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Sustained Dominance in
Sport and Entertainment:
Changing to Maintain
Calvin Nite, University of North Texas

J

ust hold on loosely, but don’t let go. If you cling too tightly,
you’re gonna lose control. Your baby needs someone to believe in and a whole lot of space to breathe in.
As a scholar (and just in life in general), I have generally been
a person who understands the world through metaphors.
The above lyrics are from the band .38 Special’s song Hold
on Loosely, which was a song describing the importance of
not smothering one’s significant other when in an intimate
relationship. The implication being that if one “holds on too
tightly,” one risks driving her or his lover away and the relationship will eventually crumble. These lyrics are paradoxical
and describe the counterintuitive aspects of strengthening
the bonds of a relationship by providing room for individual growth outside of the relationship’s constraints. Over the
course of the last few years, I have found these lyrics to be
particularly apropos for my line of research and helped me
understand how entities like the NCAA have been able to
thrive and maintain dominance over contentious environments.

Calvin Nite is an Assistant Professor of Sport Management
at the University of North Texas. His research interests
center on understanding sport institutions and U.S. intercollegiate athletics.
Correspondence should be sent to:
Calvin Nite
University of North Texas
Email: calvin.nite@unt.edu

Research both in sport management and the broader
management literature has shown that organizations that attained positions of dominance generally seek to maintain the
status quo that has kept them in power, while those who are
not in power tend to seek changes to those establishments.
Fields, organizations, and even whole societies are defined by
constant struggles of different entities trying to be the answer
to the question, who gets to make the rules? The difficulty
in answering this question is that the answer itself creates
further tension. For example, democratic societies vote on
their laws or on who gets to make their laws. This provides
a method to answering the question of who makes the rules.
However, it does not alleviate tension, as those on the losing
end likely remain unsatisfied with the results and work find
ways to win subsequent votes. Similarly, the winners tend
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to be reluctant to give up earned power and the efforts to
maintain that of dominance further destabilizes an already
contentious environment. These entities can then find themselves in the proverbial hamster wheel where, no matter what
they do, stability remains fleeting. As such, those in power
must either learn to manage instability and leverage their resources to create favorable arrangements that keep them in
power or fail to adapt and lose their dominant positions as
new arrangements take hold.
In drawing from my research of the NCAA and college athletics, my purpose with this article is to put forth the notion
that those working to maintain institutional arrangements
must embrace change instead of fighting it. My research is
built upon the traditions of institutional theory, which basically suggests that people and organizations tend to operate
in similar manners because “that’s the way we’ve always done
it.” Research has shown that being highly “institutionalized”
can be quite problematic as it can limit one’s responsiveness
to ever-changing environments. The inability to evolve, or at
least be malleable, can eventually lead to irrelevance and loss
of power within a given context (academically, this would
be described as “altering of institutional arrangements”). In
the following sections, I will outline how my research of college athletics and the NCAA has led me to the belief that
sport, entertainment, and other organizations should “hold
on loosely” to their institutional practices and boundaries if
they hope to remain atop of their respective fields. While my
research has been confined to the NCAA and college sport,
I believe that it has implications for sport and entertainment
managers operating in similar environments.

College Athletics: Contradictions, Scrutiny,
and the NCAA
Before diving into the specifics of my current research, I
think it is important to discuss how college athletics piqued
my interest as a scholar. As I suppose is the case for many
people, my research interests were shaped by my lived experiences. Out of high school, I had the fortune of signing a
full-ride scholarship to play basketball at a Division II, highly religious university. As my career progressed, there were
a few things that became apparent. Most notably, there was
always a tension between the athletic demands placed upon
us by our coaches and the academic and religious expectations placed upon us by the university. Our coaches faced
difficulties recruiting because our university had stringent
admission requirements beyond those required by other
universities in our conference. As a PhD student, I often reflected on my experiences as an athlete and began to recognize that the expectations from different regulating bodies
(i.e., the conference and the NCAA) and various university
stakeholders presented challenges for both the athletes and
for the coaches. Success in this type of environment, whethNite

er it was winning basketball games or developing athletes,
must have been particularly challenging. This was the focus
of two of my earliest papers (Nite, 2012; Nite & Singer 2014).
In the study I conducted in 2012, I outlined the difficulties
NCAA Division II universities face in supporting the academic growth of their athletes given the lack of financial resources. Specifically, the university in the study was unable
to staff or build an academic center that is commonly found
at larger Division I universities. In my paper with Singer in
2014, we discussed the efforts of the same university to develop the spiritual lives of athletes in the midst of trying to
win athletic contests. This was particularly challenging because it took time away from practice and even academics.
These two papers were indicative of the complex institutional
environment faced by colleges and universities in their daily
operations.
In preparing for my dissertation, I was introduced to the
concepts of institutional theory and specifically institutional logics (e.g. Greenwood, Oliver, Sahlin, & Suddaby, 2008;
DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Generally
speaking, organizations tend to conform to taken-for-granted expectations of proper behavior. The “logics” of these expectations are derived context within which organizations
are embedded. In some instances, organizations have multiple logics driving operations, and sometimes, those logics
can be quite contradictory. Drawing from the writings of
both sport management and organizational scholars, I began to recognize that many of the difficulties being faced by
my college coaches and fellow athletes could be attributed to
the conflicting logics at work within our setting. For example, our coaches were expected to conform to the religious
norms espoused by the university (e.g., devote team activities
to spiritual development activities, such as prayer and Bible
studies), expected to foster an environment of academic excellence among the team, and also win basketball games at
a high rate. Certainly, these multiple sets of pressures and
expectations were not unique to my university, yet they still
presented significant challenges. This ultimately led me to
studying how the various institutional logics within one of
my undergraduate universities might be managed by athletic
administrators (see Nite, Singer, & Cunningham, 2013). Particularly, we found that athletic administrators were forced
to choose which logics would drive decisions. They would
make this decision by drawing upon the culture of the university (in this case, the religious traditions) and align their
decision-making within the broader values and mores of the
university. Similarly, Trevor Bopp and I found in 2017 that
competing logics even influence what athletic administrators
perceive as being considered ethical in their leadership strategies. We noted multiple contradictions between expressed
beliefs and enacted practices from athletic administrators at
various universities.

Volume 3 • Number 3 • 2017 • SER 50

Sustained Dominance in Sport and Entertainment: Changing to Maintain

As my understanding of institutional theory began to
deepen, the contextual focus of my research began to shift
from micro understandings of how universities operated to
a more macro focus of understanding the NCAA. This shift
occurred when I began to further understand the concepts
presented in the highly cited paper by Seo and Creed in 2002.
This paper, along with numerous others, put forth the notion
that organizations (or more broadly speaking, institutional
contexts) with competing logics and contradictory expectations from stakeholders will likely experience significant
changes because the foundations upon which they are built
are unstable. In short, scholars have theorized that this type
of instability makes change inevitable. While this theorization is rational and can be justified, it was seemingly counter
(at least superficially) to what I and numerous other scholars
had noticed with the NCAA. The NCAA, despite the presence of competing logics, multiple stakeholders with different interests, and high-profile critiques to its operations, had
not experienced the wholesale upheaval that popular theory
had suggested should occur. As such, my research began to
focus on how the NCAA had maintained its dominance in
college athletics despite these destabilizing factors.

The NCAA: A History of Evolution
As anyone who studies or follows college sport in the U.S.
can attest, the NCAA and its governance has been a real
source of tension. It seems that every year it is enveloped in
some controversy, whether it is being criticized for its management of infractions cases or its persistence in restricting
the ability of athletes to earn external income. As has been
commonplace, media pundits, a sector of scholars, and various players’ rights organizations routinely call for changes
to the NCAA’s governance structure. With so much noise
and controversy surrounding the association, it is relatively surprising that the NCAA has been able to maintain its
dominance in college athletics. The NCAA’s ability to persist
despite the numerous issues that should result in substantial
institutional change is what piqued my interest as a scholar. In my largest research project to date, I partnered with
Marvin Washington from the University of Alberta, a wellknown institutionalist in both sport management and the
broader field of management, to develop a comprehensive
understanding of how the NCAA has maintained its position
in college athletics. Our research entailed the compilation of
historical documents and accounts from historians detailing
the history of the NCAA. When all was said and done, we
had compiled nearly 7000 pages of data that spanned from
the late 1800s to the 2000s (some of this was data collected by
Dr. Washington for his dissertation in the late 1990s). Pragmatically, it would be nearly impossible to collect and analyze
the complete history, accounting for multiple perspectives of
that history, of an institution as complex as the NCAA. As
such, we identified some key events that represented threats
Nite

