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SHORTSTOP
BMW: Carmaker BMW is providing 
€3-5 million of support for Munich’s 
bid to host the Winter Olympics in 
2018. BMW will provide vehicles and 
other assistance alongside the cash 
during the 2009-2011 application 
phase of the bid.

H2O AudiO: US swimmer Michael 
Phelps agreed his first sponsorship 
deal since being photographed 
smoking out of a bong at a party 
last winter. San Diego-based H2O 
Audio is a maker of waterproof 
headphones and audio accessories. 
Phelps will appear on packaging, 
advertisements and retail displays.

AON: Manchester United agreed 
a new four-year shirt sponsorship 
deal with Chicago-based insurance 
firm Aon Corporation. The deal is 
reported to be worth £80 million 
over the four years, making it the 
biggest shirt sponsorship deal in 
football history. It begins at the start 
of the 2010-11 season.

EMiRATES: Tim Clarke, Emirates 
airline company president, said that 
he is satisfied with the company’s 
sponsorship deal with Arsenal as 
long as the club finishes in the top 
10 of the Premier League. Arsenal 
signed a 15-year deal with the Dubai 
airline in October 2004, believed to 
be worth £100 million.

OdEBREcHT: Brazilian petro-
chemical engineering firm 
Odebrecht agreed a R$3 million 
sponsorship deal to support Rio 
de Janeiro’s bid to host the 2016 
Olympic Games. The agreement 
lasts until October 2009, when the 
International Olympic Committee 
selects the host city for the Games.

STATS: The ICC and sports 
information provider STATS LLC 
agreed a deal making STATS the 
official data partner of cricket’s 
governing body.

POlO/ROlEx: Polo Ralph Lauren 
and Rolex signed new sponsorship 
deals with Leisurecorp, owner of 
the Dubai World Championship Golf.

SPONSORiuM: Sponsorship 
management consultancy 
Sponsorium International agreed  
a new partnership with Agency 
Assessements Ireland (AAI). 

TheSe are tough times for sponsors. 
Association with cash-guzzling rights-holders 
may be seen as a sign of strength in a bull 
market, but when times are tough it looks 
imprudent, especially if it only yields visibility 
through a handful of deals. As a result, sponsors 
are placing more importance on quality of 
exposure, lack of clutter and positive image 
transfer. They are increasingly turning to less 
traditional outlets to deliver this and they don’t 
come more unusual than Disney.

Disney isn’t renowned for its sponsorship 
portfolio and there is good reason for this. The 
company has a wide range of partners, from 
Hewlett-Packard and Kodak to Nestlé, but they get 
almost subliminal exposure across all of Disney’s 
divisions. Some partners work with Disney to 
design and brand theme park attractions, others 
opt for product placement in shows on its ABC 
network or even branding at premières of movies 
made by its Miramax studio.

“Sports sponsorships tend to be in 
straightforward packages. Each one of our deals 
is different,” says Lawrence Aldridge, Disney’s 
senior vice-president of corporate alliances. 

“We craft our deals based on what the partner 
wants so if you look at what HP want, it’s going 
to be pretty different to what Visa or Coca-Cola 
may want. It depends on how much of Disney 
they want.”

Disney’s sponsorships are comparable in 
value to the top deals in sports, ranging from 
seven to eight figures per year. Sport, however, is 
estimated to have contributed 69 per cent of the 
total $16.8bn sponsorship revenues in the US 
last year, while deals with entertainment, tours 
and attraction companies comprised just 10 per 
cent (see box). The other big difference between 
the two is that whilst the sports sponsorship 
sector may have seen a decline recently, the 
success Disney has been having with signing new 
partnerships is the stuff of fairytales.

“Everyone else may be losing sponsorship 
dollars but we are gaining,” says Aldridge. 

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 Credit Mutuel, France’s second largest retail 
bank. This unique alliance will grant marketing 
rights to the bank for use across its business 
and specifically for its unique co-branded youth 
savings accounts. Securing the latter deal has 
been a huge coup given the pressure that the 
financial services sector has been under.

Disney’s unique and uncluttered outlets are key 
drivers behind the brands’ decisions to sign with 
the company. They hope that the magic of one 
of the world’s most renowned and loved brands 
will rub off on them.

“With sports or celebrity sponsorships you 
have got issues,” says Aldridge. “You had the 
Tibetan issue with the Chinese Olympics. 
Mickey doesn’t do that and 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 and so signing an alliance 
with the company isn’t likely to be seen as 
frivolous even in a downturn.

