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Sponsorship-based health care programs and their impact on
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ABSTRACT
Research question: This study investigates the impact of a healthcare
portal and employee attitude toward a healthcare program on
sponsorship-based employee motivation to do physical exercises.
Research methods: Applying a case methodology, the sponsorship
object was the Norwegian National Cross-Country Skiing Team, and
the sponsor was Aker, a major international corporation involved in
fishing, offshore construction and engineering. By means of mixed
methods, qualitative data were collected from 10 employees and then,
quantitative data from544 employeeswere used to test the hypotheses.
Results and Findings: The findings show that the user-friendliness of
the healthcare portal, and the attitude towards the health care program
are significantpredictors of employees’ sponsorship-basedmotivation to
do physical exercises. These findings held when controlling for sex,
education, income, portal usage, and physical activity level.
Implications: These findings have practical implications for sponsors
and the use of sponsorships as a strategic tool to improve employee
matters. ‘The Internal CSR and Sponsorship-linked Health Care
Strategy Model’ is presented. This paper establishes connections
between internal sponsorship activation, employee health care
program, and their motivation to do physical exercise.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 25 May 2019
Accepted 21 February 2020

KEYWORDS
Sponsorship activation;
internal CSR; employee
health care program;
employee attitude;
healthcare portal

Introduction

Existing research on internal activation of sponsorships is related to several organizational out-
comes like the promotion of a positive working environment (Apostolopoulou & Papadimi-
triou, 2004), employee pride (Pichot et al., 2008), enthusiasm in the workplace (Rosenberg &
Woods, 1995), and the motivation and involvement of employees in the corporation’s actions
(Hickman et al., 2005; Pichot et al., 2008). Besides, Pichot et al. (2008) underlined that sports
sponsorship can be considered as a vital factor in management strategy. Nevertheless, Dolphin
(2003) addressed the difficulties in measuring the effects of sponsorship programs targeted at
employees. Consequently, the sponsorship domain was encouraged to be investigated further
to increase knowledge about sponsorship activations (see e.g. Chavanat et al., 2009; Hanstad
et al., 2013; Kim et al., 2015; Meenaghan, 2013). ‘The case for sponsorship suffers from the lack
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of a comprehensive, credible, and accessible body of evidence, which industry spokespersons
can confidently and convincingly point to’ (Meenaghan, 2013, p. 390).

Recently, Cornwell and Kwon (2019) completed a review of 409 sponsorship-linkedmar-
keting studies from the period between 1996 and 2017. A number of research questions
related to sponsorship-linked marketing were proposed. One of the topics was about
sponsor employees as an internal target audience for sponsorship. A chief reason to target
employees (Cliffe & Motion, 2005) is that corporations use sponsorship as a strategy to
gain competitive advantage in the market place (Amis et al., 1997; Amis et al., 1999; Fahy
et al., 2004), which could be done through achieving internal effect objectives (Cunningham
et al., 2009). An example of internal effect is thatHRpractices like socialization, and perform-
ance management may advance employee engagement, which in the end may lead to
enforced competitive advantage (Albrecht et al., 2015). Thus, there are theoretical connec-
tions between sponsorship strategy,HRpractices, and competitive advantage, which indicate
that dimensions like employee health, physical activity, and HR-managed employee health
care strategies are relevant to connect to internal sport sponsorship activation.

Concerning employee health standards, Kahn (1990) argued that weakening of physical
energy, as one of four employee disruptions, may impact employees’ psychological avail-
ability. Further, Brummelhuis and Bakker (2012) documented that leisure actions (includ-
ing physical activities) strengthen next morning employee energy through boosted
psychological impartiality and relaxation. Caverley et al. (2007) also found indications
that efforts to reinforce workplace health may have a more instant effect on presenteeism
than on absenteeism. More important, Proper et al. (2006) documented that employees
following suggestions of dynamic physical activity (by exercising at an energetic level at
least three times a week) were absent from work due to sickness significantly fewer
times than the others. Several studies have addressed the knowledge gap as to the
effects of employee wellness programs and their potential to strengthen employee
health and reduce costs (see e.g. Baicker et al., 2010; Berry et al., 2010; Goetzel et al., 2014).

To conclude, there is a lack of empirical research on internal activation programs in sport
sponsorships and the impact on internal objectives, which are related to concrete employee
matters (Dubois Gelb & Rangarajan, 2014; Maze & Alazani, 2017). Based on the theoretical
reasoning above, in an internal sport sponsorship activation context, there are possible
theoretical connections between employee health care programs and employee physical
activity. Therefore, this study examines the influence a sport sponsorship-based health
care program targeted at employees may have on employee motivation to do physical
activity linked to the sponsorship. Here, we examine how Aker ASA, an international Nor-
wegian corporation involved in fishing, engineering, and offshore construction, activated a
sport sponsorship by implementing an employee health care program. Through the Aker-
Active programwe gain insight into how sponsorship can be activated internally to increase
employee motivation to do physical exercise.

Literature review

Employee health care program in a corporate social responsibility perspective

Sport sponsorship involves a strategic relationship between the sponsoring company and
the sponsorship object for mutual benefit (Flöter et al., 2016; Hur et al., 2019). Corporate
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social responsibility on the other hand, is ‘a firm’s set of discretionary activities for the
promotion of positive social changes beyond the immediate interests of the company or
compliance with the law’ (Hur et al., 2019, p. 850). In the last decade, we have seen a
growing interest in CSR as a part of sport sponsorship strategy (Plewa & Quester,
2011) enabling sponsors to demonstrate their values and build their brand image
towards external stakeholders (Djaballah et al., 2017; Flöter et al., 2016; Hur et al.,
2019). Nevertheless, there is not much research on sport sponsorship in a CSR context
(Peloza & Shang, 2011). Bason and Anagnostopoulos (2015) examined how FTSE-100
firms used sport as a vehicle to produce CSR outcomes for various beneficiaries. They
found that engagement in CSR activities provided indirect benefits in terms of lower
staff turnover, absenteeism, improved talent recruitment and impression of own work-
place. Still, there is little focus on internal CRS initiatives focusing on e.g. organizational
practices in terms of employee health care, diversity and equal opportunities for all (Costas
& Kärreman, 2013; El Akremi et al., 2015, 2018; Hur et al., 2019). The provision of work-
place benefits as results of internal CSR activities beyond what is legally required, signals
corporate commitment to the employee. Besides, such initiatives may be seen as part of a
management control system, shaping employee behaviour, identity and meaning in organ-
izations (Costas & Kärreman, 2013).

