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It all begins with the rings. The Olympic rings 
are one of the most recognized symbols in 
Canada and around the world. After the 2004 
Athens Olympics a survey showed that 99% of 
Canadians could identify the Olympic rings. 
Worldwide the figure is an astonishing 94%. 

That remarkably deep brand recognition is a 
really important aspect of Olympic corporate 
sponsorship --and our own strategy to acquire 
sponsors for the 2010 Vancouver Winter 
Olympics-- both of which I’ll describe in this 
section. You’ll learn how the Olympic rings are 
turned into money, how that money is shared 
around the world and how, in the case of 
Vancouver 2010, a lot of that money stayed in 
Canada. The stories of how we approached 
each potential sponsor involve human drama, 
tension, suspense and humour, but they all 
happen within the context of Olympic 
sponsorship marketing, which you need to 
understand to really appreciate the individual 
stories. 

Olympic sponsorship starts with the Olympic 
rings and in our case we had a very strong case 
around brand recognition. In every corporate 
sales presentation we could claim that the rings 
resonate more with the citizens of Canada than 
with people living in any other country in the 
world. The study also found that there is equal 
brand awareness between men and women, 
with little variation between different age 
groups. These are the types of facts and figures 
that are handy to be able to present in a 

sponsorship sales pitch and the International 
Olympic Committee (IOC) provided us with 
reams of documentation to back up such 
claims. When you are selling sponsorships you 
need to know your exact audience and in the 
case of the Winter Olympics we knew that the 
audience in Canada was huge. Almost everyone 
with a pulse was a fan. We are also one of the 
few countries in the world where the Winter 
Olympic Games are actually more popular than 
the Summer Olympic Games, as illustrated by 
decades of strong Canadian television ratings. 
Even outside of the Olympics, our country 
absolutely loves winter sports. Skating, skiing 
and curling are all strongly followed Canadian 
pastimes and there is also the national religion 
called hockey. Enough said. 

Beyond ring recognition and overall awareness 
the IOC’s various research studies from around 
the world over the years indicated that the rings 
represent more than sports: the rings are seen 
as a symbolic image as opposed to simply being 
the logo of the Olympic Games. Attributes like 
peace, harmony, unity, and excellence are all 
associated with the rings. The five rings are a 
very powerful and meaningful communications 
tool. But unlike other popular global symbols, 
they are a symbol that very clearly has an 
owner. 

Think about other compelling popular symbols 
that resonate throughout every corner of our 
planet: the cross, the peace sign or even the 
simple smiley face. Just like the rings, all three 
evoke perceptions and communicate a number 
of attributes. Unlike the rings, however, none of 
these symbols belong to anyone and there is no 
charge to use them.  

The Olympic rings are a shining global beacon 
of commercialism attracting billions of corporate 
sponsorship and advertising dollars annually. 
Any agency or Olympic organizing committee 
that has the right to sell companies the use of 
the rings for advertising or promotional 
purposes can raise huge dollars – hundreds of 
millions of dollars, as I’ll outline later. The 



Olympic rings are in demand: companies want 
them and are willing to pay whatever it takes to 
use them. The companies that become Olympic 
sponsors want to create that strong association 
between their brands and the excellence that 
the rings represent - it is as simple as that. 

So who owns the rings?  The IOC. Our local 
organizing committee for the Olympic Games, 
which for the 2010 games was called VANOC 
(Vancouver Organizing Committee), got to sort 
of sub-lease the rings for nine years. After we 
reassured the IOC that we could pay our lease 
agreement for the use of the coveted rings and 
would follow the extremely detailed rules on 
how we used them and how we let other 
corporations use them, we got to generate 
revenue by renting the Olympic rings to 55 
different companies that could use them in 
Canada for several years leading up and during 
to the Games. That money that we charged 
companies to use the rings helped us pay for 
hosting the 2010 Winter Olympic Games. 
That’s the big picture but here’s a bit more 
detail. 

