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activation represents one of the available spon-

sorship format options and is defined as a type 

of sponsorship-linked marketing communication 

that enables audiences to “interact or in some way 

become involved with the sponsor” (Weeks et al., 

Introduction

When staging an event sponsorship, brands have 

an important decision to make: they need to choose 

an optimal sponsorship format. Sponsorship 

MAKE IT COUNT: EXAMINING OUTCOMES OF ACTIVATION 

AND ADVERTISING-LIKE EVENT SPONSORSHIP

NATALIYA BREDIKHINA  AND THILO KUNKEL  

School of Sport, Tourism and Hospitality Management, Temple University, Philadelphia, PA, USA

Empirical investigations on an effective sport event sponsorship format have remained sparse. The 

purpose of this research is to compare the outcomes of activation and advertising-like event sponsor-

ship, explaining the factors that drive change in sponsor brand attitudes among event attendees. We 

propose that 1) activation should lead to a significantly stronger increase of sponsorship perceptions 

and sponsor brand attitudes than advertising-like sponsorship, 2) changes in sponsorship percep-

tions should influence changes in sponsor brand attitudes, and 3) self-congruity with the sponsor 

should play a mediator role in the relationship between consumers’ sponsorship perceptions and 

attitudes toward sponsor. To test our assumptions, we conducted a field experiment at an international 

sport event with two waves of surveys (before/after the event). We compare longitudinal changes in 

sponsor–event fit, sponsorship authenticity, sponsor brand attitude, and self-congruity with the spon-

sor for two brands: one pursuing activation and the other one pursuing advertising-like sponsorship. 

Hypotheses were tested using paired samples t tests and partial least squares structural equation mod-

eling (PLS-SEM). Findings reveal that for activating sponsor, improvements in sponsorship percep-

tions were significantly stronger and explained more variance in changes of sponsor brand attitudes. 

Self-congruity with the sponsor was a mediator between sponsorship perceptions and sponsor brand 

attitudes. The study contributes to event sponsorship literature by longitudinally demonstrating that 

activation is more effective than advertising-like sponsorship in brand promotions and highlights 

the mediating role of self-congruity in the relationship between sponsorship inferences and sponsor 

brand outcomes.

Key words: Event sponsorship; Activation; Consumer engagement; Self-congruity

mailto:nataliya.bredikhina@temple.edu
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7097-4327
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1607-0148
http://www.cognizantcommunication.com
mailto:nataliya.bredikhina@temple.edu
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7097-4327
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7097-4327
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7097-4327
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1607-0148
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1607-0148
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1607-0148


Delivered by Ingenta
IP: 155.247.23.108 On: Thu, 16 May 2024 20:23:20

Article(s) and/or figure(s) cannot be used for resale. Please use proper citation format when citing this article including
the DOI, publisher reference, volume number and page location.

1448	 BREDIKHINA
 
AND KUNKEL

2008, p. 638). For example, during the 2018 FIFA 

World Cup, smartphone producer VIVO activated 

their event sponsorship by staging brand experi-

ence pavilions at stadiums, creating engaging fan 

programming with DJ performances, and hosting 

fan contests (VIVO, 2018). Sponsorship activation 

contrasts with passive sponsorship tactics such as 

the advertising-like sponsorship, a subset of pro-

motional strategies similar to traditional advertis-

ing that include passive sponsor promotions, public 

relations initiatives, commercials, or logo displays 

(Cornwell, 2019; Weeks et al., 2008). An example 

of advertising-like sponsorship is often observed in 

the context of auto racing (e.g., at Formula One or 

NASCAR events), where many brands limit their 

sponsor presence at the event to logo signage on 

team race cars (Howell, 2018).

Despite scholars’ claims that engaging activa-

tions are a more effective means of communicat-

ing sponsorship relationships than advertising-like 

sponsorship, practitioners often continue to think 

of sponsorship as advertising (Cornwell & Kwon, 

2020), and sponsor brands have historically under

utilized the potential of sponsorship activation 

(Cornwell, 2019; O’Reilly & Horning, 2013). At 

the same time, Cornwell (2019) stated: “Spon-

sorship’s greatest potential is likely not delivered 

as logos in stadiums, titles of concert series, or 

sponsor names listed in programs” (p. 49), while 

suggesting that sponsorship activation results in 

more authentic consumer engagement, and calls 

for more research into its effectiveness. Wakefield 

(2012) directly linked the extent to which sponsors 

can engage the audience through activation with 

increased levels of perceived concreteness and 

distinctiveness of sponsor brands, positive con-

sumer attitudes, and word of mouth. Nevertheless, 

empirical research that can testify to the benefits 

of activation over advertising-like sponsorship and 

explains factors contributing to consumer attitude 

change to inform academics and marketers has 

been lacking.

The comparison of outcomes and nuances of 

activation versus advertising-like sponsorship is 

particularly relevant when considering the costs of 

sponsorship leverage (i.e., all sponsorship activi-

ties beyond the fee for sponsorship rights; Weeks 

et al., 2008). Reports suggest that in the recent 

years, for each $1 spent on sponsorship right fees, 

approximately $2.20 were spent on leveraging 

sponsorships (EIG, 2018), whereas O’Reilly and 

Horning (2013) remarked that right fees/leverage 

ratios can be as “aggressive” as the 1:7 to 1:7.5 mark 

(p. 434). Brands may invest millions in sponsor-

ship fees. For example, Swiss luxury watchmaker 

Longines has paid $130 million for its current deal 

with Fédération Équestre Internationale (Black-

ford, 2017). Yet, sponsors have to invest at least 

twice more in sponsorship leverage (EIG, 2018; 

O’Reilly & Horning, 2013). Understanding how 

different types of sponsorship work could increase 

the return on investment in sponsorship. Given the 

increased number of brands exploring sponsorship 

as a marketing strategy, category exclusivity pack-

ages become less available, and brands are looking 

for effective ways to stand out (Bai et al., 2021). 

These examples, along with the gap in scholarly 

knowledge, stress the timeliness and relevance of 

exploring the potential advantages of activation as 

a sponsorship strategy.

The purpose of this research is to compare con-

sumer responses to these two types of sponsorship: 

sponsorship activation and advertising-like spon-

sorship and explain the factors that drive change 

in consumer attitude toward sponsors. Building on 

extant literature, we hypothesize that information 

that consumers receive about the sponsor–event 

combination during the event affects the way 

consumers connect with sponsor brands on the 

symbolic level and change their attitudes toward 

sponsors because of the event. We propose that 

activation is more powerful for increasing attend-

ees’ self-congruity with the sponsor and positive 

attitudes toward the sponsor because of the more 

appealing experiential component. We test our 

assumptions in the context of a large international 

sporting event by comparing attendees’ responses 

to two sponsors: one sponsor pursuing activation 

as a leverage strategy and the other one pursu-

ing an advertising-like sponsorship. Our findings 

highlight that sponsorship activation yields greater 

improvement in perceptions of sponsor–event fit 

and sponsorship authenticity, as well as allowing 

brand managers to exercise greater control over 

customers’ feelings of congruity with sponsor and 

sponsor brand attitudes. We outline contributions, 

directions for future research, and implications for 

brand managers based on these findings.
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Literature Review

Sponsorship

Sponsorship is defined as “an investment, in 

cash or kind, in an activity, in return for access to 

the exploitable commercial potential associated 

with that activity” (Meenaghan, 1991, p. 36). Thus, 

sponsorship establishes strategic brand ties between 

the sponsoring entity and the sponsored entity, such 

as sporting events, causes, art, or people, which 

allows to disguise the promotional intent behind 

the effort of contributing to social good (Cornwell, 

2019). Sponsorship is built through synergy and 

reciprocity between the sponsoring entity and the 

sponsored entity, where the sponsoring entity sup-

ports the sponsored entities in their pursuit of orga-

nizational goals (Bai et al., 2021). For instance, in 

the sports context, these goals may include support-

ing the development of athlete careers (Carrillat 

& d’Astous, 2014), promoting environmentalism 

(Habitzreuter & Koenigstorfer, 2021), or helping 

stage premier customer experiences for attendees 

at the event (Michelini et al., 2017).

Successful sponsorship benefits the sponsor 

through exposure, such as brand recognition (Green-

halgh & Greenwell, 2013), and association with 

the sponsee, such as improved brand attitudes and 

behavioral intentions (Woisetschläger et al., 2017). 