“We are seeing a number of partners pulling 
out of other sponsorships but staying with us,” 
says Aldridge, and industry analysts expect that 
Disney’s magic will propel it to become 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, managing 
director of Prism, WPP’s biggest sponsorship 
agency. He believes that “Disney has been at 
the content and experiential crossroads where 
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 
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 
enlisted Coca-Cola to help finance the then-
gigantic $17m construction cost of his first theme 
park. An innovative marketing deal was struck 
where 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 20 global partners with 
around the same number of companies 
sponsoring attractions locally at its park 
complexes in the US, France, Hong Kong and 
Japan. The option of picking and mixing parts 
of the company to sponsor is one of four core 
differences between a partnership with Disney 
and one with sports rights-holders.

For example, German technology firm 
Siemens has naming rights of Spaceship Earth, 
the flagship attraction in Disney’s science-based 
Epcot theme park in Florida. A sign saying 
‘presented by Siemens’ hangs outside the ride 

While some sports properties are losing their appeal, Disney’s sponsorship 
portfolio is going from strength-to-strength. Chris Sylt takes a look in Disney’s 
spell-book to see what lessons sports rights-holders can learn.
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which takes visitors through model scenes 
explaining the history of communications. At 
the end of the attraction there are high-tech 
educational games themed to some of Siemens’ 
technologies. But that is just the beginning.

Disney has written books for Siemens to help 
children with hearing difficulties get accustomed 
to its hearing aids and its medical products have 
appeared in Grey’s Anatomy, the ABC medical 
drama. It is reportedly a 12-year deal which 
matches some sports sponsorships, however the 
quality of exposure is the second differentiator.

“When people think of sponsorship they think 

of sport and that’s limiting because 
for one it’s getting very congested,” 
says Aldridge. “In the park you’re 
connecting with the consumer at a time 
of heightened emotional engagement. It’s 
a magical environment, an uncluttered 
environment and it offers product 
exclusivity,” he adds. The number of 
eyeballs they attract is equivalent to the 
top sports events with Disney’s parks 
having over 100 million visitors annually. 
It is a tantalising package for sponsors.

“Over the last few years we have 
advised several companies moving from major 
sports programmes,” says Xander Heijnen, COO 
of consultancy firm CNC which has worked with 
all of the F1 car manufacturers. “In every case, the 
company was willing to exchange the quantity of 
eyeballs for the quality of the communication. A 
high share of voice in a small entity can be more 
valuable than a whisper in international football.”

But what makes visibility in Disney’s parks 
particularly effective is the subliminal way 
that the brands are incorporated. Innovation is 
Disney’s hallmark and it is the third contrast 
between its sponsorships and those in sport.

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, HP collaborated with Disney and 
NASA to create Mission Space, a ride in a giant 
centrifuge which simulates space travel. HP 
doesn’t sell products on site but it does have 
tangible sales to justify the partnership and this 
is the final difference with a Disney deal.

“Another differentiator between us and 
sports sponsorships is that we’re much more 
interested in driving the partners’ business,” 
says Aldridge. Disney spends $12 billion 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 an example, Aldridge 
says “we’ve outsourced some of our print 
managed services to HP.”

It serves to keep partners happy. “Not only 
does Disney have an arsenal of sponsorship 

assets second to none, they control and manage 
these valuable assets better than others with 
similar offerings,” says Madincea.

 There are, however, some obstacles. 
Heijnen suggests that Disney’s “very American 
image and their lack of certain values such as 
competition” are the key points which may put 
off prospective sponsors. However, he concludes 
that “Disney has done an outstanding job 
building one of the friendliest brands around...it 
enjoys tremendous brand recognition worldwide 
and an enviably strong emotional connect.”

Critics may also claim that the target 
audience is too-focused on children but Disney 
has a robust retort for this. “We know from 
our research that 80 per cent of the household 
budget is controlled by women and influenced 
by kids,” says Aldridge. “I had no idea how to 
use text messaging until it was taught to me 
by my kids. They drove my adoption of text 
messaging. You see that with the plasma screen 
TV too - quite often it’s the kid nag factor.” 

As any parent will testify, one trip with 
children to a Disney park leads to many more. 
For sponsors looking to build bonds early it is a 
dream come true.
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 Sponsors buy into the Disney brand - Disney

2008 north american sponsorship spending  
by property type

Sports:  69%

Entertainment, tours and attractions:  10%

Causes:  9%

Arts:  5%

Festivals, fairs and annual events:  4%

Associations and membership organisations:  3%

Source: IEG Sponsorship Report
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