Further, both management and employees may benefit from internal CSR activities
related to employee health care programs. Sickness absence represents a significant cost
in many firms, which look for ways to reduce the extent and duration of absence
related to health issues. Physical activity has been found to protect against multiple dis-
eases and conditions such as cardiovascular diseases, high blood pressure, diabetes 2
and overweight (Pronk & Kottke, 2009). Further, moderate physical activity has been
found to improve mental health and strengthen general well-being (Downward &
Rasciute, 2011). Pronk and Kottke (2009) summarized a great number of research articles
and suggested how corporations should to get organized to support and to promote phys-
ical activity targeting employees. Therefore, when partners search to identify opportunities
in a sport sponsorship strategy, one benefit may be that it helps the implementation of an
employee health care program. The sport sponsorship objective can facilitate employee
physical activity as an internal CSR strategy in exchange for financial support. To our
knowledge, such a perspective in which the company takes responsibility for their employ-
ee’s well-being based on a sport sponsorship, is lacking in the literature.

Internal sponsorship activation and attitude toward health care program

Sport sponsorship is a practical device for some sponsors when trying to motivate and
involve employees in their activities (Hickman et al., 2005; Pichot et al., 2008) and to
make employees emotionally attached to both the sport in question and the sponsorship
object (Mitchell, 2002; Pichot et al., 2008). As a part of internal marketing and as an act of
implementing business strategies, internal sponsorship activation is becoming a more
regular practice in integrated sport sponsorships (Apostolopoulou & Papadimitriou,
2004; Hickman et al., 2005; Pichot et al., 2008). Khan and Stanton (2010, p. 192)
defined ‘employee’s attitude towards their firm’s sponsorship’ as a central independent
variable in their suggested conceptual model of corporate sponsorship effects on employ-
ees. They proposed that future research should focus on relations between sponsorship’s
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effects on employees, internal communication about the sponsorship and the internal
marketing program. Internal marketing may be imperative for the work environment
(Apostolopoulou & Papadimitriou, 2004), and as a means to involve employees in com-
municating values the sport represents (Pichot et al., 2008). Furthermore, sports sponsor-
ship may create enthusiasm among employees (Rosenberg & Woods, 1995), and internal
activation can create openings for developing emotional employee-sport attachments
(Mitchell, 2002; Pichot et al., 2008).

However, present research indicates that internal value creation as an after-effect of
sponsorship activation requires employees’ positive attitude towards the specific internal
activation program. Khan et al. (2013) presented a model about sports sponsorship for
internal marketing purposes, which showed the relationship between employees’ attitudes
towards employers’ sport sponsorship activity and employee behaviours advancing the
organization. Thus, if an internal sponsorship activation program is a sponsor employee
health care program, as in the case of this research, The four-stage change model of
Lechner and Devries (1995) of which the last stage is participating in fitness programs,
measures health behaviour and uses attitude towards the program as a determinant.
Haskell and Blair (1980, p. 113) state that ‘people’s health attitudes and beliefs can
influence their decisions to participate in an exercise program and to adhere to the
program over time’. To summarize, theories from the literature indicate that employee
attitude toward health care programs, as internal sport sponsorship activation, is a
potent factor.

Effects of employee health care programs, and the role of corporate health
portals

It seems that the implementation of worksite fitness and health promotion programs have
increased over several decades (Gebhardt & Crump, 1990). From the health care manage-
ment area, literature suggests that a number of company tools can be used to increase
awareness of the role of physical activity and to develop a supportive environment for
physical activity among employees (Amlani & Munir, 2014; Pronk & Kottke, 2009,
p. 317). Golaszewski et al. (2008) provided a conceptual model related to work site
health promotion programs and the importance of a supportive environment (work
factors, cultural factors, and structural factors). Supportive structural factors, like web-
site/portal, were argued to have an effect on employees, which again should impact
employee health. Some studies have investigated wellness programs as an instrument to
cost reduction (Baicker et al., 2010; Berry et al., 2010). Goetzel et al. (2014) argue that
well-designed and well-executed programs may provide positive health and financial
returns, contrasting Osilla et al. (2012) questioning such a link. Odeen et al. (2013)
found a modest indication that workplace learning programs and physical exercise did
not reduce sick leave. Besides, Tveito et al. (2002) concluded that organizations trying
to achieve a reduction in sick leave as a consequence of workplace interventions should
reduce expectations. They recommended that new long-term investment and methods
to improve employees’ health should be undertaken.

Nevertheless, according to Berry et al. (2010) there are six success criteria for a prosper-
ous employee wellness programs: (1) engaged leadership at multiple levels; (2) strategic
alignment with the company’s identity and aspirations; (3) a design that is broad in
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scope and high in relevance and quality; (4) broad accessibility; (5) internal and external
partnerships; (6) and effective communications. Brynjolfsson et al. (2002) underlined that
projects need cautious management consideration and document that an employee portal
improved strategy communication. In addition, Uden et al. (2007) advised that e-learning
should support learning platforms, which mirror wider business objectives. Atreja et al.
(2008) identified three main predictors of satisfaction with web-based training: (1) instruc-
tional design effectiveness; (2) website usability: and (3) course usefulness. Benbya et al.
(2004) argued that if there is a seam between social, technical and managerial elements
in a corporate portal, it is optimized. For instance, two of four technical factors are usabil-
ity and effective information, and one of four managerial factors is rewards system.