To explain why sponsorship works, scholars have 

relied on Heider’s (1958) balance theory, suggesting 

that consumers perceive a closeness or association 

between the sponsor brand and the sponsee: due to 

the natural human tendency to seek a sense of balance 

and harmony, consumers transfer their positive asso-

ciations from the sponsor to sponsee (Dean, 2002). 

Liking and identifying with the sponsee heightens 

positive attitudinal outcomes and behavioral inten-

tions toward the sponsor brand (Madrigal, 2000, 

2001). This emotional component is further under-

scored by possible negative outcomes of sponsorship 

resulting from spillover effects of negative consumer 

attitudes toward sponsees; for example, in the condi-

tions of sports rivalry when sports fans are faced with 

sponsors of a rival team (Grohs et al., 2015).

The inference of goodwill and transfer of posi-

tive associations makes sponsorship inherently 

different from traditional advertising (Meenaghan, 

2001). Specifically, whereas advertising may be 

an effective vehicle to deliver information about 

brands to customers, its ability to affect consumer 

attitudes and behaviors may be hampered by 

consumers’ tendency to infer selfish advertising 

motives, leading to psychological resistance to per-

suasion (Kelly et al., 2017). In contrast, sponsor-

ship can overcome such limitations by disguising 

commercial intent. Therefore, to maximize spon-

sorship benefits, sponsorship should be positioned 

as different from advertising (Cornwell, 2019). 

This implies that effective sponsorship campaigns 

should activate their sponsorship.

Both scholars and practitioners have pointed out 

that when sponsorship entertains and engages the 

consumer, it helps create a memorable experience 

and gives sponsor brands an edge (e.g., Rosen & 

Minsky, 2011; Weeks et al., 2008). Activation can 

help achieve those goals by offering a variety of 

creative leverage formats from which to choose, 

such as on-site consumer interaction and giveaways 

(O’Reilly & Horning, 2013; Papadimitriou et al., 

2008), corporate social responsibility initiatives 

(Habitzreuter & Koenigstorfer, 2021), or appealing 

physical (Su & Kunkel, 2020) or online (Weeks et 

al., 2008) sponsorship spaces. This contrasts with 

advertising-like sponsorship activities such as logo 

display that are passive and lack an experiential 

component. Yet, prior research has provided little 

guidance on the differences in consumer responses 

to activation and advertising-like sponsorship 

(Cornwell, 2019) to empirically confirm the supe-

riority of activation in yielding better sponsorship 

outcomes. Moreover, a longitudinal perspective on 

how responses to sponsorship and sponsor brands 

change over time (Cornwell & Kwon, 2020) has 

been lacking. The examination of these questions 

in the current research is guided by schema theory.

Schema Theory

The process by which an association between 

an event and sponsor is established in consumers’ 

minds can be explained by schema theory (Ander-

son et al., 1978). According to schema theory, 

consumers organize their knowledge of market ele-

ments (e.g., products, services, brands, and adver-

tisements) into memory-stored units of information 

(i.e., consumer schemas; Brown, 1992). A relevant 

schema is activated with each new experience 

related to a market element, and individuals match 
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new information to preconceived notions (Halkias, 

2015). As a result, consumers’ schema structures 

influence how new stimuli are interpreted but also 

change with new information (Halkias, 2015). 

Likewise, one goal of sponsorship marketing is to 

deliver novel information about the sponsor brand 

to positively stimulate the formation of sponsor 

brand schemas in consumers’ minds.

Scholars have adopted schema theory to explain 

the formation and evolution of consumers’ spon-

sorship-, sponsee-, and sponsor-related percep-

tions and attitudes (e.g., Cobbs et al., 2016; Roy & 

Cornwell, 2003). Scholars argue that as consumers 

learn about the sponsor–event relationship, they 

establish mental links between sponsor- and event-

related schemas in their minds, subsequently influ-

encing sponsorship outcomes (Koo & Lee, 2019). 

However, most research on audiences’ responses 

to sponsorship has been cross-sectional. Mean-

while, the formation of mental schema structures 

depends heavily on the frequency of schema activa-

tion (Mandler, 1984) and the environment in which 

new information is acquired (Gnyawali & Stewart, 

2003). Factors related to the event environment 

likely affect attendees’ consumption experiences 

and knowledge of the sponsor–event relationship 

(Su & Kunkel, 2019, 2020). Information acquired 

at the event will impact consumer judgment about 

sponsor brands (Speed & Thompson, 2000).

Therefore, we predict that it is not merely the 

brand association with an event that shapes the 

formation of consumers’ sponsor brand schemas. 

Rather, consumers’ perceptions of and attitudes 

toward sponsorship and the sponsor brand are 

likely to change during an event due to emotional 

and informational stimuli that activate and enrich 

consumers’ schemas. As schemas are sensitive to 

informational and emotional stimuli (Anderson et 

al., 1978), schema theory forms the basis for the 

following hypotheses regarding the influence of 

activation and advertising-like sponsorship com-

munication on changes in consumers’ evaluations 

of sponsor brands based on event attendance.

Hypothesis Development

We propose that activation yields more posi-

tive sponsorship outcomes than advertising-like 

sponsorship by invoking a greater positive change 

in sponsorship perceptions and sponsor brand atti-

tudes. Figure 1 summarizes our research model. We 

outline our hypotheses in the following sections.

Changes in Sponsor–Event Fit

Sponsor–event fit is defined as the extent to 

which consumers perceive the sponsor–event pair-

ing as compatible (Speed & Thompson, 2000). 

Figure 1. Hypothesized model. FIT, sponsor–event fit; SA, sponsor brand attitude; SC, self-congru-

ity with sponsor; BA, sponsor brand attitude.
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When consumers consider an event and sponsor 

as well-matched, sponsor–event fit is high; con-

versely, when consumers struggle to connect the 

event and sponsor, sponsor–event fit is low (Speed 

& Thompson, 2000). High sponsor–event fit is 

critical for the sponsoring brand because it leads 

to more positive sponsor brand evaluations (e.g., 

Close Scheinbaum & Lacey, 2013; Papadimitriou et 

al., 2016). Given that mental schemas are dynamic 

and evolving (Gilboa & Marlatte, 2017) and spon-

sor-related information acquired at an event is 

bound to the event environment, event attendees 

are more likely to discern a stronger association 

between an event and sponsor after the event rather 

than before. Further, sponsorship leverage through 

activation can be presented in many memorable 

formats and can incorporate creative and emotional 

appeals (O’Reilly & Horning, 2013). As brand 

engagement through activation heightens the lev-

els of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral activity 

in consumers (Cornwell, 2019), it entices consum-

ers to evaluate the activating brand in relation to 

the event (Su & Kunkel, 2020). It also strengthens 

their consumer schemas beyond that of the tradi-

tional advertising-like format that lacks experien-

tial components. Thus, activation is likely to have a 

stronger impact on the sponsor–event schema than 

advertising-like sponsorship would.

Hypothesis 1: Activation leads to a greater increase 

in consumers’ sponsor–event fit perceptions than 

advertising-like sponsorship.

Changes in Sponsorship Authenticity

Sponsorship-linked marketing can effectively 

communicate sincerity and involvement in what 

matters to the customer, a perception that is impor-

tant for brands to cultivate (Alhouti et al., 2016; 

Beverland, 2005). The extent of genuineness within 

the sponsor–sponsee relationship perceived by con-

sumers is conceptualized as sponsorship authentic-

ity (Cornwell, 2019) and is an essential component 

of sponsorship alliance image. Based on defining 

authentic brands as original, credible (Beverland, 

2005), exhibiting high morals, and caring about 

the customer (Morhart et al., 2015), we infer that 

authentic sponsorship is an alliance built on the val-

ues mentioned above.

The differentiating advantage of activation spon-

sorship over advertising-like sponsorship is the 

former’s ability to overcome the apparent selfish-

ness of traditional advertising (Meenaghan, 2001). 

Mere signage and logo display at a sponsored event 

are unlikely to render sponsorship authentic (e.g., 

Cornwell, 2019), whereas brands that activate their 

sponsorship through experiential offerings can 

contribute to consumers’ event experiences (Su 

& Kunkel, 2019). Therefore, consumers are more 

likely to appreciate the activating sponsor’s com-

mitment to what matters to them (Napoli et al., 

2014) and view the sponsorship as more authen-

tic. Hence, we expect that the leverage format will 

influence a sponsor’s ability to communicate spon-

sorship authenticity.

