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Abstract
Alcohol sponsorship of sport in New Zealand, especially rugby, has a long history, but in
recent times government-resourced reviews together with public health agencies, activists,
and academics have proposed a ban of alcohol sponsorship of sport to help reduce alcohol-
related harm. Responses to a proposed ban from a number of diverse sectors, including the
alcohol industry and sport organizations, have ranged from ambiguous to resistant. Yet,
the conditions for implementing a ban are poorly understood and there has been no change
to state-regulated sponsorship policy to date. These widely publicized debates serve as a
hotbed for discussions with provincial rugby union managers to consider the economic
risks as well as the social connections between rugby clubs and cultural and civic life. In
this paper, we address important new questions that query how the alcohol sponsorship
debate plays out at a micro-level and the extent to which regional rugby unions may
constitute a special case in terms of resistance to and the potential effects of regulation. The
discussion expands the debate by drawing attention to the perceived positive effects of
alcohol sponsorship as an enabler for addressing other social issues at a micro-level.
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1 Introduction and National Alcohol Sponsorship Policy Context

“…corporations condition leisure forms and practice. The mechanisms by which
this is achieved extend well beyond designing and marketing leisure commodities
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and services. Advertising, sponsorship and lobbying state officials and political
parties are all part of the commercial leisure panoply.” (Rojek 2010, p.35)

Sport and alcohol are two highly commodified and globally popular leisure pursuits,
although their relationship is paradoxical. Rightly or wrongly, alcohol is widely regarded
as an everyday product (cf. Babor et al. 2010; Wenner and Jackson 2009), as a leisure
commodity (Rojek 2010) with links to forms of leisure such as home brewing (Duarte
Alonso et al. 2018), beer appreciation (Thurnell-Read 2016), and beer tourism (Bujdosó
and Szűcs 2012), and advertising often portrays alcohol consumption as a normal,
requisite leisure practice (e.g., Rowe and Gilmour 2009). From a public health perspective
alcohol is an unhealthy product, and consuming harmful quantities of alcohol can have
detrimental health and social consequences for the drinker, the people around the drinker,
and society at large (World Health Organization 2014). In his book, The Labour of
Leisure, Chris Rojek (2010) argues that to evade criticism about the physical and social
risks of the products they produce, alcohol corporations associate their product with the
leisure and recreation field, including sport; a form of leisure that is frequently linked to
values related to fitness, healthy living, an active lifestyle, and youth. In many Western
nations, the alcohol industry has indoctrinated sport through sponsorship.

Alcohol sponsorship of sport in New Zealand has a long, convoluted history that
includes the sponsorship of teams (at the club, provincial and national levels) and
events (All Blacks matches, Rugby World Cups, and provincial competitions). Finan-
cial, contra, and in-kind support from the alcohol industry is essential for many New
Zealand sports clubs (PS Services 2010). Moreover, the links between New Zealand’s
national sport of rugby and alcohol brands are extensive, engrained, and entangled (Gee
and Jackson 2010, 2012; Gee et al. 2016; Gee et al. 2018), which presents some
fundamental complexities when envisioning one without the other.

Since 2010, the New Zealand government has commissioned two independent
reviews related to alcohol sponsorship. The first was conducted in 2010 by the New
Zealand Law Commission. At the time, the Law Commission was charged with the
task to provide the government with “a revised policy framework covering the princi-
ples that should regulate the sale, supply and consumption of liquor in New Zealand
having regard to present and future social conditions and needs” (Law Commission
2010, p. iv). The Law Commission’s process for this review included synthesizing
research, consultations with health agencies and social welfare alliances, and an open
call for submissions from the public and other organizations.1 The 511-page, 24 chapter
final report, entitled Alcohol in Our Lives: Curbing the Harm, is all-encompassing and
examines a range of factors concerned with: limiting alcohol-related harm (e.g.,
monitoring, enforcement, education), controlling supply of alcohol (e.g., licencing,
purchase age), regulating its availability (e.g., proximity and nature of outlets, times
of sale), and reducing the demand (e.g., price, advertising and sponsorship). Of note,
Chapter 19 of the report specifically details current (at the time) and prospective
manifestations and regulations of alcohol advertising, sponsorship, and promotion,
including the prominent marketing of alcohol through sport. The arguments presented

1 There were a total of 2939 written submissions that responded to the Law Commission’s Issues Paper,
entitled Alcohol in our Lives, and 50 public meetings held in 16 different locations across New Zealand (Law
Commission 2010).
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in the chapter acknowledge that some promotional elements such as advertising have
formalized guidelines through the Code for Liquor Advertising developed by the
Advertising Standards Authority, yet other elements such as sponsorship are excluded
from these Codes. However, the gathering of all research results, submissions, and
consultations provided a compelling argument about the effects of alcohol promotions
on the health of New Zealanders that one section of the Chapter’s recommendations
introduces a staged-approach to ban alcohol-related sponsorship of cultural and sports
events or activities over a five year period. This proposition further upholds that: “if the
funds that the alcohol industry pours into the community are to come to an end, it is
critical that there is a way to replace the contribution of such sponsorship to sporting,
cultural and community programmes” (Law Commission 2010, p.360). This indicates
some level of awareness about significant financial implications for many community
organizations that depend on monies from alcohol companies, including sport, and a
need to fill that gap to ensure continued provision of these community-based activities.