Anderson et al. (2009) developed a conceptual model consisting of worksite interven-
tion components like informational messages (physical activity and healthy eating) to
influence employee health knowledge and attitudes (body image and self-care). The objec-
tive was to improve the weight status of employees through changing employee behaviour
(physical activity, food choices, and dietary intake) and physical activity. Crespo et al.
(2011) investigated onsite physical activity promotion strategies among adults working
outside home. They concluded that numerous strategies promoting onsite physical activity
at work may improve employees’ recreational physical activity. One strategy, is the use of
sporting celebrities to mediate messages, which may result in a more positive attitudes
towards the portal (Boyd & Shank, 2004). The sponsorship should be made visible and
relevant for the environment and for the target group (Amis et al., 1999; Chavanat
et al., 2009; Cornwell et al., 2005; Crimmins & Horn, 1996; Meenaghan, 1991; Thjømøe
et al., 2002). In summary, the literature suggests that there are relations between a user-
friendly portal with effective informational elements, as a structural factor, attitude
toward the sponsorship-based health care program, and sponsorship-based health
behaviour.

Method

To expand our understanding about internal activation, we applied a case study approach
(Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2013) using the sponsorship of Aker ASA (see Aker Achievement
AS, 2011/2012; Aker ASA, 2012, 2013/2014), a major Norwegian industrial investment
company working within oil, gas, maritime – and marine biotechnology. Aker sponsored
the Norwegian National Cross-Country Team, and the ski celebrities were instructed to
play important roles in the sponsorship-based activation program dealing with health
care. The program focused on employee physical activity aiming at reducing sick days.

Setting – the Aker ASA case

Aker is one of the largest industrial groups in Norway, with eight companies listed on the
Oslo Stock Exchange, a total turnover of approximately NOK 42/EURO 4.2 billion in
2017, and a workforce of 19, 444 employees, including 9423 in Norway (Annual report,
2017). In June 2010, Aker ASA signed a 4-year sponsorship agreement with the Norwe-
gian National Cross-Country Team. This agreement made Aker the general sponsor of
the Norwegian Ski Federation – cross country (NSF), which, at that time, represented
the biggest sponsorship deal ever for the national team. The agreement extended over a
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four-year period ensuring a funding of around Euro 1.6 million per season and ended after
the 2013/2014 Winter Olympic season. A new business unit, Aker Achievements AS, was
set up to promote and manage the agreement. Aker provided financial resources and
business knowledge.

The elite skiers, their coaches and support staff, contributed with expertise in health
areas like physical training, nutrition, motivation, performance culture, skiing technique
and ski preparation. Three major activation tools were developed: (1) A digital web-
based learning portal (akeraktiv.no); (2) a rolling PR-truck and related events; and (3)
the Oslo Ski Show. Akeraktiv.no targeted employees only, while the two other strategic
tools were about providing sports-related event experiences for regular people.
However, the main goal of the internal activation program was to promote a healthier
and more active lifestyle among employees and to trigger a behaviour change that ulti-
mately could reduce the sick leave rate by .5%. In Norway (at that time), such a corporate
strategy using a sport sponsorship and an internal sponsorship-based health care program
to reduce sick leave was considered innovative.

Akeraktiv.no1 was an internal web-based portal where employees could access infor-
mation (individual user-id and password required) about health-related areas such as
physical training programs, nutrition, and skiing technique. The Aker employees could
register as beginner, active or advanced, and they received targeted tutorials adjusted to
their specific levels and needs. The users were encouraged to register all training
minutes in the portal allowing for participation in competitions where prizes could be
won. By having stored statistics about training sessions, the users could compare weekly
performances with prior results both at an individual level and between business units.
Akeraktiv.no was launched with the campaign ‘World Championship 2011’.2

Three main employee motivation strategies were implemented to increase the use of the
portal and the physical activity level. First, the use of sports celebrities from the national
team should encourage employees to use the portal. An example from the akeraktiv.no is a
pitch by the sport celebrity Therese Johaug, addressing the Aker employees:

Together with the national cross-country skiing team I’m preparing for the World Cham-
pionships in Oslo, and you can do it too! No matter if you are an advanced skier wanting
to improve your training or if you just want to get started. Sign up for WC- track, this
will be great fun for all of us.3

Second, the use of the national team and coaches to communicate evidence-based knowl-
edge and advice about physical training, and nutrition. The spokespersons represented
sources of knowledge for both beginners and more advanced employees. The portal con-
tained blogs and news written by the athletes of the national team and support staff
regarded as experts. Third, the portal communicated the opportunities to win prizes avail-
able for those who registered their physical activities. By exceeding a low level of registered,
exercised minutes on akeraktiv.no allowed employees to participate in draws to win prizes.
They could win stays at training camps at the same location as the national team, tech-
nique courses, and training sessions with the skiers. The portal was available for all
employees working for Aker ASA.

The internal sponsorship activation in terms of a health care program, aimed at increas-
ing employee health standards and reducing the sick leave rate, was considered a success.
Aker Achievements annual report 2011/2012 (p. 4) stated: ‘In 2011, the sickness absence in
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Aker and Aker-owned companies fell from 5 to 4.5 percent. This gave the Aker companies
in Norway an economic value creation of approximately NOK 50 million last year’.

Research design

The investigation was organized in a pre-study and a main study combining methods
(Patton, 1990; Yauch & Steudel, 2003). Secondary data about the sponsorship program,
descriptions about the internal activation activities, and claimed effects were extracted
from the annual reports of Aker Achievements AS, 2011/2012 and Aker ASA, 2012,
2013/2014 and subject to analyses (Baxter & Jack, 2008). The applied document analysis
is valuable as documents are stable, they cover a long period, and a wide range of events
(Yin, 2013). We were also given access to the internal portal www.akeraktiv.no for a
limited period of time. The analyses of the portal and the reports aided the researchers
in gaining knowledge about the case and the respondents (Pitney & Parker, 2009). Fur-
thermore, combining analyses of interviews with the initial document analysis strength-
ened the credibility and dependability dimensions (Golafshani, 2003; Morrow, 2005).
First, we followed an exploratory sequential design (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). In the
pre-study, we collected and analysed qualitative data, identified the variables and
defined two hypotheses. In the main study, the hypotheses were tested using survey
data. Details of the procedures, data collection, analyses, and findings are presented
under the pre and main study.

