
Business Horizons (2010) 53, 281-290

Available online at 'l>".'<W.sciencedirecl.com
-"

..-.. ScienceDirect
ELSEVIER

KELLEY SCHOOL OF BUSINESS
INDI AN A UN IV E RS I T Y

www.elsevier.com/locate / bushor

Event sponsorship and ambush marketing:
Lessons from the Beijing Olympics

Leyland Pitt a, *, Michael Parent a, Pierre Berthon b, Peter G. Steyn C

a Segal Graduate School ofBusiness, Simon Fraser University, 500 Granville Street, Vancouver, BC V6C 1W6,
Canada
b McCallum Graduate School of Business, Bentley University, Waltham, MA 02452, U.S.A.
C Division of Industrial Marketing , Luled University of Technology, tulea, Sweden ft Managing Director,
Aha! Research, Hong Kong

KEYWORDS
Ambush marketing;
Sponsorship;
Sports marketing

Abstract Sponsorship of large sporting and cultural events has become a major
marketing communication tool, particularly when firms obtain exclusive rights and
garner the hype associated with thi shonor. Concomitantly, ambush marketing-defined
asattempts by competitors to exploit the event- hasalso increased in prominence. This
article outlines what is known as the U Ning affair, whereby major Olympic sponsor
Adidas was ambushed by lesser-known Chinese sportswear company Li Ning, whose
namesake founder was the most decorated Chinese Olympian and who lit the Olympic
flame at the 2008Beijing Olympiad. Data collected immediately following the closing of
the Beijing Games isolates what we call the Li Ning effect-or, being incorrectly
identified as an official sponsor-and the positive effects this has on measures of brand
attitude and recommendation likelihood. As presented herein, seven lessons about
ambush marketing can be derived from the Li Ning affair, which sponsors and those
considering sponsorship opportunity might wish to learn .
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1. You don't always get what you pay
for

Sponsorship isbig business. Major international sport­
ing events-such as the Summer and Winter Olympic
Games,and the World SoccerCup-command sponsor
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fees running into the hundreds of millions of dollars ,
via which each global sponsor acquires marketing
rights to the all-inclusive useof the event, its images,
and logos. Worldwide sponsorship generated $663
million in revenue for the 2001-2004 Salt Lake
City / Athens Olympic cycle. This total was easily ex­
ceeded by the Torino/Beijing cycle , in which reve­
nues jumped 31 % to $866 million; 11 multinational
sponsors paid an average of $72 million each. More
remarkably, these numbers represent only the fees
for sponsorshiprights; sponsors still had to pay for the
advertising itself. Subsequentestimates placed total
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