I’ll start by comparing the relationship between 
VANOC and the IOC to one between a team 
and a professional sports league. Although it’s 
a bit of a stretch to compare the IOC to one of 
North America’s professional sports leagues like 
the NHL or the NBA it allows me to illustrate 
some key points. The IOC is much more 
powerful, political and altruistic than a pro 
sports league. It is older than sports leagues 
and serves as part of the fabric of our 
worldwide society. Still, in my world of 
corporate sponsorship sales and sports 
marketing it is a natural and very logical 
comparison. When I worked for the Vancouver 
Canucks of the NHL and the Vancouver 
Grizzlies of the NBA I learned that each 
individual team had a license agreement with 
each league to use their own logo. The 
professional sports leagues like the NBA and 
the NHL own all of the logos or symbols of their 
teams and license the teams to use them. The 
power and control lies within the leagues. It is 

much the same with the IOC. They own the 
rings and enter into cost-sharing franchise 
agreements every two years with cities that 
host the Olympic Games. So in this analogy the 
IOC is the league while the cities that host the 
games every two years are the franchise teams. 

The Vancouver Canucks and all of the other 30 
teams in the NHL pay a royalty or percentage of 
all revenues generated through sponsorship and 
merchandise revenue to the NHL every year for 
the right to use their own logo. That means 
teams like the Vancouver Canucks do not own 
their own symbol, displayed proudly on Roberto 
Luongo’s chest at games. Similarly, VANOC did 
not own the Olympic rings and, like the 
Canucks, paid a fee to the IOC to use them. 
The NHL and the NBA carefully regulate how 
and where team logos can be used and 
carefully protect their own national league 
sponsors. The IOC does the exact same thing. 
As well, the NHL and the NBA sell national 
broadcast rights and share some of that 
revenue with the teams. Similarly, the IOC sells 
international broadcast rights to the Olympic 
Games and shares some of that revenue with 
the cities that host the Games. A relatively 
small staff overflowing with lawyers and 
accountants staffs both the NBA and the NHL 
headquarters in New York. The same can be 
said for the IOC’s offices in Switzerland. 

Before I got the VANOC job just the mention of 
the letters IOC conjured up images for me of a 
huge global organization, like the United 
Nations or the Red Cross. I thought there were 
probably thousands of employees toiling away 
around the world feverishly doing all of the 
work that has to be done to put on the Olympic 
Games every two years. In fact only about 350 
people work for the IOC. Its headquarters is in 
Lausanne, Switzerland, where most of the 
employees are based; prior to 2010 they had a 
satellite sales and marketing office in Atlanta, 
Georgia with a staff of about 18 people (that 
office has since moved back to Switzerland). I 
mainly dealt with the good old boys in Atlanta 
on issues of territorial rights and sponsorship 



category definitions. They left the heavy lifting 
and the work of putting on the Games to the 
local organizing committees. To put things into 
perspective, during our peak staffing period in 
the final six months leading up to the Games 
VANOC had over 1,400 full-time employees 
working out of our Vancouver office. As the 
Games got closer we hired 3,000 short-term 
contract full-time staff and added 25,000 
blue-coated volunteers to the mix. I’ll describe 
local organizing committees, how they are 
structured and what they do a bit later. But 
local organizing committees like VANOC that 
put the games on in host countries have far 
higher staffing counts, annual expense budgets 
and resources than the IOC. This really 
surprises a lot of people.  

Although the IOC doesn’t organize the games 
itself, it is responsible for ensuring that the 
Olympics take place every two years. One of its 
biggest jobs is to ensure that the proper cites 
are selected to host the Games. As such they 
have a group of about 125 voting IOC members 
who research the options and then conduct a 
vote every two years to make that decision.  
Because it takes so long to properly organize an 
Olympic Games, and to raise the money to put 
one on, the decision as to where they will be 
held is always made seven years in advance. In 
2003 Vancouver won the 2010 Games. In 
2005 London won the 2012 Games. In 2007 
Sochi won the 2014 Games. You get the 
picture. 

So the IOC decides which city will host the 
Games, ensures that its high standards are met 
when the Games are put on, creates the rules 
for the Games and protects the sanctity of the 
rings. What else does it do? It raises money. It 
raises lots and lots of money through two 
important revenue sources: global corporate 
sponsorships and the sale of international 
broadcast rights. The IOC raises billions of 
dollars through these two separate and distinct 
revenue streams. So what does it do with that 
money? 