Pre-study

The main objective of the pre-study interviews was to develop hypothesized relationships
between the variables based on the literature review and the interviews. We started out by
applying the logic of an inductive approach using the qualitative data to enrich the mean-
ings of sentiments expressed by the respondents (Creswell et al., 2003; Thomas et al., 2015).
The literature lacks scales related to the merger of theories on internal sponsorship acti-
vation, employee health care programs, and sponsorship-based motivations to do physical
exercises. Searching for meanings of sentiments, an important aspect of the pre-study, was
used to align topical interview questions with Aker’s internal sponsorship activation
program, and the main objective at the corporate level. Aker wanted employees to think
of physical activity and good physical health as being important for the sick leave rate.

Data collection and analysis

Based on the literature review, we developed a semi-structured interview guide. The guide
was designed to capture individual sentiments of the sponsorship-based health care
program (Creswell & Creswell, 2017), and enable answering ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ –
questions related to a concrete sponsorship activation case (Thomas et al., 2015). The
guide contained questions related to the following focal topics: (1) employee physical
activity; (2) attitude toward the sponsorship; (3) user-friendliness of the healthcare
portal; and (4) sponsorship as motivator to do physical exercises. Before asking questions
about the topics, we initiated the interviews by asking about job tasks, position, and time
used at job desk.

EUROPEAN SPORT MANAGEMENT QUARTERLY 7

http://www.akeraktiv.no


Data were collected following Robinson (2014), using a stratified selection, of which the
criteria were to have a sample of mixed gender, age and two categories of Aker employees,
non-users and users of the portal. A manager of the Aker HR department was our internal
contact, and she helped us to recruit and organize interviews with employees from both
categories. Over a three-week period, we interviewed 10 employees, 7 at their offices
and three by phone. During the 9th and 10th interview, we identified repeat answers
and decided that we had collected sufficient data material for the pre-study. Of the 10
respondents, 7 were users of the portal, and three were non – users. Each interview
lasted between 40 and 60 min. The interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed
to ensure reliability (Spiggle, 1994; Yin, 2013). To clarify possible uncertain issues, the in-
depth interviews were followed-up by communication via e-mail in line with the approach
used by Farrelly et al. (2012). This two-stage process made it possible to disclose authentic
and consistent impressions of statements and descriptions (Creswell & Creswell, 2017;
Shenton, 2004; Yin, 2013).

The coding of the data followed a thematic analysis, as described by Braun et al.
(2016). We began by reading the interviews and taking initial notes. The initial
coding was based on the pre-conception of important themes identified in the theoreti-
cal framework. As the interpretation of the data emerged, we analysed patterns in the
data, searching for sentiments, categories and themes to be further investigated
(Charmaz, 2015; Creswell & Creswell, 2017). We searched for items possibly belonging
to the theoretical coding family means-goal (end, purpose, goal, anticipated conse-
quences) (Glazer & Strauss, 2017). In this study, such a sequence is primarily about
sponsorship-based motivators for employee physical activity (Pinder, 2014), such as atti-
tude toward the sponsorship activation program and the user-friendliness of the aker-
aktiv.no portal. The pre-study analysis resulted in codes consisting of main themes
and sub-themes: the employee situation, motivation, attitude (stress, workplace,
health, physical exercise/number of times and what, sponsorship, attitude toward spon-
sorship), and user-friendliness of the portal, contents, and the use. The findings are
accompanied with descriptive narratives based on viewpoints from the 10 informants
to support the analysis and findings (Table 1), which is in line with Barthes (1997).
Also, these narratives are incorporated to underscore that the findings are based on
the collected data fulfilling the confirmation criterion (Shenton, 2004).

Findings

All informants claimed that they work a substantial amount of time in front of their com-
puters, and that daily sitting time was excessive. Several of them believed that it was impor-
tant to be physically active. With the exception of one respondent, the interviewees were
involved in physical activity two or more times a week. Out of the 10 interviewees, three
did not use the portal. Typical explanations were ‘little time’ and ‘poor information’. One
employee felt that akeraktiv.no was an ‘elite thing’.

Motivations for doing physical activities varied. A few of the interviewees expressed it
by stating: ‘Weight control’. Another employee saw it differently: ‘Self-esteem’. Most of the
interviewees agreed that physical activity gives a double-sided gain. Two of the informants
stated: ‘You stay healthy, get more energy, and feel better’, and ‘the most important is to
get extra energy and stay in good shape’.
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Table 1. Viewpoints from 10 interviewed employees.
Question/
employee
number 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Physical activity
level?

2–3 times a
week.

Use bicycle to
work every
day.

2–3 times a week, Little. 3–4 times a week. 2–5 times a
week.

About 3
times a
week

Quite a lot, both
outdoor and in
studio.

About twice a
week. Walk to/
from the bus.

About three
times weekly.

Reason to do
physical
activities?

Self-esteem.
Clear head.
New energy

Stay healthy.
Weight
control. Clear
thoughts.

Get stronger
physically and
mentally

Feel better in
my body.
Energy
boost.

Easier to handle
pressure when
in good shape

Increase sense of
well-being.
Weight
control.

Get more
energy.
Fun.
Weight
control.

Better mood.
Increased
energy level.
Self-esteem.

Get more energy
It is fun

Extra energy.
Stay in good
shape.

How do you use
the
akeraktiv.no
portal?

Register about
twice a week.
Follow the
rankings
relative to
colleagues.