Hypothesis 2: Activation leads to a greater increase 

in consumers’ perceptions of sponsorship authen-

ticity than advertising-like sponsorship.

Changes in Consumers’ Self-Congruity  

With Sponsor

Consumers’ self-identity and consumption atti-

tudes are closely linked (Donvito et al., 2020). 

Through consumption, individuals seek to express 

who they are by choosing the brands they feel con-

nected to (Donvito et al., 2020). The mechanism 

underlying consumers’ association with brands can 

be explained through the process of self-congruity, 

where consumers compare their actual self-concept 

with their perceptions of brand personality or the 

image of a typical user of that brand. Both the pro-

cess and outcome of that comparison are defined as 

self-congruity (Sirgy, 1982, 2018). Self-congruity 

leads to more positive consumer brand evaluations 

and a stronger likelihood of consumers purchasing 

the brand (Sirgy, 1982), which may be further pro-

moted by sponsorship that offers customers high 

symbolic value (Dreisbach et al., 2018).

Consumers’ self-congruity with an event influ-

ences their attitudes toward sponsoring brands 

(Mazodier & Merunka, 2012; Sirgy et al., 2008). 

However, the mechanisms behind changes in 

self-congruity with a sponsor lack theoretical 

and empirical inquiry. It appears intuitive that 

new sponsor brand information and experiences 

encountered by consumers at an event will likely 
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affect how consumers connect with sponsors. As 

in human interaction, where the positive valence 

of an encounter affects one’s sense of familiarity 

with and positive assessments of other individuals 

(e.g., Reis et al., 2011), sponsorship increases con-

sumers’ familiarity and sense of connection with 

brands; that is, sharing experiences with others 

increases one’s perceived psychological closeness 

with them (e.g., Kreilkamp, 1984).

Furthermore, experiential offerings through 

activation are likely to serve as additional stimuli 

in establishing consumers’ self-congruity with a 

brand. The sponsorship space has the potential to 

create an immersive brand experience and deliver 

meaning to consumers through interactions with 

brands, brands’ personnel, and other potential brand 

buyers (Donvito et al., 2020). Hence, compared 

to advertising-like communication, activation is 

likely to create richer experiential and interaction 

opportunities, evoking a stronger sense of psycho-

logical closeness and self-congruity with the spon-

sor brand than advertising-like sponsorship.

Hypothesis 3: Activation leads to a greater increase 

in consumers’ self-congruity with the sponsor 

than advertising-like sponsorship.

Changes in Consumers’ Sponsor Brand Attitudes

Generally, event sponsorship has been deemed 

an effective means of influencing consumers’ 

attitudes toward sponsor brands (e.g., Speed & 

Thompson, 2000). Brand attitude is defined as an 

“enduring, unidimensional summary evaluation of 

[a] brand” (Spears & Singh, 2004, p. 55) and is an 

essential component of brand equity (Keller, 1993). 

Enticing consumers to develop positive brand atti-

tudes toward a sponsor represents the main spon-

sorship objective (Ko et al., 2017) because it serves 

as a predictor of consumer behavior (Mazodier 

& Merunka, 2012). One way sponsorship affects 

consumers’ attitudes toward sponsors is by repeat-

edly exposing consumers to sponsor-related stimuli 

(Speed & Thompson, 2000). Positive emotions 

experienced by attendees, and their appreciation 

for sponsor brands’ involvement at an event, evoke 

positive consumer attitudes toward event sponsors 

(Speed & Thompson, 2000). Therefore, we expect 

an improvement in consumer attitudes toward 

sponsor brands before and after the event. Further, 

consumption is driven by individuals’ quest for fun 

and entertainment (Howard & Gengler, 2001), and 

effective promotional strategies are those that sat-

isfy consumers’ desire for pleasure and enjoyment 

(Schmitt, 1999). Thus, creating a sponsorship space 

that enables consumers to engage in entertainment-

based activities and physically interact with a brand 

and its products is likely to be a source of additional 

attitudinal benefits for the activating sponsor. Given 

that sponsorship through activation allows consum-

ers to interact with the sponsor brand and engage 

in memorable consumer experiences (in contrast to 

passive advertising-like sponsorship), we hypoth-

esize that the change in sponsor brand attitudes will 

be greater for activation than for advertising-like 

sponsorship.

Hypothesis 4: Activation leads to a greater increase 

in consumers’ sponsor brand attitudes than adver-

tising-like sponsorship.

Relationship Between Changes in 

Consumers’ Sponsorship Perceptions 

and Sponsor Brand Attitudes

Consumers’ sponsorship-related inferences affect 

their evaluations of the brands involved in such 

alliances (e.g., Mazodier & Merunka, 2012; Sirgy 

et al., 2008). Sponsor–event fit is linked to spon-

sor brand attitude, and when consumers perceive a 

sponsor–event pairing as congruent, they express 

more favorable sponsor brand evaluations (Close 

Scheinbaum & Lacey, 2013; Koo & Lee, 2019). 

Similarly, consumers positively evaluate spon-

sor brands when their involvement with a cause is 

perceived as authentic (Alhouti et al., 2016). Thus, 

changes in consumers’ perceptions of an authentic 

brand relationship underlying sponsorship are likely 

to affect consumers’ attitudes (Woisetschläger et al., 

2017).

Furthermore, the strength of the relationship 

between changes in consumers’ sponsorship percep-

tions and sponsor brand attitudes will likely not be 

the same for activation and advertising-like sponsor-

ship. Through rich experiential stimuli, activation 

communicates richer information about sponsor–

event collaboration that will be salient in sponsor 

brand evaluations compared to advertising-like 
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sponsorship (Cornwell, 2019). Consequently, we 

anticipate that changes in sponsor–event fit and 

authenticity will lead to changes in consumers’ 

sponsor brand attitudes. We also expect to observe 

differences based on sponsorship types.

Hypotheses 5a, b: Changes in sponsor–event fit are 

positively associated with changes in consumers’ 

sponsor brand attitudes for (a) advertising-like 

sponsorship and (b) activation sponsorship.

Hypothesis 5c: The effects of changes in sponsor–

event fit on changes in consumers’ sponsor brand 

attitudes are significantly stronger for activation 

sponsorship than for advertising-like sponsorship 

(Total effect: β
activation

 > β
ad

).

Hypotheses 6a, b: Changes in sponsorship authen-

ticity are positively associated with changes 

in consumers’ sponsor brand attitudes for (a) 

advertising-like sponsorship and (b) activation 

sponsorship.

Hypothesis 6c: The effects of changes in sponsor-

ship authenticity on changes in consumers’ spon-

sor brand attitudes are significantly stronger for 

activation sponsorship than for advertising-like 

sponsorship (Total effect: β
activation

 > β
ad

).

Mediating Effects of Changes in Consumers’ 

Self-Congruity With Sponsor

Brand perceptions are affected by brand alli-

ances and partnerships (e.g., Maehle & Supphellen, 

2015), and consumers make inferences about brand 

personalities based on these alliances (Kim et al., 

2018). Therefore, a brand involved in a sponsorship 

that appears well-matched, genuine, and relevant 

to the consumer will likely appeal to the consumer 

and enhance the congruity between consumers’ self-

schema and the brand schema. Conversely, if altruis-

tic motives or the logic of a brand partnership draw 

skepticism, consumers may struggle to connect with a 

brand’s personality and feel the brand does not reflect 

who they are. Therefore, changes in consumers’ 

sponsorship perceptions, such as sponsor–event fit 

and sponsorship authenticity, should lead to changes 

in consumers’ self-congruity with the sponsor brand.

Hypotheses 7a, b: A significant positive relation-

ship exists between changes in (a) sponsor–event 

fit and changes in consumers’ self-congruity with 

the sponsor; (b) changes in sponsorship authen-

ticity and changes in self-congruity with the 

sponsor.

Following previous research across branding 

contexts, we presume that consumers will use infor-

mation about brand partnerships to evaluate brand 

personality (e.g., Maehle & Supphellen, 2015), 

which will, in turn, affect how consumers connect 

with brands (Sirgy, 1982). Therefore, we expect 

that changes in consumers’ sponsorship percep-

tions will be positively related to changes in their 

self-congruity with the sponsor brand. In addition, 

consumers should evaluate a brand more favorably 

once they establish self-congruity with the brand 

and when the brand reflects their self-concept 

(Sirgy, 1982). We anticipate a positive relationship 

between changes in consumers’ self-congruity with 

a sponsor and changes in sponsor brand attitudes 

based on related literature. We expect that changes 

in consumers’ self-congruity will partially mediate 

the relationship between changes in sponsorship 

perceptions and changes in sponsor brand attitude.