In general terms it goes back into the “Olympic 
movement”. The IOC gives a percentage of that 
money to National Olympic Committees (NOC). 
(As a side note you will soon learn that the 
world of Olympic marketing has more acronyms 
than You Can Imagine (YCM). Get ready for 
dozens of acronyms as this story unfolds.)  

It is important to recognize that almost every 
country in the world has a NOC: there are 205 
NOCs. The NOCs’ main purpose is to promote 
Olympic ideals within that country and to field 
and finance a national team to send to the 
Summer and Winter Olympic Games. These 
NOCs vary in size, depending on the population 
and wealth of the country, and are comprised 
of sports administrators, fundraisers, marketing 
people, logistic coordinators, trainers, 
accountants and yes, lawyers. NOCs are under 
constant pressure from the citizens of their 
countries to field better teams and increase the 
national medal count at each Olympic Games. A 
great deal of national pride rests on these 
committee members’ shoulders. They are not 
really committees because they have paid staff 
and function more like a non-profit organization. 
The term “committee” is also misleading 
because it downplays the stature, power and 
influence of some of these organizations. For 
instance VANOC was a $1.7 billion business 
and very corporate in every sense of the word, 
but we were always referred to as a 
“committee”, like a high school social 
committee. 

In Canada we have the Canadian Olympic 
Committee (COC). In some ways a national 
Olympic committee like the COC can be seen as 
another IOC revenue-sharing franchise.  By 
way of comparison, the COC has a staff of 
about 40 people mainly working in Toronto out 
of an office on Yonge Street. It would be 
considered a medium-sized NOC. The United 
States Olympic Committee is one of the richest 
and most powerful sports bodies in the world 
and has a staff of over 400 people working out 
of a huge sports compound in Colorado 
Springs, Colorado. But most NOCs are small 



and underfunded. Forty or 50 years ago, before 
the IOC developed the concept of sharing global 
sponsorship and broadcast revenues with the 
NOCs around the world many NOCs could not 
even afford to send their teams to the Summer 
and Winter Olympics. The financial challenges 
for a developing country to raise the money to 
properly train, clothe and fly a team to an 
Olympic Games were often insurmountable.  If 
you were to look at a chart of the number of 
countries competing in Olympic Games over the 
past 40 years, you would notice a steep 
upward trend in participants. This can partially 
be attributed to increased IOC funding of NOCs.  

Sponsorship and broadcast revenue saved the 
Olympic movement by allowing more countries 
to participate in the Games. Really, what would 
be the point of the Olympics if only the richest 
countries could afford to show up? The original 
Winter Olympic Games were held in Chamonix, 
France in 1924 with only 16 nations. Every 
subsequent Winter Olympic Games attracted 
another nation or two and at the Olympic 
Winter Games in 1948 in St. Moritz a total of 
28 nations participated. If we fast forward to 
the Games in Lake Placid in 1980 a slower 
growth had continued with a total of 37 nations 
competing. In sharp contrast, the 2010 Olympic 
Winter Games in Vancouver welcomed a total 
of 82 nations. During the 30-year period 
between 1980 and 2010, partly due to funding 
efforts by the IOC the number of participating 
nations more than doubled. The case is equally 
compelling when we look at the summer 
Olympics where at the 1976 Olympics in 
Montreal, before the IOC had exploited 
sponsorship and broadcast revenues to today’s 
levels, 96 nations participated. At the Olympic 
Games held in 2012 in London, 204 NOCs sent 
national teams. That is pretty well every 
country in the world! 

Aside from insuring national teams get funding 
assistance to attend the Games, the IOC also 
administrates and helps run, organize and 
oversee a global network of NOCs. On an 
organizational chart the NOCs would be below 

the IOC although many would take issue with a 
statement like that. Again the IOC owns the 
rings and the NOCs have agreements on the 
terms under which they can be used. So in 
addition to overseeing the smooth running of 
the actual Games every two years the IOC has 
to try to keep every country in the world’s 
NOCs happy too. First and foremost they need 
to help ensure that at a minimum every country 
has enough money to show up for the next 
Olympics; they must also ensure the country’s 
NOCs are adhering to the high Olympic 
standards and upholding the Olympic charter. 
This puts tremendous political pressures on an 
organization like the IOC. Of course fulfilling its 
overwhelmingly huge mandate takes money. 
Lots of money. So let’s get back to the two 
main sources of the IOC’s money.  