In the months following the release of the Law Commission’s report, Sport New
Zealand (at that time known as SPARC; a Crown entity responsible for governing sport
and recreation in New Zealand) published the results of their own commissioned,
scoping study. This study sought to examine evidence and insights into the nature of
the relationship between alcohol and sport with the overall purpose to: enable Sport
New Zealand to make an informed contribution on the government’s reviews on
alcohol regulations, and allow Sport New Zealand to lead the sport sector through
any regulatory reform (PS Services 2010). While the report discusses a number of
topics about the sport-alcohol relationship, one section relevant to the context of this
paper specifically states that the New Zealand Rugby Union (NZRU; the national
sports organization for rugby) considered the alcohol industry as a vital source of
funding. The report further claims that according to the NZRU, any loss of funding
revenue would curtail activities at all levels of rugby, with critical effects on:

& “Increased club fees or reductions in activities funded by sponsors (e.g., equipment,
apparel, safety gear), which may see those with less money having to drop out of
the sport;

& Elimination of branding opportunities for sponsors (such as touch-line flags, goal-
post pads) meaning clubs will have to find the money to buy these items from
elsewhere;

& A risk that clubrooms may not be able to cover basic operating expenses and have
to close, with a consequence that teams may make local pubs their home-base for
after-game functions and socialization, which will exclude the family-friendly
environments offered by clubs;

& Less ability to fund people in development roles, who are currently working with
clubs and communities to strengthen them and support the large volunteer base that
exists;

& In the professional arm of the sport, less money to pay players (meaning more will
head offshore), to promote matches and spend on match experiences, which risks a
downward spiral in the quality of this part of the game” (PS Services 2010, p.26).

Concurrently, Cody and Jackson (2016) conducted a study with several key stake-
holders in the New Zealand sports and alcohol industries to investigate their
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perceptions on the potential consequences of additional regulation on alcohol sponsor-
ship of sport from the Law Commission’s report. Similar to the findings of Sport New
Zealand’s report, a majority of their participants noted a strong dependence on alcohol
funding, linking it with their means of survival. In New Zealand, alcohol sponsorship is
plentiful and, therefore, convenient (from a sponsorship recruitment stance), and
without any guarantee of alternative funding from the government there is resounding
agreement from these stakeholders that a ban is risky (Cody and Jackson 2016). The
authors conclude that while alcohol sponsorship is the lifeblood of many sport organi-
zations, “sport teams face the challenge of trying to balance the need for sponsorship
with the social pressures to develop a responsible drinking culture not only to maintain
a positive social image, but also for performance” (Cody and Jackson 2016, p.389).
Overall, Cody and Jackson (2016) provide a well-evidenced argument that character-
izes alcohol sponsorship of sport as a contested terrain with different interest groups
and individuals having diverse perspectives about its nature and meaning to sport in
New Zealand.

In 2012, the New Zealand government passed the Sale and Supply of Alcohol Act in
response to some of the recommendations made by the 2010 Law Commission report.
Some of the key points in the act include modifications in: trading hours for on- and
off-licence premises, where alcohol can be sold, and how liquor licences are issued.
However, there were no changes to alcohol advertising and sponsorship of sport as part
of this Act.

The second government commissioned review was conducted in 2014 by a Minis-
terial Forum on Alcohol Advertising and Sponsorship. Similar to the Law Commis-
sion’s approach, the Forum considered published research since the 2010 Law Com-
mission report, as well as submissions and presentations from community members,
individuals, and organizations from a range of sectors (e.g., public health programing,
sports and event sponsorship and management, and alcohol industry and media
representatives).2 In the report that describes the Forum’s analysis of the submissions,
the topic of sport featured most prominently in the alcohol sponsorship section. The
Forum’s summary of the submissions reported that 42% of submissions that supported
maintaining the status quo of current regulations were from sporting bodies, and
included an entire section on alcohol sponsorship of sport (see Section 3.3.1.1 Value
to Sports, Ministry of Health 2014a). In this section, key concerns that focus on
community-level sport include: a ban of alcohol sponsorship would have the largest
impact on lower-tier, grassroots sports clubs citing an undermining of economic
viability; offsetting loss of sponsorship monies from the alcohol industry would result
in increased participation and membership costs; and ending alcohol sponsorship
would impact the role of sport in developing and promoting the social capital of
communities and, consequently, effect overall wellbeing (Ministry of Health 2014a,
pp. 60–62). In the summary of submissions document, health-related organizations
supported increased restrictions on alcohol sponsorship of sport, including a complete
ban, while sport-related organizations were in favour of maintaining the current self-
regulatory framework, which allows for alcohol sponsorship (e.g., Sport New

2 A total of 242 submissions were received. One hundred and twenty-two (122) submissions were received
from organizations and 120 were from individuals. Of the 122 submissions from organizations, 27 of them
were submitted by sport organizations (Ministry of Health 2014a).
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Zealand’s submission incorporated data from their commissioned research report in
2010; PS Services 2010). These polarized opinions are somewhat surprising, given that
the shared purpose of many of these organizations is to increase the health of all New
Zealanders. The Forum’s final report proposed 14 recommendations to reduce the
exposure of youth to alcohol advertising and sponsorship. With specific reference to
sport, Recommendations One and Two stated: “Ban alcohol sponsorship of all
streamed and broadcast sport” and “ Ban alcohol sponsorship of sports [long term]”,
respectively (Ministry of Health 2014b, p.3). In light of the Forum’s recommendations
and similar proposals from the Law Commission, debates about alcohol sponsorship of
sport heightened across New Zealand. A year after the release of the Forum’s report,
one particular news article highlighted the Government’s lack of movement on any of
the recommendations (Anthony 2016). In the article, the then Chief Executive of New
Zealand Rugby, Steve Tew, claimed:

It would be an awful lot harder for our provincial unions and the local rugby
clubs, as it would be for other community organisations, that are still reliant on
the support they get from local publicans, local restaurants, the two big breweries
and increasingly the large number of boutique craft breweries. (Anthony 2016)

Despite these publicly-funded reviews, there has been no change to state regulation or
policy to date, and given the lobbying power of the alcohol industry there is little reason
to be optimistic (Skegg 2019).

