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Was Li Ning the Ultimate Ambush?
Adidas May Be the Sponsor But a Home Team Player Stole the Show

Posted by Greg Paull on 08.10.08 @ 09:28 AM

Imagine your competitor beats you to the official Olympic 
sponsorship in your home country. That's really tough to take -- 
and you need to think of an ambush strategy to fight back. 

In a closed bid three years ago between the "big three" of the
sports category, Adidas grabbed the gold and the official status 
that comes with Olympic sponsorship. 

The two losers retaliated with years of aggressive behavior. Nike signed up all but a
handful of China's national Olympic teams. To improve its global credentials, local 
upstart Li Ning invested in Shaq, an NBA star popular in China, as well as the 
Argentinean, Swedish and Spanish national Olympic teams. 

Neither had the official rights that belonged to Adidas. The German sports company
has tried its darndest to use its Olympic advantage with an outstanding 10-month ad
campaign launched at the end of last year. It also successfully linked its brand to 
some of China's best athletes such as Chinese diving sensation Hu Jia, basketball 
superstar Sui Feifei and soccer legend Zheng Zhi. 

In research by my company, R3, and CSM, Adidas consistently improved in
promotional recall and brand values over the past two years. It supported the 
campaign with a lot of integrated and activation pieces, along with opening its 
largest store in the world in Beijing a month before the games. 

How could home player Li Ning respond? Well, how about getting your chairman to
fly around the Bird's Nest with a torch in front of 2 billion global viewers in the 
culmination of the greatest single ceremony any of us have ever seen -- and may 
ever see. Li Ning was selected as the final torchbearer in Friday's opening ceremony 
because he won six medals in gymnastics at the 1984 Olympic Games in Los 
Angeles. His success turned him into China's first sports celebrity and he is still one 
of the country's most beloved athletes. 

Until our next wave of fieldwork, we won't know the results of the link between Li
Ning the man, Li Ning the brand and Chinese consumers' likely intent to purchase Li 
Ning products as a result of his turn as a torchbearer. But we anticipate it will be 
significant. 

And what of poor Adidas, investing in a sponsorship only to see the enemy flying in
the face of it? Because Nike has locked up champion hurdler Liu Xiang and local 
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sports teams and Li Ning is a local brand with a natural inside track, I think the 
bigger question for Adidas is, Where would they be without the sponsorship? 

In the end, despite the "floating ambush" of the opening ceremony, Adidas has
forged an important position in the Chinese market through its Olympic investment, 
one that would have been tough to achieve without the property. And hey, don't 
forget all Chinese athletes last night were wearing Adidas -- including Li Ning! 

As a final oddity, below is Li Ning's Wikipedia entry at 9 p.m. last night, well before
the opening ceremony ended. 

As you can see, it
said Li Ning had 
already been 
announced as the 
final torchbearer. And 
here was I thinking 
there were still 
secrets in China ... 

For more Olympic 
blogging, click here

0 Comments

Note: Comments submitted to Ad Age blogs are posted automatically and will 
include the name and location with which you registered. Ad Age reserves the right 
to delete comments that are insulting or personal in nature. Comments may be used
in the print edition at editorial discretion.

To submit comments you must be registered. Please Login or Register Now

Share & Save (?)

Stay on top of the news and stay ahead of the game—sign up for e-mail newsletters now!

›› CHINA OLYMPICS 2008 HOME

Subscribe to Advertising Age today!

NEWS

'Mad Men' as Fashion Muse

AMC Hit Has Brought Back the Skinny Tie, 
Slim Suits and Pearls -- and Inspired a 
Michael Kors Line 

WEEKLY ONLINE POLL

Do you think the Olympics is a good 
platform for marketers?

Vote & Comment

HISPANIC MARKETING

2008 Ad Age Hispanic Fact Pack
Download the 60-Page Marketing Data 
Publication 

MOST READ MOST E-MAILED

Month's Top 10 Most-Liked, 
Most-Recalled New TV Spots

1.

Going for Gold? McCain Makes $6 Million
Olympic Buy

2.

Bacardi Opens Review of Global Ad 
Account

3.

P&G Says It Won't Cut Ad Budget, 
Despite Rising Costs

4.

Safeway to Roll Out House Brands to 
Grocery Stores Nationwide

5.

BRANDED CONTENT

Intelligence for IT Vendors on How 
Best to Market Your Goods

MORE

BRANDED CONTENT

From Advertising Age

Profiles and programming guides for 40+ 
cable networks. 

MORE

BRANDED CONTENT

Stay in front of the latest e-business 
data and trends

Search Advertising Age


