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Introduction 
Let’s face it – getting sponsorship for the arts is hard. There. I’ve said it, 
even if others won’t! I guess I can say it, because I don’t work for an arts 
company but also because the international marketing literature says so.  
 
In reality, the sporting industry benefits most from sponsorship with around 
75 – 80%  of sponsorship expenditure being channelled into sporting clubs 
and events. In 1995, researchers in Canada estimated that sponsorship of 
the arts accounts for only 10 – 15 % of sponsorship expenditure. In 
Australia, when data for the Cultural Trends in Australia was last collected 
in 1997, the Bureau of Statistics estimated that around 6% of business 
sponsorship went to the arts. Four years later, when data was collected for 
the ABS Business Generosity Survey, businesses were still contributing 
only 6 % of their funding allocated to community support, to art sponsorship 
which, in dollar terms, was around $40 million. 
 
The majority of this sponsorship money goes to the big arts companies, 
such as The Australian Ballet, Opera Australia and the Sydney Theatre 
Company. The reasons are obvious. As far as the big sponsors are 
concerned, any financial contribution to a marketing strategy such as a 
sponsorship has to have “reach”. In other words, if you are a big company 
wanting to attach your brand to an arts company, then you need it to be a 
big one with a big audience.  
 

Why do companies sponsor the arts? 
For clarification, sponsorship is different from philanthropy. The generally 
accepted definition of a commercial sponsorship is “…an investment in 
cash or kind, in an activity, person or event (sponsee), in return for access 
to the exploitable commercial potential associated with that activity, person 
or event by the investor (sponsor).” Philanthropy is another way of raising 
funds for artists and companies, but is usually driven by non-commercial 
motivations, such as a desire to support the career of an individual artist 
because they like their work, or believe that what they are doing is 
important. 
 
Consistently, companies who sponsor the arts say that they want two 
marketing outcomes of their sponsorship: 
 

1. Increasing consumer awareness of their brand or product 
2. Improving corporate image 
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A conversation with the former marketing manager of The Age newspaper 
summed up the business perspective. She said that her paper would 
sponsor an event or organisation if it could see clear and tangible marketing 
outcomes as a result of the sponsorship. As far as she was concerned, the 
company’s name on the ticket, and signage at the event were the basic 
requirement. She was looking for more innovative ways to form a marketing 
partnership, such as the option to have exclusive rights to expose new 
markets to their product.  
 
One good example of this is The Age and its sponsorship of the Melbourne 
Museum. When you enter the museum, you are provided with the day’s 
copy of The Age. This is pure promotion. What The Age is hoping, is that 
some of the people who take a copy may not have been exposed to their 
paper before, and will think it isn’t too bad, and maybe buy a copy in the 
future. This is where other elements of the marketing mix have to kick in, 
such as the quality of the writing in the actual paper, distribution outlets, 
reaching the right segments, etc. The Age is hoping to introduce new 
markets to its paper, as well as reinforcing its brand to those who are 
current readers and getting the current readers to buy the paper more 
often. 
 
And this is the type of relationship that sponsors want – one that can be 
incorporated into their overall marketing strategy. You see this at work all 
the time in the sporting sponsorship arena. For example, Coca-Cola 
sponsors the Australian Football League, and has exclusive rights to sell 
their product at AFL games. So as well as the advertising and sponsorship, 
it is also reinforcing its brand by making sure that the only drinks you can 
buy are Coke or Coke products. 
 
So sponsorship is more than bunting - it has to have benefits beyond 
advertising. 
 

Niches 
Many artists and arts companies argue that niche marketing – targeting 
smaller customer segments rather than mass marketing – is where the arts 
can give sponsors the edge. 
 
Despite the widespread use of segmentation and the intuitive appeal of 
niches, research from marketing specialists such as Malcolm Wright, 
Andrew Ehrenberg, Janet Hoek and Gerard Goodhardt, have found that 
targeting specific segments (or niches) through the marketing mix – which 
include promotional activities such as sponsorship – provides little more 
benefit than a mass marketing approach.  
 