Register almost
daily. Read
news, training
tips and
nutrition
information.

Register activities.
Check status of
colleagues. Read
articles, blogs and
diets.

Used to
register this
fall.

Twice a week.
Looking at
others. News.
Reading
training tips.

Register about
twice weekly –
use as training
diary. Follow
activities of
colleagues.

Had a look
just two
times.

Have been to a
course in
nutrition ran
by Aker. Never
used the
portal.

Register at least
once a week.
Read about
nutrition,
news,
comments and
stories.

Use the portal
every week to
read about
tips.
Comparing
myself with
others.

Have you
exercised
more after
the portal was
launched?

No. No, same. Yes. It is motivating. No, same. Yes. The portal
motivates me.

No. About the
same.

I exercise
independent
of the portal.

No, may be less. Yes, it keeps my
motivation
level high.

Are the
AkerActive
incentives
appealing?

Not interested
in meeting
athletes.
Prefer family
activities.

It’s fun to win
things, but it
could be only
an orange.

Yes, the rewards are
important and the
fun part. They
should have a
certain value.

This is at a
different
level than
where I am.
Not
motivating.

Yes Yes, they
motivate me.

Not those
promoted
till now.
Need more
variation.

Yes. I have heard
that the trips
are great fun.

I am positive.
But the
rewards and
incentives
must be
obtainable.

Yes, nice. But
they are not
the drivers for
me.

What do you
think about
the
sponsorship?

Very visible. It is
impossible
not to see the
Aker logo on
the athletes
and the
arenas.

Good exposure.
The sense of
pride will
increase and
may motivate
employees to
exercise.

I am proud when I
see the logo on our
cross-country
skiing heroes. It
communicates a
sense of
togetherness.

I have no
particular
thoughts.

The co-operation
with the
national team
has contributed
positively both
internally and
externally.

A smart
investment
and good
program for
employees.

Very good
and fun.

Very positive. It
contributes to
engagement
and
involvement.

The sponsorship
has made me
proud.

Cross-country
skiing is a
national sport.
Therefore, I
think the
sponsorship is
great.

Do you think
AkerActive
will have an
impact on the
sick leave?

Yes, absolutely.
The sick leave
rate may go
down.

Yes, I think it can
have an
impact.

Yes, at least it has a
positive influence
on me.

I am not sure.
Not really.

May be in the
long run if
more
employees will
train more.

For some. Others
find the whole
sponsorship
meaningless.

I don’t know. I am sure it has a
positive
impact.

Maybe positive
because the
focus is on
health.

Yes, definitely.
Many need a
motivator.
AkerActive is
that.
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The user frequency of the portal seemed to be about twice a week. The informants used
it primarily to register type of activities and number of minutes. Otherwise, the portal was
used to read news and blogs by the elite skiers, and some of the informants were also on
the diet pages. The informants did not express any problems in reaching the minimum
time requirement to be allowed to take part in the prize draw. The general impression
was that employees were positive about the portal, its motivating role and user-friendli-
ness. For some, the possibility of winning prizes related to the sponsorship program
seemed to be an important motivational factor. Statements include

It’s a little fun to be able to win things, but it may be enough with an orange as a prize, and
‘people are not so interested in akeraktiv.no and the sponsorship if nothing comes out of it
(prizes and other benefits).

It was pointed out that the prizes were part of the fun, and that rewards were something to
work towards. Also, the sentiments expressed about the sponsorship seem to reflect a posi-
tive attitude to the cooperation. Two examples: ‘The cooperation with the national team
has contributed positively both internally and externally’, and ‘I am proud when I see the
logo on our cross-country skiing heroes’.

Hypothesis development

The reviewed literature and the key findings in terms of variables and sentiments from the
qualitative data, which is summarized in Figure 1, reveal that internal activation of spon-
sorship embodies a vehicle to involve and motivate employees (Hickman et al., 2005;
Pichot et al., 2008). The findings suggest a considerable value is attached to the portal
itself, with informational elements and user-friendliness supported by current research
(Atreja et al., 2008; Benbya et al., 2004; Berry et al., 2010; Boyd & Shank, 2004; Uden

Figure 1. The testable model.
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et al., 2007), and the attitude toward the sponsorship-based health care program (see e.g.
Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Haskell & Blair, 1980; Khan et al., 2013; Lechner & Devries, 1995).
Therefore, we propose two hypotheses related to the sponsorship-based health portal and
the health care program as influential variables on the dependent variable about sponsor-
ship-based motivation to do physical exercises (see Figure 1: The testable model):

H1: The user-friendliness of the sponsorship-based portal impacts sponsorship-based

motivation to do physical exercises.

H2: Attitude toward the sponsorship-based health care program impacts sponsorship-

based motivation to do physical exercises.

Main Study

Scale development

The findings from the pre-study were used as sources for developing scales applied in the
main study to test the hypotheses. Thus, we applied a hybrid approach of an inductive and
deductive process (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). We argue below how we have devel-
oped the scales. Vallerand (1997) prosed that motivation can be measured at e.g. domain
level, like work, education, leisure, and reward and recognition systems may impact work
motivation (Gagné & Forest, 2008). Likewise, we argue that rewards and support systems
influence employee motivation to do physical activity. We consider the dependent variable
in this study as a situational factor. Examples of situational factors measuring motivation
at work are ‘because this job fits my personal values’ and, ‘I chose this job because it allows
me to reach my life goals’, which may be explained by other factors (Gagné et al., 2010).
Thus, in a similar fashion, it is legitimate to investigate how sponsorship-based employee
motivation to do physical exercises, may be influenced by attitude toward the sponsorship-
based health care program, and the AkerActive portal as independent variables.
The respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed or disagreed
with statements on a seven-point Likert scale, where 1 indicated ‘strongly disagree’, 4
‘neither agree nor disagree’ and 7 ‘strongly agree’. Additionally, respondents were asked
about physical activity level, usage of the akeraktiv.no portal, and demographic variables
like gender, age, civil status, education and household income. The questionnaire was pre-
tested on six selected respondents encouraged to comment on any problematic issues. The
wording of a few questions and items were corrected.

