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1 Italy’s Serie A (soccer) was the first Western professional sports league to suspend play on March 9, 2020  
2 Sustainable Sports Research Collective (August 2020)  ‘The Sustainable Sports Agenda: Opportunities for the Sports Industry to #BuildBackBetter’   

We turn to sports for moments of distraction, especially in tough times. But as successive crises hit the globe, 
the sports industry is at the center of the storm, focused on its own survival.  

 

 

There has been a SEISMIC SHIFT in brand 

strategy, marketing and messaging in the past 

six months. 
 
 
 

Chief Revenue Officers and Sports 

Partnerships professionals have been in full response 
mode since the evening of March 11th, when the NBA 
tipped the first (North American) domino in suspension 
of play.1 How to fulfill partner contracts ? What 
alternatives could be offered? All hands were on deck 
to determine how to meet deal obligations, but in the 
rush to negotiate future ‘credits’ and create content to 
fill the void, it’s possible the bigger picture of what is 
happening in branding and marketing is being missed.  
 
Summarized in simple terms and real numbers:2  
 

Purpose 
The past decade’s steady pace toward embedding 
‘purpose’ as a theme in brands’ strategy and 
messaging is now a landslide. 86% of Americans 
(not just Millennials and GenZ) expect a company 
to exist for more than simply profit-based 
motives (Shelton Group, May 2020). A recent 
GumGum Sports/IAB report cited that 63% of 
brands are shifting their primary advertising 
messaging in 2020, with 42% indicating this will 
be mission and purpose focused.  
 

Scrutiny 
Consumers are demanding evidence of corporate 
claims of ‘doing good’. They are increasingly aided 
by employee activists in probing and exposing 
internal practices that run counter to public 
statements. 65% of global consumers say a 
company’s response to the pandemic will 
influence their future buying decisions (Shelton 
Group). 33% have already punished a brand that 
did not respond well (2020 Edelman Trust 
Barometer). Brands know they must walk the talk. 
 

 
 

Culture Shocks 
The first half of 2020 has us reeling from 
compounding, percussive shocks in human health, 
racial equity and political upheaval. Each week 
brings a new reckoning accompanied by massive 
public outcry. The call for climate action, sidelined 
in the global conscience for the moment, is also 
primed to surge forward again as multi-billion-
dollar government stimulus spending shapes the 
economic recovery. 
 
Social narratives are changing overnight – literally.  
#BlackoutTuesday was announced on the eve of 
June 1st and utterly dominated the global 
conversation on Tuesday June 2nd.  Just two weeks 
later, also unfolding at uncharacteristic speed (for 
corporations, over a weekend), 
#StopHateforProfit saw over 1000 companies pull 
their paid advertising from Facebook (primarily) 
and other channels (Twitter a close second) until 
they more effectively controlled hate speech on 
their platforms. 

https://share.hsforms.com/1bNhZr3P6QW6W3xecgHKamQ4hxz4
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As teams, leagues and tours have been on an all-out sprint to offer alternate sponsorship assets and push digital 
content (hopefully not on channels advertisers have temporarily abandoned), brand partners have been moving 
even more quickly to respond to the massive shift in the rules of the fundamental marketing game. 
 
Mike Whan, CEO of the LPGA tour, warned recently in Sports Business Journal, “[CEOs] will want their partnerships 
to deliver more than “eyeballs”, hospitality and hometown pride. They will require sponsorships to connect to 
their corporate values” 

 
The onslaught of flashpoint issues over the past 5 months have been exhausting. What will blow up next? How can 
you plan? While we don’t know which social, economic or environmental crisis will flare up next, we do know that 
all of these tensions are systemic -- which means they will keep coming. These are the intensifying symptoms of 
decades of business, government and individual decisions to put short term financial gains ahead of values-based, 
long-range thinking.  
 

 

 
 
This is Buffett’s folksy way of describing companies who look good outwardly, but whose fundamentals aren’t in 
order, leaving them ill-prepared to meet challenges in down markets or rapidly evolving industries.  It’s cited 
frequently when he’s asked about his company’s long-term success in value-investing and his tendency to avoid 
flashy, short-term plays.  
 
Futureproofing your partner revenues rests in thinking more like the ‘Oracle of Omaha’ and grounding your business 
strategy in principles and for the long-term.  
 
 

 

It’s time to stop rearranging the deck chairs in 

this storm and build a bigger, stronger boat. 

 
 
  

 

It’s only when the tide goes out that you see who’s been 
swimming naked. 

