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Abstract       

Sports marketing is constantly evolving and its importance as a marketing tool is strengthening 
worldwide. As a result, sponsorship of individual athletes and personal brands have become strategic 
marketing tools for companies. The marketing strategy of companies should follow and support the 

overall strategy of the company, therefore marketing measures, such as, sponsorship should also 
follow and support the overall strategy. Previous research has examined sponsorship from the 

perspective of value creation as well as from the perspective of how sponsorship affects the company 
image and what are the benefits of sponsorship for stakeholders. In terms of strategy, sponsorship has 
been examined from the perspective of what kind of sponsorship strategies companies have. 

Sponsorship in general and the sponsorship of individual athletes as its sub-theme are still very little 
studied themes in Finland. Therefore, comprehensive data is required on how sponsorship can be 

utilized as a strategic tool in marketing.  
 
The aim of the study is to investigate how the sponsorship of individual athletes in Finland is linked to 

the marketing strategy of companies. Interviewing Finnish companies is of primary importance for 
researching this topic. 

 
The research follows an abductive process, which means that the existing literature is studied first, 
and the empirical analysis is conducted based on the formed theoretical framework. The research is a 

qualitative multiple-case study, and the empirical data is collected through five semi-structured 
interviews with company representatives of large and medium-sized enterprises of various business 

sectors. 
 
Based on the data, companies perceive individual athlete sponsorship either as an embedded part of a 

marketing strategy, as partially embedded marketing measure, or as not in relation to marketing 
strategy. This is influenced by factors, such as, industry, the size of the sponsorship agreement, the 

athletes’ own motivation, and the companies’ ability or inability to utilize individual athletes in the 
company’s marketing communications. Sponsorship of individual athletes was seen as a regionally 
significant factor from the perspective of corporate social responsibility. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

For this study, the relevant aspect is the company’s point of view in relation to sports 

sponsorships, and especially, in relation to individual sports sponsorships and 

company’s marketing strategy. The research focuses on Finnish companies that 

already have a known history from the point of view of sponsorship. 

The first chapter consists of introduction to the topic by going through previous 

literature and explaining the researcher’s motivation to study this topic. Also, the first 

chapter will define the exact research questions and define both the methodology and 

the structure of the study. 

1.1 Introduction to the topic and rationale for choosing the topic 

In July 2020, Iltalehti (Halonen, 2020) published an article about a Finnish athlete, 

who’s primary discipline is 100-meter sprint, who publicly discussed his hardship in 

relation to getting a sponsorship deal in Finland. To him, it was peculiar that although 

he is a top athlete in Finland, he could not receive a sponsorship. This was because he 

did not have enough followers on Instagram- at least that had been the answer from a 

possible sponsor.  

As the above-mentioned news article demonstrates, this topic is actual and backed up 

with the researcher’s own motivation and interest towards sports in general. Also, as 

there is not much data in relation to individual sports sponsorships in Finland, and 

especially individual sports sponsorships in relation to companies’ marketing strategy. 

Thus, there is a possibility that this type of research creates an opportunity for 

companies of different sizes to assess their sponsorship deals and how these deals are 

aligned with their marketing strategies. Furthermore, with the help of this study, 

companies can observe what type of qualities and characteristics individual athletes 

should have to receive a sponsorship deal. 

When it comes to previous literature in relation to sports sponsorships and marketing, 

Hessling, Åsberg and Roxenhall (2018) studied relationship commitment and value 
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creation in sponsorship relationships. Their study was done from a broader view, as it 

studied the phenomenon in the field of ice hockey. The findings made by Hessling, et 

al. (2018, p. 19) implicated that shared values, trust, and affective commitment are 

necessary for value-based commitment. Furthermore, their study concluded that 

sponsorships should be treated as B2B relationships, where affective commitment 

influences value creation and value-based commitment has a direct influence on value 

creation. The authors emphasize the importance of further studying of the subject from 

different aspects, as their study can only serve as a foundation. 

Pitkänen (2015) studied value creation through sponsorship in electronic sports. For 

his study, Pitkänen (2015, p. 2) used B2B-relationship model ARA (actors, resources, 

activities) to define various variables that take place in electronic sports sponsorship 

environment. As Hessling, et al. (2018) emphasized the role of relationship 

management in sports sponsorships, so does Pitkänen (2015, p.2). The author further 

states that successful sponsorships create a winning outcome for both actors in 

sponsoring relationship and the community around it. The main finding of the study 

was that the value creation happens “through the relationship between the actors” 

(Pitkänen, 2015, p. 63). 

Lund and Greyser (2016, pp. 3-5.) studied the key aspects of value creation in 

sponsorship relationships from the perspective of a sports organization, which in this 

case study, was in relation to the Union of European Football Associations (UEFA). 

The major finding according to Lund et al. (2016, pp. 5-6.) was that successfully done 

integration of commercial activities and resources of sponsors into sports content can 

create a better audience experience and help audiences to view sponsors as more 

genuine. The key factor in these collaborative relationships is that partners with 

complementary resources are identified, and well-established relationship 

management helps to create interaction and resource combination. Furthermore, Lund 

et al. (2016, pp. 5-6.) state that well-established relationship management and resource 

combination build trust and integrate resources, which leads to value generated by and 

for the sports organization. 
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Piason, Makurudze, Chufama and Mangezi (2014, pp. 1-7.) studied sports 

sponsorships and how they affect company image and the benefits of sports 

sponsorships in creating long lasting relationships with the stakeholders. The study 

found out that prior to a sponsorship deal, company analyzes the total costs and 

possible benefits of sports sponsorship deal. Furthermore, the study found out that 

sports sponsorships can better company image, but that there are many challenges. To 

avoid challenges and create the most beneficial position, companies should choose the 

kind of sports sponsorship deals that go hand in hand with the products and services 

of the company. 

Kukkonen and Tiilikainen (2016, pp. 52-53) studied how individual sports 

sponsorships help building company’s brand image. The study found out that 

communication and projects with athletes seek to influence consumers emotions, for 

example, by delighting. One of the new insights was that individual sports 

sponsorships can be used in content marketing in creating value for the target audience. 

The authors also state that content marketing and its connection to sponsorships has 

not been studied and should be studied more. 

Lahtinen (2010, pp. 109-110) studied what type of sponsorship strategies companies 

have and how companies choose and utilize their sponsorships. The study found out 

that different companies use sponsorships for different purposes and some companies 

used sponsorships as a strategic way of communication, but in some companies, 

sponsorships were seen as busywork of the CEO. Furthermore, the research found out 

that sponsorships were still seen as a way of giving money away without much of a 

return on investment. However, changes to that perception were seen in the horizon. 

Only a few companies, based on the study, had a separate sponsorship strategy, and 

the ones that did not have a separate strategy saw sponsorships a part of the actual 

strategy of the company. Finally, the study revealed that companies were passive in 

the way they chose and utilized their sponsorships, and brand visibility served as a 

primary purpose for sponsorships. Especially smaller companies chose their 

sponsorships based on personal preferences, but in general companies expected 

professional skills and industry knowledge from the ones they sponsor. 
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These different studies suggest that relationship management is seen as a key factor in 

value creation in sports sponsorships, sponsorships positively affect brand image, and 

that sponsorships help creating content for target audiences. Furthermore, sponsorship 

as a strategic way of marketing communication is seen as a phenomenon, which has 

different significance to different companies.  

The actuality of our study can be seen in the statement by Hessling et al. (2018, p. 19) 

as the authors conclude that more research is needed from various aspects. Especially 

the aspect of individual sports sponsorships and their link to companies’ marketing 

strategy is missing. Koronios, Vrontis and Thrassou (2021) studied sponsorships from 

the point of view of strategic marketing, concluding that their “examination has shown 

the need of adopting a more extensive viewpoint on sport sponsorship and of includ ing 

it into strategic planning”. Furthermore, a broader understanding based on how 

companies choose the ones they sponsor is missing.  

1.2 Research objectives and research questions 

The goal of this study is to examine individual sports sponsorships from the point of 

view of company’s marketing strategy. The main research question is: 

What is the role of individual sports sponsorships in relation to a company’s marketing 

strategy? 

The aim is to answer the above-mentioned research question. Company’s perspective 

is the center of this research when studying individual sports sponsorships and the ir 

relation to marketing strategy. 

1.3 Description of research methods 

This thesis is qualitative, and the method used to collect data is semi-structured 

interview. The goal of qualitative research is contextuality, interpretation, and 

understanding point of view of the interviewee. Qualitative research is hermeneutic as 

it studies meanings and the foundation of qualitative research is that there are as many 
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realities as there are people. The conscience of a person and person’s cultural history 

have led to communication using symbols, especially using language. Thus, qualitat ive 

research emphasizes the study of meanings. Furthermore, the strategy in qualitat ive 

research is based on the interaction between the researcher and the interviewee. 

(Hirsijärvi and Hurme, 2010, pp. 22-23.) 

Semi-structured interview presents the same questions for every informant, but 

interviewer has the option to change the structure of the interview. Thus, for semi-

structured interview it is characteristic that some parts of the interview have been 

settled, but not all of them. The researcher has pre-studied some of the most important 

themes, phenomenon, processes, and structures in relation to the topic. Furthermore, 

term semi-structured interview implies that the most important factor in semi-

structured interview is that the interview itself follows certain pivotal themes. 

(Hirsijärvi et al. 2010, pp. 47-48.) 

The reason for deciding to collect thematical data through interviews is because the 

topic is not well covered. The point of view of companies in this study is vital as it 

gives each company a chance to analyze how they view individual sports sponsorships 

in relation to their marketing strategies. Research methods are better covered in chapter 

three. 

1.4 Structure of the study 

This study is structured as follows: the first chapter consists of an introduction in which 

the reader is introduced to the topic and the choice of topic is justified. After this, the 

objectives of this study, as well as the research questions are reviewed. At the end of 

the first chapter, research methods and structure of the study are presented. 

The second chapter consist of introducing sponsorships and their background, 

definition, and objects. Furthermore, the second chapter covers sports sponsorships, 

individual sports sponsorships, strategic sponsorship, and corporate social 

responsibility in relation to sports sponsorships.  
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Third chapter introduces marketing strategy and its background alongside with the 

definition. Following the definition of marketing strategy, Porter’s generic strategies 

are introduced. The final part of the third chapter covers marketing strategy in sports 

sponsorships and influencer marketing. This chapter, alongside with the second 

chapter, serve as the theoretical framework for this study, based on which the semi-

structured interview is formed, and the thematic analysis is done. 

Along with the literature on sponsorship and marketing strategy, the theoretical 

background is used to create a theoretical framework for the empirical part of the study 

in chapter 6. This provides a scientific basis for the research and supports other parts 

of it. 

The fifth chapter focuses on the methodology more in-depth. The methodology part 

consists of research method, followed by research process and data collection. 

The sixth chapter focuses on analyzing the data gathered from the interviews and 

presenting findings. The analysis proceeds mainly in accordance with the framework 

and the framework of the semi-structured interview. In the end, theoretical framework 

is revisited to observe what kind of possible changes the theoretical framework 

requires. 

The seventh chapter goes through the theoretical conclusions of this study and answers 

the research question. Based on this, theoretical contributions and the manager ia l 

implications are presented. The chapter ends with an assessment of reliability and 

limitations of the study, alongside with a presenting possible further research 

possibility. 
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2 SPONSORSHIP 

This chapter begins with introducing the background, definition, and objectives of 

sponsorships. Furthermore, the chapter introduces sports sponsorships and proceeds to 

information on individual sports sponsorships. Finally, this chapter examines what is 

meant by strategic sponsorship. 