Hypothesis 8: A significant positive relationship 

exists between changes in consumers’ self-con-

gruity with the sponsor and changes in sponsor 

brand attitudes.

Hypotheses 9a, b: The relationship between 

changes in (a) sponsor–event fit and changes in 

consumers’ sponsor brand attitudes is partially 

mediated by changes in self-congruity; (b) spon-

sorship authenticity and changes in consumers’ 

sponsor brand attitudes is partially mediated by 

changes in self-congruity.

Methodology

Context

This study entailed a field experiment and 

assessed longitudinal changes in consumers’ per-

ceptions of sponsor–event fit and sponsorship 

authenticity, self-congruity with the sponsor, and 

sponsor brand attitudes resulting from attending an 

event. Data were collected by surveying spectators 

at a 3-day international tennis event in Europe in 

relation to two luxury sponsor brands. Both brands 

were in the top sponsor category for the event and 
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represented different product categories. The brands 

were listed next to each other and/or had their logos 

displayed in the same size next to each other at the 

venue and on communications and marketing mate-

rials, including tickets, e-mail, and website. One 

brand incorporated activation into its sponsorship 

strategy, which featured a large and visible sponsor-

ship space in the center of the fan zone and included 

an interactive product display as well as games, 

entertainment, and activities to promote experiential 

consumer engagement. The other brand leveraged 

sponsorship only through a logo display, classified 

as a passive advertising-like sponsorship (Cornwell, 

2019). Comparison of the chosen sponsor brands 

was deemed appropriate for two reasons. First, both 

brands are originally from Europe, well-established 

in their respective product categories, widely pro-

moted, distributed across international markets, and 

commonly perceived as luxury brands. Second, the 

brands share a similar track record in terms of their 

longevity and scope of sponsorship involvement in 

tennis, the focal sport in this study.

Process

We collaborated with the event organizer to recruit 

respondents by sending an e-mail to all spectators 

who purchased tickets online through the event’s 

official website. The e-mail contained an invitation 

to participate in a two-wave longitudinal study for a 

chance to enter a prize draw for an autographed piece 

of tennis memorabilia valued at approximately $300. 

We hosted the pre- and postevent surveys on Qual-

trics. We sent an e-mail with a link to the preevent 

survey 7 days before the event, and the postevent sur-

vey was conducted 7 days after the event. Surveys 

included questions about respondents’ perceptions 

of sponsorship and attitudes toward both sponsors, 

along with questions on participants’ sport following 

and general demographic information. Surveys were 

designed in collaboration with the industry partner 

(i.e., the event management team) and included ques-

tions related to other event attributes not relevant to 

this study per the partner’s request.

Measures

Survey items assessed the constructs of spon-

sor–event fit, sponsorship authenticity, consumers’ 

self-congruity with the sponsors, and consumers’ 

sponsor brand attitudes. All items were adapted 

from the literature. We used single-item measures 

for all constructs to create more concise surveys and 

avoid internal inconsistency in data resulting from 

participants’ boredom and fatigue, which tends to 

be a challenge in longitudinal studies (Fuchs & 

Diamantopoulos, 2009). The construct of sponsor–

event fit was measured with an item adopted from 

Gwinner and Bennett (2008): “There is a close fit 

between [brand] and the event.” We modified a mea-

sure of corporate social responsibility authenticity 

from Alhouti et al. (2016) to examine sponsorship 

authenticity: “[Brand’s] sponsorship of the event is 

authentic.” Sponsorship attitude was measured with 

the item “I like the [brand]” from Gwinner and Ben-

nett (2008). Self-congruity was measured using an 

item adopted from Sirgy et al. (1997): “This [brand] 

reflects who I am.” We chose items with the high-

est validity construct for all measures based on 

prior literature that reflected constructs at the global 

level instead of focusing on distinct aspects of con-

structs (Diamantopoulos et al., 2012). All items 

were scored on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly 

disagree; 5 = strongly agree), which has often been 

used in prior research to evaluate each of the four 

constructs included in this study.

Participants

A total of 2,946 individuals were invited to com-

plete the surveys: 1,587 individuals (response rate: 

53.9%) took part in the study, and 581 individuals 

responded to both the pre- and postevent surveys. 

Data cleaning consisted of the following steps: 

(1) excluding incomplete responses; (2) dropping 

responses with a survey completion time below the 

average completion time of the researchers who 

were familiar with the study; and (3) checking for 

consistency of responses and eliminating responses 

demonstrating “straight-lining” via the “careless” 

package in R (Yentes & Wilhelm, 2018). Only 

responses from individuals who participated in 

the pre- and postevent surveys were kept given the 

study’s focus on longitudinal changes in consum-

ers’ sponsor brand perceptions and attitudes. After 

data cleaning, 375 responses were retained (useable 

response rate: 12.7%), which is in line with pre-

vious research employing online surveys to assess 
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sponsorships (e.g., Su & Kunkel, 2020). Our sam-

ple exceeded the minimum sample size threshold 

of 199 respondents for detecting a small effect size 

with a nominal statistical power of 80% for paired-

samples t tests established through a power analy-

sis with G*Power 3.1 software (Kock & Hadaya, 

2018). The sample also surpassed the threshold 

of 124 respondents for partial least squares-based 

structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) accord-

ing to the minimum R
2
 method (Hair et al., 2016).

The sample reflected the event audience well. 

Nearly half (47.9%) of the participants were women. 

Participants were between the ages of 19 and 76 (M = 

43.8, SD = 13.1) and reported high levels of edu-

cation (85.3% graduated from college, and 48.8% 

held a postgraduate degree) and annual household 

income (54.9% earned an income above $100,000, 

and 19.7% earned more than $200,000). Based 

on income and education levels, the sample accu-

rately represents the target market of luxury brands 

researched (Deloitte, 2019). Most respondents 

resided in Europe (76.3%), North America (14.2%), 

or Asia (6.2%). Moreover, 75.5% of respondents 

indicated that following tennis was a central com-

ponent of their lifestyle. Almost all respondents 

(93.1%) attended all 3 days of the event. Chi-square 

tests were performed to verify the representativeness 

of the panel sample relative to the overall sample of 

respondents who completed one of the two surveys 

(cf. Woisetschläger & Michaelis, 2012) and revealed 

no significant differences for age, χ
2
(65, N = 840) = 

65.46, p = 0.461; gender, χ
2
(1, N = 844) = 1.22, p = 

0.269; education, χ
2
(5, N = 841) = 3.27, p = 0.659; 

income, χ
2
(15, N = 727) = 23.01, p = 0.084; and sport 

following, t(844) = 1.14, p = 0.255. Hence, the longi-

tudinal sample closely reflected the overall sample.

Analysis

Data analysis was conducted via IBM Statisti-

cal Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 26 

and SmartPLS 3.2.7. We evaluated the normality 

of variables’ data distribution by calculating skew-

ness and kurtosis. Items’ discriminant validity was 

evaluated by examining interitem correlations 

(Kline, 2016), and collinearity was examined based 

on the variance inflation factor (Hair et al., 2019). 

Paired-samples t tests were used to test Hypotheses 

1–4. These tests compare the means of changes in 

brand metrics at the pre- and postevent stages and 

the means of changes in these metrics for activation 

and advertising-like sponsorship.

The direct and indirect effects outlined in Hypoth-

eses 5a, 5b, 6a, 6b, 7, 8, and 9 were tested using 

PLS-SEM with nonparametric bootstrapping and the 

recommended size of 5,000 subsamples (Hair et al., 

2011) in SmartPLS. The PLS-SEM models’ predic-

tive validity was assessed using the blindfolding-

based cross-validation sample reuse technique with 

an omission distance of k = 7 (Hair et al., 2019).  