Data collection and respondent characteristics

According to the HR manager, about 5000 of total 13,000 employees working in Norway
(24,000 worldwide) were registered users of the Aker Active portal. The invitation to par-
ticipate in a web-based survey was distributed to these 5000 employees by the HR depart-
ment via email. The survey was accessible for 10 days. After the deadline, the voluntarily
response sample consisted of 544 employees, who provided usable questionnaires for the
data analysis. The descriptive analysis of the data implies acceptable variation in the
material (Hair et al., 2015). Of the 544 respondents who completed the questionnaire,
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32.7% were women and 67.5% were men, 80.7% had a university degree, and 57.5% of the
households earned more than euro 75,000 a year. Further, 70% of the employees regarded
their job as deskbound and 38.2% used the portal two or more times a week. The sample of
employees seemed to be physically active as 47.6% claimed to exercise 3–4 times a week,
and 23% exercised 5 times or more. One explanation for the high numbers is the
sampling method. First, only users of the Aker active portal were invited, and second, par-
ticipation was voluntary. This sampling method is likely to have induced a skewness in
respondents towards those more active, hence limiting the generalizability of the study
and the representation of the population. The Aker Annual Report 2011 stated that
28% of the employees were women indicating similarity in terms of gender. Still, given
this limitation, almost 43% of the respondents claimed that they had become more phys-
ically active after the introduction of akeraktiv.no. This means that more than four out of
10 already active employees responded positively to the sponsorship-based health care
program. Fifty-four per cent of the respondents considered the portal neat and transpar-
ent, and about half of the respondents claimed to be motivated by the rewards and skiing
team-related prizes.

Preliminary data analysis

To identify constructs and their item content, we performed an exploratory factor analysis,
using Principal Component analysis extraction and Promax rotation (Osborne et al., 2008)
to test the convergent validity of the multi-item scales. Items with factor loadings below .40
and items hampering unidimensional factor structures (double loadings) were removed to
ensure convergent and discriminant validity, respectively (Hair et al., 2015; Osborne et al.,
2008). The analysis obtained three factor structures, and the corresponding factor loadings
are satisfactory. The reliability scores of the constructs were measured by Cronbach’s
alpha. The Cronbach alpha score of 0.75 is above the .65 requirement and indicates
reliability in the scales (Hair et al., 2015). Cronbach alpha, mean, and standard deviation
scores for the constructs are reported in Table 2.

Furthermore, the inter-item correlations between factors should be between .3 and .8
with a Cronbach’s alpha below .9 according to Diamantopoulos et al. (2012). The
scores were .53 between factor 1 (user-friendly portal) and 2 (attitude toward program)
as the independent variables, .50 between 1 and 3 (sponsorship-based motivation to do
physical exercises as the dependent variable) and .48 between 2 and 3. The eigenvalues
of the variables (factors 1, 2, and 3) and the factors’ explaining the variance in the data
were 5.36/41.22%, 1.16/8.88%, and 1.53/11.43%, respectively.

Hypothesis tests

To test the hypotheses, we regressed ‘sponsorship-based motivation to do physical exer-
cises’ against ‘user-friendliness of sponsorship-based health portal’, and ‘attitude toward
sponsorship-based health care program’. Table 3 shows that the means of the three vari-
ables are respectively 4.10, 4.53, and 5.11 on the 7-point scale. Further, the table summar-
izes the results of the regression model, which was controlled for possible influences of
‘number of times using the portal and doing physical exercises’, ‘education’, ‘income’,
and ‘gender’. ‘Number of times using the portal and doing physical exercises’ were
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significant (p = .00, p = .04), but none of the demographic variables (p = .99, p = .97,
p = .34). The results of the regression model (R2 = .38 and F = 41.31) showed that the
two independent variables identified in this study have a positive and significant effect
on ‘sponsorship-based motivation to do physical exercises’, with beta-values of .25 and
.29 respectively, confirming the support for H1 and H2 (see Figure 2).

Table 2. Factor analysis and solution.
Independent (F1-F2) and
dependent variables (F3) Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Constructs

Cronbach’s
alpha Mean

Std.
dev.

User-
friendliness
of the AA
portal

Attitude
toward the
AA health
care
program

AA based
(sponsorship-based)
motivation to do
physical exercises

The Aker Active portal is
well organized with good
overviews

.92

The educational training of
how to use the portal has
been good

.76 .63 4.50 1.09

There is plenty of useful
information on the Aker
Active portal, which I can
use

.66

It is easy to register my
fitness time on the Aker
Active portal

.65

I am positive toward the
Aker Active program

.55

The others at work are
positive toward the Aker
Active activation program

.42 .65 5.11 1.04

The Aker Active activation
program rewards are best
when they are varied

.84

Items of the dependent
variable

I have become more
motivated to do physical
exercises after the start-up
of Aker Active

.65

The use of well-known
cross-country skiers makes
me more motivated to
take part in physical
activities

.90

I feel proud of the
partnership between Aker
and the National cross-
country team

.63 .69 4.10 1.4

The rewards we could win
appealed to me

.85

It is motivational to get
rewards for my physical
exercise efforts

.71

N = 544.
Extraction method: Principal component analysis.
Rotation method: Promax with Kaiser Normalization – rotation converged in 5 iterations.
Cronbach’s alpha = .75
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Discussion, theoretical and conceptual contributions

Kim et al. (2015) note that existing literature on sponsorship effectiveness primarily covers
sponsorship outcomes from a consumer perspective. Due to the lack of literature on
internal activation of sport sponsorship (Cornwell & Kwon, 2019), we started this study
by asking whether a sponsorship-based health care program can impact employees’motiv-
ation for physical activity. The managerial assumption of Aker was that by motivating
employees to do physical exercises, sickness absence and related costs would drop. We
applied an internal CSR perspective focusing on a sponsor’s objective to improve employ-
ees’ physical activity through a health care program and a connected portal. The two
hypotheses about the program and portal were supported. Our Aker case study shows
that both the portal and attitude toward the program have a significant influence on spon-
sorship-based motivation to do physical exercises.

