution of ‘heart’ to ‘brain’ sponsors was in the region of 

90-10, where brain-sponsors were the most valuable in terms of monetary gain.  

In terms of integrating CSR-linked branding into the sponsorship strategy, the CSR-related activities and the 

sponsorship-related activities are seemingly operating in silos. When asked if the CSR-related activities have 

affected the sponsorship revenue, iFCM (2019) remarked that: “To be honest, I cannot see the effect of it. 

We hope we will. But, then again, I am not really working with CSR. I know they [another department] are 

working on it”21 (00:46:11).  

Seemingly, the CSR-related activities have not yet produced noticeable brand equity relatable to or leveraged 

in sponsorships. Although, during a CSR-activity involving Christmas gifts for disadvantaged children, iFCM 

(2019) noticed how “banks were on board immediately when we mentioned social responsibility” 22 

(00:46:35). Arguably, the separating CSR-related values from the organisational values is a difficult exercise, 

when football clubs “influence society in general and communities in particular” (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007, 

p. 6).  

In a Google-search using keywords “new sponsorship FCM” and similar iterations, a number of public 

statements have been reviewed for mentions of ‘value,’ ‘value match,’ ‘value fit,’ and similar. However, the 

articles seldom mention any form of value alignment.  

For instance, the main sponsor, ‘Det Faglige Hus,’ only mentions media exposure and “having the same 

ambitions” as the driving incentive behind the agreement (FCM Holding A/S, 2016, 2018a). Similarly, Royal 

Unibrew sets the “match” contingent to FCM being a ‘top club,’ (FCM Holding A/S, 2018b), and EnergiMidt 

mentions the strong local presence in connection to exposure (FCM Holding A/S, 2015). One sponsorship 

agreement relating to the football academy of FCM mentions that “even though the products are miles away 

from each other […] the companies still have many similarities, and there is a really good match between the 

two companies values, shared interest in sport, and the region” (FCM Holding A/S, 2018c).  

Even though the formal CSR-initiative ‘FCM Samfund’ is still in its infant phase, FCM have seemingly assumed 

certain social responsibilities in the immediate and regional area for a long time. The value alignment 

between sponsoring companies and FCM seems bound in the brand image of FCM being a flagship for the 

local and regional area. Some research indicate that geographic congruence can “maximise perceptions of 

                                                           
21 Danish: Hvis jeg skal være 100 % ærligt, så har jeg ikke mærket til det. Vi håber det vil. Men igen, jeg arbejder heller 
ikke rigtig med CSR. Jeg ved, at de gør det.  
22 Bankerne var med ombord med det samme, da vi fik kastet det her samfund ind i samtalen.  
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the event’s brand equity” (Groza et al., 2012), which would be suggestive for this case, where brand exposure 

renders value alignment insignificant or, at best, a taken for granted assumption.  

While the ‘heart’-sponsors are affectionate and bound in local and regional anchorage, the larger 

sponsorships (see above), however, do not suggest any value alignment relating to societal functions or 

organisational values. The absence of value alignment could have some effect on long-term commitment, 

when exposure is the sole motivation (Chadwick & Thwaites, 2006).   

Chadwick & Thwaites (2006) suggest incompatibility between the club as ‘long-term committer’ and the 

sponsor as ‘short-term committer’ results in unlikelihood of achieving programme objectives. This notion 

was confirmed in the case of Jyske Bank and BRF Kredit who stopped their sponsorship agreement after one 

year, when they were unable to appropriately measure the commercial effectiveness of the sponsorship: 

“We stop because the commercial objectives for the sponsorship were not achieved.”23  

Danske Spil – Value Alignment 

DS are currently sponsoring all sport properties in this paper as a ‘Betting Partner.’  

In the screening and selection process (see also Chadwick & Thwaites, 2004), iDS (2019) emphasised how 

agreements were “not really from a value alignment perspective, but purely from a commercial perspective” 

(00:10:19). iDS (2019) commented that media exposure, stadium attendance, LED-boards, etc. are the means 

to achieve brand awareness, and further added: “We do not engage in sponsorships for fun, or at a CSR-level. 

We do it because – hopefully – it gives return on investment” (00:02:58).  

Using the terminology in Ryan & Fahy (2012), DS arguably engages in sponsorships in a strategic ‘market-

centred approach,’ which is characterised by its “focus on brand awareness/image and return on sponsorship 

investment […] [and] developing quantitative performance assessment criteria” (p. 1140).  

iDS (2019) was asked if the Right to Dream aspect of FCN added (intangible) value to their sponsorship: “Yes 

and no. At first sight, no. I actually don’t care. If I am visible during their matches, selling bets to their fans, 

being in dialogue with fans…” (00:19:53)24. 

The betting industry has long been synonymous with the sporting industry, and in particular football. In 

theory, congruent sponsorships generate consumer perceptions that are consistent with consumers’ 

cognitive expectations thus positively affecting affective (purchase intention) reactions (Groza et al., 2012).  

                                                           
23 Source: https://www.tv3sport.dk/sport/fodbold/nyheder/fc-midtjylland-mister-hovedsponsor 
24 Danish: Både ja og nej. Umiddelbart, nej. Jeg er sgu ligeglad. Hvis jeg er synlig til jeres kampe, kan sælge spil til fans, 
og være i dialog med fans.. 

https://www.tv3sport.dk/sport/fodbold/nyheder/fc-midtjylland-mister-hovedsponsor
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Value alignment is insignificant for DS when selecting sport properties. One reason relates to DS already 

positioning their brand as socially responsible in traditional advertising, for example: “We distribute more 

than DKK 1bn to society. The owners of Danske Spil are you and me”25.  

For DS, the contrasting strategies for sponsorships and other marketing-related activities suggest a silo-

approach. The sponsorships do not take a ‘strategic resource approach,’ in which sponsorships become a 

source of competitive advantage, where brand equity benefits include “communication of brand personality, 

differentiating the brand from competitors, and developing an image of quality and brand loyalty” (Ryan & 

Fahy, 2012, p. 1144). Instead, the sponsorship take a market-centred where the focus is on the “media 

[football], the medium [sponsorship], and the target market [betting]” (Ryan & Fahy, 1142).  

However, while slightly outside the empirical data for this paper, DS have other football sponsorships, 

including the Danish national team (men and women). Here, sponsorship activation and leverage is far more 

systematic, strategic, and more recognisable in its relation to the national teams, value alignment, and brand 

image transfer. The strategy is more similar to a strategic resource approach or consumer-centric approach 

(Ryan & Fahy, 2012), where the perspective shifts to gaining a “deeper understanding of consumers and the 

conditions necessary for successful identification and image transfer” (p. 1143).  

Value Alignment – Concluding Remarks 

Chadwick & Thwaites (2006) identifies value alignment in the sponsorship dyad as detrimental in achieving 

sponsorship programme objectives. Similarly, congruency has long been identified as valuable in image 

transfer and schema theory (Keller, 1993; Meenaghan, 2001; Smith, 2004). 

Recent research indicates that moderate incongruence may actually increase the cognitive processing and 

create stronger association if appropriately managed (Groza et al., 2012). The tactic to manage an 

incongruent sponsorship usually consists of “message repetition and articulation of sponsorship fit […] to 

reduce negative effects of incongruence” and “[negative effects] alleviated by increasing the size of the 

sponsorship portfolio through additional congruent co-sponsors” (Groza et al., 2012, p. 79).  

Danske Spil is perhaps the most congruent sponsor reviewed in this paper, yet value alignment is seldom 

articulated or repeated in relation to the sport properties. The reason likely lies with the market-centred 

approach, where brand awareness is the primary objective (Ryan & Fahy, 2012). 

In all the cases, value alignment and congruency is socially constructed through various media and 

communication. In line with Groza et al. (2012), the articulation of sponsorship fit is likely a communicative 

                                                           
25 Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R4OlxS9R1LU (retrieved: 12-04-2018) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R4OlxS9R1LU
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effort to foster more effective image transfer, or accentuate desirable values in both sport property and 

sponsoring company. Interestingly, the desirable (organisational) values were re-articulated and accentuated 

in almost all press releases and other communication relating to the sponsorships, except in FCM.  

While communication of sponsor-sponsee relations occur in dyads, the aggregate communication of these 

dyads create, negotiate, and manifest discourses that transfer similar value to future dyads, too. In other 

words, the discursively created values are transferable to the sponsorship network, and can be leveraged in 

communicating the brand identity of the sport property or sponsor-sponsee relations.  

From the sport property’s point of view, the sponsoring company should represent and articulate values that 

are compatible or congruent with the sport property to increase positive consumer attitudes. Theoretically, 

the congruent sponsorship portfolio increases the effectiveness of sponsorships, while incongruent 

companies should emphasise more message repetition and articulation of sponsorship fit (Groza et al., 2012).  

Lastly, in reviewing the attractiveness of a sport property for sponsorship agreement, the empirical data 

suggest the role of value alignment is contingent on the sponsoring firm’s strategic approach. This analysis 

support the findings that link long-term commitment to level of value alignment. In addition, some evidence 

suggest that when industry congruence is low, marketing-related communication discursively creates brand 

congruence through repeated articulation, where ‘sponsorship as meaning’ and ‘sponsorship as interaction’ 

(see Appendix D) is the dominant strategy.  

Relationship Marketing  
Sponsorship literature often assumes a sponsor-sponsee relationship that is “exploitative in nature” (Farrelly 

& Quester, 2005) in which the sport property exploited for its brand attributes and consumer goodwill. 

However, some literature considers sponsorship relations as opportunities for co-marketing alliances, which 

can create shared value through long-term relationship where “both parties concede the need to contribute 

from top to bottom, the strategic through to the operational” (Farrelly & Quester, 2005, p. 58). 

