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1 Einleitung 

1.1 Die Beendigung von Sponsoringengagements im 

Teamsportkontext 

In der Praxis integrieren Unternehmen weltweit und branchenunabhängig vermehrt 

das Sponsoring in ihre Marketingkommunikation und nutzen es somit als 

Kommunikationsinstrument im Rahmen ihrer Kommunikationspolitik. Meenaghan 

(1991, S. 36) definiert das Sponsoring als "an investment, in cash or in kind, in an 

activity, in return for access to the exploitable commercial potential associated with 

that property". Unternehmen investieren demnach finanzielle Mittel in ein 

Sponsoringobjekt und verfolgen dabei als Sponsor insbesondere das Ziel, ihre 

Markenbekanntheit zu erhöhen und ihr Markenimage zu verbessern (Gwinner & 

Bennett, 2008). Die weltweiten Sponsoringausgaben lagen laut IEG (2018) im Jahr 

2014 bei rund 55,3 Milliarden US-Dollar und stiegen konstant bis zu geschätzten 65, 

8 Milliarden US-Dollar im Jahr 2018 an. 

Aufgrund der hohen Sponsoringausgaben sind für die investierenden 

Unternehmen wissenschaftliche Erkenntnisse über die Wirkung entsprechender 

Sponsoringengagements von großer Bedeutung. Genau hier setzt ein Großteil der 

Sponsoringforschung an, welcher sich mit den Effekten von 

Sponsoringinformationen, insbesondere auf die Wahrnehmung und Einstellungen der 

Konsumenten gegenüber dem Sponsor, beschäftigt. Solche Informationen können 

sich sowohl auf den Sponsor selbst (z.B. Aktivitäten des Sponsors), den 

Gesponserten (z.B. Verhalten eines Sportlers oder Vereins) sowie auf das 

Sponsoringengagement selbst (z.B. die Ausgestaltung des Sponsorings) beziehen. 

Forschungsarbeiten außerhalb des Sponsorings zeigen, dass das 

Konsumentenverhalten sowie die Konsumenteneinstellungen gegenüber Produkten 

und Organisationen maßgeblich durch entsprechende Informationen über diese 

Objekte (z.B. die Produktqualität oder die Aktivitäten eines Unternehmens) 

beeinflusst werden (Folkes & Kamins, 1999; Lee & Park, 2008; Malhotra, 1984; Xie, 

Miao, Kuo, & Lee, 2011). Die Sponsoringforschung bestätigt, dass auch 

entsprechende Sponsoringinformationen die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber 

dem Gesponserten (z.B. ein Verein, Verband oder Sportler) sowie dem Sponsor 

beeinflussen. Die meisten Forschungsarbeiten zeigen, dass bei neutralen und 

positiven Sponsoringinformationen das Sportsponsoring auch positive Effekte auf 
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die Markenbekanntheit und insbesondere das Markenimage von Unternehmen hat 

(Fahy, Farrely, & Quester, 2004; Gwinner & Eaton, 1999; Simmons & Becker-

Olsen, 2006).    

Jedoch bezieht sich ein Großteil dieser Untersuchungen lediglich auf die Effekte 

von Sponsoringinformationen, welche sich auf die Zeit vor bzw. während eines 

Sponsoringengagements beziehen. Nur wenige Erkenntnisse liefert die Forschung 

hingegen darüber, wie Konsumenten Informationen über die Beendigung eines 

Sponsoringengagements wahrnehmen und bewerten, obwohl solche Engagements in 

der Praxis sportartübergreifend und aus den verschiedensten Gründen irgendwann 

enden. So verlor der Fußball-Bundesligist Borussia Mönchengladbach beispielweise 

seinen bisherigen Hauptsponsor, die Postbank, zum Ende der Saison 2019/20. 

Presseberichten zufolge waren Veränderungen und Kostensenkungsmaßnahmen 

seitens der Postbank der Grund für den Sponsor-Ausstieg gewesen (Lustig, 2019). 

Auch das Schmuckunternehmen Thomas Sabo stellte sein Hauptsponsoring bei dem 

DEL-Club, den Nürnberg Ice Tigers, zum 30. April 2020 ein. Wie bekannt wurde, 

war der Grund für den Ausstieg eine Marketing-Neuausrichtung mit einem Fokus 

außerhalb des Sports (Schwickerath, 2019). Der Essener Chemiekonzern Evonik 

hingegen beendet sein Hauptsponsoring beim Fußball-Bundesligist Borussia 

Dortmund. Er reduziert sein Sponsoringengagement, bleibt dem Verein aber als 

Sponsor erhalten. So wird Evonik ab der Spielzeit 2020/21 nur noch bei 

Pokalwettbewerben als Trikotsponsor zu sehen sein (Hennecke, 2020). Borussia 

Dortmund hingegen hat derweil bereits mit dem Internetdienstanbieter "1&1" einen 

neuen Hauptsponsor gefunden.   

Die Beispiele verdeutlichen, dass die Gründe für das Ende eines 

Sponsoringengagements unterschiedlich sein können. Auch die Ausgestaltung des 

Rückzugs variiert, und es ist zu vermuten, dass die Konsequenzen für den 

betroffenen Verein von Fall zu Fall unterschiedlich stark sind. Einige Autoren 

verweisen zudem bereits auf potentielle negative Effekte für die Sponsorenmarke als 

Folge eines Ausstiegs. So betont Cornwell (2014, S. 119), dass „the legacy of 

sponsoring carries forward beyond the end of the contractual relationship”. Demnach 

kann es sein, dass Konsumenten einen Sponsor in der Zeit nach Vertragsende negativ 

evaluieren. Insbesondere im Teamsportkontext ist zu erwarten, dass die Fans einer 

Mannschaft den Ausstieg des Sponsors ihres Lieblingsteams wahrnehmen und 

kritisch bewerten. Hochinvolvierte Fans einer Mannschaft haben oft eine enge 
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Bindung sowohl zu ihrem Lieblingsteam als auch zu dem Sponsor dieses Teams 

(Gwinner & Swanson, 2003; Quester & Thompson, 2001). Meenaghan (2001) 

verweist zudem darauf, dass besonders diese Anhänger sensibel auf das Verhalten 

des Sponsors gegenüber der eigenen Mannschaft reagieren. Dabei bewerten sie das 

Sponsoringengagement sowie den Sponsor in der Regel positiv, solange der Sponsor 

als guter Partner und finanzieller Unterstützer des Teams wahrgenommen wird 

(Meenaghan, 2001). Im Falle einer Beendigung des Sponsorings könnte bei den Fans 

das Gefühl entstehen, dass der Sponsor das Team im Stich gelassen hat (Cornwell, 

2014).  

Es stellt sich daher die Frage, wie die Fans reagieren, wenn der Sponsor die 

Partnerschaft mit der eigenen Mannschaft beendet und somit die finanzielle 

Unterstützung einstellt. An dieser Stelle setzen die Artikel 1 und 2 im Rahmen der 

vorliegenden Dissertation an, welche sich mit der Beendigung von 

Sponsoringengagements im Teamsportkontext und deren Wirkung auf die 

Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber der Sponsorenmarke beschäftigen. Dabei 

geht Artikel 1 zunächst der Frage nach, ob und, falls ja, unter welchen Bedingungen 

ein Sponsor-Ausstieg negative Effekte für den aussteigenden Sponsor zur Folge hat. 

Artikel 2 analysiert anschließend, wie ein Sponsor sein Engagement beenden sollte, 

um negative Effekte auf die eigene Marke möglichst zu verhindern oder zumindest 

abzumildern.  

Artikel 3 analysiert die Wirkung asymmetrischer Sponsoringinformationen auf die 

Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber dem Sponsor. Grundlegend bewerten die 

Konsumenten einen Sponsor insbesondere auf der Basis von 

Sponsoringinformationen. Bei einem Sponsor-Ausstieg werden oft negative 

Informationen (z.B. das Sponsoringengagement wird beendet) sowie positive 

Informationen (z.B. der Sponsor hat den Verein lange unterstützt) kommuniziert. 

Ähnlich verhält es sich im Kontext von Sportgroßereignissen wie den Olympischen 

Spielen oder einer Fußball-Weltmeisterschaft. Auch hier bewerten die Konsumenten 

einen aktiven Sponsor nicht selten auf der Basis von positiven Informationen (z.B. 

spannende Wettkämpfe, tolle Atmosphäre) sowie zeitgleich auftretenden negativen 

Schlagzeilen (z.B. Doping, Manipulation). In solchen Fällen könnten die 

Einstellungen der Konsumenten gegenüber dem Event sowie dem betroffenen 

Sponsor ambivalent sein. 
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Bisherige Forschungsarbeiten zeigen, dass sich positive Informationen, z.B. über 

die Medien vermittelt, über das Sponsoringobjekt positiv und entsprechend negative 

Informationen tendenziell negativ auf die Sponsor-Evaluation der Konsumenten 

auswirkt (Fahy, Farrely, & Quester, 2004; Schnittka, Sattler, & Farsky, 2013; 

Simmons & Becker-Olson, 2006; Yoon & Shin, 2017). Die Untersuchungen 

analysieren jedoch lediglich die Effekte positiver und / oder die Wirkung negativer 

Informationen isoliert voneinander. In der Praxis kommt es jedoch wie beschrieben 

nicht selten vor, dass Konsumenten einen Sponsor auf der Basis von positiven sowie 

negativen Informationen bewerten. Daher adressiert der Artikel 3 dieser Dissertation 

die grundlegende Frage, wie sich positive sowie zeitgleich auftretende negative 

Sponsoringinformationen auf die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber der 

Sponsorenmarke auswirken.  

1.2 Überblick der Artikel 

Die drei Artikel im Rahmen dieser Dissertation beschäftigen sich mit der Wirkung 

verschiedener Sponsoringinformationen auf die Wahrnehmungen und Einstellungen 

von Konsumenten gegenüber der Sponsorenmarke.  

Obwohl erste Forschungsarbeiten andeuten, dass Informationen über die 

Beendigung eines Sponsoringengagements negative Image-Effekte für den Sponsor 

haben können (Grohs, Kopfer, & Woisetschläger,  2013; Ruth & Strizhakova, 2012), 

liefert die Forschung bis dato kaum wissenschaftliche Erkenntnisse darüber, ob und 

unter welchen Bedingungen ein Sponsor-Ausstieg negative Konsequenzen für den 

aussteigenden Sponsor hat. Um diese Forschungslücke zu schließen sowie der Praxis 

wichtige wissenschaftliche Erkenntnisse zu liefern, werden in Artikel 1 und 2 

zunächst auf der Basis allgemeiner theoretischer Überlegungen sowie Erkenntnissen 

aus der Sponsoringforschung verschiedene Bedingungen hergeleitet, unter denen 

Sponsoren ihr Sponsoringengagement beenden. Die Effekte dieser Bedingungen auf 

die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber dem aussteigenden Sponsor werden 

anschließend experimentell getestet. 

So beleuchtet Artikel 1 bezugnehmend auf Halinen und Täthinens (2002) 

„Process Theory“ zum einen verschiedene Arten des Ausstiegs und differenziert 

dabei auf der Basis der Attributionstheorie (Heider, 1958, 1977) den Effekt eines 

freiwilligen Ausstiegs (z.B. aufgrund einer neuen Sponsoring Strategie) und eines 

gezwungenen Ausstiegs (z.B. aufgrund von finanziellen Problemen des Sponsors) 
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auf die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber dem Sponsor. Zudem wird 

untersucht, wie Konsumenten die Beendigung eins Sponsorings bewerten, wenn 

keine Informationen über die Gründe des Ausstiegs bekannt sind. Zum anderen wird 

überprüft, inwieweit die Konsequenzen eines Sponsor-Ausstiegs (wenige 

Konsequenzen vs. weitreichende Konsequenzen) für den betroffenen Verein den 

Effekt der Ausstiegsarten auf die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber der 

Sponsorenmarke moderieren. Den theoretischen Überlegungen von Jones und Davis 

(1965) zufolge ist davon auszugehen, dass der Effekt eines freiwilligen Ausstiegs 

(versus eines gezwungenen) besonders stark ist, wenn der Ausstieg weitreichende 

Konsequenzen für den betroffenen Verein hat. Die Effekte werden theoriegeleitet 

hypothetisiert und anschließend anhand einer experimentellen Studie mit Fußball-

Fans aus der 2. Fußball-Bundesliga (N = 202) empirisch überprüft. Zudem werden 

die zugrundeliegenden Erklärungsmechanismen für den Interaktionseffekt zwischen 

den Ausstiegsarten und den Konsequenzen des Ausstiegs auf die Einstellung der 

Konsumenten berücksichtigt. Konkret wird untersucht, inwieweit das Empfinden der 

Fans, dass der Sponsor den gesponserten Verein im Stich lässt, diesen 

Interaktionseffekt erklärt.  

Auf der Basis der Ergebnisse aus Artikel 1 untersucht der Artikel 2 im Rahmen 

dieser Dissertation, wie ein Sponsor einen Ausstieg gestalten kann, um negative 

Effekte auf die eigene Unternehmensreputation zu verhindern resp. abzuschwächen. 

Wie die Ergebnisse des Artikels 1 zeigen, führt insbesondere ein freiwilliger 

Ausstieg des Sponsors bei den Konsumenten zu dem Gefühl, dass der Sponsor den 

Verein im Stich lässt. Das führt dazu, dass die Konsumenten den Sponsor negativ 

evaluieren. Aus Sponsorensicht stellt sich somit die Frage, wie ein Ausstieg gestaltet 

werden könnte, um die negativen Begleiterscheinungen zu verhindern oder 

zumindest zu reduzieren. Meenaghan (2001) betont diesbezüglich, dass ein Ausstieg 

gut geplant werden muss, sodass Reputationsschäden verhindert sowie positive 

Effekte auch nach Beendigung des Engagements erhalten bleiben.  

In diesem Zusammenhang verweisen Grey und Skildum-Reid (2001) auf die 

Möglichkeit, ein Sponsoringengagement nicht komplett, sondern nur partiell zu 

beenden. So besteht die Möglichkeit, als Hauptsponsor auszusteigen, dem Verein 

jedoch als Premium-Sponsor erhalten zu bleiben. An diese Überlegungen knüpft 

Artikel 2 an und untersucht bei Fußballfans (N = 204) den Effekt eines kompletten 

Sponsoringausstiegs versus den eines partiellen Ausstiegs auf die Einstellung der 
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Konsumenten gegenüber der Sponsorenmarke. Zudem wird untersucht, inwieweit 

der Zeitpunkt der Bekanntgabe des Ausstiegs (früh vs. spät) 1) die Einstellung der 

Konsumenten gegenüber dem Sponsor beeinflusst sowie 2) den Zusammenhang 

zwischen dem Umfang des Ausstiegs (komplett vs. partiell) und den Einstellungen 

der Konsumenten moderiert. Als Kernergebnis zeigt Artikel 2, dass die 

Konsumenten im Falle eines partiellen Ausstiegs (vs. komplett) weniger das Gefühl 

haben, dass der Sponsor den Verein im Stich lässt und ihn als Folge besser bewerten.  

Wie bereits erwähnt, konzentrieren sich bisherige Forschungsarbeiten im Bereich 

des Sponsorings auf die Effekte von positiven und / oder negativen 

Sponsoringinformationen, jeweils isoliert voneinander betrachtet, auf die Einstellung 

der Konsumenten (Madrigal, 2001; Schnittka, Sattler, & Farsky, 2013; Yoon & Shin, 

2017). In der Praxis kommt es jedoch nicht selten vor, dass die Konsumenten, z.B. 

im Kontext von Sportgroßveranstaltungen, die Sponsorenmarke auf der Basis von 

positiven (z.B. spannende Wettkämpfe) sowie zeitgleich auftretenden negativen 

Informationen (z.B. Doping) bewerten. Daher untersucht Artikel 3 in einem 

studentischen Sample (N = 210) den Effekt der Valenz der Sponsoringinformationen 

(nur positiv vs. positiv und negativ vs. nur negativ) auf die Einstellung der 

Konsumenten gegenüber der Sponsorenmarke. Unabhängig von der Valenz der 

Informationen kann auch die Stärke der Informationen variieren. So können negative 

Informationen ein Sportevent betreffend beispielsweise sehr stark sein (z.B. Doping 

während des Events) oder eher schwächer ausfallen (z.B. die schlechte Leistung der 

Sportler). Daher untersucht Artikel 3 basierend auf der Literatur zu „Negativity 

Effects“ (Czapinski, 1982, 1988) zudem, inwieweit die Stärke der Informationen 

(schwach vs. stark) den Zusammenhang zwischen der Valenz der 

Sponsoringinformationen und den Einstellungen der Konsumenten beeinflusst.  

In den Kapiteln 2, 3 und 4 folgen die drei einzelnen Artikel, ehe Kapitel 5 den 

zentralen Erkenntnisgewinn zusammenfasst: 

˗ Artikel 1: Dick, C., & Uhrich, S. (2017). Ending a sponsorship relationship: 

Consumers’ responses toward a forced versus a chosen exit. European Sport 

Management Quarterly, 17(2), 152-170. 

˗ Artikel 2: Dick, C. (2018). Gradual vs entire sponsorship termination: How to 

manage the ending of a sponsorship engagement. International Journal of 

Sports Marketing and Sponsorship, 19(4), 433-449. 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Christopher%20Dick
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/1464-6668
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/1464-6668
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˗ Artikel 3: Dick, C. (2019). The effect of the valence of sponsorship 

information on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. International 

Journal of Sports Marketing and Sponsorship, 20(4), 603-616.
1
 

 

                                                 
1 In den Kapiteln 2, 3 und 4 folgen die veröffentlichten Versionen der Artikel. Daher kann es 

aufgrund von unterschiedlichen Anforderungen des Journals zu sprachlichen sowie formalen 

Abweichungen kommen. 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Christopher%20Dick
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/1464-6668
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/1464-6668
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2 Ending a sponsorship relationship: consumers’ 

responses toward a forced versus a chosen exit 

2.1 Abstract 

Research question 

Sponsorship relationships can be categorized into a beginning, an ongoing, and an 

ending phase. Although all of these phases can be consequential for the sponsoring 

brand, past research mainly focuses on the beginning phase and the management of 

existing sponsorships, and only a few studies examine the effects of ending a 

sponsorship relationship. The present study addresses this gap by exploring how two 

types of exit (chosen vs. forced) and the exit consequences (few vs. extensive) 

influence consumers’ evaluations of the sponsor brand. 

Research methods 

This research uses an experimental study (N = 202). Data were collected among 

supporters of a German second division soccer team.  

Results and findings 

The results reveal that consumers’ attitudes are negatively affected when the 

sponsor’s exit is freely chosen (vs. forced). These effects are moderated by the exit’s 

consequences. The detrimental effect of a chosen exit is particularly strong when the 

exit has extensive (vs. few) negative consequences for the sponsored property. The 

findings further show that the interaction of the type of exit (chosen vs. forced) and 

the exit’s consequences on consumers’ attitudes is mediated by the perceived 

abandonment of the sponsored property. 

Implications 

We contribute to the literature by expanding knowledge about the effects of a 

sponsorship termination on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. The 

present study highlights the effects of different types of exit on consumers’ attitudes 

and identifies the explanatory mechanisms underlying these effects. Furthermore, our 

research offers several practical recommendations regarding the management of 

sponsorship termination.  