Table 3. Regression solution.

Independent variables N Mean
Std.
dev.

Beta
weight

Sig.
level

User-friendliness of the AkerActive portal 544 4.53 1.09 .25 .00
Attitude toward AkerActive health care program 544 5.11 1.05 .29 .00
Dependent variable
AkerActive-based (sponsorship-based) motivation to do physical
exercises

544 4.10 1.40

Control variables
Number of times using the portal per week 544 .27 .00
Number of times doing physical exercise per week 544 -.08 .04
Education (number of years) 544 .00 .99
Income (household) 544 .00 .97
Sex 544 .04 .34
Regression model* (including independent and control variables)
R2= .38
F = 41.31
p = .00

*One regression model, enter method, constant is insignificant (p = .56).

Figure 2. The tested model.
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Our findings are in line with related studies such as the study of Conn et al. (2009)
about workplace physical activity, which concludes that certain workplace physical activity
interventions can advance physical health. Parks and Steelman (2008) found that partici-
pation in an organizational wellness program leads to lower levels of absenteeism and
higher job satisfaction. Kuoppala et al. (2008) indicate that activities like exercises and
ergonomics are associated with employees’ well-being and reduced sickness absence.
Rongen et al. (2013) completed a review of literature published before June 2012, evaluat-
ing the effects of worksite health promotion programs looking at e.g. physical activity,
healthy nutrition, and/or obesity on self-perceived health, and work absence due to sick-
ness. They found that of 21 interventions, the overall effect of a health program was minor.
However, the effects of the programs were larger in younger populations.

The main study reveals that an organizational structure factor like the healthcare portal,
as well as an employee predisposing factor have significant impacts on health behaviour.
This finding fits the theorizing of Golaszewski, Allen, et al. (2008), who argue that the
company health environment consists of work, structure, and cultural factors, which
influence employee health behaviour. Structure factors comprise tangible features of the
sponsorship activation program including services, policies, benefits, and associated
internal communication and program promotion labelled as a part of a supportive environ-
ment. Specifically, our investigation documents that internal activation of a sponsorship
has a positive and significant influence on motivation for physical exercise through the
impact of portal (structural factor) and attitude towards the program (predisposing factor).

This study contributes to the sponsorship literature in three ways. First, several
researchers have called for increased attention to the relationship between sponsorships
and corporate strategy (Cornwell & Kwon, 2019). The sponsorship deal between Aker
ASA and the Norwegian National Cross-Country Skiing Team demonstrates that a
sponsor may link the internal activation to a corporate strategy. Our study uncovers the
opportunities to link health care programs to internal sport sponsorship and internal
CSR programs. In this case, the sponsorship was implemented as part of a strategy to
reduce sickness absence and employee sick leave costs.

Second, there is a growing interest in CSR programs as a part of in-house caring (Hur
et al., 2019). Aker management was willing to invest resources on developing and imple-
menting a sponsorship-based health care program and technology supporting the akerakl-
tiv.no portal. Employees perceived the health care program initiative positively and as a
sign of thoughtfulness from the management, which is the essence of an internal CSR
program. In an internal sponsorship activation and an internal CSR context, we realize
that motivating employees to do physical exercise depends on their positive attitude
towards the sponsorship-based health care program supported by celebrity athletes and
a user-friendly portal. This may also mean that sponsors should avoid the trap of selecting
the wrong sponsorship object and building technology that no one uses. The pre-study
indicates that the sponsorship object should be inspiring and knowledgeable. The portal
ought to promote training and nutrition programs, celebrity stories, statistics and devel-
opments, and the benefits and rewards for the employees participating in the program.
Such detailed content of an internal sponsorship-based health care program and portal
has not been suggested previously in sport sponsorship literature. Also, separate from
the explanatory variables of interest, the results show that the controlling factors of
number of times exercising per week and number of times using the portal, have a
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significant impact on the sponsorship-based motivation for physical exercise. The roles of
these two variables indicate the importance of the portal content and user-friendliness.

Third, the positive attitude of the sponsorship-based health care program, and the user-
friendliness of the health portal, including for example use of sport celebrities (Boyd &
Shank, 2004), and the perceived ease of registration of exercises in minutes are likely to
motivate employees to do physical exercise. Even though only a few of the interviewees
from the pre-study claimed that they did more exercise now than before the portal
launch, most of them stated that they actually used the portal. Considering also the
results of the main study, which confirm the importance of the portal, the pre-study
finding indicates that the prominence of the portal may also be about stimulating
people to keep the activity level, as is. These findings are in line with theories across dis-
ciplines on attitude (Atreja et al., 2008; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Ajzen & Madden, 1986;
Lechner & Devries, 1995), perceptions of portals in a learning context (Uden et al.,
2007), and behavioural change (Berry et al., 2010; Haskell & Blair, 1980; Pichot et al.,
2008). It seems that many of the 5000 users, registered exercised minutes on a regular
basis. Thus, activities linked to physical exercise are integrated within day-to-day business
to facilitate the sense of well-being as expressed by several informants. By implementing
such an internal sponsorship-based CSR strategy, employees may learn that physical exer-
cise will reduce sick leave and gradually contribute to the development of an organiz-
ational health culture (Golaszewski et al., 2008).