SPONSORSHIP REVENUE AND A NEW 
ACRONYM - TOP 

Global marketing rights is the focus of The 
Olympic Partners (TOP) program. The IOC sells 
the rights to use the rings in every country in 
the world to global companies like Coke, Visa 
and McDonald’s. These big companies pay 
rights fees to the IOC in the hundreds of 
millions of dollars and sign exclusive deals for 
four or eight-year or even longer terms. The IOC 
then ensures that every one of the 205 NOCs 
protects its TOP sponsors’ rights within their 
own countries. Furthermore it ensures that the 
NOCs do not sell sponsorships within their own 
countries to a competitor of one of the TOP 
sponsors. For example when Coke does a deal 
with the IOC, it can be assured that Pepsi will 
have absolutely no right to associate with the 
Olympic Games anywhere in the world. Every 
NOC in the world takes Coke on as a sponsor 
of its organization and in turn accepts its small 
percentage of the worldwide fee paid to the 
IOC. The NOCs also ensure that there are no 
infractions or ambush marketing within their 
respective country or territory. So instead of 
Coke having to conclude 205 sponsorship deals 
with every country in the world, it just goes to 
the mother-ship and signs one massive 
agreement.  



When the IOC sells the worldwide rights to use 
the Olympic rings in advertising and promotions 
in every country on this planet, it’s really selling 
the collective rights to becoming a national 
sponsor of every NOC. The NOCs are the 
guardians of the rings in their respective 
countries: they police, administer, approve and 
protect the brand in each nation. Once the IOC 
has done its deal with Coke, even if Pepsi 
wanted to give the Canadian Olympic 
Committee (COC) $1 million to use the rings 
the COC could not take it. Later, I will address 
the topic of ambush marketing more closely. 

But here’s where it gets a bit tricky. The NOCs 
also sell sponsorships. They sell national 
sponsorships to companies, giving them the 
right to use the rings within their own country, 
granting access to companies to use those 
same five rings within their specific territory or 
country. As I said before the IOC has given 
NOCs the right to commercially exploit the use 
of the rings to raise money. And as long as the 
national sponsorships that the NOCs sell do not 
conflict with any of the 10 or 12 TOP sponsors 
that the IOC brought on board the IOC allows 
the agreement to take place. So, for example, 
could the German Olympic Committee sell a 
sponsorship within Germany to a local orange 
juice producer?  No, because anything 
beverage is deemed to be in Coke’s category. 
Could the German Olympic Committee sell a 
national sponsorship to an airline? Yes, because 
the IOC doesn’t have an airline sponsor and so 
it would be fine with “releasing” the airline 
category on a country-by-country basis. In fact, 
many NOCs do have an airline sponsor and this 
is a popular category that is sold on a regional 
basis around the world. If the IOC ever did do 
an airline deal it would first have to ensure that 
every NOC first severed its contractual 
sponsorship ties with its airline sponsor. 

So the IOC and the NOCs both generate 
revenue through selling the rings to sponsors 
for worldwide and national rights. In the case of 
the NOCs they approach most companies with 
the attractive sponsorship marketing proposition 

that by becoming a NOC sponsor they are 
supporting the national team’s participation and 
training for the next summer or winter 
Olympics. It’s all about national pride! 
Companies sponsoring a NOC would make this 
claim in their advertising and promotions; that is 
where they receive the value. Lufhansa was the 
official airline of the German Olympic Team. In 
Canada RBC has been a sponsor of the 
Canadian Olympic Committee (COC) since 
1947, helping to send young promising 
Canadian athletes to Olympic Games all over 
the world. Kind of makes you feel like opening 
bank account at that bank, doesn’t it? As I 
mentioned before, each country’s NOC is under 
pressure to win more and more medals, which 
of course costs more and more money. Each 
NOC gets its small share of the IOC’s TOP 
revenue and has the ability to raise more money 
through the sale of sponsorships to 
non-conflicting companies within their own 
national boundaries. 

SO WHERE DOES AN ORGANIZATION LIKE 
VANOC FIT IN? 