Keywords: sponsorship exit, type of exit, exit’s consequences, perceived 

abandonment, sponsorship relationship  
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2.2 Introduction  

As sport sponsorship is an important tool of marketing communications, a large 

number of academic studies on several aspects related to sponsorship have been 

published over the last two decades. From a relationship perspective, research on 

sponsorship can be categorized into studies that examine the beginning, the life 

between, or the termination of the relationship between the sponsor and the 

sponsored property. The activities of the sponsor in all three of these phases of the 

relationship determine sponsorship success. However, research into the management 

of sponsorship mainly addresses the beginning and ongoing phase of a sponsorship 

relationship (Cousens, Babiak, & Bradish, 2006; Demir & Söderman, 2015; Farrelly 

& Quester, 2005; McAllister, Kelly, Humphreys, & Cornwell, 2012). Although 

authors have repeatedly suggested that exiting from a sponsorship is also influential 

for the sponsoring brand, very few studies address this issue. For example, 

Meenaghan (2001, p. 108) proposed that exiting from a sponsorship must be 

‘carefully managed to minimize damage to the goodwill created and to preserve such 

goodwill wherever possible’. In line with this view, Cornwell (2014, p. 119) points 

out that understanding the end phase is very important because ‘the legacy of 

sponsoring carries forward beyond the end of the contractual relationship’. One 

problem that is associated with exiting from a sponsorship is that consumers might 

perceive the sponsor’s exit as desertion of the sponsored property (Cornwell, 2014). 

In team sports, for example, where consumers often have a strong emotional 

attachment to their favorite team as well as a positive attitude toward its current 

sponsor (Gwinner & Swanson, 2003), they may resent a sponsor for terminating the 

relationship with their beloved team. Findings from initial studies indicate that 

terminating a sponsorship can result in negative consumer attitudes toward the 

exiting sponsor (Grohs, Kopfer, & Woisetschläger, 2013; Ruth & Strizhakova, 

2012). 

The present research sets out to advance our knowledge of how a sponsorship exit 

affects evaluations of the sponsoring brand. Specifically, our study makes the 

following three contributions to the literature. First, we examine the effect of exiting 

from a sponsorship on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand and we 

distinguish between different types of exit: a chosen exit and a forced exit. This 

classification of types of exit is based on Halinen and Tähtinen’s (2002) process 
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theory of relationship ending. A chosen exit means that the sponsor makes the 

decision to terminate the relationship without a compelling reason to do so. In a 

forced exit, situational circumstances, such as serious financial difficulties, cause the 

ending of the relationship. Our study also considers an exit situation where no 

information about the reasons for ending the sponsorship relationship is available. 

We replicate the findings of previous studies by showing that a sponsorship exit 

negatively affects evaluations of the sponsor brand and we extend these findings by 

showing that this negative effect is mitigated when the exit is forced. 

Second, we identify and empirically assess a boundary condition of the effects 

that type of exit has on evaluations of the sponsor. Regardless of the type of exit, the 

termination of a sponsorship can be more or less consequential for the sponsored 

property. The consequences might be extensive, for example, when the property 

heavily depends on the financial support of the exiting sponsor, whereas there may 

be few consequences when the departing sponsor can be replaced by a new partner 

(Grey & Skildum-Reid, 2001). Thus, we consider the exit’s consequences for the 

sponsored property as a moderator in our study.  

Third, the study examines the explanatory mechanisms underlying the interaction 

effect between type of exit and exit consequences. We propose, and show, that type 

of exit and exit consequences interact in determining consumers’ perceptions of 

abandonment of the sponsored property. These perceptions of abandonment mediate 

the interactive effect on evaluations of the sponsor brand.  

The findings of this study have several theoretical and practical implications that 

we elaborate in the discussion section. The remainder of the article is structured as 

follows. In the next section we present a review of the literature on relationship 

ending, including business relationships generally and sponsorship relationships in 

particular. Next, we develop hypotheses, describe our empirical study, and present 

the findings. Finally, we discuss the implications and limitations of our research and 

suggest avenues for future research.  

2.3 Literature review 

It has been suggested that an understanding of how business relationships are 

brought to an end is managerially relevant and should be subject to academic inquiry 

(Täthinen & Halinen, 2002). Accordingly, the issue of relationship ending has 

received increasing research attention over the last two decades. Empirical evidence 
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supports the notion that the ending of a relationship is influential for the partners. For 

example, studies indicate that terminating a business relationship can cause potential 

damage to the disengaging party (Alajoutsijärvi, Möller, & Täthinen, 2000; Giller & 

Matear, 2000) and might be perceived as a lack of commitment (Coulter & Ligas, 

2000; Harrison, 2004). Studies in this area mainly examine how the abandoned party 

evaluates the disengaging party. By contrast, in the termination of a sponsorship 

relationship, a third party, that is, consumers may become aware of and evaluate the 

exit. The public is usually aware of sponsorship relationships because sponsors 

engage in leveraging activities to communicate and strengthen their association with 

the sponsored property and to establish this association in the minds of consumers 

(Cornwell, Weeks, & Roy, 2005). Thus, withdrawal from a sponsorship is an act that 

receives public attention and may result in certain perceptions and evaluations by the 

consumers.  

However, to date, only a few studies have examined the issue of ending 

relationships in the context of sponsorship. In an arts sponsorship context, Ryan and 

Blois (2010) show that the employees of a sponsor and a sponsored property who 

were managing the ongoing sponsorship may respond to an ending with resistance. 

Research suggests that consumers might also respond negatively to a sponsorship 

ending. Grohs et al. (2013) examine consumer attitudes toward a sponsor that 

withdraws from sponsorship of a sports team. Their experimental study shows that 

withdrawal negatively affects attitudes toward the sponsor brand as compared to a 

continuation of the sponsorship. In their study the authors also consider sponsorship 

duration, perceived fit, the team’s financial dependency on the sponsor, and team 

performance as potential boundary conditions of the effect. The findings reveal that 

the negative influence of withdrawal is stronger when the duration of the relationship 

was long (vs. short), the perceived fit between sponsor and team is high (vs. low), 

and the team’s financial dependency on the sponsor is high (vs. low). Similarly, Ruth 

and Strizhakova (2012) found that exiting from an arts sponsorship had a negative 

effect on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor. Furthermore, the study showed 

that contextual characteristics, such as the sponsor’s stated motives for the exit (low 

vs. high sales orientation), the duration of the sponsorship (short vs. long), and the 

number of co-sponsors (small vs. large roster size) influence consumers’ attitudes. In 

addition, the results revealed that highly involved consumers develop less negative 

attitudes toward the sponsor brand in the case of a longer (vs. shorter) period of time, 
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whereas for consumers with a low involvement the opposite is true. Moreover, 

regardless of the consumers’ involvement, their attitudes toward the sponsor brand 

were more positive in the case of lower (vs. higher) sales orientation. Messner and 

Reinhard (2012) explored the brand image effects of withdrawal from a sponsorship 

in a situation where the sponsored property faced an image crisis due to a doping 

scandal. They found that the effects of the withdrawal (vs. continuation) depend on 

the sponsor’s reputation. The withdrawal has positive image effects when the 

sponsor has a good (vs. a bad) reputation. This effect is mediated by perceptions of 

trust in the decision to exit. Sponsors with a bad reputation may also benefit from 

terminating the controversial sponsorship when accompanying communications lead 

consumers to trust in the withdrawal decision.  

In sum, the few existing studies indicate that exiting from a sponsorship can result 

in negative image effects for the sponsor. However, none of these studies has 

considered different types of exit nor examined their consequences for consumers’ 

attitudes toward the sponsor brand. Moreover, the existing studies also fail to identify 

the explanatory mechanisms underlying the attitudinal effects of a sponsorship 

termination. This study addresses these issues by investigating the effects of a chosen 

versus a forced exit, by considering the exit’s consequences as a boundary condition 

of the effects, and by exploring the mediating role of the perceived abandonment of 

the sponsored property.  

2.4 Effects of exiting from a sponsorship on attitudes toward the 

sponsor 

Heider’s (1946, 1958) balance theory of attitude change is a suitable approach for 

making general predictions about how consumers might respond to a sponsorship 

exit. The theory states that people strive for cognitive consistency in their attitudes 

and behaviors. For example, the cognitive system of a person is balanced when he or 

she likes a sport team and its sponsor and the relationship between the team and the 

sponsor is also positive. However, the attitudes are unbalanced when, for example, 

the sponsor acts to the disadvantage of the team, as is usually the case when the 

sponsor terminates the sponsorship relationship. Grey and Skildum-Reid (2001) 

argue that ‘a large network of very passionately involved people’ (p. 159) could take 

it personally when a sponsor withdraws from a sponsorship. Thus, to re-establish 
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harmony in the cognitive system, supporters of a sport team will probably adjust 

their attitudes toward the sponsor in a negative direction. 

Type of sponsorship exit: forced versus chosen 

Previous studies and theoretical arguments indicate that the conditions and 

circumstances under which a sponsor exits from a sponsorship influence the way in 

which consumers respond to the exit and evaluate the sponsor brand (Grohs et al., 

2013; Ruth & Strizhakova, 2012). Based on Halinen and Täthinen’s (2002) process 

theory of relationship ending, we distinguish two types of exit - chosen versus forced 

- and propose that the type of exit influences consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor 

after withdrawing from a sponsorship. Halinen and Täthinen (2002) define a chosen 

ending as a situation where one or both partners make the purposeful decision to 

terminate the relationship. In this case, the decision to exit is not driven by external 

circumstances. One example is the withdrawal of the insurance company, Ergo, from 

their sponsorship of the German soccer team, Schalke 04, in 2014. Ergo made a 

public statement that a change in their communication and sponsorship strategy was 

the reason for the exit (Schilling, 2015). By contrast, a forced exit is the result of 

external factors that create a situation in which the exiting party has no alternative 

other than to end the relationship. For example, the technology provider, Imtech, 

terminated its sponsorship of the soccer team Bayern Munich in 2014 due to 

financial problems that forced them to withdraw (TZ online, 2014). 

We use attribution theory (Heider, 1958, 1977; Weiner, 1974) to predict the 

effects that the type of exit has on consumers’ evaluations of the sponsor brand. 

Attribution theory suggests that people wish to understand the causes of an observed 

behavior. The theory further predicts that people attribute an observed and deliberate 

behavior to either internal or external causes (Kelley, 1967, 1973; Weiner, 1974). 

Thus, the behavior is the result of either a disposition (= internal cause) or driven by 

the situation (= external cause). A person’s causal attributions are formed on the 

basis of the available information about the actor and the focal behavior (Kelley, 

1973). In the case of a sponsorship exit, the attribution of either external or internal 

causes should therefore depend on the reasons for the exit. In a chosen exit, internal 

causes should be attributed to the behavior because the sponsor makes the purposeful 

decision to exit. In a forced exit, the attributions should be external because factors 

beyond the sponsor’s control drive the decision to terminate the relationship. Steiner 
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(1970) confirms that observers attribute a behavior to internal causes when they 

perceive that a person acted freely, whereas they attribute it to external causes when 

the behavior is the result of constraints beyond the person’s immediate control.  

However, when a sponsorship ends, consumers sometimes might have no specific 

information about the type of exit because the reasons for exiting may be unclear. 

Drawing on the persuasion knowledge model (Friestad & Wright, 1994), we expect 

that in these situations the attribution of either internal or external causes may be 

based on consumers’ knowledge and experiences of sponsorship. In line with this 

view, Kelley (1967) suggests that a person’s attributions regarding a specific 

behavior may also be based on how others act in the same situation, how the actor 

behaves across different situations, and how consistent the actor’s behavior appears 

to be. Since professional team sport is highly commercialized today, we expect most 

consumers to be aware of the commercial orientation of corporate sponsorship. This 

commercial orientation is likely to make consumers believe that a sponsor’s decision 

to exit is typically based on self-serving considerations. Consequently, when 

consumers do not have specific information about the type of exit they should 

interpret an exit as a free decision that is largely driven by economic motives. Thus, 

the causes that consumers’ attribute to the termination should primarily be internal. 

However, with no explicit information, consumers’ beliefs of internal causes for the 

exit are likely not as strong as in a chosen exit, where the existence of internal causes 

is unambiguous. Therefore, we expect an intermediate level of attributional processes 

between clearly internal and clearly external attributions when information about the 

reasons for the exit are absent.  

Importantly, several studies show that attributional processes determine people’s 

cognitive and affective evaluations of the focal behavior and its actor (Ajzen, 1971; 

Campbell & Kirmani, 2000; Ellen, Mohr, & Webb, 2000; Jones & Harris, 1967). In a 

sponsorship context, Rifon, Choi, Trimble, and Li (2004) confirm that consumers’ 

motive attributions influence their attitudes toward the sponsor brand.  

Based on the aforementioned theoretical predictions, we propose the following 

hypothesis: 

H1: A sponsorship exit results in more negative consumer attitudes toward the 

sponsor brand when the exit is chosen, as compared to when the exit is forced. In 

addition, when no information about the type of exit is available, attitudes are more 
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positive when compared to a chosen exit and more negative when compared to a 

forced exit.  

The moderating role of the exit’s consequences 

In the preceding section, we have argued that the type of sponsorship exit influences 

consumers’ attitudes toward the disengaging sponsor. The theoretical rationale for 

this proposition is that the type of exit determines whether consumers attribute 

internal or external causes to the sponsor’s withdrawal and that these attributional 

processes influence attitudes. However, the extent to which people engage in 

attributional processes, and the extent to which these attributions influence their 

attitudes depend on the relevance that the focal behavior has for them (Jones & 

Davis, 1965). Harvey and Martinko (2009) suggest that the beginning of an 

attribution-emotion-behavior process is an event or behavior that is, at least to some 

extent, personally relevant. The behavior of another person (or an organization) is 

relevant when it has ‘motivational significance for the perceiver’ (Jones & Davis, 

1965, p. 237).   

Thus, in a sponsorship exit situation, consumers’ tendency to engage in 

attributional processes, and the extent to which the type of exit influences brand 

evaluations, should depend on the exit’s perceived relevance. The immediate 

consequences of a sponsorship exit relate to the sponsored property. Since 

sponsorship relationships include some kind of financial or in-kind support from the 

sponsor, ending a relationship will primarily have financial significance for the 

property. For example, an exit would have extensive negative consequences when 

the sponsored property’s financial dependency on the departing sponsor is high and 

the property has difficulties in finding a new sponsor. On the other hand, the 

consequences may be insignificant, for example, when the disengaging sponsor can 

quickly be replaced.  

The severity of the consequences for the property should also determine the extent 

to which people who are involved with the property perceive of the exit as personally 

relevant. Team sports consumers should particularly resent a sponsor’s exit when the 

exit has severe consequences for their favorite team because they usually feel some 

overlap between their own identity and that of the team (Porat, 2010). In addition, the 

successes and failures of a team are, in part, also perceived as personal successes and 

failures by the team’s supporters (Hirt, Zillmann, Erickson, & Kennedy, 1992). Thus, 



2 Ending a sponsorship relationship  16 

 

 

if the exit has extensive negative consequences for the team, these are probably 

accompanied by a higher perceived personal relevance for the consumers. Thus, the 

negative effects of a chosen exit, compared to a forced exit, should be stronger when 

the exit has extensive (vs. few) negative consequences for the property.  

H2: The consequences of the sponsorship exit moderate the effects of the type of 

exit on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. The negative effect of a 

chosen exit (vs. a forced exit) is stronger when the exit has extensive negative 

consequences for the property, as compared to when the exit has only few negative 

consequences.  

The mediating role of the perceived abandonment of the sponsored property 

The termination of a relationship often results in feelings of abandonment on the part 

of the party that was left. Ortony, Clore, and Foss (1987) distinguish between the 

non-emotional state of being abandoned and the emotional state of feeling 

abandoned. Epner, Ravi, and Baile (2011, p. 2) define the act of abandonment as 

‘transferring someone out of purview or withdrawing support’. Several 

circumstances can lead to feelings of abandonment, for example, when one party 

stops communicating or ceases to support another one (Epner et al., 2011; Fletcher, 

Burley, Thomas, & Mitchell, 2014).  

In the context of the present study, a sponsor ends the sponsorship, thus 

withdrawing financial support from the sponsored team. As argued above, in the 

context of ending a sponsorship relationship in team sports, the withdrawal from the 

team is also relevant for the team’s supporters because of their attachment to the 

team. They may perceive the behavior of the exiting sponsor as an act of 

abandonment (Cornwell, 2014). Furthermore, we expect that perceptions of 

abandonment are particularly high when the exit is freely chosen, as compared to a 

situation where the sponsor is forced to leave the property. Empirical studies confirm 

that causal attributions regarding an actor’s behavior can trigger feelings of 

abandonment. For example, in a partnership relationship context, Moore, Eisler, and 

Franchina (2000) show that males who attribute negative intent and responsibility to 

a provocative act of their female partner can experience strong feelings of 

abandonment. Given that we have predicted that a chosen (vs. a forced) exit results 

in more attributional processes and causes internal attributions, we also expect a 
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chosen (vs. a forced) exit to cause stronger perceptions of abandonment of the 

sponsored property. 

In addition, the strength of the effect of a chosen (vs. a forced) exit on perceptions 

of abandonment of the sponsored property should depend on the exit’s consequences 

for the sponsored property. Research on patient-physician relationships provides 

indirect support for this notion. Epner et al. (2011) and Fletcher et al. (2014) show 

that patients’ feelings of abandonment by their physicians are particularly strong 

when the abandonment has negative consequences for them. In support of this view, 

Cornwell (2014) points out that supporters of a sponsored team may tend to more 

strongly perceive the exit of a sponsor as abandonment when the property heavily 

depends on the sponsor’s support. We proposed earlier that the negative attitudinal 

effect of a chosen (vs. a forced) exit is stronger when the exit has extensive negative 

consequences for the team because such extensive consequences are more relevant 

for the team and its supporters. Analogously, this increase in significance should also 

intensify the occurrence of perceptions of abandonment because a highly 

consequential withdrawal is more likely to be interpreted in a negative way (Epner et 

al., 2011). Thus, the effect a chosen (vs. a forced) exit on perceived abandonment 

should be stronger when the exit has extensive negative consequences as compared 

to few negative consequences.  

Moreover, we suggest that the perceived abandonment of the sponsored property 

is negatively related to consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. Suyemoto and 

MacDonald (1995) suggest that feeling abandoned is closely connected to feelings of 

helplessness, and even to the emotional state of anger. They further suggest that 

people are motivated to counteract such negative feelings in order to handle the 

perceived abandonment. When fans perceive a sponsorship exit as abandonment of 

their favorite team, their reactions are likely to be directed at the sponsor. The 

supporters may, for example, develop negative attitudes toward the exiting sponsor 

or show negative behavioral reactions in response to their perceptions of 

abandonment. In a business-to-consumer context, Haenlein and Kaplan (2010) show 

empirically that perceptions of abandonment can evoke unfavorable attitudes toward 

the abandoning firm. Thus, fans’ perceptions that a sponsor abandoned their favorite 

team will probably result in negative attitudes toward the exiting sponsor.  

In sum, we propose that the type of exit and the consequences of the exit interact 

in predicting both the perceived abandonment of the sponsored property and attitudes 
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toward the sponsor. We further expect perceptions of abandonment to be negatively 

related to attitudes toward the sponsor. Hence, we expect the perceived abandonment 

of the sponsored property to transfer the interaction effect of type of exit and the 

consequences of the exit on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor. In combination, 

these propositions are an indication for the presence of a mediated moderation 

(Morgan-Lopez & MacKinnon, 2006; Muller, Judd, & Yzerbyt, 2005). Therefore, we 

hypothesize: 

H3: The perceived abandonment of the sponsored property mediates the 

interaction effect of the type of exit and the consequences of a sponsorship exit on 

consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. 

Figure 2.1 summarizes the research model of this study. 

 

Figure 2.1 The proposed research model of the present study. 

Note: The dotted line indicates the indirect effect. 
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2.5 Method 

Design and participants 

The hypotheses were tested in an experimental study that used a 3 (type of exit: 

chosen vs. forced vs. no specification) x 2 (consequences of exit: extensive vs. few) 

+ 1 control (continuation of sponsorship) design. Two hundred and two supporters 

(79% male, Mage = 35.37, SD = 13.49) of the German second division soccer team, 

Karlsruher SC, participated in the study. The Karlsruher SC, founded in 1894, is a 

soccer club situated in the southwest of Germany with a long tradition and a large fan 

base. Over the past decade, the team’s on-field performance has fluctuated with one 

promotion to the first division (2007- 2009) and a relegation to the third division 

(2012-2013). The team’s main sponsor is awning manufacturer Klaiber Markisen 

GmbH. The team and its sponsor were deemed appropriate for this study because the 

sponsorship contract was due to expire at the end of 2015 and had not been renewed 

or terminated when the data were collected in April 2015. In addition, by the time of 

data collection, no information regarding the sponsorship that might have affected 

out study were passed on through the media, the sponsor or the team’s own channels.   

