
The DNA of Relationship-Based 
Event Sponsorship



Sponsorship is a multi-billion dollar industry — $62.7 
billion to be exact. Its annual growth has surpassed 
advertising and other forms of marketing — including 
public relations, direct marketing, and promotions.

If you think this steady growth in spending means 
you’ll more easily find and secure valuable sponsors 
for your event, think again. According to ESP’s 2017 
Sponsorship Decision-Makers Survey, more than 
half of sponsors (58%) said they planned to end a 
sponsorship prior to the contract term — a 28.8% 
increase from 2016.

Why the sudden change of heart?

To answer that question, you need to understand the 
relationship-based nature of event sponsorship. In 
this guide, three sponsorship experts will explain how 
and why your sponsorship strategy might be leaving 
money on the table — and causing you to miss out on 
bigger and better opportunities.
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A guide for event founders, owners, and directors

This is not a step-by-step guide to winning sponsors. 
If you’re reading this, you already know how to secure 
sponsors for your event — but you are looking for ways 
to increase sponsorship revenue.

What you'll learn:

• The nuances of relationship-based event
sponsorship

• Why working your way toward the decision
maker is valuable

• How to solve complex problems with sponsorship

Chris Baylis 
President and CEO, 

The Sponsorship 
Collective

Abby Clemence 
Co-Founder and 

Managing Director, 
Infinity Sponsorship

Larry Weil 
President, The 

Sponsorship Guy™

MEET THE EXPERTS
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Say Goodbye to Transaction-Based Sponsorship01

Historically, event sponsorship has been transaction-based. Events like 

yours would identify generic forms of exposure — like tickets, trade show 

booths, and logo placements — for brands to sponsor, and then sell 

those assets.

This templated approach has run its course. If you and your team hope 

to win and retain sponsors today, you must adapt your strategy to create 

long-term relationships with sponsors. 

To define what “relationship-based event sponsorship” means, our 

sponsors tell cautionary tales about their experiences. Their lessons 

outline how event sponsors are won or lost by thinnest of margins.
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Don’t Ignore the Finer Details 

LARRY WEIL

Brands are ultra sensitive about loyalty and utilisation of their products 

or services. This is non-negotiable. If you accidentally use a 

competitor’s product or service, they’ll cancel your contract and sign 

with a competitor in a heartbeat. 

It can happen to anyone — even me! 

After a long day of meetings, I joined my boss and our primary sponsor 

from a well-known bank for dinner. We spent the entire evening 

labouring over the details of our activation strategy and it was going on 

midnight when the bill finally came. Without hesitation, I handed my 

credit card to the waiter. 

When the waiter returned with the check, my boss elbowed me and 

pointed out my mistake. Instead of using the credit card associated with 

my sponsor’s bank, I accidentally used their competitors’. Before the 

sponsor could notice, I ran after the waiter and asked that they void the 

transaction and use the sponsor’s bank card. They looked at me like I 

was crazy, but it helped me avoid losing an important sponsor. 

It’s imperative that your entire sponsorship team pays close attention to 

the finer details. Every pitch deck, call, or engagement is an opportunity 

to get it right and/or do it wrong. The stakes can be enormous."
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Don’t Confuse Activity with Progress 

CHRIS BAYLIS

One of the most common mistakes people make is sending their entire 

prospect list a 600-word email with a proposal attached. They assume 

these email blasts are progress, but they’re not. 

It took me years to stop measuring the number of sponsorship 

proposals submitted and shift to a better metric. I’ve since used the 

following approach with my clients. After they compare conversion rates, 

revenue, and time spent, it becomes quickly apparent that e-blasting 

proposals is the least efficient way to win sponsorship.

Instead of counting proposals, break down the entire sales process into 

the main stages that lead to a sale, then focus on counting movement 

between those stages.
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Every day, make a goal to move X companies from prospect to contact 

and X companies from one stage to the next. If you move prospects 

through every stage every day, that’s progress. Every time you send an 

email, or make a phone call, or have a meeting, set up a reminder in one 

week to follow up with that person. 

When it comes down to it, sponsorship is a sales job. You can’t forget 

that on the other end of that proposal is a human being. Building rapport 

with contacts will increase the likelihood of proposals being accepted. 

You’ll gain valuable insight about their company — allowing you to tailor 

your approach to maximise outcomes for everyone."

Be Persistent 

ABBY CLEMENCE

It can take a frustrating amount of effort to find the right person within 

a company. You may get stuck searching LinkedIn company profiles for 

hours. But there are no short cuts in sponsorship. 

That doesn’t mean this process of finding the decision maker isn’t 

valuable. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. 

At an event, I once met someone whose company would make a great 

sponsor for one of my clients. This contact, however, handled the 

company’s public relations and wasn’t sure who handled sponsorship at 

their organisation. They introduced me to someone in brand comms, 

who passed me along to someone in brand who told me to speak with 

someone in marketing — you can see where this is going. 