to the NCAA’s governance. We focused on the initial struggles of gaining control and establishing the legitimacy of its
authority. We then examined how the NCAA has worked to
maintain amateurism in college athletics. We documented
the effects of television broadcasting on the institution. Finally, we examined some key legal issues faced by the NCAA.
All of this entailed us addressing concerns from prominent
institutionalists calling for research that develops an understanding of the life cycle of institutions (Scott, 1995).
Although the details for each event may differ, the NCAA
has been fairly consistent in adjusting its governance strategies to allow space for its members to pursue varying interests within the broad structure of the institution. In fact,
Washington and I noticed that the NCAA’s governance of
issues tends to follow a noticeable arc. First, the NCAA will
address emergent issues with strict, closely controlled regulations. It will maintain these tight controls until there is a
legitimate reason for it to loosen its regulations but will eventually slowly expand its rules to alleviate tensions. For example, consider the problem of amateurism in the recruitment
of athletes. In early 1900s up until the 1940s, college football
recruiting was a scandalous mess as universities were paying players exorbitant sums of cash to play for their football
teams. In some instances, players would not even attend the
university except on game days. The NCAA addressed this
by issuing the Sanity Codes, which were strict regulations
on the awarding of athletic scholarships. This also allowed
the NCAA sanctioning authority over violators of these new
rules. This initiative ultimately failed and the NCAA realized
it needed to provide guidelines that were more workable
(and enforceable). Taking a macro view of this particular issue, we noticed that NCAA has slowly evolved its rules and
ultimately loosened it rules of amateurism. Notably, compensation of athletes for athletic performance was once an
outlawed practice. However, the NCAA has slowly relaxed its
once hard-lined stance on this issue. This was noticed when
members were allowed to offer scholarships to athletes and
has recently involved the distribution of stipends to athletes.
Of course, Washington and I noted other instances where
the NCAA has expanded its controls. Another pertinent instance was the association’s response to Title IX. Universities were initially reluctant to comply with Title IX and offer
comparable athletics programs to women on their campuses. The primary stated concern from university representatives during NCAA conventions was that adding women’s
sport would be financially burdensome. In this regard, the
NCAA had established the boundaries of its controls and
women’s athletics fell outside of those boundaries. However,
as it became apparent that Title IX was not going away and
that women’s athletic opportunities were going to be legally mandated, the NCAA expanded its boundaries to absorb
women’s athletics under the umbrella of its control. Again,
we saw that the institution evolved so that the NCAA could
Volume 3 • Number 3 • 2017 • SER 51
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remain dominant in college athletics. Other areas where the
institution evolved include the significant organizational restructuring that occurred in the 1970s (the NCAA split into
three divisions and then split Division I into two football
divisions). This was done to make the association more responsive to the needs of varying members. We also saw the
NCAA’s evolution in recent years where it expanded its rules
regarding meals for athletes.
Perhaps the most telling issue that supports the overarching thesis of this article was further documented in another
paper Washington and I had accepted in 2017 where we detailed how the NCAA chose not to evolve. In the late 1940s
and into the 1950s, the invention of live telecasting of sporting events became a primary issue for the NCAA as it threatened the financial viability of college sport. The fear was that
ticket sales would stagnate as fans opted to watch games
on television. As it has done with so many other issues, the
NCAA took decisive action and started extensively regulating the contracts of college football telecasting on television
networks. The general parameters of the NCAA’s policies
went nearly unchanged from the late 1950s until the 1980s,
when its regulations were ruled anti-competitive by the U.S.
Supreme Court. While the majority of its membership had
initially lauded the NCAA’s actions, powerful universities
with high-profile football teams became disenchanted with
the regulations that severely limited their earning potential.
The NCAA failed to update its regulations as television technology became more refined and widespread. Ultimately,
the NCAA lost power over football television contracts and
those revenues because of its refusal to evolve. This significant loss of regulative authority has seemingly shaped the
NCAA’s management of other issues as it has rarely taken
hardline stances on challenging issues since its defeat. Even
in the recent lawsuits from Keller and O’Bannon, the NCAA
has taken measures to loosen its regulations to avoid substantial losses (e.g. the NCAA now provides “cost of living”
stipends). However, the NCAA only loosens its grip on regulations to a certain extent. It still “holds on” to its ethos of
amateurism and has taken steps to correct contradictory
practices (e.g. the NCAA no longer co-opts video games).
In sum, my research has outlined that a hallmark of the
NCAA’s dominance of college athletics has been its ability to
adapt and evolve. While it publicly defends its core principles
such as amateurism, it has shown that it “holds on loosely”
to its controls. It has created a structure where the interests
of elites (e.g. “Power Five” universities) and nonelites are allowed to pursue divergent interests. Certainly, scholars, activists, and media pundits alike have bemoaned some of its
seemingly archaic and restrictive rules, yet, the NCAA has
created a structure that suits the interests of its membership.
In this regard, it has learned to address the concerns of “legitimate” stakeholders and generally ignores the musings of
those who do not possess the requisite power for changing
Nite

the institution. The NCAA, indeed, presents a case of an institution that has learned to strategically change in order to
maintain power in its field.

Implications Beyond College Athletics
Certainly, my research has been primarily confined to the
context of college sport in the U.S. However, I believe that
sport and entertainment managers can draw from the concepts in my research and transfer those ideas into their contexts. First and foremost, it is important for managers in any
context to recognize that change is inevitable, regardless
of anyone’s efforts to prevent it. Numerous factors, such as
technological advancements, shifting stakeholder interests,
or governmental regulations, emerge that impact the organizational processes. As an organization’s environment
continually morphs, managers can either fight change or
they can embrace change and leverage resources to sustain
dominance. My most recent research has shown that fighting change and failing to evolve often leads to the shifting of
power (consider the case of the NCAA and television). For
some, failing to embrace changes within the environment has
even led to organizational demise (e.g. the struggles of some
brick and mortar retailers). As such, it is likely important for
sport and entertainment organizations to continually evolve
in accord with updates to their environments if they wish to
maintain their standing in their respective fields.
My research also points to another aspect of organizational evolution. As sport and entertainment organizations mature (i.e. become well-established in their domains), it is important for them to also be judicious in understanding which
battles to fight. My research of the NCAA outlined a process
of learning while evolving. Simply, the NCAA learned which
“threats” were worth addressing and which ones to ignore.
It would then update its practices and/or expand its boundaries to manage issues that could be particularly damaging.
In this regard, the NCAA had learned which threats were
legitimate (e.g. ones emerging from powerful internal stakeholders or ones that had powerful legal backing) and which
ones were just saber rattling (e.g. reports from watchdog organizations or criticisms from the media). This was noticed
in one of my recent papers where the NCAA combatted challenges through public relations efforts and by making small
changes to its rules, rather than instituting wholesale changes
(Nite, 2016). In this case, the NCAA recognized legitimate
issues that must be addressed and those that can be simply
ignored or refuted in public statements. Sport and entertainment managers can draw from this as well. It is important for
sport and entertainment managers to be cognizant of those
issues that could be damaging to their arrangements and address those challenges accordingly. Conversely, understanding which threats are not particularly legitimate may save
significant resource expenditures.
Volume 3 • Number 3 • 2017 • SER 52
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Finally, my research suggests that an important aspect of
evolving and embracing changes entails the creating a space
for multiple interests to be pursued. Despite its seemingly
endless rules, the NCAA has been particularly expansive in
its governance and allowed room for a multitude of members to thrive under its governance. In academic terms, it
has continued to expand its institutional boundaries. My research with Michael Hutchinson and Adrien Bouchet highlighted how universities often pursue inclusion in higher levels of NCAA competition in order to achieve higher status
and legitimacy (Hutchinson, Nite, & Bouchet, 2015; Nite &
Hutchinson, manuscript submitted for publication). This is
only permissible because the NCAA has set up a structure
that allows for a certain level of autonomy for its members.
Universities are still allowed to pursue their own agendas
within NCAA rules, thereby, staving off possible tensions
between universities and the NCAA. Other sport and entertainment entities could mimic this by allowing room
for growth by continually allowing for the inclusion of new
practices and new stakeholders. This could serve to mitigate
tensions from those trying to gain footholds within various
industries. Those in power could create structures that allow
stakeholders the ability to pursue innovative initiatives under the existing power structures.

Nite, C. & Singer, J.N. (2014). ‘We want to develop Christian athletes’:
Creating a climate for spiritual development in athletics. Journal for
the Study of Sports and Athletes in Education, 8(1), 1-18.
Nite, C., Singer, J.N., & Cunningham, G. B. (2013). Addressing competing
logics between the mission of a religious university and the demands
of intercollegiate athletics. Sport Management Review, 16, 465-476.
Nite. C., & Washington, M. (in press). Institutional adaptation to technological innovation: Lessons from the NCAA’s regulation of football
television broadcasts (1938-1984). Journal of Sport Management.
Scott, W. R. (1995). Institutions and Environments. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage.
Seo, M., & Creed, D. (2002). Institutional contradictions, praxis and
institutional change: A dialectic perspective. Academy of Management
Review, 27, 222-248.

In summation, dominance in an institutional context is
maintained by the continued evolution of those in power.
Although not always explicit, research has shown that institutional maintenance is more likely a process of change than
of stagnate defense. Sport and entertainment organizations
or individuals that fail to evolve and embrace change risk the
upheaval of embedded institutional structures. As discussed
here, it is likely that institutions will change; yet institutional
dynamics (i.e. the power balances) can remain intact. Embracing change and continually evolving is a key aspect of
maintaining institutional arrangements.
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From the Front Lines to
the Halls of Academia:
Charting Ambush Marketing
Discourse
Stephen McKelvey, University of Massachusetts, Amherst

T

he 1984 Los Angeles Summer Olympics, widely-chronicled as the first “corporate sponsored,” revenue-generating Games, is also recognized in sports marketing lore as
the birthplace of ambush marketing. The term arose as a way
to describe Kodak’s marketing activities designed to “blunt”
the official sponsorship rights of U.S. upstart Fuji Photo Film
(McKelvey, 2014). It remains unconfirmed in the annals of
sport marketing whether the pejoratively-laden term was
first coined by a journalist or by a sport sponsorship executive. What is not in question, however, is that the term (after all, who could resist the word “ambush”?) gained instant
traction and has since become engrained in sport sponsorship lexicon.

Stephen McKelvey, is Associate Professor and Graduate
Program Director at the McCormack Department of Sport
Management in the Isenberg School of UMass Amherst.
Prior to joining the UMass faculty in 2002, McKelvey
worked in the sport industry for 15 years. He holds a B.A.
in American Studies from Amherst College, an M.S. from
the University of Massachusetts Sport Management Program, and a J.D. from Seton Hall School of Law.
Correspondence should be sent to:
Stephen McKelvey
University of Massachusetts, Amherst
Email: mckelvey@isenberg.umass.edu

About one year later, I began working for the man who
engineered those highly-successful L.A. Games. As the new
Commissioner of Major League Baseball (MLB), Peter Ueberroth immediately brought his keen business acumen to
the National Pastime. One of his first major initiatives would
be the creation of a national corporate sponsorship program,
and within two years MLB had built an impressive roster of
official sponsors including Chevrolet, Gatorade, Leaf Candies, the Equitable, and Fuji Photo Film. The linchpin of these
national deals was the “promise” of exclusive rights to the
logos, marks and promotional opportunities around MLB’s
“jewel” events, the All-Star Game and the World Series.
As Manager of the Corporate Sponsorship department,
my primary job was to service these high-profile sponsorship accounts (including “rough duty” attending a different
Equitable Old Timers Game each weekend throughout the
summers!). However, I was also on the front lines in monitoring nonsponsors seeking to intrude on our jewel events
with their promotions offering baseball-themed chotskies
and tickets to “See all the baseball stars in the summer” and
to “Baseball’s Big Championship Games.” Hence was my first
introduction to the practice and trial-by-fire policing of ambush marketing.