Relationship marketing (“RM”) literature has demonstrated consensus on a few relation-constructs that 

support or even drive the effectiveness of sponsorships, e.g. trust and commitment (Chadwick & Thwaites, 

2006), formal and informal governance (Morgan et al., 2014), and level of marketing orientation and 

collaborative communication (Farrelly et al., 2003).  

Collaborative communication comprises relationship-building communication, including “frequency, bi-

directionality, formality, and influence activities” (Farrelly et al., 2003, p. 131). One critical finding is exploring 

“expectations of both parties beyond contractual obligations” (Farrelly & Quester, 2005, p. 59) alluding to 

trust, informal governance, and “understand[ing] each other’s dynamic expectations and objectives to 
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maintain relations” (Morgan et al., 2014, p. 280). The informal governance highlights the relative importance 

of inter-personal relations rather than inter-organisational relations, which implies staff turnover as an often 

underrated barrier to agreement renewal (Morgan et al., 2014), and employee skills in establishing shared 

understanding.  

In terms of empirical data, interview questions were designed to include questions revolving around 

agreement renewal, which naturally lead the conversation towards inter-personal relations.  

FCN – AL and DHL 

iAL (2019) commented that “the personal element matters a lot” and notes how “having someone with a 

good relation” is important for the marketing-related activities (e.g. activation and leverage) and “daily 

operations” (00:11:27). Similarly, iDHL (2019) noted “[the relationship] is super important. In the renewal 

phase, too. I have been in DHL for many years, and I feel like I have new co-workers following the partnership 

with FCN”26 (00:08:13).  

Every year, FCN invites sponsors to their Right to Dream academy in Ghana. Both iAL (2018; 2019) and iDHL 

(2019) have participated in the trip along with other sponsors.  

According to iFCN (2018), the purpose of the sponsorship events in Ghana is primarily to show their values 

rather than talk about them: “I know that he [iAL] was sceptical about Right to Dream [and its espoused 

values]. But I also know for a fact that he went on a second trip, because he just could not get enough of it”27 

(iFCN, 2018, 01:04:22).  

Corroborating to the outlined theory on relationship marketing (see above), both iAL (2019) and iDHL (2019) 

acknowledges the importance of inter-personal relations. The relational constructs are seemingly important 

drivers for commitment, particularly in renewal negotiations (Chadwick & Thwaites, 2006).   

In terms of exploring expectations of both parties “beyond contractual obligations” (Farrelly & Quester, 

2005), the Ghana-trips are optional and beyond contractual obligations (iFCN, 2018). The Ghana-tour carries 

a mediating function for building inter-personal and inter-organisational relationships in a context of shared 

values: “Since day 1, I have wanted to go to Right to Dream in Ghana […] I did not know whether to smile, 

laugh, or cry when I got home. I get goosebumps now just talking about it” (iDHL, 2019, 00:21:12).  

                                                           
26 Danish: Mega vigtig. Også i genforhandlingsprocessen. Jeg har været i DHL i mange, mange år, men jeg føler faktisk, 
at jeg har fået nye medarbejdere efter vi begyndte med FCN 
27 Danish: Jeg ved med sikkerhed, at [iAL] var skeptisk omkring Right to Dream, ’Ja ja, den er god med jer’. Men jeg ved 
også, at han tog derned for andet år i træk, fordi han ikke kunne få nok.  
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iDS (2019) has been invited to take part of the Ghana-tour multiple times, but claims no interest, as the tour 

supports no sponsorship programme objectives. iDS (2019) was, however, interested in the Right to Dream 

element being incorporated in the marketing mix: “I asked them how the sponsors could leverage this [Right 

to Dream]. They are not proactive. I had to ask for it. It’s not because it’s vital for the collaboration. But, it 

would be natural to involve the partners in this”28 (00:19:53). 

The same notion was noted by iAL (2018) who commented: “After my first trip [to Ghana], I was asked to do 

a presentation about the trip to the other sponsors […] some of the sponsors came to me and said ‘Ehh, what 

is this actually?’”29 (00:27:05) 

In both examples of iAL (2018) and iDS (2019), there seems to be a lack of mutual understanding of each 

other’s “dynamic expectations” (Morgan et al., 2014) which results in some level of frustration pertaining to 

lack of more intimate collaboration or lack of transparency. This prompts both iAL and iDS to attribute FCN 

with passiveness and lack of value creating outside the initial contractual obligations. This frustration – if left 

unattended – may constitute a major obstacle in relating mutual satisfaction in the partnership, and reduce 

likelihood of shared value creating due to “discrepancies in the strategic intent […] and insufficient time to 

establish goal convergence”  (Farrelly & Quester, 2005, p. 61).  

For iAL (2019), the above notion of a lack of mutual understanding of each other’s dynamic expectations is 

seemingly still present: 

“Not to criticise our friends at FCN, but they make a Right to Dream road. The connection from Right to 

Dream to FCN is too long. The connection from Farum [FCN] to the sponsor is too long.  So when they 

make beautiful Right to Dream videos etc., the connection to me as a sponsor is too long”30 (00:25:50).  

Interestingly, iDHL (2019) notes the opposite: “They [FCN] could communicate Right to Dream and the values 

more. But, they are improving […] if someone who has just been in Ghana talks about it with passion [instead 

of FCN], then maybe it sells better”31 (00:25:55).  

                                                           
28 Danish: De er ikke selv proaktive i hvordan de skal få partnerne med. Det er mig selv der har bedt om det. Ikke om 
det er afgørende for, at man har et partnerskab eller ej. Men det ville være naturligt at involvere partnerne i sådan 
noget her 
29 Danish: ”Første gang jeg var dernede, så da vi kom tilbage, blev jeg spurgt, om jeg ville holde et oplæg omkring den 
her oplevelse til de andre sponsorer. Bagefter, var der så nogen andre partnere som var sådan "Hva' fa’en er det 
der?"” 
30 Danish: ikke for at kritisere vores venner i Farum, men jeg synes de har udfordringer med, at de kører et RTD spor, 
men broen fra RTD til Farum er lang. Broen fra Farum til sponsorerne er lang. Så når de laver flotte videoer til RTD 
osv., broen ned til mig som partner, den er for lang 
31 Danish: De godt kunne kommunikere mere om Right to Dream og værdierne. Men, de er også blevet meget bedre til 
det. […] hvis det er nogen, som lige er kommet hjem dernede fra, som fortæller om det med passion, så sælger det 
måske bedre 
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The two opposing views for shared value creation illustrate some degree of discrepancy in the dynamic 

expectations (Farrelly & Quester, 2005; Morgan et al., 2014), where iDHL (2019) has been involved in more 

collaborative communication (Farrelly et al., 2003). In moving beyond contractual obligations, the 

expectations of the sponsorship become more dynamic when opportunities for creating shared value arise. 

Leveraging opportunities for shared value creation seem correlative to the degree of inter-personal mutual 

understanding of each other’s dynamic expectations (Morgan et al., 2014).  

LBK 

Since LBK launched its new sponsorship strategy with focus on networking, iLBK (2019) attributes some of 

the new success with the emphasis on relations: “I am on first-name-basis with all of our sponsors. I know 

who they are married to, who their kids are... We work from the premise that we should be able to match 

everyone with someone”32 (iLBK, 2019, 00:28:02)  

In LBK, one sponsoring company solely measured the effectiveness of the sponsorship through generated 

sales at networking events, but expressed frustration with the poor return on investment. iLBK (2019) 

researched the business case, stumbled upon the product in another retail chain (another sponsor), and 

notified the sponsoring company. The sponsoring company was not aware that a large sale had happened 

through and because of the sponsorship network.  

This example correlates to inadequate metrics for measuring effectiveness (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013), 

which leads to frustration in managing sponsorships that are based on brand exposure and ‘direct’ return on 

investment. Moreover, the frustration seems bound in inadequate shared understanding, where 

“discrepancies in the strategic intent […] and insufficient time to establish goal convergence” (Farrelly & 

Quester, 2005, p. 61), as was the case with iAL (2019), iDS (2019) and FCN. 

Morgan et al. (2014) found that on-going relationship management develops trustworthy relationships that 

are “instrumental in determining perceptions of value and inter-organisational support” (Morgan et al., 2014, 

p. 279). As such, shared understanding is the foundation of a trustworthy relationship, in which expectation 

of value can be aligned with respect to both the sponsee and the sponsor. For instance, the frustration may 

have been alleviated if the sponsoring company knew to measure the effect of the sponsorship besides direct 

sales from sponsorship events.  

However, the example highlights the importance of relationship management in a dynamic environment with 

                                                           
32 Jeg er på fornavn med alle vores sponsorer. Jeg ved hvem de er gift med, hvem deres børn er.. På den måde, har vi 
et princip med, at vi skal kunne matche alle.  
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changing objectives, as “informal processes played a key role in creating value and mitigating tensions 

between sponsorship partners” (Morgan et al., 2014, p. 280). 

FCM 

iFCM (2019) hints at relationship management being one of the most important factors in effective 

sponsorship management. For instance, iFCM (2019) notes how relations are detrimental in renewal 

negotiations: “Those we do not have a close relation to or done something extra for, they jump ship. Those 

we give special treatment – where we can – they stay.”33  

iFCM (2019) stresses the burden of leveraging the sponsorship is on the sponsoring entity with the sport 

property in a supporting role to execute the strategy: “We would like sponsors to work more strategically. 

We make a big deal out of telling sponsors: ‘it’s up to you [to manage], we can’t manage everything’” 

(00:31:17). Seemingly, sponsorship unrest may emerge from inadequate mutual understanding, or lack of 

shared perception of effective sponsorship management and collaborative communication.   

Correlating to the case of AL, DS, and FCN, inadequate understanding of dynamic expectations (Morgan et 

al., 2014) may damage the relationship and the effectiveness of the sponsorship. Correlating to lack of shared 

understanding, Farrelly et al. (2003) finds low market orientation to affect the success of the sponsorship. In 

short, if either sponsor or property is unequipped to carry out coordinating efforts due to low understanding 

of the other’s core business, then sponsorship leveraging activities become harder to execute (Farrelly et al., 

2003, p. 130). In effect, some degree of frustration emerge from inadequate business and/or sponsorship 

literacy.  