By the time I spoke to the VP of marketing, it was apparent that the 

company hadn’t invested in sponsorship. At least not yet. Months later, 

they signed a multi-year contract with one of my clients.
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How did I convince a company that wasn’t invested in sponsorship to 

sign a multi-year contract? While working my way toward the decision 

maker, I took time to ask each person for their advice and explore 

possibilities. By the time I reached the VP of marketing, I was focused on 

the opportunities that aligned perfectly to their business objectives. 

Sponsorship decisions aren’t made in isolation. Decision makers will want 

to get buy-in from other areas of the business. And if you’ve done your 

due diligence and asked every connection the right questions, you’ll have 

qualified the opportunity for them."

Throughout this process you’ll speak with people in PR, brand, 
sales, marketing, and more. As time-intensive as this may be, 
it’s invaluable to your sponsorship success. 
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Create Value and Unlock New Sponsorship 

Traditional sponsorship opportunities like complimentary tickets, trade 

show booths, and logo placements are still relevant. But relationship-

based event sponsorship can yield far more creative and lucrative 

opportunities.

In this chapter, our experts will show you how to collaborate with your 

sponsors and unlock innovative, more valuable opportunities.

Understand the Value of Your Audience 

ABBY CLEMENCE

You are the gatekeeper to your sponsor’s target customers. The sooner 

you realise that, the sooner you’ll be able to align your event to a 

sponsor’s objectives. 

If this sounds too simple, it’s because it is. Even long-established events 

who have long-lasting relationships with sponsors can struggle to unlock 

the value of their audience. 

I once had a client with this exact problem. They managed and retained 

the same corporate sponsors for nearly 30 years. But when they 

attempted to engage new sponsors and increase sponsorship revenue, 

nothing seemed to work.  

Over 3,000 people attended their event, each paying a hefty sum for 

registration. Why wouldn’t brands want to partner with them? 

02
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The reason, as it turned out, was due to a limited understanding of their 

audience. The event targeted a highly specialised industry, and their 

current sponsors were the biggest players in the field. Anyone else 

interested in sponsorship would have to compete with the primary 

sponsors. 

Over the next 18 months, we conducted a deep analysis of their attendee 

and event data. We were able to segment their audience by geography, 

interests, demographics, and other factors that potential sponsors 

might find valuable. From there we developed a comprehensive list of 

potential sponsors to contact and began building relationships. 

Two-thirds of their audience, for example, were married with at least one 

child and potentially in the market for a new vehicle. With that insight, 

car manufacturers became potential sponsors. 

In the end, they signed three new sponsors and increased revenue 

50% for their next event. They’ve since continued to diversify their 

sponsorship offerings and grow attendance. 

Securing a sponsor means that you have successfully created a 

mutually beneficial partnership. Thanks to digital marketing and 

advertising tools, brands can dive more deeply into their target market 

to understand what makes them tick. Get to know your attendees well 

and find companies and brands that are trying to sell to them." 

Listen and Solve Problems 

LARRY WEIL

Just because a sponsor’s target market attends your event doesn’t 

necessarily mean they’ll cut you a check. Brands can reach customers 

online — often for little to no investment and at a higher ROI. To woo 

sponsors today, you need to come up with creative solutions to their 

biggest problems. 

Thanks to digital 

marketing, brands 

can dive more 

deeply into their 

target market to 

understand what 

makes them tick.
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Brands don’t share their greatest pain points with the rest of the world. 

But if you ask the right questions, they’ll gladly share them with you. 

When they do, listen closely to what they say and you’ll discover unique 

and innovative sponsorship opportunities. 

Imagine this: My client and I were pursuing sponsors for their trade 

show, one of which was a heavy equipment manufacturer. We met to 

discuss their business objectives and see if they’d make a great fit. The 

conversation centred on their customers — the people who purchased 

or leased their equipment — until someone on their team made an 

offhand remark about mechanics. After further inquiry, we learned 

that the manufacturer’s biggest problem was a shortage of qualified 

mechanics jeopardising the company’s bottom-line.

We proposed a hospitality tent where mechanics could meet engineers 

and watch them tear down equipment. All the sponsor needed to do 

was staff the tent with recruiters who could interview candidates on the 

spot.

Knowing your prospects pain points is something we read about often. 

Yet, most of the proposals I see are the same. When you can come up 

with a solution for their biggest problems, you have a distinct advantage 

that’s very hard, if not impossible, to duplicate."

Don’t Forget Your Activation Strategy 

CHRIS BAYLIS 

Sponsorship isn’t an item you check off and forget about. It’s a process. 

And once you’ve secured sponsors for your event, the most important 

step in that process is activation.

