This article attempts to describe and comment on the current state of sport sponsorship in China with some speculation on possible future developments.

Sports sponsorship in any country is delimited by it's media, especially television. European countries have competitive media markets with commercial TV stations competing for broadcasting rights. Viewers have spending power and can choose between a variety of media offerings. Brands are strong and sponsorship money follows the viewing numbers. This diverse, competetive market generates high revenues for TV and teams and high turnover for sponsors.  Revenue for broadcast rights is high, benefiting teams who use it to invest in training and buying the best players. A free media makes corruption in sports relatively rare, and athletic standards are high, with large numbers of strong individuals and teams

In China conversely, consumer purchasing power is lower. Income is distributed unequally with a poor majority, an aspiring middle class with limited disposable incomes and a small rich. Although disposable incomes are rising, consumers disposable income is limited, the savings culture is strong and so long-held expectations of free or low price media sport are hard to break. 

Chinese TV post WTO entry is still uncompetitive, with CCTV dominating the market. Pay-per-view is available via cable, but consumers are unwilling to pay for cable TV. Satellite TV is not allowed under Chinese Law.

This means that broadcasting fees are low, generating low revenue for teams and athletes to re-invest. Sponsors have little choice of TV stations on which to advertise. Foreign sports have little choice; either donate their broadcasts for free or risk losing exposure in China.  Endemic corruption in sports has sapped Chinese teams of their energy. Athletic standards are low, with very few oustanding individuals and teams that can compete internationally. Brands are weak and almost no Chinese brands are known internationally.
Spectator interest in sports has dropped for these undercapitalised, and underperforming, Chinese athletes and teams. 

Nevertheless, China's market potential is still high and purchasing power is steadily increasing. Chinese spectators enjoy watching foreign football and basketball teams, especially when there is a Chinese player. Exceptional Chinese athletes, such as Yao Ming, make a huge difference. Foreign companies such as Nike, Adidas, Heineken, Philip Morris, Macdonalds, and Coca Cola have stepped in and grabbed market share and made profits, and althougth Chinese companies do not have many international brand names, the example of Lenovo points to a new trend.

The strange case of football
Let's examine China's most popular sports: football leads by far, making China the world’s biggest footballing national. 
Why can’t a country of 1.3 + billion people produce a team of 11 good football players? Football is the most popular sport in China with viewer numbers almost double basketball. But the state system only seems able to turn out successful individuals, not teams.

Chinese football was more popular in the 1999s and in the national team qaulified for the 2002 World Cup.  But standards dropped with increasing corruption and viewers began to watch foreign football instead. The 2002 team failed to score a goal before being knocked out.
Today, 90% of Chinese football fans have abandoned the Chinese league and watch German,Italian or Spanish football instead. 

New kids on the block: Lenovo and Ronaldinho

Lenovo’s purchase of IBM’s notebook business created the world’s first international Chinese brand, and to promote it, Lenovo invested in sponsoring Ronaldinho, one of the most successful football players in recent years. After Yao Ming, Ronaldinho’s image is probably better known in China than almost anyone’s, partly due to this and sponsorship with Lenovo.

Chinese fans switch to NBA 

Basketball is probably the most popular team sport in China after football. It’s popularity in recent years has a lot to do with the exceptional performance of one man, China’s basketball hero, Yao Ming.

More than anyone, Yao Ming symbolizes new Chinese confidence and global resurgence and is a huge asset to foreign sports advertizers. Part of a new generation which grew up post-Mao eating better food, Yao grew to be a giant by nature, and at 2.29 m, now stands literally head and shoulders above other athletes. He is the tallest player in the NBA and the only Chinese athlete to appear in the Forbes ranking of the world’s wealthy athletes, he has cherry-picked sponsorship deals with Nike, Pepsi and Adidas. He made over 51 million from sponsorship last year. 
Yao’s career took off when he transferred from the Shanghai Sharks to the NBA’s Houston Rockets, bringing hundreds of  millions of Chinese fans with him. This opened China’s estimated 200 million Chinese NBA viewers sponsorship market to US and foreign companies.

Yao is part of the first generation to grow up eating Macdonalds in China and he signed a sponsorship contract with big Mac in 2004, subsequently appearing in the media with Ronald Macdonald. Since then, Macdonalds has doubled its outlets in China. Macdolnalds were so happy with Yao’s squeaky clean image, they even made him their "first ever worldwide brand ambassador”. 
Yao’s other major sponsorship deals are with Reebok and Pepsi. Yao has also had countless other offers, but he has turned down many lucrative sponsorship deals in order to avoid over exposure.
Even so, with the sucessful proliferation of Macdonalds, Pepsi and Adidas in China, it feels like his image is omniprescent here.

Yao gained important extra publicity at the Olympics, when he carried the Olympic torch into Tiananmen square, played in China’s Olympic basketball team and led the Chinese delegation at the opening ceremony parade, carrying the Chinese banner. This helped him gain additional sponsorships from Visa before the Beijing Olympics. Coca Cola sponsors the Chinese basketball team although Yao Ming sued Coke in 2003 for using his image.
Yao Ming has single-handedly changed sports sponsorship in China, simply because he is almost the only Chinese who can compete internationally in a popular team sport. Although Yao as an athlete Yao can not compare with basketball great Michael Jordan, his affable personality, immense stature and ability to compete in the US will endear him to Chinese fans for years to come, now matter how many injuries he sustains selling countless more Pepsi, Big Macs and trainers on the way.