PLS-SEM was chosen for two reasons: (1) it has been 

deemed optimal for the robust modeling of relation-

ships between constructs measured using single-item 

measures (Hair et al., 2019); and (2) it maximizes 

the explained variance of a model, which enabled 

us to find a balance between offering well-grounded 

causal explanations (Sarstedt et al., 2017) and pro-

viding predictive insight (Hair et al., 2019). These 

justifications were crucial for the current study, given 

our focus on a phenomenon that has been under

explored in academic research and is highly relevant 

for industry practitioners. Hypotheses 5c and 6c were 

tested by identifying the significance of differences 

between path coefficient estimates in PLS path mod-

eling based on the basic bootstrap confidence inter-

val procedure proposed by Rodríguez-Entrena et al. 

(2018). In particular, we assessed the significance of 

differences as follows: based on type I error, if the 

confidence interval for the difference between two 

path coefficients includes zero, then the significance 

of the difference cannot be assumed. Basic bootstrap 

confidence intervals were constructed as follows: 

1 1
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ˆ ˆˆ ˆ
[2 2 ]

2
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     −          β  quantiles of  

the empirical sample distribution of 
ˆβ (Rodríguez-

Entrena et al., 2018).

Results

Assessment of Measures

For all brand-related variables (including those 

collected in the study’s pre- and postevent waves) 

and variables representing a change in consum-

ers’ brand perceptions and attitudes, skewness 

values ranged between −0.993 and 0.276, falling 
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within the recommended ranges for t tests in SPSS 

(between  −1.0 and 1.0; Leech et al., 2014) and 

SEM (between −3.0 and 3.0; Kline, 2016). Kurtosis 

ranged between −0.686 and 2.727, falling within the 

range of −3.0 to 3.0 necessary to consider data nor-

mally distributed (Tabachnick et al., 2007). Thus, 

the normality of the distribution was supported. An 

inspection of interitem Pearson correlation matrices 

revealed that correlation coefficients ranged from 

0.470 to 0.745, below the cut-off of 0.80 (Kline, 

2016) and reflecting discriminant validity between 

items. The variance inflation factor was below the 

threshold of 3.0 for all predictor items; as such, no 

collinearity issues were detected (Hair et al., 2019).

Results of Paired-Samples t Tests

Hypotheses 1–4 were tested using paired-sam-

ples t tests with findings presented in Table 1. 

Changes in consumer perceptions of sponsor–event 

fit were significantly higher for activation than for 

advertising-like sponsorship; therefore, Hypothesis 

1 was supported. Changes in sponsorship authentic-

ity were significantly higher for activation than for 

advertising-like sponsorship, supporting Hypoth-

esis 2. Self-congruity increased significantly for 

advertising-like sponsorship and activation spon-

sorship. The increase in self-congruity was slightly 

higher for activation sponsorship; however, the 

difference between longitudinal changes in self-

congruity toward both brands was not significant. 

Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was not supported. Finally, 

we observed a significant increase in consumers’ 

sponsor brand attitudes for both advertising-like 

sponsorship and activation sponsorship. Although 

the change in consumers’ brand attitudes was 

slightly larger for activation sponsorship, the dif-

ference between changes in brand attitudes toward 

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics and Results of Paired-Samples t Tests

Variable/Pairs MD SD t p Hypothesis Supported?

Sponsor–event fit 1 Yes

T
Ad-1

 to 3.99 0.86 −0.84 0.400

T
Ad-2

3.96 0.90

T
Act-1

 to 3.70 0.89 1.50 0.134

T
Act-2

3.77 0.92

Δ
Act

  to 0.07 0.93 2.43* 0.016

Δ
Ad

−0.04 0.86

Sponsorship authenticity 2 Yes

T
Ad-1

 to 4.10 0.82 −0.40 0.692

T
Ad-2

4.08 0.82

T
Act-1

 to 3.76 0.78 2.37* 0.018

T
Act-2

3.86 0.82

Δ
Act

  to 0.10 0.81 3.12** 0.002

Δ
Ad

−0.02 0.78

Self-congruity 3 No

T
Ad-1

 to 3.31 1.14 3.55*** <0.001

T
Ad-2

3.47 1.11

T
Act-1

 to 3.13 1.15 4.01*** <0.001

T
Act-2

3.32 1.10

Δ
Act

  to 0.20 0.93 0.72 0.471

Δ
Ad

0.17 0.90

Brand attitude 4 No

T
Ad-1

 to 3.86 0.92 5.27*** <0.001

T
Ad-2

4.06 0.88

T
Act-1

 to 3.69 0.96 4.76*** <0.001

T
Act-2

3.91 0.90

Δ
Act

  to 0.23 0.83 0.73 0.466

Δ
Ad

0.20 0.79

Note. T
1
 and T

2
 indicate measurements taken 7 days before and 7 days after the event. Δ indicates the 

longitudinal change in measurements from T
1
 to T

2
. N = 375.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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both brands was not significant. As such, Hypoth-

esis 4 was not supported.

Results of PLS-SEM Total Effects Model

Hypotheses 5a, 5b, 6a, and 6b were tested by 

examining the total effects model for each brand. 

Model results are listed in Table 2. R
2
 was exam-

ined to assess the model’s in-sample explanatory 

power (Hair et al., 2019). The model explained 

13.8% of the variance in the change in consumers’ 

brand attitudes for the activating brand and 4.6% 

of the variance for the brand pursuing advertising-

like sponsorship. The cross-validated redundancy 

relevance measure Q
2
 (Stone, 1977) was 13.45% 

for activation and 2.71% for advertising-like 

sponsorship, exhibiting meaningful small predic-

tive relevance (above 0; Hair et al., 2019) in both 

cases. Thus, the explanatory power and predictive 

relevance of the model were higher for activation 

than for advertising-like sponsorship. A significant 

positive relationship was found between changes in 

sponsor–event fit and changes in consumers’ spon-

sor brand attitudes for advertising-like sponsor-

ship and activation sponsorship. Thus, Hypotheses 

5a and 5b were supported. Furthermore, whereas 

the relationship between changes in sponsorship 

authenticity and changes in brand attitude was not 

significant for advertising-like sponsorship, the 

association was significant and positive for activa-

tion sponsorship. Therefore, Hypothesis 6a was not 

supported but Hypothesis 6b was.

Hypothesis 5c and Hypothesis 6c were tested by 

assessing the statistical significance of the differ-

ence between models’ parameter estimates (Rodrí-

guez-Entrena et al., 2018). Results showed that the 

confidence interval for the difference between path 

coefficients of the relationship between changes 

in sponsor–event fit and changes in consumers’ 

sponsor brand attitudes contained zero; accord-

ingly, parameter estimates for advertising-like 

sponsorship and activation sponsorship did not dif-

fer significantly from each other, and Hypothesis 

5c was not supported. However, results indicated 

that the path coefficient reflecting the relationship 

between changes in sponsorship authenticity and 

changes in consumers’ sponsor brand attitudes was 

significantly larger for activation sponsorship than 

for advertising-like sponsorship because the confi-

dence interval for the difference between path coef-

ficients was above zero. Thus, Hypothesis 6c was 

supported. Results for the total effects model and 

analysis of the difference between path coefficients 

appear in Table 2.

Table 2

Path Coefficients, Indicator Weights, and Explained Variance of PLS-SEM Total Effects Model

Advertising-Like Sponsorship Activation

Path β t f 
2

LLCI ULCI β t f 
2

LLCI ULCI

FIT → BA 0.216* 3.405 0.047 0.089 0.338 0.233* 4.152 0.052 0.122 0.341

SA → BA 0.030 0.429 0.001 −0.108 0.168 0.213* 3.885 0.043 0.104 0.318

Total Effects Difference

Path coefficient
ˆβ 

Act

ˆβ 
Ad

Differential Effect 

Δ
ˆβ = 

ˆβ
Act

 - 
ˆβ

Ad

Basic Bootstrap 95% CI 

for Δ
ˆβ

LLCI ULCI

FIT → BA 0.233 0.216 0.017 −0.151 0.183

SA → BA 0.213 0.030 0.183 0.007 0.360

Explained variance: BA Adj. R
2
 = 0.046 Adj. R

2
 = 0.138

Predictive relevance: BA Q
2
 = 0.027 Q

2
 = 0.135

Note. β, beta weight; t, t-value; f 
2
, effect size; LLCI, lower-level confidence interval; ULCI, upper-level confidence interval; 

FIT, change in sponsor–event fit; SA, change in sponsorship authenticity; BA, change in sponsor brand attitude. 
ˆβ

Act
 and 

ˆβ
Ad

 are 

parameter estimates of the original sample for activation and advertising-like sponsorship, respectively. 