Interestingly, iFCM (2019) noted how they seldom receive any data from the sponsors showing the 

sponsorship effectiveness. The only available metric is viewership (iFCM, 2019). This most likely affects 

knowledge exchange and opportunities for shared value as learning becomes more difficult when metrics 

are reduced to viewership. 

Lack of feedback is not always a hindrance if some degree of shared understanding produces shared 

expectations. For instance, when viewership is the primus motor when evaluating sponsorships: “It’s easy to 

talk with him [OK Benzin]. He has all the numbers himself”34 (iFCM, 2019, 00:34:51). However, OK Benzin 

knows the sponsorship market, objectives, and expectations of the sports property. The issues are 

exacerbated when the sponsor is inexperienced in the dynamic sponsorship market, where frustration 

                                                           
33 Danish: Dem der springer fra, det er dem vi ikke har tæt relation, eller gjort noget ekstra for 
34 Det er nemt at komme over til ham [OK Benzin]. Han har alle tallene selv. 
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emerges from misaligned sponsor/sponsee expectations, as seen with the short-term agreements of Jyske 

Bank and BF Kredit.  

DS, AL, and FCN 

iDS (2019) identified emerging opportunities with the introduction of Right to Dream, but expressed 

frustration in relation to missed opportunities for creating additional value for sponsors: “They are not 

proactive in bringing partners on board. I had to ask for that. It’s not detrimental to having a partnership or 

not. But it is only natural to involve sponsors in things like this” (00:18:24) 

Returning to market orientation, Farrelly et al. (2003) note how market orientation processes facilitate 

effective sponsorship resource management, which in turn facilitates “open-minded inquiry of any arising 

opportunity in relation to the sponsorship” (p. 131).  

Seemingly, the frustration stems in a lack of shared understanding of strategic development:  

“If someone has difficulties with fan attendance, which is the target group I am interested in […] I don’t 

want to reach the Lounge-people. You [FCN] must have a strategy for how the hell you get more people 

at the stadium”35 (iDS, 2019, 00:19:11)  

The frustration corroborates with findings of Morgan et al. (2014), who found informal governance in 

sponsorship dyads pivotal, when emerging opportunities for shared value creation arise. In cases where 

formal governance was too encompassing in the relationship, value creation opportunities are downplayed 

or unexploited due to over-emphasis on contractual obligations (Morgan et al., 2014). Moreover, if the 

collaborative communication is not frequent, bi-directional, and influential, the relationship can deteriorate 

to remain contractually based (Farrelly et al., 2003).   

One emerging tendency of this paper is that boundary spanning seems to be a major unexplored area of 

concern within the sponsorship industry. In knowledge management literature, knowledge sharing is 

dependent on boundary spanning, which is a social process of creating a shared language that allows 

knowledge to cut across communities of practice  (Carlile, 2004; Levina & Vaast, 2005). If the shared language 

is unable to facilitate effective shared understanding, the boundary spanning becomes a daunting task with 

many obstacles given the lack of shared mental models (Schein, 1993) stemming from inadequate 

understanding of each other’s core business (Carlile, 2004).   

 

                                                           
35 Danish: hvis der er nogen der har svært ved at få fans, som jo er den målgruppe jeg er interesseret… for fa’en. Jeg vil 
ikke have fat i de der Lounge-mennesker. I må have en strategi for hvordan fa’en i får mennesker på tribunen.  
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For instance, iAL (2019) points to the hiring policy in many football clubs:  

“If you look at the commercial departments in football clubs, it’s often former football players. Maybe 

I want to talk business... But [sighs]… You have to make sure the football player is upgraded business-

wise. Maybe the partner wants to talk business and not football”36 (00:17:42).  

This sentiment is supported by iLBK (2019) who notes: “The football industry is challenged by … I mean, it’s 

not academics sitting here [the club]. It’s street urchins like myself […] Previously, we rang a bell when we 

made a sale, ‘Everyone needs to sell an advertising board today!’” (00:34:04)37 

Relationship Marketing – Concluding Remarks 

Effective inter-organisational communication can translate into profitable and effective sponsorship 

management (Farrelly et al., 2003). In the same vein, Morgan et al. (2014) found informal governance 

structures to facilitate informal communication that fosters value creation beyond contractual obligations.  

This analysis shows how frustration stemming from lack of shared strategic understanding may emerge from 

infrequent communication and/or collaboration. Misaligned expectations and strategic intent of emerging 

opportunities produce sponsor-frustration and sponsor-perceived sponsee inertia. 

Infrequent communication is most likely a natural development, if the sponsorship agreement is (more) 

centered on media exposure (e.g. DS), and the sponsee perceives strategy execution to be a sponsor effort.  

In the case of FCN and Right to Dream, sponsors seem frustrated by the lack of information sharing, where 

the strategic intent and development is independent and unknown from sponsors. This lack of transparency 

generates uncertainty in the strategy development, as sponsors are unaware of how to leverage emerging 

opportunities relating to Right to Dream.  

The element of ‘unawareness,’ or perceived sponsee inertia, is best alleviated by explicit collaborative 

communication (Farrelly et al., 2003) or dialogue (Schein, 1993). For instance, some research indicate that 

explicit dialogue facilitates the development of a shared mental models that cut across subcultures (Schein, 

                                                           
36 Danish: Hvis du kigger i de kommercielle afdelinger [i fodboldklubberne], så er det tit forrige fodboldspillere. Det 
kunne jo være, at jeg vil tale kommercielt...[sukker] Så du skal sikre dig, at fodboldspilleren er opgraderet 
kommercielt. Det kunne jo godt være, at partneren ville tale kommercielt og ikke fodbold. 
37 Danish: Fodboldbranchen er udfordret af.. det skal jeg jo passe på med at sige.. det er jo ikke akademikere der 
sidder. Det er jo gadedrenge som mig selv..Det har også været sådan her før, at der var sådan en klokke man ringede, 
når man lavede et salg. ’Alle skal sælge en bande i dag’ 



Nicolai Guldager Agernem  International Business Communication 
Master’s Thesis  Copenhagen Business School 
 

53 
 

1993). Extrapolating from organisational culture theory, dialogue becomes the first necessary step in a 

number of sponsorship-related activities; e.g., developing informal governance that improves relations 

(Morgan et al., 2014), collaborative learning (Farrelly et al., 2003), and developing shared strategic intent 

following emerging opportunities (Farrelly & Quester, 2005). 

Aggregating the ‘negative’ processes in the analysis that facilitate frustration, some common features 

emerge. For instance, lack of information sharing, feedback, and shared understanding results in the sponsor 

perceiving the sport property as passive and failing to leverage opportunities for shared value creation. Over-

emphasis on contractual obligations facilitates infrequent communication, inertia and inability to create 

mutual understanding, because creating shared value depend on “partners’ ability to engage in an explicit 

dialogue about market opportunities, goals and expectations [and] a productive working relationship” 

(Farrelly et al., 2003, p. 131). In the worst case, the frustration could deteriorate the relationship to the extent 

that the long-term commitment is nullified, when emerging opportunities for value creation are neglected 

(Hessling et al., 2018).  

The prospect of a co-alliance between sponsor and sponsee remains dormant, if the sports property forsake 

the collective continued strategic development and execution of sponsorship as “contrasting levels of 

commitments may result in a perceived inequity in terms of economic satisfaction, eventually encouraging 

sponsors to ‘go it alone’ in their sponsorship-related decision-making” (Farrelly & Quester, 2005, p. 61).  

Lastly, the staff composition at football clubs may actually impede the strategic development of sponsorships 

pertaining to inadequate ability to develop shared language (i.e. business literacy), which strains boundary 

spanning (Carlile, 2004; Levina & Vaast, 2005). This finding was similarly identified by Farrelly et al. (2003): 

“the lack of shared understanding as a critical impediment to strategic development, and that 

communication among boundary-spanning personnel can produce a shared interpretation of goals” (p. 131). 

Brand Image Transfer 
The sponsor-centric sponsorship often neglects the adverse effects on the sponsee (Toscani & Prendergast, 

2018). This section of the analysis is more theoretical, since the empirical data does not entail consumers. 

However, the empirical data does suggest that brand image transfer is a strategic tool in leveraging the 

sponsorship, with the outcome of a “modified brand image of sponsor in consumer’s memory” (Smith, 2004, 

p. 461). Thus, by exploring the sponsor’s strategic intent of leveraging brand image transfer, we can 

extrapolate how sports properties can leverage its own brand to attract more sponsors.  
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Brand image transfer – AL, DHL, DS, FCN, LBK, FCM 

Both AL and DHL entered into a sponsorship agreement with the women’s team of FCN. iAL (2019) 

emphasised that the sponsorship is commercial and not philanthropic, while iDHL (2019) emphasised the 

value-based approach to sponsoring, noting the importance of gender equality.  

AL and DS are both sponsors of the Danish women’s national team. Both iDS (2019) and iAL (2019) asserted 

that the sponsorship agreement is not philanthropic, but commercial and “a good deal. It’s much cheaper 

than the men’s” (iDS, 2019). 

The following is err on the side of conjecture and mostly theoretically based. Returning to sensemaking 

(Weick et al., 2005), discursive formation (Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004), and brand image transfer (Smith, 

2004), the transfer of ’meaning’ is facilitated by interaction in complex stakeholder networks, where the 

value of the value-based sponsorship is contingent on sensemaking.  

