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Research Note

Abstract

European Capitals of Culture (ECoC) and other cultural mega events (e.g. UK/IRE National City of Culture) have been recognised to play a significant role in a host (and candidate) city’s marketing and branding strategies (Luonila and Johansson, 2015, Nobili, 2005). However, these events come at a cost. While public monies from cultural and economic development budgets make up the main sources of funding, cities are repeatedly advised to increase their funding from private sources (see EU Commission report written by Palmer and Associates, 2004). While there is extensive research on European Capitals of Culture, including their process and outcomes, sponsoring in ECoC remains under examined. The sponsorship of mega events is a special case in sponsorship, and different from potentially long standing relationships between a business and, for example, a venue, or cultural organisation. Specifically, mega events, such as ECoCs are bound in time and space, both of which play a significant role in framing the possibilities and constraints in such arrangements (See Ryan and Neville, online). In general the research on sponsoring tends to favour the examination of the event-consumer relationship, with much less work has been done on the organisation of sponsoring (see Ryan and Fahy 2012). Sponsoring of ECoCs is an important area of study, not least because of the growing importance of private funding in arts, but also as sponsors have been observed to play a role in the ECOC year that goes well beyond funding, including participating in marketing efforts etc (Wåhlin, et al., 2016). We contend the formation of the sponsorship network is dependent on crafting a useful and attractive narrative of the city’s future and the role of culture in this regard. In this paper we will draw on data from Limerick’s National City of Culture sponsorship experiences as well and observations from Limerick’s efforts to enrol support for their ECoC 2020 candidacy to consider the challenges and opportunities in forming relationships within a constrained time/space context, and the nature and role of interaction and relationship building in this regard.
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“Being a European Capital of Culture brings fresh life to these cities, boosting their cultural, social and economic development. Many of them, like Lille, Glasgow and Essen, have demonstrated that the title can be a great opportunity to regenerate their urban centres, bringing creativity, visitors and international recognition”.  (2016 EU Commission fact sheet)

European Capitals of Culture (ECoC) and other cultural mega events (e.g. UK/IRE national city of culture) have been recognised to play a significant role in a host (and candidate) city’s marketing and branding strategies (Luonila and Johansson, 2015, Nobili, 2005 Garcia, 2004, Jones and Wilks-Heeg 2004, Richards and Wilson 2004). Private businesses are heavily implicated in the realisation of a successful ECOC programme (Wåhlin, et al., 2016). For example, businesses have a vested interest in the city branding, as those cities with good reputation for high quality of life will be attractive to prospective employees, due to the well-being effects of a vibrant cultural sector (Westand Scott-Samuel, 2010). In short, when the city/region benefits, so too do private businesses. The ‘quid pro quo’ for this ‘rising tides’ is that businesses should become supporters of the programme. Indeed the Commission require ECOC cities to collaborate and generally reach out to the business sector and other stakeholders. This is for reasons such as of developing good relations between business and the arts and accessing and developing audiences. But a primary interest to the ECOC city/region for developing such relationships will be financial reasons. For while public monies from cultural and economic development budgets make up the main sources of funding, cities are repeatedly advised to increase their funding from private sources (see EU Commission report written by Palmer and Associates, 2004); specifically in the form of corporate sponsorship. Therefore generating private sponsorship incomes is critical to the success of ECoC cities. Sponsoring of ECoCs is an important area of study, not least because of the growing importance of private funding in the arts, but also as sponsors have been observed to play a role in the ECOC year that goes well beyond funding, including participating in marketing efforts etc (Wåhlin, et al., 2016). While there is extensive research on European Capitals of Culture, including their process and outcomes, sponsoring in ECoC remains under examined. In this short research note our aim is to explore the interrelationship between commercial sponsorship, sponsorship networks and place branding.