Procedure and stimuli 

The data were collected prior to one Karlsruher SC home game. Four trained 

interviewers approached potential participants around the stadium and asked if they 

would be willing to answer a few questions about Karlsruher SC. At the beginning, 

potential participants were asked if they were supporters of Karlsruher SC. Only very 

few persons indicated that they were no supporters of the team. These persons were 

thanked and informed that they are not eligible to participate in the study and 

afterwards dismissed. The participants received a clipboard with a booklet that 

included the experimental material in written form. The experimental material and 

the questionnaire were in German language. The instructions informed the 

participants that the study was about sponsorship of Karlsruher SC. The participants 

were then asked to list all sponsors of Karlsruher SC in order to check whether they 

were aware of Klaiber Markisen GmbH’s sponsorship of the team. We included this 

question to assess the extent to which awareness of Klaiber Markisen GmbH’s 

sponsorship may affect the results of this study. Twenty-seven (= 13.5%) participants 

did not mention Klaiber Markisen GmbH as a sponsor of the team. Analyses showed 

that these respondents did not differ significantly from those who mentioned Klaiber 
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Markisen GmbH’s sponsorship in terms of the means of the manipulation check 

variables, the mediator, and the dependent variable, as well as the hypothesized 

relationships. Based on these results, we can rule out a potential influence of 

sponsorship awareness. 

The participants were then asked to read one of seven different versions of a 

fictitious newspaper article that served as the experimental manipulation. The article 

included information about Klaiber Markisen GmbH and its sponsorship and 

informed participants that the sponsorship would be terminated (renewed in the 

control group). In addition, to manipulate the type and consequences of the exit the 

article included information about the reasons for the termination and the 

consequences of withdrawal. In the forced exit condition, the article stated that the 

sponsor had to withdraw due to financial problems, whereas an investment in other 

sponsorships was the stated reason in the chosen exit condition. The consequences of 

the exit were described as either negligible, by stating that a new sponsor had already 

been found, or as severe, by stating that the team would face financial distress as a 

result of the sponsor’s withdrawal. All versions of the newspaper article are included 

in the Appendix 1.  

After reading the article the participants were asked to indicate what they thought 

about the article and its content. This question was included as an indirect measure to 

assess the credibility and plausibility of the article. A content analysis of the answers 

showed that only eight participants expressed doubts about the article’s credibility. 

These respondents did not differ significantly from those without doubts in terms of 

any of the variables or the relationships between them. 

Finally, the participants responded to several measures relating to the mediator, 

the dependent variable, and the manipulation check variables. A hypothesis guessing 

task at the end of the study indicated that none of the participants correctly identified 

the experimental design or the goals of the research.  

Measures 

The study used established multi-item scales to measure the key variables. The 

measures used seven-point rating scales, anchored at 1 = totally agree and 7 = totally 

disagree, unless otherwise stated. The mediator, perceived abandonment of the 

sponsored property, was measured using three items (e.g. ‘In my opinion, Klaiber 

Markisen GmbH has abandoned Karlsruher SC’, α = 0.95; Phillips, Pargament, 
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Lynn, & Crossley, 2004). Attitudes toward the sponsor brand were measured using 

three seven-point semantic differential items (positive / good / like = 1, negative / 

bad / do not like = 7, α = 0.96; Simmons & Becker-Olsen, 2006). The results of an 

exploratory factor analysis using Varimax rotation showed that the dependent 

variable and the mediator were separate constructs and revealed loadings above .90 

for all items. To test the experimental manipulations we used one item (‘Klaiber 

Markisen GmbH was forced to end the sponsorship of Karlsruher SC’) (M = 4.48, 

SD = 1.55) to assess the type of exit, and one item (‘The exit of Klaiber Markisen 

GmbH from the sponsorship of Karlsruher SC has negative consequences for the 

club’) (M = 4.41, SD = 1.75) to assess the extent of the negative consequences for the 

team. 

2.6 Results 

Manipulation checks 

An ANOVA with type of exit as the independent variable, and the item representing 

perceptions of the exit as forced as the dependent variable, showed a significant 

effect (F(2, 160) = 22.64, p < .001, η
2
 = .22). Post hoc tests (using Bonferroni 

correction) showed significant differences between the forced exit condition and the 

chosen exit condition (Mforced exit = 3.46, Mchosen exit  = 5.10,  p < .001) and between the 

forced exit and the no specification condition (Mno specification  = 4.89, p < .001). The 

difference between the chosen exit condition and the no specification condition was 

not significant. We discuss this finding in the discussion section. Importantly, the 

differences between the chosen and the forced exit condition were in the expected 

direction. A further ANOVA with the experimental factor exit consequences as the 

independent variable, and the item representing perceptions of the extent of negative 

consequences as the dependent variable, showed a significant difference between the 

extensive consequences condition and the few consequences condition in the 

expected direction (Mextensive consequences = 3.56, Mfew consequences = 5.05, F(1, 163) = 35.68, p < 

.001, η
2
 = .18). Additional analyses including both experimental factors showed that 

the two factors did not interact in predicting the scores of either the type of exit 

manipulation check item (F(2, 157) = .577, p = .56) or the consequences 

manipulation check item (F(2, 159) = .768, p = .47). Overall, these results indicate 

that the experimental manipulations were successful. 
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Dependent variables 

To test H1 and H2 we conducted a two-factorial ANOVA with the type of exit and 

the exit consequences as the independent variables and brand attitudes as the 

dependent variable. The type of exit showed a significant main effect on attitudes 

(F(2, 159) = 14,61, p < .001, η
2
 = .16). Furthermore, in support of H1, a post hoc test 

using Bonferroni correction revealed that attitudes in the forced exit condition (Mforced 

= 3.20) were significantly better than in the chosen exit condition (Mchosen = 4.33, p < 

.001) as well as in the no specification condition (Mno specification = 3.76, p = .02). 

Moreover, attitudes in the no specification condition were significantly better than in 

the chosen exit condition (p = .03).  

The main effect of the exit consequences on attitudes was also significant (F(1, 

159) = 14,15, p < .001, η
2
 = .08). The consumers’ attitudes in the few consequences 

condition (Mfew consequences = 3.46) were significantly better than in the extensive 

consequences condition (Mextensive consequences = 4.14). In addition, the interaction effect of 

type of exit and consequences on attitudes was significant (F(2, 159) = 3.49, p = .03, 

η
2
 = .04). This finding provides support for H2. To specify the interaction effect we 

tested the effects of type of exit in the two consequences conditions. In the few 

consequences condition the effect of type of exit on attitudes was significant (F(2, 

92) = 3.53, p = .03, η
2
 = .07). The post hoc test showed that attitudes in the forced 

exit condition (Mforced = 3.19) were significantly better than in the chosen exit 

condition (Mchosen = 3.93, p = .04), but were not significantly better than in the no 

specification condition (Mno specification = 3.33, p = 1.000). Moreover, attitudes in the no 

specification condition were not significantly better than in the chosen exit condition 

(p = .12). In the extensive consequences condition, the size of the effect of type of 

exit on attitudes was stronger (F(2, 67) = 13.49, p < .001, η
2
 = .29). Furthermore, the 

post hoc test showed that in the extensive consequences condition the attitudes in the 

forced exit condition (Mforced = 3.21) were significantly better than in the chosen exit 

condition (Mchosen = 4.83, p < .001), as well as in the no specification condition (Mno 

specification = 4.42, p < .001). Moreover, attitudes in the no specification condition were 

not significantly better than in the chosen exit condition (p = .66). Figure 2.2 visually 

illustrates the interaction effect between the type of exit and the exit consequences on 

attitudes.  
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Figure 2.2 Interaction effect between the type of exit and the exit consequences on attitudes. 

Notes: The attitude scale was 1 = very positive; 7 = very negative; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

 

To assess whether a sponsorship exit, as compared to a continuation of the 

sponsorship, influences consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand we used a 

one-factorial ANOVA with a variable that included all experimental conditions and 

the control condition ‘continuation’ as the independent variable and brand attitudes 

as the dependent variable. The results reveal a significant main effect (F(6, 191) = 

15,32,  p < .001, η
2
 = .33). A post-hoc test using Bonferroni correction shows that 

attitudes toward the sponsor brand in the continuation condition (Mcontinuation = 2.35) 

are significantly better compared to all other experimental conditions, except for the 

‘few consequences forced condition’ (Mfew consequences forced  = 3.19, p = .06) and the 

‘extensive consequences forced condition’ (Mextensive consequences forced  = 3.21, p = .10) with 

only marginally significant differences. Table 2.1 summarizes the means of all 

groups and the detailed post hoc test results.  
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Table 2.1 Comparison of attitude scores in the experimental groups with the sponsorship continuation 

control condition. 

Control group     Experimental groups M SD SE Sig. 

Continuation of 

sponsorship 

 

 2.35 1.07 

    Few consequences no    

specification 
 3.33 1.21 .27 .01 

Few consequences forced   3.19 .93 .28 .06 

Few consequences chosen  3.93 1.25 .29 <.001 

Extensive consequences 

no specification 
 4.42 .87 .30 <.001 

Extensive consequences 

forced 
 3.21 .99 .30 .10 

Extensive consequences 

chosen 
 4.83 1.41 .30 <.001 

Note: The p-values refer to the comparison with the sponsorship continuation control condition. 

 

Mediated moderation effects 

To test if the interaction effect of the type of exit and the exit consequences on 

consumers’ attitudes is mediated through the perceived abandonment of the 

sponsored property (H3), we used the SPSS macro PROCESS developed by Hayes 

(2013, model 8). In a first step we created two dummy variables for the experimental 

factor type of exit and one dummy variable for the experimental factor exit 

consequences. Our model includes dummy 1, which represented the type of exit 

(dummy coding: chosen exit = 1, no specification = 0, forced exit = 0), the dummy 

variable for the exit consequences (dummy coding: few consequences = 1, extensive 

consequences = 0), and the interaction of the two variables as the independent 

variables; the perceived abandonment of the sponsored property as the mediator; and 

sponsor attitude as the dependent variable. Furthermore, we included dummy 2, 

which represented the no specification condition of type of exit (dummy coding: 

chosen exit = 0, no specification = 1, forced exit = 0) as a covariate in the analysis. In 

this way we are able to analyze whether the indirect effect of a chosen exit relative to 

a forced exit on attitudes through the mediator perceived abandonment, is conditional 

on the moderator exit consequences.  

The analysis reveals a significant negative effect of a chosen exit (β = ─1.85, p < 

.001) on the perceived abandonment of the sponsored property relative to the 
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reference condition forced exit. In addition, the interaction effect of a chosen exit and 

the exit consequences on the perceived abandonment is positive and significant (β = 

1.21, p = .02). Furthermore, the results show that the effect of the perceived 

abandonment on attitudes is negative and significant (β = ─0.15, p = .01). In 

addition, a significant index of moderated mediation
2
 reveals that the indirect effect 

on attitudes of a chosen exit, compared to a forced exit,  through perceived 

abandonment is conditional on the moderator exit consequences (Index = ─0.18, 

BootLLCI = ─0.542, BootULCI = ─0.019). Although the indirect effect of a chosen 

exit on attitudes through perceived abandonment is positive and significant when the 

exit has extensive negative consequences (BootLLCI = 0.046, BootULCI = 0.624), 

the indirect effect is non-significant when the exit has few negative consequences 

(BootLLCI = ─0.003, BootULCI = 0.284). Hence, higher perceptions of 

abandonment of the sponsored property explain why attitudes are lower in the chosen 

exit condition as compared to the forced exit condition where the exit has extensive 

negative consequences. Moreover, the interaction effect of a chosen exit and the exit 

consequences on sponsor attitude was non-significant when the mediator perceived 

abandonment was added to the model (β = ─0.16, p = .68). Thus, the interaction 

effect of a chosen exit and the exit consequences on attitudes is fully explained by 

the mediator perceived abandonment. Overall, these results provide full support for 

H3.  

2.7 Discussion and implications 

Most studies in the field of sponsorship refer to the beginning and ongoing phase of a 

sponsorship. However, almost no research considers the ending phase so far. 

Therefore, we examined the effects of a sponsorship exit on consumers’ attitudes 

toward the sponsor brand. Based on the results of this study we suggest that sponsors 

should think carefully about the decision to terminate a sponsorship engagement and 

should keep in mind the possible negative effects for their brand. Grohs et al. (2013), 

as well as Ruth and Strizhakova (2012), have shown that a sponsorship exit can elicit 

negative effects for the exiting sponsor. The current study replicates these previous 

findings and extends our knowledge by revealing that not all types of exit exert a 

negative influence on consumers’ attitudes. More specifically, a forced exit that 

                                                 
2 Although we hypothesized a mediated moderation as opposed to a moderated mediation, we used 

the index of moderated mediation to test H3. While both approaches are conceptually different, the 

statistical analysis is identical (Hayes, 2013). 



2 Ending a sponsorship relationship  26 

 

 

might, for example, be due to the financial difficulties of the sponsor, does not 

produce negative evaluations. Interestingly, in the forced exit condition attitudes 

were not significantly different when compared to the continuation control condition. 

By contrast, an exit that is freely chosen drives perceptions of the sponsored property 

as being abandoned and negative attitudes toward the exiting sponsor. 

Since consumers may not always be aware of the reasons for a sponsorship exit, 

we also compared the two types of exit to a situation where no specific information 

regarding the type of exit was available. The results of our manipulation check 

showed that when there is no information about the reasons for the exit, consumers 

attribute the same level of internal causes to the sponsor’s exit as in the chosen exit 

condition. This finding is not surprising because today’s consumers are likely to be 

aware of the commercial orientation of corporate sponsorship and, therefore, they 

attribute internal reasons to a withdrawal unless they receive information to the 

contrary. The relatively high attribution of internal reasons in the no information 

condition may also explain why perceptions of abandonment of the property in this 

condition were not significantly different from the chosen exit condition. 

Interestingly, despite the internal attributions and the same level of perceived 

abandonment, attitudes toward the sponsor brand in the no specification condition 

were significantly better compared to the chosen exit condition. One potential 

explanation for these findings is that consumers in the no specification condition may 

perceive the sponsor’s exit as freely chosen but are less confident that this perception 

is correct compared to the chosen exit condition. In addition, brand attitude is a 

complex construct with many determinants and, therefore, other mechanisms than 

consumers’ causal attributions may also be responsible for the differences between 

the no specification and the chosen exit conditions. For example, the type of exit 

might also affect the extent to which consumers perceive the sponsor’s behavior in 

compliance with business norms.  

Our results also indicate that the effects that different types of exit have on 

perceptions of abandonment and attitudes toward the sponsor brand are moderated by 

the consequences of the exit. The negative effects of a chosen exit are particularly 

strong when the exit has extensive negative consequences for the sponsored property. 

This implies that sponsors should try to minimize the negative consequences for the 

property when they decide to withdraw. Thus, even when sponsors freely choose to 

exit, which is likely to be the case in the majority of exit situations, they can mitigate 
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the potential negative effects for their brand by limiting the detrimental consequences 

for the property. This can be achieved, for example, by communicating the exit as 

early as possible to the property. This allows the property more time to replace the 

sponsor with a new partner. In addition, collateral communications seem to be 

critical when ending a relationship (Täthinen, 1998; Täthinen & Halinen-Kaila, 

1997). Further, we suggest that in the case of a sponsorship exit, sponsors should 

explain the reasons for their withdrawal in a way that creates some understanding on 

the part of the consumers. This is particularly important when no external constraints 

are responsible for the exit, that is, when the sponsor freely decides to withdraw. 

Further, this study addresses the question of why consumers’ attitudes toward an 

exiting sponsor depend on the type of exit and the exit consequences. In line with our 

hypothesis, we found that the interaction effect of type of exit and the exit 

consequences on consumers’ attitudes is mediated by the perceived abandonment of 

the sponsored property. An understanding of the explanatory mechanisms underlying 

the effects of an exit is of theoretical importance and also has practical implications. 

The awareness that perceptions of abandonment transfer negative effects to 

consumers’ brand attitudes can be taken into account in managing an exit. For 

example, a gradual exit, rather than a complete withdrawal from the property, could 

reduce perceptions of abandonment. The sponsor may withdraw from a higher 

sponsorship level but still continue the sponsorship engagement on a smaller scale. 

This gradual exit strategy would reduce the financial consequences of the exit, and 

the continuing involvement with the property should lower consumers’ impression 

that the property was being abandoned.  

2.8 Limitations and future research 

As with any experiment, our study is not without limitations regarding the 

generalizability of the results. Our findings are based on a single experiment in the 

context of a specific football team in Germany. The majority of our participants were 

highly identified with the team. It would be relevant to investigate how moderately 

or less identified sports consumers respond to different types of sponsorship exit. For 

example, one can expect that such consumers feel lower levels of abandonment in 

response to an exit because their attachment to the team is relatively low. Thus, a 

task for future studies is to replicate our findings in other settings and countries. 
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The results of our realism check indicated no problems with the fictitious 

sponsorship withdrawal scenario that we used in our study. It would, nevertheless, be 

a fruitful strategy to investigate the brand attitude effects of real sponsorship 

withdrawals. A potential drawback of our approach is that the study participants 

rated all dependent measures immediately after they had learnt about the exit. Thus, 

our study did not capture evaluations of the sponsor’s behavior that may occur after 

some time has passed. Longitudinal studies would be a useful approach to test the 

mediated moderation revealed in this study by measuring the variables over time and 

assessing possible changes regarding the effects (Hayes, Preacher, & Myers, 2011).  

Another issue related to our manipulation is that the ‘few consequences’ condition 

stated that the team has already found a new main sponsor. In addition to decreasing 

the effects of exit type on perceptions of perceived abandonment, this information 

might influence consumers’ attributions. Although the results showed that the exit’s 

consequences (few vs. extensive) did not significantly influence the type of exit 

manipulation check item, additional tests of how negotiations with prospect sponsors 

or a new sponsor affect consumers’ perceptions of the exit would be interesting. 

A further limitation that, at the same time, represents an avenue for future 

research relates to the no specification condition that was included in our study. For 

this condition the participants did not receive information about the reasons for the 

exit. It would be interesting to examine how consumers form their beliefs about the 

sponsor’s motivations for exiting under these circumstances. Research addressing 

this issue would be relevant because sponsors often do not communicate the reasons 

for their withdrawal and even if they do so, many consumers will ignore such 

messages. In addition, the finding that the no specification condition produced 

similar attributions and the same level of perceived abandonment as the chosen exit 

condition, but produced significantly more positive attitudes toward the sponsor 

brand, calls for future studies. It would be interesting to identify why consumers’ 

attitudes were more positive in the no specification condition. The findings suggest 

that the reasons attributed to the exit and perceptions of abandonment do not fully 

account for the differences in attitudes scores. One reason for the higher attitude 

scores in the no specification condition may be the manipulation of the chosen exit 

condition. The manipulation stated that the sponsor decided to invest in other 

sponsorships in the future after considering a continuation of the current sponsorship. 

This might have prompted more negative responses than would have a simple 
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statement that the sponsor decided to invest in other marketing communication 

strategies. Future research could explore this issue to provide more detailed 

knowledge of the effects of sponsorship exit communication. More generally, future 

research should address the different communication strategies that sponsors may use 

when they withdraw from a property. We found that the type of exit predicts 

consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. Future research might examine 

whether, and to what extent, different approaches to communicating the exit facilitate 

consumers’ perception of the exit as being either forced or chosen. Similarly, the 

communication content and the way in which it is expressed may also influence 

consumers’ perceptions of the exit consequences. Hence, it would be useful to 

identify and examine the relevant content and strategies that support the sponsor’s 

collateral communication when ending a sponsorship relationship.   
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2.10 Appendix  

Stimuli used in the experimental study. 