We merged theories from the sponsorship, occupational health and health science lit-
erature with findings in this study to suggest specific managerial steps as means to impact
employee health through sponsorship activation. Figure 3 (see below), the Internal CSR
and Sponsorship-linked Health Care Strategy Model, illustrates the merger and is a con-
ceptual contribution. The three constructs identified in this study (positive employee atti-
tude toward program, user-friendliness of portal, sponsorship-based motivation to do
physical exercises) are combined with key elements from existing literature and the

Figure 3. The Internal CSR and Sponsorship-linked Health Care Strategy Model.
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organizational health environment model conceptualized by Golaszewski et al. (2008).
The new idea is that sponsor employees are the target group of the sponsorship-linked
health care strategy, who can participate in health care program activities facilitated by
a portal to influence employees’ health and performance (Golaszewski et al., 2008).

Managerial implications

To advance the knowledge of a supportive environment, this study, based on the Aker
case, is about the concrete supportive elements of a health care program in a sponsorship
activation context. We may learn from the Aker case that managers should encourage and
facilitate internal involvement by using tools like incentive systems, training programs,
and targeted internal communication (Baumgarth & Schmidt, 2010). A health culture
can be developed through an organizational health environment (Golaszewski et al.,
2008). The objective of an internal CSR strategy could be communicated as a corporate
objective, consisting of a variety of activities fitting employees’ needs and wants, and be
supported by management (Berry et al. 2010). The organizational value ‘healthy’ may
guide employee behaviour (De Chernatony et al., 2003; Mellor, 1999) and is also useful
if it is associated with the same value as the sport of the sponsorship object (Pichot
et al., 2008). Therefore, an internal sponsorship-linked health care program may be
built around the ‘healthy’ value, which also may be a guiding principle towards developing
an organizational health culture. These findings suggest that there is a latent potential in
activating a sport sponsorship in terms of a health care program defined as an internal
CSR strategy targeting employees. However, a supportive health environment facilitating
the internal activation of a sport sponsorship similar to what is outlined in the Aker case
needs to be described.

Conclusion, limitations and future direction

This investigation discloses the potential of implementing internal sponsorship-based
strategies. Given the defined need for new knowledge about how sponsorships can be acti-
vated targeting employees (see e.g. Cornwell & Kwon, 2019; Khan & Stanton, 2010; Zinger
& O’Reilly, 2010), this study contributes to improved understanding about sponsorship
leveraging strategies as internal CSR strategies targeting employee health. The corporate
goal of the internal sport sponsorship activation strategy of Aker ASA was to increase
employee physical activity, employees’ health standards, and thereby reduce sick leave
and related costs. The goal was to reduce the sick leave rate from 5 to 4.5 per cent from
September 2010 to September 2011. The target was reached according to an annual
report, providing Aker with an annual cost reduction of approximately NOK 50 million
(about euro 5 million) (Aker Achievement AS, 2011/2012, p. 12).

We argue that internal sport sponsorship activation strategies have a great potential to
be leveraged as employee health care programs. First, such programs need sponsorship
objects (here: sport celebrities) with a status and appeal triggering employees’ positive atti-
tude. Second, the Aker case shows that a structural factor like a health portal is of great
importance. The functioning of the portal is to promote important information and
assist employees in registering exercised minutes, which enables them to win prizes and
get other incentives. Thus, the sponsorship-based motivation to do physical exercises is
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likely to increase. The development of measurement scales and the sponsorship-related
items of the main study are based on findings from the qualitative pre-study, which
was based on 10 interviews. The setting was in a sport sponsorship activation context
where attitude toward the sponsorship-based health care program, the health portal as
a structural factor, and sponsorship-based motivation to do physical exercises were impor-
tant issues. We aimed at capturing statements (items) related to known concepts from the
reviewed literature and linked them to the Aker sponsorship-based health care program.
Thus, we captured the contextual nuances of the constructs with suitable items (situational
factors). We collected data from 544 employees of which 70.6% was physically active 3–4
times or more a week and 32% used the portal two times or more a week.

There are a few limitations to this study. First, there is a potential limitation that the sample
does not represent the working population of Aker, and that the findings apply only to
employees who opted for physical exercise. Additionally, as with all case studies, one must
exercise caution in generalizing the findings to other populations and contexts (Yin, 2013).

Second, the annual report of Aker reports that sick leave dropped from 5 to 4.5%. This
information is supportive of the sponsorship activation health care program. But we would
understand the real effect more precisely if we collected two sets of data before and after
the introduction and implementation of the AkerActive sponsorship-based health care
program. In such a case we would have considered the program as a type of a natural inter-
vention. Third, if we had the sick leave days for users and non-users of the AkerActive
portal over a certain time period, and their physical activity level before the introduction
of AkerActive health care program, we could have discovered the impact of the program
on less physically active employees. Fourth, one could argue that a corporate health portal
and an employee health care program, not linked to any sport sponsorship would have a
similar impact on employee motivation to do physical exercises. A case design with at least
two similar cases (one linked to a sport sponsorship object and one without) to compare
across firms would be valuable. However, based on both the qualitative and the quantitat-
ive findings in this study, we have strong indications that sponsorship-based motivation
linked to sport celebrities and pride is of importance to employees.

Future research could address the issues raised above and design studies on sport spon-
sorship to further improve our understanding of internal activation. Also, upcoming
research could follow a similar approach to search for findings and possibly verifications
in other cultures. Also, researchers could apply general, validated attitude and motivation
scales related to a sponsorship-based health care program and test them against intention
to do physical exercises (1993; Lippke et al., 2004), which was not done in this study. Fur-
thermore, Baxter et al. (2015) presented a web-based calculator (Workplace Health
Savings Calculator) to be used for employers to quote possible savings from reduced
sick leave and staff turnover as a result of investments in and the administration of a work-
place health promotion program. Future research could also aim at developing a Sponsor-
ship-based Health Care Program Calculator. Such studies may also include examining
workplace culture for supporting health, which could apply a validated measurement
scale, as developed by Kwon et al. (2015).

Notes

1. http://www.akeraktiv.no (www.akeractive.com, only accessible for employees).
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2. FIS Nordic World Ski Championships 2011, Oslo.
3. posted at www.akeractive.no in 2010.
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