*Significance at the 0.05 level.
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Results of PLS-SEM Mediation Model

Hypotheses 7–9 were tested by assessing each 

brand’s mediation model; findings are illustrated 

in Figure 2 and presented in Table 3. In relation to 

the change in consumers’ self-congruity with the 

sponsor, the model explained 6.5% of the variance 

for advertising-like sponsorship and 19.3% of the 

variance for activation. The Q
2
 value for change in 

self-congruity was 0.066 for advertising-like spon-

sorship and 0.197 for activation, exhibiting mean-

ingful small predictive relevance (Hair et al., 2019) 

in both cases. In terms of the change in consumers’ 

sponsor brand attitudes, the model explained 19.0% 

of the variance for advertising-like sponsorship and 

Table 3

Path Coefficients, Indicator Weights, and Explained Variance of PLS-SEM Mediating Effects Model

Advertising-Like Sponsorship Activation

Path Effect β t f 
2

LLCI ULCI β t f 
2

LLCI ULCI

FIT → BA Direct 0.139* 2.407 0.022 0.029 0.253 0.132* 2.381 0.018 0.023 0.240

FIT → SC Direct 0.194* 3.118 0.038 0.067 0.312 0.248* 4.595 0.063 0.137 0.350

SA → BA Direct −0.026 0.383 0.001 −0.158 0.107 0.100 1.909 0.010 −0.001 0.203

SA → SC Direct 0.143* 3.074 0.021 0.053 0.235 0.277* 5.495 0.078 0.174 0.371

SC → BA Direct 0.396* 5.770 0.182 0.253 0.523 0.410* 7.387 0.187 0.294 0.511

FIT → BA Total 0.216* 3.400 0.090 0.337 0.233* 4.038 0.120 0.344

FIT → SC → BA Indirect 0.077* 3.085 0.028 0.127 0.102* 3.968 0.052 0.153

SA → BA Total 0.030 0.428 −0.106 0.170 0.213* 3.867 0.101 0.319

SA → SC → BA Indirect 0.057* 2.790 0.020 0.099 0.114* 4.337 0.062 0.165

Explained variance

SC Adj. R
2
 = 0.065 Adj. R

2
 = 0.193

BA Adj. R
2
 = 0.190 Adj. R

2
 = 0.271

Predictive relevance

SC Q
2
 = 0.066 Q

2
 = 0.197

BA Q
2
 = 0.163 Q

2
 = 0.266

Note. β, beta weight; t, t-value; f 
2
, effect size; LLCI, lower-level confidence interval; ULCI, upper-level confidence interval; 

FIT, change in sponsor–event fit; SA, change in sponsorship authenticity; SC, change in self-congruity with sponsor; BA, 

change in sponsor brand attitude.

*Significance at 0.05 level.

Figure 2. PLS-SEM model presenting the mediating effects of consumers’ self-congruity with sponsor between sponsorship 

perceptions and sponsor brand attitudes. FIT, sponsor–event fit; SA, sponsor brand attitude; SC, self-congruity with sponsor; 

BA, sponsor brand attitude. *Significance at the 0.05 level.
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27.1% for activation. The Q
2
 value for the change 

in brand attitude was 0.163 for advertising-like 

sponsorship and 0.266 for activation, exhibiting 

meaningful small (i.e., above 0) and medium (i.e., 

above 0.25) predictive relevance (Hair et al., 2019), 

respectively. Results also revealed a statistically 

significant positive relationship between changes 

in sponsor–event fit and changes in self-congruity 

with the sponsor for both advertising-like sponsor-

ship and activation, offering support for Hypothesis 

7a. Changes in consumers’ sponsorship authenticity 

were significantly and positively related to changes 

in self-congruity with the sponsor for advertising-

like sponsorship and activation sponsorship, sup-

porting Hypothesis 7b. Moreover, changes in 

self-congruity were found to positively influence 

changes in sponsor brand attitude for advertising-

like sponsorship and activation sponsorship, sub-

stantiating Hypothesis 8. Findings further showed 

that changes in sponsor–event fit affected changes 

in consumers’ sponsor brand attitudes through a 

significant positive direct effect as well as a signifi-

cant positive indirect effect mediated by changes in 

self-congruity with the sponsor; these patterns pro-

vide support to Hypothesis 9a. Changes in sponsor-

ship authenticity shaped changes in sponsor brand 

attitude through a significant indirect effect medi-

ated by changes in self-congruity; however, the 

direct effect was not significant for both brands. 

Therefore, changes in self-congruity with the spon-

sor fully mediated changes in sponsorship authen-

ticity and changes in sponsor brand attitude rather 

than serving as a partial mediator as predicted in 

Hypothesis 9b. As such, Hypothesis 9b was par-

tially supported.

Discussion

This research empirically investigated whether 

sponsorship leveraged through activation yields 

higher sponsorship outcomes than traditional 

advertising-like sponsorship. We compared out-

comes for two types of sponsorship leverage: pas-

sive advertising-like sponsorship that featured a 

logo display (Weeks et al., 2008) and activation 

that integrated experiential offerings for consum-

ers (Cornwell, 2019). Findings indicate that the 

format of sponsorship leverage matters because 

event-induced changes in consumers’ perceptions 

of sponsor–event fit and sponsorship authenticity 

increased more for the activating sponsor than for 

the sponsor pursuing advertising-like sponsorship. 

Furthermore, for the activating sponsor, consumers’ 

sponsorship perceptions more strongly predicted 

changes in brand attitudes than for the sponsor 

pursuing advertising-like sponsorship. This study 

bridges a gap in research on sport sponsorship 

(Cornwell, 2019), offering a fresh perspective on 

activation effectiveness compared to advertising-

like sponsorship and highlights the role of self-con-

gruity in the relationship.

With respect to Hypothesis 1, findings demon-

strated that sponsorship activation was generally 

more effective than advertising-like sponsorship in 

influencing event attendees’ perceptions of spon-

sorship fit and authenticity. We observed a sig-

nificant positive net difference between changes 

in sponsor–event fit for activation and advertis-

ing-like sponsorship. Notably, this difference was 

observed despite no significant longitudinal change 

in consumers’ ratings for sponsor–event fit for 

either brand. The lack of longitudinal change could 

be associated with high initial ratings of sponsor–

event fit for both brands. High initial ratings of 

sponsor–event fit signaled that attendees perceived 

the pairings well-matched even before the event, 

which makes sense for both sponsors as reputable 

brands with high brand equities and a rich tradi-

tion of supporting the sport. This pattern may have 

already inspired attendees to infer a sponsor–event 

match prior to the event (Roy & Cornwell, 2003; 

Woisetschläger et al., 2010). Consumers’ prior 

brand knowledge suggests that their mental sche-

mas are less apt to change with new stimuli (Per-

acchio & Tybout, 1996). Still, the net difference 

in changes in sponsor–event fit for activation and 

advertising-like sponsorship points to the effec-

tiveness of activation in maximizing sponsorship 

outcomes (Cornwell, 2019; Weeks et al., 2008), 

underscoring an advantage of activation sponsor-

ship over advertising-like sponsorship in commu-

nicating sponsor–event fit.

Addressing Hypothesis 2, findings showed that 

activation was more effective than advertising-like 

sponsorship in influencing consumers’ ratings of 

sponsorship authenticity. The event led to a signifi-

cant increase in authenticity for activation sponsor-

ship as well as a significant net difference between 
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the two brands. These findings provide empirical 

support for scholars’ contention that traditional 

advertising approaches fail to mask the promo-

tional intent of sponsorship campaigns, therefore 

compromising perceptions of sponsorship genuine-

ness (Meenaghan, 2001). Findings also highlight 

the role of consumer experiences in establishing 

the coveted aura of brand authenticity (Cornwell, 

2019). These findings extend prior research indicat-

ing that activation through consumer engagement 

can help brands stand out (O’Reilly & Horning, 

2013; Su & Kunkel, 2020). In our case, we found 

that sponsorship activation also plays a crucial role 

in fostering consumers’ perceptions of sponsorship 

authenticity.