~ Warren Buffett 
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The Resilience Playbook 
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Get Back to Fundamentals 

 

As veteran sports industry pro Kathy Burrows (CEO of 
Sold Out Seating) often asks her clients, ‘is your 
mission statement something you live every day or is 
it a bunch of words hanging on the wall?’ 
Performance on the field depends on putting your 
mission – and core values - into play.  
 

The partnerships game has changed. 
Brands have a lot at stake in the eyes of consumers, 
employees and investors. They cannot afford a 
misalignment of values and are no longer set to ride 
out a contract at the risk of undermining them, no 
matter how high profile the relationship.  See FedEx, 
Nike and the Washington Football Team and how 
quickly that turned on a dime.  
 

This is a critical time for 

every front office to 

evaluate what they stand 

for and how they live out 

their values.  
 
This does require time and focus but can be a 
relatively straightforward process to get started. I 
suggest a  3-step process, not dissimilar to what a GM 
and Head Coach go through as new personnel come 
in each season and assigning roles and drawing up the 
right playbook for their team: 
 

1. Outline Your Values  
Go beyond generic terms such as ‘Equality’ and 
outline them clearly for others to understand. 
Example:  “Diversity, Equity and Inclusion to us 
mean that our management, employees, 
business relationships and guest experience 
reflect our community as a whole and we 
consider their unique perspectives in our 
decisions and actions.” 
 

2. Map Their Role in Your Organization 

Walk through how a core value ‘shows up’ in 
policies and practices across departments in 
your daily business practices. How does it play 
out with external stakeholders such as 
suppliers and community partners, such as a 
supplier diversity program or marginalized 
youth programs. Where are there gaps in the 
organization on living out this value? 

3. Measure & Report Progress   
Just as with player personnel, there should be 
baseline expectations as well as a solid vision 
for the performance potential of your values. 
Progress and results should be posted regularly 
and publicly. In the new era of scrutiny, if you 
don’t, someone else will. On the positive side, 
you may discover an avenue for partnership 
with companies focused on reporting and 
metrics, such as management consultancies. 

 
 

 
 
Know What Really Matters to Your 
Partners 
 
Resilient, longest-lasting partnerships are grounded in 
shared values. The first step on the path to securing 
those partners is clearly defining yours. The second 
step is making sure you understand theirs.  
 

Review your key partners’ 

core values and priorities.  
 
For Fortune 1000 companies, these may be easily seen 
in their consumer-facing messaging. They are always 
prominent in their CEO’s letter to shareholders in the 
annual report, in the Careers section of their website 
and definitely in their sustainability report. You will also 
typically see a section of the annual report or website 
that talks about ‘ESG’. This stands for Environmental 
and Social Governance and is another space to find key 
words and phrases that define how they view their 
corporate responsibility. 
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Get on the Same Page 
 
Common ground is found through Common Language. 

 
Not only are brands rapidly shifting their strategies to be ‘purpose-led’, they are also adopting a new language to 
communicate that: The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This set of 17 goals define a shared 
blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the planet. The SDGs have been universally adopted by every UN 
member state and over 11000 corporations.  
 
Those companies are also committed to measuring their contributions to those goals and reporting them publicly 
through the UN Global Compact. That means there are Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) internally attached to 
them. This is a good time too ask your partners what these may be and how you might help them achieve those. 
 

 
 

Businesses – including top sports sponsors - are increasingly using 
the SDGs to communicate their values and priority issues externally.  
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RpqVmvMCmp0
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/
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Translating Your Values  
 
The phrases or even expanded definitions your team 
uses to describe its core values may still leave you 
working hard to align ‘your language’ with your 
partners’.  Translating them to the Sustainable 
Development Goals gives you some common terms 
to work with. 
 
What does ‘translation’ look like? 
 
Using Diversity & Inclusion as an example, first 
outline how that “shows up” throughout your 
organization: 
 

- You organize ‘Career Days’ focused on 
minorities and young women 

- You have diversity hiring & mentoring programs  
- You have a supplier diversity program, seeking 

out minority- and women-owned companies 
- You have community outreach programs that 

focus on marginalized youth 
- Your executives are members of community 

organizations and speak at conferences to share 
your programs, practices and policies with 
others in your city or in the industry 
 

They all advance SDG 10 Reduced Inequalities. Some 
of them also advance SDG 5 Gender Equality 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Putting  New Language Skills in Play 
 

Now you are speaking the language many, if not all, of 
your top category partners are speaking. And luckily 
for you, no need to master a different language for 
each one, at least among your large, key category 
partners.  
 

The SDGs are in use by all the 

big players in sports– 

automotive, insurance, telecom, 

alcoholic and non-alcoholic 

beverages, consumer goods and 

software. 