Framed by this context, the purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of
and challenges for regional rugby unions to navigate a potential ban of alcohol
sponsorship of sport. This purpose was intentionally broad in nature to capture a range
of insights about the rugby-alcohol sponsorship landscape and any anticipated conse-
quences arising from proposed threats to it. Building on previous studies that focus on
the relationship between alcohol sponsorship and sport in New Zealand (Cody and
Jackson 2016; Gee 2013), this study addresses important new questions that query how
the alcohol sponsorship debate plays out at a micro-level and the extent to which
regional rugby unions may constitute a special case in terms of resistance to and the
potential effects of regulation. Significantly, the paper expands the debate by drawing
attention to the perceived positive effects of alcohol sponsorship as an enabler for
addressing other social issues at a micro-level. By focusing on a culturally-ingrained,
and arguably ‘naturalized’, relationship between sport and alcohol, this study informs
debates on identity construction in sporting cultures.

2 Review of Literature

2.1 Sport Organizations as Sites for Community Development

Regional and community sport organizations function as social pillars in our commu-
nities as they serve as the central providers of sport and recreation and as social hubs
and meeting places for children, parents, athletes, spectators, and community members
more broadly (Robertson et al. 2018; Spaaij 2013; Trussell 2020; Waardenburg 2016).
In this way, sport offers a central gathering place for participants and their families with
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benefits that far exceed those associated with physical participation in sport (Edwards
2015; Eime et al. 2013; Mair 2009; Tonts 2005). Interactions in and around sport can
create and sustain meaningful personal, social, and cultural experiences that can build
community connectivity (Edwards 2015; Spaaij 2013), influence community relation-
ships (Sharpe 2006; Trussell 2020), enhance civic engagement (Donovan et al. 2004;
Kay and Bradbury 2009; Nichols et al. 2014), and foster a sense of community (Warner
et al. 2012; Wendel et al. 2009). Edwards (2015) advances that “the community level
[in particular] may provide the best context for this connectivity to occur…with sport
programs potentially providing individuals with greater access to social support than
involvement in other types of community voluntary organizations” (p. 11). Notably,
others have found that the social networks developed through sport provide greater
social value than those developed through non-sport community organizations
(Nicholson et al. 2013). This is perhaps the result of simply providing access to a
social network framed around similar values and interests, and the added social support
that that introduces (Doherty et al. 2014; Jones et al. 2018; Warner et al. 2013).

Sport’s potential as an instrument for community development has resulted in
several national sport mandates built on the notion of ‘sport as a social good’, where
governing agencies view sport as a means to achieve broader social outcomes (e.g.,
reducing crime and youth delinquency, enhancing civic and political engagement,
fostering social cohesion; Sabbe et al. 2020; Sam 2009; Spaaij 2013). This popular
perception is reflected in descriptions of sport as the “glue holding communities
together” or the “lifeblood of the community” (Spaaij 2013, p. 110) that contribute to
bringing communities (and nations) together. Nicholson et al. (2013) suggest that those
who become involved in sport for instrumental reasons, such as fun or fitness, are likely
to experience additional benefits once they are integrated into the social network
created by and around the sport organization. Further, Donovan et al. (2004) found
that, in New Zealand, membership in sports was associated with higher levels of
political and civic engagement, where members of sport clubs (including participants,
coaches, volunteers, officials, etc.) were more likely to engage in discussions around
current political issues, vote in elections, and advocate for social issues. Sport is an
important part of community life and has the potential to build shared understanding
and social change through its collective nature (Trussell 2020).

Collective community activities have witnessed a decline in recent years as the ways
in which individuals interact with one another have shifted from a neighbourhood-
driven community towards a small network of close contacts (Mair 2009; Warner et al.
2013). Sport may be one of the few public structures where community members
experience intensive interaction in their leisure time (Edwards 2015) and, as such,
“represents a social institution that offers a collective social experience” (Warner et al.
2013, p. 350). In fact, sport may be particularly well positioned to create, enhance, and
reinforce community at the local level, resulting in a greater sense of belonging and
social support among members, prolonged participation, and improved health and
wellness outcomes (Tonts 2005; Warner et al. 2012, 2013). However, Warner et al.
(2012) caution that sport does not automatically create a sense of community and afford
the benefits of a social network to participants; rather, it manifests as the result of
several individual and organizational factors. Relatedly, previous research has pointed
to the capacity challenges that sport organizations face in their efforts to offer quality
programming, effective operations, and a connection in the community (e.g., Doherty
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and Cuskelly 2020; Doherty et al. 2014; Sharpe 2006; Wicker and Breuer 2014). In the
New Zealand context, sport clubs face significant financial constraints in terms of
obtaining sufficient income and maintaining financial viability; this is further exacer-
bated by the fact that grassroots sport clubs in New Zealand receive little (if any)
government funding and therefore need to be extra cognizant of their financial
resources (Cordery et al. 2013). The funds acquired through alcohol sponsorships serve
as critical financial resources for local community sports clubs through to the national
level (Law Commission 2010; Ministry of Health 2014a, b).

2.2 Alcohol Sponsorship and Sport

The sport and alcohol relationship is complex. On the one hand, the link between them
has been characterized by scholars within the sociology of sport, sport management,
and policy studies as a “nexus” (Palmer 2011), a “dyad” (McDaniel and Mason 1999),
a “partnership” (Munro 2000), and “a global cocktail” (Gee 2020). On the other hand, it
has been critiqued as “problematic” (Jones 2010), culturally hypocritical (Johnson
1988), a “cultural irony” (Wenner 1991), and a “contested terrain” (Cody and
Jackson 2016). Indeed, alcohol is no ordinary commodity (Babor et al. 2010), and
consuming harmful quantities of alcohol can have detrimental health and social
consequences for the drinker, the people around the drinker, and society at large
(World Health Organization 2014). Yet, sport plays an important role in normalizing
alcohol because it is widely regarded as a healthy activity; it is a globally popular,
highly visible, and influential part of society; and, it attracts large audiences and
participants.