Regarding Hypothesis 3, findings indicated that, 

unlike we hypothesized, the activating sponsor 

did not outperform the sponsor pursuing advertis-

ing-like sponsorship as measured by longitudinal 

improvement in consumers’ self-congruity with 

the brand. For both sponsors, consumers’ ratings of 

self-congruity grew because of the event, but the 

difference in changes between both sponsors was 

not significant. Although consumer experiences are 

supposed to foster consumers’ connections with 

brands (e.g., Moliner et al., 2018), other factors 

related to the event environment could trigger the 

activation of mental schemas (Gnyawali & Stewart, 

2003) and facilitate spillover of positive emotions 

evoked by the sports environment onto the spon-

sor brand. In this way, consumers should feel more 

connected to both sponsors. Furthermore, self-

congruity with a brand can be established through 

a match between self-image and brand user image 

(Sirgy, 2018). Shared experiences with other indi-

viduals from the sponsors’ target market could 

hence influence attendees’ inclination to self-iden-

tify with sponsor brands’ user image. Together, a 

familiar sports environment and shared experiences 

with the audience representative of typical users 

from the brands’ target market may have affected 

attendees’ perceptions of the alignment between 

self-concept and sponsor brand concept, boosting 

consumers’ self-congruity for both brands. Relative 

to this boost, the bonus associated with the con-

sumer experience through activation sponsorship 

may have been less evident. An important takeaway 

from this finding is the capacity of a sport event to 

positively influence consumers’ self-congruity with 

sponsor brands, which is an imperative predictor of 

favorable consumption attitudes and behavior (Fas-

toso & González-Jiménez, 2018).

In terms of Hypothesis 4, findings revealed that 

sport event sponsorship can be an effective vehicle 

for influencing consumers’ sponsor brand attitudes, 

as indicated in earlier literature (e.g., Speed & 

Thompson, 2000). Yet, activation did not lead to a 

significantly higher improvement in sponsor brand 

attitudes than advertising-like sponsorship, as spon-

sorship outcomes can be influenced by an array of 

factors. For instance, when an event’s atmosphere 

is highly entertaining, it benefits sponsors (Alex-

andris et al., 2007). In addition, sponsors’ brand 

image may be influenced by factors that are not 

directly related to sponsorship strategy or the event 

environment (Grohs, 2016). A combination of such 

factors could cause the benefits derived from the 

activation of brand attitudes to be less pronounced. 

At first glance, it might appear that activation did 

not yield noticeable benefits in improving consum-

ers’ sponsor brand attitudes in comparison to adver-

tising-like sponsorship; however, results of our 

subsequent analyses suggest that when sponsorship 

is leveraged with activation rather than advertising-

like messages, event-induced shifts in consumers’ 

sponsorship perceptions are stronger predictors of 

changes in sponsor brand attitudes.

For Hypotheses 5 and 6, we found that the role of 

changes in consumers’ perceptions of fit on changes 

in sponsor brand attitudes was just as important 

for advertising-like sponsorship as for activation 

sponsorship. This result extends cross-sectional 

research focused on the relationship between spon-

sor–event fit and sponsor brand attitudes (e.g., Koo 

& Lee, 2019) and demonstrates that sponsor brand 

attitudes can be influenced by longitudinal changes 

in consumer perceptions of sponsor–event fit dur-

ing an event. As scholars seek to understand con-

sumers’ responses to different promotional formats 

(e.g., Cornwell, 2019), our findings show that per-

ceptions of sponsor–event fit affect sponsor brand 

attitudes for both activation and advertising-like 

sponsorships.

Results also uncovered differences between acti-

vation sponsorship and advertising-like sponsorship 

in terms of how changes in consumers’ perceptions 

of sponsorship authenticity influenced their spon-

sor brand attitudes. Whereas the total effect was not 
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significant for advertising-like sponsorship, it was 

significant for activation. Furthermore, the strength 

of the relationship between changes in sponsorship 

authenticity and sponsor brand attitude was signifi-

cantly higher for activation than for advertising-

like sponsorship. Our findings provide empirical 

support for the previously conceptualized potential 

of activation as a sponsorship leverage strategy 

(O’Reilly & Horning, 2013; Su & Kunkel, 2020), 

and the role of sponsor genuineness and intent in 

sponsorship outcomes (Napoli et al., 2014; Woi-

setschläger et al., 2017). Results also showed that 

activation improved authenticity perceptions and 

cultivated greater salience of change in consumers’ 

authenticity perceptions relative to sponsor brand 

evaluations.

Overall, a comparison of total effects models 

for activation and advertising-like sponsorships 

revealed that the explanatory power and predictive 

ability were each higher for activation sponsor-

ship. Brand attitudes toward an activating sponsor 

are more susceptible to change because of event-

induced shifts in sponsorship perceptions (i.e., fit 

and authenticity) than attitudes toward a spon-

sor pursuing advertising-like sponsorship. Hence, 

sponsors who choose to leverage their sponsorship 

through activation exercise greater control over 

sponsorship outcomes than sponsors opting for 

advertising-like messages.

In regard to Hypotheses 7, 8, and 9, the mediating 

effects model showed that effects of longitudinal 

shifts in consumers’ sponsorship perceptions on the 

change in sponsor brand attitudes were mediated 

by the change in consumers’ self-congruity with 

the sponsor. In relation to the effects of changes 

in sponsor–event fit, the mediation was partial for 

both activation and advertising-like sponsorships; 

for the effects of changes in sponsorship authentic-

ity, the mediation was full for both brands. Thus, 

the significant indirect effects of changes in spon-

sorship perceptions on sponsor brand attitudes 

through self-congruity with a sponsor indicated 

that changes in self-congruity accounted for some 

of the variance in changes in consumers’ sponsor 

brand attitudes. Essentially, as consumers made 

judgements about brand partnerships, these evalu-

ations affected how consumers connected with 

and subsequently assessed the brands (cf. Maehle 

& Supphellen, 2015). The indirect-only mediation 

between changes in sponsorship authenticity and 

changes in sponsor brand attitudes indicated that 

shifts in sponsorship authenticity did not directly 

influence sponsor brand attitudes. Instead, a com-

bination of improved perceptions of sponsorship 

authenticity and rising self-congruity with the 

sponsor was required to enhance consumers’ spon-

sor brand evaluations. These findings signal the 

importance of customers’ perceptions of sponsor–

event fit and sponsorship authenticity in persuad-

ing consumers to feel that a sponsor brand reflects 

the values they share (cf. Cornwell, 2019; Speed 

& Thompson, 2000). A greater sense of self-match 

with a sponsor inspired positive sponsor brand 

evaluations. Accordingly, this study extends prior 

work around the roles of brand relationships in 

informing consumers’ brand attitudes (Kim et al., 

2018; Maehle & Supphellen, 2015) by demonstrat-

ing that a well-orchestrated sponsorship affords 

consumers a stronger sense of self-congruity with 

the sponsor brand and further affects the formation 

of brand attitudes.

Theoretical Contributions

The study contributes to extant research on 

sponsorship-linked marketing in three ways: it 

highlights the capacity of an event for changing 

attendees’ attitudes toward sponsor brands; it draws 

a comparison of attitudinal outcomes for activation 

and advertising-like sponsorship that are common 

types of sponsorship leverage; and it elaborates on 

the link between the inferences on sponsorship and 

attitudes toward the sponsor. First, whereas longitu-

dinal designs in sponsorship studies are rare (Corn-

well & Kwon, 2020) and the impacts of an event on 

attendees’ responses to sponsorship remain under-

investigated (Su & Kunkel, 2020), the current study 

reveals that sport events can invoke longitudinal 

changes in attendees’ sponsorship perceptions and 

attitudes toward sponsors. These findings draw on 

schema theory (Anderson et al., 1978) and show 

that this theory can be applied to explain longitudi-

nal changes in consumers’ sponsorship responses. 

During an event, consumers acquire new informa-

tion about the sponsorship, which influences the 

brand-related schemas in their minds.

Second, the study demonstrates that the for-

mat of sponsorship leverage matters. Compared 
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to passive advertising-like sponsorship, activation 

can provide more informational stimuli about spon-

sor–event collaboration through consumers’ expe-

riences (cf. Cornwell, 2019). Thus, the study fills a 

gap in research on the effectiveness of sponsorship 

activation (Cornwell & Kwon, 2020) by suggest-

ing that activation through experiential promotions 

is more effective in eliciting positive sponsorship 

responses from consumers than traditional adver-

tising-like sponsorships. In brief, activation entices 

consumers to develop more favorable sponsor-

ship perceptions of sponsorship fit and particularly 

sponsorship authenticity that, in turn, play more 

salient roles in changes in consumers’ sponsor 

brand attitudes.