 
Working through your corporate values and 
community programs you will likely see a few SDGs 
emerge which are common to sports team programs 
focused on kids and schools, such as SDG 3 Good Health 
& Wellness and SDG 4 Quality Education.  
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

The SDGs provide a great shortcut to identify 

corporate partners’ values and priorities 
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Crafting Your Platform from Solid Building Blocks 
 
Your next step is determining the relative size and strength of these blocks. To do this, you need to do a bit more 
‘mapping’ of where your values come to life inside and outside of the organization. 
 
Listing the ways you put your values into practice may be easier using these 4 bases: 
 

Our People (Internal)    How you hire, train, advance and support your employees 
Our Practices (Internal)    How you conduct your business, in policy and in practice  
Our Presence (External)  How you ‘show up’ through participation and leadership 
Our Voice (External)  How you communicate your values and amplify the voices of others 

 
 
 
A ‘translated’ version of the ‘Diversity and Inclusion’ list above could look like this:  
 

 
 
 
This yields a set of activation channels, each with their own assets. The asset inventory you’ve been using?  

It’s still in there, but note it is just a fraction of your total potential. With this expanded ‘view’ of your values, you 
can bring a whole slate of possibilities into discussion on the meaningful ways to leverage their relationship with 
your team. 
 
 
 

Your asset inventory becomes exponentially 

larger – broader, deeper and richer.  
 
  

WHAT YOU DO WHAT YOU SAY 

©5T Sports Group SportsxSDGs Workshops – all rights reserved 
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Expanded Inventory Opens New Budgets 
 
It opens the door to other budgets your partners employ to meet internal and external Key Performance 
Indicators, which may provide safe harbor from marketing budget turbulence and/or brand manager turnover:  
 

Human Resources   (recruitment, retention and employee engagement) 
CSR/Sustainability   (community, environmental and social governance, UN Global Compact progress) 
Finance                      (public relations, investor relations, stakeholder relations) 
 

 
In this model ¾ of your platform is what you do vs. what you say. 

In an era where actions count far more than words this further secures the 

foundation of your value proposition. 
 
We all recognize that make goods, asset swaps, seat tarps, deferrals are stop-gap measures ill-suited to meet 
partners underlying sponsorship objectives. These are reactive moves.  
 
Now is the time to be proactive. While we don’t know a lot of things about the road ahead, we do know who we are 
and what we stand for. These are the constants in the equation for getting back on balanced footing – in our own 
organizations and with our partners. 
 
Now is the time to build a broader, more resilient platform that provides a range of activation opportunities, more 
touchpoints and more meaningful interactions. One that extends beyond your building and beyond your season. 
You need the flexibility to pivot to futureproof your revenue and your relationships when confronted with 
unexpected events and sudden shifts as we’ve seen these past six months. 
 

 

Now is the time to build a bigger, stronger boat to 

weather the conditions that lie ahead. 
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What to Do NOW  
 

▪ Do a Deep Dive on Your Partners’ Core Values and Priorities – for a cheat sheet on some of the biggest 
sports partners’ priorities check out ‘The Secret Language of Top Sports Partners’ (The Sustainability 
Report, June 2019).  
 

▪ ‘Quick Map’ Your Organization’s Values to the Sustainable Development Goals to identify new areas of 
focus in your partnerships, begin to identify which policies, business practices and existing programs fit 
(don’t worry about getting it all down right away) 
 

▪ Invite Your Key Partners to a Blue-Sky Discussion – the kind you had back in those heady days of first 
dates, when the possibilities were wide open. Let them know NOW you have a fresh approach and want 
to get their take on it. The world is moving fast – be sure they know you can too. 
 

 
 
If you’d like to learn more about futureproofing your partnership revenue, contact us at 5T Sports Group. 
We have a full set of tools, templates and training to help you move quickly to build resilience, improve 
partner retention and open new budget doors for the coming decade.  
 
As our thank you, we’ll provide you with a complimentary copy of our ‘QuickStart Guide to Mapping Your 
Partners’ Top Priorities’ so you can start building a broader, more robust partnership platform today. 
 

Contact 
Aileen McManamon 

604 644 1984 
aileen@5Tsports.com 

Closing Takeaways 
 

1. Social And Environmental ‘Purpose’ And Activism Have Gone Mainstream.  
Stay in step with your partners or risk being left behind 

 

2.   2. Fans Are Watching Closely.   
And so are employees. The court of public opinion can sever partnerships fast and permanently. 

 

3.  More Storms Are On The Horizon.  
As we continue to work through systemic economic, social and environmental problems, position your 
organization to work in partnership with corporations in delivering solutions through leadership and action.  

 

https://sustainabilityreport.com/2019/07/25/the-secret-language-of-top-sports-partners/