When the Olympics is awarded to a country like 
Canada, a Local Organizing Committee of the 
Olympic Games (LOCOG) like VANOC is 
formed. The IOC also grants it the right to raise 
money selling the rings – and that’s what this 
compilation of essays is about. With three 
organizations (IOC, COC and VANOC) selling 
the same rings, you can imagine it is starting to 
get a bit crowded in the Olympic marketing 
pool. All three organizations have their own 
mandates and agendas. The COC wants to put 
together a great team to go to the Olympics, 
while keeping its sponsors happy. VANOC 
wants to put on the greatest games ever, not 
just for the Canadian team but for every team in 
the world, while also keeping its sponsors 
happy. And the IOC wants to ensure the Games 
are run properly and will continue in perpetuity 
while, yes, keeping its sponsors happy. Are you 
noticing a reoccurring theme? Sponsor money is 
the lifeblood that flows through the entire 
Olympic movement. Each of the three 
organizations is under huge financial pressure 



and it is a good thing that each organization can 
turn the use of the rings into money. 

To protect this complicated arrangement, the 
IOC established a rule that called for the 
LOCOG to take over the marketing rights of the 
NOC whenever a Games is awarded to that 
specific country. In practical terms here is how 
it worked when Canada was awarded the right 
to host the 2010 Games. 

The Canadian Olympic Committee (COC) is one 
of 205 NOCs around the world. Like the others 
it has received money from the IOC for its share 
of the worldwide TOP deals and then 
augmented that source of revenue by selling its 
own sponsorship deals to national sponsors 
that don’t compete with TOP sponsors. The 
COC has been in the business of raising money 
to send the Canadian teams to Olympic Games 
since 1907. In the 1990’s it had a list of 
sponsors that included Air Canada, Roots, 
Molson’s, General Mills, Marriot Hotels, RBC 
and many more. Everything had run well for 
decades and the COC was able to renew its 
sponsors for more revenue each term and fund 
its expanding programs. We had varying results 
on the Olympic podiums around the world 
throughout the years and some may have 
questioned the COC’s effectiveness in 
producing a team that could win medals. But, 
by and large, the COC was able to raise enough 
money through sponsorship, public fundraising 
and other means to fulfill its mandate.  

Then in 2003 VANOC won the right to host the 
2010 Olympic Winter Games which, according 
to the IOC’s practice, meant that the COC had 
to stop selling sponsorships within Canada. 
VANOC could not be put in a position where 
we were competing with any other entity that 
was also selling the rights to the Olympic rings. 
The IOC gave VANOC the right to take over the 
COC’s marketing rights for nine years. Of 
course that put a huge gap in the COC’s 
funding from 2003 to 2012. That meant that 
VANOC had to write the COC a giant cheque of 
more than $100 million in order to compensate 

the COC for that lost revenue. This allowed 
most of the COC departments to remain intact 
and continue promoting Olympicism and fielding 
teams to go to the Games in Athens in 2004, 
Turin in 2006, Beijing in 2008, Vancouver in 
2010 and then London in 2012. But the COC 
sponsorship sales department was taken out of 
play, relieved of its ability to generate 
sponsorship revenue by selling rights to the 
commercial use of the rings in Canada.  

We worked very closely with the COC in the 
transition and throughout the years that 
VANOC operated. You can imagine the tension 
that existed between the two organizations as 
we worked things out. Transitions are never 
easy and change within any organization is 
fraught with challenges. My bosses Andrea 
Shaw and Dave Cobb dealt with most of the big 
issues in terms of our relationship with the COC 
and the transition. As the Director of 
Sponsorship Sales for VANOC all I needed to 
know was that we, and only we, had the 
Olympic rings to sell. 

In the process, VANOC also “inherited” all of 
the TOP sponsors. In other words global 
companies like Coke, McDonald’s and VISA 
that held Olympic rights around the world 
became sponsors in Canada of our 2010 
Olympic Winter Games and of the Canadian 
Team. They did not have to pay us anything 
extra; the multi-year agreements that each 
company had signed with the IOC gave them 
the rights to be sponsors of all upcoming 
individual summer and winter Games and to 
become sponsors of the national teams in each 
host country. So even before we went out in 
2003 to sign our first domestic sponsorship 
deal, we already had 10 or 12 sponsors on 
board; the TOP sponsors. In the end VANOC, 
through a complicated revenue sharing formula, 
was to have received approximately $200 
million from the IOC as its share of the TOP 
agreements. In fact our share fell below that 
estimate which caused problems I’ll describe in 
later. 