2.1 Background 

When talking about the origins of sponsorship, it can briefly be said that sponsorships 

in relation to sports go way back in history, hand in hand with Ancient Olympic 

Games. However, a significant change in relation to sponsorships and their 

importance, occurred in 1984, as the Olympic Games in Los Angeles were saved, 

because sponsors joined the event. (Schwarz and Hunter 2008, as cited in Lahtinen 

2010, pp. 5-6.). 

In modern society, international sponsorship is more strategic, meaning today, 

sponsorships are integrated more fundamentally to the company’s other strategies. In 

addition to strategic integration, another trend in where sponsorships are used is to 

raise brand profile. (Ferrand, Torrigian and Camps 2007, as cited in Lahtinen 2010, p. 

7.) Especially sports sponsorships have been increasing in the last 10 years, which 

showcases that sports sector is a very interesting and rewarding market for sponsors. 

Today’s era of digitalization is changing the sponsorship market, as well as bringing 

more opportunities for sponsors. With the help of social media, brands can gain 

visibility and to deliver their message to the target audience in a more efficient way. 

(Deloitte Luxemburg 2020, p. 4.) 

2.2 Definition and objectives 

There are numerous views in the research literature on what sponsorship is. The lack 

of consensus on the concept of sponsorship demonstrates the diversity of sponsorship, 

differences on the nature of sponsorship, which are largely a matter of the starting 
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point or perspective from which sponsorship is being viewed. (Lahtinen, 2010, pp. 17-

18.) 

Sponsorship is as a form of cooperation defined by an agreement, whereby a sponsor 

invests a monetary or non-monetary contribution in an object that is perceived to be 

beneficial in terms of its commercial value. Through sponsorship, the sponsor acquires 

the right to associate its own image and brand with the sponsored and the image and 

values associated with the sponsored. With the help of the sponsorship, the sponsor 

reaches its target group in an environment that is significant to it. From the point of 

view of the receiver of sponsorship, sponsorship is one form of business cooperation, 

which can help to finance and develop different operations. Other forms of cooperation 

include business sales and licensing. Sponsorship, unlike, for example, donation 

activities, is interactive and the terms and conditions are agreed between the 

participants. (Image Match Oy 2009, p. 2.) 

Friedman (2021, as cited in Chokairy 2021) adds that sponsorship by companies is a 

paid partnership in which the company supports the sponsor financially or by 

providing services or products. Companies often sponsor various events, groups, or 

individuals to achieve certain business goals they set and increase competitive 

advantage. Furthermore, sponsorship is marketing, but it is different from advertising. 

Sponsorship is not intended to persuade consumers to make purchases by distributing 

advertising-type messages about the company’s products. Instead, the company pays 

for sponsorship, which is also of interest to the company’s customers. As a result, 

consumers, the public and the media always connect the company to the sponsored 

destination and vice versa.  

Meenaghan (1983, as cited in Plewa and Quester, 2011, p. 3) states that “sponsorship 

has been defined in the literature as an exchange between a sponsor and a sponsored 

entity (also called property), whereby the sponsor invests in cash and or in kind in a 

property in order to secure the rights to exploit the commercial potential derived from 

its association with that property.” 
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There is not one, but many objectives for which reason sponsorship is possibly 

lucrative in terms of marketing. Some of the most important objectives of sponsorship 

is to gain publicity, foster favorable brand and company associations, improve 

community relations, and create additional promotional opportunities. Gaining 

publicity, for example, during large events through sponsorship is a very successful 

way to increase visibility. For example, during Super Bowl event sponsors can reach 

vast audiences. This type of publicity gaining does not happen only through sports 

events as, for example, music concerts and art performing shows can be included . 

When talking about fostering favorable brand and company associations, above 

mentioned large events play as a perfect example for this. This is because sponsors of 

events, such as Super Bowl, can be seen as big as the event itself. Of course, this type 

of sponsoring requires large investments. Improving community relations through 

sponsorship by supporting, for example, elderly people, showcases that a company is 

responsible socially. This could also be linked to corporate social responsibility or 

sustainable marketing. Improving community relations through sponsorship can also 

mean that several companies make an agreement to sponsor, for example, a certain 

community event. Sponsorship is a great way to increase additional promotiona l 

opportunities. For example, large events create a possibility to sell different types of 

products containing company logo and the name of that event. (Chand, 2013) 

According to Bettina and Youngbum (2020, p. 17), sponsorship goals can be cognitive, 

affective, behavioral, financial, or strategic. Additionally, sponsorship goals are 

shifting from a model of exchanging real estate assets and advertising space to an 

engagement network perspective. 

2.3 Sports sponsorship 

To provide a view of where it all started, the evolution of sports sponsorship according 

to Deloitte Luxemburg (2020, p. 5) is demonstrated in the table 1. It demonstrates that 

the motivation in the Greek and Roman times for sports sponsorship was to showcase 

how well cities were doing. In this case, sports sponsorship meant investments on 

events, such as Olympics, gladiator fights, or chariot races.  
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Moving closer to modern history, in the early 20th century, sports sponsorship was all 

about product placement. This meant that, for example, athletes were given equipment 

for free to showcase the quality of the product. (Deloitte Luxemburg 2020, p. 5) 

When going towards mid and late 20th century, sports sponsorships has been used to 

increase brand visibility. Brand visibility was achieved through placing logos in 

stadiums or logos were placed on athlete’s equipment. Brand visibility, according to 

Capitello, Agnoli, Begalli and Codurri (2014, p. 6.), is seen as a factor, which supports 

the brand identity both offline and online, through traditional and digital tools. Brand 

identity, according to Black and Veloutsou (2017, p. 2), on the other hand, is a 

character defining the brand, which is determined internally before showcasing it to 

the external audiences.   

In today’s world of digitalization, sports sponsorship in the 21st century has changed 

from the pursue of brand visibility towards fan engagement and creating and nurturing 

relationships with fans. Digital media plays significant role in this because storytelling 

happens with the help of it. (Deloitte Luxemburg 2020, p. 5.) 

Table 1. Sports sponsorship evolution over time (adapted from Deloitte Luxemburg 2020, p. 5.) 

Time Motivation Tool 

Greek and Roman times Demonstrate cities’ 

prestige and standing 

Investment in events such 

as Olympics, gladiator 
fights or chariot races 

Early 20th century Product placement Provision of free 

equipment to athletes 

Mid and late 20th century Brand visibility Logo placement in 
stadiums and on athletes’ 
equipment 
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21st century Fan engagement and 

relationship 

Storytelling via digita l 

media 

2.4 Individual sports sponsorship 

Individual sports sponsorship or individual athlete sponsorship differ from other 

sponsorship in that they are based on an agreement between a company and an athlete. 

Measuring and forecasting such sponsorship is much more difficult than, for example, 

when compared to sponsoring a football club that plays in high level. This is because 

there is a possibility to forecast how much visibility is gained through sponsoring a 

football team as, for example, European leagues have certain number of games planned 

for a year, which, of course, can vary a bit. However, as Deloitte Luxemburg (2020) 

states, individual athlete sponsorship and the visibility of this type of sponsorship is 

harder to predict. Even if it is about a top-level athlete, there might be injuries or just 

lack of success that influences how successful the sponsorship is. In other words, 

athlete’s performance has a significant influence. 

In Finland, individual athlete sponsorship and the purpose and terms of the agreement 

are written on a deed made by The Finnish Olympic Committee (2021). This deed 

describes that the purpose of the co-operation agreement is to agree on co-operation in 

which the sponsored athlete enhances the sponsor's marketing, sales, and awareness. 

Furthermore, the sponsor supports the individual athlete’s sports career. Furthermore, 

the aim is that both parties work closely together and actively seek to deepen the 

cooperative relationship. 

2.5 Strategic sponsorship 

It is important for this study to understand the term strategic sponsorship. When 

sponsorship is used as part of a marketing strategy as a marketing measure, one can 

speak of strategic sponsorship. Strategic sponsorship must be targeted, planned, and 

measurable. At the same time, it is a competitive advantage that makes it possible to 
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grow the brand. Strategic sponsorship leverages all aspects of sponsorship and 

understands the diversity of sponsorship to promote a business. (Aboe, 2021.) 

Koronios, Vrontis, and Thrassou (2021, p. 2) state that sponsorship, at the turn of the 

century, has become a strategic instrument for many firms and many of them use 

sponsorship as a foundation of their business strategy. The reason for this is because 

“sponsorship is essential since it assigns resources to achieve corporate targets and 

since it can adjust a firm to its environment” (Messner and Reinhard, 2012, as cited in 

Koronios et al. 2021, p. 2). Furthermore, Koronius et al. (2021, p. 2) state that although 

sponsorship has such significant role, companies have given very little attention to 

strategic embodiment of sponsorship.  

Thrassou (2007, as cited in Koronius et al. 2021, p. 10) describes uncoordinated 

sponsorship insignificant, because of the contemporary hyper-competitive condition. 

Therefore, it is strongly recommended that sponsorship is tied to firm’s strategic 

procedure and given the needed resources. Furthermore, Koronius et al. (2021, p. 10) 

argue that sponsorship is, or must be more than just about money. The reason for this 

is that if it is only based on money, it is very easy to copy. Successful sponsorship is 

still often based on money, but they rise above that and create delicate benefits. 

Koronius et al. (2021, p. 10) further state that “it is fundamental to create and sustain 

these strategic organizational methodology and skills that will consolidate sponsorship 

with strategic planning and develop a sponsorship culture that is sustained and praised 

inside the firm.” 

From the point of view of strategic sport sponsorship management, it is vital that both 

the firm sponsoring and recipient asses the qualities that they are looking for. This is 

the foundation for creating compelling sponsorship agreements. Furthermore, as firms 

should build sports sponsorship from the point of view of strategic planning, recipients 

should also take notice that sponsorship is more than just exchanging money- “It joins 

and recognizes associations, brands and strategies at the individual brand and corporate 

levels”. (Koronius et al. 2021, p. 11)  
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Valanko (2010) concludes that sponsorship is a cost-effective strategic tool, strength 

of which lies in its ability to demonstrate a company’s values through action. Everyone 

wins when the sponsored and sponsor work together to produce experiential content 

for target groups and communities; this provides measurable added value to both 

businesses. 

2.6 Corporate social responsibility 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) refers to the promotion of sustainab le 

development within a company. The operations of a responsible company are as 

follows: reliable, economical, socially acceptable, and respectful of the environment. 

In the past, corporate social responsibility and reporting in relation to it have been 

largely voluntary, but changes are visible. This change is visible in that companies take 

responsibility for the impact of their businesses on the surrounding society and the 

company's stakeholders. A socially responsible company engages in long- term 

sustainable business practices and is governed by laws, regulations and internationa l 

agreements and recommendations, as well as framework agreements between the trade 

union movement and companies. Responsible business includes respect for human 

rights, environmental impact assessment, transparency, and control of the company's 

operations, and reporting on operations. In addition to the company's own operations, 

the principles of responsibility also extend to subcontracting chains and partners. In 

relation to this, the most difficult CSR issues for companies are related to globaliza t ion 

and the relocation of production to countries where labour is underpaid and where 

occupational safety and environmental laws are incompetent. One key issue related to 

corporate social responsibility is corporate tax evasion, which helps companies seek 

to reduce and avoid their taxes by exploiting loopholes in legislation. (Kuluttajaliitto, 

2020.) 

Today, social, and corporate responsibility is increasingly linked to the day-to-day 

business of both large and small companies, as companies increasingly must reconcile 

different perceptions of fair working conditions and environmental impacts.  