. 
Golf and Snooker

Golf is a sport requiring a resource which is scarce in China; land. New Golf courses like Mission Hills in China attract the new Chinese elite who like to display their wealth by using brand names, and luxury brands such as swiss watchmaker Omega sponsor Golf tournaments there. 
Snooker is another low cost participation sport popular with Chinese who have little energy for more vigorous sports and China recently spawned a Chamption snooker player Ding Junhui 

The Olympic phenomenum: a flash in the pan
Although the Olympics was more about marketing China than sport,  nevertheless, sports marketing in China peaked with last year’s Beijing Olympics. Public expectations of Chinese athletes were high and athletes lifted a record 51 gold medals. The games attracted large scale sponsorship and advertizing; Global Olympic sponsors, including Adidas, Coca-Cola, McDonald's, and General Electric, paid up to USD 100 million for advertising rights in Mainland China and Hong Kong during the current Olympic quadrennial, far above the USD 30-40 million paid for games the 1990s. Other companies benefited from sponsorship of individual athletes, for example Pepsi with it’s sponsorship of Yao Ming. 
But while China impressed, the hardest fought competition was been between sportswear manufacturers Adidas and Nike. Adidas won the battle to be Olympic partner, with rights to outfit all athletes, regardless of their sponsorships, plastering shopping centres with billboards and making use of its sponsorship of top athletes like Yao Ming to sidestep Adidas's official advantage. Coke and Pepsi both sponsored Yao Ming in different capacities. The result of so much sponsorship was confusion among consumers. 

In sum, the Olympics was primarily a short-lived state sporting show, though sponsorship dominated by foreign companies, little lasting impact on mass sport
A billion new TVs

Chinese TV ownership has proleriferated and is reaching saturation. TV is ubiquitous; on the back of taxis there are interactive advertising screens, lobbys have TV, there are even TVs ( and channels) for bus stops. TV channel offerings have also increased, though more slowly.  Apart from CCTV there are provincial TV channels and in big cities like Shanghai there are municipal paid cable channels including lifestyle and sports channels. But apart from Guangdong, where 50% of viewers watch Hong Kong channels, there is little overseas competition.  ESPN is available only in hotels. The main sports channel nationally is CCTV 5. 
WinTV scores Premiership own goal
In common with other foreign football leagues, the Premiership used to give away its viewing rights to CCTV in exchange for exposure in China. However, in 2007, WinTV, a Guangdong based pay-per-view TV provider bought the rights to air the popular Premier league and matches are now only available after paying a fee of 188 per game; only a handful of Chinese households have signed up. The strategy was widely viewed as an old goal and the Premiership is now considering going back to the old strategy of giving away your rights in China. “It's better to be aired than not” is now the view and the WinTV episode has shown that Chinese consumers are not ready for US or European style pay-per-view.

New Media: lots of hype, few results
There has been a lot of hype about the internet in China but results have not met expectations. Although China has the most internet users of any country, they tend to use the net to save money rather than spend it. Ilicit copying and rebroadcast of matches is another China IP problem. Credit card acceptance is also low which reduces scope for online sales. 
The Globalised High Tech Future  

On a summer night in 2004, the writer found himself watching the European football championships in a Beijing sports bar. It was 3am and I was surrounded by a host of local football fans. They were as committed to, and knowledgeable of, their adopted foreign teams as any European. Around the corner, at a 24 hour lan house fans were following the action online via SMGBB.cn, the exclusive Internet and wireless video broadcaster in Mainland China, which had just defeated its major rival, Sina.com, for video broadcasting rights. And everywhere, there were scores of people checking their mobile phones for the latest SMS score updates. 

In that moment, a confluence of factors shaping sports marketing became apparent : new technology, media diffusion, limited media deregulation, and globalisation. And these will continue to interact to reshape China’s sports marketing landscape in future.
Conclusion: the best is yet to come
China's sports market will develop when it becomes more competitive. At present development is hampered by low TV broadcast rights revenue. This will change when a) Chinese consumers are ready to pay to see cable TV or b) more commercial TV channels enter the market (unlikely due to government media policies). Systemic problems hampering local sports and encouraging corruption also need attention.In the meantime, status quo will continue with spectators following a small number of Chinese athletes and their foreign teams. But living standards will keep rising, increasing return on sponsorship investment. Consumer spending patterns will change, and comsumers will eventually be willing to pay for high quality media content, encouraging more companies to sponsor teams and athletes broadcast in China, even though these may be foreign teams. 
But like most country’s sports fans, Chinese are nationalistic and prefer to root for their own players. With so few able to compete internationally in popular team sports, we can only hope that China will produce another athlete of Yao Ming’s stature when he retires, to single-handedly represent the aspirations and carry the torch for China’s millions of sports fans in the world. 
But whatever the risks and returns on investment at present, marketing pros agree with the statement that in the future, marketers will be split into two groups: those who are in China, and those who are nowhere.
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