Many community and regional sport organizations depend on support from spon-
sorships (Batty et al. 2016; Misener and Doherty 2014). Meenaghan (1983, p. 9)
defines sponsorship as “the provision of assistance either financial or in-kind to an
activity by a commercial organization for the purpose of achieving commercial objec-
tives.” Alcohol brands, breweries, and establishments (pubs) have been long-time
supporters of sport (Collins and Vamplew 2002). However, some researchers would
suggest that in recent times alcohol sponsorship has dominated sport (Jones 2010), to
the extent that sport has become a key vehicle through which alcohol is consumed,
promoted, and glorified. As Crompton (2014, p. 426) notes:

Sponsorship and advertising by beer companies promotes the image that beer is
not very different from soft drinks, and its negative consequences such as traffic
deaths, domestic violence, physical deterioration from cirrhosis, hypertension and
stroke, and pregnancy risks are ignored. Alcohol sponsorship aspires to create
positive brand image transfer associated with sport teams and athletes: vitality,
fitness, fun, health, endurance, speed and strength. […] The concern is that beer
companies’ promotions connote it is natural for this intoxicating drug to be
consumed while watching, or after participating in, a sporting activity.

Several sports fields throughout New Zealand are cladded with alcohol logos and many
clubrooms serve alcohol to provide an income stream, subsidize memberships, and are
common meeting halls for communities. But there is a dark side underscored by
quantitative research that suggests that people involved in community sports clubs
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report higher levels of harmful alcohol consumption than among community members
generally (O’Brien et al. 2007), and sportspeople who receive alcohol sponsorship in the
form of free or discounted alcohol score higher on risky drinking behaviours (O'Brien
and Kypri 2008). While quantifying alcohol sponsorship of sport is difficult given the
various methods that sponsorship manifests itself (e.g., pourage rights, discounted or
free product, alcohol-branded sports equipment, cash), debates on the inappropriateness
of alcohol sponsorship of sport highlight public health concerns related to consuming
and promoting alcohol associated with an activity that serves to accentuate fundamental
social attributes, facilitate civic engagement, and generate health benefits.

It is undeniable that beer and sport are key signifiers of masculine identity. The
sport of rugby has a long association with drinking culture, hegemonic masculin-
ity, and alcohol sponsorship. Historically, rugby was an all-male preserve
(Dunning 1986; Nauright and Chandler 1996), an exclusive male-dominated and
male-defined space where men confirmed their masculinity through physical
combat, the consumption of alcohol and, in some cases, the singing of songs that
sexualized and objectified women. Even today, participating in rugby and its
associated culture continue to be some of the surest ways to perform and conform
to a dominant (or hegemonic) version of masculinity for New Zealand boys and
men (Pringle and Markula 2005). Arguably, sport and beer represent two of the
“final frontiers” for the expression and confirmation of a dominant masculine
ideology (Gee and Jackson 2017). Much of the research on alcohol promotion
and, to some extent, sponsorship of sport leans heavily towards using a hegemonic
masculinity approach (see Gee and Jackson 2012; Jackson 2014; Wenner and
Jackson 2009). These narratives perpetuate strong connections between sport and
men, beer and men, and strengthen the normalized practice of marketing beer
brands through men’s sport. Beer companies are longstanding supporters of men’s
rugby, for example, Heineken’s current 25-year sponsorship of the Rugby World
Cup and Steinlager’s current 30-year sponsorship of the New Zealand All Blacks
(see Gee 2013; Gee et al. 2018). The stitching together of beer sponsorship and
men’s rugby in New Zealand is entrenched with socio-historical prominence and
entangled in political-economic agendas with wide-reaching implications for cul-
tural identity and hegemonic masculinity.

3 Methodology

Qualitative research can aid in understanding the natural setting and how sport is
experienced, in addition to placing community and cultural influences in context
(Shaw and Hoeber 2016). In applying this notion, we adopted an exploratory
qualitative research approach to gain an in depth understanding of regional sport
organization sponsorship and the meaning that individuals with decision-making
capabilities for organizations ascribe to social issues (Creswell 2009; Merriam
2009). A qualitative case study approach supported perceptions of patterns of
behaviour due to social convention (Edwards and Skinner 2009), while also
allowing for recognition of any differing regional perspectives and influences on
regional stakeholder alignments (Braun and Clarke 2006; Creswell 2009;
Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007; Yin 2012).
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3.1 Data Set Identification and Rationale

New Zealand Rugby, the national sport organization, governs the sport at the national
level, and also oversees 26 regional rugby organizations that are responsible for the
administration of strategic rugby initiatives at the regional level, as well as the
facilitation of grassroots rugby, from youth to adult representative grades. Geographical
regions in New Zealand are unique in their size, population, and demographics. In this
regard, the funds and resources received, the organizational and management structure
of each regional rugby union, the number and diversity of teams, and the quantity and
scope of potential sponsors make for exceptional circumstances for individual regional
rugby organizations. In noting the differences between the geographic regions and
regional rugby unions, the country was segmented into six geographic areas. These
areas were identified based on the urban, suburban, and rural regional rugby organiza-
tions that, collectively, feed into the same provincial team (i.e., at the elite performance
level). The distinction between urban, suburban, and rural organizations was based on a
combination of population numbers and density, along with geographic area. Each of
the six geographic areas were identified as a research phase. The first phase was based
on one of the larger geographic areas located towards the centre of the country, which
forms the focus of this paper. This initial research phase allowed for a balance of rural
(two), suburban (two), and urban (two) regional rugby organizations. Furthermore, all
six regional rugby organizations had an alcohol brand sponsor. This context offered a
comprehensive starting point for a broader, national research project and formed a
purposive sampling approach to the research (Palinkas et al. 2015).