Furthermore, compliance with corporate social responsibility has become a significant 

factor affecting the company's reputation and competitiveness. An irresponsib le 
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company is usually not attractive in the eyes of investors or financiers. A good 

reputation, on the other hand, helps to get good employees, long-term customer 

relationships, and engages financiers and other stakeholders. At best, corporate social 

responsibility benefits all parties, but at worst, it may be just fine words. Responsibility 

reporting is mandatory for certain companies. Listed companies, banks and insurance 

companies that employ more than 500 people are required to report their social and 

environmental responsibility in addition to financial information. For other companies, 

responsibility reporting is voluntary. (Kuluttajaliitto, 2020.) 

Corporate social relationship (CSR) is a forerunner of the term environmental, social, 

and governance (ESG). ESG differs from CSR in that ESG allows accountability to be 

measured. ESG allows companies to be ranked according to how they score in the way 

they treat their employees, manage supply chains, take into consideration the climate 

change, diversity and inclusion, and form community links. (Alva, 2021.) 

In line with the CSR concept, there is also a measurement of social and environmenta l 

issues based on a triple bottom line model. Comprehensive information on this is 

provided, for example, by Rambaud and Richard (2015). 

2.7 Corporate social responsibility and sport sponsorship 

For many years, companies have spent their CSR budgets on environmental and arts 

causes. However, to a greater extent, sport has become a means by which companies 

can meet social and community obligations. Sport is seen as a more influential channel 

than the arts, for example, because it reaches and engages people regardless of their 

social status or age. Sponsorship alone is often based on marketing and business 

decisions alone, but CSR investments are often based on how companies can improve 

the communities in which they operate. When sport is part of the CSR budget, sponsors 

understand the importance of choosing a cause and sport that are in line with the 

company’s own goals and values, as well as their products and services. Sport is 

effective in terms of CSR, because it highlights the values that responsible companies 

should strive for. These include, for example, fair play from employees to suppliers, 
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transparency, free competition, and good community relations. (Hemsley, 2009, pp. 8-

9.) 

The link between sports sponsorship and corporate social responsibility has been 

studied to some extent in the literature. Plewa and Quester (2011, p. 5) studied the link 

between sports sponsorship and corporate social responsibility and found out that 

“based on a comprehensive literature review, we argue that sponsorship of sport can 

be used to establish and strengthen employee and customer perceptions of corporate 

social responsibility, in turn leading to internal and external benefits for the sponsoring 

organization.” 

Plewa and Quester (2011, p. 9) state that it is surprising how little literature there is on 

sports sponsorship from a CSR perspective. It is surprising because sport attracts large 

audiences, allowing companies a fruitful way to reach their target audience. In addition 

to this, sports produce a variety of emotional reactions that can influence the target 

audience’s strong response to sponsorship. 

The impact of CSR has been studied in American football, for example. CSR was 

studied to have a positive impact on the team's reputation, the positive quality of word-

of-mouth, and CSR helped in product sales. Research findings also support that CSR 

positively affected the images of non-profit organization and sponsor when they held 

a community event together. Furthermore, more research is required in relation to how 

sports sponsorship itself can lead to positive CSR assessments. (Plewa, C., Quester, P. 

2011, 10.) 

Sponsors who do sponsorship for CSR reasons, are free to choose the sponsorship 

targets that are relevant to them in their areas of operations. These events may be 

related to sports, humanitarian, and environmental issues. It is also noteworthy that, 

from a CSR perspective, sports sponsorship can be used in a variety of ways, both 

globally and regionally. An example of this is the participation of companies in local 

sporting events, which is remembered by the public as a CSR activity. This also signals 

to the public that the sponsor wants to be part of supporting local activities. CSR at the 

local level can also be well justified by the fact that sponsorship of sports at the local 
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level is cheaper than sponsorship of elite top sports, for example. (Plewa and Quester, 

2011, p. 13.) 

Many management-related studies have sought to prove the link between CSR actions 

and financial performance. A small positive link has been found here in terms of social 

and economic performance. The marketing literature supports that it is beneficial to 

communicate CSR actions to customers and stakeholders, enabling CSR to act as a 

strategic tool to maintain support from key stakeholders. Marketing research also 

confirms that CSR helps increase consumers’ willingness to buy, their willingness to 

pay more expensive prices, and their willingness to switch to support businesses that 

support communities. (Plewa and Quester, 2011, pp. 13-14.) 
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3 MARKETING STRATEGY 

This chapter begins with definition and objectives of marketing strategy. After this, 

marketing strategy is viewed from the point of view of marketing theory. At this point, 

Porter’s generic strategies are introduced along. Furthermore, the relationship between 

marketing strategy and sponsorship is examined along with influencer marketing. 

Lastly, the marketing mix is viewed as the basis for marketing tragedy. 

3.1 Definition and objectives 

Slater and Olson (2001, as cited in Varadarajan, 2009, p. 11) state that: “Marketing 

strategy is a set of integrated decisions and actions by which a business expects to 

achieve it marketing objectives and meet the value requirements of its customers” and 

“Marketing strategy is concerned with decisions relating to market segmentation and 

targeting, and the development of a positioning strategy based on product, price, 

promotion and distribution decisions” (Slater and Olson 2001, as cited in Varadarajan, 

2009, p. 11). Furthermore, Day et al. (1990, as cited in Varadarajan, 2009, p. 11) define 

marketing strategy as decisions and activities that help to build and maintain a 

sustainable competitive advantage. Lahtinen (2016, p. 29) adds that at the strategic 

level, marketing is part of the company-level strategy and focuses specifically on 

considering strategic marketing issues such as segmentation, positioning, and value 

promises made to customers. 

Based on the definitions above, it can be concluded that marketing strategy is in 

relation to competitive advantage. It can be added that marketing strategy is benefic ia l 

for every business, regardless of size and goals of the company. Marketing strategy’s 

objectives are to answer questions about the company's main goal, define the market 

it operates and how the company should approach the market. Furthermore, marketing 

strategy can be built based on five different steps, which are defining the target group 

(customer segmentation), identifying the status of the company and its availab le 

resources, setting goals, defining the means, and compiling a coherent marketing 

strategy. (Parviainen, 2020) 
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3.2 Marketing strategy in marketing theory 

The context of marketing has evolved and changed over the years. With the 

development, the context of the marketing strategy has also changed a lot in the last 

35 years. From a strategy perspective, much less attention was paid to competitors and 

distribution channels in the past. Distribution was seen as merely enabling the transport 

of products. Also, customers were only seen in the distance, and there were many 

actors between customers and companies that kept the distance alive. In recent years, 

change has been brought about by an understanding of the importance of competition 

and long-term customer relationships. Distribution chains are also seen as very 

important intermediaries and not as passive players. (Baker and Saren, 2010, p. 211).  

From the perspective of marketing theory, the roots of marketing strategy can be seen 

in the 1970s. Michael Porter, at the time, introduced three generic strategies, four 

boxes, and five forces. Structures, strategies, and systems were seen as the basis for 

the business strategy. Porter's generic strategies are discussed in more detail below. 

Recently, from a business strategy perspective in general, there has been more progress 

towards processes, people, and purposes. In terms of marketing strategy, this has meant 

that the focus has shifted towards networks and relationships marketing and more 

focus on marketing processes within the firm. These are also described in more detail 

below. (Baker and Saren, 2010, pp. 231-245).  

3.3 Porter’s generic strategies 

According to Porter (1984, pp. 13-67, as cited in Mäkelä 2014, pp. 5-6.), competitive 

advantage is based on the value experienced by customers. Competitive strategy is a 

profitable and permanent position against the dominant competitive forces in an 

industry. The choice of competitive strategy is guided by two factors, which are the 

attractiveness and long-term profitability of the industry and the relative competitive 

position of the firm within the industry. The dynamics of the industries change over 

time and with it the attractiveness of the industry and the competitive position of the 

company also change. The goal of a competitive strategy is to develop a 

comprehensive model of how a firm will compete and through which procedures the 
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achieves its strategic goals Porter’s three basic strategies are cost leadership, 

differentiation, and concentration. Furthermore, concentration can be divided into two 

areas, cost focus and differentiation focus. The basic idea of differentiation is to create 

something unique for the whole industry. The idea of focusing is to target operations 

to a specific customer group, segment, or geographic area. The limitation of the 

concentration strategy compared to the overall market is the limited opportunities in 

terms of profitability and sales volume. The features and performance of the products 

can be seen as the basis for uniqueness and value. A clear strategy is a must, because 

acting in the middle is ineffective. (Porter 1984, 13-67, as cited in Mäkelä, 2014, pp. 

5-6.) According to a study by Nandakumar et al. (2001, as cited in Mäkelä, 2014, pp. 

5-6), firms that have adopted cost leadership or differentiation from Porter’s strategies 

appear to perform better than firms that do not have a clear strategy.  

3.4 Network and relationship marketing 

One important goal of sports sponsorship is relationship marketing. For example, 

athletes can be used to improve communication between companies. (Abrahamsson, 

Forsgren and Lundgren, 2003, p. 48.) Therefore, it is important for research to 

understand what relationship marketing means.  

The networking strategy is about defining what networking aims to achieve. A 

company’s network strategy includes analyzing, defining, and describing existing and 

new required network relationships that support the company’s vision and business 

strategy. In addition, the network strategy includes a clear vision for maintaining and 

developing partnerships and networks. The strategy must also specify the means and 

measures for implementing the development of network strategy. (Hakanen, 2012.) 

The interconnections and interdependencies between companies and other 

organizations are still increasing. Without networking, it is becoming increasingly 

difficult for businesses to succeed in almost every industry. Network strategy is 

becoming an increasingly important part of the overall strategy of companies. The 

strategy defines the benefits or advantages that working with other companies brings. 

The benefits for network partners must also be defined in the network strategy. It is 
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always about mutual benefit. Networking is just one option or a way to support the 

company's business and strategy, as the importance of networking depends on different 

company situations and strategies. (Hakanen, 2012.) 

Relationship marketing refers to a strategy aimed at acquiring loyal customers. 

Relationship marketing does not focus so much on individual sales, but on larger-scale 

technologies that promote brand loyalty and loyal customers. Relationship marketing 

requires knowing the customers and ensuring that the customer relationship benefits 

both parties. However, relationship marketing is not the same thing as customer 

relationship management (CRM). CRM refers to the tools that companies use to enable 

and support relationship marketing. There are many different types of CRM software 

available today for organizing and tracking customer data, such as sales, 

demographics, and communications. Managing these elements helps ensure that 

customers get what they want quickly. Businesses of all kinds can benefit from 

relationship marketing. When new businesses start operating, acquiring new customers 

is paramount. However, after this, customer relationship management becomes as 

important as acquiring new customers. This is what relationship marketing is all about. 

(Microsoft, 2019.) 

3.5 Marketing strategy and sports sponsorship 

Sponsorship is seen as a key measure of communication that supports an 

organization’s communication and is part of a larger strategy. In addition to supporting 

marketing and marketing communications, sponsorship is also seen as a way for 

internal communication and staff motivation. (Lahtinen, 2010, p. 57.) 

In relation to marketing strategy in marketing theory literature, Baker and Saren (2010, 

p. 209) stated: “how far, at least from a demand or market perspective, can we ever 

develop general rules for achieving an enduring economic advantage?" Perhaps this 

statement suits well also when examining the relationship between the marketing 

strategy and sports sponsorship. In other words, generating general strategic rules is 

very challenging. As marketing strategy is part of overall business strategy and should 
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support it, then perhaps sports sponsorship should be considered as marketing measure 

that supports both business strategy and marketing strategy. (Piason et al. 2020, p. 4.) 

