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Garmin-Cervelo team rider Tyler Farrar of the U.S. celebrates winning the final sprint during the third stage of the Tour de France on July 4th.

PINEROLO, Italy—The 2011 Tour de France, scheduled to finish up Sunday, is making winners out of a few lucky team sponsors, demonstrating that pro-cycling success is no longer limited to sporting the coveted yellow jersey.

Take the ninth stage of this year's Tour, a 130-mile ride from Issoire to Saint-Flou in France. After 20 miles, five riders broke away from the pack. The escape brought two of them—and their sponsors—the Tour's ultimate hard currency: marketable moments.

One, Johnny Hoogerland of the Netherlands, was knocked into a barbed-wire fence by a French television car. Improbably, the 28-year-old remounted his bike and finished the 130-mile race.

The second, Thomas Voeckler of France, took over the yellow jersey of the race leader. Although he likely won't win the Tour, his days in yellow and idolization in France "were a pure cash machine" for his sponsor, Europcar, says Ulrich Lacher, who analyzes the business of cycling for IFM Group, a sports consultancy based near Frankfurt. "That one week in yellow made their year."

While everybody talks about winning the Tour, only a half dozen of the 22 teams have a realistic chance of landing their leader on the top step of the final podium in Paris.

But, in a game where the rider is a walking billboard, the next best thing for sponsors is riders who win jerseys for sprinting or climbing or winning a leg of the race. And short of those victories, riders—and their sponsors—hope for breakaways that can keep a half-dozen riders on TV for hours.

The epidemic of crashes that has sunk contenders like Jurgen Van Den Broek and Chris Horner this year has inflated the number of teams who need a Plan B. "When you lose your big guns, you go for other things," says Philippe Maertens, a spokesman for Radioshack, Mr. Horner's team.

In the early years of sponsoring a cycling team, Jon Casset, director of sponsorship for navigation-system maker Garmin Ltd., confesses, he was enthusiastic about each breakaway. He says he would call Jonathan Vaughters, the chief executive of Slipsteam Sports LLC, which runs Garmin-Cervelo, as the team is now known. "I'd say we should always be in those three or four guys going for it," he says.

Later, though, "as the team has improved, we no longer let business interfere with tactics," Mr. Vaughters says.

This year, Garmin has cashed in by winning a team trial. In addition, Tyler Farrar, an American on the team, won a sprint stage on the Fourth of July, and Thor Hushovd won a stage with a spectacular downhill ride. Events like that offer "billions of eyeballs of exposure," Mr. Casset says.

Mr. Hushovd's victory, in particular, had niche value, because he credited the win to his new aerodynamic bicycle, the Cervelo S5. "We'll be able to use that moment to communicate the attractiveness of our product" to amateur cyclists, says Tom Fowler, corporate development officer for the Toronto-based company.

Of course, cycling's many sponsors and their myriad demands can generate some odd moments. On Monday, the Garmin team held a lunch sponsored by its U.S. chain-restaurant backer Chipotle Mexican Grill Inc. The meal, which was held at Chateau de la Nerthe, a sweeping vineyard north of Avignon, featured chicken burritos accompanied by pricey Domaine de Nalys white wine.

"We're opening our first restaurant in France this year," says Damon Biggins, Chipotle's lead restaurateur. "Next year, we'll hold this event in Paris."

As cycling tries to recover from more than a decade of doping scandals, selling the sport isn't a slam dunk. Its chief asset, say teams and sponsors, is its potential to deliver moments worth millions. The Tour is only thinly popular outside Europe, but an estimated 2.5 billion people are exposed to it, counting quick glances at newspapers. 

That appeals to companies with small advertising budgets. Companies like Coca-Cola Inc. and Visa Inc. pay more than $40 million a year to sponsor FIFA soccer events, but running a cycling team typically costs less than $20 million a year. 

Meanwhile, sponsors get to name virtually everything but the riders. Cars, jerseys, bikes and even water bottles are all for sale. 

The Tour also functions as sport's reality-TV show, though without any need for commercial breaks because of sponsors' imprint on materials. The race "is thousands of stories coming together in one place," says Tim Harris, a former pro rider.

Time in front of the camera has become so essential to bike racing's economics that sports-marketing companies even measure the amount of time riders are visible during breakaways. Indeed, IFM Group, a sports-research company that counts three Tour teams and eight sponsors among its clients, analyzes 800 TV channels for 24 hours a day to determine brand exposure. 

IFM estimates that the average exposure value for a team ranges from $8 million for a low-ranking team to more than $100 million for a team with a top finisher. Cycling, says IFM's Mr. Lacher, "is still a great advertising investment if you can deal with the doping risk, and that can be handled with good crisis management." 

Europcar is sponsoring cycling for the first time this year, paying roughly two-thirds of its team's €6.5 million ($9.2 million) annual price tag. 

The rental-car company's marketers are "calculating every second that our logo is seen on the screen," says Marine Boulot, a spokeswoman.

There is no doubt that this Tour has paid for itself, she adds. Her email alert system was budgeted for 500 French radio and TV mentions of Europcar. But "it busted the quota in two days," she says. "It's at 1,700 and counting."

Europcar has sent supporters' kits—T-shirts, caps and flags—to its 6,500 employees. It has also invited 150 VIPs on the Tour. "We've been blessed, even if Thomas [Voeckler] doesn't win," Ms. Boulot says.
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