The reality is that people who go to arts events also read the paper, go to 
the football, watch television, and catch public transport. If we are primed to 
notice a particular brand or product category, we tend to notice it. For 
example, when we need to replace the tyres of our car, we tend to notice 
Bob Jane T-Mart and Goodyear ads, whether it’s at the Opera, on the side 
of a tram or on a billboard. 
 
Most sponsorship being offered by artists and arts companies is just 
another form of advertising. It may well be targeting a specific audience 
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who may be more interested in the sponsor’s product, but it is still just 
targeted advertising. So while niching, in theory, sounds like a good idea, 
it’s not as effective as it initially seems. 
 
As such, marketing managers are reassessing the value of sponsorship as 
a promotional activity. Marketing managers are coming to realise that 
targeting even stable, robust segments is no better than “other approaches, 
especially as the empirical evidence indicates that segmentation and 
targeting does not usually achieve any important results (Wright, 1996: 
23).” 
 
That said, there are situations where a sponsorship has the potential to 
increase awareness of a particular brand. Usually this is in the case of 
smaller brands targeting small, distinct segments, and large brands that use 
the sponsorship as one of their many brand awareness activities. The link, 
however, between awareness and actual behaviour is dubious, and needs 
to be taken into account when assessing the value of sponsorship over 
other marketing mix activities. 
 
 

Try this… 
Ask your audiences who your sponsors are. If they can name more 
than three, unprompted, then you are doing very well. This is how 
most advertising is measured – measurement tools such as mind-
share, voice-share and wallet-share are common ways to measure 
branding strategy effectiveness.  
 
You also need to be able to demonstrate a link between actual 
awareness and behaviour. First ask them if they are current users of 
the sponsor’s products. Now go back to these same consumers after 
a period of time and ask them if they have purchased any of the 
products or services, or increased their purchases of the sponsor’s 
products.  
 
This is a very simple way to see if the sponsorship has any impact on 
the audience’s behaviour. Unfortunately, this approach doesn’t 
account for a range of other variables such as other promotional 
activities of the sponsor, including price discounting, or any changes 
to the marketing mix or environment, but it will give you a broad idea 
of the impact of the sponsorship. Unfortunately most surveys stop 
measuring sponsorship effectiveness at the “intention” stage, i.e., they 
ask consumers how likely they are to purchase a particular product as 
a result of the sponsorship. As discussed below, there is a weak link 
between intention and behaviour. 

 
Nowadays, marketers are looking for more innovative ways to get their 
message across– they aren’t really convinced that one-way communication, 
i.e., advertising and publicity, is the best way to get people to buy their 
products. 
 
Another critical issue for arts sponsorship is the change over the last ten 
years from sponsorship as being primarily a philanthropic endeavour for 
companies, to being considered in much more pragmatic marketing terms 
and being considered as more of an economically justifiable investment. 
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Arts sponsorship is now being seen as distinct from other sponsorships 
such as charities, and as such, unless businesses can see some 
connection to social welfare programs within the arts organisation, they 
approach arts sponsorship in similar ways to sport sponsorship, which is 
providing brand exposure to potential customers, and building a brand 
profile.  
 
Marketers admit that measuring the impact of a sponsorship is difficult. 
Greg Kelly, of the McKinsey Consulting Group suggests that companies 
who undertake sponsorship should be conducting a range of research 
activities, both qualitative and quantitative, over time. These activities 
include tracking any changes in attitude toward the brand over the period of 
the sponsorship. This could include taking random samples of the entire 
market, and then analysing any changes in attitude amongst those who 
attend the sponsee’s events. This may be one way of partitioning off those 
who were less exposed to the sponsorship.   
 
However, when measuring consumer attitudes to sponsorship we must be 
careful not to place too much emphasis on attitudes or what consumers say 
they will do as a result of the sponsorship. Marketing research over a long-
period of time has found that there is only a weak relationship between 
attitudes or intentions to buy a particular product and actual behaviour. Until 
market models can build in issues such as laziness, forgetfulness and 
inertia, it is always going to be difficult to accept that just because a person 
has a positive attitude toward a brand or says that they are more likely to 
buy a particular product as a result of an association with an arts company, 
that they will indeed purchase that particular brand or product. 
 