Control condition: Sponsorship continuation 

Karlsruhe. The Klaiber Markisen GmbH remains the main sponsor of KSC. The new 

contract applies to the first and the second Bundesliga. Moreover, the company 

continues to sponsor the second team of Karlsruher SC. 

‘The strategies and visions of the Board and the coach have completely convinced 

us to continue our engagement as the main sponsor of KSC’, says Ralf Klaiber, the 

manager of the company. ‘We are very pleased that the partnership between 

Karlsruher SC and the Klaiber Markisen GmbH persists. The decision signals a 

strong cohesion and will positively influence the spirit of optimism around the club’, 

points out the President of KSC, Ingo Wellenreuther. 

Experimental conditions: Sponsorship exit 

Karlsruhe. The Klaiber Markisen GmbH will not continue its engagement as the 

main sponsor of KSC. In the past, the company has sponsored the club’s first and the 

second teams. The club announced via a press release that Klaiber Markisen GmbH 

would no longer be available as the main sponsor of the club.   

The type of exit 

Forced exit 

As stated in a press release, the financial difficulties of Klaiber Markisen GmbH are 

the reasons for the exit. The company had to make a massive reduction in staff 

because of its difficult economic situation. Thus, it was not possible for the company 

to remain in its position as a main sponsor and to provide further financial support to 

KSC. 

Chosen exit 

As stated in a press release, the company plans to invest the available resources 

elsewhere. ‘We had thought about extending our contract as the main sponsor of 

KSC but, in the end, we decided to invest in classical advertising and other 

sponsorships in the future’, explains Ralf Klaiber, the manager of Klaiber Markisen 

GmbH. 

No information 

The background for the exit is unknown.  
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The consequences of the exit 

Few consequences 

‘The exit of Klaiber Markisen GmbH has no effects whatsoever on our plans for the 

next season. As a result of the very positive development of the club over recent 

years, KSC is financially well-situated. Moreover, we have already found a new 

main sponsor and we will announce its sponsorship in a press conference next week’, 

points out the President of KSC, Ingo Wellenreuther. 

Extensive consequences 

‘There is no doubt that the exit of Klaiber Markisen GmbH will be extremely painful 

financially. The resulting financial gap will inevitably affect our ability to reach the 

goals set for next season. The contracts of several key players will expire at the end 

of the year. Klaiber Markisen GmbH’s exit severely limits our room to negotiate the 

extension of these contracts’, points out the President of KSC, Ingo Wellenreuther. 



   37 

 

 

3 Gradual vs entire sponsorship termination: How to 

manage the ending of a sponsorship engagement 

3.1 Abstract 

Purpose 

The few studies on the effects of a sponsorship termination do not consider the 

effects of different exit options on consumers’ attitudes toward the exiting sponsor. 

To fill this gap, the current study investigates the effects of the extent of the exit 

(gradual vs. entire) as well as the timing of the announcement (early vs. late) on 

consumers’ attitudes. Moreover, the present research considers the mediating role of 

the perceived abandonment of the sponsored party. 

Design/methodology/approach 

This research uses an experimental study (N=204). Data were collected among 

supporters of a German second division soccer team. 

Findings 

The results emphasize that the extent of the exit as well as the timing of the 

announcement influence consumers’ attitudes. They develop negative attitudes 

toward the withdrawing sponsor, especially when the sponsor exits entirely instead 

of gradually and announces the decision late instead of early. Further, the results 

reveal that the perceived abandonment of the sponsored party mediates the effect of 

the extent of exit on attitudes. 

Practical implications 

The results help to formulate several exit options for the withdrawing sponsor that 

will help to minimize the possible negative effects on their brand. Specifically, we 

recommend a gradual exit as well as an early announcement of the decision to 

prevent negative effects on the sponsor brand.  

Originality/value 

This study expands the research on the effects of a sponsorship termination on 

consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. Specifically, it is the first study that 

considers several aspects regarding the sponsor management of a sponsorship 

termination as important determinants of consumers’ attitudes. 
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3.2 Introduction 

During the last two decades, the importance of sponsorship in praxis as well as 

research has increased rapidly. Sponsorship continues to be an important tool within 

a company´s communications policy to enhance brand awareness and improve 

sponsor image (Cornwell, 2014). Several studies indicate how to manage the 

beginning and ongoing phase of a sponsorship engagement to reach these goals from 

a sponsor perspective (Coppetti et al., 2009; Cousens et al., 2006; McAlister et al., 

2012; O’Reilly and Horning, 2013). However, despite of the fact that in practice 

every engagement ends at some time, just a few studies concentrate on the effects of 

the ending phase of a sponsorship engagement. Cornwell (2014, p. 119) suggests that 

understanding the ending phase is very important because “the legacy of sponsoring 

carries forward beyond the end of the contractual relationship”. Particularly in a team 

sport context, fans that often have a strong identification with and positive attitudes 

toward their favorite team (Gwinner and Swanson, 2003) may be critical when the 

sponsor terminates the relationship and thus the financial support of their team. Grey 

and Skildum-Reid (2001, p. 159) even point out that in the case of sponsorship 

ending “a large network of very passionately involved people” could take it 

personally when a sponsor drops a sponsorship. In line with these assumptions, the 

few studies on the effects of a sponsorship termination showed that it has the 

potential to provoke negative consumer attitudes toward the exiting sponsor (Dick 

and Uhrich, 2017; Grohs et al., 2016; Ruth and Strizhakova, 2012). 

Thus, based on these previous research results, it would be very important for the 

sponsors to know if and to what extent they are able to manage a sponsorship 

termination in a way that prevents or at least minimizes these possible negative 

effects on their brand. In line with this statement, Meenaghan (2001, p. 108) 

previously mentioned that an exit must be “carefully managed”. However, to date 

none of the mentioned studies considers determinants of consumers’ attitudes that 

refer to the sponsor’s behavior and thus addresses the effects of the sponsor 

management of a sponsorship termination on consumers’ attitudes. To fill this gap, 

the present research investigates the effects of several exit options on consumers’ 

attitudes and makes the following contributions to the literature. First, this study 

investigates the effect of the extent of exit, namely entire versus gradual. The studies 

on the effects of a sponsorship termination on consumers’ attitudes toward the 
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sponsoring brand so far just consider the case of a complete termination. However, 

Grey and Skildum-Reid (2001) point out that there are several ways to end a 

sponsorship. They indicate that besides terminating the sponsorship entirely a 

sponsor might think about a partial, gradual exit. That means for instance ending the 

relationship as the main sponsor while continuing the sponsorship engagement on a 

smaller scale, for example as a premium sponsor. Thus, besides the effects of an 

entire exit on consumers’ attitudes, this study also considers the effects of a gradual 

exit. We replicate the findings of previous studies by showing that a sponsorship exit 

negatively affects evaluations of the sponsoring brand and we extend these findings 

by showing that this negative effect is mitigated when the sponsor exits gradually 

from the engagement. 

Second, we investigate the effect of the timing of the announcement, namely early 

versus late, on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsoring brand and further consider 

the timing of announcement as a moderator of the effect between the extent of exit 

and attitudes. Referring to the relational-contracting-approach (Ivens, 2002; Palay, 

1984), fans may expect a correct and fair sponsor’s behavior within the ending 

process in advantage for their favorite team. One behavioral expectation may 

concern the timing of the announcement. Grey and Skildum-Reid (2001) suggest that 

an exiting sponsor has the opportunity to inform the sponsored property at an early or 

a late date about the termination. In the case of an early announcement, the 

sponsored party might have enough time to find an alternative sponsor. That way, the 

termination might have less negative consequences for the abandoned party 

compared to a late announcement. However, among other things, to avoid any 

tensions within the remaining time of collaboration, sometimes the sponsors inform 

the team about the exit just before the contract comes to an end (Dumais, 2015). 

Because it spells an advantage for their favorite team, fans may expect an early 

sponsor’s announcement and negatively judge a late sponsor’s announcement. 

Therefore, we consider first the effect of the timing of the announcement (early vs. 

late) on attitudes as well as second, on the relationship between extent of exit and 

attitudes.  

Third, this study refers to the mediating role of the perceived abandonment of the 

sponsored property. Cornwell (2014) indicates that the exiting sponsors might run 

into danger in that the consumers perceive the sponsor’s termination as deserting the 

sponsored party. This in mind, the present research addresses the question how the 
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exiting sponsors can minimize these perceptions of abandonment and as a 

consequence the negative consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. Therefore, 

this study examines the explanatory mechanisms underlying the relationship between 

the extent of exit and consumers’ attitudes. Specifically, we investigate if consumers’ 

perceptions of abandonment of the sponsored property mediate the effect of the 

extent of exit on attitudes.  

As mentioned, there is reason to believe that in some cases an exit confronts the 

sponsors with problems. The results of this study will provide important implications 

for how to manage a sponsorship exit in a favorable way. The results help to 

formulate several exit options for the withdrawing sponsor that will help to minimize 

the possible negative effects on their brand.   

3.3 Literature review 

To date, the research on the effects of a sponsorship termination on consumers’ 

attitudes toward the exiting sponsor is limited. Delia (2017) analyses fan reactions to 

a sponsorship termination in the context of professional cycling. The study shows 

that under certain conditions fans may not evaluate the exiting sponsor negatively but 

rather appreciate the sponsor’s previous engagement. This may be the case when the 

sponsorship lasted over a long period (more than 15 years) although the sponsored 

team faced several doping scandals during that time. However, if these conditions are 

not given, as it is often the case when a sponsor terminates the engagement, the few 

studies on the effects of a sponsorship termination so far indicate that depending on 

several factors, exiting from sponsorship can result in negative image effects for the 

sponsor. For example, Ruth and Strizhakova (2012) find a negative effect of exiting 

from an arts sponsorship on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor. More 

specifically, they consider the exit motives (low vs. high sales orientation), small vs. 

large roster size) along with the moderating effects of the consumers’ involvement 

(low vs. high) with the event as important factors for consumers’ attitudes. The study 

shows that highly-involved consumers develop less negative attitudes toward the 

sponsoring brand when the period of time was longer (vs. shorter), whereas for lesser 

involved consumers the opposite is true. In addition, independent of their 

involvement, the consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsoring brand are better in the 

case of lower (vs. higher) brand sales orientation.  
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Within the team sport context, Grohs et al. (2016) deliver the first findings 

regarding the effects of a sponsorship termination. Similar to Ruth and Strizhakova’s 

results (2012), they confirm that a sponsorship exit (vs. a sponsorship continuation) 

has the potential to influence consumers’ attitudes negatively. They consider the 

sponsorship duration, the perceived fit, the team’s financial dependency on the 

sponsor and the team condition in terms of the team’s playing performance as 

moderating conditions of the effect. The results indicate that the negative effect of a 

sponsorship termination is stronger in the case of a long (vs. short) duration of the 

relationship, a high (vs. low) perceived fit between sponsor and team, as well as a 

high (vs. low) financial dependency on the sponsor.  

Dick and Uhrich (2017) investigate the effect of the type of exit (freely chosen vs. 

forced) on consumers’ attitudes along the moderating role of the exit’s consequences 

(few vs. extensive). The results reveal that consumers’ attitudes are worse in the case 

of a freely chosen exit compared to a forced termination. Moreover, the effect of a 

chosen (vs. forced) exit on attitudes is particularly strong when the exit has extensive 

negative consequences for the sponsored team. Further, as the first one, this study 

identifies the explanatory mechanisms underlying the attitudinal effects of a 

sponsorship termination. The findings show that the interaction of the type of exit 

(chosen vs. forced) and the exit’s consequences (few vs. extensive) on consumers’ 

attitudes is mediated by the perceived abandonment of the sponsored property. 

To date, the mentioned studies focus on determinants of consumers’ attitudes that 

are hardly influenced by the sponsor and thus do not refer to the sponsor’s behavior 

itself. However, based on the mentioned research results, it would be very relevant 

from a sponsor’s point of view to know how to manage a sponsorship termination in 

a way that prevents or at least minimizes consumers’ perception of abandonment and 

thus negative attitudes toward the sponsoring brand. To fill this gap, we consider the 

sponsors’ behavior in terms of the extent of exit and the timing of announcement. As 

mentioned, the studies to now just consider the effects of an entire termination on 

consumers’ attitudes while not minding the case of a gradual exit. Thus, to expand 

knowledge about the effects of sponsorship terminations, this study investigates the 

effects of the extent of the exit (gradual vs. entire) and the timing of the 

announcement (early vs. late) on consumers’ attitudes. Further, the present research 

considers the perceived abandonment of the sponsored property as a mediator of the 

effect between extent of exit and attitudes. 
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Therefore, addressing these issues, the author considers the following theoretical 

approach. 

3.4 Theoretical approach and hypothesis development 

The extent of exit: gradual versus entire  

Previous studies deal with entire sponsorship terminations. By contrast, we 

distinguish between the extent of exit (gradual vs. entire) and propose that the extent 

of exit influences consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsoring brand. Grey and 

Skildum-Reid (2001, p. 159) recommend sponsors to step out from sponsorship 

gradually instead of entirely and suggest that “stepping out of the sponsorship 

gradually can be very effective if you are a major sponsor and replacing you is going 

to be difficult for the sponsee”. Within professional team sports, most teams are 

supported by several sponsors that represent several categories of sponsorship, 

extending from the main sponsor as the highest level to lower ones, such as the 

exclusive or regional partners. In practice, the sponsors sometimes use the option of a 

gradual exit. One example is the decision of German Rail to terminate the main 

sponsorship of the German capital’s soccer club Hertha BSC Berlin, while remaining 

exclusive partners of the team (Berliner Zeitung, 2015) at the end of the 2015 season. 

Another example of a gradual exit refers to the sponsorship relationship between the 

Danish beer brand Carlsberg and the traditional English soccer club Liverpool FC. 

Carlsberg was the club’s main shirt sponsor for 17 years. Although that contract 

ended in 2010, the company is still connected to the team as its current beer partner 

(Drayton, 2013). 

We use Tajfel and Turner’s (1986) social identity theory to predict the effects that 

the extent of exit (gradual vs. entire) has on consumers’ evaluations of the 

sponsoring brand. The theory suggests that people distinguish themselves from 

others by their membership of social groups. Tajfel and Turner (1986, p. 15) define a 

social group as “a collection of individuals who perceive themselves to be members 

of the same social category, share some emotional involvement in this common 

definition of themselves, and achieve some degree of social consensus about the 

evaluation of their group and of their membership in it”. Importantly, the theory 

assumes an in-group bias. There is empirical evidence that individuals tend to prefer 

and evaluate in-group members more positively, for instance in terms of positive 
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behavior or favorable attitudes, than compared to out-group members (Brewer, 1979; 

Hewstone et al., 2002; Struch and Schwartz, 1989; Wilder and Simon, 2001).  

Within the sport context, belonging to a team is also important for the fans’ social 

identity. They may see the community around the team as their in-group (Gladden 

and Funk, 2002; Robinson and Trail, 2005). They show in-group favoritism toward 

other fans of their favorite team (Wann and Branscombe, 1995) and derogate 

spectators of an opposing team (Branscombe and Wann, 1994). Importantly, several 

studies reveal that the fans also tend to classify the team’s sponsor as an in-group 

member or not and that this classification influences the consumers’ evaluation of the 

target sponsor (Carlson, 2005; Gwinner and Swanson, 2003; Reysen and Snider, 

2012).When fans perceive the sponsor as part of the in-group, e.g., when a sponsor 

delivers financial support for the sponsored party and thus acts in a favorable way to 

that group, their social identity with the team not only positively influences the 

team’s brand equity (Boyle and Magnusson, 2007; Underwood et al., 2001), but also 

of the team’s sponsor. Because of the contractual and associative link between 

sponsor and team, the fans may see the sponsor as a member of their in-group. 

Gwinner and Swanson (2003, p. 280) propose and show that “the favorable bias 

highly identified fans have toward other in-group members will extend to 

organizations supporting the favored team through sponsorship”. Because of that, 

fans that often have a strong emotional attachment to the sponsored entity are likely 

to have strong intentions to purchase sponsors’ products and develop a positive 

attitude toward that sponsor (Gwinner and Swanson, 2003; Madrigal, 2000, 2001). 

Within the context of naming right sponsorship, Reysen and Snider (2012) also 

showed attitudinal effects toward the sponsoring brand based on the social identity 

theory. Contrary to Gwinner and Swanson’s findings (2003), they proved that within 

a specific sponsorship context, fans develop negative attitudes toward the renaming 

sponsor who is seen as kind of out-group member who takes away a symbol of the 

group’s identity, namely the old stadium name.  

 Based on these remarks, within the context of the present research, fans’ 

perception of the sponsor as an in-group member or not and thus their attitudes 

toward the sponsoring brand may depend on the sponsor’s relationship to the team. 

In the case of ongoing sponsorship, fans may see the sponsor as an in-group member 

who, as usually is the case, acts in a favorable way of the own-group by supporting 

the team in a financial way. However, when the sponsor stops that support by 
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terminating the relationship entirely (as well as the associative connection to the 

fans’ favorite team), the fans may no longer perceive the exiting sponsor as part of 

the in-group. In contrast, when the sponsor decides to step out gradually from the 

partnership, this negative perception may not occur or will at least be mitigated. In 

this case, the sponsor ends the relationship as the main sponsor of the team, but 

continues its engagement on a smaller scale, for example as an exclusive partner. 

That way, the sponsor maintains a connection to the club and fans may furthermore 

see the sponsor in some way as part of the in-group. Hence, we assume consumers’ 

attitudes toward the sponsoring brand in the gradual exit condition to be better than 

in the entire exit condition.  

Based on these assumptions, we propose the following hypothesis to confirm 

previous research findings that a sponsorship termination (vs. continuation) evokes 

negative consumer attitudes toward the sponsoring brand: 

H1: Independent of the extent of exit, consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsoring 

brand in the case of a sponsorship continuation are better than in the case of a 

sponsorship exit. 

Further, to expand the knowledge about the effects of a sponsorship termination, 

we propose the following hypothesis:   

H2: Consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsoring brand in the case of a gradual 

exit are better than in the case of an entire exit. 

The timing of the announcement: early versus late  

Besides the extent of the exit, we assume that the timing of the announcement 

influences consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsoring brand. Independent of the 

extent of exit, fans of the sponsored entity may expect the sponsor to inform their 

favorite team at an early stage about the decision. The relational-contracting-

approach is based on the principle of norms, meaning that beside the officially 

written contract an implicit part of norms defines the relationship between two 

partners (Ivens, 2002; Palay, 1984). These norms are behavioral expectations that are 

shared by the involved contracting parties as well as sometimes a third party, for 

instance society (Cannon et al., 2000).  

In the context of sponsorship termination, besides the sponsored property itself, 

the fans of the team may be the third party that expects the sponsor to announce the 

termination at an early stage to act in favor of the team. Grey and Skildum-Reid 
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(2001) recommend sponsors to inform the sponsored party as soon as possible about 

the decision not to renew the old sponsorship contract. However, as already 

mentioned, for example to avoid any tensions within the remaining time of 

collaboration, sometimes the sponsors inform the team about the exit just before the 

contract comes to an end (Dumais, 2015). When the sponsor decides to terminate the 

sponsorship gradually or entirely, the team’s fans, because of their attachment to and 

interest in the team, are usually aware of the timing of the sponsor’s announcement, 

for example through media reports, press conferences, or the team’s web page. 

Regarding this, Dumais (2015, p.2) confirms that an early sponsor’s decision and 

announcement “helps keep bad press to a minimum”. The fans may be aware of the 

fact that it is sometimes difficult for a sponsored property to find a new sponsor right 

away. In such a case, in contrast to a late announcement, an early sponsor’s statement 

enables the team to have enough or at least more time to find an alternative sponsor. 

Thus, fans may expect an early sponsor’s announcement in favor of their favorite 

team. In addition, research indicates that, when expectations are met, this positively 

influences people’s attitudes toward a target entity, whereas unfulfilled expectations 

negatively influence them (Wanous et al., 1992). 

