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K
ids, colour, cartoons and 
cuddly characters. These 
are the concepts that 
spring to mind when  
you think of Disney. 

Sponsorship is not likely to be on the 
list but it is shaping up to be the next 

Mickey Mouse in terms of growth for 
the company. Disney’s share price has 

tumbled 38 per cent from its high of $34.99 
in May 2008 but its portfolio of corporate 
alliances has been blossoming.

In the past eight months alone, Disney has 
renewed its deal with Visa in Asia until 2014 
and has signed new alliances with the AARP, 
a US association of 40 million senior citizens, 
and French bank Crédit Mutuel. Securing the 
latter sponsorship is a huge coup given the 
pressure that the financial services sector has 
been under of late.

“We are seeing a number of partners pulling 
out of other sponsorships but staying with 
us,” says Lawrence Aldridge, Disney’s senior 
vice-president of corporate alliances. He 
presides over a portfolio of partnerships that 
inlcude Hewlett-Packard, Kodak and Nestlé. 
Aldridge says that the alliances “range in 
commitments from seven to eight figures per 
year,” and whilst this will buy space on a car 
and overalls complete with corporate 
hospitality tickets in Formula One, the 
exposure offered by a partnership with Disney 
is far from traditional.

Some partners collaborate with Disney to 
design and brand theme park attractions 
whilst others opt for product placement in 
shows on its ABC network or even branding at 
premieres of movies made by its Miramax 
studio. These unique and uncluttered outlets 
are key drivers behind the brands’ decisions 
to sign with Disney. They hope that the magic 
of one of the world’s most renowned and 
beloved brands will rub off on them and 
companies don’t come much more squeaky-
clean than Disney.

It's not been a great year for 
sponsorship. Honda dropped 
F1, Subaru dumped World 
Rally and AIG is ditching  
Man U. So how come Disney's 
corporate partnerships are 
blossoming? It's taken more 
than the wave of a magic 
wand, says Christian Sylt
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the partner wants.” Its deal with German 
technology firm Siemens shows just how 
wide a range of options there are.

The most public face of Siemens’ partnership 
can be seen in its naming rights of Spaceship 
Earth, the main attraction in Disney’s science-
based Epcot theme park in Florida. A sign 
reading ‘Presented by Siemens’ hangs outside 
the ride, which takes Epcot’s younger visitors 
through model scenes explaining the history 
of communications. However, the most subtle 
branding is found at the end of the attraction 
where Disney’s imagineers, the wizards who 
design its rides and entertainment, have 
created high-tech educational games to 
highlight some of Siemens’ technologies. But 
that is just the beginning.

“Siemens is a large conglomerate and its 
focus is medical devices and super cities of 
tomorrow. Telling that in a way that is 
entertaining is what our imagineers do,” says 
Aldridge. The result is that Disney books have 
been written to help children with hearing 
difficulties get accustomed to Siemens’ hearing 
aids and its medical products have turned up 
in Grey’s Anatomy, the ABC medical drama. It is 
reportedly a 12-year deal, which is far longer 
than most sports sponsorships. The quality of 
exposure is also a step up.

“In the park you’re connecting with the 
consumer at a time of heightened emotional 
engagement. It’s a magical and uncluttered 
environment,” says Aldridge. The lack of 

“With sports or celebrity sponsorships 
you have got issues,” says Aldridge. But we 
protect the Disney brand so you’re not going 
to get those issues.” This has proved to be a 
silver lining for Disney during the cloud of 
the economic downturn. Disney is not 
synonymous with excessive spending, as 
some sports properties are, and so signing an 
alliance with the company isn’t likely to be 
seen as imprudent even in a downturn.

“Everyone else may be losing sponsorship 
dollars but we are gaining,” says Aldridge, 
and industry analysts expect that Disney’s 
pixie dust will propel it to become the number 
one in the sponsorship sector.

“Ultimately they will have a global 
sponsorship profile much larger than the 
Olympics because of their full range of 
offerings, family focus and the continual 
strength of the Disney brand,” says Steve 
Madincea, who is managing director of  
Prism, WPP’s biggest sponsorship agency.  
He believes that “Disney has been at the 
content and experiential crossroads that every 
other sponsorship platform is trying to get 
to.” Although it may not be well known in  
the field, Disney has been involved with 
sponsorship much longer than most blue- 
chip brands.

Disney has been pioneering partnerships 
between businesses and themed attractions 
since the early 1950s. In 1955, Walt Disney 
himself brought in Coca-Cola to help finance 
the then-gigantic $17m construction cost of 
his first theme park. A new type of marketing 
arrangement was made whereby Coca-Cola 
was given rights to be the sole supplier of soft 
drinks within the park in return for its 
backing. It remains a partner to this day.

Disney now has about 20 global partners 
with around the same number of companies 
sponsoring attractions locally at its park 
complexes in the US, France, Hong Kong  
and Tokyo. The strength of the portfolio is 
down to Aldridge but he is far from a typical 
fairy godmother.