Charting Ambush Marketing Discourse

For six years, I worked for MLB’s Corporate Sponsorship
department, loathing those thieving companies who sought
to capitalize on the rights and goodwill of our National Pastime (I’d even go so far as to accuse them of violating our
“thematic space”!). I was one of the first people our official
sponsors would call any time a nonsponsor broke a baseball-themed campaign that in their opinion “infringed” on
their “exclusive” rights. My job entailed calling these companies and politely requesting that they cease their campaigns
(as an aside, you’d be amazed how many companies and ad
agencies did not even know that terms like “All Star Game”
and “World Series” were registered trademarks of MLB). I
had a pretty darn good “shut-down” rate. Occasionally, however, representatives on the other line would direct me to
their lawyers who, upon my threat of a pending cease-anddesist letter, would respond, in so many words: “Well then,
sue me.” Typically, this response would end my pursuit, since
I know that only the most egregious and blatant of trademark violations would pass muster in the corner office of our
general counsel. These six years at MLB – where I became an
admittedly overzealous advocate of the game’s IP and promotion rights – surely shaped my perspective on ambush
marketing.
Upon leaving MLB in 1991, I would go on to spend
eight years working for several sport marketing and promotions agencies. Before I knew it, I was developing and executing, with great creativity and enthusiasm, promotions
such as “Roll to the Bowls Sweepstakes” (one client’s ambush
of college football bowl season) and “Marquee Matchups
Sweepstakes” (several other clients’ offering of trips and tickets to major sporting events to which we held nary a right).
Over the next eight years I advocated to clients that if official
sponsor rights were unavailable, not cost-effective, or simply
not worth it, there were other alternatives to associating with
sports properties. I had, low and behold, become the ambush
marketer!
My experiences on the front lines of sport sponsorship is
thus the reason why, when asked to describe ambush marketing, I respond: “It depends which side of the fence you’re
on.” It is my practical way of echoing one of the early scholars of ambush marketing who in 1994 stated that the answer
as to whether it is an “immoral or imaginative practice …
may well lie in the eye of the beholder” (Meenaghan, 1994,
p. 85). Through this practitioner’s experience and 15 subsequent years in the halls of academia I have sought, with the
scholarly guidance of numerous colleagues and co-authors,
to advance the research agenda and practitioners’ dialogue
on ambush marketing. As the following pages illustrate, over
the years I have eventually arrived at two overarching conclusions with respect to ambush marketing. First, it is neither the role nor responsibility of host city governments to
seek to insure the financial assets of private sport properties’
official sponsorship programs through the compulsory enMcKelvey

actment of extra-ordinary intellectual property rights. Second, I contend that media outlets and reporters covering the
sport marketing and sponsorship industry (and specifically
the reporting of incidents of ambush marketing) have a professional responsibility to eliminate pejorative descriptions,
tone and analogies (read: “ambush”) from reporting on nonsponsor marketing campaigns that are otherwise entirely legal, ethical, and creative.

Let The Games, ER Writing, Begin . . .
During my final year of law school, quite fortuitously it
would turn out, a Canadian court decided the case of National Hockey League, Inc. v. Pepsi-Cola Canada (1991). It
was the first fully litigated case to specifically address ambush marketing. Given my practical familiarity with ambush
marketing, I chose this lawsuit for my final term paper; it
would become one of the earliest analyses of ambush marketing published in a law journal (McKelvey, 1992). This
article, along with a second, equally practitioner-focused
law review article published shortly in advance of the 1996
Olympic Summer Games in Atlanta (McKelvey, 1994) would
serve as the sparks for my later academic pursuit of this topic
from both a legal and marketing perspective. Much like my
practitioner experiences, my research underwent a similarly
radical evolution.
Upon joining the University of Massachusetts Amherst
sport management faculty in 2002, I embarked on a research
stream I defined as issues at the nexus of intellectual property
law and sport marketing/sponsorship, with ambush marketing as my primary research focus. At the outset, my research
on ambush marketing, from both a legal and marketing
viewpoint, was practitioner-focused and neutral. One of my
first academic journal articles, co-authored with my frequent
collaborator Dr. John Grady, explored ways in which the
Olympic Movement would seek to address ambush marketing in advance of the 2004 Olympic Games in Greece (McKelvey & Grady, 2004). At this time, we were witnessing an
emergence of a new ambush marketing prevention tactic:
proactive efforts by the IOC and host committees to educate
the local business community as to why ambush marketing
could damage the property, as well as the “do’s and don’t’s”
with regard to nonsponsor marketing and advertising campaigns. UMass colleague Dr. Jay Gladden and I explored
sport marketing executives’ perceptions of ambush marketing, finding a level of concern if left unaddressed by sport
properties (McKelvey & Gladden, 2006). Dr. Grady and I followed this up with an assessment of how U.S.-based sport organizations, mostly notably the National Collegiate Athletic
Association (NCAA), were using innovative education and
legislative tactics in seeking to protect its marquee properties
from ambush marketing (McKelvey & Grady, 2008). The title of this latter research article even posed the question: Are
event organizers outmaneuvering ambush marketers?
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Perspectives On Ambush Marketing
By this time, the topic of ambush marketing had long been
providing fertile research ground for academicians across
the globe. Much of the early research focus was on sport
consumers’ perceptions of and attitudes toward the practice of ambush marketing through empirical studies mostly conducted around major sporting events including the
Olympic Games and the Super Bowl (Lyberger & McCarthy, 2001; Meenahgan, 1994; Meenaghan, 1996; Moorman
& Greenwell, 2005: Sandler & Shani, 1989; Shani & Sandler,
1998)). The consensus of these studies strongly suggested
that consumers not only knew little about the practice of ambush marketing (let alone be able to define it), but were also
largely ambivalent toward the practice. A personal relationship with an executive at the New York Road Runners club
fortuitously opened the pathway for my next line of inquiry.
In collaboration with Dr. Dennis Sandler and Dr. Kevin Snyder, we conducted a study of ING New York City Marathon
participants seeking to answer the question: how might participants feel about ambush marketing? (McKelvey, Sandler
& Snyder, 2011). Utilizing survey instruments previously
applied in sport spectator-based studies, we surveyed over
5000 participants of both the 2005 and 2008 Marathons. Interestingly, we found that participants were not only much
more successfully able to correctly identify the race’s official
sponsors, but also reported much more negative perceptions
of and attitudes toward the practice of ambush marketing.
Over the past two decades, the perceptions of and perspectives on ambush marketing have evolved as a result of
dialogue amongst both scholars and practitioners. I have enjoyed my time on the front lines of this evolving dialogue.
The earliest definitions of ambush marketing were pejorative, implying unethical business conduct laden with the evil
intent (thus supporting the perspective of event organizers
and official sponsors). As a practitioner in 1994, I submitted a column to the now-defunct Brandweek magazine in
which I defined ambush marketing as “a company’s intentional efforts to weaken – or ambush – its competitor’s ‘official sponsorship.’ It does this by engaging in promotions and
advertising that trade off the event or property’s goodwill
and reputation, and that seek to confuse the buying public as
to which companies really hold official sponsorship rights”
(McKelvey, 1994, p. 20). Little did I know then that, some
eight years before joining academia, this definition would
become oft-cited in academic journal articles. One of the key
premises here was the notion of “confusion.”
Over the years, perspectives on the term have continued
to evolve to recognize that the term “ambush marketing”
presents a number of grey areas. For instance, should an activity be deemed “ambush marketing” if the non-sponsor’s
activity is in fact legal? What if there is no purposeful intent to confuse consumers as to a non-sponsor’s association
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with an event? If a company is legitimately sponsoring a team
within a league (or a National Governing Body within the
IOC), and within the league’s sponsorship guidelines, is it
still ambush marketing? Is it ambush marketing only because
the event organizer says it is?
Researchers have argued that it is unrealistic to expect
non-sponsors to make decisions regarding sponsorship differently than they would with regard to other promotional
techniques designed to compete in the marketplace (Shani
& Sandler, 1998). Research has found that even executives
of top-level Olympic sponsors not only anticipate that their
competitors may likely attempt to associate with the Olympic
Games, but also have less concerns over the practice of ambush marketing than they do over the issue of sponsorship
clutter (Seguin & O’Reilly, 2008). More recent study of ambush marketing has also led to better defining types of ambush marketing, suggesting that not all activities are properly deemed ambush marketing. For example, Chadwick and
Burton (2011) proposed a new typology identifying 11 types
of ambush marketing activity divided into three categories
(direct ambush activities, indirect or associative ambushing,
and incidental or unintentional ambush activities), “further
highlighting the different strategies, motives, and measures
used by non-sponsors to develop an attachment to an event”
(p. 715).
As noted above, perspectives on the practice of ambush
marketing are largely influenced by one’s role in the sponsorship equation: sport properties and official sponsors will
typically hold a much different viewpoint than non-sponsors. While it is proper to refrain from unilaterally labeling ambush marketing as illegal, immoral or unethical, it
is nonetheless important to recognize that sport properties
do indeed have legitimate concerns with regard to ambush
marketing. The premise of an official sponsorship program
is that companies are gaining access to some degree of intellectual property-based exclusivity with regard to their relationship with the sports property (i.e., rights to use “official
sponsor of XYZ League” language, rights to use trademarks
and logos in advertising and promotion, rights to use special
event tickets in sweepstakes). For most major sport organizations, official sponsors provide significant operational funds.
The viability and integrity of a sponsorship program is thus
highly attributable to the extent to which the sport property
can proactively and aggressively protect the value of the promotional rights it has sold to its sponsors. As the adage goes,
“If I can get it, use it or do it for free, why would I pay for it?”