Given that generic rules are hard to form, it may be better to consider what benefits 

sports sponsorship can achieve from a marketing strategy perspective. Piason et al. 

(2020, p. 8) states that sports sponsorship can support company’s marketing strategy 

in terms of image enhancement, and relationship marketing, because sports 

sponsorship enables companies to connect with communities. In addition, through 

sports sponsorship, companies can showcase brands, new products, enhance brand 

position, and create exclusivity. Furthermore, sports sponsorship helps to build long-

term customer relationships and awareness. Influencer marketing, for example, is one 

strategic way of utilizing individual athlete sponsorship from a marketing strategy 

perspective. 

3.6 Influencer marketing 

Influencer marketing is seen as one of the most effective ways to leverage sponsorship. 

Especially in sponsoring individual athletes, utilizing individual athletes’ own 

channels from an influencer marketing perspective is popular. For this reason, we take 

a closer look at influencer marketing. 

“Influencer marketing—defined as marketing communications in which influencers 

promote a brand’s offerings on their own social media pages—continues to grow 

(InfluencerMarketingHub, 2019a), with predictions that it will nearly double beyond 

its $8 billion value by 2022 (Business Insider, 2021). Just as Instagram promises strong 

consumer engagement, influencer marketing arguably appeals better to customers than 

traditional, celebrity-based, mass media advertising (Evans, Phua, Lim and Jun, 2017; 

Müller, Mattke and Maier, 2018), because it gives consumers a sense of close 

relationships and fit with their favorite influencers (Sokolova and Kefi, 2019). Brands 

can leverage these close links by having influencers promote their offerings to 

consumers who already embrace the image or views of those influencers”. (As cited 

in Belanche, Casaló, Flavián and Ibáñez-Sánchez 2021 p. 1.) 
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Liveto (2022, p. 3) adds that bloggers, vloggers, Instagram stars, and other public 

figures with many committed followers on their social media channels can be listed as 

influencers. Influencer marketing aims to reach the company's target group and 

influence their attitudes and buying behavior. With the help of an influencer, the 

brand's message can be distributed to an ever-increasing number of people, and new 

opportunities are created whenever new channels open in the influencer marketing 

network. 

Influencers, as for example, individual athletes, can be used to communicate business 

services, campaign, and recommend products to the target group of the influencer. For 

influencer marketing it is vital that the influencer has the same audience in relation to 

company’s target group. Influencers incorporate collaboration into their own social 

media channels and are lead the way in new trends. Thus, their job is to be honest 

rapporteurs on new trends. (Liveto 2021, p. 3.) 

3.7 Marketing mix 

When it comes to marketing strategies, every company certainly has its own strategy. 

However, if viewed at a general level, the marketing mix can be used as an example 

in the sense that it can serve as a simple starting point for a marketing strategy. 

The four parts of the marketing mix, which are product, price, place, promotion, can 

serve as a basis for a marketing strategy. This is especially true when all four areas are 

considered holistically. Along the way, the marketing mix has been expanded, but the 

original four still serves as the basis for newer variants. (Twin, 2021.) The marketing 

mix has been extended to the 7Ps marketing mix, as the traditional marketing mix has 

been found to be poorly applied, especially in the service sectors and the business-to-

business sector. Such extensions have been for example, people, physical evidence, 

and process. (Lahtinen, 2016, 22.) 

The problem with the marketing mix is often seen to be that the theory is at such a 

macro level that it is difficult for companies to take advantage of in practice. Instead 

of a marketing mix, a competitive advantage can be gained, for example, through 
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subjective and objective competitive measures of marketing. Subjective competitive 

advantage is often referred to as a brand. Objective competitive advantages include, 

for example, price, delivery speed, and product quality. The aim is to highlight these 

competitive advantages in advertising to increase sales. (Suomen Digimarkkino int i 

Oy, 2020.) 
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4 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Figure 1. Sponsorship of individual athletes in relation to the company's marketing strategy. 

Figure 1 shows how the last two chapters of this research form the theoretical frame 

for this research. Before creating the theoretical framework, the researcher studied 

previous literature in relation to the theme.  

Sponsorship and marketing strategy were the most important pieces of the theory part. 

The researcher chose sports sponsorship and strategic sponsorship as sub-themes for 

sponsorship. Sports sponsorship is further subdivided into the sponsorship of 

individual athletes, on which this research focuses. 

Marketing strategy was the second main theme of this research. The topic is wide, and 

it was important for the researcher to clearly define the topic. Based on this, the 

marketing strategy was viewed from the point of view of marketing theory and sports 

sponsorship, and further examined in relation to the marketing mix. Furthermore,  

marketing strategy from the point of view of marketing theory was further divided into 

two subcategories, which were Porter’s generic strategies and network and relationship 

marketing. 

The theoretical framework aims to demonstrate the integration of sponsorship into a 

company’s marketing strategy. Strategic sponsorship describes sponsorship as a 

marketing measure that has its own role in a company’s marketing strategy. The 

marketing strategy itself supports the company’s business strategy. 



30 

 

The findings section reviews the theoretical framework. Based on the data collected 

from the interviews, it can be stated that corporate social responsibility and influencer 

marketing were added to the theory only after the interviews. These are discussed in 

more detail in the findings section. 
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5 METHODOLOGY 

This chapter introduces the chosen research method, including information about 

qualitative research, proceeding to information regarding semi-structured interview. 

At the end of this section, the research process and the steps involved in data collection 

are reviewed. 

5.1 Research method 

The research method chosen for this study is qualitative, and the research part is done 

based on a semi-structured interview. Qualitative research is a method in scientific 

research that seeks to understand the quality, properties, and meanings of an object 

holistically. Qualitative research can be carried out in many ways. The common 

features of qualitative research are, for example, aspects related to the environment 

and background of the object's occurrence, the purpose and meaning of the object, 

expression, and language. A qualitative study is contrast to a quantitative study, which 

is based on describing and interpreting an object using statistics and numbers. The 

difference between qualitative and quantitative methodological trends is often 

emphasized, although both trends can also be used in the same study and both trends 

can explain in different ways the same research subjects. Furthermore, some methods 

of analysis are strongly based on the trend of qualitative research or quantitat ive 

research. On the other hand, many methods are based on the middle ground of trends. 

The meaningfulness of combining qualitative and quantitative methods in the same 

study depends on the philosophical commitment of the researcher. (Jyväskylän 

yliopisto, 2021.) 

Qualitative research is closer to authentic reality than quantitative, which is related to 

the nature of the interviews. A quantitative survey interview forces respondents to 

choose from answer options, so the study builds reality strongly within the framework 

provided by the researcher. In qualitative research interview on the other hand, 

respondents are often allowed to speak freely, at least within a given theme. They can 

express themselves the way they want, and they do not have to choose from the options 

given. This way, qualitative research can raise tensions and contradictions, but at the 



32 

 

same time, these tensions and contradictions can be understood better with the help of 

qualitative research. Thus, qualitative research is thought to produce more diverse, 

richer, and multi-level information about people’s experiential reality than quantitat ive 

research. (Raunio 1999, p. 293, as cited in Langenoja 2018, p. 83.) 

For semi-structured interview it is characteristic that some themes, but not all are 

locked prior to interview and that the interview is focused on specific topics. 

Furthermore, it is also characteristic for semi-structured interview that the intervie wees 

have experienced a certain situation. Thus, the interview is focused on the subjective 

experiences of the interviewees. The semi-structured interview can be used to explore 

an individual's thoughts, feelings, experiences, and non-verbal experient ia l 

knowledge, emphasizing the interviewees' own view. In other words, the semi-

structured interview makes sure that the interviewee’s voice is heard. (Hirsjärvi and 

Hurme, 2000, pp. 47–48, as cited in Hannila and Kyngäs, 2008, p. 3).  Furthermore, 

Kylmä and Juvakka (2007, as cited in Hannila and Kyngäs, 2008, p. 3.) state that the 

information obtained in the semi-structured interview is always related to the research 

environment in which the research is of interest.  

This research is also a case study, more precisely a multiple case study. “The case 

study method explores a real-life, contemporary bounded system (a case) or mult ip le 

bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data collection 

involving multiple sources of information… and reports a case description and case 

themes” (Creswell, 2013, p. 97, as cited in Gustafsson, 2017, p. 2). 

Yin states that (2003, p. 53, as cited in Laakso, 2021, p. 36) multiple case-studies, 

which means that more than one case is studied, often lead to better material simply 

because there is more data to analyze. A multiple-case study approach serves well in 

this study because it enables to examine more deeply the importance of sponsoring 

individual athletes from the perspective of companies. Furthermore, while most case 

studies focus on a single case, which is often chosen for its unique characteristics, the 

design of multiple case studies allows the researcher to explore studied phenomena 

using the replication strategy. This is compared to the use of a replication strategy to 

conduct a series of separate experiments on the same topic. Replication is performed 
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in two stages: a literal reproduction stage, in which cases are selected to obtain similar 

results, and a theoretical reproduction stage, in which cases are selected to study and 

confirm or refute the identified patterns. in initial cases. (Yin 1994, as cited in Zach, 

2006, p. 7) 

5.2 Research process and data collection 

This research is qualitative, and the research process of this study is done based on 

multiple-case study approach. Qualitative case study does not have a predetermined 

number of interviews. Sometimes a single interview or case may be enough, but 

multiple cases provide a more comprehensive perspective. (Sargeant, 2012, p. 1.) 

The research process is divided into three parts, which are define & design, prepare, 

collect & analyse, and analyse & conclude. In the first part, a theory is developed, after 

which a case is selected, and a data collection method is designed. After define & 

design, it is time to conclude the first two case studies, based on which individual case 

reports are written. Following, the rest of the case studies are done, and the remaining 

individual reports are done. In the final stage called analyse & conclude, the individua l 

cases and their similarities are examined together, after which the theory is re-

examined. If the theory requires changes, the changes are done at this point. Lastly, 

policy implications are developed, followed by a cross-case report. (Yin 2003, p. 50, 

as cited in Laakso, 2021, p. 38). 

Participation in the interview was influenced by the willingness of companies to 

participate. In principle, companies that have done sports sponsorship and sponsorship 

of individual athletes in Finland were sought for the study. In the end, four large or 

medium-sized companies in various fields participated in the interview, as well as a 

research company that has been involved in sponsorship research in Finland for more 

than 20 years. Interviews were conducted with each company separately. The 

interviews began in December 2021 and the last interview was conducted in mid -

January 2022. The interviews were recorded and lasted an average of about 30 

minutes. Each interview was concluded through Teams, as this was the best solution 

due to the prevailing Covid-19 situation.               
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At the beginning of the interview, the interviewees were told that the interview is 

completely anonymous. Furthermore, it was agreed that the interviews would be first 

transcribed, after which the recordings would be deleted. The time frame for the 

deletion of the recordings was the end of January 2022.    

Table 2. Interview information 

Interviewee Method Date Duration (hh:mm:ss) 

Chief Marketing Officer Teams meeting 21.12.2021 00:31:16 

Marketing and 

Communications 

Specialist 

Teams meeting 23.12.2021 00:27:10 

Chairman of the Board Teams meeting 04.01.2022 00:37:22 

Communications 

Manager 

Teams meeting 14.01.2022 00:21:32 

Research Director Teams meeting 14.01.2022 00:30:44 

The first interviewee, chief marketing officer, works for a Finnish corporation, which 

turnover is about 170 million. The company operates in B2B sector, and its business 

consists of thermal insulation, and it operates in all the Nordic countries, and is equally 

active in Spain and Portugal. The interviewee has been with the company for 14 years, 

during which time the company's turnover has increased 5-6 times. Furthermore, the 

interviewee has held various positions in the company, e.g., technical sales, technica l 

manager, marketing, and communications duties. Currently, the interviewee's main 

responsibilities include all development related and marketing communications related 

responsibilities, as well as general management matters. The interviewee is also 
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involved in all the activities of the corporation outside Finland, for which reason the 

international aspect is also strongly present in his role. 