Aldridge’s background isn’t in marketing – 
he has spent the majority of his career in the 
energy industry, rising to become the chief 
procurement officer for oil company Atlantic 
Richfield. When BP bought the business in 
2000, Aldridge was head hunted by Disney 
and moved into its strategic sourcing 
department. “Then a couple of years ago  
Tom Staggs [Disney’s chief financial officer] 
wanted somebody without a traditional 
promotional marketing background to take  
a fresh perspective on what corporate alliances 
was all about.”

Aldridge has set out to create maximum 
return for partners by ensuring that the entire 
company is steeped in corporate alliance 
opportunities. He shook up Disney’s 
partnership structure to achieve this. “When I 
took the job, 100 per cent of the partners were 
wedded in the park and there were other 
elements. What we have been doing is looking 
more broadly in terms of understanding what 
the partner wants and how Disney’s assets can 
be used,” he says.

“Each one of our deals is different,” adds 
Aldridge. “It depends on how much of Disney › ›

› ›

you're connecting with 
the consumer at a time  
of heightened emotional 
engagement

Above: HP sponsors Mission: SPACE 
Below: Lawrence Aldridge, Disney's 
senior VP of corporate alliances, 
specialises in matchmaking
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sponsorship clutter in the parks is 
accentuated by the fact that Disney’s 
partnerships offer product exclusivity so it 
won’t do deals with rival companies.

With Disney’s parks welcoming over 100 
million visitors a year, the number of eyeballs 
they attract is equivalent to the top sports 
events. They occupy the top eight positions in 
the rankings of the world’s most visited theme 
parks and, with 34,000 hotel rooms onsite at 
its parks, Disney is also able to get demographic 
data on its guests that most rights-holders can 
only dream of.

Critics may claim that the target audience is 
too focused on children, but Disney’s studies 
show the benefit of this. “Our research shows 
that 80 per cent of the household budget is 
controlled by women and influenced by kids,” 
says Aldridge.

Disney has the kids’ market pretty much 
sewn up, but Aldridge also spotted a gap in 
the market for targeting sponsorships at 
female executives after research showed  

that they are rapidly increasing in number. 
“Most business-to-business entertainment is 
geared to guys...they need to start looking to 
complement that in a way to tackle women,” 
he says.

Disney’s solution is hidden in the heart of 
each of its attractions, where a corporate 
lounge is laid on exclusively for the partners’ 
use. Top employees and clients are incentivised 
with visits to the lounges, which offer free 
refreshments and queue-cutting access to 
rides 365 days a year. “A lot of the business-
to-business entertainment at sports events is 
very similar. If you are targeting something 
differential how about having a presence at 
the parks,” says Aldridge.

Prism’s Madincea adds that, “Where Disney 
outshines most other sponsorship options  
is in its collaboration and flexibility.” There is 
evidence of this throughout its parks.

Tasting stations offer free samples of new 
Coca-Cola flavours to guests who give  
feedback on the taste. At the more exotic end 
of the spectrum, Hewlett-Packard has 
collaborated with Disney and NASA to create 
Mission: SPACE, also at Epcot, described as  
an interactive ‘space training adventure’. HP 
doesn’t sell products on site but the opportunity 
to bond with its target audience doesn’t come 
much better.

Disney guests perfectly fit HP-buyer profiles. 
They generally have middle and upper-level 
incomes and most are married with children, 
which allows HP to build early relationships. 
Disney even has Mission: SPACE-themed 
merchandise to take the message home.

Aldridge won’t state the level of return on 
investment (ROI) achieved on the partnerships 
and he simply says, “The ROI depends on 
what they are trying to do.” For example, 
measuring the level of return based on the 
number of times the partner’s logo is viewed 
in the park will produce a different result to 
measuring return according to sales driven by 
the sponsorship.

Disney also offers partners the opportunity 
to get a tangible return that they would 
struggle to get with any other sponsorship. 
Disney spends $12bn a year on goods and 
services and its partners are often at the front 
of the queue when the company comes to 
place orders. As another example, Aldridge 
says, “We’ve outsourced some of our print 
managed services to HP”.

The sky is the limit when it comes to a 
Disney sponsorship. “You’re really limited by 
your imagination in terms of what we can do 
and that’s really unique,” says Aldridge.

Ultimately, the diversity of the options 
available could be the biggest challenge for 
Disney’s partners. Xander Heijnen, chief 
operating officer at corporate consultancy 
CNC, says that prospective sponsors need to 
“have a proper PR strategy to sell the 
partnership in a professional and effective 
manner.” Disney doesn’t even leave this to 
chance as Aldridge says that it has an account 
team is on hand to manage and advise 
partners. It is this kind of magic touch that has 
turned Disney’s corporate alliances into 
fairytale marriages. l

› › Disney's partners are at 
the front of the queue 
when the company  
comes to place orders

Walt and Mickey: mutually 
beneficial partnerships are a way 
of life at the magical kingdom
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