Esaml: An Uneven Road Ahead
The core public policy purpose of trademark law, ranging
from trademark infringement to unfair competition to false
advertising, is to protect consumers from being confused,
deceived or misled as to the source or affiliation of goods
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and services. Event specific ambush marketing legislation
(hereinafter “ESAML”), however, is designed explicitly for
the purpose of protecting the intellectual property interests
of the private sport organization and its official sponsors. The
evolution of increasingly broad ESAML – what Louw (2012)
refers to as a “monopoly on language” (p. 477) – has been
evidenced by the statutory creation of a “right of association”
that in essence grants the sport organizer much greater control over the thematic space of the event.
The early advent of EASML notwithstanding, my early research with Dr. Grady evidenced quite a neutral tone toward
the practice of ambush marketing:
Corporations devote significant marketing and
advertising budgets to be official sponsors of the
Olympic Games in order to gain exclusive access to the high profile and positive image of the
Olympic movement. These companies desire
the exclusivity and prestige associated with official sponsorship because without this exclusivity
and prestige, the total value of the sponsorship
package is ultimately diminished. At the same
time, however, companies without official rights
remain active in their attempts to associate themselves with the goodwill of the Olympic Games
through a variety of ambush marketing activities that can often circumvent legal attempts to
control non-sponsor marketing activities. This,
in turn, has led the Olympic organizers to seek
greater protection of Olympic-related marketing
opportunities through legislation, internal rules
and comprehensive education and enforcement
strategies to combat ambush marketing. Despite
these admirable efforts, however, it can be concluded that while Olympic athletes will continue
to compete on the field to win gold, the ongoing
competition off the field will also continue as
ambush marketers strive to “take” Olympic gold
(McKelvey & Grady, 2004, p. 196).
The 2004 Summer Games saw the true emergence of
event-specific ambush marketing legislation (“ESAML”). Although ESAML was first enacted in advance of the 2000 Summer Games in Sydney, Australia, more public recognition of
the fact that host countries and cities were now “required” to
enact extraordinary trademark protections in exchange for
landing the Games provided an entirely new debate stream
for practitioners and academicians alike. Over the course of
the next five years or so, our “neutrality” took a decided turn.
In 2010, I co-authored an article that would mark a critical turning point in our assessment of EASML (Grady,
McKelvey & Bernthal, 2010). My co-authors and I posited
that ESAML, ostensibly enacted to protect the commercial
interests of the privately run International Olympic CommitMcKelvey

tee (IOC), raised numerous questions at the intersection of
public policy and marketing. (This concern would be further
heightened when, in advance of the 2012 London Olympic
Games, the U.K.’s legislation included a so-called “right of
association” that even more broadly prohibited companies
from engaging in any commercial activity that connoted an
“association” with the Games).
In this 2010 research article, we first questioned whether local governments are serving in their proper role and
function by enacting such event-specific legislation. One can
argue, of course, that a primary role of government within
capitalism-based economies such is to protect the commercial freedoms of its national and local business communities in order to ensure a fair and competitive marketplace.
To achieve this, countries enact laws relating to trademark
protection, honest business practices, and fair competition.
One might of course argue that the government’s role is
also to do what is necessary in an effort to secure the psychic and economic benefits of hosting an international mega
sport event such as the Olympic Games. However, serving
the latter role comes, we argued, at a price; the manipulation
of governments by sport organizations that make enactment
of event-specific legislation “a cost of doing business.” We
contend that ESAML unnecessarily and unfairly encroaches
on the commercial rights and freedoms of national and local
businesses that, for any variety of business reasons, chose not
to secure official sponsorship status. ESAML also has the
potential to impinge upon the ability of the host community
businesses and its citizens to express their pride and support
for the event. At the very least, anecdotal evidence – as well
as a review of the lengthy list of unhalted ambush marketing campaigns – strongly suggests that ESAML effectively
“chills” smaller mom & pop businesses wary of the IOC enforcement patrols . . . but is much less effective in halting the
ambush marketing activities of larger, more savvy corporations (read: Nike).
The second question we examined was whether there is
a viable marketing rationale for ESAML? As already noted above, we acknowledge the need that sport organizations
have to protect the commercial value of their official sponsorship programs. Without special legislation, the mega sport
properties have argued, ambush marketing will diminish the
value of its sponsorship assets and ultimately result in companies not renewing their sponsorships or, at the very least,
negotiating a lower price for their sponsorship. However,
through all of our research to date, we have yet to hear a company state (at least publicly) that the proliferation of ambush
marketing is their reason for opting out of an official sponsorship program or not renewing an existing sponsorship. In
fact, a study conducted within the context of event-specific
legislation for the 2010 Games in Vancouver found “little direct evidence of harm caused by ambush marketing, which
could not be sufficiently resolved by the less aggressive and
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unobjectionable brand protection and education strategies”
(Seguin, Ellis, Scassa & Parent, 2008, p. 100).
Finally, in this article we briefly examined was practical
business effects and implications of ESAML, arguing the
need for a better balancing of stakeholder interest. As noted
above, the mere threat of civil and criminal punishments, as
well as the potential for negative publicity, has and will continue to chill individual and commercial speech that would
otherwise be well within legal boundaries. We also contended that ESAML not only provides official sponsors with a
significant (and arguably unfair) practical business advantage over its competitors, but may also unwittingly provide
a psychic “safety net” that disincentives official sponsors to
strategically and creatively compete against their competition. We concluded that ESAML was unfairly enabling sport
properties like the IOC to claim ownership, and monopoly,
of a much broader “thematic space” than warranted.
This paragraph, when juxtaposed to the block quote that
opens this section, illustrates the evolution in our perspective on ambush marketing:
Finally, one must consider the rationale of enacting event-specific legislation designed to protect the revenue streams of a privately-run sport
organization that has demonstrated no tangible
proof of harm or financial need that can be directly attributed to ambush marketing. Quite
simply, Olympic sponsorship revenue has grown
consistently and substantially without such legislation, going from US $96 million for the 1988
Seoul Games to US $886 for Beijing in 2008. This
fact, coupled with the lack of substantiated harm
associated with ambush marketing activity, raises
legitimate questions as to the role or responsibility of government to protect the value and viability
of the Olympics’ sponsorship programs through
event-specific legislation (Grady, McKelvey, &
Bernthal, 2010, p. 152).

An Economics Twist On Esaml
The increasing concerns voiced by practitioners and academicians over the over-reach of ESAML begged the question:
Why do countries agree to enact EASML even though can
contravene the interests of their citizenry (particularly with
regard to free speech rights), while also subordinating their
existing tenets of trademark law? To tackle this question,
UMass sport economist Dr. Neil Longley and I examined
the debate over ESAML through the application of economic
theory.
Using the IOC and FIFA as the most notable examples, we
began with the premise that these global sporting organizations hold considerable monopoly power that enables them
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to exact extraordinary benefits during the bidding process.
To the extent that these global sporting events can confer a
variety of possible benefits on the host city or country, potential hosts are willing to provide such sport organizations
with the most attractive hosting package. For host countries,
we further argued, the enactment of ESAML could only be
justified if the social benefits of such legislation exceed the
social costs.
We contended, however, that such a rationalization for
ESAML is highly questionable given the wealth of research
persuasively demonstrating that the economic impact of
hosting such global mega-events is generally negligible.
These research findings raised the possibility, as we argued,
that the impetus for enacting ESAML may instead be explained by public choice economics, whereby politicians are
seen to be motivated by narrow private interests over broader
public interests.
We concluded by positing that one reason why ESAML
is so readily granted by host country legislatures, via their
politicians, is because of the public’s lack of awareness of
the social costs and consequences being extracted by such
legislation. While analogizing the situation to the trend of
push-back of public financing of sports facilities in North
America, we suggested that protests in Brazil in advance of
both the 2014 FIFA World Cup and the 2016 Olympic Games
illustrated the potential for a paradigm shift in public perception of the benefits of hosting mega sporting events and,
as a result, the power exchange within the bidding process.
Indeed, we are now beginning to see this scenario this play
out, as fewer and fewer countries bid for these mega-sporting events. Ultimately, under our economic analysis, fewer
bidders alters the balance of power and leverage these sports
properties have in mandating ESAML.

Ambush Marketing: Read All About It!
Given the breath of ambush marketing research over the
preceding 30 years, there remain few entirely unexplored
streams. One, however, that colleagues Dr. Nick Burton, Dr.
Kevin Snyder and I decided to explore was how the print media has reported on ambush marketing over the past 30 years
(Burton, Snyder & McKelvey, in press). Did they typically
“take the side” of the sport properties and official sponsors
who fed them the ambush marketing stories, thus positioning ambush marketing in a pejorative light (just like it sounded)? Had their coverage changed over time as perhaps they
better understood the legal and ethical nuances of ambush
marketing? And, would the print reportage of trade industry
writers covering the business of sport be substantially different from that of mainstream reporters?
Before discussing this study, it must be clarified that
our research focus and context was on neutral, non-rights
holders. We readily acknowledge that licensed broadcast
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rights-holders have, through both contractual relationships
and business ethics, obligations and responsibilities to help
protect the value of their partners’ sponsorship programs.
For these reasons, one would not expect media rights-holders to champion the cause of ambush marketing. The focus
of our study was specifically on print media reporters whose
professionally responsibility is to objectively report the news.
The methods we employed in conducting this
ground-breaking study reflected the exploratory and introductory nature of the research, and were informed by the
extant media bias and ambush marketing literatures. In following a textual analysis procedure, insight was gained into
the dominant discourse, terminology, rhetoric, and stakeholder perspectives contained within each text, allowing for
the data to be examined and understood in depth. Data was
collected from across major international English-language
publications through a series of controlled LexisNexis database searches, conducted in the spring and summer of 2015.
Canvassing the thirty year period between ambush marketing’s emergence in 1984 and the summer of 2014 (in order
to include both the 2014 Sochi Winter Olympic Games and
2014 FIFA World Cup), in total, four data subsets were collected from four specific Boolean keyword searches:

(i) ‘“Ambush Marketing” AND (“Olympics” OR
“FIFA”)’ in the New York Times (NYT);
(ii) ‘“Ambush Marketing” AND (“Olympics” OR
“FIFA”)’ in Advertising Age (AdAge);
(iii) ‘“Pepsi” AND “Ambush Marketing” AND
(“FIFA” OR “World Cup”)’ in LexisNexis Major
World Region Publications (LxFIFA); and
(iv) ‘“Pepsi” AND “Ambush Marketing” AND “Olympics”’ in LexisNexis Major World Region Publications
(LxIOC).
These four searches were selected based on the breadth
and depth of results yielded from a series of initial, investigative database searches into ambush marketing print media
coverage. The publication databases targeted – the New York
Times, Advertising Age, and LexisNexis’ “Major World Region Publications” – provided the study with three distinct
and important perspectives: a journalistic perspective from a
major national US-news broadsheet, an informed and expert
marketing insight from a leading trade periodical, and local
coverage from event host cities through an amalgamation of
esteemed and reliable international English-language publications. Print news and professional marketing publications
– the New York Times and Advertising Age – were included
in the data collection to compare and contrast a trade publication with mainstream print media.
This research study found that, throughout the early history of ambush marketing, both news and trade publications
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repeatedly described ambush marketers and specific ambush
marketing campaigns in militaristic terms. This combative
discourse emphasized a competitive relationship between
sponsor and ambusher, and stressed the perceived intent
of ambushing brands to “undermine” official sponsors and
events. This militaristic positioning often confused ambush
marketing with guerrilla marketing, or referenced attempts
by the ambusher to “hijack” a market rival’s sponsorship using an “attack strategy,” ultimately playing off, and perpetuating, the combative “ambush” theme.
Despite the prevailing negative perspective and bias evidenced throughout ambushing’s early history, our research
found, more notably following the 2000 Sydney Summer
Olympic Games, a significant shift in tone toward a more
positive portrayal of ambush activities and greater balance in
stakeholder perspectives. The trend towards a more positive
portrayal and representation of ambush marketing became
even more pronounced following the 2012 London Summer
Olympic Games. For example, nearly 80% of those texts we
analysed presented ambushing in a positive light (12 of the
32 sarcastically or caustically described Olympic ambush
marketing prevention measures and overtly endorsed ambush marketers’ propriety and belonging at major events).
Finally, we posited that the coverage of ambush marketing may becoming more favourable as the tactics to prevent
its practices become more aggressive and intrusive. For instance, in the wake of highly-publicized counter-ambush
marketing efforts by FIFA at the 2006 and 2010 FIFA World
Cup Finals tournaments (see: arrest of the orange bikini-clad
Bavarian Beer girls), rights protection efforts were described
by various newspaper reporters as “surreal” and “draconian,”
while ambush marketing was vindicated as a business and
marketing strategy, celebrated as “enterprising,” “creative,”
“imaginative,” and indeed justifiable as “pseudo-sponsorship
rather than the ugly ‘ambush marketing’.”
The results of this study on ambush marketing provide evidence of a number of important developments in its on-going discourse. Despite the negative rhetoric from commercial rights holders designed to influence public opinion, as
well as the reliance on host government-provided ESAML,
we are beginning to see a clear shift in the language and semantics of ambush marketing being employed by print media generally.
As we concluded in this study, there are several possible
explanations for this development. First, print reporters are
likely becoming more knowledgeable about the workings of
sport sponsorship and the nuances of ambush marketing,
part and parcel of the overall growth in the interest in sports
business, governance and politics in general over the past
several decades. This notion is supported by the discernible
difference found between trade coverage of ambush marketing (AdAge) and the major national press (NYT), as AdverVolume 3 • Number 3 • 2017 • SER 59
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tising Age consistently offered a more balanced and positive
perspective of ambush marketing than mainstream print
media outlets. This was not entirely surprising given that reporters for Advertising Age are trained to cover the marketing and advertising industry, and thus should have a much
higher level of knowledge about the nuances of sponsorship
and ambush marketing. Moreover, reporters for Advertising
Age may be more neutral in trying to preserve their access to
both the official sponsor and the alleged ambushing company. Additionally, corporations’ marketing activities may have
evolved either to become more sophisticated in executing
sponsorships or ambushing official marketing partnerships.
Hence, a change in corporate behavior could also drive some
of the changes in how the term “ambush marketing” is used.

Practical Implications Moving Forward
Given sport properties’ understandable need to protect the
viability of their official sponsorship programs, it is reasonable to assume that framing ambush activities as unethical
and/or illegitimate will remain a key weapon in their arsenal
to influence consumers’ in support of their sponsors. Sport
properties should, however, take more notice of several
changes in the surrounding landscape that may merit a shift
in protection tactics. First, research is suggesting a shift in
the way that ambush marketing activity is being reported,
at least in the print news and trade media (Burton, Snyder
& McKelvey, in press). Simply “crying foul” may no longer
be an option. In fact, one could argue – as I always do in lectures and case studies – that absent a case of clear-cut legal
infringement, the best way to address an ambush marketing
campaign is to ignore it altogether, since drawing media and
public attention to it only serves to provide more publicity
for the non-sponsoring company.
Granted, while it is reasonable to expect that official
broadcast rights-holders would not publicly “champion” the
cause for ambush marketing brands, it is not unreasonable
to anticipate that, moving forward, other media outlets will
report on ambush marketing in more neutral and even supportive terms. Our study of the historical reportage quite
clearly bore out that, as ambush marketing policing tactics
become more aggressive and “draconian”, the print media reportage has become less empathetic toward the interests and
concerns of these sport properties. On a separate note, one
can further argue that draconian policing tactics has had also
had a deleterious effect on the properties’ brand image, particularly that of the IOC and local Olympic governing bodies
(this is fertile ground for future research, assuming one can
factor out the harmful effects of internal political scandal and
the white-elephant effect).
Assuming the premise that the general media is becoming more tolerant and accepting of ambush marketing, sport
properties should re-double their efforts to better educate the
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national and local business communities through the dissemination of materials that provide clear-cut marketing and
advertising “dos and donts,” couched in an appeal to business ethics. Given that companies intent on “ambushing” are
going to do so, this education-focused approach will better
serve all stakeholders than an aggressive rights enforcement
approach. Sport properties also need to do a better job of
managing the expectations of their official sponsors in terms
of what would constitute legal rights-infringing ambush marketing versus annoying but legal marketing activity. With regard to both the education-centric approach, and the issue of
managing sponsor expectations, my research and case study
collaborations have identified the Canadian Olympic Committee as “best in class” (McKelvey, 2017).
Another practical consideration regards the enactment of
ESAML. As posited in one of my more recent studies (McKelvey & Longley, 2015), governments need to take a more
resolute stand against the “required” enactment of extra-ordinarily broad trademark protections by stressing its role and
its responsibilities to its local citizenry (which, ironically, is
also often “footing the bill” for hosting the event). One way
to hamper the future enactment of EASML is for local business, marketing and advertising associations to take a more
public and vocal stand against any such proposed legislation,
especially by chiding politicians leading bidding efforts for
their own personal aggrandizement (this tactic has worked
very well in lessening the public financing of stadiums and
arenas across North America). As further suggested in this
article with Dr. Longley, the issue of ESAML may ultimately
resolve itself as the number of bidding countries dwindles,
hence shifting the balance of negotiating power from sport
property to host government. Already, we are particularly
seeing this phenomenon as the number of bidders for both
summer and winter Olympic Games continues to dwindle.
As my practical experience and research seems to suggest,
an increasing number of stakeholders are accepting so-called
ambush marketing activity as “much ado about nothing.” I
personally can’t recall the last time a major U.S. professional
sport league made a public issue of ambush marketing and,
if the NFL has ceased making public complaints over the
ambush marketing festival that is the annual Super Bowl, it’s
safe to say that it’s become a mute issue! It’s also time we realize that, absent blatant trademark violations, there is very
little to nothing sport properties can do to halt the practice
of competitor marketing.
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isa Murray is the Chief Marketing Officer (CMO) of Octagon – one the world’s largest sport and entertainment
agencies – serving the industry in sport marketing and sponsorship as well as athlete and talent representation. Murray
has been in the sport and entertainment industry for nearly
three decades, and has been a part of the executive team that
has guided the company through the substantial evolution
of the sport and entertainment industry. Based in Stamford,
Connecticut, she oversees marketing and communications,
and leads the organization’s marketing best practices on a
global scale. A mastermind of developing and implementing
ingenious activation programs for high profile clients and
brands at prominent events, like the FIFA World Cup and
Olympic Games, Murray is an industry heavyweight who
has won numerous awards. She has been named one of Adweek’s 35 powerful women in sports, SportsBusiness Journal’s
20 most influential women in the industry, and was named
to Sporting News annual “Power 100” list. Humble to a fault,
Murray will tell you that it is her team that deserves the accolades, but do not let that modest persona fool you, she has
her finger on the pulse of the industry. Armed with Octagon’s
proprietary passion data, she knows how to create campaigns
and experiences that tap into fan passion and help her clients
exceed their business objectives.
Octagon is a subsidiary of one of the largest advertising
and marketing communications groups, Interpublic Group
(IPG). With offices in over 100 countries and over 90 companies specializing in advertising and communications, IPG
agencies create customized marketing programs for many
of the world’s largest companies and top brands. As one of
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the 11 IPG companies serving the sport and entertainment
industry, Octagon helps brands and talent innovate in ways
that give them a competitive advantage and standout in a very
cluttered marketplace. For example, to continue to transform
Mastercard’s long-running “Priceless” campaign, Octagon
created #44daysofcrazy to grab the attention of rugby fans
during the 2015 Rugby World Cup. For 44 days, Octagon
created unpredictable and thrilling experiences and content
for rugby fans across the world (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Q_O7VrqaVuw). Not only was Mastercard able to
increase transactions and card spending, but they also had
a social reach of 145 million, which enabled the company to
expand their reach and impact. In Lisa’s words, “Octagon not
only aims to match the right sponsor or corporation, but also
to create activations and content that resonates with the fans
based upon the sport or passion point.”
In a rapidly changing industry, where sporting outcomes are
unpredictable, emotions run high, and technology constantly evolves, the sport marketing aspect of the industry has had
to keep pace with the new fan experience. As Murray explains, “consumers have a nearly infinite amount of choice in
the content they consume, the events they attend and which
brands they are most loyal too. It’s our job to help our clients
see the opportunities and then create campaigns and experiences that matter to their audience.” Much has changed since
Murray hit the ground running in the early 90s, but her foresight, creativity, and ability to spot talent has enabled her and
Octagon to create sensational stories that resonate with fans
and consumers. Octagon’s passion for clients is obvious in its
inventive campaigns like the Delta Air Lines Mascot Rivalry
campaign for Duke, North Carolina State and the University
of North Carolina: (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GCvwiJKM6KY).
Whether it is sponsorship activation, event management,
talent management, or creating digital and creative content,
Octagon provides a range of exceptional services for its clients. And, the firm has some heavy hitters. Octagon’s global
marketing client roster includes blue-chip companies across
various categories such as AB InBev, Mastercard, Johnson &
Johnson, Cisco, and Sony. I had the opportunity to sit down
with Lisa and talk about the sport industry, her passion for
all things sponsorship activation, and Octagon. Our discussion follows.
Newland: Will you share with me your career path? How
did you start out in sport marketing and what led you to
Octagon?
Murray: My career path is unique compared to those coming up today. Simply put, the industry as we know just didn’t
exist 30 years ago. It was just luck (and fate) that I had the
privilege of joining Rick Jones and his newly developed firm
called The Strategic Group after meeting him at one of my
previous employers. Slowly but surely, we began to win busiNewland