In the case of a sponsorship termination, consumers may develop negative 

attitudes toward the sponsoring brand in response to behavioral expectations not 

fulfilled because of a late announcement. By contrast, they may develop less 

negative attitudes in response to fulfilled expectations as is the case of an early 

announcement. 

Based on the aforementioned remarks, we propose the following hypothesis: 

H3: Consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsoring brand in the case of an early 

sponsor announcement are better than in the case of a late sponsor announcement. 

Further, we predict that the timing of the announcement moderates the effect of 

the extent of the exit on attitudes. We assume the sponsor’s decision regarding the 

extent of exit to be the main cause of specific consumers’ attitudes toward the exiting 

sponsor. Thus, independent of the timing of the announcement, attitudes should be 

better in the gradual exit condition than in the entire exit condition. However, the 

timing of announcement should influence the strength of this effect. We assume that 

if the sponsor decides to terminate the engagement entirely, consumers at least 

expect them not to disadvantage the team by a late announcement as well. Research 

indicates that the people’s attitudes toward an act encompass their evaluation of the 
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produced consequences of that behavior (Foxall and Yani-de-Soriano, 2005). When 

the sponsor exits entirely and departs from the in-group as well as announcing the 

exit late, and does not meet the consumers’ expectation regarding the timing of 

announcement, consumers may perceive the sponsor’s behavior as detrimental to 

their favorite team on two accounts. Thus, we expect that the effect of the extent of 

exit on attitudes is weaker in the case of an early announcement and stronger in the 

case of a late announcement. More formally: 

 H4: The timing of announcement moderates the effect of the extent of exit on 

consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsoring brand. The negative effect of an entire 

(vs. a gradual) exit is stronger in the case of a late sponsor’s announcement compared 

to an early announcement.  

The perceived abandonment of the sponsored property 

The perceived abandonment of the sponsored property should function as a mediator 

in the current study. Because of their attachment to the team, the fans may perceive 

an entire termination as an abandonment of their favorite entity. Cornwell (2014) 

suggests that sometimes the consumers perceive the sponsor’s termination as 

deserting the sponsored property. Dick and Uhrich (2017) empirically confirmed that 

consumers’ perceptions of abandonment explain the attitudinal effects in the case of 

a complete sponsorship termination. By contrast, in the context of the present 

research, besides a complete termination, we also consider the case of a gradual exit. 

Dependent on the extent of exit, consumers may more or less strongly perceive that 

the sponsor has abandoned their favorite team and for that reason develop more or 

less strong negative attitudes toward the sponsoring brand.  

For Epner et al. (2011, p. 2) the act of abandonment means “transferring someone 

out of purview or withdrawing support”. Definitely that is the case when the sponsor 

terminates the relationship and thus the financial support for the sponsored property. 

Importantly, research indicates that people are particularly likely to develop feelings 

of abandonment when another party ceases support of and communication with them 

(Epner et al., 2011; Fletcher et al., 2014). Moreover, these perceptions of 

abandonment may especially occur when the abandonment has negative 

consequences for the abandoned party (Epner et al., 2011).  

Hence, we propose that, in the context of a sponsorship termination, consumers’ 

perceptions of abandonment are stronger when the sponsor exits completely. In that 
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case, the sponsor completely ceases financial support for the fans’ favorite team, and 

the exit may have more negative consequences for the sponsored property than in the 

case of a gradual exit. According to their social identity, the fans from an emotional 

point of view may also perceive an entire sponsorship exit as a desertion of their own 

in-group, namely the community around their favorite team. Hence, besides the 

financial perspective, perceptions of abandonment may result from the fans’ feeling 

that the sponsor does not want to be associated with the team any more. By contrast, 

in the case of a gradual exit, consumers’ perceptions of abandonment may be less 

strong because the sponsor wants to continue being associated with the sponsored 

party and to continue supporting them financially, although to a lesser degree. 

Moreover, we suggest that the perceived abandonment of the sponsored property 

predicts consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsoring brand. Suyemoto and 

MacDonald (1995) suggest that feeling abandoned may lead to an emotional state of 

anger, which is addressed toward the abandoning party. In addition, they indicate that 

people strive to counteract that anger in order to handle the perceived abandonment. 

In order to do that, they may develop negative attitudes toward the abandoning party. 

Haenlein and Kaplan (2010) confirm that consumers’ perception of abandonment can 

cause negative consumer attitudes toward the abandoning firm. Within the context of 

the present research, the sponsor may be the abandoning firm from the fans’ point of 

view. Thus, when they perceive the sponsor’s exit as abandonment, their reaction 

may be directed at the sponsoring brand. To counteract their perceptions of 

abandonment, they may develop negative attitudes toward the sponsoring brand. The 

stronger they perceive abandonment, the worse their attitudes may be. Hence, the 

perceived abandonment should function as a mediator in the research model and 

should mediate the effect of the extent of exit the consumers’ attitudes toward the 

sponsoring brand. More formally, we hypothesize: 

H5: The perceived abandonment of the sponsored property mediates the effect of 

the extent of exit on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsoring brand.  

Figure 3.1 summarizes the research model of this study.  
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Figure 3.1 The proposed research model of the present study. 

3.5 Method 

Design and participants 

The hypotheses were tested in an experimental study that used a 2 (extent of exit: 

gradual vs. entire) x 2 (timing of announcement: early vs. late) + 1 control 

(continuation of sponsorship) design. Two hundred and four supporters (84% male, 

Mage = 41.10 years, SD = 17.38) of the German second division soccer team, VfR 

Aalen, participated in the study. The VfR Aalen, founded in 1921, is a medium-sized 

club from the south of Germany. The team’s main sponsor is detergent provider 

proWIN. At the time of the data collection, proWIN sponsored the team for the last 

two years. Further, at that moment, neither a renewal nor an end of the sponsorship 

was announced, although the sponsorship contract was due to expire at the end of the 

year. 

Procedure and stimuli 

The data collection took place prior to a VfR Aalen home game. Four trained 

interviewers received a stack of randomly mixed questionnaires. Each stack included 

all five scenarios in equal numbers. This procedure guaranteed a roughly equal 
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distribution of participants across the experimental groups. Interviewers who finished 

their stack received new ones. They asked potential participants around the stadium 

if they would be willing to answer a few questions about their favorite team, VfR 

Aalen. The respondents got a clipboard with a booklet that included first the 

experimental material in written form as well as the questionnaire. Both were written 

in the German language. At the beginning, the instructions informed the participants 

that the study was about sponsorship of VfR Aalen. Next, we checked if the 

awareness of proWIN’s sponsorship may affect the results of this study. For that, we 

used the ANOVA with the factor awareness (coding 0 = awareness, 1 = no 

awareness) in each instance for the manipulation check variables, with perceived 

abandonment as the mediator and attitudes as the dependent variable. We asked the 

participants to list all sponsors of VfR Aalen in order to check whether they were 

aware of proWIN’s sponsorship of the team. Forty-three (21.6%) respondents did not 

mention proWIN as a sponsor of VfR Aalen. The analyses revealed that these 

participants did not differ significantly from those who mentioned proWIN’s 

sponsorship regarding the means of the manipulation check variables, the mediator, 

the dependent variable, as well as the hypothesized relationships. Thus, we exclude a 

potential influence of sponsorship awareness. 

Next, participants were asked to read one of five different versions of a fictitious 

newspaper article that served as the experimental manipulation. The article included 

information about proWIN and its sponsorship and informed participants that the 

sponsorship will be terminated (continued in the control group). Further, to 

manipulate the independent variables of this study, the article contained information 

about the extent of the exit as well as the timing of the announcement. In the gradual 

exit condition, the article stated that the sponsor terminates the main sponsorship of 

VfR Aalen, but continues the sponsorship on a smaller scale as a premium sponsor, 

whereas in the entire exit condition the sponsor terminates the sponsorship 

completely. Manipulating the timing of the announcement, the article in the early 

announcement condition stated that the sponsor informed the sponsored party more 

than one year ago about the termination, whereas the article in the late announcement 

condition stated that the sponsor informed the sponsored party last week. All 

versions of the newspaper article are included in the Appendix. 

After reading the article the respondents were asked to suggest what they thought 

about the article and its information. We included this question as an indirect 
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measure to assess the credibility and plausibility of the article. A content analysis of 

the answers showed that only three participants expressed doubts about the article’s 

credibility. These respondents did not differ significantly from those without doubts 

regarding any variables or the relationships between them. 

Finally, the participants responded to the measures regarding the mediator, the 

dependent variable and the manipulation check variables. At the end, a hypothesis 

guessing task indicated that none of the participants either correctly identified the 

experimental design nor the original goals of the study.  

Measures 

The study used established multi-item scales to measure the key variables. The 

measures used seven-point rating scales, anchored at 1 = totally agree and 7 = totally 

disagree, unless otherwise stated. The mediator, perceived abandonment of the 

sponsored property, was measured using three items (e.g., “In my opinion, proWIN 

has abandoned VfR Aalen”, α = 0.95; Phillips et al., 2004). Attitudes toward the 

sponsoring brand were measured using three seven-point semantic differential items 

(positive/good/like = 1, negative/bad/do not like = 7, α = 0.96; Simmons and Becker-

Olsen, 2006). The results of an exploratory factor analysis using Varimax rotation 

showed that the dependent variable and the mediator were separate constructs and 

revealed loadings above .90 for all items. To test the experimental manipulations, we 

used one item (“ProWIN ends the sponsorship engagement entirely”) (M = 4.27, SD 

= 2.03) to assess the extent of exit, and one item (“ProWIN informed VfR Aalen 

early about the sponsorship termination”) (M = 4.00, SD = 1.92) to assess the timing 

of the announcement.  

3.6 Results 

Manipulation checks 

An ANOVA with the extent the of exit as the independent variable and the item 

representing perceptions of the exit as gradual or entire showed a significant effect 

(F(1, 155) = 10.02, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.06). As expected, participants in the “entire exit” 

condition showed significantly higher agreement with the statement compared to 

participants in the “gradual exit” condition (Mentire exit = 3.77, Mgradual exit  = 4.77). In 

addition, another ANOVA with the factor timing of the announcement as the 

independent variable and the item representing perceptions of the timing as early or 

late as the dependent variable also showed a significant effect in the expected 
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direction (F(1, 158) = 80.25, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.34). Participants in the “early 

announcement” condition (Mearly announcement = 2.90) showed significantly higher 

agreement with the statement compared to participants of the “late announcement” 

condition (Mlate announcement  = 5.13). Additional analyses including both experimental 

factors showed that the two factors did not interact in predicting the scores of either 

the extent of exit manipulation check item (F(1, 153) = 0.21, p = 0.65) or the timing 

of announcement manipulation check item (F(1, 156) = 2.93, p = 0.09).  

Main dependent variables 

To assess whether a sponsorship exit, as compared to a continuation of the 

sponsorship, influences consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsoring brand (H1) we 

used a one-factorial ANOVA with a variable that included all experimental 

conditions and the control condition “continuation” as the independent variable and 

brand attitudes as the dependent variable (N = 204). To perform the ANOVA, we 

used the average of the three items. The results reveal a significant main effect (F(4, 

189) = 23.39,  p < 0.001, η2 = 0.33). In support of H1, post hoc testing using 

Bonferroni correction shows that attitudes toward the sponsoring brand in the 

continuation condition (Mcontinuation = 2.16) are significantly better compared to 

all other experimental conditions. Table 3.1 summarizes the means of all groups and 

the detailed post hoc test results. 

Table 3.1 Comparison of attitude scores in the experimental groups with the sponsorship continuation 

control condition. 

Control 

group      Experimental groups M SD SE Sig. 

Sponsorship 

continuation  

 

 2.16 .09 

  

 

Gradual exit early 

announcement 
 3.26 1.32 0.33   0.01 

Gradual exit late 

announcement  4.00 1.50 0.31 <0.001 

Entire exit early 

announcement  4.47 1.74 0.31 <0.001 

Entire exit late 

announcement  4.96 1.37 0.32 <0.001 

Note: The p-values refer to the comparison with the sponsorship continuation control condition.  

 

 

Testing H2-H4, we conducted a two-factorial ANOVA with the extent of exit and 

the timing of announcement as the independent variables of this study and brand 
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attitudes as the dependent variable (N = 156). The results revealed significant main 

effects on attitudes for both factors. The effect of the extent of exit on attitudes (F(1, 

152) = 20.10, p < 0.001, η
2
 = 0.12) lends support to H2. Consequently, the 

consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsoring brand in the gradual exit condition 

(Mgradual exit = 3.66) were significantly better than in the entire exit condition (Mentire exit = 

4.70). Moreover, the results confirm H3 because the effect of the timing of 

announcement also showed a significant main effect on attitudes (F(1, 152) = 6.62, p 

= 0.01, η
2
 = 0.04). Attitudes in the early announcement condition (Mearly announcement = 

3.93) were significantly better than in the late announcement condition (Mlate announcement 

= 4.46). In addition, not supporting H4, the interaction effect of the extent of the exit 

and the timing of the announcement on attitudes was not significant (F(1, 152) = 

0.254, p = 0.62). Table 3.2 summarizes the results of the two-factorial ANOVA. 

Table 3.2 Results of the two-factorial ANOVA. 

  F Sig. Partial η2 

Attitude (dependent variable)    

Extent of exit  20.10 <0.001 0.12 

Timing of announcement  6.62 0.01 0.04 

Extent x Timing  0.25 0.62 <0.01 

 

Mediational analyses 

To test if the effect of the extent of the exit on consumers’ attitudes is mediated 

through perceived abandonment of the sponsored property (H5), we used the SPSS 

macro PROCESS (model 4) developed by Hayes (2013). To conduct the analysis, we 

created one dummy variable for the experimental factor “extent of exit” (dummy 

coding: gradual exit = 0, entire exit = 1) as the independent variable. Hence, the 

model included the dummy variable for the extent of exit, the perceived 

abandonment of the sponsored property as the mediator, as well as sponsor attitude 

as the dependent variable. That way we are able to measure whether the indirect 

effect of the extent of exit on attitudes through the mediator perceived abandonment 

is significant.  

First, the regression analyses show a significant negative effect of the extent of 

exit on perceived abandonment (β = −1.0, p < 0.001), second a significant negative 
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effect of perceived abandonment on attitudes (β = −0.21, p = 0.01) and third a 

significant positive effect of the extent of exit on attitudes (β = 0.81, p < 0.01). 

Besides, in support of H5, a bootstrap analysis shows the absence of zero within the 

confidence interval (BootLLCI = 0.05, BootULCI = 0.44). The results indicate that 

perceived abandonment of the sponsored property partially mediates the effect of the 

extent of exit on consumer’s attitudes toward the sponsoring brand. Hence, higher 

perceptions of an abandonment of the sponsored property explain the poorer attitudes 

in the entire exit condition compared to the better attitudes in the gradual exit 

condition (Table 3.3). 

Table 3.3 Results of the mediation analysis 

 B SE t Sig. 

Direct effects     

Extent of exit on perceived abandonment -1.0 0.24 -4.15 <0.001 

Perceived abandonment on attitudes  -0.21 0.08 -2.58  0.01 

Extent of exit on attitudes   0.81 

 

0.25  3.19 <0.01 

 

Indirect effect of extent of exit on attitudes  

(via perceived abandonment) 

 

  0.21 0.09 -  0.03 

Note: SE, bootstrap standard error. 95 % confidence level for confidence intervals. 

3.7 Discussion and implications 

To date, the majority of studies in the field of sponsorship focus on the beginning 

and ongoing phase of a sponsorship engagement. However, almost no research refers 

to the ending phase. Therefore, we examined the effects of a sponsorship exit on 

consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsoring brand. As mentioned, the few studies on 

the effects of a sponsorship termination indicate that a sponsorship exit can elicit 

negative effects for the sponsoring brand (Dick and Uhrich, 2017; Grohs et al., 2016; 

Ruth and Strizhakova, 2012). The present research confirms these previous findings 

by showing that an exit compared to a continuation negatively influences consumers’ 

attitudes toward the sponsoring brand, independent of the extent of exit as well as the 

timing of announcement. The results reveal that attitudes in the “continuation” 

control condition were significantly better than in all experimental exit groups. Based 
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on these results, we recommend that sponsors take into account possible negative 

effects for their brand when terminating a sponsorship engagement.     

However, our results further show that within an ending process the sponsor has 

the opportunity to influence consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsoring brand and 

mitigate these negative effects. While the relevant studies on relationship endings in 

general (Halinen and Täthinen, 2002; Täthinen and Halinen, 2002) as well as on the 

effects of a sponsorship ending on consumers’ attitudes so far just considered the 

case of an entire exit, this study expands the research by investigating the effects of 

an entire as well as a gradual exit on consumers’ attitudes. Based on social identity 

theory, the results reveal that the extent of exit influences consumers’ attitudes 

toward the sponsor’s brand. Consumers in the “gradual exit” condition had 

significantly better attitudes than in the “entire exit” condition. Hence, consumers 

particularly judge an exit more critically when the sponsor ceases the relationship 

with the sponsored party entirely instead of gradually. 

In addition, this study addresses the question of why consumers’ attitudes toward 

an exiting sponsor depend on the extent of exit. Within the context of an entire 

sponsorship exit, Dick and Uhrich (2017) found that perceptions of abandonment 

explain worse attitudes toward the exiting sponsor. The present research investigates 

if and to what extent the sponsor can minimize these consumers’ perceptions of 

abandonment and thus their negative attitudes toward the sponsoring brand. As 

hypothesized, our results show that the effect of the extent of exit on consumers’ 

attitudes is mediated by the perceived abandonment of the sponsored property. That 

understanding of the explanatory mechanisms underlying the effect of the extent of 

exit on attitudes can be taken into account in managing an exit. Within the context of 

inter-firm relationships outside the sport environment, studies particularly deal with 

several communication strategies that help to prevent negative effects for the 

disengaging firm (Giller and Matear, 2001; Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000). In addition, 

within the context of this study, we show that the abandoning firm can minimize 

negative effects on its brand by choosing the gradual exit option. Based on our 

results, we clearly recommend that sponsors exit gradually rather than terminate the 

engagement completely, if financially possible. That way, the associative link with 

and the financial support for the team remains, although to a lesser degree. As a 

result, the financial consequences of the exit, the consumers’ perceptions of 
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abandonment as well as negative attitudes toward the sponsoring brand can be 

reduced. 

Moreover, we found out that the main effect of the timing of announcement on 

consumers’ attitudes toward the brand was significant. This implies that consumers 

very well consider the timing of an announcement with regard to their sponsor 

evaluation. They may expect an early sponsor announcement rather than a late one. 

Consequently, their attitudes toward the exiting sponsor in the “early announcement” 

condition were significantly better than in the “late announcement” condition. The 

results confirm the assumption of several studies that the communication between the 

involved parties seems to be an important stage within a relationship ending process 

(Täthinen, 1998; Täthinen and Halinen-Kaila, 1997). More specifically, the present 

research proved that besides the content of that communication, its timing influences 

third parties’ attitudes, namely the consumer. Thus, because of these results, we 

recommend sponsors to inform the sponsored property as soon as possible about the 

decision to exit from the engagement. That way, the sponsor might have enough time 

to find a new sponsor. Consequently, consumers’ attitudes toward the exiting sponsor 

may be better than in the case of a late announcement. Our recommendation applies 

for the case of an entire as well a gradual termination.  

 Lastly, our results indicate that the effect that the extent of exit has on attitudes is 

not moderated by the timing of announcement. We argued that fans may perceive the 

sponsor’s behavior as detrimental for their favorite team on two accounts when the 

sponsor exits entirely as well as announcing the exit late. However, contrary to 

hypothesis 4, the negative effect of an entire exit compared to a gradual exit is not 

particularly strong in the case of a late announcement. One explanation therefore 

may be that in the case of a gradual exit (compared to an entire exit) consumers very 

well response to unfulfilled behavioral expectations negatively and perceive a late 

announcement as unfavorable for their team, too. 