Does sponsorship work? 
It’s complicated. Sometimes it does, sometimes it doesn’t. It’s a lot like 
advertising. Most of the time it helps – but whether it is worth the effort is 
dependant on how it is handled. In general terms, it’s a matter of degrees. 
 
For example, if a sponsor wants to build brand salience, or recall of the 
brand across a range of situations, it won’t do so by being one of forty 
“Silver” sponsors of a big theatre company or major museum. 
  

Try this… 
As an exercise, think about how many of the Rugby World Cup 
sponsors you can remember? Maybe two or three? Or in the 
arts context, other than Channel Seven, Qantas and Esso/Mobil, 
who are the sponsors of Opera Australia? Alternatively name at 
least five sponsors of your local museum, or theatre company 
(without going to their website). 

 
 
 
Companies would be better off having a longer-term major sponsorship of a 
smaller event or company that is able to “cut-through”. Esso and Mobil, for 
example, sponsor the Parent’s Nights for Melbourne Theatre Company. 
Similarly, Pura Milk bought naming rights to the Sheffield Shield Cricket 
Competition, which is much cheaper than being a fourth level sponsor of 
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the International test series. Every time the domestic cricket competition is 
mentioned, Pura Milk is also mentioned – I even heard one of the ABC 
commentators calling it the Pura Cup recently! 
 
This isn’t niche marketing – Esso and Mobil haven’t made the decision that 
they only want parents to buy their products – it’s strategic marketing on the 
part of the sponsor.  Similarly, Pura Milk hasn’t decided that it only wants 
people who watch cricket to buy their milk. Both of these sponsorships want 
mass markets to notice their brand. Esso and Mobil are big companies, and 
so are MTC, Opera Australia and the domestic cricket competition. What 
the sponsor and sponsee are doing is finding the best way to cut-through 
the advertising clutter out there, and making decisions about the most 
effective way to get the message across to as many people as possible.  
 
It is important to note, however, that to build brand salience, a company 
would need to do more than sponsor one event or artist. Companies who 
undertake branding strategies seek to have their brand at the “top of mind” 
or at least within the consideration set of the consumer when they are 
purchasing from their product category. To do that, the brand has to be 
everywhere, constantly reminding consumers that it exists. 
 
A large brand, such as Telstra, needs to build a targeted sponsorship into a 
wide-ranging brand program. This is why Telstra sponsor the Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Telstra Stadium, Bangarra Dance Theatre, Lifeline, the 
National Rugby League competition and the Business Women’s Awards. 
This is in tandem with a massive advertising campaign, utilising all sorts of 
media. Think about how often you see the Telstra logo when you are out 
and about – on telephone boxes, at Telstra shops, on the side of buildings, 
etc. 
 
However, smaller arts companies and individual artists with small profiles 
would benefit from forming relationships with small to medium brands in 
their local market, perhaps in areas of mutual relevance, such as innovation 
or creativity. At this level, the sponsor can align their offering with the work 
of the artist or organisation and consumers are more likely to link the 
sponsoring organisation with the artist or arts organisation. Again, this is a 
way to “cut-through” and make an impression beyond unsolicited 
advertising. 
 

Two-way sponsorship 
Sponsorship is most effective when consumers have the opportunity to 
interact with the sponsor or its products. It has to be two-way, not the 
traditional one-way approach where the company seeking sponsorship (the 
sponsee) ostensibly offers just another form of unsolicited advertising. So 
you need to be able to say to a sponsor that their consumers will engage 
with their product as a result of sponsoring you or your organisation. 
 
One of the sponsors of the 2003 Melbourne Fringe Festival was the icy 
drink product, Slurpee. Slurpee developed a lime version of the drinks for 
Fringe, which linked in with the Fringe’s lime green marketing theme. These 
lime green Slurpees were on sale at the bar, along with beer, wine, and 
other standard bar items. The lime green Slurpee added a ‘fun’ dimension 
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to the bar and Fringe, and allowed the Slurpee sponsorship to resonate 
with the Fringe Festival audience. 
 