ness, and with the announcement of Atlanta as host of the
1996 Olympic Games our business grew quickly. Our agency
was soon acquired by Advantage and then by IPG, and here
I am today! It has been a privilege to call Octagon my home.
I’ve worked with the best clients in the world at the most formidable sports and entertainment events around the globe!
Newland: You’ve recently been named to Adweek’s 35 Most
Powerful Women in Sport, you’ve made Sporting News
Power 100 list, SportsBusiness Journal’s Top 20 Influencers,
and Women in Sport & Event’s woman of inspiration. How
does it feel to have your hard work recognized?
Murray: I have always been a very modest person, so the personal honors are not something I actively seek out. At first,
the focus was never on Octagon as an agency, it was on our
clients… and that continues today. I have always thought
about my clients and my team before myself.
More recently, we have focused on promoting our agency
brands and working to identify awards and honors for our
people is all part of that. I like to tell women to be big and
bold and be proud of their accomplishments. But I don’t always take my own advice, I tend to focus on really hard work,
exceeding expectations and delivering for my clients. If you
do that, it will pay off.
Newland: You are a sport sponsorship activation pioneer.
You understood early on the importance of making the
sponsor stand out. But, as you know, the sport landscape
is so dynamic and changes so quickly. What are the opportunities and challenges in such a space? How do you
continue to innovate?
Murray: I think back to 1994 when I stood in a booth with
a Polaroid camera taking pictures with cardboard cutouts.
I had a clipboard and talked to people individually. When
I think about what our clients are going to be doing for the
FIFA World Cup in 2018 it’s very different. Everything is
shared through social media, with Twitter and Instagram we
can increase the reach by a million-fold, thanks to technology.
Also, the team at Octagon is truly amazing. We hire and grow
the best talent across all elements of an activation: content
creation, hospitality, asset management, research and more.
We understand that you can not survive in this industry by
doing the same thing year after year. Take hospitality as an
example, technology has changed how we interact with the
guests, how the fans or clients interact with the brand, and
how we integrate the client’s product into their experience to
make a greater impact. We want consumers to understand
the brand’s product and the message the brand is sharing, so
that they grow a true relationship with the client, and leave
with a positive feeling.
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Newland: In a sport advertising/market place full of so
much clutter and noise, how does Octagon break through
and help their brands to stand out?
Murray: We live in a world where time is our most precious
commodity, and our audiences’ patience has never been
shorter. As a marketing firm, we’ve never had to work harder to gain the attention of the people we’re trying to reach.
The way we see it, there’s two ways to go about it. Attention
is either bought or it’s earned. Paid attention ensures your
brand will be heard – and that’s a good start. But attention
that’s earned ensures your audience actually listens to what
you’re saying.

right move for their business. Passion Drivers and Passion
Shift are just two of those platforms - Passion Drivers tells
us why fans are fans, and Passion Shift tells us how fans are
consuming, curating and creating the content they crave.
We have to understand the fan experience of today and
tomorrow, and stay ahead of it for our clients.

Newland: What sets Octagon apart from the competition,
in your opinion?
Murray: At Octagon, our purpose is to create work that earns
attention. As sponsorship marketing has evolved to become
an essential element in the marketing mix, Octagon has
stayed in the lead by developing sophisticated techniques for
understanding global fans. Our work is based on a unique
understanding of consumers’ connection with sport. Our
methodologies ensure our clients attain the results they desire, and a collaborative approach guides us through every
assignment. Whether creating award-winning content or experiential programs or once-in-a-lifetime hospitality experiences on behalf of one of our clients, our suite of best-in-class
methodologies, tools and systems gives our clients peace of
mind and delivers exceptional results. We measure our success by our clients’ success and proudly possess some of the
longest standing relationships in our industry.
‘One stop shopping’ doesn’t really impress people, I don’t
think. What does impress our clients or talent or brands is
that we can deliver these highly creative offerings because we
have unbelievable talent within this organization who can
make it happen. And, selfishly, I think we have the people
who can deliver better than any other agency. It’s a combination of young, bold thinking with those that have a heritage
and industry experience – that’s a formula we believe in.
Newland: You and Octagon have served some blue-clip clients at big time events. What have you learned from these
experiences and how has that changed how you activate
sponsorships at the next event?
Murray: Even with all of the changes, the one constant is fan
passion. Whether it’s PGA, NFL, NBA, MLB, MLS, Olympics, or Rugby World Cup, fan passion – despite technology,
despite the drastic amount of choices people have to spend
their free time – is still so unbelievingly strong. And, the
power of a live event is also alive and well. Fans want to be
there to witness a live event.
Fan passion, coupled with a consumer’s desire to see it live,
works to a marketer’s advantage. We often tap into Octagon’s proprietary research to help our clients make the next
Newland
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ocially responsibility (SR) and Sport-for-Development
(SFD) programs require robust evaluations to gauge
aggregate effectiveness and demonstrate impact. While the
idea of a social program evaluation is not novel, evaluation
techniques and delivery methods have improved researcher
understanding of how they should be approached. In this article, we package this information into an informative bundle
of our processes, mechanisms, and outcomes regarding how
we design, deploy, and deliver social evaluations. In doing
so, we also illustrate that by maintaining a balance between
social and organizational value, organizations can benefit
themselves as well society. In addition, we suggest that by
combining methodological approaches, program evaluators
can construct a stronger programmatic impact narrative.

Strategies for Social Programs and Evaluations
• Seek and measure shared value though a balance of
meeting societal needs while at the same time yielding
organizational benefit.
• Align business objectives with social programming to
ensure program viability and sustainability.
• Be proactive, not reactive.
• Theorize social change by identifying the social issue
and mapping program characteristics to achieve the desired outcomes.
• Design the evaluation to achieve valid conclusions that
employ a blend of research methods and data analysis
techniques.
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Social Program Evaluations: Strategies,
Methods, and Shared Value
We have been involved with evaluating numerous social programs that use sport as a mechanism for individual (i.e., personal) development. While the list of possible developmental
outcomes is long, the programs we collaborate with focus
their interventions on employment training, social mobility,
character building, health, and access to formal education.
In conducting this work, we have learned many things that
have improved our approach to evaluating social programs.
The most important realization, however, is that a ‘one size
fits all’ blueprint for deploying a program or conducting a
program evaluation is not realistic. Each program and the
associated evaluation is unique, and depends on a number
of items such as organizational and program goals, program
structure and size, initiation, and key program tenets. In addition, my colleagues and I found that identifying and working with the intended beneficiary group(s), working closely
with the delivery entity, understanding the funding mechanisms and partnerships, and revealing program motives
early in the evaluation process are critical to a successful research endeavor. Based on our research, we have also learned
that by defining the key performance indicators and developmental objectives, and understanding how the organization
and funders view impact from day one, are essential pieces
of information.
The latter (i.e., impact) point has been critical for our
work, since many social program evaluations in sport have
failed to show “. . . transparent and substantive evidence” of
developmental or social impact (Levermore, 2011, p. 552).
This has been the case because third-party evaluations are
expensive and many social programs operate with limited
resources that primarily go towards staffing and delivery.
Moreover, resource limitations encumber robust and holistic
research evaluations that should rely on a balance of qualitative and quantitative methods. With limited funds, many
social programs only report anecdotal evidence of impact in
the forms of heartfelt narratives and evocative images to elicit a ‘warm glow effect’.
Confusing the evaluation process is that many social programs have adopted very broad outcomes, which include
reinvigorating communities, reversing childhood obesity,
improving youth literacy, enabling gender equality and social scaffolding, peace building, and social capital creation
(Walker et al., 2015). While assuaging these issues are worthwhile pursuits, capacity building for social impact must start
from, and focus intently on, the individual-level (i.e., program beneficiary). Only if the intervention delivery is sound,
the outcomes are well defined, realistic, and measurable,
and the program is sustainable, can the program be scaled
to achieve broader social impact. This is something that few
programs, at least the ones we have studied and observed,
Walker, Hills