In sponsoring the women’s team in FCN, both AL and DHL become active actors (opposed to passive) in 

construing a ‘gender equality’-discourse. The discourse is construed in complex networks of interaction with 

multiple stakeholders, network within networks (Olkkonen, 2001), where meaning is construed, negotiated, 

and institutionalised (Larsen, 2013). Ultimately, AL and DHL are not the only beneficial side to sponsoring the 

women’s team; the brand image transfer is bound to reflect back to some degree (Toscani & Prendergast, 

2018). By emphasising that the AL, DS, and DHL-sponsorships are transactional, the well-renowned brands 

bring legitimacy to the project and the sports property “signaling the sport property as viable and desirable 

to other sponsors” (Farrelly & Quester, 2005, p. 57).  

On a side note, on 15 March 2019, Faisto acquired the main sponsorship agreement with the women’s team 

in FCN:  

“We have been actively searching for something that matched our values […] [FCN’s] focus on women 

and the whole organisation behind with Right to Dream […] there is a real synergy between FCN, Right 

to Dream, and our company” (FC Nordsjælland A/S, 2019).  

Treading lightly on the err side of conjecture, iDHL (2019) brings an interesting notion: “We are regional. But, 

the Group also sponsors Manchester United and Bayern Münich. Of course, for FCN, it is nice having DHL on 

their shirt” (00:39:18). DHL (and AL) brings a certain level of legitimacy or ‘a stamp of approval,’ which may 

incentivise other companies to consider sponsoring the women’s team as seen with Faisto.  

Shared Brand Image – Sponsorship Network 
The sport property orchestrates the sponsorship network through its sponsorship portfolio. In theory, the 

sponsorship network facilitates networking and business opportunities between sponsoring companies.  
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Based on Chanavat et al. (2016) and the notion of image transfer being more complex than dyadic relations, 

I have continuously brought up discursive constructions that are construed in dynamic, complex networks of 

stakeholders and interaction. The predominant argument pertains to brand identity being a conscious effort 

to shape brand image and brand equity. This leads to the hypothesis that sponsorship networks possess 

qualities that qualify the notion of brand image (Chanavat et al., 2016), and in extension a shared sponsorship 

network brand image.  

Subscribing to the notion of sensemaking (Weick et al., 2005) and organisational boundaries being 

discursively construed in a state of ‘becoming’ (see Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004), we may posit that the 

sponsorship network collectively communicate and subscribe to certain values by virtue of endorsing a sport 

property with specific brand attributes. Similarly, Mehus (2010) found that “[…] spectators [are] part of the 

product they consume […] similar to soap operas in expressions” (p. 897). Spectators, fans, and consumers 

are co-construers of brand attributes, and the level of interaction has only increased with the introduction 

of World Wide Web. This, in part, is the catalyst for ‘sponsorship as interaction’ or ‘sponsorship as meaning’ 

(Ryan & Fahy, 2012), where sponsors are increasingly engaging with fans to create loyalty (Martínez-López 

et al., 2017), as opposed to focusing on brand awareness.  

iAL (2019) expresses frustration about the traditional advertising view of sports properties, which posits the 

consumer as passive recipient. Instead, iAL (2019) holds that consumers are co-creators of meaning, and that 

sponsorships should be ‘touchpoints’ towards the fans, sponsorship network, and media:  

“[Brøndby IF say] ‘We are Denmark biggest sports brand.’ Yeah, but against what metric? ‘But, we have most 

viewers?’ Well, what kind of viewer is that? What is a viewer? They do not know. They actually don’t care. So 

long as there is a lot of viewers, everything is well.”38 (00:17:09) 

In accentuating the notion of sponsorships as interaction, and underlining the football industry as unique 

with passionate and interactive fans, the value-alignment and brand attributes are communicated with 

stakeholders rather than to stakeholders, as opposed to classic advertising. In other words, sponsors and fans 

are becoming co-creators of the football product and brand attributes, too.  

Similarly, Chanavat et al. (2016) alludes to image transfer happening inadvertently between all sponsors and 

the sport property. In other words, sensemaking (Weick et al., 2005) and image transfer (Smith, 2004) takes 

                                                           
38 "Vi er Danmark største sportsbrand" - Jamen, målt på hvad? "Jamen der er flest seere?", Nå, men hvad for en seer? 
Hvad er en seer? Hvilken værdi har en seer for mig? Det ved de ikke. De er også ligeglade. Så længe der er en hel 
masse seere, så er det godt 
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place in networks rather than dyads.  

This corroborates with the empirical data guiding this paper. For instance, iFCN (2018) noted how 

sponsorship revenue increased following the introduction of Right to Dream and the women’s team; iFCM 

(2019) called the network “self-fuelling […]”; and iLBK (2019) noting that “there is definitely a domino effect 

[…] we found it in the construction and food and beverage industries” (00:25:37)39.   

One element that contributes to the uniqueness of the football industry pertains to fans ‘Basking In Reflecting 

Glory’ (“BIRGing”) (see Jensen et al., 2016). Briefly, BIRGing refers to an individual attempting to internalise 

the success of others (Junghagen, et al., 2016). In other words, the sport team’s success affects the 

individual’s identity work.  

The BIRG-concept may be extrapolated to include ‘heart’-sponsors, who are driven by affectionate and 

emotional attachment to the football club (Chadwick & Thwaites, 2006; Junghagen, 2018a), and the sporting 

performance of the football team. This extrapolation is – at least in part - corroborated by iFCM (2019) who 

notes that selling sponsorships become easier when the team is performing well. The volume of heart 

sponsorships seem contingent on the sporting performance, however this poses a problem for the 

commercial-driven sponsorships as heart-sponsors offer little long-term value in terms of inter-

organisational relationship building in the sponsorship network (iAL, 2019; iFCM, 2019) 

Conversely, iFCN (2018) argued that their sponsorship network increased following the introduction of Right 

to Dream, the women’s team, and more well-defined organisational values. This indicates a sponsorship 

network (or portfolio) that is driven by ‘brain’-sponsorships, which the cases of iAL (2018; 2019), iDHL (2019), 

and Faisto support (FC Nordsjælland A/S, 2019).  

The ‘domino-effect’, then, may be a double-edged sword; ‘heart’ versus ‘brain’ sponsors, which is 

exacerbated by the all-too-dominating institutional logic in win-maximisation (see Storm, 2013). If the sports 

property experience declining sporting performance, the sports property may enter into a vicious cycle with 

declining sponsorship revenue, if sponsors are unable to derive additional value from the sponsorship outside 

sporting performance, especially when the effect of brand exposure is ambiguous (Junghagen, 2018b; 

Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013) (see also Appendix G).  

Going back to the commercial setup in Danish football clubs and the (allegedly) inadequate business 

                                                           
39 Danish: Det er helt klart en dominoeffekt, og vi skal starte den i andre brancher også. Vi har fundet den i bryggeri og 
food and beverage. 
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understanding, iAL (2019) observes how ‘heart sponsorships’ have slowed the commercial development of 

football: 

They [clubs] are used to getting money from people who do it with their heart […] In a way, it has 

ruined football as a commercial product […] they [former footballers in commercial departments] 

are not used to delivering a product that produces meaning […] that proves that this is a good 

business case40 (00:11:27) 

This sentiment exacerbates the negative effects of the win-maximisation strategy (Storm, 2013). Corollary, 

the statement alludes to dormant tensions in the sponsorship dyad, and in extension in the sponsorship 

network, which may arise if the parties are unable to create a shared language that facilitates shared 

understanding and interaction “among boundary-spanning personnel [that] produce a shared interpretation 

of goals” (Farrelly et al., 2003, p. 131).  

Inevitably, achieving a shared interpretation of goals is an almost impossible feat, when creating a portfolio 

or sponsorship network consisting of both heart and brain sponsorships: “The only thing that it [sponsorship 

network] is not about is business. It’s super old school. People come, eat from a nice buffet, drink a couple 

of ‘free’ beers. And when they go on tour? [drinking gesture]”41 (Anonymous).  

Similarly, Junghagen (2018b) found tensions in the sponsor-sponsee dyad, when balancing the transactional-

based and affection-based sponsorship (i.e. brain versus heart) in relation to the target consumer being the 

fans. This analysis shows that the tension is not confined to sponsor-sponsee dyads or even the target 

consumer, but indeed to the sponsorship portfolio and its composition.  

Sports properties, then, risk losing long-term strategic sponsors, when the sponsorship network becomes a 

mixture of transactional-based and affection-based sponsors. The two sponsors have contrasting 

expectations of the sponsorship, and are thus unable to reconcile and create value outside the immediate 

sporting experience.  

                                                           
40 De har været vant til, at i rigtig mange år, fik de deres penge fra folk, som gjorde det med hjertet. På en måde, hvis 
jeg skal være lidt provokerende, så har det faktisk været med til at ødelægge fodbolden som et kommercielt produkt 
[…] fordi [de] er ikke vant til, at de skal levere en vare, som ikke bare giver mening, fordi nogen gerne vil være det, 
men som giver mening, fordi der skal ligge en business case, som viser at det er en god idé.  
41 Det eneste det ikke handler om, det er business. Det er totalt old school. Folk kommer, for at få en god buffet, 
drikke et par øl gratis.. Og når de er på tur (drikke bevægelse). De gamle netværk der, det er ikke godt for produktet 
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Internal and External Stakeholders 
The internal and external stakeholders have implicitly been included in the above sections. Returning to the 

segmentation of the sport industry as ‘elite, entertainment, and egalitarian’ (Chelladurai et al., 2017), the 

myriad of stakeholders is nearly endless when the sport property operates in all three segments. 

In illustrating the fluidity of stakeholders, and how stakeholder turn from dormant to active participants 

(Cornelissen, 2014) in construing and negotiating meaning (Weick et al., 2005), I turn to the announcement 

of the FCN women’s team.  

The announcement included the sponsorship-renewal with DHL, who emphasised that the women’s team 

was the impetus for continuing the relationship. At the same time, the Vice-President of the Women’s 

Commission of the Danish FA (“VP”) commented in a video presentation: “One report said ‘create a women’s 

team? Forget about it!’ […] In light of that report, it is amazing to see them being able to land sponsors the 

women’s team […] They created a brand, and now companies find it very interesting” (FC Nordsjælland A/S, 

2018b).  