This research utilized the sport of rugby in New Zealand as a case study to facilitate
discussion about a public health agenda influence on regional sport sponsorship.
Justification for this decision was based on five key credentials. First, rugby is a site
of historical, cultural and national significance in New Zealand, with many regarding it
as the national sport (Grainger et al. 2012; Scherer et al. 2008). Second, many New
Zealanders participate in rugby, with player registrations exceeding 157,000 in 2018
(New Zealand Rugby 2019). Non-player involvement in the sport is also widespread
when considering coaches, sponsorship, support networks, medical practitioners, com-
mercial sporting equipment manufacturers, and club administrative staff (New Zealand
Rugby 2019). Third, the social magnitude and popularity of the sport are recognized
through the extensive organization of rugby in New Zealand, with a network of 26
regional rugby unions located across the country (New Zealand Rugby 2019). Fourth,
sponsorship of rugby is unparalleled in New Zealand, largely due to widespread media
coverage of national and international teams and collective national interest (Carter
et al. 2013). Lastly, rugby has a long history with alcohol sponsorship (Gee 2013; Gee
et al. 2018) and other unhealthy food and beverages (Carter et al. 2013). Taken
together, rugby is a strategic and symbolic sport for analysis.

3.2 Data Collection

Individuals with managerial knowledge and experiences of the sponsorship
arrangements for a regional rugby union offer incisive views that “establish,
conceptually/theoretically, points of contact (adhesion or friction as the case may
be) between individual [an organization’s] experience/action and the social
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context” (Crouch and McKenzie 2006, p. 491). Further, garnering these key
perspectives help to espouse the circumstantial nuances of negotiating societal
contexts and societal trends that regulate the provincial rugby union sport
sponsorship terrain as acts of agency (in what they do) and/or as responses to
structure (in what they endure; Abbott 1992). As such, semi-structured inter-
views were conducted with the sponsorship managers or CEOs (depending on
responsibilities) from the six purposively selected regional rugby unions. Poten-
tial respondents were initially identified from each organization’s respective
website, then emailed and invited to participate in the study. Representatives
from all six regional rugby unions located within the chosen geographic area
responded, which included five males and one female. Each respondent was
provided with the research objectives, participant contribution expectations and
confidentiality information. Participation in the study was voluntary. Once
participation was confirmed and interview times and locations arranged, partic-
ipants were asked a series of questions on a range of issues related to sponsor-
ship for the organization, including: the sponsorship decision making processes,
dependency on sponsorship, the prospective threat of a ban of alcohol sponsor-
ship of sport, and the potential implications of increasing restrictive sponsorship
legislation on the capabilities of organizations to deliver rugby at the regional
level. Anonymity was offered to each respondent and their associated organiza-
tion. Three interviews were conducted face-to-face, and the other three over the
phone. Interviews ranged between 40 to 60 min in length. Interviews were
audio-recorded and then transcribed verbatim. As a form of member checking
(Amis 2005), individual transcripts were returned to each participant to verify
that it was an accurate representation of what was discussed.

3.3 Data Analysis

Upon receiving transcript verification, transcripts were uploaded to NVivo12. A three-
stage data analysis process was adopted that incorporated manual open, axial and
selective coding methods as advocated by Auerbach and Silverstein (2003), Bazeley
(2013), and Gillham (2008). For example, the axial coding process identified specific
tree nodes within the NVivo12 software, which were used to identify thematic findings.
Following this process, interview transcripts were read and re-read for key words,
phrases, or segments of texts that were manually highlighted and coded to new or
recurring categories. Interviewee statements were categorized according to four emer-
gent themes. Research findings are presented in the following section with quotes from
participants indicating their gender and the rural/suburban/urban nature of their rugby
union.

4 Findings

Four themes emerged from the data analysis: a lack of sponsorship options, an over-
reliance on alcohol industry sponsorship, rugby unions being socially responsible with
their alcohol sponsorship and good community citizens, and the culturally ingrained
and complex relationship between rugby and beer.
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4.1 Lack of Sponsorship Options

All of the participants commented on a lack of alternative sponsorship options. For
some of the provincial rugby unions, their geographical location, size, and demo-
graphics delimited the diversity of sponsorship opportunities available to them. A
participant from a smaller province identified that sponsorship in rugby is “very
localized. Very localized. We can’t go and get a national brand…it would be very
hard” (P1, male, rural). In this context, he was describing the absence of big corporate
and industrial partners in his region to approach for sponsorship funds. On the other
hand, participants from rural rugby unions asserted that beer brand and brewery
sponsorship in smaller regions comes easily (P1/P3), and even for larger, more urban
unions “…at the end of the day money talks and beggars can’t be choosers” (P2, male,
urban). P2 further discussed the drudgery of finding sponsors, but admitted that if
breweries were forthcoming with their willingness to sponsor rugby clubs then he was
prepared to accept their funds without hesitation to diminish his task of “hunting and
gathering” sponsors for his union.

Parallel to the broader discussion on the size of some provinces inhibiting sponsor-
ship options, one participant clarified that the individual local rugby clubs (or teams)
within a union would be the hardest hit with increased government-sanctioned spon-
sorship restrictions. He stated that, “We’re limited in terms of the walls of our province.
… Many of our clubs have individual brewery or pub sponsor arrangements. That’s
where the impact would be felt if pressure filtered through. They rely a lot more on
sponsorship” (P3, male, rural). Participants also agreed that a commitment of sponsor-
ship replacement funding from the government would help to address their concerns
about a potential ban of alcohol sponsorship of sport, because of a lack of alternatives.
As one participant noted, “If you took away a club’s brewery sponsorship there
wouldn’t be enough funding left. The government has got a very fine balance and it
wouldn’t take much to tip the scales” (P4, male, urban). He further suggested that
greater restrictions on alcohol sponsorship of sport would have to be supplemented by
government, “because they’re the ones fighting the sponsorship in the first place…[but]
they have a limited amount of available funding that they’ll put into sponsorship” (P4,
male, urban). Overall, the provision of rugby in communities and provinces is depen-
dent on a sponsorship landscape that is finite, fragile, and at times difficult to forsake.