3.8 Limitations and future research 

Although we are convinced that the results of this study deliver an important 

theoretical contribution as well as managerial implications, as with any experiment, 

our study is not without limitations regarding the generalizability of the results. Our 

findings are based on a single experiment in the context of a specific football team in 

Germany. For instance, the participants in our study were fans of a financially not 
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that well placed team. It would be relevant to investigate how fans of a financially 

well placed top team, for instance FC Bayern Munich, would evaluate an exiting 

sponsor in light of the extent of exit. Their perceptions of abandonment in response 

to an entire sponsorship termination may be less strong, as the exit usually should 

have less negative consequences compared to a smaller team. In addition, by contrast 

to the present research, it would be interesting to consider circumstances where the 

fans dislike the ongoing sponsor of their favorite team. For instance, the fans of the 

German first league soccer team SV Werder Bremen recently protested against the 

continuation of the sponsorship of the poultry manufacturer Wiesenhof because of 

the firm’s bad reputation. In these specific cases, the fans may be actually glad about 

an entire exit compared to a gradual exit or a sponsorship continuation. Further, our 

study just refers to the football context. Hence, it would be important to test our 

variables in other settings and sports prospectively.  

Moreover, we just asked the spectators at a soccer game and thus fans of the 

sponsored property who may realize when the sponsor ends the relationship to as 

well as the financial support for their favorite team. However, apart from highly-

involved fans, the sponsor’s target is mostly the general public in the respective 

region. Thus, first it would be interesting to know how far these consumers are aware 

of the sponsorship exit and second if it affects them at all. Further research is 

required to address these issues.  

 A further limitation relates to the fact that the few studies that investigated the 

effects of a sponsorship termination on consumers’ attitudes are only based on an 

experimental approach. However, it might be a relevant and innovative way for 

future studies to test the effects of real sponsorship endings on consumers’ attitudes. 

That approach, for instance, would enable the investigation of the long-term effects 

of a sponsorship termination. Hence, future research is called for to deal with real 

endings that have in addition already occurred two or three years ago.    

Future research might also address the sponsor’s communication after a 

sponsorship termination that addresses the characteristics of the sponsored property. 

Grey and Skildum-Reid (2001) recommend that sponsors do not badmouth the 

sponsored party after the withdrawal from that property. The fans may develop 

negative attitudes toward a sponsor who badmouths their favorite team after 

termination. On the contrary, we propose that a communication strategy highlighting 

the club in a positive way, for instance emphasizing the traditional values of the club 
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or pointing out the successful relationship in the past, may be seen positively by the 

team’s fans. Hence, manipulating several communication strategies would advance 

the knowledge about the effects of a sponsorship termination on consumers’ 

attitudes. 

 Besides, from a management perspective a sponsor might think about the best 

timing to exit gradually or entirely. The question might occur of not fulfilling the 

contract by dissolving it prematurely or just not to extend the current contract. 

Referring to that aspect, Reed et al. (2010) indicate that the first option is just 

possible if the sponsorship contract comprises the appropriate clauses. Even if not, 

Cornwell (2014) suggests that it can be useful to arrange a dissolution of contract for 

both sides. In that case, consumers may evaluate the sponsor even more critically. 

Future research is called for to deal with the timing of the termination. 

Moreover, it would be interesting to consider future sponsorships of an exiting 

sponsor. In practice, a sponsor might end a sponsorship engagement while directly 

entering into a new one. We argued that fans perceive the exiting sponsor no longer 

as part of the in-group and thus develop negative attitudes. That effect may be even 

stronger when they become aware of the sponsor supporting another sport team 

directly after the termination, for instance a direct competitor or even a rival team in 

the same type of sport. In that case, fans may even perceive the sponsor as becoming 

member of a relevant out-group or even a hateful out-group (White and Dahl, 2007).  

Finally, future research on relationship ending outside the sponsorship context 

could transfer our research model into several kinds of relationships, for instance 

other business to business, business to costumer as well as personal relationships. It 

would be interesting, for example in the context of a business to business relationship 

termination outside the sport sector, to test our variables and their effects on attitudes 

toward an abandoning firm from a third person’s view.  
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3.10 Appendix 

Stimuli used in the experimental study. 

Control condition: Sponsorship continuation 

Aalen. ProWIN international makes use of the option to maintain the current 

sponsorship contract with VfR Aalen. As the main sponsor of VfR Aalen, proWIN 

obtains besides the jersey sponsorship a huge package of touchline advertising and 

general benefits around the club.     

“The strategies and visions of the Board and the sport administration have 

completely convinced us to continue our engagement as the main sponsor of VfR. 

Obviously, we will also support the club further in the case of a relegation into the 

third Bundesliga”, says Ingolf Winter, the manager of proWIN Winter GmbH.  

Carl Ferdinand, member of VfR Aalen’s board, was obviously relieved about the 

continuation: “The premature commitment of proWIN as a sponsor of VfR Aalen 

gives us planning certainty for the next season. We are very pleased that even in hard 

times the partnership between VfR Aalen and proWIN persists”. 

Experimental conditions: Sponsorship exit 

Aalen. ProWIN international will not continue its engagement as the main sponsor of 

VfR Aalen. ProWIN does not make use of the option to maintain the current 

sponsorship contract with the club that officially ends in 2015. VfR Aalen announced 

via a press release that proWIN would no longer be available as the main sponsor of 

the club.   

The extent of exit 

Gradual exit 

“For the next season, we decided to terminate only our engagement as the main 

sponsor of VfR Aalen but not the complete sponsorship engagement. As a premium 

sponsor, we will further support VfR Aalen, although to a lesser degree than before”, 

says Ingolf Winter, the manager of proWIN Winter GmbH.  

Entire exit 

“For the next season, we decided to terminate our engagement as the main sponsor of 

VfR Aalen. Thus, we will not any longer support the club financially in the next few 

years”, says Ingolf Winter, the manager of proWIN Winter GmbH.  
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The timing of announcement 

Early announcement 

As being announced, proWIN informed VfR Aalen more than one year ago and thus 

early about that decision. 

Late announcement 

As being announced, proWIN informed VfR Aalen not before last week and thus 

recently about that decision. 
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4 The effect of the valence of sponsorship information on 

consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand 

4.1 Abstract 

Purpose 

To date, research on sponsorship considers the effects of only positive or only 

negative sponsorship information on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. 

However, in practice, sometimes mixed information (positive and negative) is 

available that influences consumers’ sponsor evaluations. To mirror the information 

situation of the real world, this study investigates how the valence of sponsorship 

information (only positive vs. mixed vs. only negative) and the strength of 

sponsorship information (weak vs. strong) influence the consumers’ attitudes toward 

the sponsor brand.  

Design/methodology/approach 

This research uses an experimental research design (N = 210). Data were collected 

among students of a German university.  

Findings 

The results reveal that when the strength of information was weak, attitudes in the 

mixed information condition were not significantly worse than in the only positive 

condition and significantly better than in the only negative condition. In addition, 

when the strength of information was strong, attitudes in the mixed information 

condition were significantly worse than in the only positive condition and 

significantly better than in the only negative condition.  

Practical implication 

This study offers several practical recommendations regarding the sponsors’ 

evaluation of their investments and the decision to maintain or exit the sponsorship 

of a controversial object. 

Originality/value 

This study expands the research on the effects of available sponsorship information 

on consumers’ sponsor evaluation. The present research highlights the effects of 

different types of sponsorship information on consumers’ attitudes and considers the 

strength of information as a boundary condition of these effects.  
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4.2 Introduction 

During the last decade, many companies have invested money into different kinds of 

sponsorships to increase their brand awareness and to improve their brand image. 

Because of its popularity, the area of sport seems to be very attractive to establish an 

associative link between a companies’ brand and the sponsored property, for instance 

a single athlete or a sport event. Research indicates that the information consumers 

have about the sponsored property essentially influence their evaluation of the 

corresponding sponsor (Schnittka et al., 2013; Simmons and Becker-Olsen, 2006). 

Specifically, research shows that positive information about the sponsored property 

leads to positive sponsorship effects, like an improved brand image (Fahy et al., 

2004; Gwinner and Eaton, 1999; Simmons and Becker-Olsen, 2006) whereas 

negative information negatively influence consumers’ sponsorship evaluations 

(Cunningham et al., 2009; Schnittka et al., 2013).  

Studies have so far been considered with the effects of only positive or only 

negative sponsorship information on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. 

However, this approach does not reflect the information situation in real world. In 

practice, consumers often evaluate the sponsor based on a simultaneous combination 

of positive and negative sponsorship information. A good example is the sponsorship 

of sport mega events, like the Olympics, or the FIFA World Cup. Such mega events 

often cause positive (e.g. outstanding athletic performances) as well as negative 

coverage (e.g. doping). However, within sponsorship research, no study has 

considered consumers’ sponsor evaluations based on both types of information 

simultaneously. To fill this gap, based on the concept of attitudinal ambivalence (e.g. 

Kaplan, 1972; Priester and Petty, 1996), the present research considers the effect of 

the valence of information (only positive vs. mixed vs. only negative) on consumers’ 

attitudes toward the sponsor brand. That way, the author extends research findings by 

examining how consumers evaluate the sponsor of a property that is presented as 

both positively and negatively.  

Secondly, independent of the valence of information, the available sponsorship 

information may also vary regarding their strength. For instance, negative 

information may vary from weak to strong (e.g. an athlete’s poor performance vs. an 

athlete’s illegal misbehavior). Research confirms that several types of crisis and 

scandal surrounding the sponsored entity may lead to several intensity levels of 
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sponsorship information (Hughes and Shank, 2005; Prior et al., 2013). In addition, 

research outside of the sponsorship context also indicates that the intensity of 

available information may influence the effect of the valence of information on 

consumers’ attitudes. Thus, based on the assumptions of the positive-negative 

asymmetry or the negativity and positivity effect (Kanouse and Hanson, 1971; 

Czapinski, 1988), this study considers the strength of information (weak vs. strong) 

as a moderator of the effect of the valence of information (only positive vs. mixed vs. 

only negative) on attitudes.  

As mentioned, there is reason to believe that, in practice, the structure of the 

available information that influence consumers’ attitudes toward and evaluation of 

the sponsor brand is more complex than just the effect of only positive vs. only 

negative event information. The results of this study may expand future research 

results and provide new knowledge about the effects of different sponsorship 

information on consumers’ attitudes. The concerned sponsors may consider the 

results of the present study regarding their evaluation of sponsorship engagements 

and the decision to maintain or exit the sponsorship of a controversial object. 

4.3 Literature review 

To date, research outside of the sponsorship context has only considered the effect of 

only negative (vs. only positive) information on consumers’ evaluation, as dependent 

on several variables. For instance personal characteristics, such as the age 

(Carstensen and  Mikels, 2005; Spaniol et al., 2008), or the gender (Sheehan, 1999; 

Bae and Lee, 2011) of the judging person. Further, within the marketplace, research 

indicates that variables that refer to the relationship between a consumer and a target 

brand influence the effect of only negative (vs. only positive) information on 

consumers’ evaluations, such as consumers’ prior brand attitudes, brand familiarity, 

brand commitment and identification (Ahluwalia, 2002; Ahluwalia et al., 2000; Funk 

and Pritchard, 2006; Liu et al., 2010). For instance, Ahluwalia (2002) demonstrated 

that brand familiarity is likely to attenuate the negativity effect (the greater impact of 

negative than positive information). 

Research within the sponsorship context shows that available information about a 

sponsored property essentially influences consumers’ attitudes toward that entity, as 

well as their evaluation of the corresponding sponsor. To date, studies have 

considered the effect of 1) only positive, 2) only negative or 3) only positive vs. only 
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negative sponsorship information on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. 

In the context of only positive or neutral information, they may welcome a 

sponsorship engagement. For instance, studies within the team sport context show 

that fans have favorable attitudes toward the current sponsor of their favorite team 

that are presented as neutral to positive (Madrigal, 2000; Madrigal, 2001). However, 

research indicates that the increasing frequency of several types of crisis and scandal 

within the sport context cause negative information, too (Prior et al., 2013; Wilson et 

al., 2010). Because of that, many of the current studies concentrate on the effects of 

several types of negative information (e.g. immorality vs. incompetence; intended vs. 

unintended misconduct) on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsored property, as 

well as the sponsor brand (Um, 2013; Sato et al., 2015; Yoon and Shin, 2017). For 

instance, Um (2013), as well as Sato et al., (2015), empirically showed that negative 

information about a sponsored athlete caused by an intended misbehavior leads to 

stronger negative consumer attitudes toward the sport entity involved compared to an 

unintended wrongdoing. Hence, the research results imply that a sponsored object’s 

involvement in negative events not only damages its own reputation, but also detracts 

from the value of the sponsorship.  

As with the first study, Schnittka et al. (2013) combined both types of sponsorship 

information and, hence, considered the effect of only positive vs. only negative 

information on consumers’ sponsor evaluation. Their research results indicate that 

only negative information (vs. only positive) about a sponsored event negatively 

affects sponsors’ brand images. In addition, they showed that this effect is stronger 

when consumers are highly involved with the sponsee and weaker when consumers 

have a great familiarity with the sponsoring brand.   

 In sum, the above-mentioned studies in the field of sponsorship consider the 

effects of positive or negative sponsorship information (as isolated from each other) 

on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. However, none consider the 

consumers’ sponsor evaluation based on mixed information. Referring to the 

particularized state of research, the present research makes the following meaningful 

contributions to the field of sponsorship research, considering 1) consumers’ 

attitudes dependent on the simultaneous presence of positive and negative 

sponsorship information and 2) empirically assessing the strength of information as a 

boundary condition of the effect of the valence of information (only positive vs. 
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mixed vs. only negative) on attitudes. Thus, addressing these issues, the author 

considers the following theoretical approach. 

4.4 Hypothesis and research model 

The valence of sponsorship information: the degree of consumers’ attitudinal 

ambivalence 

In this research, the author examines the effects of the valence of sponsorship 

information on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. As mentioned, in 

practice, consumers may receive messages with only positive information, only 

negative information, as well as mixed information. Thus, they may evaluate the 

sponsor based only on positive (positive economic event effects), only negative (e.g. 

athlete’s doping) or mixed information (e.g. positive economic event effects and 

athlete’s doping).  

To predict the effects of the valence of sponsorship information (only positive vs. 

mixed vs. only negative) on consumers’ attitudes, the author refers to research on the 

attitudinal ambivalence of a judging person (e.g. Kaplan, 1972; Priester and Petty, 

1996; Schneider and Schwarz, 2017). Schneider and Schwarz (2017, p. 39) suggest 

that “attitudinal ambivalence refers to the simultaneous occurrence of positive and 

negative implicit and explicit evaluations of a single attitude object”. Attitudes 

toward another object depend on the degree of the attitudinal ambivalence of the 

judging person toward that object and, thus, are a function of ambivalence. For 

instance, Kaplan’s ambivalence model (1972) proposes that the degree of 

ambivalence is a function of the sum of positive and negative reactions minus the 

absolute value of the positive minus negative reactions. Similarly, Green and 

Goldfried (1965) suggest that attitudes compose the net difference between the 

positive and negative valent processes, as aroused by a stimulus. Importantly, the 

level of ambivalence essentially depends on the presented information regarding an 

attitude object. For instance, Priester and Petty (1996) empirically showed that 

presented information, in terms of the amount of positive and negative traits 

regarding a fictitious person, influence the attitudinal ambivalence and hence the 

evaluation of a judging person.  

Thus, when the available information regarding an object is either only positive or 

only negative, a person’s degree of ambivalence is low and attitudes toward that 

object are one sided, namely favorable or unfavorable (Eagly and Chaiken, 1993; 
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Petty et al., 1994).  Within the context of the present study, in the case of only 

positive information, consumers are confronted with solely positive sponsorship 

information. One example is the positive reporting regarding the successful 

comeback of the professional tennis player Roger Federer. In this case, no parallel 

negative information was present, so consumers’ attitudes toward the corresponding 

sponsor were based on mostly positive components. In contrast, when the consumers 

are confronted with only negative sponsorship information, their sponsor evaluation 

is mainly based on negative traits (for instance the coverage about the doping case of 

Lance Armstrong). Hence, in both conditions, consumers’ attitudinal ambivalence is 

low and their attitudes toward the sponsor brand are, in each case, one sided. Thus, 

favorable in the only positive information condition and unfavorable in the only 

negative information condition.  

Further, Klaus et al. (1997) indicate that when people evaluate another object that 

has both positive and negative attributes, such evaluatively inconsistent information 

leads to attitudinal ambivalence, namely the coexistence of a positive and negative 

evaluation of the particular object. Regarding a sponsorship evaluation, this means 

the consumers receive messages with sponsorship information of opposite values. In 

that case, different kinds of sponsorship information are opposing each other and the 

consumers evaluate the sponsor based on both positive and negative components. For 

example, sport mega events, such as the Olympic Games in Brazil 2016 or the 

current FIFA World Cup 2018 in Russia, cause positive and negative coverage. 

Before, during and after these events, the media reports negatively about the event, 

for instance about its dubious and non-transparent allocation, doping cases regarding 

sportsmen or sport teams, ethical problems concerning the events, etc. However, the 

coverage also contains positive event information, such as outstanding athletic 

performances, the great atmosphere within the stadiums, or the positive economic 

and social effect of the event on the host population. Another good example is the 

current opposing coverage of the professional soccer players Cristiano Ronaldo (Real 

Madrid) and Lionel Messi (FC Barcelona). The media reports the outstanding 

sporting performances of these two players, while at the same time circulating 

negative headlines about their tax fraud. In these situations, consumers may weigh 

the positive and negative event information and may be ambivalent regarding the 

evaluation of the corresponding sponsors. Further, their attitudes toward the sponsor 

brand result from their simultaneous exposure to both positive and negative 
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sponsorship information. Anecdotal evidence suggests that attitudes are mixed and 

located in between when they possess both positive and negative features (Klaus et 

al., 1997; Priester and Petty, 1996). Referring to the consumers’ degree of attitudinal 

ambivalence, the author hypothesizes: 

H 1a: In a mixed information condition, consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor 

brand are worse than in an only positive information condition.  

H 1b: In a mixed information condition, consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor 

brand are better than in an only negative information condition.   

The moderating role of the strength of information: the negativity vs. the positivity 

effect  

Independent of the strength of information, consumers’ attitudes in the mixed 

information condition should be better than in the only negative and worse than in 

the only positive information condition. However, theoretical arguments indicate that 

this effect depends on the strength of the sponsorship information. Practical 

experiences indicate that, independent of the valence of sponsorship information, the 

strength of sponsorship information varies from weak to strong. Hence, in practice, 

the strength of the available positive and negative sponsorship information is 

sometimes rather weak (e.g. an athlete’s good performance and an athlete’s injury) 

and sometimes rather strong (e.g. charity work and illegal misbehavior). Research 

also confirms that information regarding sport objects is often on different levels of 

content. Different types of crisis and scandal involving the sponsored entity 

especially lead to several intensity levels of information (Hughes and Shank, 2005; 

Prior et al., 2013).  

Importantly, the theoretical arguments indicate that the strength of sponsorship 

information moderates the effect of the valence of sponsorship information on 

consumers’ attitudes. To predict this moderating effect of the strength of sponsorship 

information, the author refers to assumptions of the positive-negative asymmetry or 

the negativity bias, also called the negativity effect (i.a. Kanouse and Hanson, 1971; 

Czapinski, 1982, 1988). Peeters and Czapinski (1990, p. 33) define the negativity 

effect as “a greater impact of evaluatively negative than of equally intense positive 

stimuli on a subject”. Taylor emphasizes that “negative events evoke strong and 

rapid physiological, cognitive, emotional, and social responses” (1991, p. 67). 

Several studies show that, when the intensity of information is higher, negative 
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events elicit more responses than neutral or positive events. For instance, Anderson 

(1981) showed that a person presented as sincere and at the same time heartless is 

evaluated more negatively compared to the average evaluation of a sincere and a 

heartless person. Other studies confirm these results regarding the evaluation of a 

person based on a list of positive and negative traits and acts (e.g. Fiske, 1980; 

Reeder and Spores, 1983; Ronis and Lipinski, 1985). Importantly, the basic 

assumption of the negativity effect in general is that when the stimuli (positive and 

negative information) are more intense, the negative stimuli influence an object’s 

evaluation more heavily than the equally intense positive stimuli (Peeters and 

Czapinski, 1990; Rozin and Royzman, 2001). One reason thereof may be that the 

more intense negative stimuli are, the more they may be associated with irreversible 

outcomes, such as lasting damage (for instance, within the context of the present 

research, resulting in economical or ecological  long term problems for the host city 

after the mega event).  