Arguably, the VP – and the commission – was a latent, dormant stakeholder, but develops into a 

‘discretionary stakeholder’ with “legitimate claims based upon interactions with the organisation, but have 

no power to influence, nor any urgent claims” (Cornelissen, 2014, p. 48). 

Despite having no (or very little) power and urgent claims, the VP brings a myriad of other relevant 

stakeholder groups or networks, including notions of gender equality. The VP, then, participates in creating, 

negotiating, and transferring meaning from and to the brand image of the women’s team, and in extension 

FCN and Right to Dream. More central to this paper, the VP construes and transfers the ‘meaning’ of the 

sponsorships as legitimate commercial interests rather than acts of philanthropists.  

In another example, iFCN (2018) reveals how he was once invited to a sponsor’s own business network to 

“They [the sponsor] asked me to do a presentation [about Right to Dream]. They asked me if I could do it 

their own business network, so that they could tell their own network what they were engaged in here” 

(00:33:59).   

Beyond the discursive formation and transfer of meaning, the two examples actually support the findings of 

Junghagen (2018a), who argues that sponsees are increasingly becoming mediators of sponsor stakeholder 

relations.  More specifically, Junghagen (2018a) found the football club successfully assuming a mediating 

role in the sponsor’s stakeholder relations “if the club itself nurture its own relationship with the same 

stakeholders” (p. 348).  
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Paradoxically, both iFCM (2019) and iFCN (2018) argued that ‘success stories’ relating to respectively FCM 

Samfund and Right to Dream (i.e. CSR-related activities) are best communicated via third parties as “the 

Danish media are healthy sceptics in many ways” (iFCN, 2018, 00:20:05). In communicating the brand 

identity, the sport property view stakeholders (e.g. sponsors) as increasingly important actors in managing 

the brand image. 

In linking the findings of Junghagen (2018a) to this paper, then, we may postulate that a certain degree of 

value alignment (or strategic fit) acts as a catalyst for mediating the stakeholder relations more effectively, 

but that the sponsor can mediate the sports property stakeholder relations, too. Value-based sponsorships 

seem to have a reciprocal image transfer effect, when the sponsorships become a medium for transferring 

meaning and creating interaction, in which existing sponsee and sponsor values are reciprocally legitimised 

by virtue of collaboration and interaction with external stakeholders (see also “Brand Image Transfer”).  

The same cognitive mechanism occurs in instance of ‘misbehaving’ sport properties (Toscani & Prendergast, 

2018). Sponsors are aware of linking their brand to ‘misbehaving’ sport properties, particularly when the fan 

base is at intense rivalry: “You are either fan of FC Copenhagen or Brøndby. Does that mean that FCK-fans 

would not choose DHL? […]  We also don’t want the violence and fighting behind the scenes”42 (iDHL, 2019, 

00:33:01).  

For the football club, the main implication in the above examples pertain to brand management, and more 

particularly the management of the sponsorship portfolio. In linking (reverse) brand image transfer and 

associative memory theory (Smith, 2004), the external stakeholders play an instrumental role in construing 

the strength of nodes and links (Chanavat et al., 2016) through discursive formations that extend the 

organisational boundaries (Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004).  

The conscious effort to manage the sponsorship portfolio is a luxury only few clubs can afford, yet the power 

of reverse image transfer may have a detrimental effect on the brand image of the football club. For instance, 

iLBK (2019) had to cancel a sponsorship agreement with Danske Bank following an immediate shitstorm 

fuelled by the immediate fan community. Yet, few football clubs are actively pursuing sponsorships that 

enhance their own brand image, but focus on short-term cash flow to balance the books in support of the 

win maximisation strategy. The risk, of course, is bound in the uncertainty of short-term contracts, where 

goal convergence is unattainable (Farrelly & Quester, 2005), and no additional value has been created for 

neither the sports property, sponsor or sponsorship network.  

                                                           
42 Danish: Enten er man FCK eller Brøndby fan. Betyder det så, at fx FCK fans ikke vælger DHL? […] Vi gider ikke sådan 
noget med, at det er vildt og voldsom, eller at man slåsser i kulissen.   
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Rounding up the Analysis 

The following section will bind together the sub-sections of this analysis, and add minor details that should 

provide a better overview of the findings. This will be the vantage point for the discussion.  

The interviewed sponsors (iAL, iDHL, iDS) all emphasised the importance of media and brand exposure when 

scanning and selecting sport properties. Value alignment was seen as an absolute requirement by AL and 

DHL, while iDS (2019) found it obsolete, or at best an added bonus to the agreement.  

This finding may indicate that sponsors that operate in heavy competition B2C-industries are less committed 

to the sponsor-sponsee relation, the sponsorship network, and thus opportunities for shared value creation 

are either ignored, neglected, or missed (Chadwick & Thwaites, 2006; Morgan et al., 2014). Despite the 

indifferent effect on the sponsorship network (e.g. shared brand image), the dyadic relationship and its 

outcome can still be fruitful following industry congruence (Groza et al., 2012), marketing-related activities 

(Meenaghan, 2001), and other sponsorship-related activation or leveraging (O’Reilly & Lafrance Horning, 

2013). 

The findings further suggest that emerging opportunities for co-alliances (see Farrelly & Quester, 2005) are 

ignored or neglected, and results in some degree of sponsor frustration. This was expressed when value-

based opportunities, e.g. CSR-related communication, were neglected. The frustration seems bound in 

inadequate and infrequent sponsor-sponsee communication. The outcome correlates to a more strained 

relationship that is incapable of capturing emerging opportunities, branding the sport property as passive 

(iDS, 2019; iAL, 2019).  

More expressed co-alliances across the sponsorship network are confined to internal transactions business-

to-business, and sponsors seldom engage in explicit co-sponsoring of events or other marketing-related 

activities. All three interviewed sponsors expressed willingness to engage in explicit co-sponsoring.  

External stakeholders were found to be instrumental in co-communicating brand identity (Ellis, 2017) and 

construing brand image, since transfer of meaning (Chanavat et al., 2016) occurs in complex stakeholder 

networks.  

In communicating a brand identity, this paper found evidence for sponsors and sponsees increasingly 

acknowledging the separation of the sport property brand image and the sponsorship network brand image. 
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This suggests that the sponsorship portfolio should be more carefully managed, with particular attention to 

the distribution of ‘heart’ and ‘brain’ sponsorships.  

For all clubs and sponsors, CSR-related sponsorship communication was limited or sporadic at best. This 

paper found mutual fear of green washing to be the main factor in the sporadic CSR-related communication. 

Both sponsors and sponsees argued that CSR-related communication was more effective in co-

communication efforts (or through the other’s communication channels), which indicates a lack of shared 

objective and strategic understanding rooted in either infrequent communication or shared understanding 

(Farrelly et al., 2003).  

Lastly, this paper further found suggestions that sport properties lack adequate organisational capabilities in 

establishing shared language, shared understanding, and consequently “a critical impediment to strategic 

development” (Farrelly et al., 2003, p. 131).  

Discussion 
This seeks to discuss the effect of the sports property and its CSR-initiatives on existing sponsors. This section 

further discusses the value-based sponsorships and the relational constructs as instigator for shared value 

creation. Lastly, the value-based sponsorship and the mediating effect of CSR is discussed in relation to 

constituting a competitive advantage in the Danish sponsorship market.  

Several researchers are noticing the importance of complex networks as the underlying mechanism for 

sponsorships (e.g. Olkkonen, 2001, 2006; Ryan & Fahy, 2012). This study has highlighted how sponsorship 

seldom occur in an isolated dyadic relationship, but rather in complex networks of interaction.  

This paper further suggests examining  sponsorships from a holonic perspective (Kira & van Eijnatten, 2008), 

where the sports property, sponsor, sponsor/sponsee dyad are all ‘parts’ of the ‘whole’ sponsorship network. 

This view supports how mutual interaction between the parts affect the whole, while simultaneously being 

affected by the whole itself.  

The shift to a more network-based approach infers reciprocal image transfer in sponsorships. The dyadic-

based approach often implicitly underlines the role of the sport property as an exploitative platform for 

sponsors to leverage. Similarly, if the relationship is an exploitation, the opportunities for shared value 

creation will never materialise. Thus, it is crucial to understand sponsorships as business-to-business, 

reciprocal, and in the context of complex networks of interaction, where ‘meaning’ is created and affects 

sponsor/sponsee dyads across the sponsorship network.  
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The present empirical study assists in establishing a better understanding of critical relational constructs in 

facilitating shared value creation through the value-based sponsorship, including perceived value alignment, 

inter-personal communication, and value creation.  

First, on a brand-level, CSR-related activities were found to facilitate affection-based discourses. The 

affection-based discourses constitute more distinguishable sports property values. The more distinguishable 

values are easily amendable in creating and communicating a brand identity, which was found to be the case 

at FCN. The well-defined brand identity facilitates sponsorships that are value-centric rather than exposure-

centric, and where ‘meaning’ and interaction, and consumer engagement and consumer loyalty are more 

imperative than is brand awareness.  

In other words, CSR-related activities could enhance and accentuate the value-based sponsorships, and 

facilitate ‘meaning’ creation more focused on egalitarian values, goodwill, and consumer loyalty.  

Traditional exposure was found to be an important driver in the scanning and selection process prior to 

entering into sponsorships. However, the value of exposure was later contested in the relationship given its 

credibility issues in metrics and measuring outcome (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 2013). Sponsors increasingly 

focused on marketing-related activities, including activation and leverage (O’Reilly & Lafrance Horning, 

2013), networking, and with the objective of creating goodwill and consumer loyalty through interaction and 

production of ‘meaning,’ rather than traditional advertising relating to brand awareness.   

