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Ambushed! 

Sponsors pay a lot to link their brands to sporting events. Then there are those who get those links for nothing.

By SIMON CHADWICK And NICHOLAS BURTON 

There's a war going on in the business of sports.

On one side are the sponsors that pay millions of dollars for their brands to bask in the publicity surrounding certain teams and events. On the other: a growing number of companies that crowd into the spotlight without paying—sometimes by bending, or breaking, the rules.

That's pretty galling to the companies that spent an estimated $43.5 billion last year for what they thought were exclusive sponsorship rights with teams, leagues and events around the world. It irks the organizations that sell those rights, too, since it hurts their ability to command high prices—something they can ill afford. A spokesman for the International Olympic Committee, for example, estimates that sponsorship fees make up about 40% of total revenue for the Olympic movement, which comprises the IOC, national Olympic organizations and Olympic committees of the host cities.

Ambush marketing, as it's called, assumes many forms these days. Originally it described a brand's attempt to associate itself with a team or event without buying the rights to do so, in order to detract from a rival that paid to be an official sponsor. In one of the best-known examples, American Express Co. rolled out television ads in 1992 with scenes of Barcelona, Spain, the host city of the Summer Olympics that year, and a message that said "You don't need a visa" to visit Spain. Visa Inc., an official sponsor of the Olympic Games, complained loudly. Amex has said that the commercials did not refer to the Olympics and were not an attempt to ambush Visa.

But as the popularity of sports as an ad platform has ballooned—spending on sports-related marketing has reached nearly $100 billion a year, by some estimates—so have attempts at ambushing. As a result, our definition of ambush marketing has to change. Today, increasing numbers of companies try to hitch their brands to the biggest publicity magnets in sports without paying for rights. And they do it in all sorts of ways, from one-off stunts to long-term campaigns.

Indeed, contemporary ambush marketing appears to have evolved into a marketing tool all its own. As one sponsorship executive we interviewed noted, some companies use ambush marketing as just another way to publicize and market their goods, with no motives concerning their rivals' activities in the same area.

Sports organizations are doing more to protect their investments, and those of their sponsors. The IOC, for one, now requires broadcasters of the Games to offer official sponsors first rights of refusal for advertising time during programming. Bids from potential host cities, meanwhile, are required to include guarantees that legislation will be in place to "reduce and sanction" ambush marketing, and that street vending will be eliminated and outdoor and public-transport advertising controlled from two weeks before the opening ceremony until the official closing. The rules include a "binding option" to purchase all available outdoor and public-transport ad space "in the host city and in cities having an operational role in the staging" of the Games.

In general, however, efforts to prevent ambushing continue to enjoy limited success as the strategies ambushers use continue to multiply.

As the rules of the game change, companies must do more to recognize the various forms of ambushing. With a clearer understanding, organizers and sponsors stand a much better chance of protecting their investment. With this in mind, we propose the following updated breakdown of ambushing, including its strategies and the threats to sponsors, rights-holders and event organizers.

Direct Ambush Activities

This is when a brand intentionally tries to make itself seem associated with an event or property for which it has purchased no rights and is not an official sponsor. Some companies choose to do this mainly to attack rivals; others do it just to capitalize on the large audience generated by the event or team.

Predatory Ambushing: Intentionally attacking a rival's official sponsorship in an effort to gain market share and to confuse consumers as to who the official sponsor is. A good example is the Amex campaign used against Visa during the 1992 Summer Games.

Coattail Ambushing: The attempt by a brand to directly associate itself with a property or event by using a legitimate link other than becoming an official sponsor of the property or event. For example, a sports-apparel company may sponsor an athlete who is participating in an event not sponsored by the brand, an event that perhaps is even sponsored by a rival brand.

Property Infringement: The intentional unauthorized use of protected intellectual property. Such properties can include the logos of teams or events, or making use of unauthorized references to tournaments, teams or athletes, words and symbols.