However, as mentioned, within the context of the present research, sometimes the 

strength of the positive and negative sponsorship information is weak. Regarding that 

case, theoretical arguments are indicative that when positive and negative 

information are weak, the negativity effect might even turn into a positivity effect. In 

other words, in the case of weak stimuli, the positive stimuli may even influence the 

object’s evaluation more heavily than the negative. For instance, Czapinski (1982, 

1988) characterized a person by one positive and one negative trait, which were 

either extremely polarized, moderately polarized or slightly polarized. The results 

show that the liking of that person was inversely related to the intensity. While a 

relative strong negativity effect was observed for the most extreme trait pairs, that 

effect decreased as the stimulus intensity decreased and even reversed into the 

predicted positivity effect for the least intense trait pairs.  

Thus, in the context of the present study, the author manipulates the strength of 

positive and negative sponsorship event information from weak to strong. Referring 

to the assumptions of the positivity and negativity effect, the author proposes that the 

strength of information influences the effect of the valence of information on 

attitudes. 

More formally, the author hypothesizes: 

H 2a: When the strength of information is weak, attitudes in the mixed 

information condition are not significantly worse than in the only positive condition.  
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H 2b: When the strength of information is weak, attitudes in the mixed 

information condition are significantly better than in the only negative condition.  

H 3a: When the strength of information is strong, attitudes in the mixed 

information condition are significantly worse than in the only positive condition.  

H 3b: When the strength of information is strong, attitudes in the mixed 

information condition are not significantly better than in the only negative condition.  

4.5 Method 

Design and participants 

The hypotheses were tested by an experimental research design that used a 3 

(valence of information: only positive versus mixed versus only negative) x 2 

(strength of information: weak versus strong) design. Subjects were 210 students 

(70% male, Mage = 22.36, SD = 2.52) of a German university. A real running event, 

namely the marathon of the German city of Bonn, which takes place ones a year, 

functioned as the sponsored event within this study.  By the time of data collection, 

about 3 months before the 2018 marathon takes place, a sponsorship announcement 

seemed to be realistic. The evaluated sponsor was a fictive company, called Orico. 

That way, the author ensured that the consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand 

were attributed to the sponsorship information and not to prior attitudes toward the 

sponsor, as it might be in the case of a real sponsor. Hence, the event and its sponsor 

were deemed appropriate for this study.  

Procedure and stimuli 

The data was collected within classes at a German university. That way, the silent 

environment made sure that the participants were able to concentrate on the stimuli 

and to answer the questions quietly. The interviewer used several stacks of randomly 

mixed questionnaires. Each stack included all six scenarios in equal numbers. This 

procedure guaranteed a roughly equal distribution of participants across the 

experimental groups. The participants received a booklet that included the 

experimental material as well as the questionnaire. Both were in the German 

language. First, the participants were asked to read one of six different versions of a 

fictitious newspaper article that served as the experimental manipulation. To 

manipulate the valence of information and the strength of information, the six 

newspaper versions contained several forms of event information. In the weak 

information condition, the article either informed the reader about the nice 
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supporting program (weak positive condition), about organizational problems 

concerning the event (weak negative condition) or about both (mixed condition). In 

the strong information condition, the article either informed the reader about the 

charitable function of the event (strong positive condition), about doping problems 

during the event (strong negative) or about both (strong mix condition). All versions 

of the newspaper article are included in the Appendix.  

To assess the credibility of the article, after reading, the participants were asked to 

indicate what they thought about the event and sponsorship information. A content 

analysis of the answers showed that none of the participants expressed doubts about 

the article’s credibility. Finally, the participants responded to several measures 

relating to the dependent variable and the manipulation check variables.  

Measures 

The main dependent variable, namely consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand, 

was measured using three seven-point semantic differential items (positive / good / 

like = 1, negative / bad / do not like = 7, α = 0.87; Simmons & Becker-Olsen, 2006). 

To test the experimental manipulation of the valence of information, the author used 

the item (“How did you perceive the reporting of the Bonn-Marathon”). Appropriate 

to the characteristic attributes of the valence of information, respondents could tick 

positive, positive and negative, or negative. To measure the strength of the 

information manipulation item (“How extreme have you felt the information about 

the Bonn-Marathon is”) (M = 4.54, SD = 1.41), the author used a seven-point rating 

scale, anchored at 1 = very extreme and 7 = not at all extreme.  

4.6 Results 

Manipulation checks  

Regarding the experimental manipulation of the valence of information, in the only 

positive information condition (N= 73), 61 respondents received the reporting of the 

Bonn-Marathon as only positive. Further, within the mixed information condition 

(N=69), 60 respondents perceived the information as mixed. Last, in the only 

negative condition (N=68), 51 respondents perceived the reporting as only negative. 

Further, an ANOVA with the experimental factor strength of information as the 

independent variable, and the item representing perceptions of the strength of 

information as the dependent variable, showed a significant difference between the 

weak information condition and the strong information condition in the expected 
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direction (Mweakinformation = 5.08, Mstronginformation = 3.96, F(1, 209) = 38.64, p < 0.001, η
2
 = 

0.16).  

Dependent variables 

To test the hypotheses, the author conducted a two-factorial ANOVA with the 

valence of information and the strength of information as the independent variables 

and brand attitudes as the dependent variable. The valence of information showed a 

significant main effect on attitudes (F(2, 208) = 23.99,  p < 0.001, η
2
 = 0.19). 

Furthermore, a post hoc test using Bonferroni correction revealed that attitudes in the 

mixed information condition (Mmixedinformation = 3.23) were not significantly worse than 

in the only positive information condition (Mpositiveinformation = 2.95, p = 0.19), but 

significantly better than in the only negative information condition (Mnegativeinformation = 

3.91, p < 0.001). Hence, the results support H1b, but do not confirm H1a. Moreover, 

as expected, attitudes in the only positive information condition were significantly 

better than in the only negative information condition (p < 0.001).  

The main effect of the strength of information on attitudes was also significant 

(F(1, 208) = 6.97, p = 0.009, η
2
 = 0.03). The consumers’ attitudes in the weak 

information condition (Mweakinformation = 3.20) were significantly better than in the strong 

information condition (Mstronginformation = 3.51). In addition, the interaction effect of the 

valence of information and the strength of information on attitudes was significant 

(F(2, 208) = 6.62, p = 0.002, η
2
 = 0.06). To specify the interaction effect, the author 

tested the effects of the valence of information in the two strength of information 

conditions. In the weak information condition, the effect of the valence of 

information on attitudes was significant (F(2, 108) = 4.00, p = 0.02, η
2
 = 0.07). The 

post hoc test showed that attitudes in the only positive information condition 

(Mpositiveinformation = 3.08) did not significantly differ from those in the mixed information 

condition (Mmixedinformation = 2.97, p = 1.0). Interestingly, attitudes in the only positive 

information condition were not significantly better than in the only negative 

information condition (Mnegativeinformation = 3.56, p = 0.08), whereas attitudes in the mixed 

information condition were significantly better than in the only negative information 

condition (p = 0.03). Further, in the strong information condition, the effect of the 

valence of information on attitudes was also significant (F(2, 100) = 27.79, p < 

0.001, η
2
 = 0.36). The post hoc test showed that, in the strong information condition, 

the attitudes in the mixed information condition (Mmixedinformation = 3.46) were 
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significantly worse than in the only positive information condition (Mpositiveinformation = 

2.80, p = 0.004) and significantly better than in the only negative information 

condition (Mnegativeinformation = 4.31, p < 0.001). Thus, the results do not indicate a 

negativity effect in the strong information condition as predicted in H3b. Moreover, 

as expected, attitudes in the only positive information condition were significantly 

better than in the only negative information condition (p < 0.001). Figure 4.1 shows 

the means of all groups and visually illustrates the interaction effect between the 

valence of information and the strength of information on attitudes. 

 

Figure 4.1 Interaction effect between the valence of information and the strength of information on 

attitudes. 

Notes: The attitude scale was 1 = very positive; 7 = very negative; Positive information = black 

shaded; mixed information = light gray shaded; negative information = dark gray shaded.  

*p < 0.05,**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 

4.7 Discussion and implications 

Most studies in the field of sponsorship refer to the effect of only positive or only 

negative sponsorship information on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. 

However, to date, no research considers the effect of mixed information on 

consumers’ attitudes. Schnittka et al. (2013) empirically showed the detrimental 

effect of negative (vs. positive) sponsorship information on consumers’ sponsor 

evaluation. The current study replicates these findings and expands upon them by 

detecting that, sometimes, consumers evaluate a sponsor based on positive and 

negative information at the same time. More specifically, in line with H1b, the 
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consumers’ attitudes in the mixed information condition were significantly better 

than in the only negative information. However, not supporting H1a, the consumers’ 

attitudes in the mixed information condition were not significantly worse than in the 

only positive information condition. 

To some extent, these results confirm the assumptions regarding consumers’ 

attitudinal ambivalence when positive and negative information are available 

(Priester and Petty, 1996; Schneider and Schwarz, 2017). However, although the 

attitudes in the mixed information condition were located in between the only 

positive and only negative condition, they were not significantly worse than in the 

only positive information condition. Thus, independent of the strength of 

information, the results reveal a positivity effect in the mixed information condition. 

Hence, the consumers seem to weigh positive information more heavily than the 

negative information. Consistently, the positive event information influenced their 

attitudes toward the sponsor more heavily than the negative information. Thus, 

within the context of the sponsorship, the results reveal that, in practice, the structure 

of the available information influencing consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor 

brand is more complex than the effect of only positive vs. only negative information, 

and that this influence consumers’ sponsor evaluations.  

Further, the author considered the strength of sponsorship information as a 

boundary condition of the effect of the valence of information on consumers’ 

attitudes. The results indicate that the strength of the information moderates this 

effect. Accordingly, regarding the weak information condition, the results confirm 

the assumptions of the positivity effect (Czapinski, 1982, 1988). As predicted in H2a 

and H2b, when the information was weak, the attitudes in the mixed information 

condition were not significantly worse than in the only positive information 

condition, but significantly better than in the only negative information condition. In 

other words, the positive information affected the consumers’ attitudes positively, 

while at the same time negative information seemed to be not strong enough to 

influence them negatively. The literature suggests that negative stimuli have a 

negative effect on peoples’ evaluations, especially when associated with irreversible 

outcomes, such as an event’s image problem because of doping. In the weak negative 

information condition (see Appendix), the consumers may not have perceived the 

negative information as irreversible at all and, hence, may have weighted the positive 

information much more.  
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However, in the strong information condition, the attitudes in the mixed 

information condition were indeed significantly worse than in the only positive 

information condition (as predicted in H3a), but (not as predicted in H3b) 

significantly better than in the only negative information condition. Hence, the 

results do not support the predicted negativity effect (e.g. Peeters and Czapinski, 

1990; Rozin and Royzman, 2001). One reason thereof might concern the 

manipulation of the strong negative information condition. The problems of doping 

are well-known and may not be new to consumers. During the last decade, doping 

was prevalent in several types of sports and events and was thematized by the media 

on plenty of occasions. Regarding this, research indicates that the influence of 

expected information is weaker than the influence of unexpected information 

(Hajcak et al., 2005; Reeder et al., 1989; Taylor, 1991). Similarly, research referring 

to the wear out effect within the advertising context indicates that, over time, 

repeatedly recurring advertising information loses its effects on consumers’ product 

and brand evaluation (Bass et al., 2007; Naik et al., 1998; Simon, 1982). Transferring 

these assumptions to the effects of doping information on consumers’ sponsor 

evaluation, in part, doping may have lost its negative effects because it has occurred 

in the past and is not an unexpected phenomenon.   

These research results provide several implications for sponsors’ strategic 

direction of sponsorship engagements. Messner and Reinhard (2012) showed that a 

sponsorship exit can be beneficial for a sponsors’s brand in the case of only negative 

event information, at least when the sponsor has a good reputation. The present 

research confirms that only negative event information has a negative influence on 

consumers’ attitudes toward sponsors’ brands. However, based on the results of this 

study, the author suggests that sponsors should not bring a sponsorship engagement 

into question prematurely, especially when the information is weak. They should 

think carefully about the decision to prematurely terminate a sponsorship because of 

the occurrence of negative event information. Instead, they should also consider the, 

at the same time, potential positive event information that, at least in part, can 

mitigate the detrimental effect of the negative information on consumers’ attitudes. 

In addition, to attenuate the potential negative effects for their brand because of 

negative event information, when mixed information is available, sponsors should 

choose a communication strategy that highlights the positive event information. This 

can be achieved, for example, by communicating that, besides the problems 
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concerning an event, their sponsorship has positive effects, too. That may be the 

financial support for a type of sport or a single athlete. That way, besides the 

negative information that is mostly emphasized by the media (compared to the 

positive information), consumers may also regard the advantages of a sponsorship 

engagement when they evaluate the corresponding sponsor.  

4.8 Limitations and future research 

As with any experiment, our study is not without limitations regarding the 

generalizability of the results. First, our findings are based on a single experiment in 

the context of one chosen running sport event. Second, our subjects were students 

from a German sport university. Although, because of their sport affinity, they are a 

relevant target of sport sponsors, it is a task for future studies to replicate our findings 

in other settings and based on a larger and a more representative sample. For 

instance, it would be important for future studies to investigate how less interested 

sports consumers respond to different sponsorship information in the context of other 

sport events.  

Regarding the valence of information as the independent variable of the present 

research, the author expanded upon past research by considering the effect of mixed 

information compared to only positive and only negative sponsorship information. 

However, in some cases, the consumers may have no specific information at all 

about the event, neither positive nor negative. Since consumers may not always be 

aware of specific sponsorship information, future studies could compare the effects 

of only positive and only negative event information to a situation in which no 

specific information is available.  

Further, this study considered the strength of information as a moderator of the 

effect of the valence of information on attitudes. Therefore, the author manipulated 

several content levels of sponsorship information. Besides the strength of 

information, it would be interesting to examine the moderating effect of the amount 

of information, too. Independent of the valence and strength of information, 

consumers may sometimes evaluate the sponsor based on a large amount of 

information, whereas in other cases just a small amount of information is available.  

Another interesting issue concerns the intra- and inter-categorical intensity of 

stimuli. A crucial element of the negativity and positivity effect is the “equal 

intensity” of information (Peeters and Czapinski, 1990, p. 34). In the context of the 
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present research, the information in the weak information condition (weak 

positive/weak negative), as well as the strong information condition (strong 

positive/strong negative), was (on each occasion) of equal intensity. However, 

sometimes the consumers may evaluate the sponsors based on event information that 

is not of equal intensity. In such cases, the consumers may evaluate the sponsors 

based on rather strong positive and weak negative or weak positive and strong 

negative sponsorship information at the same time. To test this “trivial intensity 

effect” (Peeters and Czapinski, 1990, p. 34) within the context of sponsorship, future 

studies could address the effects of unequal intense event information.  

Further, our results indicate that consumers seem to weigh positive sponsorship 

information more heavily than negative information. As a consequence, the positive 

influence of positive event information on consumers’ attitudes is greater than the 

negative influence of negative information. Although the author discussed this issue 

and provided possible explanations (e.g. sustainability of effects) thereof in the 

discussion section, it would be interesting for future research to empirically 

investigate these and other approaches. 

 Last, research indicates that a sponsorship's effectiveness strongly depends on the 

sponsorship activation (Simmons and Becker-Olsen, 2006). Concerning the mixed 

information conditions, from the sponsor’s point of view, it would be relevant to 

know what communication strategy could help to maximize the positive effects of 

positive event information and to mitigate the negative effects of simultaneously 

available negative event information. Following Simmons and Becker-Olsen (2006), 

highlighting the high fit between the sponsor’s brand and the event could maximize 

the positive effects. In contrast, referring to Grohs et al. (2015), emphasizing the 

sponsor’s support for the sport itself while downplaying the negative information 

regarding the event might be an option to reduce the negative effects. Hence, future 

studies could empirically consider the effects of several sponsors’ communication 

strategies when mixed information is present. 
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4.10 Appendix 

Stimuli used in the experimental research design. 

Sponsorship information 

Orico sponsors the Bonn Marathon 2018The search for sponsors for the Bonn 

Marathon, April 2018, is well on its way. As announced, Orico, the manufacturer of 

consumer goods will officially sponsor the Marathon. Hence, the company is 

offering financially support for the sporting event. Richard Glokus, CEO of Orico 

confirms: “Right, we will represent the Marathon as its official sponsor. We are 

looking forward to the corporation with the Bonn Marathon.” 

Positive information/weak information 

In the last years, the Bonn Marathon has created positive headlines. The visitors can 

again look forward to an interesting program during the Marathon weekend. As 

every year, the Marathon crosses through the beautiful city of Bonn, on 26.21 miles. 

Mixed information/weak information 

Meanwhile, the Bonn Marathon has created positive and negative headlines in the 

last years.  The visitors can again look forward to an interesting program during the 

Marathon weekend. As every year, the Marathon crosses through the beautiful city of 

Bonn, on 26.21 miles. 

On the other hand, the Bonn Marathon has encountered some organizational 

problems regarding the registration of participants as well as the distribution of 

starting numbers. 

Negative information/weak information 

In the last years, the Bonn Marathon has created negative headlines. They have 

encountered some organizational problems regarding the registration of participants 

as well as the distribution of starting numbers. 

Positive information/strong information 

In the last years, the Bonn Marathon has created positive headlines. As every year, 

the focus of the event is the charity work. A major part of the earnings is donated to 

charity organizations and social projects. 

Mixed information/strong information 

Meanwhile, the Bonn Marathon has created positive and negative headlines in the 

last years. As every year, the focus of the event is the charity work. A major part of 

the earnings is donated to charity organizations and social projects. 
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On the other hand, doping of single athletes is, again and again, responsible for 

negative reports. A growing number of hints leads to the conclusion that also the 

Marathon 2018 will not take place without doping. 

Negative information/strong information 

In the last years, the Bonn Marathon has created negative headlines. Again and 

again, doping of single athletes is responsible for negative reports. A growing 

number of hints leads to the conclusion that also the Marathon 2018 will not take 

place without doping. 
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5 Abschlussdiskussion 

5.1 Einordung der Ergebnisse und Implikationen 

Im Rahmen dieser Dissertation thematisieren die drei Artikel die Wirkung 

verschiedener Sponsoringinformationen auf die Einstellungen der Konsumenten 

gegenüber der Sponsorenmarke. Dabei liefern Artikel 1 und 2 empirische Evidenz 

über die Wirkung von Sponsoringbeendigungen auf die Einstellung der 

Konsumenten gegenüber dem aussteigenden Sponsor. Die Forschung außerhalb des 

Sponsorings zeigt, dass die Beendigung von Geschäftsbeziehungen Einfluss auf 

beide Vertragspartner haben kann. Unter Umständen kann die Beendigung der 

Zusammenarbeit für den aussteigenden Partner eine negative Beurteilung seitens der 

verlassenen Partei nach sich ziehen. Es besteht durchaus die Gefahr, dass die 

verlassene Partei den Ausstieg als ein Mangel an Commitment empfindet (Coulter & 

Ligas, 2000; Giller & Matear, 2000; Harrison, 2004). Die Besonderheit im Rahmen 

der Artikel 1 und 2 dieser Dissertation liegt darin, dass ein Sponsor-Ausstieg unter 

gewissen Umständen eine negative Bewertung einer dritten Partei, nämlich den Fans 

des gesponserten Objekts, zur Folge hat.   