The second interviewee, marketing, and communications specialist, works for a 

company that was founded in 2015 in Finland. The company's business consists of 

rental of construction machinery, equipment, construction sites, scaffolding, weather 

shelters and various construction site services. The company’s turnover for this year is 

around 247 million euros. The company operates mainly in B2B sector, however, on 

a lesser extent, the company also operates in B2C sector. The company operates in 

Finland, Sweden, Norway, Poland, and Denmark. The company has 105 rental 

agencies and a little over 1,000 employees. Prior to his current position, the 

interviewee has worked for his parents' construction company, studying marketing 

alongside. The interviewee applied to the current company for a job in construction in 

2017, but through a job interview, he was directed as part of the establishment of the 

company’s marketing department. 

The company of the third interviewee operates in the field of retail trade and corporate 

wholesale trade. The company operates in B2B and B2C sectors and it employs around 

2000 people and has a turnover of around 500 million euros. The company has been 

operating for about 56 years and is headquartered in Joensuu. The interviewee has been 

the company chairman for the past five years and is one of the company’s major 

shareholders. Prior to his current role, the interviewee has served as the company's 

chief executive officer. It can be stated that the interviewee has worked in various 

positions in the company throughout his whole career. The interviewee has competed 

in sports, which is why he has ended up being responsible for matters related to the 

company’s sports sponsorship. 

The fourth interviewee works as a communications manager in a multimedia group 

whose main products are provincial newspapers, local newspapers, city newspapers 

and travel magazines. The company’s customers come from both the B2B and B2C 

sectors. The company also produces events, offers know-how in producing digita l 

services and, in addition to magazine brands, printing and distribution are part of its 

operations. The company employs about 500 people, and its operations extend from 
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Central Finland to Northern Finland. One of the interviewee's responsibilities is 

sponsorship, which they call cooperation agreements. 

The fifth interviewee works as a research director for a company of about ten people, 

which has been operating in the Finnish market since 1996, operating in the B2B 

sector. The company's field of business is research consulting in relation to 

sponsorship, event marketing and influencer marketing. The main task is to measure 

effectiveness, as well as to help companies with tasks related to sponsorship, events, 

influencer marketing and licensing. The company is involved in sports, culture and 

events, and its customers consist of companies, owners, and event organizers. The 

interviewee is responsible for the company's consumer market research and has been 

involved in the company's operations since 2003. According to the interviewee, his job 

has given him a good overview of what is happening in the Finnish market, as he is 

dealing with so many different operators. The interviewee has a master's degree in 

economics. 
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6 FINDINGS 

In this chapter, the data received from the semi-structured interviews is analysed and 

comparison between the other interviews and the theoretical framework is made. It 

describes the current situation of sponsoring individual sports in Finland, from the 

perspective of Finnish companies. The interviews with the companies are 

complemented by an interview with the research director, which brings the perspective 

of a research company specializing in measuring and consulting sponsorship and event 

marketing. 

The chapter structure is based on the three themes that surfaced from the semi-

structured interviews. These themes are marketing, individual athlete sponsorship, and 

marketing strategy and sponsorship. The chapter includes direct citations from the 

interviewees, which have been translated into English. 

6.1 Marketing 

At the beginning of the interview, the interviewees had to consider what marketing 

means to them and their company. From the answers of the interviewees, it can be 

pointed out that for the interviewees, marketing is about maintaining and raising 

awareness, internal and external communication, and strategic and operational. In 

addition, marketing was seen as supporting the various actors within the organizat ion. 

“Marketing is about maintaining and increasing awareness for us. 

Above all, marketing is about communication in relation to our 
new solutions and delivering that information to our business-to-
business customers.” (Chief Marketing Officer) 

“For us, this is a little different, because we are a support 

organization in the bigger picture of our company. Our mission is 
to enable the success of our outlets and sales, which is why we are 
a versatile marketing organization. We handle both internal and 

external communications as well as marketing communications. 
But I like to call us a support organization.” (Marketing and 

Communications Specialist) 

“Marketing for us is strategic and operational, it is about building 
image, reputation and awareness. Strategic marketing, for example, 
involves sponsorship and business cooperation with various third-
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party actors, which is not just about sports. Our strategic marketing 

focuses on building brand image, along with which the company 
does operational / tactical marketing, and advertising. In other 

words, marketing for us is versatile.” (Chairman of the Board) 

“From our corporate group’s perspective, we want to concentrate 
on the group’s visibility through marketing, which helps, for 
example, in recruitment processes and in supporting our strong 

sub-brands.” (Communications Manager) 

In addition to the definitions mentioned above, one of the interviewees wanted to 

highlight a broader perspective on marketing. The rationale for this definition is that 

marketing is about problem solving. 

“In my opinion, the narrow aspect of marketing, i.e., advertising, 
sales, and communication, is not enough. Marketing is all that a 

company does from product development to meeting the end 
customer. After all, all companies sell service, marketing is about 
problem solving.” (Research Director) 

Themes and emphases in marketing change over time and development. Interviewees 

were asked what key themes they currently see in marketing and what the differences 

may be from previous years. Corporate social responsibility can be raised as a key 

theme in the respondents' answers. 

“The life cycle of a product has been shortened, which has been 

affected by environmental issues and overall changes in the 
construction industry. Currently, responsibility is one of the key 
themes, but at the same time companies do a lot of greenwashing.” 

(Chief Marketing Officer) 

“There has been a lot of talk in the past about digitalisation, which 
is topical, but this is tied to responsibility. Environmental, social 
and governance thinking is currently in the centre, and it is also 

what customers expect.” (Marketing and Communications 
Specialist) 

“Social changes and current themes in general should be 
considered in marketing. For example, when it comes to building 

brand image, environmental issues and responsibility have been on 
the surface for some time. ESG, which stands for Environmental, 
Social and Governance, is also a theme that should be considered 

in future marketing.” (Chairman of the Board) 
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One of the interviewees looked at current marketing themes from the perspective of 

their own new corporate group. As this is a new corporate group, an important theme 

for them is to promote their brand. 

“Currently, our main theme in marketing is our expanded corporate 

group, as well as the branding and launch of the new corporate 
group’s name.” (Communications Manager) 

The interviews also raised the view that the content of the marketing itself has not 

changed. The overall picture of marketing has expanded. 

“The tools have changed, the basic doing has not changed so much, 
but the terminology has. Today, it is about considering entities. 
The methods and channels are different, and this has made it 

possible to use more cooperation.” (Research Director) 

At the end of the marketing theme, the interviewees reflect on the impact of the digita l 

age on their company’s marketing and strategy. According to the interviewees, 

digitalisation has opened new channels and opportunities. One of the interviewees felt 

that digitalisation has given their relatively new company a competitive advantage as 

competitors face challenges in harnessing new technology. 

“We have had a good situation in that we have been able to do 

everything with the help of new technology, such as basic systems. 
We have succeeded in digitizing our industry, which has created us 
an advantage in comparison to our competitors. (Marketing and 

Communications Specialist) 

“When it comes to marketing, digitalisation has brought many 
tools and opportunities for us.” (Communications Manager) 

“Digitalisation has opened up new possibilities. For example, you 
can use your own channels in marketing communication, and it is 
possible to find new channels through partnerships that will reach 

the target groups directly.” (Research Director) 

Although digitalisation has brought changes to marketing, some interviewees also saw 

that traditional advertising still has value. In addition, in certain industries, customers 

continue to value communication through traditional channels. 
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“In terms of visibility and building brand image, it is relevant. 

With digitalisation, print advertising has moved to digital 
platforms. In my opinion, however, the effectiveness of digital 

platforms is not as good as that of print advertising. “(Chairman of 
the Board) 

“On the business-to-business side of the construction industry, the 
impact of the digital age is not that significant. In terms of 

marketing, digital channels play an important role in sharing 
information, but if we go into physical marketing, little use is made 
of digital channels.” (Chief Marketing Officer) 

6.2 Individual athlete sponsorship 

The second theme of the interview was individual athlete sponsorship, which is a 

commercial collaboration agreement made between an individual athlete and a 

company. Decision-makers regarding sponsorship agreements varies from company 

to company. However, from the interviewees’ answers, it can be concluded that the 

decisions are the responsibility of senior salaried employees, owners, and management 

teams, and regional responsibilities and the size of a company may affect this. 

“In addition to me, our Chief Executive Officer decides on 
sponsorship in our company. (Chief Marketing Officer) 

”Our sponsorship can be divided into two parts, which are 
nationwide sponsorship and local sponsorship. Decision-making in 

relation to nationwide sponsorship is my responsibility and local 
sponsorship is decided by the local offices. (Marketing and 

Communications Specialist) 

“In our company, the owners decide who we start to sponsor. 
Decision-makers have their own areas of responsibility.” 
(Chairman of the Board) 

“In the south, where we have our own team to decide on 
sponsorship, athletes can apply for a sponsorship once a year. In 

the northern part of Finland, sponsorship agreements are long-term 
for individual athletes. “ (Communications Manager) 

“The bigger the company, the more likely it is to be taken to the 
management team as the amounts grow. In Finland, these amounts 

do not even have to be large for the decision to be taken to the 
level of the CEO, management team and board.” (Research 
Director) 
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As for the duration of sponsorship agreements, it can be concluded from the 

interviewees' answers that a one-year deal is the most common in Finland. However, 

there may also be longer contracts, which are based on a larger amount of money. The 

one-year contract is supported by the fact that compliance with the conditions can be 

reviewed at the end of the contract period. In Finland, contracts are shorter when 

compared internationally. The agreements define general conditions for the 

agreements, which vary from company to company, but companies may also have 

certain criteria that must be met before a deal can be signed. These criteria may be 

based, for example, on the company's own values. 

“Our contracts are based on the standard contract terms of the 
Finnish Olympic Committee and Finnish sport’s governing bodies. 

There are various sections in the standard template, including, for 
example, doping. At the same time, our agreements agree on, for 
example, what kind of visibility is included in the agreement and 

what the cooperation entails in general.” (Chief Marketing Officer) 

“We make one-year contracts with a one-year option. This way, we 
see how the cooperation starts and whether it is such that there is a 
mutual desire to continue it. We have tried to put as few things as 

possible into the contracts, because I feel that the athlete’s own 
work motivation is of the utmost importance. “(Marketing and 

Communications Specialist) 

“Our contracts are usually one-year deals, but larger sponsorship 
contracts are for three or four years. However, many of the 
contracts are open-ended. When it comes to individual athletes, we 
make one-year deals.” (Chairman of the Board) 

“As a rule, the contracts are for one year, but sometimes slightly 
longer. One year is good in the sense that at the end of the year, 
you can always look at whether the terms of the agreement have 
been met in both directions.” (Communications Manager) 

“At a general level, it can be said the contracts are relatively short 

in Finland, i.e., 1 + 1 years is a fairly ordinary contract. The 
amounts vary a lot, we have shorter contracts compared to 
internationally. We only have a few six-digit contracts for 

individual sports sponsorship in Finland.” (Research Director) 

According to the answers regarding the utilization of individual athlete sponsorship in 

company’s marketing communication, sponsored athletes are utilized in 

communication through various channels, for example, to increase brand awareness 

and visibility. Of the social media channels, Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn were 
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particularly prominent. Companies also communicate their sponsorship and athletes 

on their own websites. Only one of the interviewees felt that there was no need to 

highlight the sponsorship of individual athletes. 