This paper, in the context of Danish football, found top-level sponsors open to more value-based sponsorship 

that were based on CSR-initiatives. In line with creating shared value (Porter & Kramer, 2011), sponsors found 

economic potential in value-based emerging opportunities for shared value creation. In other words, even 

when CSR-initiatives evoke affectionate response, the involvement must be a feasible strategic decision with 

return on objective as opposed to a stand-alone philanthropic act.  

While the sponsees all expressed ‘brain’-sponsors were imperative in creating more long-term value, the 

examined sponsor/sponsee dyads were typically unable to identify, exploit, or engage in emerging 

opportunities that deviated from contractual obligations. This may be caused by a myriad of factors, including 

over-reliance on formal governance (Morgan et al., 2014), commitment asymmetry (Chadwick & Thwaites, 

2006), and sport property passiveness (Farrelly & Quester, 2005), or simply insufficient time to establish goal 

convergence.  

Going back to the resource-based view, Fahy et al. (2004) identify organisational resources as a prerequisite 

for driving sustainable competitive advantage through sponsorships (see “Sponsorship as Competitive 

Advantage”). This paper identified deficiencies in organisational resources pertaining to boundary spanning 
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(Carlile, 2004; Levina & Vaast, 2005) , employee business literacy and market orientation (Morgan et al., 

2014), and frustration emerging from inadequate collaborative communication (Farrelly et al., 2003).   

Based on anecdotal evidence from iAL (2019) and iLBK (2019), this paper found inadequate boundary 

spanning (Carlile, 2004; Levina & Vaast, 2005) based on insufficient organisational and employee capabilities. 

The consequence of inadequate boundary spanning may include lack of shared language, understanding, and 

interpretation of strategic goals that impede further strategic development beyond contractual obligations 

(Farrelly & Quester, 2005; Morgan et al., 2014). This was particular exacerbated when iAL (2019) noted the 

over-emphasis on former professional football players forming a large part of the staff at football clubs.  

iAL (2019) commented that smaller clubs are more relation-focused, where bigger clubs should be “more 

conscious about creating the relation, because otherwise it becomes a machine.” The issue of capturing 

emerging opportunities for shared value creation seems to persist regardless of the size of the football club. 

For the small club, the inability to capture emerging opportunities could be as simple as too few employees 

and lack of time (Farrelly & Quester, 2005). For the bigger club, the intangible value of relationship 

management may be perceived neglected, and the sponsorship is confined to contractual obligations, 

defaults to exposure-centric, and risks discontinuation of the relationship at contract expiry.  

Relating to boundary spanning (Carlile, 2004) and market orientation (i.e. understanding of the other’s core 

business) (Farrelly et al., 2003), this paper identified shared understanding and goal convergence (Farrelly & 

Quester, 2005) spurring sponsor-perceived sponsee inertia, passiveness, or lack of sponsorship commitment.  

Despite the sports properties’ focus on relationship management, the perceived passiveness have insofar 

hindered the capture of emerging opportunities, thus reducing the likelihood of more elaborate co-alliances. 

This was found to be the case in an Australian context, too, where the market orientation (i.e. business 

literacy) of the sport property reduced the likelihood of co-alliances and: “despite the potential for major 

sponsorship relationships to function as co-marketing alliances, this type of relationship is still in its infancy” 

(Farrelly, Quester, & Clulow, 2008, p. 60; Morgan et al., 2014). 

Most sponsorship literature identifies trust as a key determinant in sponsorship commitment (e.g. Farrelly & 

Quester, 2005; Farrelly et al., 2003; Hessling et al., 2018). Farrelly & Quester (2005) argues that trust is 

perceived “competence to engage in actions beneficial to commercial outcomes […] [trust] may be less 

resilient [and] limited to confidence a sponsor has in the property” (p. 59). This suggest a link between 

collaborative communication (Farrelly et al., 2003) and sponsorship commitment (Hessling et al., 2018), 

where infrequent communication, low market orientation, and inadequate boundary spanning results in 

competence-related trust dissipating from the relationship.  
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Creating shared value through CSR-related activities could spur more elaborate co-alliances, where the 

sponsorships evolve from brand name awareness platforms  (Cornwell, 2017) to ‘sponsorships as meaning’ 

(Ryan & Fahy, 2012). The interviewed sponsoring companies were aware of the emerging opportunities 

stemming from CSR-initiatives, albeit strategic development of emerging opportunities, or even using the 

egalitarian brand attributes of the sport property, was still in its infant stag due to perceived sponsee 

passiveness and perceived lack of sponsee capabilities. This suggests that more attention to relational 

constructs and developing shared language (i.e. business literacy) could spur boundary-spanning activities 

that facilitates knowledge creation (Nonaka, et al., 2006) and venues for creating shared value (Porter & 

Kramer, 2011).  

In a context of market immaturity, Junghagen (2018a) found Swedish top-level sponsors “still sponsor with 

their heart, or at least valuing emotional and relational values before transactional” (p. 347). On the contrary, 

this paper found Danish top-level sponsors to sponsor with their brain, where perceived economic benefit 

outweigh emotional or affectionate attachment. However, the opposite case is likely true when sponsorships 

are smaller, local or regional sponsors, where the affectionate values come before transactional.  

In employing the holonic view (Kira & van Eijnatten, 2008), the sponsor/sponsee dyad is a ‘part’ and a ‘whole’ 

of the sponsorship network. Considering this view, the inclusion of ‘heart’-sponsors in the sponsorship 

network offer nothing but monetary value for the sponsee, and an affectionate link between the ‘heart’-

sponsor and the sponsee. The ‘brain’ sponsor-perceived value of the sponsorship decreases when 

sponsorship networking arbitrarily mixes non-economic with economic sponsors, where goal expectations 

are misaligned and “people come, eat from a nice buffet, drink a couple of ‘free’ beers” (Anonymous).  

However, completely disregarding the value of ‘heart’-sponsors is a nonsensical argument. The holonic view 

(Kira & van Eijnatten, 2008) proposes interaction in ‘parts’ and the ‘whole’ indirectly affects both the part 

and the whole, effectively becoming interdependent and interlinked entities. The paradox of the sponsorship 

as interaction, meaning, yet transactional is notable in considering the brain-heart-sponsor relationship. The 

‘brain’-sponsor adds more intrinsic, economic, and strategic value for and with the sport property, yet the 

target of marketing-related activities is often fans and other stakeholders with affective commitment to the 

sports property.  

In other words, the ‘brain’-sponsors are dependent on the affectionate characteristic of ‘heart’-sponsors and 

other stakeholders. Simultaneously, the intra-business relationships in the sponsorship network are strained 

from the misalignment of goal expectations.  
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Still, this paper finds heart-sponsors to provide little value in the B2B-environment of the sponsorship 

networks, and may potentially damage the commercial development of the football club due to sponsor 

perceived ineffectiveness.  

The solution likely lies with more careful stakeholder management, while acknowledging that both the ‘brain’ 

and ‘heart’-sponsors hold power, urgency, and claim (see 'Stakeholder Salience' model in Cornelissen, 2014). 

One practical solution could be the formal separation of the two sponsor groups, where internal group 

dynamics are aligned to accommodate inter-personal shared understanding of the arrangement, facilitate 

goal expectations and reduce frustration from lack of shared language and understanding.  

Similarly, the sports property should engage in more careful sponsorship portfolio management as “brands 

can actually benefit from the direct positive effects of the event and indirect effects of other co-sponsors” 

(Chanavat et al., 2016, p. 426). This pertains to a more congruent sponsorship portfolio. In realising the 

reciprocal effect of image transfer and meaning, the sports property can leverage its sponsorship network to 

complement and reiterate its brand image.  

Competitive Advantage, is it feasible?  

Using CSR as a source of competitive advantage can pay dividends in corporate reputation (Smith, 2007). 

Sports properties can leverage its corporate reputation as socially responsible as “increasingly, investors seek 

socially responsible firms and not just the highest current financial returns” (Smith, 2007, p. 193).  

Fahy et al. (2004) argues that competitive advantage is unattainable if the “sponsorships do not translate 

into delivering value for a customer group” (p. 1024). In another context, Junghagen (2018b) found the 

sponsee effectively mediate sponsor-stakeholder relations when the sponsee “nurture its own relationship 

with the same stakeholders” (p. 348).  

Arguably, then, specific CSR-initiatives should not be confined to accommodate the stakeholders of the sports 

property alone, but seek to address shared stakeholders with the sponsor. This is in line with the findings of 

this paper, where the case of Right to Dream was found emotionally (and discursively) distant from sponsors 

and the sponsors’ Danish stakeholders. As such, despite affectionate attachment to the mission and values 

of Right to Dream, the sponsors deemed it economically unviable in its current state.  

This finding is consistent with the findings of Hessling et al. (2018), who found transactional sponsorships to 

outweigh affectionate sponsorships when exploring shared value creation, although the affectionate 

element was still instrumental: “value-based commitment [transactional] cannot stand on its own but is 

affected by shared values, trust, and affective commitment” (p. 156).   
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This paper supports this finding, where shared values, trust, and some degree of affective commitment is a 

prerequisite for exploring venues for shared value creation. In other words, the sports property CSR must 

pertain to a societal function, which is affectionately and functionally close to the sponsor’s egalitarian values 

and core competencies.  

Sponsorship as ‘meaning’ (Ryan & Fahy, 2012), then, is not a sponsoring of the sports property and its relation 

to football, but rather a sponsorship of the sports property and its meaning-creating role, including its values, 

fans, and societal function. Increasingly, sponsors are interested in the affectionate element of football and 

its ability to generate emotional attachment. For instance, sponsors organising pre-match events are co-

creating the experience of a football match, which is no longer confined to the 22 players on the field (Mehus, 

2010).   

In adding the perspective of affectionate and egalitarian value alignment, the sponsorship is elevated to more 

than mere exposure, and instead adds mutual beneficial commercial gain, while simultaneously attending to 

societal responsibility.   