So zeigen insbesondere die Ergebnisse von Artikel 1, dass ein Sponsor-Ausstieg 

unter gewissen Bedingungen negative Effekte auf die Sponsorenmarke mit sich 

bringen kann. Mit Bezug auf die Attributionstheorie (Heider, 1958, 1977) werden die 

Effekte verschiedener Ausstiegsarten (freiwillig vs. keine Informationen vs. 

gezwungen) auf die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber dem Sponsor 

hypothetisiert und gemessen. Demnach empfinden die Konsumenten insbesondere 

dann, wenn 1) Informationen über einen freiwilligen Ausstieg des Sponsors bekannt 

werden und 2) dieser Ausstieg den betroffenen Verein vor finanzielle Probleme 

stellt, dass der Sponsor den Verein im Stich lässt. Dieses Empfinden seitens der Fans 

führt zudem als Folge zu einer negativen Bewertung des Sponsors. Mehr Verständnis 

scheinen die Konsumenten für den Ausstieg eines Sponsors zu haben, der aufgrund 

von eigenen finanziellen Problemen gezwungen ist, das Engagement zu beenden. 

Liegen keine Informationen über den Grund des Ausstiegs vor, beurteilen die 

Konsumenten den Sponsor besser als im Falle eines freiwilligen Ausstiegs, jedoch  

schlechter als wenn der Sponsor gezwungen ist auszusteigen.  
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Demnach sollte die Beendigung eines Sponsorings aus Sponsorensicht gut 

durchdacht sein. Eine Möglichkeit, negative Effekte auf die eigene 

Unternehmensreputation zu verhindern, betrifft die Kommunikation des Ausstiegs. 

Giller und Matear (2001) sowie Alajoutsijärvi, Möller und Täthinen (2000) weisen 

darauf hin, dass negative Effekte als Folge der Beendigung einer Partnerschaft durch 

eine geeignete Kommunikationsstrategie verhindert werden können. So ist es mit 

Bezug auf die Ergebnisse aus Artikel 1 ratsam, eine Kommunikationsstrategie zu 

wählen, welche der Öffentlichkeit Gründe liefert, die zu einem Verständnis für den 

Ausstieg seitens der Fans führt. Eine andere Möglichkeit wäre, positive Dinge – wie 

z.B. die lange und erfolgreiche Zusammenarbeit – zu kommunizieren oder den 

gesponserten Verein positiv hervorzuheben (Grey & Skildum-Reid, 2001). Zudem 

kann es für Sponsoren vorteilhaft sein, zu betonen, dass der Ausstieg keine negativen 

Konsequenzen für den Verein hat.   

Anknüpfend an diese Erkenntnis aus Artikel 1 liefert Artikel 2 empirische 

Evidenz, wie Sponsoren die Beendigung ihres Engagements gestalten sollten, um 

potentielle negative Effekte auf ihre Unternehmensmarke zu verhindern. Auf der 

Basis der Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) zeigt der Artikel 2, dass 

sich ein partieller Ausstieg (versus kompletter Ausstieg) positiv auf die Einstellung 

der Konsumenten gegenüber der Sponsorenmarke auswirkt. In diesem Fall haben die 

Konsumenten weniger das Gefühl, dass der Sponsor den Verein im Stich lässt, da er 

ihn weiterhin finanziell unterstützt, wenn auch in einem kleineren Rahmen. Folglich 

sollten die Sponsoren, falls es für sie finanziell möglich ist, die Option in Betracht 

ziehen, ihr Sponsoring zunächst zu reduzieren anstatt komplett zu beenden.  

Zudem zeigen die Ergebnisse aus Artikel 2, dass der Sponsor im Falle eines 

Ausstiegs diese Entscheidung früh kommunizieren sollte. Täthinen (1998) verweist 

darauf, dass die Art und Weise der Kommunikation zwischen zwei Parteien im Falle 

einer Beendigung ihrer Zusammenarbeit sehr wichtig ist. Die Ergebnisse des Artikels 

2 zeigen, dass im Kontext des Sponsorings neben dem Inhalt auch der Zeitpunkt der 

Kommunikation von großer Bedeutung ist. Im Falle einer frühen Verkündung der 

Beendigung eines Sponsoringengagements seitens des ausscheidenden Sponsors hat 

der Verein genug Zeit, um einen neuen Sponsor zu finden. So hat beispielweise die 

Postbank den Fußball-Bundesligisten Borussia Mönchengladbach bereits frühzeitig 

im Sommer 2019 darüber informiert, das Engagement als Hauptsponsor zum Ende 

der Saison 2019/20 zu beenden (Lustig, 2019). Wird der Verein jedoch erst spät über 
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den Verlust des aktuellen Sponsors informiert, kann es schwer werden, kurzfristig 

einen neuen Sponsor zu finden, welcher die finanzielle Lücke schließt. In diesem 

Fall hätte der Sponsor-Ausstieg weitreichenden Konsequenzen für den Verein. Aus 

diesem Grund ist in Anlehnung an Cannon, Achrol und Gundlach (2000) davon 

auszugehen, dass die Fans vom Sponsor eine rechtzeitige Bekanntgabe der 

Entscheidung erwarten, den Verein zu verlassen. Die Ergebnisse aus Artikel 2 zeigen 

folglich, dass sich eine frühe Bekanntgabe des Ausstiegs (vs. einer späten 

Bekanntgabe) positiv auf die Einstellungen der Konsumenten gegenüber dem 

aussteigenden Sponsor auswirkt.  

Artikel 3 im Rahmen dieser Dissertation liefert wichtige Erkenntnisse darüber, 

wie Konsumenten auf der Basis von positiven sowie zeitgleich auftretenden 

negativen Sponsoringinformationen den jeweiligen Sponsor bewerten. Daher misst 

Artikel 3 den Effekt der Valenz der Sponsoringinformationen (nur positiv vs. positiv 

und negativ vs. nur negativ) auf die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber der 

Sponsorenmarke. Die Ergebnisse unterstützen nur zum Teil die theoretischen 

Annahmen zum Konzept der Einstellungsambivalenz (Kaplan, 1972; Priester & 

Petty, 1996) von beurteilenden Personen. Während wie erwartet die Einstellungen 

der Konsumenten im Falle von gemischten Informationen signifikant besser sind als 

bei nur negativ vorliegenden Informationen, unterscheiden sie sich nicht signifikant 

von denen im Falle von nur positiven Informationen. Demnach beeinflussen im Falle 

von gemischten Informationen die positiven Sponsoringinformationen die 

Einstellungen der Konsumenten gegenüber dem Sponsor stärker als die negativen 

Informationen.  

Ein weiterer Beleg dafür ist die moderierende Wirkung der Stärke der 

Informationen (schwach vs. stark) auf den Effekt der Valenz der Informationen auf 

die Einstellung der Konsumenten. Die Ergebnisse bestätigen die theoretische 

Annahme des „Positivity Effects“ (Czapinski, 1982, 1988), nämlich dass bei 

schwachen Informationen die positiven Informationen die Einstellungen der 

Konsumenten stärker beeinflussen als die negativen. Der „Negativity Effect“ 

hingegen, welcher besagt, dass bei starken Informationen die negativen 

Informationen die Konsumenteneinstellungen stärker beeinflussen als die positiven, 

bestätigt sich nicht. Ein Grund dafür könnte sein, dass im Kontext des Sports sowie 

des Sportsponsorings, negative Informationen wie z.B. das Doping oder 

Manipulationen betreffend, in den letzten Jahren immer wieder aufgetreten sind und 
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für die Konsumenten nicht überraschend erscheinen. Die Literatur lässt darauf 

schließen, dass unerwartete und überraschende Informationen einen stärkeren 

Einfluss auf die Evaluation von Konsumenten haben als sich wiederholende, nicht 

überraschende Informationen (Bass, Bruce, Majumdar, & Murthi, 2007; Hajcak, 

Holroyd, Moser, & Simons, 2005; Reeder, Fletcher, & Furman, 1989). Aufgrund 

dessen kann es durchaus sein, dass die Wirkung der negativen Informationen in 

Artikel 3 (siehe Stimuli) abgeschwächt wurde.  

Auf der Basis dieser Erkenntnisse aus Artikel 3 lassen sich wichtige 

Implikationen für die im Sport engagierten Sponsoren und ihre strategische 

Entscheidung für oder gegen ein kontroverses Sponsoringengagement ableiten. Die 

Ergebnisse bestätigen bisherige Forschungsergebnisse, dass sich nur negative 

Sponsoringinformationen negativ auf die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber 

der Sponsorenmarke auswirken. In solchen Fällen kann unter Umständen ein 

Sponsor-Ausstieg zum Schutz der eigenen Unternehmensreputation vorteilhaft sein 

(vgl. Messner & Reinhard, 2012). Sponsoren sollten diese Entscheidung jedoch 

überdenken, wenn den Konsumenten neben den negativen Schlagzeilen auch positive 

Informationen vorliegen. Insbesondere wenn diese Informationen schwach sind, 

zeigen die Ergebnisse, dass die positiven Informationen die negativen überlagern und 

ihre Wirkung abschwächen. Sponsoren sollten demnach im Falle von gemischten 

Informationen versuchen, den Fokus ihrer Kommunikation auf die positiven Effekte 

ihres Engagements zu legen sowie auf die Vorteile ihres Sponsorings (wie z.B. auf 

die finanzielle Unterstützung für ein Sportevent)  zu verweisen.  

5.2 Limitationen und Ausblick 

Eine zentrale Limitation dieser Dissertation betrifft den methodischen Ansatz. In 

allen drei Artikeln wurden die Hypothesen experimentell getestet. Die Ergebnisse der 

Artikel unterliegen einer hohen internen Validität. Es konnten externe Störgrößen 

weitestgehend eliminiert werden. Jedoch ist die Generalisierbarkeit aufgrund des 

experimentellen Ansatzes nur eingeschränkt gegeben. Um die Ergebnisse der Artikel 

dieser Dissertation zu bekräftigen, sollten künftige Forschungsarbeiten die Variablen 

und Zusammenhänge im Rahmen von Feldstudien mit größeren und 

repräsentativeren Stichproben untersuchen.  

Des Weiteren ist eine artikelübergreifende Limitation, dass die Effekte von 

Sponsoringinformationen auf die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber der 
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Sponsorenmarke in der Praxis nur dann eintreten, wenn die Konsumenten im ersten 

Schritt entsprechende Informationen, z.B. über die Medien vermittelt, überhaupt 

wahrnehmen. Im Rahmen dieser Dissertation wurde daher der Fokus auf 

hochinvolvierte Konsumenten (Fans einer Mannschaft sowie Sportstudenten, welche 

eine hohe Sportaffinität aufweisen) gelegt, welche zumeist einen hohen Bezug zum 

Thema haben. Künftige Forschungsarbeiten könnten untersuchen, ob die Effekte 

auch nachgewiesen werden können, wenn Konsumenten keinen direkten Bezug zu 

bzw. ein geringeres Involvement mit dem Sponsoringobjekt sowie dem Sponsor 

haben. Die Artikel 1 und 2 betreffend könnten diese zum Beispiel Personen sein, 

welche in der Region des jeweiligen Fußballvereins wohnen, sich jedoch nicht als 

Fan dieser Mannschaft bezeichnen. Zudem deutet die Forschung außerhalb des 

Sponsorings an, dass die Beendigung von Geschäftsbeziehungen negative Effekte für 

die ausscheidende Partei haben kann (Alajoutsijärvi, Möller, & Täthinen, 2000; 

Giller & Matear, 2000) und die verlassene Partei sich im Stich gelassen fühlt 

(Harrison, 2004). Da im Sportkontext das Involvement der Konsumenten, z.B. als 

Fan einer Mannschaft, in der Regel höher ist als in anderen Bereichen, wäre es 

spannend zu untersuchen, inwieweit auch die Beendigung von Business-to-Business 

Geschäftsbeziehungen außerhalb des Sponsorings Effekte auf die Einstellung einer 

dritten Partei, den Konsumenten, gegenüber dem ausscheidenden Unternehmen hat.  

Eine weitere Limitation betrifft artikelübergreifend die abhängige Variable. Es 

wurden jeweils die Effekte von Sponsoringinformationen auf die Einstellungen der 

Konsumenten gegenüber dem Sponsor gemessen. Auch wenn dieser Ansatz geeignet 

scheint, die Wirkung von Sponsoringinformationen auf kognitiver Ebene zu 

untersuchen (Simmons & Becker-Olsen, 2006), lässt er keine Rückschlüsse auf das 

tatsächliche Konsumentenverhalten im Hinblick auf den Sponsor und seine Produkte 

zu. Variablen wie das geplante Kaufverhalten oder die Weiterempfehlungsabsicht, 

welche versuchen, Rückschlüsse auf das reale Kaufverhalten zuzulassen, korrelieren 

zumeist hoch mit den Einstellungen der Konsumenten gegenüber dem Sponsor 

(Bennett, Cunningham, & Dees, 2006; Cheong, Pyun, & Leng, 2019; Faircloth, 

Capella, & Alford, 2001; Meenaghan, 2001). Aufgrund der zunehmenden 

Komplexität wurde darauf verzichtet und der Fokus stattdessen auf die Identifikation 

der unabhängigen Variablen sowie die Erklärung der Wirkungszusammenhänge über 

Mediatoren und Moderatoren gelegt. Dennoch sollte es ein übergeordnetes Ziel der 
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Sponsoringforschung sein, sich zukünftig der Messung des realen Kaufverhaltens der 

Konsumenten anhand neuer Variablen und Methoden zumindest anzunähern.  

Im Kontext der Artikel 1 und 2 basieren die Ergebnisse zudem lediglich auf der 

Basis von fiktiven Beendigungen von Sponsoringpartnerschaften. Auch wenn der 

Plausibilitätscheck dafür spricht, dass die Konsumenten den fiktiven Ausstieg des 

Sponsors für real hielten, stellt dies eine Limitation dar. Künftige Forschungsarbeiten 

sollten daher die Effekte von realen Beendigungen von Sponsoringengagements auf 

die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber dem Sponsor beleuchten. In Artikel 3 

hingegen beziehen sich die Ergebnisse auf einen fiktiven Sponsor (siehe Stimuli). So 

konnten Voreinstellungen der Konsumenten gegenüber dem (fiktiven) Sponsor 

ausgeschlossen werden. In der Realität kennen jedoch die Konsumenten, unabhängig 

vom Sponsoringengagement, oftmals den zu bewertenden Sponsor. Sie haben unter 

Umständen bereits Vorerfahrungen mit seinen Produkten gemacht bzw. sich eine 

eigenen Meinung ihm gegenüber gebildet (z.B. bei Sponsoren aus der 

Automobilbranche). Zapata und Martínez (2019) zeigen, dass sich die 

Voreinstellungen zu einem Unternehmen auch auf die Bewertung dieses 

Unternehmens als Sponsor auswirken. An dieser Stelle wäre es interessant zu 

untersuchen, ob und inwiefern die im Rahmen von Artikel 3 nachgewiesenen Effekte 

unter Berücksichtigung der Voreinstellungen der Konsumenten gegenüber dem 

Sponsor Bestand haben. Um die Realität näher abzubilden, sollten demnach 

zukünftige Forschungsarbeiten die Effekte der Valenz der Sponsoringinformationen 

auf die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber einem realen Sponsor untersuchen. 

Des Weiteren liefern die in allen drei Artikeln formulierten Implikationen  

Ansätze für weitere Forschungsarbeiten. So wurden basierend auf den Ergebnissen 

insbesondere verschiedene Kommunikationsstrategien empfohlen, um potentielle 

negative Effekte im Falle eines Sponsoringausstiegs (Artikel 1 und 2) sowie als 

Folge von positiven und negativen Sponsoringinformationen (Artikel 3) zu 

verhindern (vgl. Kap. 5.1). Die empirische Messung der Effekte dieser 

Kommunikationsstrategien auf die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber dem 

Sponsor würde der Sponsoringforschung sowie den betroffenen Sponsoren einen 

wichtigen Erkenntnisgewinn liefern.  

Ein weiterer Aspekt, welcher eine Limitation, zugleich jedoch ein interessanter 

Ansatz für weitere Untersuchungen ist, bezieht sich auf die Nachhaltigkeit der 

nachgewiesenen Effekte von Sponsoringinformationen. Im Kontext der Artikel 1 und 
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2 beziehen sich diese auf aktuelle Informationen. So wurden die Konsumenten 

darüber informiert, dass der Sponsor ihren Lieblingsverein verlassen wird. 

Interessant wäre es in diesem Zusammenhang zu prüfen, wie z.B. Fans einer 

Mannschaft den ehemaligen Sponsor dieses Teams einige Jahre nach dessen 

Ausstieg bewerten. Laut Cornwell (2014) ist es durchaus denkbar, dass 

Konsumenten im Kontext des Sports einen Sponsor auch in der Zeit nach 

Vertragsende negativ evaluieren. So würden künftige Forschungsarbeiten einen 

signifikanten Beitrag für die Sponsoringforschung liefern, wenn sie die 

Nachhaltigkeit der Effekte von Sponsoringinformationen auf die Sponsor-Evaluation 

der Konsumenten empirisch überprüfen. 

Die Ergebnisse der drei Artikel im Rahmen dieser Dissertation liefern somit 

zukünftigen Forschungsarbeiten wertvolle Ansatzpunkte, die Effekte verschiedener 

Sponsoringinformationen auf die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber der 

Sponsorenmarke weiter zu erforschen.   
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Kurzfassung 

Diese Dissertation beschäftigt sich mit der Wirkung verschiedener 

Sponsoringinformationen auf die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber der 

Sponsorenmarke. Bisherige Studien konzentrieren sich auf die Effekte von positiven 

oder negativen Sponsoringinformationen, welche sich auf die Zeit vor oder während 

eines Sponsoringengagements beziehen. Im Rahmen dieser Dissertation wird zum 

einen untersucht, wie sich Informationen über die Beendigung von 

Sponsoringengagements im Teamsportkontext auf die Evaluation des aussteigenden 

Sponsors aus Konsumentensicht auswirken. Zum anderen werden die Effekte von 

asymmetrischen Informationen über das gesponserte Objekt auf die Einstellung der 

Konsumenten gegenüber dem Sponsor analysiert. 

Es werden Bedingungen hergeleitet, unter denen Sponsoren ihr 

Sponsoringengagement beenden. Die Effekte dieser Bedingungen auf die Einstellung 

der Konsumenten gegenüber dem Sponsor zeigen, dass sie den Sponsor unter 

gewissen Umständen negativ evaluieren. Auf der Basis dieser Erkenntnis wird 

empirisch getestet, wie ein Sponsor den Ausstieg am besten gestalten sollte, um 

negative Effekte zu verhindern. Zudem gibt diese Dissertation Aufschluss darüber, 

wie Konsumenten einen Sponsor auf der Basis von positiven sowie zeitgleich 

negativen Sponsoringinformationen bewerten. 

Diese Dissertation liefert wichtige Erkenntnisse über die Effekte verschiedener 

Sponsoringinformationen auf die Einstellung der Konsumenten gegenüber der 

Sponsorenmarke und leistet somit einen wichtigen Beitrag für die 

Wirkungsforschung im Sponsoring sowie für die aktiven Sponsoren. 
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Abstract  

This dissertation deals with the effects of different sponsorship information on the 

consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. Previous studies have focused on the 

effects of positive or negative sponsorship information before or during a 

sponsorship engagement. This dissertation investigates within the team sport context 

how the information about a sponsorship ending affect the consumers’ evaluation of 

the disengaging sponsor. On top of that, the effects of asymmetrical information 

about the sponsored property on the consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor are also 

analyzed.  

Different conditions are derived under which sponsors end their sponsorship 

engagement. The effects of these conditions on the consumers’ attitudes show that 

they evaluate the sponsor negatively depending on certain circumstances. Based on 

this knowledge, this dissertation further empirically shows how to manage a 

sponsorship termination in a way that reduces negative effects on the sponsor brand. 

Moreover, this dissertation provides an explanation about how consumers evaluate a 

sponsor based on positive as well as simultaneously negative sponsorship 

information.   

This dissertation provides important knowledge about the effects of different 

sponsorship information on consumers’ attitudes toward the sponsor brand. Hence, it 

contributes to the literature as also provides suggestions for practitioners.  