can espouse to achieve. To approach social impact, however,
a theory of change (ToC) is required to identify the sequence
of causes and presumed effects that provide the undergirding
to the social intervention (Coalter, 2007). In constructing the
ToC, our process has been to hypothesize the relationships
between the social problem, program beneficiaries, and
program mechanisms and processes to achieve both intermediate impacts (i.e., effect on the beneficiary) and broader
outcomes (i.e., individual behavioral or social changes). The
ToC provides the structure to the entire evaluation, so we
spend considerable time on this aspect in the pre-planning
phase of the research partnership. We also work iteratively
with program managers to ensure what is being mapped in
the ToC aligns with program goals and the outcomes sought.
Doing so creates a clear and realistic tone from the outset of
the project and helps define the roles of the researchers and
delivery partner.
As organizations are increasingly attaching developmental outcomes to their socially responsible (SR) agendas, and
governments and non-profits are working to assuage various
societal ills via social programming, it is critical for program
managers and funders to evaluate the effectiveness of their
intervention. Evaluations serve multiple purposes, but moving beyond the appearance of responsibility to demonstrate
development and potentially social impact are perhaps most
important. In this article, we refer to this as creating social
value. However, social value in isolation means little if the organization fails to benefit from leveraging opportunities created by the program. We refer to this as organizational value.
Based on these value propositions, we orient our discussion
though a shared value lens, which emphasizes creating value for society in a way that also creates organizational value (Kramer & Porter, 2011). This point is important since a
number of social programs in sport are claiming impact but
empirical, unbiased, third-party data on impacts are often
non-existent. In other words, many social investments are
simply feel-good responses to external pressures as opposed
to drivers of impact, productivity, and program sustainability. In fact, the majority of SR studies in sport have centered
on business-level benefits such as reputation, image, and patronage intentions (see Walker, 2013; Walker & Kent, 2009,
2013), and many programs have limited connections to the
actual business, leaving them hard to justify in the long-run
(Kramer & Porter, 2011).
Based on this commentary, the purpose of this article is to
unpack our social program evaluation process using examples of our work in sport that both support and run counter to creating shared value. We reveal our process from the
design phase to the deliverable phase so future researchers
and social program managers can better understand how
cross-pollinating social and organizational value creates optimal conditions to achieve shared value.
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Observations from the Field
We have seen an evolutionary shift in SR program deployment and the resulting scholarship dedicated to studying
SR. Our research has shown that organizations in this context have been devoting financial and human resources to
programs focused more on individual development, mainly
among disadvantaged youth, via educational training, health
and wellness support, and personal/individual (e.g., citizenship, self-efficacy, etc.) development. A number of international organizations are now delivering and supporting programs that blur the SR/Sport-for-Development (SFD) line.
For example, our research with Barclays bank showed how
they used sport as a vehicle to deploy SR via their ‘Spaces for
Sport’ initiative that funds SFD initiatives in United Kingdom (UK) communities focused on youth employment and
empowerment. The Korean Professional Soccer Organization (K-League) supports a physical activity program to bolster youth leadership. Similarly, the National Football League
(NFL) promotes ‘Play 60’, a physical activity and character
development program aimed at reducing the spread of childhood obesity and strengthening communities. These are a
few of the programs operating under an SR umbrella yet use
sport as the direct mechanism to achieve developmental objectives.
On the SFD side, the former United Nations Sport for
Development and Peace (UNOSDP, 2014) initiative listed
eight areas where sport contributes to society: (1) individual
development, (2) health promotion, (3) gender equality, (4)
social integration and social capital development, (5) peace
building, (6) disaster relief, (7) economic development, and
(8) social mobilization. Interestingly, Salcines, Babiak, and
Walters (2013) published a compendium of SR in sport articles in which the contributors discussed each area noted
by the former UNOSDP program. This observation is interesting since, at least at face value, sport organizations are
increasingly promoting developmental outcomes within
their SR campaigns. Despite this operational shift, the common practical omission has been the lack of evaluations to
show whether social or development programs are working
to achieve the desired ends. Moreover, research progression
in both areas has been encumbered by limited foci. For example, my research with several different colleagues on SR
programs has centered mainly on how strategic ‘paybacks’
(i.e., business-level, instrumental benefits) are realized for
the focal organization. SFD evaluations, on the other hand,
have reported positive beneficiary, community, and social returns (i.e., normative-level outcomes as suggested by Walker
& Parent, 2010), mainly in the form of qualitative narratives.
However, we have recently been engaged in a number of
evaluation projects where the programs seek to both enhance
developmental outcomes among the beneficiary groups (i.e.,
social value) while at the same time generate organizational
value through outcome marketing.
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The caveat here is that many of these programs operate
under a SR umbrella, which means that researchers have
much to learn from both SR and SFD literature(s) to inform
future research progression. For example, beneficiary and
community impacts are critical elements largely ignored in
SR research, while ‘paybacks’ and leveraging opportunities
studied by SR scholars could prove useful in the SFD discussion as funding channels become scarce. By measuring
both social impacts and strategic payback, program evaluations have the opportunity “… to demonstrate the elusive
win-win proposition of organizations not only benefitting
themselves but also program beneficiaries” (Walker et al.,
2015, p. 1). Such an approach moves towards creating shared
value, which according to Porter and Kramer (2011), enhances organizational competitiveness, while simultaneously
advancing economic and social conditions in communities
where the organizations are located. We have been fortunate to work on the front lines of this debate by providing
research and evaluations to a broad range of sport organizations around the world. Accordingly, and through a shared
value lens, we now understand how the SR/SFD intersection
can prove useful for program design and delivery. In this article, we offer a number of observations and some resulting
strategies that can assist practitioners in social program development and deployment. Based on our work with social
program managers, we offer our perspectives for bolstering
program delivery, enhancing the outcomes realized for the
beneficiary groups, and creating shared organizational value.

Recommendations for Deliverers
Seek and Measure Shared Value
Striking an appropriate balance between program motives
and outcomes is critical to creating shared value. While many
motives exist and the majority might seem well-intended, it
is our opinion that few organizations truly want to become
agents of change, at least on the SR side of the operational
discussion. For example, a historic trend in SR reporting has
been to characterize social impact in terms of dollars spent
and/or the number of participants a program has engaged. In
addition, research on SR in both sport and general business
has consistently indicated that by acting in responsible ways
and being perceived as responsible, business-level outcomes
can materialize (e.g., image, reputation, purchases, and investing). While good for business in the short-run, this is not
necessarily as good for society or business in the long-term
since it misses the point of shared value creation.
On the outcome side, some of the most well intended social programs are seemingly a mile wide and an inch deep.
Meaning, they attempt to tackle a lofty and often unrealistic social issue, when the focus should more realistically/
pragmatically reside on the micro-(i.e., individual), or meso
(i.e., local community) as opposed to the macro-(i.e., sociVolume 3 • Number 3 • 2017 • SER 67
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etal) environment. The National Hockey League’s (NHL)
‘Hockey Fights Cancer’ and the National Basketball Association’s ‘NBA Cares’ programs are examples of these broad
approaches. While cancer prevention, youth development,
and family development are noteworthy causes, they are far
too broad for one organization, let alone a professional sport
organization, to meaningfully assuage. The only positive here
is that professional sports have high levels of reach and visibility, which provides the power to attract media and public
attention to the issues in order engender broad community
awareness. However, this only cursorily provides social value.
Additionally, many sport organizations support a wide range
of social causes that disperse any relative impact that could
potentially result from the social program. For example, my
colleague, Dr. Parent, and I showed that of the ~N=100 sport
organizations assessed, 89% supported two or more social
initiatives (range=2-17 social programs). In order for social
programs to be both practical and impactful, they should be
conceptualized in terms of the scope, orientations, and both
normative and instrumental outcomes, not as watered down
versions of these areas. The latter point requires the shared
value balance so both social and organizational value can
collectively materialize. Another issue resides with the limited connectedness between the social programming and core
business functions, which Kramer and Porter (2011) noted
reduces program viability and the benefits realized. For example, reversing the trend of childhood obesity is not something that one American football organization alone can accomplish. It requires a significant global movement.
A tacit, yet imperfect, example of this motives balance is
the National Football League’s (NFL) ‘Play 60’ program in
London. Broadly, the program theme is to reduce the spread
of childhood obesity. This school-based program functions by promoting active play for 60 minutes per day using
American football as the sporting ‘hook’. Through American
football, the NFL embeds character development education,
reinforced by former NFL players and through homework
assignments for program participants. These features of the
program approach social value since childhood obesity is
an issue in both the UK and United States and reinforcing
and promoting character is quite socially acceptable. Organizational value was approached through branding and
marketing opportunities for the NFL, as they reconceive
their market in the UK and enable local clustering of their
American football product in UK communities (Kramer &
Porter, 2011). Of the six NFL teams that participated in the
effort, each was assigned one school in greater London and
the school was branded accordingly to reinforce the residual
organizational value (i.e., marketing).
The NFL example characterizes the beginning stages of
shared value. Our pre-post, mixed-method evaluation data
(i.e., inclusive of control group data) indicated significant
upticks in character development and physical activity enjoyWalker, Hills

ment and engagement for the experimental groups. These results suggest that initial steps were taken to reduce childhood
obesity. However, the intervention lasted only 10-weeks and
the NFL failed to pursue any long-term tracking of the significant effects after the program concluded to see if behavior
change had materialized. In terms of organizational value,
we saw significant differences for American football affinity
and team affinity over the intervention period. Again, while
programmatic effects were immediately documented, extended research was not conducted to see if ‘fanship’ resulted, or indicators of team loyalty (e.g., team-related purchase)
manifested. Although longitudinal data were not collected
post-intervention (e.g., weeks/months later), the short-term
effects of organization value were enough for the NFL to expand the ‘Play 60’ program for another year, thus providing
the opportunity for social value that would not exist if not
paired with organization value.
A more conceited use of shared value was seen in Nike’s
‘Designed to Move’ physical activity agenda, which is a call to
action for governments, cities, corporations, communities,
schools, and individuals to inspire kids to move. The Nike
brand was, however, distanced from this agenda in the UK
presumably because they were not seeking to enhance their
brand image. That is, Nike instead chose to collaborate with
a local community center to deliver the physical activity content. It is plausible this connection drove Nike’s arms-length
approach since it could have raised consumer cynicism about
their SR endeavor (Sartore-Baldwin & Walker, 2011). While
we may never truly understand their motivation, the Nike
leadership may have felt they were best served by focusing
on increasing physical activity and market demand without
risking a consumer backlash because of consumer perception of non-altruistic motivations. That said, with the financial influence of Nike, social value can be achieved regardless
of limited altruistic intent. Thus, the pursuit of shared value
is still preferred over the pursuit of social value alone.
Be Proactive, Not Reactive
From our observations, many social programs have been designed with the ‘squeakiest wheel gets the grease’ mentality,
which means that many organizations have employed a reactive as opposed to proactive approach. This has been due
in part to public backlash or a socially perceived ill that has
generated significant media attention. For example, the character education aspect of the NFL’s ‘Play 60’ was seemingly a reactive response by the NFL to assuage the perceived
character erosion in the NFL. Issues like domestic violence,
drug use, financial instability of players, cheating, safety, and
coach diversity have been widely publicized by the media,
which (i.e., in some public circles) has damaged the image
of the NFL and American football. In fact, former President
Barack Obama publicly denounced the sport stating that, if
he had a son, he would never let him play football. Conversely, the former First Lady Michelle Obama has been heavily
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involved with the NFL’s campaign against childhood obesity
by supporting the ‘Play 60’. So, to reaffirm their core values
and bolster the league’s image in a socially responsible manner, the NFL elected to promote their ideas to ‘Play 60’ beneficiaries via NFL coaches, players, and former players.
As an earlier example, in 1991-1992 Nike came under fire
for reports detailing issues of low wages and poor working
conditions in Indonesian factories where their clothing and
other products were produced. Exacerbated by protests at the
Barcelona Olympic Games in 1992, negative media attention
was devoted to the retail giant over the next five years. Rather than immediately rectifying the issues, Nike expanded its
operations and continued its poor worker treatment until
1998 when they announced laudable changes to production
policy and employee treatment precipitated by widespread
public denouncement of Nike products. This reactive case is
important because Nike could have easily modified its structure to simply meet (i.e., rather than exceed) local standards
for production and manufacturing in the regions where they
conduct their business. Instead, they spearheaded sweeping
‘above and beyond’ change by creating the Fair Labor Association, a non-profit group of companies, and human rights
and labor representatives that independently monitor conduct codes of global businesses. Since that time, Nike has
conducted annual factory audits and regularly publishes SR
reports detailing its commitments, standards, and data to
support this movement. We use this example to show that
a reactive position can segue to a proactive one if long-term
commitment to change is adopted. Moreover, this case exemplifies the shared value position (Kramer & Porter, 2011),
whereby Nike produced economic value by offsetting the societal challenges of low wages and poor working conditions
in regions where such business practices were commonplace.