4.2 Over-Reliance on Alcohol Industry Sponsorship

All of the participants acknowledged that the amount of discussion and debate about
alcohol sponsorship of sport presented through the findings of both government-
commissioned reviews and the subsequent reporting through popular news outlets
naturally incited a need for rugby unions to be able to respond to a potential alcohol
sponsorship ban. Some participants were thankful that they had recently secured long-
term alcohol sponsorship contracts, but admitted that in the event of a ban, the
substantial cash (up to $1 million in larger rugby unions) obtained from one alcohol
sponsor may need to be acquired through several, smaller sponsorship agreements. As
one participant stated, “We’re quite lucky that our contract [with alcohol brewery] runs
for a number of years…it is quite significant compared to others. … We actually get a
significant amount of cash. That’s something that we’ll probably see reduce. We’ll be
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relying on many, many smaller sponsorship contracts to compete the portfolio as
opposed to one or two bigger ones” (P2, male, urban). Given participants’ previously
noted apprehensions highlighting a lack of other, non-alcohol branded, sponsorship
options, obtaining a greater number of smaller sponsorships may prove difficult for
some unions.

Some participants expressed their confidence in the strength of their union’s finan-
cial position, due to a lack of a complete reliance on alcohol sponsorship, compared to
others. Regardless, these participants also acknowledged the risk, with one admitting
that:

We have diversity in terms of where we source our revenue streams from… [but]
we’ll find ourselves in a bit of a pickle if legislation should be introduced
overnight. … We would be in trouble or at risk. A great deal of trouble. [But]
we would still be in a far better place than a lot of other [smaller] rugby unions.
(P2, male, urban)

While the financial risk was a major concern for all unions, there was consensus among
participants that the size of the union and the province that it serves are compounding
factors to understanding the extent to which a ban would effect a particular union.

Overall, participants identified a lack of clarity about potential sponsorship reforms
yet noted that the consequences would be considerable. In particular, one participant
discussed the dependence of sponsorship investment to the funding structures of rugby
unions in New Zealand and identified that a ban of alcohol sponsorship of sport could
act as an unwelcomed trigger to restructuring rugby in New Zealand altogether. He
alleged that “Sponsorship issues could be the catalyst for reviewing the structure of the
unions in due course. No one wants to go there. New Zealand Rugby doesn’t” (P4,
male, urban). In order to avoid such a catastrophe, participants claimed that their unions
were not ignorant to the “national discussions that publicize concern regarding alcohol
sponsorship” (P3, male, rural) and are, instead, strategizing about what might come, if
anything, given the number of years this discussion has been occurring since the 2010
Law Commission report.

4.3 Social Responsibility and Centrality to Community

Several participants recognized the social and political context of their union’s presence
within their communities and, therefore, a need to promote themselves and their
sponsors (including breweries and beer brands) in a responsible manner. For some
unions, participants detailed their alcohol sponsorship as a combination of receiving
cash, in-kind (field signage, etc.), and/or alcohol products. The in-kind sponsorship was
cited as the element that creates the most imposition for a union or club and gives the
illusion of being irresponsible if used in inappropriate contexts. As one participant
recounted, “I have to be careful not to put [beer branded] goal post protectors on
goalposts in fields with children’s rugby” (P6, female, suburban). This participant
aspired for their union to be regarded as an organization that is cognizant not to
advertise alcohol brands at youth sport events or matches, wherein decreasing youth
exposure to alcohol signage is an argument repeatedly used in favour of banning
alcohol sponsorship of sport. Another participant shared this view and stated, “There’s
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[beer branded] flags and goal post pads, and then the logos are on some of the gear.
Most of it is targeted at the [elite] team, so over 18” (P5, male, suburban). Their
justification claimed that most of their union’s beer-branded in-kind objects are targeted
at the more elite-level team whose players are 18 years and older (18 is the legal
purchase age of alcohol in New Zealand), but potentially what is overlooked in his
point are the youth fans of the over-18 team and the promotion of a naturalized
connection of beer with rugby at the so-called ‘coming of age’.

Moreover, these same two participants rationalized their age-appropriate alcohol
promotion strategies by accentuating the accountability of their organizations to their
communities: “We have to ensure we are responsible hosts” (P6, female, suburban),
and “We need to make sure we’re acting as a good citizen” (P5, male, suburban). The
need to be viewed favourably by the community suggests ideas of moral judgement in
the promotion of alcohol to youth. Aligning with these sentiments is another partici-
pant’s claim about the centrality of the rugby union and local clubs in some rural
communities:

I wouldn’t want [alcohol sponsorship] to disappear. I think it’s telling a commu-
nity what they can and can’t do. Our community very much centres around the
sports club. You only have to go on today’s [newspaper] where it states that the
sports club is a great way for decreasing depression out in the rural areas. That’s
what we are, a rural community. If you take away the ability for people to come
together once a week, play some sport and have a beer then you’re really
manipulating society. (P1, male, rural)

This participant, like others, felt that the funding from alcohol sponsorships enabled the
provision of rugby in his local community, which contributes to better collective mental
health. Challenges that influence the provision of sport in rural areas could have ripple
effects on other health- and social-related ills.