Corporate sponsorship can be understood to be an economic exchange between a sponsor and sponsee whereby the sponsor invests both financially and non-financially in an activity, organisation or a person thereby earning certain rights of association. According to Meenaghan (1991 pg10) the sponsor is 'buying' two things "one, the exposure potential that the activity has in terms of audience, and two, the image associated with that activity in terms of how it is perceived". Furthermore sponsorship forms the context for further communication of the association by both parties, a concept termed by Cornwell (1995) as Sponsorship-Linked Marketing. This is essentially frames sponsorship as a triadic relationship, whereby the arts organisation facilitates the relationship between sponsor and the company’s customers (i.e. the audience). The research on sponsoring tends to favour the examination of this triadic sponsor-event-consumer relationship, with much less work done with regard to the (collective) network interactions between event sponsors (see Ryan and Fahy 2012). The interest in the sponsor-event-consumer relationship is due to both sports and arts events, by their nature, engender powerful consumer experiences (Freeland, 2003; McCauley, 2004), and include a high level of emotional involvement on the part of participants and fans. The potential to integrate a sponsored brand with the social, hedonic, and sacred meanings attributed to a sport or arts event is regarded as significant (Meenaghan, 2002). The direction of interest in this research then is the transfer of meaning from the event-fan/consumer interaction to the sponsor’s brand. Specific brand equity benefits potentially include; “communication of brand personality, differentiating the brand from competitors, developing an image of quality and brand loyalty (Cornwell et al., 2001 pg42). However, this is not a direct relationship and requires intermediary action on the part of the sponsor. For example, while McDonald (1991) suggested that sponsorship may only have a peripheral impact on the transfer of brand image, due to the indirect nature of sponsorship stimuli (Meenaghan, 1991), Cornwell et al (2001) propose that with increased managerial involvement and sponsorship-linked marketing (Cornwell, 1995) that more specific brand equity benefits may be accrued alongside more general brand benefits such as awareness of brand and corporate image in a general sense. Increased managerial involvement relates to the development of corporate sponsorship policy and initiation of sponsorship activities, including sponsorship-linked marketing, on the part of the sponsor. Research on sponsorship has tended to focus then on either the consumer relationship with the event, or the managerial efforts required to maximise the potential of this relationship. 

An alternative perspective has been that considering sponsorship relationships and networks and their role in realising sponsorship benefits. A relational approach to sponsorship not only broadens our notion of what sponsorship is, but it also serves to fore-ground the intra-organisational and inter-organisational context from which broad range of objectives and opportunities can be derived (Ryan and Fahy, 2012). This is particularly true in the context of cultural mega events where the emerging network of sponsors/ supporters becoming a kin to a ‘cohort’ or network of actors with the possibilities for cross organisational learning and sponsorship capacity building in a specific time and place. At the same time, sponsoring of ECoCs is also receptive to high emotions, including ‘pride of place’. This can be seen from the time of a city’s bid to become a capital of culture, right through to its realisation. While the role of fan/consumer meanings during an arts event in sponsorship has been explored, we know less of the impact of ‘pride of place’ and other emotional triggers on sponsors themselves, and specifically on the interaction between sponsors and private supporters, as the move from backing a bid to becoming formal sponsors or suppliers to the event. 

In this paper we understand ‘place’ as diverse, fragmented and socially constructed spaces (Lichrou et al., 2010; Hannah & Rowley, 2011) that actively shape their own future (Saraniemi and Kylänen (2011, pg 138). From this perspective place identity, as enacted in and shaped by cultural mega events, can be regarded a collective endeavour which, according to Hannah and Rowley (2011, pg 468) 1/ expresses the distinctive characteristics that the stakeholders ascribe to a place, 2/ provides a framework for overall coherence, and 3/ monitors means of expression” (Hannah and Rowley 2011, pg 468). In this regard, place branding is best conceptualised as a dialogue between a location’s market actors, where through iterative interactions between multiple and varied network stakeholders the brand is enacted; and as such also shapes action (Onyas and Ryan, 2015). We contend the formation of the sponsorship network is dependent on crafting a useful and attractive narrative of the city’s/place’s future and the role of culture in this regard. As such, the building of a sponsorship network, and encouraging collective action between sponsors, will shape the nature of the place brand in the context of their ECoC activities. In forming a sponsorship network, the event organisers are tasked with articulating a vision for the city/region’s future which the private businesses can share and contribute to, alongside a diverse range of other stakeholders of the project. As such the enrolment of sponsors becomes less about ‘selling’ the potential of involvement in any one cultural event or project, but is framed instead as an investment in the city/region itself; of encouraging and harnessing the benefits of pride of place. This comes with the need to frame the sponsorship of cultural mega events as a collective effort to realise the future potential of the city/region; and not just highlighting the benefits for any one organisation or even sector. This collective, future orientated framing in the enrolment of sponsors marks it as a special case in sponsorship. We contend that harnessing the existing pride of place towards enabling private actors to co-create a vision of their city’s future contributes to the literature on ECoC, which as heretofore emphasised the role of these mega events in reframing/rebranding places, resulting in a revitalised pride of place (e.g. Bailey et al 2004). Instead here we see such pride as an input to sponsorship network formation. 
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