An alternative to the product placement or testing could be a two-way 
arrangement where the sponsor provides funds (or something of value) to 
an artist or arts organisation in return for insight into the creative process of 
an artist. Many organisations look to the arts to provide them with creative 
ways to develop new products or services. For example, a few years ago 
(and they may still do this), Melbourne Festival Artistic Director, Sue 
Natrass, visited the workplace of one of their sponsors to talk to the staff of 
the organisation about the creative process and how these processes might 
assist the sponsor (and its employees) to manage processes such as new 
product development or organisational change. In addition to the benefits 
obtained by gaining this insight, it also allowed the staff of the organisation 
to connect with the arts event that their company was sponsoring. 
 

But don’t despair, the outlook isn’t all bad. 
Sponsorship should be about forming mutually beneficial partnerships. No 
more cap in hand type arrangements. Seek partners. Look for reasons why 
you might get together. Don’t always ask for cash. Maybe the sponsor has 
skills that your organisation needs. It is often easier for a sponsor to provide 
labour, than cash or products. But keep in mind, that the labour does have 
a cost, so don’t undervalue the offer.  
 
For example, you may not have the skills to conduct market research, but 
maybe there is a market research company that has those skills, and loves 
the idea of getting access to your shows, or would like to hang some of 
your artwork on its walls in exchange for its services.  
 
Do your research. Get to know your potential partner before you even 
approach them. In addition to giving you some good background, it may 
also force you to assess what it is that you can offer other parties, and as a 
result make your sponsor targeting more efficient. Look for mutual benefits.   
 

Align the sponsorship in a strategic way 
Go to a sponsor with an innovative way for them to incorporate a 
sponsorship into their organisational culture or strategic plans. You can get 
information about the organisation you are hoping to approach if you look 
hard enough. Most medium to larger companies have websites that will 
have the company mission or some sort of values statement on it. You 
could also visit a range of potential sponsors, not necessarily with the 
intention of asking for sponsorship, but more as an intelligence gathering 
exercise – finding out what they look for in a sponsee and how they 
integrate sponsorships into their business model. 
 
Probably the most integrated strategic sponsorships that I have come 
across in the past couple of years were AMP’s sponsorship of the Olympic 
Torch Relay. Instead of being one of thousands of sponsors of the actual 
games, AMP chose to have exclusive naming rights to the torch relay. In 
addition, they built the sponsorship and the Torch Relay branding into 
almost all of their marketing activities, from TV advertising to letterhead to 
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torch relay events held in every town that the torch visited. Although we 
may have forgotten that AMP was the sponsor of the torch relay now, when 
the Olympics were on, research found that the public most frequently cited 
Qantas (who weren’t actually an official sponsor), Coca-Cola, AMP and 
Visa as major sponsors of the games. All the rest of the brands that were 
sponsoring the games got mixed up in the quagmire of brands, including 
confusion about companies such as Nike and Adidas. 
 

Measuring the impact of a sponsorship 
Despite the prevalence of sponsorship as a marketing tool, very little 
research is done to measure the effectiveness of sponsorship. As 
mentioned previously, most sponsorship objectives are related to factors 
such as awareness and brand building. As such, many of the instruments 
being used by research companies to measure sponsorship effectiveness 
are those used in the evaluation of advertising effectiveness. These 
measures tend to fall into two interacting categories, brand-focused and 
sponsorship-focused. The first focuses on consumer’s awareness of the 
brand in general, whereas the second looks to understand how the brand’s 
sponsorship of the activity impacts on factors such as the sponsor’s image 
as a result of the sponsorship and consumer goodwill toward the company.  
 
For example, one way of measuring awareness of the brand as a result of 
promotional activities such as sponsorship could be to measure 
spontaneous brand awareness amongst your audience. You could ask your 
audience what brands in the product category they can name. Which 
brands come easily to mind? An increase in spontaneous awareness of 
your sponsor over the life of the sponsorship provides an indicator of a 
strengthening connection between regular audience members and the 
brand. In measuring how the sponsorship contributes to our perception of 
the brand, you could undertake individual interviews that use techniques 
such as metaphor elicitation or word associations to see how your audience 
feels about the sponsor’s involvement with your art or organisation. 
 