However, in the case of Right to Dream and FCN, the values and ‘meaning’ are seldom communicated, and 

sponsors are increasingly becoming disconnected from the concept of Right to Dream, particularly when the 

boundary spanning is insufficient in establishing shared understanding, expectations, and strategic intent 

(e.g. iDS, 2019; iAL, 2019). 

The sponsors could become mediators in communicating and legitimising the CSR-related values of Right to 

Dream, like in the case of the women’s team, which has proved to be a viable business strategy. Integrating 

the brand of Right to Dream could constitute a sustainable competitive advantage in the Danish sponsorship 

market. The emphasis on CSR is becoming a consumer and societal movement (Uhrich et al., 2014). Arguably, 

the sponsors’ affectionate attachment to Right to Dream is insufficient in engaging in co-marketing activities 

relating to shared value creation. This, then, supports that well-defined CSR-activities must present economic 

value for sponsors in spite of affectionate attachment, before CSR can constitute a competitive advantage.  

In conclusion, affectionate sponsorships cannot facilitate shared value creation on its own; the sponsor must 

see potential for increased business value in engaging in initiatives outside the current contractual 

obligations. Similarly, the sponsee must accommodate and explore opportunities that spur business benefits 

for the sponsor.  
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Recommendations 

This paper suggests the sport property should transform from a passive agent to a more active agent in 

shaping the sponsorship relations and sponsorship network. Sponsors seem willing to engage in more 

elaborate co-alliances (Farrelly & Quester, 2005) that are based on value alignment, and CSR-related activities 

that hold potential return on investment.  

All the sponsors and sponsees pointed to relationship management as an instrumental tool in achieving 

sponsorship objectives, yet this paper found indications of inadequate collaborative communication (Farrelly 

et al., 2003), boundary spanning (Carlile, 2004), and lack of shared understanding, which obscures emerging 

opportunities (Farrelly & Quester, 2005). Sponsees should increase dialogue focused on the transactional 

aspect of sponsorships and creating shared value, and not only dialogue that facilities a good inter-personal 

relationship.  

Similarly, the sports property should attempt to mould its sponsorship portfolio by more critically select 

congruent sponsors (Groza et al., 2012). The congruency should be based on brand attributes or brand values, 

which serves the purpose of complementing and reiterating the sports property brand image.  

The CSR-related activities should be close to the core business of the sports property (Smith & Westerbeek, 

2007). Similarly, CSR-related activities should be related to topical societal discourses, business-related 

responsibilities, and compatible with core competencies of sponsors. This would likely enhance the discursive 

effect of brand congruency (Groza et al., 2012). Activities that are completely disconnected from the 

sponsors’ brand image could negatively affect brand image transfer (Groza et al., 2012), and simultaneously 

risk consumer perception of green washing or the sponsorship being a one-time philanthropic act.  

Conclusion 
This paper found indications of sports property CSR capable of attaining competitive advantage in the Danish 

sponsorship market. However, CSR as competitive advantage in the sponsorship market is unattainable, if 

the CSR-related sponsorship does not translate into delivering economic value for the strategic sponsor.   

Similarly, CSR-related activities, then, must facilitate shared value creation. In exploring relational constructs, 

this paper found relational gap between sponsors and sponsee to form the biggest barrier to CSR as 

competitive advantage and shared value creation. The strength of co-communicating CSR relates to the 

sponsee or the sponsor assuming a mediating role in sponsor/sponsee-stakeholder management, with the 

objective of creating goodwill and increasing brand equity.  

In exploring what characteristics of a sport property makes a sport property ‘valuable,’ the data and analysis 

suggest value alignment is an all-important element in facilitating sponsorship relationships revolving around 
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sports property CSR. The level of media exposure is an important driver in the screening and selection 

process, although the sponsor-perceived importance of exposure decreases when the sponsorship is used as 

‘meaning’-transfer and interaction. 

In exploring barriers to competitive advantage through CSR, this paper found relationship management and 

inadequate collaborative communication to impede strategic development of emerging opportunities. This 

paper found ineffective inter-organisational boundary spanning stemming from inadequate market 

orientation, which resulted in the sponsoring company perceiving the sport property as passive or incapable 

of capturing emerging opportunities, and reducing likelihood of shared value creation.  

Affective commitment to the CSR-activity and sports property is valuable in building and maintaining 

sponsor/sponsee relationship. However, this paper found affectionate sponsorships and relationships do not 

facilitate shared value creation on its own. The strategic sponsor must see potential for increased business 

value in engaging in initiatives outside the current contractual obligations. Crucially, the sponsee must 

accommodate and explore opportunities that spur business benefits for the sponsor, even when the 

sponsorship-related activity relates to social responsibility.  

This paper contributes to the existing sponsorship literature by proposing a sponsorship network model, 

which adds a novel perspective to assessing the effects of the sponsor-sponsee dyads in relation to a myriad 

of stakeholders. The model proposes seeing sponsorships as complex networks of interaction, where 

meaning is construed in stakeholder networks as opposed to sponsor-sponsee dyads.  

By virtue of reverse brand image transfer (Toscani & Prendergast, 2018), the sponsorship network model 

suggest that the sport property and its brand image is affected by the interaction of and with sponsors and 

the sponsorship network. The mechanism of sensemaking supports that brand image is formed in complex 

networks of interaction, where both active and dormant stakeholders are construing the brand image as 

opposed to only consumers and fans. For this reason, sports properties should more carefully construe its 

sponsorship network through congruent sponsors, which could be mutually beneficial for both sponsors and 

sponsee as value alignment and brand congruence facilitate more effective brand image transfer.  

The model further proposes viewing the sport property and the sponsorship portfolio as two separate, but 

interdependent and intertwined entities as sponsoring companies are increasingly engaged in sponsor-

activities based on the opportunities in and from the sponsorship network. Sponsorships in Denmark, then, 

are increasingly becoming sponsorships as ‘meaning,’ ‘interaction,’ and ‘network’ (Ryan & Fahy, 2012).   
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Limitations 
The qualitative research design is often criticised for its lack of generalizability, reliability, and validity 

stemming from the ontological stance (Johnson, 2015). In relation to grounded theory, some literature 

recommend the researcher to maintain a cognitive, social, and emotional distance from the field, the data, 

and indeed the analysis (Proctor & Capaldi, 2008). 

For instance, Proctor & Capaldi (2008) argues that the researcher should refrain from reading literature 

before conducting interviews. Some argue that the main objective is for the qualitative research to be 

measured against the same criteria as quantitative research to still achieve some sense of validity of the 

research (Johnson, 2015).  

Admittedly, this paper falls short of the cognitive, social, and emotional distance to the researched, as I am 

passionate about football, written papers about football, and sponsorships. Although, any outcome of 

research guided by social constructivism and qualitative research is “inevitably the result of social 

construction, rather than discovery” (Johnson, 2015, p. 322), where the researcher is inevitably engaged in a 

sensemaking process when conducting interviews, and processing and analysing data. 

In terms of the criterion of saturation (see Saunders et al., 2018), the paper would have benefitted from 

additional data. The primary data is limited in its volume, and more data would be preferable in order to 

extrapolate more tendencies in the Danish sponsorship market. To ameliorate shortcomings, the content 

and validity of the interviews have been measured against an extensive amount of secondary data and 

sponsorship literature.   

While this paper seeks to explore sponsorships as networks, this paper does not capture the full complexity 

of sponsorship network. The amount of latent and dormant external stakeholders is too vast to capture, and 

specific case analysis would be more suitable to explore specific stakeholder dynamics and relations.  

The paper has some practical implications for management purposes, but lacks systemic (i.e. practical) 

recommendations to improve the effectiveness of sponsorships. This paper identifies potential pitfalls in the 

sponsor-sponsee dyads, and extrapolates to the sponsorship network. The proposed model is most likely 

more theoretical than practical (see “Towards a Model”), although it does offer a novel approach to 

evaluating the aggregated sponsor portfolio, and indeed how sport properties can derive value from other 

constructs than media exposure.  

The research in this paper does not explain the effect of the sponsorship network on consumer behaviour, 

including goodwill towards brands, consumer purchase intention, etc. This is an unexplored area of research, 

which has also been pointed out by Groza et al. (2012), where only the dyadic relationship has been explored. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A - Interview Template - Companies 
Theme 1 – Organisational values 

1. Vision and mission of the company? 

2. How would you characterise the organisational culture?  

3. Who is responsible for the sponsorship management?  

Theme 2 – Sponsorships 

1. In the screening and selection process, what are you looking for in a sports property?  

2. Do you have a general sponsorship strategy, or a sponsorship strategy tailored to each individual 

sponsorship? Is the sponsorship strategy integrated in the marketing strategy?  

3. Who are you currently sponsoring? How long? How did you come to notice [sports property]?  

4. How would you characterise the match between your company and the [sports property]? What 

made this [sports property] a match for you? (e.g. fans, viewership, LED-boards, hospitality, 

network) 

5. How do you leverage and activate the sponsorship? Are you the responsible party for the 

activation? What is the activation to sponsorship ratio (monetary terms)? How effective do you 

think the sponsorship would be without additional leverage/activation (including networking)?  

a. Are you given any data from the sports property? What kind of data would be valuable?  

6. How could your sponsorship become more valuable/effective (e.g. more social media, projects, 

etc.)?  

a. How could the sport property improve the effectiveness of the sponsorship?  

7. How does the relation with the sport property affect the sponsorship?  

Theme 3 – Metrics 

1. What metrics are you currently using to evaluate the effectiveness of the sponsorship(s)?  

a. Network 

b. Activation/Leverage 

c. Brand awareness/brand exposure 

d. Sporting performance 
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e. Values of the sports property 

f. Direct sales 

g. Brand equity or brand image 

h. Mentions on social media 

Theme 4 – CSR and Creating Shared Value 

1. How would you describe your company’s CSR strategy? 

a. E.g. Projects, initiatives, strategy  

2. Who is responsible for the CSR in your company? Is the CSR strategy integrated in the marketing 

strategy? Communication? Brand management?  