Third, the study introduces a perspective on 

self-congruity with sponsor brand as a mediator 

between inferences about sponsorship and sponsor 

brand attitudes. Previous research on predictors of 

positive sponsorship outcomes primarily examines 

self-congruity in relation to the sponsee (Sirgy et 

al., 2008), whereas our study extends that perspec-

tive showing that self-congruity with the spon-

sor plays a role in sponsorship as a promotional 

medium. Consumers’ perception of match between 

their self and a sponsor brand acts as an underlying 

mechanism linking attendees’ sponsorship percep-

tions and sponsor brand attitudes, further extending 

theoretical understanding on the role of sponsor-

ship as a source of symbolic capital when promot-

ing sponsor brands (Dreisbach et al., 2018). These 

results help explain the psychological mechanism 

underlying links between consumers’ sponsorship 

perceptions and sponsor brand evaluations, enrich-

ing scholarly understanding of the antecedents of 

sponsor brand attitude formation (e.g., Ko et al., 

2017; Koo & Lee, 2019).

Managerial Implications

A major takeaway for practitioners managing 

sponsor brands is that activation is more effective 

than advertising-like sponsorship. Between the 

two, activation allows to exercise greater control 

over sponsorship outcomes, manifested through 

better sponsorship perceptions and a stronger asso-

ciation between changes in sponsorship percep-

tions and formation of sponsor brand attitudes. In 

this way, our results provide empirical evidence to 

conceptual claims and equip marketers with guid-

ance when making decisions on how to invest their 

sponsorship budget. Marketers should seek to inte-

grate activation campaigns in their sponsorship mix 

and make sponsorship more “tangible,” appealing 

to the consumer in a variety of creative ways and 

formats, such as entertainment and giveaways 

(O’Reilly & Horning, 2013), stepping away from 

the traditional passive forms of advertising-like 

sponsorship.

In the context of the current study, consum-

ers’ perception of the activating brand’s sponsor-

ship authenticity grew because of the event, which 

implies that consumers recognize the brand’s genu-

ineness of intentions and care about customer over 

purely commercial intent (Beverland, 2005). The 

lack of a similar trend for advertising-like sponsor-

ship in our study likely implies that consumers did 

not recognize the sponsor’s contribution to their 

experience at the event (Su & Kunkel, 2019). This 

highlights the importance of sponsor contribution 

to customer experience for maximizing the impact 

of sponsorship. Thus, we recommend that sponsors 

explore different strategies for making their pres-

ence visible during consumer experience touch-

points. Beyond helping sponsors increase their 

effectiveness, these findings also have implications 

for event organizers who could require sponsors to 

contribute meaningfully to the event experience and 

thus enhance attendee satisfaction. Sponsor contri-

bution to consumer experience could be exhibited 

through auxiliary experiences. For instance, spon-

sors could set up booths with informational and 

entertainment offerings inside and nearby the event 

zone. Such spaces would directly contribute to the 

event attendees’ experience and entice positive 

sponsorship perceptions (Su & Kunkel, 2020). Fur-

ther, a sense of gratitude for sponsor contribution 

at the event could be fostered by distributing give-

away items or discounted offerings, which would 

stimulate consumer interest toward the brand; or 

sponsoring event upgrades, such as tickets to the 

VIP area; or experiences with participating athletes, 

such as meet and greets or personalized video calls.

Finally, sponsor–event fit was examined as an 

important tenet of sponsorship-linked marketing 

(Close Scheinbaum & Lacey, 2013). Our results 

indicate that a single event may not have a notice-

able influence on event attendees’ perceptions of 
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sponsor–event fit, particularly for well-known 

sponsors with a track record of sponsorship in the 

sport. This suggests that marketers should pursue 

other avenues to communicate sponsor–event fit 

to consumers that have proven to be effective. For 

instance, strategies could include consistent sup-

port for the sport manifested through program-

matic sponsorship approaches (Woisetschläger et 

al., 2010). For instance, beyond sponsoring profes-

sional events, sponsors could also explore support-

ing events of other levels in that sport, including 

amateur, youth, and events for individuals with dis-

abilities, which would help highlight consistency 

and a long-term commitment to support the sport. 

Additionally, prior research has shown that beyond 

on-site activations, sponsors can effectively achieve 

visibility online (Kaushik et al., 2020). Therefore, 

to help increase consistency and perceived fit of 

their sponsorship campaigns, sponsoring brands 

are encouraged to highlight the sponsor–event col-

laboration in the online environment and engage 

event attendees on an ongoing basis.

Limitations and Future Research

The current study has several limitations that 

offer opportunities for future research. First, our 

research focused on two brands at a single sport 

event. The study should be replicated and cross-

validated in other conditions to ensure that the 

findings can be interpreted with confidence. As a 

follow-up, experiments in lab-controlled settings 

could utilize a single brand with sponsorship lever-

age in different formats across settings. This could 

elucidate the generalizability of the findings to non-

sport sponsorship contexts (e.g., whether experien-

tial offerings would affect sponsorship outcomes in 

a similar manner at art exhibits or charity events). 

In addition, the study could be replicated in other 

cultural contexts. Whereas the current sample com-

prised mostly individuals from Western cultures, 

the meaning of brands may vary across cultural 

contexts, resulting in distinct expectations and 

behavior among consumers (Meng-Lewis et al., 

2013).

Second, we relied on single-item measures to 

accommodate our industry partner and optimize the 

completion rate in both study waves, and the sur-

veys focused on the core of our chosen constructs. 

However, by using global single-item measures 

that reflected the focal constructs in this longitudi-

nal study, we managed to access a unique research 

setting and mitigate the effects of respondent 

fatigue while preserving the integrity of our data 

(Fuchs & Diamantopoulos, 2009). Even so, we rec-

ommend that researchers investigate the nuances of 

the explored dimensions with multiitem measures 

(Diamantopoulos et al., 2012).

Third, we compared sponsorship responses to 

activation and advertising-like sponsorship without 

examining respondents’ experiences with activa-

tion and how those experiences were perceived. 

Activation can occur in different formats (O’Reilly 

& Horning, 2013). Therefore, future research 

should consider consumers’ experiences in relation 

to sponsorship space, activities, service quality, and 

personnel to consider the effectiveness of different 

activation formats and extend the understanding of 

optimal sponsorship leverage tactics. In addition, 

brands can combine different strategies; for exam-

ple, use both passive sponsorship in the physical 

event space or on traditional media and creative 

activation in the online environment (Weeks et al., 

2008). Digital activations may become particu-

larly relevant as consumption shifts toward digi-

tal offerings due to the COVID-19 pandemic. In 

response, research should focus not only on inves-

tigation of activation and advertising-like sponsor-

ships separately but also the impacts of combined 

strategies, particularly with attention to the online 

environment.

Finally, the current study focused on attitudinal 

constructs to make assumptions about sponsorship 

outcomes. However, the literature has shown that 

attitudes and intentions are not necessarily reflec-

tive of consumers’ actual behavior (Su & Kunkel, 

2020). Although measuring consumers’ behavioral 

responses to sponsorship may be impractical in a 

luxury brand context, it would be interesting to 

replicate this study in other settings (e.g., apparel 

brands or fast-moving consumer goods) where 

measuring behavioral responses is more feasible.

Conclusion

We found that integrating activation through con-

sumer engagement and entertainment activities in 

the sponsorship promotion mix allows marketers 
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to exercise greater control over sponsorship out-

comes. Through a two-wave longitudinal field 

experiment, we compared changes in consumers’ 

sponsorship perceptions and sponsor brand attitudes 

for two sponsors—one pursuing activation and 

another pursuing advertising-like sponsorship. Find-

ings showed that sponsorship activation engenders 

greater improvements in consumers’ perceptions of 

sponsorship than advertising-like sponsorship, and 

these perceptions are stronger predictors of positive 

changes in sponsor brand attitudes. We also found 

the relationship between changes in consumers’ 

sponsorship perceptions and sponsor brand attitudes 

is mediated by changes in consumers’ self-congruity 

with the sponsor, uncovering a mechanism linking 

consumers’ inferences about sponsorship with their 

sponsor brand evaluations. These results contribute 

to marketing research, showing that sponsorship 

activation through consumer experiences maximizes 

sponsorship effectiveness compared to passive 

advertising-like sponsorship. Our work also offers 

a useful perspective for practitioners working in the 

sponsorship sector by highlighting the potential of 

activation in augmenting sponsorship outcomes.
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