There are also a range of statistical techniques available such as conjoint 
analysis, regression and structural equation modelling available to measure 
the effectiveness and depth of involvement in the brand of a sponsor. This 
is probably most appropriate in the bigger arts companies, who seek to gain 
larger sponsorships from the bigger brands, and as such require more 
authoritative information about sponsorship effectiveness. 
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Some basic rules 
 
Don’t see sponsorship as a means of patching up holes in the budget 
I recently heard of a board meeting in a major art organisation, where the 
Chair of the board said that the sponsorship budget was determined by the 
shortfall in the budget. This is very poor strategy. The sponsorship budget 
should be determined by how much you honestly believe that you can get. 
 
Be careful with the amount of effort you put into a sponsorship 
Sometimes we get carried away thinking that even a couple of hundred 
dollars is better than nothing. Sometimes it is, sometimes it isn’t. It’s more 
important to think about how much it has cost you, in time, transport, 
lunches etc., to get the sponsorship. A rule of thumb is that the amount of 
money, or its equivalent value to you, that you raise in sponsorship 
partnership should be about double the amount that it has cost you to get it; 
otherwise, you are going backward. 
 
Aim for long-term relationships 
Surprisingly, or maybe not so surprisingly, research into motivations for 
sponsoring consistently finds that companies enter into a sponsorship 
wanting to develop a long-term relationship with the individual or company 
that they are sponsoring. I’ll write that again, and even italicise it, just to 
make the point. They want to have a “relationship” with the sponsee – 
which means they want to be involved. This could mean inviting them to 
special events, introducing them to artists, letting them tour your studio or 
rehearsal rooms, taking them backstage, giving them background 
information about the art or the company that others don’t get, treating them 
as if you like them and taking an interest in them and the reasons that they 
are interested in your art. You could ask them for their advice in areas 
where they may have skills and you don’t. 
 
If you see the sponsorship as an opportunity to have a long-term business 
relationship, then you may well be more successful in getting the 
sponsorship. It’s obvious you can’t necessarily promise this first-up, you 
need to get to know them before you commit. But if you do get to know the 
company or individual that you would like to form a sponsorship relationship 
with, then you will know whether you are a match, and then the relationship 
will, hopefully, develop into a long-term one. 
 
Be prepared to be rejected 
The majority of unsolicited approaches for sponsorship are unsuccessful – 
some figures suggest up to 80%. This is not surprising. However, what is 
surprising is the number of organisations that continue to put so much effort 
into cold calling or form letters, knowing that the likelihood of getting a 
sponsor is very slim. 
 
What raw statistics won’t reveal is that the successful sponsorship 
approaches are usually successful because the artist or the organisation 
put a lot of effort into the approach – before they approached the sponsor. 
It’s like getting a job. Or asking someone out on a date. You don’t just throw 
your business card or form letter (or phone number) at every potential 
sponsor, you think about who is most likely to sponsor you, find out more 
about them, and approach with an offer that they can’t refuse. 
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Conclusion 
Getting sponsorship is difficult. As part of an overall strategic marketing 
plan, you need to take it seriously. Sponsorship shouldn’t be used to make 
up budget shortfalls. It shouldn’t be taken lightly, and the person or people 
who is/are responsible for getting sponsorship should be provided with the 
resources to do so.  
 
However, they should also be honest with themselves, with the organisation 
and with the board about realistic targets. And they should be able to 
support any targets with evidence to say why they think that they will reach 
those targets. You should also be willing to accept that, at times, 
sponsorship isn’t the best tactic to raise funds for you or for your 
organisation – particularly if you are spending more money on costs such 
as salaries, functions etc., in getting the sponsorship, than actually bringing 
in the money or contra. 
 
Keep in mind that competition for sponsorship in the arts is intense, 
particularly as other funding sources such as government grants and 
philanthropic trusts are reducing the amount of support they provide, and 
putting more restrictions on how they distribute those funds. Having an 
awareness of what this means to you or your organisation will allow you to 
more have a more considered approach to your sponsorship proposals. 
Simply and pragmatically put, your offer has to be better than the 
competition.  
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