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Corporate Sponsorship for Museums in Times of Crisis

INTRODUCTION

In a recent report, the UNESCO estimates that 90% of all museums closed their doors
during the COVID-19 pandemic, while 13% might never reopen again due to a lack of
funding (United Nations, 2020). Similarly, a survey by the Network of European Museum
Organizations (NEMO) reported a loss of income of 75%-80% (NEMO, 2020). Thus, the
exploration of new sources of funding is the top priority of museums around the world. One
such funding source may be the private sector, as many museums seek corporate sponsorship
as an alternative to public funding (Anderson, 2019). However, anecdotal evidence suggests
that corporate sponsorship may not always be well received by potential visitors, due to
environmental, social and ethical concerns (Cundy & Raval, 2019). Prior research
demonstrates that corporate sponsorship may negatively affect the authenticity of museums
and ultimately reduce visiting intentions (Biraglia, Gerrath, & Usrey, 2018). We define
museum authenticity as the expectations that visitors have about the genuineness of a
museum’s actions regarding its values on which it was founded.

Building on this, we aim to examine what impact the current COVID-19 health crisis
may have on the authenticity perceptions of tourists regarding corporate sponsorship.
Corporate sponsorship as a form of CSR activity is often met with skepticism (e.g., Alhouti,
Johnson, & Holloway, 2016)—especially in the context of museums which are expected to be
an authentic place of knowledge and cultural exchange without commercial focus (Biraglia et
al., 2018). However, the COVID-19 crisis may increase the need for more authentic CSR
activities which are not only accepted but also expected by consumers (He & Harris, 2020).
While large corporations are expected to do their part in society and help local causes, smaller
companies are perceived to be more authentic and supportive of the local community (Green
& Peloza, 2014; Legendre, Warnick, & Baker, 2018; Lewis & Bridger, 2001). Moreover,
consumers perceive smaller firms to put greater effort into their cause-related activities, which
may lead them to perceive their efforts to be more sincere (De Vries & Duque, 2018).

Hence, we propose that, if the COVID-19 crisis is salient, tourists react more
positively towards corporate sponsorship, especially if the funding is provided by smaller
companies—in comparison to larger companies. Specifically, we propose that—under those
circumstances—tourists will perceive a lower loss of authenticity, show higher post-lockdown
visiting intention, and have a higher willingness to pay for entrance fees.

METHOD

We recruited N = 358 Italian participants (45.5% Females, Mage = 27.15) to take part
in an experiment on Prolific. We randomly assigned participants to one of the conditions in a
2 (COVID-19 salience: yes vs. no) x 2 (Sponsor size: large vs. SME) between-subject design.
In all conditions, participants read a newspaper article covering an initiative taken by a major
Italian museum: the Uffizi Gallery in Florence, one of the most visited museums in the World
(The Art Newspaper, 2019). To maximize the realism of the manipulations (Viglia &
Dolnicar, 2020), a professional designer edited the article in the format of a popular Italian
newspaper, and participants had the chance to win two tickets for the Uffizi. In the article,
participants read that because of the new cultural season [lockdown due to the COVID-19
pandemic], the museum would partner up with a local large company [five local SMEs] (ratio
based on Eurostat (2020) definitions, and adds to the realism of the manipulations') that
would fund an exhibition. In exchange for such sponsorship, the Uffizi would give the
sponsor[s] a space in the museum where to promote their products and their initiatives. Last,

I A 2 (size: large vs. SME) x 2 (number: 1 vs. 5) post-hoc study revealed that the effects under COVID-19
salience were indeed driven by the size and not by the number of corporate sponsors.
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participants read that revenue of the exhibition would be shared equally between the sponsor
and the museum (Figure 1).

[Insert Figure 1 about here]

Next, we presented respondents with the dependent and mediating variables in random
order. We measured participants’ willingness to pay more for the exhibition (from 0 to 20
euros on top of the Uffizi’s actual standard entrance fee for exhibitions). As our study aims to
build on the findings of Biraglia et al. (2018) in the COVID-19 crisis context, we adapted
their 7-point Likert-type scales to measure visiting intentions (one item) and authenticity loss
(three items; a = .90). Our methodological approach ensured that the participants were from
the population of interest; Italian respondents can travel and visit the museum without
restrictions, also incentivized by the possibility of winning the free entry. While the
measurement of actual behavior in experimental research is advised (Viglia & Dolnicar,
2020), our study had the aim to examine participants’ visiting intentions after the lockdown—
an unavoidable limitation given the data collection restrictions due to COVID-19.