“In my opinion, it is not the correct way of thinking that we 

support an athlete and just expect to gain visibility through it. The 
visibility is gained through our own effort. On a few occasions, we 
have done our brand advertising with the help of the individual 

athletes that we sponsor. “ (Chief Marketing Officer) 

“We use social media channels, Facebook and Instagram are the 
main channels. We want that people can connect our company to 
the athlete we sponsor. Of course, we also want our sponsored 

athletes to have products with our logo wherever they move, or 
when they share pictures of themselves on social media.” 

(Marketing and Communications Specialist) 

“Through our own channels we communicate that we have such 
and such partners that we sponsor. The athletes we sponsor can 
also be found on our company’s website. I do not see it as relevant 
that we should emphasize the sponsorship of any particular 

individual athlete.” (Chairman of the Board) 

“On the website, we have permanent information on sponsorship. 
These are also communicated in print media and on social media 
channels. In addition, we have roadside digital screens. In other 

words, we use all the communicational tools that we have.” 
(Communications Manager) 

The research company’s perspective supports the above findings regarding marketing 

communication. Companies that do not utilize sponsored athletes in their 

communications are likely to have entered into an agreement solely to support the 

athlete. 

“Those who take advantage of this use multichannel 
communication. The athlete's own channels and company’s 

channels are used. It is also a question of whether the athlete is 
being utilized in other advertising, which is often an effective way 

to increase the effectiveness of advertising.” (Research Director) 

According to interviewees, sponsorship of individual athletes often begins with the 

athlete’s own contact or the manager’s contact. The rationale for starting sponsorship 

is often regional support from a company perspective to support the athletes on their 

way to success. Because there are often a lot of applicants, the athletes must somehow 
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stand out among the applicants. Athletes' own interest in the company or, for example, 

working as a summer employee may also lay the foundation for a sponsorship 

relationship. Regional support may lead to deeper and more strategically significant 

sponsorship relationships if the athlete begins to succeed in the sport. Companies also 

cited as positive examples sponsorship relationships in which the athlete is active in 

caring for the sponsorship relationship. 

“We receive a relatively large number of contacts regarding 
sponsorship, so the application must somehow draw our attention 

to it. When it comes to regional support, it does not matter if our 
logo is visible or not, because we just want to support athletes on 

their way to success.” [...] “In the case of an individual athlete who 
is already close to success, it is desirable that the cooperation has 
started a little earlier, making it easier to start increasing the 

cooperation. The sponsorship of an individual athlete in our 
company has often started with the implementation of regional 

social responsibility, meaning that we have supported the athlete in 
the beginning, who has then developed into a successful athlete. In 
this case, we have deepened our sponsorship cooperation with the 

success of the athlete.” (Chief Marketing Officer) 

“Overall, the sponsorship of an individual athlete started with the 
fact that in addition to our equipment, we wanted to have athletes 
representing our company in the sports competitions. In the 

beginning, the visibility of the logo was very important to us, 
because we were an unknown brand. Our company was formed 

with the merger of three companies, and the sponsorship of one 
individual athlete has already begun before the merger. At the time, 
the athlete was working as a summer worker at one of these three 

companies and collaboration has continued ever since.” (Marketing 
and Communications specialist) 

“As an example, sponsoring one athlete started when this athlete 
told his manager that he wants our company to be his sponsor. The 

reason for this had been that he liked our company. Last fall, the 
same athlete contacted me and asked if we could continue the 
sponsorship agreement, based on which we decided to continue. 

He also takes good care of us, because he informs us how he is 
doing and tells us inside information in relation to his condition. 

He has positively built our cooperation.” (Chairman of the Board) 

“The application in relation to our sponsorship that I mentioned in 
the previous question is limited to athletes who live in the area that 
our business operates. We are currently sponsoring a Finnish 

Championship level long jumper who writes a blog for us. In his 
blog, he explains how to combine professional sports and his 
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studies. In this way, we can view athlete’s everyday life from 

different perspectives.” (Communications Manager) 

The research company’s perspective supports the observation that sponsorship 

relationships begin with either the athletes’ own contact or the contact of their 

managers. In addition, the cooperation between the Finnish figure skater Kiira Korpi 

and Valio serves as a prime example of a successful sponsorship relationship. This 

collaboration began with supporting the athlete on her way to success and deepened 

on both sides with the athlete’s success. 

“Some athletes do the sales work themselves, calling companies, 
but the importance of managers is really big these days. Kiira 

Korpi and Valio could serve as a general good example. Kiira 
Korpi was not a well-known athlete when their collaboration 
began. By the time she started appearing in Valio’s ads and 

succeeding in figure skating at the same time, both Korpi’s and 
Valio’s brands strengthened.” (Research Director) 

Interviewees were asked what their companies are looking for from individual athletes, 

in other words, what is required for companies to start sponsoring an athlete. What was 

of interest here was what qualities athletes need to have. 

Based on the answers, it can be stated that the athlete must represent the company's 

values, serve as an example, be determined and goal-oriented, and be natural in front 

of the cameras. Furthermore, companies considered important the visibility that an 

athlete might bring, because it helps promoting their own brand. According to the 

research company, some companies may only search for a face in their ads from the 

point of view of influencer marketing. 

“From our point of view, an individual athlete should be open-
minded and represent the values of the company. Today, our 

company does not go to sponsor an athlete without seeing or 
knowing this person, so we know that this is not a risk for the 

company. Honesty, responsibility and reliability are the values of 
our company, and these values should be represented by the 
athletes we sponsor.” (Chief Marketing Officer) 

“The athlete must fit in with the values of our company. We want 

our athletes to set an example and encourage people to exercise, 
and to be exemplary athletes. I do not feel that one medal is of 
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great significance, but the nature and behaviour of the athlete is of 

the greatest importance.” (Marketing and Communications 
specialist) 

“What we hope for is dialogue and information, that is, genuine 
cooperation. Also, what I would like is for our logo to be visible 

when, for example, our athletes are interviewed, or when they are 
doing sports.” (Chairman of the Board) 

“An important criterion is that the athlete is at or near the top level 
in Finland and that the athletes is goal-oriented. In this case, we 

support the athlete financially so that the athlete does not have to 
discontinue due to lack of financial resources. We hope for 

visibility and versatile cooperation, as well as for our athletes to act 
as motivating examples and role models.” (Communications 
Manager) 

“Certain personalities do better in the sponsorship market, that is, 
those who do well in front of the cameras and are able to be 

themselves. Above all, companies are looking for visibility and 
they want to increase brand’s interest amongst various 

stakeholders. At its best, an athlete can work with the company’s 
customers naturally. Some companies just look for an athlete to be 
in their advertising campaign, i.e., which means influencer 

marketing. A lesser-known brand in the consumer market may 
want to use a well-known athlete to raise brand awareness. On the 

business-to-business side, a smart athlete can be utilized in that this 
athlete talks about the industry.” (Research Director) 

Interviewees’ responses regarding the importance of the number of followers of an 

athlete varied. However, it can be said that the interviewees felt that the number of 

followers is not a criterion for whether the athlete receives a sponsorship agreement. 

Of course, it is important for companies to increase visibility and awareness, where 

having many followers helps. The most important criteria were the athlete's suitability 

for the company's values and that the athlete competes at a sufficiently high level. In 

addition, it was emphasized that the number of followers is certainly important for 

those companies that do business directly to consumers. 

“From the point of view of many companies, visibility is the 

biggest reason for sponsorship. From this perspective, and 
especially when a company operates on the business-to-consumer 
side, then the number of followers on social media is of great 

importance. From our business-to-business perspective this is 
different because we do not sell anything to consumers, and our 

products go through resellers and most of our products go directly 
to professionals. In this case, the number of followers for us is not 
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what affects the cooperation of sponsorship or its launch. When it 

comes to control of publications, we fact-check the content of the 
publications of our sponsored athletes. In other words, the content 

must be such that we can stand behind it, and the publications must 
not contain errors.” (Chief Marketing Officer) 

“Of course, it matters because social media is the channel through 
which athletes promote our products to gain visibility and 

awareness for our brand. This is impossible if the athlete does not 
have social media channels in use or has only a couple hundred 
followers. However, this is not a threshold issue for us, as other 

things weigh more. More important is, for example, how the 
athlete views life and sport.” (Marketing and Communications 

Specialist) 

“From the perspective of our company, it does not matter. Perhaps 
that specific athlete has asked the wrong company because that 
company has only assessed the amount of visibility on social 

media that this athlete can bring. In such a case, the fact that the 
athlete does not have many followers, results in that the company 
treats the sponsorship request as a donation and not as an 

advertising collaboration.” (Chairman of the Board) 

“We have not even been to the social media accounts of our 
individual athletes, so I cannot say how many followers they have. 
For us, the number of followers was not a criterion of any kind. 

The biggest criterion is at what level the athlete competes and what 
are the athlete’s goals. (Communications Manager) 

The research company’s perspective also supports the fact that the number of followers 

is not a decisive factor. The number of followers is a crucial factor only when the 

decision-making of the company or brand is tied to the number of followers. At this 

point, the values re-emerged alongside the importance of personal brands. It should 

also be noted that the small number of followers of an athlete at a given time does not 

mean that the company could not increase the number of followers in cooperation with 

the athlete. 

“If decisions in relation to your company or brand are based on 
how many followers you have, then the importance is huge. But 
there are numerous brands for whom meeting values and personal 

brands are important. However, the longest and most successful 
collaborations between an individual athlete and a company have 

not been based on how many followers there are at a given time.” 
(Research Director) 
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Most interviewees felt that sports sponsorship and sponsorship of individual athletes 

have changed or changed tremendously. Developments have taken place in a more 

professional direction, as athletes are allowed to focus on the essentials. Today, sports 

sponsorship is much more than just the logo visibility it may have been in previous 

years. In addition to visibility, sports sponsorship includes, for example, corporate 

social responsibility, cooperation, and overall support for athletes. Furthermore, today, 

the managers of the athletes have a bigger role, and the signing of the contract is only 

the first step from the point of view of the utilization of the contract. In addition, 

athletes today dare to bring out their own values, and contracts are no longer based on 

money alone. 

“The field of sponsorship is constantly changing and from the 

perspective of our company it has changed a lot. Before, 
sponsorship meant that the athlete just wore the company logo, 

which was hoped to bring maximum publicity. Today, however, 
sponsorship has many other implications, including visibility, 
support, social responsibility, and co-operation. In the past, athletes 

were often put to attend and just stand at various events, but today 
that is not recommended.” (Chief Marketing Officer) 

“Sports sponsorship has changed a lot and hopefully it will change 
even more. In a way, some companies still sell the visibility of the 

logo today, which is of no value unless some form of effective 
communication is done through it. Social responsibility has 

become part of sponsorship and athletes are used to communicate 
this.” (Marketing and Communications Specialist) 

“Sports sponsorship in general has changed tremendously. The 
importance of utilizing sponsorship has become clearer, meaning 
that signing a contract is only the first step in achieving something. 

From the point of view of individual sports, there has been a lot of 
changes. For example, managers have a greater role, allowing the 

athlete to focus on the essentials and not be taken here and there 
during the season. Social media has changed the market a lot, 
because sponsorship can be utilized through social media past 

official channels. In recent years, athletes have also started to 
present their individual values openly. For example, an athlete may 

openly say that cooperation with an oil company is not going to 
happen. Brands can no longer make deals with money alone; some 
reason must be found.” (Research Director) 

Two interviewees felt that from the perspective of their company, sports sponsorship 

and sponsorship of individual athletes have not changed. Nevertheless, at a general 
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level, changes were seen in that, for example, there are more opportunities for the 

athletes. One of the interviewees also added that Covid-19 has led to sports teams 

applying for larger sums from sponsorship agreements, because the pandemic has 

reduced ticket revenues. 