I like to think of activation as “switching on” your sponsorship. It’s not 

just doing what you said you’d do but achieving the outcomes you 

promised the sponsor. So when your sponsor says they want to “raise 

awareness,” you’ll need to demonstrate that increase.
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The best way to make sure you fully activate your sponsors is by using 

an activation strategy. It’s a checklist that outlines key dates, deadlines, 

and who from your team is accountable for each piece. 

I once closed a $200,000 deal that promised the sponsor significant 

brand exposure to our audience — including a callout from the host and 

their logos placed in highly trafficked parts of the venue. 

On the day of the event, the host didn’t mention the sponsor at all. Logos 

were hidden behind a door. Their VIP table was hidden behind a large 

pillar. I watched in horror as my sponsor wandered the crowd asking, “Do 

you know who the sponsor is for this session?” Nobody did. 

I was able to make it up to the sponsor. But that’s not always going to be 

the case. 

At another event, I sat in the front row with a sponsor while the keynote 

speaker spent 10 minutes telling the crowd of 500 people how much he 

disliked the sponsor’s most profitable product. They pulled the plug on 

their multi-year sponsorship as well as a few other key investments they 

made with us.

So make sure you have an activation strategy and, more importantly, be 

absolutely certain that the talent — in this case the speaker — knows 

what’s at stake."
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Go the Extra Mile

Creating partnership is exciting. But maintaining your relationships with 

sponsors is how you retain them. 

“Sponsorship is a partnership between two like-minded brands 

that know what they want, understand what the other wants, and 

are prepared to work collaboratively,” says Abby Clemence. “Like all 

collaboration, regular communication is vital to maintaining a healthy 

relationship.”

You also need to keep sponsors in the loop. “If something isn’t going 

too well,” says Abby, “let them know. If you need help, let them know. 

We often go quiet when we’re extra busy or stressed out. It may feel 

counterintuitive to speak out at these times, it’s necessary that you 

do. Your sponsors need to know you see them as a partner. You are the 

protagonist in each other’s success story. So, stay in touch.”

Miscommunication happens. Which is why Chris Baylis recommends 

hiring a photographer for your event. 

“After an event, I scheduled meetings with all my sponsors to deliver my 

fulfillment report and get their feedback,” he says. “To my surprise, our 

newest sponsor declined the meeting.” After asking the sponsor what 

went wrong, they claimed the event only had a handful of attendees and 

their booth captured a measly five leads. 

“I was floored. Not only had the event sold out, the sponsor’s logo was 

prominently placed around the venue,” says Chris. But while looking 

through the fulfillment report, he noticed something peculiar. “I had 

hired a photographer and given them a list of sponsorship assets to 

capture. Every photo revealed the same thing: a sales rep hiding behind 

their booth on his phone.”

03

Your sponsors 

need to know you 

see them as a 

partner. You are 

the protagonist 

in each other’s 

success story.
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Chris sent the fulfillment report to the unhappy sponsor and asked what 

they could do differently next time. “The situation led to us creating a 

more valuable sponsorship offer. Instead of a booth on the trade show 

floor, we put a ballot box on the registration check-in table. Everyone who  

gave their contact information was entered into a drawing for a free iPad.” 

“I’d like to reiterate the point I made at the beginning of this guide: 

brands are ultra sensitive about loyalty and utilisation of their 

products or services. This applies to every aspect of sponsorship — 

especially after the event when you’re trying to wrap things up. 

Mistakes — costly mistakes — can occur if you’re not careful.” 

How costly? “One minor oversight once cost me and my client 

$4,000,000 in sponsorship revenue,” says Larry. “The sponsor was a 

major shipping and package company and a staff member accidentally 

returned the renewal contract using a competitor’s service.”

Communication and documentation are virtues that lead to 
successful relationships with event sponsors. But as Larry Weil 
learned once, so is attention to detail. 
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Take the Next Step

As ESP reports, an increasing number of sponsors plan 
to end their contracts in 2018. To succeed today, you 
need to build and nurture relationships with sponsors. 
With the stories provided by our experts, you know how 
to work your way to the decision maker, deliver on your 
promises, and avoid costly mistakes. 

Find out how innovative event technology and the right 
ticketing and registration partner can help you build 
deeper, long-lasting partnerships with sponsors. Get in 
touch with our event experts by contacting us here or 
calling 1800 820 172 (AU) or 0800 448 422 (NZ). 
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Powering more than two million events each year.
Eventbrite is the world’s leading event technology platform. Hundreds of thousands of organizers 

use Eventbrite to boost ticket sales, promote and manage events, handle on-site operations, 

and analyse results across multiple sales channels.

Grow your event  
Sell more tickets  

to Eventbrite’s nearly 
50 million active  

ticket buyers.

Simplify your planning 
Promote, manage,  
and analyse your 

event from any device. 

Impress your attendees 
Delight with ease of 

purchase, convenient 
ticket access,  

and speedier entry.

View on-demand demo

Talk to an event expert
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