RESULTS

A two-way ANOVA revealed a significant interaction effect on the intention to visit
the exhibition (F(1,354) =4.37, p = .032; Figure 2). In the COVID-19 scenario, participants
stated a significantly higher intention to visit the exhibition when it was funded by the SMEs
rather than by a large company. In the no COVID-19 scenario, participants’ visiting intentions
did not differ significantly (p = .33).

[Insert Figure 2 about here]

3.1. Willingness to Pay

An additional two-way ANOV A showed a significant interaction effect on willingness
to pay (F(1,354) =4.35, p =.038). In the COVID-19 scenario, participants wanted to pay
significantly more when SMEs (vs. a large company) funded the exhibition. The reverse is
true in the no COVID-19 scenario (Figure 3). This may be explained by the fact that in non-
crisis situations a large corporate sponsor may elicit perceptions of a more expensive and
prestigious exhibition, ultimately driving value perceptions and willingness to pay (Cornwell
& Coote, 2005).

[Insert Figure 3 about here]

3.2. Authenticity loss

In line with the findings by Biraglia et al. (2018), participants perceived the Uffizi to
have lost their authenticity more when COVID-19 was not mentioned [was mentioned] as a
reason to seek external funding (F(1,354) = 12.28, p =.001). Similarly, the museum was
considered less authentic when a large company [SMEs] were involved as a sponsor (F(1,354)
=5.41, p =.021). Furthermore, the analysis yielded a significant interaction (F(1,354) =4.13,
p =.043): when COVID-19 was mentioned, the museum suffered a significantly smaller
authenticity loss when the sponsor was the SMEs rather than the large company, supporting
our prediction (Figure 4).

[Insert Figure 4 about here]



3.3. Moderated mediation analysis

We tested whether the effects of our IVs on the visiting intentions and the willingness
to pay are mediated by a perceived authenticity loss through a moderated mediation analysis
(PROCESS Model 8, 95% confidence interval, 10,000 bootstrap resamples; Hayes, 2013).
The results confirm such prediction for both visiting intentions (ab: -.46, SE = .27; 95% LLCI
=-.99, 95% ULCI = .06; index of moderated mediation:-.20, SE = .11; 95% LLCI = -.44,
95% ULCI = -.01) and willingness to pay (ab: -.15, SE =.209; 95% LLCI = -.33, 95% ULCI
=.03; index of moderated mediation:-.11, SE = .06; 95% LLCI = -.24, 95% ULCI = -.01). In
both cases, the mediation effect was stronger for the COVID-19 salience condition.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Our results contribute to existing theory regarding tourist reactions towards corporate
sponsorship for museums (Biraglia et al., 2018) by identifying two additional boundary
conditions—crisis salience and sponsor size. In line with the predictions of He and Harris
(2020), the results of our experimental study indicate that in times of crisis, such as the
COVID-19 pandemic, tourists may be more willing to accept corporate sponsorship of
museums. If the crisis is salient, tourists also show a higher visiting intention and willingness
to pay if the corporate sponsorship stems from SMEs rather than the efforts of a single large
company, as they perceive a lower authenticity loss. Expanding existing CSR and underdog
effect literature (e.g., Alhouti et al., 2016; Legendre et al., 2018), we provide evidence that the
lack of perceived effectiveness of smaller corporate sponsors may be outweighed if multiple
SMESs come together.

Moreover, following a call for more research on strategies at the stage of recovery
(Ritchie & Jiang, 2019), we contribute to the ongoing debate in both academic research
(Fong, Law, & Ye, 2020) and society at large (UN, 2020) by suggesting recovery strategies
for museums. We recommend museums to seek—and policymakers to incentivize—corporate
sponsorship from multiple, smaller companies to attract more visitors while preserving the
authenticity of the museum’s image, especially in times of crisis.

Furthermore, we follow Dolnicar and Ring’s (2014) call for more experimental
research in tourism marketing. While we designed the stimuli to be as realistic as possible and
only allowed participants from the target population (i.e., Italians) to participate, we were not
able to collect actual behavioral data. Considering the restrictions for data collection during
the COVID-19 crisis, we encourage future research to test the robustness of our findings and
examine the impact of corporate sponsorship on actual behavioral, once the situation recovers
(Viglia & Dolnicar’s, 2020). Last, while we only speculate that in non-crisis situations the
sponsorship by a big company may increase the prestige of the exhibition and higher
willingness to pay, future research may directly test this link.
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