4.4 Culturally Ingrained and Complex Relationship between Rugby and Beer

Many of the participants noted the link between beer and rugby in New Zealand
society. One participant specifically commented on the embedded nature of the two:
“Rugby and beer – there’s that perception that they go hand in hand” (P6, female,
suburban). This link is not remiss when garnering sponsorship for rugby. In particular,
P5 (male, suburban) explicitly stated that no other industry is as extensive on a national
scale as beer: “There are 26 [rugby] unions in New Zealand. I’m pretty sure in saying
that every single one of them has a brewery sponsor. … I don’t see something in
relation to rugby that is a product that is in every province strongly enough that could
fill that void” if alcohol sponsorship of sport was banned. In a sense, the strongholds of
beer and of rugby in each province are recognized as key assurances of New Zealand
civic life.

P5 further described the complexity of brewery sponsorship of rugby in New
Zealand as: “multi-tiered. I’ve got nine local clubs that have their own brewery
sponsorship agreements. Then there’s the [professional provincial franchise team]
which we’re part owners and they have a [different] brewery. Then there’s the All
Blacks and their brewery sponsor.” This comment signifies the suturing of beer
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sponsorship throughout the rugby system. These rugby-beer sponsorship intricacies
suggest that a proposed ban of alcohol sponsorship of sport would need to address all
levels of sport, not singularly target the grassroots level nor the professional/elite level.

Overall participants were indifferent about the association of the alcohol industry
with rugby. In particular, one participant stated: “Our stance is that none of these
sponsors are illegal. They run perfectly legal businesses. There’s nothing stopping
people walking into these organizations off the street. When it comes to alcohol…it’s
everything in moderation” (P2, male, urban). Here, the participant highlights a general
acceptance of breweries as lawful industries and the belief that the public are free to
support these organizations independently of sport, appears to dissolve any misgivings
of a relationship between alcohol companies and rugby. Moreover, P2’s perception
emphasizes moderation, which hints at the notion of self-regulation as a control
mechanism and aligns with current industry policy practices in New Zealand.

5 Discussion

From these conversations, a number of greater considerations arise. First, rugby unions
and local clubs may not have the capacity (or desire) for sponsorship change. Despite
the paradoxical relationship between alcohol and sport, alcohol sponsorship serves as a
primary revenue stream for many of these sport organizations, that may not be able to
survive without it. The presence of such an impactful single sponsor has created a
dependence among clubs on one funding source (cf. Filo et al. 2015; Pfeffer and
Salancik 2003) and, more specifically, a dependence on the alcohol industry to support
sport and its various health and community outcomes. As such, the risks associated
with the loss of this critical resource are even greater, especially considering the few
alternatives available to fill the void that a ban on alcohol sponsorship would introduce.
As participants noted, even those organizations with somewhat strong revenue diver-
sification view this as a significant risk to their survival. This is likely due to the
financial uncertainty this would cause and the subsequent strain on the organization’s
overall capacity to adapt to this change. Removing alcohol sponsorship would require
rugby unions and local clubs to draw on their human resources, develop strategic
sponsorship plans, and expand their networks in order to secure additional, smaller
sponsors to fill that void (e.g., Misener and Doherty 2014; Wicker and Breuer 2014). It
was apparent, among the participants in this study, that there is a profound fear of the
toll that this would have on their clubs and a general lack of confidence in their club’s
ability to survive this change. The fear here is that when “demand for change greatly
exceeds capacity, the organization [may] catapult into dysfunction” (Conner and
Hoopes 1997, p. 17). From the local to national level, rugby unions and local clubs
in New Zealand may not have the existing capacity to withstand the demands for
change introduced by a ban on alcohol sponsorship (cf. Millar and Doherty 2020). The
dependence on resources acquired through alcohol sponsorship, combined with the
limited government funding for sport in New Zealand (Cordery et al. 2013), place
rugby unions and local clubs in a highly vulnerable position should a ban be instituted.

Second, as membership-based organizations, regional rugby unions must balance
their accountabilities to all of their stakeholders, servicing the government, sponsors,
communities, and the public. Regional rugby unions and local clubs (as well as other
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sport organizations) provide a social good for their communities with the funding
currently available to them, including alcohol industry sponsorship (e.g., Sabbe et al.
2020; Spaaij 2013). They also need to negotiate the business interests of the organiza-
tion with the fact that they play an important role in fostering community well-being
(Edwards 2015; Trussell 2020). These perhaps conflicting priorities highlight the
complexity of this issue. As participants noted, if the government ratified a ban on
alcohol sponsorship, this would essentially take away their ability to bring people
together around sport and would set a concerning precedent around governing what
communities can and cannot do in order to support the community-minded interests of
sport organizations. This was particularly evident among participants from rural com-
munities, highlighting a position of resistance to dominant (urban) ideals around sport
and, more specifically, the role of sport in building community well-being. Notably, the
notion of a ban on alcohol sponsorship was viewed as a perceived threat to a way of life
at the community level; one that would drastically impede the roles of rugby unions and
locals clubs to serve as central pillars in their communities and that would significantly
hinder their ability to facilitate community relations among citizens and further com-
munity development (Robertson et al. 2018). Without the local rugby club, many
municipalities would lose a key means for civic engagement, especially in rural areas.
The findings presented here further support Sport New Zealand’s submission to the
Ministerial Forum on Alcohol Advertising and Sponsorship that suggested a restriction
on alcohol sponsorship would endanger the existence of community sports clubs and
events (Ministry of Health 2014a). Moreover, some participants believed that other
issues in their communities were of greater social importance than the alcohol spon-
sorship debate. For example, one participant noted that their region had the highest
rates of kids not taking a lunch to school and their rugby union viewed its purpose to
help with that community issue. Evidently, this participant felt that the role of their
rugby union in serving the community expanded beyond sport provision and far
outweighed concerns regarding the appropriateness of alcohol sponsorship. Yet, with-
out alcohol sponsorship the ability of the rugby union to fulfil these types of commu-
nity roles becomes jeopardized.