Self-Ambushing: Marketing activities by an official sponsor above and beyond what has been agreed on in the sponsorship contract. This includes things like handing out free promotional T-shirts at a game, without the sports organization's permission. The brand may have already covered the stadium with its signs, or the organization may have earlier agreed to let a different brand hand out shirts. In either case, it clutters the marketing space, ambushes the organization the brand is supporting and infringes upon other official sponsors.

Indirect Ambushes

These are defined as the intentional association of a brand with an event or property through suggestion or indirect reference. As in direct ambushes, many companies using this type of ambush marketing see it as simply another way to publicize and market their goods, with no motives concerning their rivals' sponsorship activities.

Associative Ambushing:The use of imagery or terminology to create an allusion that an organization has links to a sporting event or property. In the summer of 2008, for example, marketing campaigns by Nike Inc. made frequent use of the number 8—a symbol of luck and fortune in China, as well as a symbol for the Games. Nike was not a sponsor of the Beijing Games.

Asked to comment for this article, a Nike spokesman noted that the company is a sponsor for teams and athletes who compete in the Olympics. The spokesman wrote in an email, "With respect to all our product and campaigns, we respect the intellectual property rights of others (including the IOC and our competitors), and always strive to remain within legal boundaries." 

Distractive Ambushing: Setting up a promotional presence at or near an event without making specific reference to the event itself, its imagery or themes, in order to intrude upon public consciousness and gain awareness from the event's audience. 

Values Ambushing: The use of an event or property's central value or theme to imply an association with the property in the mind of the consumer. In its soccer-related advertising during the spring and summer of 2008, for example, Germany's Puma AG included the slogan "June 2008: Together Everywhere." The European soccer championships were played that month, and the tournament's own marketing was emphasizing themes of unity and anti-racism.

A Puma spokeswoman says its campaign was part of the company's seasonal soccer ad campaign and was meant to be "a reflection of bringing football fans from all over the world together during a football tournament." Being a leading soccer brand, Puma "would be remiss" if it didn't "recognize" such events, the spokeswoman added.

Insurgent Ambushing: The use of surprise street-style promotions at or near an event. For example, on a major road leading to the 2008 French Open tennis tournament in Paris, sports-shoe and apparel-maker K-Swiss Inc. parked a car that appeared to have been squashed by a giant K-Swiss-branded tennis ball. Across the street, a K-Swiss van distributed gifts and marketing materials highlighting the brand and its involvement with tennis.

K-Swiss did not respond to requests for comment.

Parallel Property Ambushing: The creation or sponsorship of an event or property that is somehow related to the ambush target and competes with it for the public's attention. For instance, seven days after the Beijing Olympics ended, Nike launched an annual, one-day global running event held in cities across the world.

Incidental Ambushing

This is when consumers think that a brand is a sponsor or is associated with an event or property without any attempt on the brand's part to establish such a connection. Even if it's not intentional, this kind of ambushing can be an issue for the host organization and for other sponsors because it clutters the marketing environment.

Unintentional Ambushing: Sometimes media coverage will mention equipment or clothing used by an athlete, or a company that is providing a service in support of an event. Consumers can come away thinking the company is an official sponsor of the event.

Speedo, for example, was mentioned frequently during the Beijing Games due to the success of swimmers wearing its LZR Racer swimsuits. In marketing studies after the Games, consumers incorrectly identified Speedo as a sponsor. Such incidents can distract rights-holders and organizers from defending sponsors against direct threats.

A spokesman for Speedo, which is owned by Pentland Group PLC of the U.K. but licensed in North America to Warnaco Group Inc. of New York, says the publicity the LZR received during the games was all due to "the incredible performances" of the swimmers.

Saturation Ambushing: Saturation ambushers increase their advertising and marketing at the time of an event, but make no reference to the event itself and avoid any associative imagery or suggestion. Their goal seems to be simply to capitalize on the increased broadcast media attention and television audiences surrounding the event. 
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