“There has certainly been some change on a general level, as 
athletes have a lot more opportunities today. However, from the 

perspective of our company, sports sponsorship has not changed 
very much. Where change should come is that athletes should have 
an idea of what they can bring to the sponsorship relationship, and 

not just ask for money. Athletes should take care of their own 
visibility or at least offer to cooperate.” (Chairman of the Board) 

“From our point of view, the sponsorship of an individual athlete 
has not changed, i.e., the same criteria have remained at least for 

us. Covid-19 has brought some changes as, for example, teams 
apply for a larger amount of money from sponsorship agreements. 

This is because ticket revenues have dropped.” (Communications 
Manager) 

According to the interviewees, maintaining sponsorship relationships is very different 

depending on the company. Maintaining a sponsorship relationship is, from the 

perspective of one company, exactly like maintaining a business-to-business customer 

relationship, meaning that acquiring a new customer will always be more expensive 

and challenging than maintaining an existing one. In one company, sponsored athletes 

were seen as employees of the company, who are also treated like employees of the 

company. On the other hand, maintenance of sponsorship relationships was seen as 

rather superficial, with more interaction expected from the sponsored athlete. The 

small size of sponsorship agreements was also seen as a factor in favor of not having 

to invest in running sponsorship agreements. 

“When it comes to maintaining sponsorship relationships, the same 

idea follows that it is always ten times harder and more expensive 
to get a new customer than it is to maintain old relationships. 

Nowadays, the athlete communicates in the direction of the 
company and through that the connection between both parties is 
natural, which helps maintaining the relationship.” (Chief 

Marketing Officer) 

“I feel that the individual athletes we sponsor are like our 
employees. This is because we recruit them in the same way as our 
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real employees and work with them in the same way as we do with 

our employees.” (Marketing and Communications Specialist) 

“We do not have sponsorship agreements that are so big that we 
need to start investing more in their maintenance. Probably in the 
United States, for example, there is so much money in them that it 

is already worth starting to invest more in maintaining relations.” 
(Chairman of the Board) 

“The maintenance of sponsorship relationships is very variable. In 
part, it is very dense and versatile. With some, it is very superficial, 

meaning that we will only proceed in accordance with the 
agreement, but there will be nothing else besides that. In those 

where the co-operation is deeper, constant communication and the 
sharing of various new ideas is regular.” (Communications 
Manager) 

The research company also supports the above noticed that the maintenance of 

sponsorship relationships in Finland is very dependent on individuals. This was 

demonstrated in that interviewees did not have a unified line on how relationships 

should be nurtured. 

“Depends on the connection between the contacts, but this is still 
very much person-related. If the communication works well then it 

is a two-way discussion about what could be developed and done 
better.” (Research Director) 

6.3 Marketing strategy and sponsorship 

One of the themes of the interview was marketing strategy and sponsorship. The aim 

for this was to gain insight into how sponsorship is seen in companies from strategic 

perspective. According to the interviewees, the company's marketing strategy is based 

on the company's overall strategy. The implementation of the strategy is monitored 

regularly and is usually done for one year at a time. However, the success of the 

strategy requires restraint, as the results will not come in a short time. Thus, the 

marketing strategy must follow the strategy of the entire company and support the 

goals of the company. One of the interviewees also stressed that not measuring and 

not monitoring the marketing strategy is absurd. 

“The marketing strategy of our company is based on the 
company’s strategy itself. The role of sponsorship at this point is to 
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support the corporate image and target the right customer group.” 

(Chief Marketing Officer) 

“We always make an annual plan that is tied to everything we do. 
We schedule our plan by making an annual clock. The schedule 
includes the various measures that will be implemented during the 

year, as well as the topics that will be discussed. The 
implementation of the annual plan is monitored weekly at 

meetings. After all, the content of the annual plan is relatively clear 
to us each year.” (Marketing and Communications Specialist) 

“It is made annually and reviewed regularly. However, the work is 
long-term, as it takes several years to modify the marketing and 

corporate image, as changes do not happen in a year. Perseverance, 
determination, and follow-up lead to results. Money limits this 
somewhat, as we have a marketing budget that determines how 

much is put into marketing. We decide in the strategy to which 
actions we direct the money. Sponsorship, or in other words non-

operational or tactical advertising, has its own budget, which is 
around one million euros a year. This helps us to build our brand 
image. Furthermore, through various purchased studies, we also 

monitor how we succeed in comparison to other companies, which 
also helps us to make changes.” (Chairman of the Board) 

“In our corporate group’s business strategy, we define the role of 
marketing and other functions. We do not currently have a strategy 

that goes under the term marketing strategy.” (Communications 
Manager) 

“The marketing strategy plays an important role as it should 
monitor and support the business strategy. Everything done under 

marketing should support the same goal. The marketing strategy is 
monitored through different metrics, such as the effect of 
advertising, the effect of sponsorship and some metrics consider 

the bigger picture. It would be really incomprehensible if you did 
not follow your own doing.” (Research Director) 

Linking individual athlete sponsorship to a company’s marketing strategy from a 

company’s perspective included both similarities and differences. According to the 

interviewees, the sponsorship of individual athletes is linked to the company's strategy 

and marketing strategy. Nevertheless, the importance of sponsoring individual athletes 

in terms of strategy varies. In one of the companies, sponsorship serves as the basis for 

a company’s strategy, and in others it serves as a significant or somewhat significant 

measure in support of the strategy. At this point, corporate responsibility also emerged 

as an important theme, to which the sponsorship of individual athletes was strongly 
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linked. The importance of sponsorship as a financial supporter of regional activit ies 

and individual athletes was emphasized. 

“Sponsorship is embedded in our company’s marketing strategy, 
be it individual or team sports sponsorship. Our company is 
involved in sponsoring the Finnish national team and its 

individuals on the individual sport side, but at the same time we 
also support sports, youth activities and cultural activities in the 

Salo region, for example. There are also young individual athletes 
in that region that we want to support on the way to the top. Many 
companies seek visibility from sponsorship, which is a beautiful 

idea, but sponsorship culminates in corporate social responsibility. 
Sponsorship as part of corporate social responsibility is already a 

strong trend in the world. In Finland, public money directed at 
supporting sports activities is not sufficient, which is why the 
responsibility is transferred to companies to support the sports 

activities in the regions they operate.” (Chief Marketing Officer) 

“Our company acts as a supplier of equipment for sporting events. 
For example, we supply light, electricity, safety equipment and 
lifts. Equipment is either rented or changed for visibility. For this 

reason, there is a clear need for our services at sporting events and 
it is natural for us to act in sports. Therefore, we have wanted to 

use individual athletes as the face of our company. The industry in 
which we operate requires our employees to be in good physical 
condition, which is why we also feel it is important that, through 

the sponsorship of individual athletes, we encourage our 
employees to take care of their physical condition.” (Marketing and 

Communications Specialist) 

“Sponsoring an individual athlete in our company is part of the 
plan, but it is only a small part. Agreements that are based solely 
on supporting the athlete must be mentioned separately, because 
these have nothing to do with our strategy. Sponsoring an 

individual athlete probably starts with our will to start supporting 
an athlete who has the potential to succeed and yet does not have 

enough money to fully invest in the sport.” (Chairman of the 
Board) 

“Sponsorship is based on the group corporation’s strategy and the 
values we have. These values are locality and education. Of course, 

sponsorship is tied to our marketing strategy insofar as it is a 
collaboration.” (Communications Manager) 

The research firm’s finding supports the above-mentioned information that the 

importance of individual athlete sponsorship is variable. In particular, the interviewee 
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emphasized that the athlete's status at this point is of great importance in terms of how 

significant an individual athlete can be to a company from a strategic point of view. 

“About half of the companies that sponsor consider it a 
strategically important marketing tool. The rest is divided into 
companies, some of which see sponsorship as a marketing measure 

but that it does not have to follow the path of other marketing 
communications, and some companies have sponsorship as a 

separate part of their strategy. In the case of individual athlete 
sponsorship, the status of the athlete must be at a certain level to be 
exploited on a scale that is strategically significant. When it comes 

to sponsoring young athletes, big results in terms of effectiveness 
cannot be expected unless all communication is built around it.” 

(Research Director) 

At its best, sponsorship of an individual athlete can be effectively utilized in a 

company’s social media communication from a marketing strategy perspective. 

According to the research company, the individual athlete is a media that is several 

times more effective than the company. However, this type of marketing 

communication should strive to be as natural as possible. Alongside the research 

company, only one of the companies interviewed emphasized the importance of the 

athlete’s social media channels for their company’s marketing communications. 

“At its best, it is strongly related, as the individual athlete can be 

utilized as a media. In principle, if you sponsor an individual 
athlete, then the individual athlete’s social media coverage must be 
utilized in a way that is natural. This should be done on the 

athlete’s terms and should not be glued on, as this will make the 
reaction from the followers rude. As an example, if during a 

partnership a company posts 10 times and an athlete posts the same 
with the same content, the athlete’s effectiveness is 10 times 
greater.” (Research Director) 

“As a company, we want to look as modern as possible. As a 

result, we want to do a lot of social media marketing and to appear 
on social media. The individual athletes that we sponsor have good 
social media channels through which we reach a lot of our 

company’s target audience. The message our company wants to get 
through these channels is that it makes more sense to rent machines 

than to buy them.” (Marketing and Communications Specialist) 

The rest of the interviewees felt that utilizing the individual athlete’s social media 

channels from the perspective of the company’s marketing strategy is less benefic ia l. 
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One reason for this was the sector in which the company operates, as this type of 

communication is incompatible. Another reason was that the use of individual athletes’ 

social media channels has not been considered at all and there is no know-how to use 

it. Lastly, one of the interviewees emphasized that the company utilizes individua l 

athletes in communication using company’s own channels, but the utilization of 

athletes’ own channels is entirely dependent on the athlete’s own will. 

“In other industries, such as a business that focuses directly on 
consumer sales, the social media promotions of the sponsored 

athlete certainly play a role in the sale of the product. In our 
industry, I do not give this much value unless it is somehow linked 

to what we do. Thus, communication should then support our 
professional communication so that it gives us added value.” 
(Chief Marketing Officer) 

“Individual athletes have their own pages on social media 
channels, but we have not taken advantage of their visibility. I do 
not even know if it is possible to utilize them, because utilizing 
them smartly is challenging. Maybe it would be possible to utilize 

those athletes who are already well-known. The individual 
contribution of an individual athlete is quite modest from the 

perspective of the sponsoring company, and we do not require it. It 
is not our intention to make this a burden or unnatural for the 
athlete. However, it would certainly be possible for the athletes to 

increase their contribution, as athletes have many followers and 
know how to use social media channels.” (Chairman of the Board) 

“If we have journalistic content regarding athletes that we sponsor, 
we will use our social media channels for publications. Typical 

channels are the social media channels of our magazines. In 
addition, in relation to our sponsorship, athletes can freely share 
their own publications, but this depends on the athlete’s own 

activity.” (Communications Manager) 
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6.4 Revisited theoretical framework 

Figure 2. Revised version of sponsorship of individual athletes in relation to the company's marketing 

strategy. 

The theoretical framework was discussed in Chapter Four. After analyzing the semi-

structured interview, the researcher ended up making some additions to the theoretical 

framework shown in Figure 2. 