Third, blanket restrictions on alcohol sponsorship of sport cannot be a one-size-fits-
all approach. There are essential regional variances to consider based on the population
and demographics of a province/region (e.g., socio-economic differences, number of
people living in the region, the nature of people’s work and occupations, proximity to
other settlements for competition), but also size of the organization (e.g., number
employees, volunteers, members/participants). Smaller, more rural, rugby unions and
clubs will be at the greatest financial risk if a ban on alcohol sponsorship of sport is
enforced. This is due to a perceived lack of available non-alcohol sponsorship options
and a need for more resources to seek and secure non-alcohol sponsorship. These
factors may further accentuate a urban-rural divide in the New Zealand sport context
(Ryan 2008), where the resource-rich, urban unions appear richer (because they have a
greater number and diversity of industries and companies to approach for sponsorship
in their region as well as more people working in the rugby union to be tasked with
approaching and obtaining sponsorship), and the resource-poor, rural unions become
threatened. The potential abrogation of these community-based organizations due to
limited non-alcohol funding sources may impose adverse effects on civic identity and
community life in rural regions (PS Services 2010) that are also contending with
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impacts of urbanization (Brown et al. 2019), including the migration of talented rugby
players to larger cities (Ryan 2008).

Relatedly, there is potential for different sports to experience a ban of alcohol
sponsorship differently. For example, basketball or soccer may demonstrate greater
success in transitioning away from alcohol sponsors than rugby. This is due to the
normalized, cultural link between beer, men’s rugby, and New Zealandness (cf. Gee
2013; Gee et al. 2018). Challenges to this triad – in the form of stricter regulations on
alcohol sponsorship of men’s rugby – present a threat (however real or imaginary) to a
range of gendered, sporting, and nationalistic norms, values, cultural customs and
protocols, and institutions that otherwise define a way of life that has gone unques-
tioned for decades. Historical partnerships between, and accepted (and expected)
gendered manifestations through, beer and rugby have contributed to the ways in
which alcohol sponsorship of rugby in New Zealand is normalized. And, while
participants have shared their views on the risks of a ban on alcohol sponsorship, it
is worth noting that they may also hold unspoken preferences for beer sponsors as
constituting a cultural fit with men’s rugby. Given the genders of the participants (i.e.,
five males and one female), we acknowledge that their views may be consciously (or
unconsciously) influenced by their own cultural/alcohol/sporting experiences and un-
derstandings, and are expressive of a predominantly male ‘beer and rugby’ culture
under threat. Disentangling this tightly knit relationship will likely require an increased
evidence base that extends beyond examining macro-level changes in sponsorship
regimes to include an intricate understanding of the micro-level nuances between beer
and rugby, and the importance of rugby to New Zealand national identity (Phillips
1996; Scherer and Jackson 2010, 2013).

6 Conclusion

This study examined the perceptions of and challenges for regional rugby unions to
navigate a potential ban of alcohol sponsorship of sport. The findings revealed a range
of themes that highlight the social and cultural importance of, as well as the financial
dependence on, alcohol sponsorship. As such, this study represents a starting point to
understanding the potential implications of a ban of alcohol industry funding to sport
and emphasizes a need to be cognizant of the extent to which a ban is laced with a
‘ripple effect’ on the lived realities for communities and civic engagement. That is,
although it is hoped that a ban on alcohol sponsorship of sport would serve as an abrupt
stop to the paradoxical association between alcohol and sport, the financial influence of
such a decision could have catastrophic results that reach further afield. This paper
offers an interesting case study of how structural forces (political and business interests)
exercise power and influence on local sporting practices and how these influences are
resisted and incorporated among community-based sporting organizations. At the same
time, it can be read as much as a case study on public health or social policy, or as an
enquiry into the financial pressures faced by local sporting organizations.

Grounded in the New Zealand rugby context, these findings may not be generaliz-
able to other sports within New Zealand or to sport organizations outside of New
Zealand. Yet, debates on alcohol sponsorship of sport reverberate globally. As such,
this paper addresses issues with potentially broad geographical relevance including, for
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example, any nation or region where sport is supported through alcohol-related spon-
sorship, or where choices for community funding and/or partnerships are dependent
upon limited commercial sources. Upon a cursory view, this appears to (potentially)
cover many sports in many countries. Therefore, research that investigates different
sporting and national environments may unearth further insights to help frame the terms
of these debates. To this end, there is a need to be mindful of other national alcohol
policy contexts where alcohol sponsorship of sport is banned (e.g., the Loi Évin in
France), and the extent to which these regulatory practices are promoted as successful
blueprints for others to follow (Casswell 2014; Kypri et al. 2009). In the specific case of
France, since 1991 Loi Évin (or Evin’s Law) has prohibited alcohol sponsorship of
cultural and sporting events and teams in an effort to help reduce alcohol consumption
(Rigaud & Craplet, 2004). However, sport organizations continue to seek and exploit
several loopholes in the French law (Bodet et al. 2020), and the French government has
received recent proposals to relax the law to assuage financial pressures for sports clubs
amidst the COVID-19 pandemic (Huffington Post 2020).

As sport organizations continue to face a number challenges with regard to increased
facility costs, demands from members, and an overall trend towards the commercial-
ization of community sport, diversifying sponsorship portfolios (irrespective of a ban of
alcohol sponsorship) may prove beneficial to ensure greater financial stability and less
dependence on one funding source (Bradbury et al. 2020). Future research that
investigates existing capacity for change within sport organizations would offer insights
into how these clubs may adapt or react in order to survive such a drastic change to
their funding model. Ultimately, the sport and alcohol sponsorship landscape in New
Zealand remains complex with a number of considerations beyond whether or not to
establish and implement new laws. It is about developing viable, fit-for-purpose, co-
opted social and cultural change regarding alcohol sponsorship of sport that meets the
needs of all involved in sport: providers, investors, participants, and consumers.
Perhaps when government reviews occur they incite elements of a crisis or panic, but
without formalized laws to stimulate and mandate change, business as usual resumes.
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