Recommendations to Evaluators
Theorize Change
The starting point for effective program design and evaluation is a ToC, which is a sequence of presumed causes, actions, processes, and effects (Weiss, 1997). There is substantial range to constructing a ToC, but even where deliverers
have an understanding of the causes, actions, processes and
effects, they are rarely if ever articulated in a written ToC. To
facilitate the development of a ToC, we make use of the social
marketing framework, which is a process that applies marketing techniques to create, communicate, and deliver value
in order to influence target audience behaviors that benefit
society (Kotler, Lee, & Rothschild, 2006). We start by identifying a social problem and its associated anti-social behavior
(e.g., how obesity is linked to being sedentary). We then describe the mediating element(s) between this connection to
achieve the socially-desirable behavior (e.g., sustained physical activity). This basic example illustrates the ‘book end’
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approach, whereby the focus is on the processes that add value to the socially desirable behavior. As Breitbarth, Walzel,
Anagnostopoulos, and van Eekeren (2015) rightly noted, the
process-oriented extension to the traditional content-based
approach is a critical next step for creating shared value via
SR campaigns and strategies.
We conduct interviews with program designers and deliverers before we write the ToC, and map our preliminary
assumptions and hypotheses against the academic literature.
Making use of existing knowledge and evidence underpins
the strengths and weaknesses of a ToC, allowing ongoing
modifications to maximize program success. For example,
while developing a ToC for a boxing-based intervention for
youth excluded from school, there was an assumption that
boxing served as a form of stress release, based on the catharsis theory of aggression. However, our review of the academic literature identified empirical evidence (see Bushman,
2002), which dismissed this assumption and suggested that
punching a bag actually increased anger and aggression. As a
result, the ToC was modified to align with existing research.
Despite its importance to the evaluation process, not all
programs consider a ToC. For example, an SFD charity we
worked with recently expanded their operations from India
(i.e., Low to Middle Income Country – LMIC) to the UK
(i.e., High Income Country – HIC) via a school-based intervention. As we have done at the outset of all our evaluations,
we sought to establish a ToC as a blueprint for the evaluation. However, the charity did not have any program objectives, nor did they identify a social problem the program
was seeking to assuage. Rather, they wished only to validate
their delivery methodology in the HIC context, which was
to tackle poverty. However, the type and scope of poverty in
areas of India where the charity previously worked was not
comparable to what is the case in London. It was, therefore,
impossible to orient their methodology in a ToC with intentional design characteristics to address a social problem
with interim impacts and broader outcomes (Bruening et al.,
2015). Not surprisingly, the resulting evaluation produced
limited significant effects on the research variables. A strong
ToC would have informed a stronger program design for this
charity, and further ensured the intervention was evaluated
against variables the design was intentionally influencing.
Design for Valid Conclusions
Although program deliverers and funders want to know
their program is working, a misguided approach is assuming
a ‘cheerleader’ position of reporting positive results and failing to address programmatic shortcomings. Thorough social
program evaluations should serve their clients by providing
credible evidence-based impact, big or small, positive or
negative, and should highlight the strengths and weaknesses
that enable success or lack thereof. Without a complete understanding of all program nuances, deliverers and funders
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cannot improve their offering to achieve shared value. As
mentioned at the outset of this article, each evaluation calls
for an individualized approach to the research design, which
may yield different results for the same program. Accordingly, when a program fails to influence the intended beneficiaries, identifying and remedying deployment features to
enhance aggregate program effectiveness is still an important
outcome for the evaluation.
For example, our initial evaluation of the NFL ‘Play 60’ in
the UK revealed their use of former players and role models
had little resonance with and influence on program participants in terms of character education. Since this was a new
sport to the UK youth, and few of the participants knew of
any former NFL players, role modeling simply did not occur.
As a result, we recommended a change to this aspect to include UK-based individuals who were more familiar to the
participants. As a result, character education was improved
and the time, resources, and efforts by the NFL were eventually recouped as social value. The NFL wanted to use role
modeling to bolster organizational value (e.g., marketing effects of high-profile former players) at the expense of any potential social value, which was a problematic approach from
the outset.
Structural program elements aside, credible conclusions
about program impact cannot be determined from isolated/
limited research designs. For example, we have seen both SFD
and SR program evaluations drawing conclusions of program
impact based on qualitative data alone (e.g., interviews and
focus groups). In our opinion, it is difficult to justify a claim
of social impact (i.e., effect) based on just participant perceptions. For example, the extent of effect is more precisely
measured numerically (e.g., an effect size of 0.78) rather than
through words (e.g., “very much so”), making it possible to
extrapolate results of effect from a sample to a population
(Firestone, 1993). For these reasons, we rely on mixed-methodologies, with a quantitative focus on experimental designs,
and a qualitative focus to enable triangulation (i.e., interpretation). The experimental approach enables the researcher
greater control of the variables under investigation and the
environment where the research variables are observed. This
means that when the intervention is introduced, and the
associated consequences measured, a more robust case for
impact and shared value can be made. In order to make inferences about the effect of a given program, it is necessary
to establish comparisons between pre- and post-program
measurements, as well as between experimental and control
groups. While physically impossible to create the perfect scenario of concurrent evaluations of the same individual in two
conditions (Heckman & Smith, 1995), experimental designs
offer the most defensible approach for any program evaluation. For example, pre- and post-intervention results establish change from a baseline position, while the experimental
and control comparisons establish change when absent the
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program intervention. This helps the researcher dismiss confounding variables so the effects can be confidently attributed to the intervention.
This does not mean qualitative methods and cross-sectional designs have no place in program evaluations. Quite
the opposite, actually. These methods and resulting data are
critical to understanding the processes and mechanisms
behind a desired effect. As such, we strongly recommend a
mixed approach where experimental designs are paired with
robust qualitative inquiry to reveal nuances not captured
through purely statistical methods. Processes and mechanisms are subjective in nature and understood through interpretive research to “. . . make sense of or interpret phenomena
in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2011, p. 3). Furthermore, program mechanisms and
processes do not exist in a vacuum, and require contextualizing through a set of material practices that show not just
how something works but why something works. Through
our work, we have noticed that the more robust our research
design, the less positive our findings. In situations where we
have evaluated programs post-intervention, and been restricted to qualitative data from interviews and focus groups,
perceptions of program impact are largely positive. Thus, a
feedback loop for programmatic improvement is non-existent.
For example, we evaluated a grassroots Nike program
called ‘Move It’, which was based on the lager ‘Designed to
Move’ agenda discussed earlier. We were initially tasked with
evaluating the program post year-1 of the intervention but
were only able access qualitative data, which restricted us to
assess only perceptions of impact. Not ideally, we were not
involved with program initiation, which meant a ToC was
not formalized and a framework for shared value was not
articulated. Moreover, we were limited to conducting posthoc work, which is a less favorable situation for a program
evaluator. Our findings suggested that ‘Move It’ created
improved levels of fitness and emotional wellness, which
participants and administrators attributed to the program.
However, when evaluating year-2 of the program, we were
able to collect pre- and post-intervention data, which told a
completely different story. A significant difference between
pre- and post-measurements was found for fitness, but not
self-esteem, self-efficacy, or emotional wellness. The social
intervention influenced personal fitness, as expected from
keeping participants physically active, but the outcomes for
which there was no intentional design were not impacted.
In fact, our results contradicted those of the Nike-funded
‘Designed to Move’ research performed by Bailey, Hillman,
Arent, and Petipas in 2013. The authors of this evaluation
argued the benefits of physical activity were underestimated
to extend beyond health to other aspects of the participants’
social lives. However, their evidence for emotional, financial, individual, intellectual, and social outcomes were based
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on qualitative data alone with no control group to account
for external influences. This, however, did not prevent the
authors over-selling the perceived value of physical activity,
which they used to support their funder’s agenda. This evaluation is a perfect example of achieving organizational value
at the expense of social value and over-extrapolating bracketed data as a ‘cheerleading’ endeavor.
Our evaluation of an Indian SFD charity’s initial venture
into the UK market underscores the importance of gathering
control group data to yield a robust understanding of programmatic influences. For example, participant focus groups
revealed positive perceptions of improved conscientiousness,
recognition of social bullying, diversity awareness, and enhanced teamwork. However, the pre/post-quantitative evaluation revealed significant and positive effects for only five
out of fifteen research variables, none of which were those
stated above. The picture became more grim when the results
revealed that three of the significant effects were also seen
among control group participants. Therefore, of the fifteen
research variables examined, we were only able to attribute
the intervention to achieving two outcomes. Interviews with
teachers in the schools informed why changes were found in
the control group, which was because the program duplicated alternative provisions already offered in the schools. This
was an enlightening situation that reaffirmed our approach
to mixed designs.

Conclusions
In sum, the examples herein illustrate how and why a shared
value understanding is critical for program deployment.
Identifying both social and organizational benefits, and
mapping them against an informed ToC from the beginning,
are crucial steps to a proper and ultimately robust program
evaluation. Managers working in the social program space
should seek evaluation partners who approach the research
in a holistic and iterative manner. Working to ensure the
program is successful, sustainable, and meets societal needs,
while at the same time benefitting the organization, are key
goals for the design and deployment of any social program.
Moreover, program evaluators should use multiple and
blended research designs and techniques to claim social impact but also tell the story behind the social impact.
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