Based on the results of the research, it can be concluded that the research framework 

well describes the situation where sponsorship is part of the company's marketing 

strategy, which supports the overall business strategy of the company. Regarding 

sponsorship, CSR emerged as a new theme, which was also examined in the sub-theme 

CSR and sports sponsorship. CSR can be linked to the marketing strategy as well as 

the overall business strategy, which is why in the theoretical framework CSR linked 

to network and relationship marketing.  

Based on the interviews, influencer marketing was seen as one way to leverage 

individual athlete sponsorship in relation to marketing strategy. Influencer marketing 

was therefore added to the theory as a sub-theme of strategic sponsorship. 

The research also revealed that the relationship between marketing strategy and 

individual athlete sponsorship may be partially linked or separate from the company’s 

marketing strategy. In a partially embedded form, sponsorship is part of the marketing 
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measures, but it does not need to follow other marketing communications. Separate 

means that there is no connection between marketing strategy and individua l 

sponsorship. In both cases, the theoretical framework cannot be directly linked to the 

results. However, interviews revealed that even if the relationship between 

sponsorship and marketing strategy is partially embedded or separate, changes may 

occur. Sponsorship can start, for example, as a donation or as part of CSR, but the 

relationship between sponsorship and marketing strategy can deepen, for example, as 

an athlete begins to succeed or begins to gain fame. 
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7 CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this study was to examine the significance of individual athlete 

sponsorship from the perspective of a company’s marketing strategy. In addition, the 

purpose was to find out what qualities and characteristics athletes should have from a 

company perspective. 

7.1 Answers to research questions 

The main research question of the thesis was: What is the role of individual sports 

sponsorships in relation to a company’s marketing strategy?  

Based on the interviews, it can be stated that from the point of view of a company’s  

marketing strategy the importance of sponsoring individual athletes varies from 

company to company. In some companies, sponsorship of an individual athlete, as well 

as sponsorship in general, is based on the company’s overall strategy and marketing 

strategy, and sponsorship is seen as an important marketing tool. In other companies, 

sponsorship is seen as a marketing measure, but it does not have to match the 

company’s other marketing communications. There are also companies for which 

sponsoring an individual athlete is completely independent of marketing strategy. 

What is crucial here is whether the company sees the sponsorship of an individua l 

athlete from CSR perspective, as a donation, or as a strategically significant tool. Of 

course, the size of the contract matters. In Finland, contracts are often of such a size 

that sponsorship is seen more as a CSR measure. 

Based on the answers, the results can be divided into three categories which are 

embedded, partially embedded, and separate. Embedded means that sponsoring an 

individual athlete is part of a company’s marketing strategy, supporting the company’s 

overall business strategy. Partially embedded means that the sponsorship of an 

individual athlete is partially embedded in the company’s marketing measures but is 

not necessarily intended to conform to the company’s other marketing 

communications. Separate means that the company does not recognize the sponsorship 
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of an individual athlete as part of the company’s marketing strategy or business 

strategy. 

The importance of sponsoring an individual athlete varies from company to company. 

The relationship between sponsorship and marketing strategy is determined by the 

company’s business strategy, which the marketing strategy should support. If 

sponsorship is seen as part of the strategy, its strategic significance is much clearer 

than for those companies that have not defined a key role for sponsorship. The 

relationship between sponsorship and marketing strategy and its depth is also affected 

by the financial investment in sponsorship. The bigger the deal, the more companies 

are willing to invest in a sponsorship relationship. 

7.2 Theoretical contribution 

This research confirms what Piason, Makurudze, Chufama and Mangezi (2014, pp. 1-

7.) found out in relation to how sponsorship affects corporate image and how 

sponsorship can improve long-term relationships with stakeholders. Piason et al. 

(2014, pp. 1-7.) concluded that sponsors choose the kind of sponsorships, which 

support their company image. In this research, the interviewees almost unanimous ly 

stated that the athletes must represent the company’s values. 

Kukkonen and Tiilikainen (2016, pp. 52-53) studied the impact that sponsorship has 

on building brand. The interviews of this research support the finding of Kukkonen 

and Tiilikainen (2016), which concludes that sponsorships are used to create and 

strengthen a brand. Kukkonen and Tiilikainen (2016) also stated that the sponsorship 

of an individual athlete can be utilized in content marketing and in creating value for 

the target audience. The findings of this research revealed that the effectiveness of an 

individual athlete's publication on their social media channel is many times more 

effective than a company's publication on their own channel with the same content. 

Furthermore, Kukkonen and Tiilikainen (2016) emphasized that the relationship 

between sponsorship and content marketing should be further investigated. This 

research supports this statement. 
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Lahtinen (2010, p. 109-110) studied sponsorship strategies and how companies utilize 

sponsorship relationships. His research revealed that companies use sponsorship for 

different purposes, but some do not take sponsorship very seriously. The same can be 

concluded based on the interviews of this research, although the focus was on the 

sponsorship of individual athletes. In some companies, sponsorship of individua l 

athletes is strategic, in some companies it has more to do with CSR, and in some 

companies, sponsorship has no strategic significance at all. Lahtinen (2010, pp. 109-

110) also found out that few companies have a separate strategy for sponsorship as 

companies see sponsorship as part of the overall strategy, which was also one of the 

findings of this research. Lahtinen (2010) stated that companies are passive in utilizing 

sponsorship agreements and that the most important purpose of sponsorship is 

visibility. The interviews of this research also suggest that visibility is still a key 

element and that some companies rather passively expect more interaction from the 

athletes. 

This research supports the conclusions of Hessling,  Åsberg and Roxenhall (2018) and 

Koronios, Vrontis and Thrassou (2021, p. 2). Hessling et al. (2018) stated that more 

research is required in relation to sports sponsorships from different perspectives. 

Furthermore, Koronios et al. (2021, p. 2) stated that strategic importance of sports 

sponsorship should be further explored. 

Hessling, et al. (2018) and Pitkänen (2015, p. 2) both studied the role of relationship 

management in sports sponsorship. One of the conclusions of these studies was that 

successful sponsorship collaborations create winning outcomes for both actors and the 

communities around them. One of the interviewees of this research gave an example 

of successful sponsorship collaboration, which was about Kiira Korpi and Valio. This 

very example of sponsorship collaboration supports the type of winning outcome for 

both the sponsored athlete and the sponsor. 

7.3 Managerial implications 

The first managerial implication is for athletes and their managers. This research found 

out that companies expect athletes to consider how they could utilize the sponsorship 
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in a mutually beneficial way. It is also good for athletes and their managers to consider 

which company they want as a sponsor and whether this company’s values fit the 

athlete’s values. These factors help to make the collaboration as natural as possible. 

The second managerial implication is for companies and those responsible for 

sponsorship and is related to the above implication for athletes and their managers. 

Companies should equally ensure that interaction with the athlete is at a level where 

both parties can share their ideas and opinions. Successful cooperation requires two 

parties. 

The third managerial implication is for companies that sponsor or plan to sponsor. 

Sponsorship can be done from many perspectives, for example, from a corporate social 

responsibility or strategic perspective. It is important to define exactly what the 

purpose of sponsorship is and what its significance is from a strategic perspective. This 

contributes, for example, to the mutual interaction highlighted in the first and second 

managerial implications. 

The fourth and final managerial implication is that companies engaged in strategic 

sponsorship should consider how social media could be better utilized in sponsorship. 

The findings section of this research partially revealed that the athletes’ channels were 

either not utilized or there was a lack of know-how to utilize them. More research 

information is also needed on this topic. 

7.4 Reliability and limitations of the study 

The research data was compiled using a semi-structured interview. All interviews were 

conducted through Teams, after which they were transcribed to ensure the reliability 

of the results. Representatives of the company who had primary information regarding 

the company’s sports sponsorship were selected for the interview. 

Although the aim of the research was objectivity, the researcher’s perspective may 

have an impact, because the research himself analyses the data obtained from the 

interviews. Five interviewees participated in the interviews, which naturally has an 
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impact on reliability, as a larger number of interviewees would always be better in 

terms of reliability. However, five semi-structured interviews provide a 

comprehensive foundation. 

The companies that participated in the interview were selected based on their well-

known history of sponsorship as well as sponsorship of individual athletes. This may 

have influenced the fact that the companies interviewed were medium or large sized. 

It would have been interesting to see the impact of smaller companies on research 

results. 

7.5 Future research 

Based on the findings of the study, it would be interesting to study more the connection 

between CSR and sponsorship in Finland. In addition, it would be interesting to extend 

this perspective to strategic CSR. Many companies see the importance of sponsorship 

at the regional level, but beyond that, it would be interesting to know more about how 

this is seen as a strategic measure. It would also be interesting to include smaller 

companies in the study. 

More research is needed in Finland on the utilization of the social media visibility of 

an individual athlete and the measurement of the success of this type of marketing 

communication. Based on the findings of the study, it was unclear to some companies 

how the social media visibility of individual athletes could be utilized from a company 

perspective. 
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Appendix 1 

OUTLINE OF A SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW 

Background:  

1. Briefly describe your company, such as industry, size, background, etc. 

 

2. Briefly describe your own background in relation to this job. 

Marketing:  

3. What does marketing mean in your company from your perspective? Motonet-

>strateginen markkinointi  

 

4. What current themes and emphases does the interviewee see in marketing now? 

What are the differences from previous years? 

 

5. The impact of digitalization on your company's marketing and strategy?  

  

Strategy and sponsorships: 

6. What is the role of marketing strategy in your company? How is it done, 

monitored, and so on? 

 

7. How does the sponsorship of individual athletes relate to the company's 

marketing strategy? Is it embedded, separate, or something else? 

 

8. How does individual athlete sponsorship and communication in relation to it 

relate to your marketing strategy? 

  

9. In your company, who decides who is being sponsored?  
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10. Can you give us common information in relation to your sponsorship deal? For 

example, length and terms and conditions.  

 

11. What is the method of communication through your sponsorships, which 

channels are used and why? 

 

12. How do you nurture your sponsorship deals? 

 

13. Can you give an example of individual sports sponsorship in your company? 

How did it start and how has it gone? 

 

14. What type of characteristics and qualities your company is looking for in an 

individual athlete when deciding about sponsorships and why? 

 

15. A Finnish individual athlete, according to his own statement, did not receive a 

sponsorship deal, because he did not have enough followers on Instagram. From 

the point of view of your company, what is the role of social media? 

 

16. Do you think that the requirements for sponsoring an individual athlete have 

changed from the perspective of your company? If not, why not? If so, how? 

Do you think sports sponsorship has changed at all and how? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


	1 iNTRODUCTION
	1.1 Introduction to the topic and rationale for choosing the topic
	1.2 Research objectives and research questions
	1.3 Description of research methods
	1.4 Structure of the study

	2 SPONSORSHIP
	2.1 Background
	2.2 Definition and objectives
	2.3 Sports sponsorship
	2.4 Individual sports sponsorship
	2.5 Strategic sponsorship
	2.6 Corporate social responsibility
	2.7 Corporate social responsibility and sport sponsorship

	3 MARKETING STRATEGY
	3.1 Definition and objectives
	3.2 Marketing strategy in marketing theory
	3.3 Porter’s generic strategies
	3.4 Network and relationship marketing
	3.5 Marketing strategy and sports sponsorship
	3.6 Influencer marketing
	3.7 Marketing mix

	4 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
	5 Methodology
	5.1 Research method
	5.2 Research process and data collection

	6 Findings
	6.1 Marketing
	6.2 Individual athlete sponsorship
	6.3 Marketing strategy and sponsorship
	6.4 Revisited theoretical framework

	7 Conclusions
	7.1 Answers to research questions
	7.2 Theoretical contribution
	7.3 Managerial implications
	7.4 Reliability and limitations of the study
	7.5 Future research


