
SPONSORSHIP CONSULTING managing
director Pippa Collett has spent much of the
last year delving into the world of evaluation
on behalf of industry trade body ESA. A
former client, she has now produced a lengthy
document which attempts to demystify the
subject for marketers: "I wanted to set out a
series of thought processes and guidelines which
can help executives get to grips with the subject.
I fundamentally believe that sponsorship can
be evaluated effectively - but I wanted to explore
why it often isn't."

For Collett, the starting point of her quest
was not the tools that are used to measure
sponsorship, but the intellectual approach
that underlies evaluation: "You can't measure
a sponsorship unless you know what you are
trying to achieve. The start of this process has to
be identifying objectives."

This is easier than it sounds: "A lot of
organisations don't like to be tied down to
specific objectives because it gives them less
room for manoeuvre after the event. If your
objectives are vague, you can claim any improved
measure as a success. But it's never easy to go
back to the board and explain why certain stated
targets weren't achieved, particularly if the choice
of sponsorship was their idea."

For example, if you see a statement
which says, '12 percent of consumers felt
more passionate about our brand after the
sponsorship' it looks like it should be a tick in
the plus column. "But this kind of measure
only matters if you've had an econometric
analysis which says something along the lines
of'i per cent of passion - X per cent increase in
sales', says Collett. "If your objective is to open
up new flight routes into key European cities
by engaging with politicians then this kind of
measurement might be completely irrelevant."

Having established the sanctity of dear
objectives, Collett warns against trying to evaluate

too many: "There's no point measuring more than
four or five. Otherwise evaluation becomes too
elaborate and expensive. This can be a particular
problem in big multinational organisations - where
local and international objectives overlap with each
other. Analysing minor details can distract you
from your main goals."

Once you have identified those key goals,
evaluation needs to be a living, organic process
says Collett. "If you're going to do this at all, you
need to be investing in a way that allows you to
act on your findings. That means tracking the
progress of the sponsorship as it happens - not
just waiting until it's over. Obviously that's not as
easy in the case of one-off events like the World
Cup - but some kind of ongoing analysis makes
the evaluation more effective."

Evaluation culture

Notwithstanding her basic faith in evaluation,
Collett admits there are situations where
there's no point in investing in it. "If you find
yourself in a situation where the sponsorship is
a chairman's whim, then do you really want to
spend a lot of money proving to the boss that it
doesn't work? Similarly, if you sense there's no
real appetite to act on your findings it can end up
as a wasted investment."

Assuming, however, that there is a pro-
evaluation culture, you have three main
sources of information to build up a picture
of sponsorship effectiveness. The first is
internal data. The second is rights holder-
generated data. The third is bespoke or off-
the-shelf market research. All three come in
many forms. Internal data, for example, can
be anything from employee surveys and call
centre transcriptions to sales data and staff
retention figures. Share price, analysts ratings,
market share and feedback from hospitality
events can all be scrutinised to see how the
company is performing at pivotal moments

in the sponsorship programme (during key
promotions, for example, or after media
exposure peaks).

Of course, sponsorship isn't the only thing
that affects such variables: "So ideally you need
some kind of control," says Collett. "A similar
territory where there is no activity. Or a time
in the past where you attempted to achieve the
same goals without the use of sponsorship.
Without some kind of comparative scenario, you
may think sponsorship is the decisive factor but
you won't know that for a fact."

Likewise, all of this internal corporate data
is only of any use if there's someone to collate
it. Talk to a research expert like Marketlink's
Angela Diakopoulou and you'll learn that many
big organisations fall down in this regard - either
through failing to collate data early enough or
not having the cross-departmental mechanisms
required to share data.

Rights holder data needs to be treated with
caution - since it is often designed as a sales too
and reads as such (big vague numbers packaged
up to suggest scale - and a high price). But it
is important and needs to be accessed where
possible, says Collett. "The key message here is
that evaluation planning should be left no later
than the contract negotiation phase because you
need to make sure commitments from the rights
holder are written into the final agreement."

The other area, market research, is where
the specialist agencies come in. Here we have
the likes of BMRB, Millward Brown, Ipsos
MORI, Comperio, SMS, Marketlink Research
and Sport+Markt - not to mention the research
departments within the media agencies, all
providing sophisticated support data. Whether you
are looking at media exposure, brand image shifts
or more contextual data such as economic impact
and consumer engagement, there is a wealth of
data to be had. And it's improving all the time.

To cite one example, late 2007 saw Sports
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Marketing Surveys take a significant step forward
in the evaluation of TV exposure for sponsors.
After more than a year in development work,
SMS came up with a way of ranking quality of
exposure using its automated measurement
system Magellan. Factors such as the logo's
position on screen, size, duration, clutter and
legibility can all now be factored in to provide a
true sense of what the sponsorship has delivered.

SMS' Stephen Procter has no doubt that
this improvement to Magellan will have direct
commercial consequences, both for sponsors and
rights holders trying to prove the effectiveness of
their sports properties. "For example, I could see
sports like golf and tennis doing well out of this
because the Magellan system enables clients to
decide whether it makes sense to be in the corner
of a cluttered football screen or the solus sponsor
on a tennis screen."

Assisting decisions

Technology is having an impact in so many
ways. To cite another example, Generate
Sponsorship and Cubeworks recently launched
Sponsorworks, an online system which
manages the distribution and evaluation of a
company's hospitality and ticket allocation across
sponsorship activities. But the point about all
such developments is that they need to be used
properly in order to maximise their effectiveness.

Collett's report has been a major undertaking.
So why has she gone to the trouble? "I wanted to
assist those responsible for sponsorship to make
better decisions. The argument that sponsorship
is difficult to measure is one often advanced by
the advertising community as a good reason
for not investing in the medium," she explains.
"But as media outlets multiply and consumers
enter into more complex dialogues with brands,
marketers are looking to sponsorship as a
platform for developing deeper engagement.
So at ESA we wanted to provide guidance on
how companies might assess the worth of a
sponsorship before investing and on how to
evaluate returns once that investment is made."

Of course, agencies also have a responsibility
in all of this. They too are guilty of churning out
case studies which proclaim huge (and unlikely)
improvements in brand metrics and massive
returns in terms of media exposure. When
these supposed benefits coincide with a sales
slump, a share price collapse or a bad customer
experience, it's no surprise that observers think
sponsorship's claims have no basis in reality.

That said, it's important not to be reductionist
in our view of what constitutes a successful
programme. "Improvements in sales can
be great news," says Collett. "But genuine
improvements in brand equity are important
too. If a sponsorship can help drive up company
share price it can aid a takeover bid, or if the
brand becomes more attractive it can help secure
a loan to fuel diversification. It's a powerful
tool if you link it up properly to your initial
objectives."
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