3. Are you aware of [sport property’s] values? In the media or do they communicate them 

themselves?  

4. Are you aware of [sport property’s] CSR? Does that affect your choice of sports property for 

sponsoring?  

5. Do you think the CSR of [sport property] has an effect on your sponsorship?  

a. Do you think CSR adds additional value to the sponsorship? Why and how?  

b. Do you align the CSR strategies of your company and the sports property?  

c. Do you communicate the aligned CSR? Specific initiatives/projects? Why/why not?  

6. Do you think a football club and a company can engage in a co-managed CSR 

strategy/project/initiative?  

a. What would be the desired effect? Target group (e.g. employees, fans, consumers, other 

stakeholders)?  

b. Do you think the value of the sponsorship would increase if you engaged in co-managed 

projects? Why and how?  

Appendix B - Interview Template – Football Clubs 
Theme 1 – Organisational Values 

1. Vision and mission of the sport property? Commercially and sporting?  

2. How would you characterise the organisational culture? The values?  

3. Who is responsible for the sponsorship management?  

Theme 2 – Sponsorship  

1. How would you characterise the sponsorship strategy? How do you attract new sponsors?  

2. How do you communicate sponsorships?  

a. LED-boards, shirts, stadium, etc.  

b. Social media, website, etc.  

3. How are sponsorships typically activated/leveraged? 

a. Do you create a strategy for the sponsor?  

b. Do you collect data? Give data to sponsors?  

4. How do you as a club provide value to a sponsorship? 

5. How do you attract new sponsors? What is the main selling point for you? Why do sponsors choose 

you and not [sports property]? Why do they choose football?  

a. E.g. networking, hospitality, exposure, CSR?  

6. Going back to the values of the club, do you think that the effectiveness of the sponsorship 

increases when/if the sponsor/sponsee have aligned values? What if they do not?  
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Theme 3 – Sponsorship network 

1. What kind of sponsor is most valuable for you? What is it based on?  

a. Money 

b. Co-managed projects 

c. Brand 

d. Network 

e. CSR 

f. Values 

2. How would you characterise the sponsorship network? How would you describe its brand?  

a. Do you think that some sponsors add additional value to the sponsorship network?  

b. Can you leverage the addition of one sponsor to attract additional sponsors?  

c. Do you think that some sponsors come for the sponsorship network, and not the sports 

property itself?  

d. Would you say that the sponsorship network has its own brand? How do you manage it? 

3. In contract renewal situations, what do companies typically focus on?  

a. Money 

b. Activation/Leverage 

c. Brand awareness/brand exposure  

d. Sporting performance 

e. Values 

f. Direct sales/metrics  

g. CSR 

h. Relations 

i. Sponsorship network 

4. How would you characterise the archetype sponsor of your sports property?  

a. Values 

b. Industry 

5. How do you improve the sponsorship strategy? The activation? The relation? Etc.  

6. If a sponsor ends up in a shitstorm, does that affect your partnership? The network? Would you 

consider stopping the partnership?  

7. Who are you main competitors in the sponsorship market? 

Theme 4 – CSR  

1. Describe the CSR strategy 

a. Initiatives, projects, etc.  

2. Do you have any partnerships on the CSR strategy?  

3. How do you communicate CSR? Who is the target group?  

a. Social media 

b. Website 

c. Newspapers 

d. Annual reports 

4. Is the CSR strategy/initiatives/projects integrated in the marketing or communications strategy? 

Sponsorship strategy?  

5. In terms of your CSR strategy, who are the most important stakeholders?  

6. What is the communicative objective of your CSR?  
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7. Do you think CSR could be integrated in the sponsorship strategy? In sponsorship relations?  

a. Could [company] add value to the CSR strategy/initiatives/projects?  

8. Does the club currently have any collaboration with sponsors on CSR projects?  

9. How would that affect the sponsorship relation? Value? 

 

Appendix C – Interviews - Overview 
 

Industry Company Formal Job Title  
Cited 
as Date Duration: 

Football club FC Midtjylland Sponsor Manager 
iFCM 
(2019) 

12-03-
2019 01:02:50 

Bank Arbejdernes Landsbank 
Head of Marketing and 
Communication 

iAL 
(2019) 

19-03-
2019 00:52:30 

Logistics DHL International GmbH Marketing Manager 

iDHL 
(2019) 

29-03-
2019  00:41:56 

Football club Lyngby Boldklub Chief Executive Officer 
iLBK 
(2019) 

22-03-
2019 00:43:51 

Gambling Danske Spil Marketing Director 
iDS 
(2019) 

01-04-
2019  00:33:57 

Football club *FC Nordsjælland 
Head of Communications - Right 
to Dream 

iFCN 
(2018) 

26-03-
2018  01:15:59 

Bank *Arbejdernes Landsbank 
Head of Marketing and 
Communication 

iAL 
(2018) 

29-03-
2018  00:36:01 

       

*Interviews from 2018. Conducted in relation to another paper that focused on sponsorship as competitive 
advantage and CSR. 
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Appendix D – Sponsorship Evolution 
 

Source: (Ryan & Fahy, 2012, p. 1139) 

Appendix E – Sponsorship Revenue Share 
 Annual Report 2018 AGF* Brøndby IF** Esbjerg fB***1 

Sponsorship revenue in DKK 51.5m 50.6m 39.2m 

Total revenue 113.1m 147m 65.6m 

Sponsorship share of revenue 45.5 % 34.4 % 59.8 % 

Table compiled from annual reports of the three football clubs.  

* Source: https://www.agf.dk/media/15130759/agf-as-aarsrapport-2017-18.pdf 

** Source: https://brondby.com/nyhed/2018/03/06/450781 

***: Source: https://cvrapi.dk/virksomhed/dk/esbjerg-forenede-boldklubber-elitefodbold-as/15619376 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Figures from 2016, when Esbjerg fB were in the Danish Superliga 

https://www.agf.dk/media/15130759/agf-as-aarsrapport-2017-18.pdf
https://brondby.com/nyhed/2018/03/06/450781
https://cvrapi.dk/virksomhed/dk/esbjerg-forenede-boldklubber-elitefodbold-as/15619376
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Appendix F – Annual Report of Football Clubs - Summary 

FC Midtjylland       

Fiscal Year (Position in Superliga) Revenue (DKK) Sponsorship revenue Profit (DKK) (After Tax) 

2009-2010 (6) 59,193,000.00 N/A -40,813,000.00 

2010-2011 (4) 61,335,000.00 N/A -24,384,000.00 

2011-2012 (3) 73,474,000.00 N/A -28,405,000.00 

2012-2013 (6) 55,181,000.00 22,923,000.00 -7,438,000.00 

2013-2014 (3) 71,228,000.00 23,282,000.00 -14,103,000.00 

2014-2015 (1) 82,377,000.00 N/A -52,732,000.00 

2015-2016 (3) 145,416,000.00 N/A -12,527,000.00 

2016-2017 (5) 89,938,000.00 *Approx. DKK 34m -10,373,000.00 

2017-2018 (1) 97,189,000.00 *Approx. DKK 37,5m 67,562,000.00 

Projected: 2018-2019   *Approx. DKK 42m   

    

Lyngby Boldklub    

Fiscal Year (Position)** Revenue (DKK) Sponsorship revenue*** Profit (DKK) (After tax) 

2010-2011 (8) 16,505,873.00 N/A  -490,506.00 

2011-2012 (11 - relegated) 18,018,305.00 N/A -3,984,872.00 

2012-2013 (**4) 20,023,824.00 N/A 1,396,784 

2013-2014 (**3) 7,827,057.00 N/A -6,754,302.00 

2014-2015 (**3) 6,031,584.00 N/A -9,843,130.00 

2015-2016 (**1) 3,503,574.00 N/A -27,474,439.00 

2016-2017 (3) 23,999,000.00 ***Approx. DKK 1m -19,827,010.00 

2017-2018 (13 - relegated) 17,712,638.00 N/A -35,200,000.00 

   

FC Nordsjælland    

Fiscal Year (Position)  Revenue (DKK) Sponsorship Revenue Profit (DKK) (After Tax) 

2011 (2) 62,437,000.00 N/A 538,000.00 

2012 (1)**** 219,423,000.00 N/A 68,142,000.00 

2013 (2)**** 165,169,000.00 N/A 26,738,00.00 

2014 (6) 75,574,000.00 N/A -8,700,000.00  

2015 (6) 80,774,000.00 N/A -11,516,848.00 

2016 (9) 157,474,000.00 N/A 23,437,164.00  

2017 (5) 137,380,000.00 N/A 5,367,000.00 

Table compiled from annual reports of the three football clubs. Source(s): FC Midjylland: 

https://cvrapi.dk/virksomhed/dk/fc-midtjylland-as/31576156; Lyngby Boldklub: 

https://cvrapi.dk/virksomhed/dk/lyngby-boldklub-as/30616065; FC Nordsjælland: 

https://cvrapi.dk/virksomhed/dk/fc-nordsjaelland-as/24257703 

*Unavailable from annual report(s). Figures from iFCM (2019).  

**First Division (Second tier) 

***Unavailable from annual report(s). Figure from iLBK (2019). 

****Broadcasting revenue from UEFA Champions League  

 

https://cvrapi.dk/virksomhed/dk/fc-midtjylland-as/31576156
https://cvrapi.dk/virksomhed/dk/lyngby-boldklub-as/30616065
https://cvrapi.dk/virksomhed/dk/fc-nordsjaelland-as/24257703
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Appendix G – Interview Recordings 
Interview recordings are confidential and must not be distributed or shared.  

Print version includes USB with recordings. Recordings uploaded via Digital Eksamen. Available as .wav file. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