After the 2012 Olympic Games in London 
concluded the COC went back to being the 
custodians of the Olympic rings in Canada and 
using them to generate sponsorship dollars. 
VANOC handed over a list of 55 great new 
domestic sponsors that the COC will endeavour 
to keep on board and renew. At VANOC it was 
our vision and goal that, after our Games were 
over, the COC would be a stronger more robust 
organization in Canada. I hope this will come to 
fruition and result in sports and the values of 
the Olympics playing a greater role in the lives 
of young people throughout Canada.. None of 
us in the marketing department at VANOC 
wanted the 2010 Olympic Winter Games to be 
just a blip in the continuum of amateur sports in 
Canada. We really saw the Games as a 
long-term way of building a stronger COC, a 
stronger Canadian Team and, ultimately, a 
better country. 

Now you understand how VANOC, the IOC and 
the COC competed and cooperated with one 
another to raise revenue. The second source of 
big bucks for the IOC is through the sale of 
broadcast rights. 

DON’T TOUCH THAT DIAL! DOMESTIC AND 
GLOBAL TELEVISION RIGHTS 

The world’s population is estimated at 
approximately seven billion people.  Of all 
those people approximately four billion have 
access to a television set. Those two numbers 
will help put this next section into context. 

The Olympics are really a giant, 17-day 
television event. They are an engaging 
spectacle of sights and sounds with both 
triumphant and agonizing stories unfolding live 
in front of viewers’ eyes with unbelievable 
drama. The stories are deeply human, truly 
universal and pack an emotional punch no 
matter where they are told or viewed around 
the globe. The Olympic Games put people in 
front of their TV sets and keep them there! 

And the world did gather in front of its TV sets 
to watch the 2010 Vancouver Games. Over 

three billion people caught all or part of the 
Opening Ceremonies of the 2010 Olympic 
Winter Games. In the United States, the world’s 
most important TV market, the viewership 
numbers for the Games exceeded NBC’s 
original projections. This was partly because of 
the convenient time zone that our Games 
happened to be in for the American viewing 
audience, partly because of the spectacular 
scenery that Vancouver offered as a backdrop 
to the Games (which made for great television), 
and partly because the Americans did so well in 
terms of their medal haul, which captured the 
imagination of viewers in every American state. 
Nielsen Media figures showed that between 
9-10 pm on Wednesday, February 17, 30.1 
million Americans watched the NBC Olympic 
action from Vancouver while 18.4 million 
watched the extremely popular American Idol 
TV singing competition on Fox. It was the first 
time that American Idol, in its ninth season, had 
been beaten in US TV audience ratings since 
May 2004. 

In Canada broadcast history was made every 
day as more viewers tuned into the Games on 
the CTV/Rogers Consortium than had ever 
tuned in to any program in the history of our 
country. By way of example 33 million of us 
live in this country. An astonishing 28 million of 
us watched all or part of the men’s gold medal 
hockey game; 23 million watched it in its 
entirety. That’s a statistic that is unlikely to 
ever be broken again in our lifetime. My only 
question is what were the five million people 
that watched none of the broadcast doing? 
Sorting through their sock drawer? When I was 
in the advertising agency business if a national 
TV show drew an audience of one million 
people in Canada it was considered a big hit. 
Imagine the advertising revenue a show 
drawing 28 million people could generate! 

I thought that it was very cool that we staged 
our games as two new, important advents in 
television viewing were emerging. Large TV 
screens and high definition broadcasting made 
the viewing experience that much more 



enjoyable and real. In the four years since the 
previous Winter Games in Italy many home TV 
screens around the world had exploded size and 
gotten to the point where the images that they 
broadcast looked as clear as real life.  

The average person knows that ratings and 
large audience sizes equate to dollars in TV 
stations’ pockets. Here’s a quick primer on how 
the broadcast landscape works in the world of 
the Olympics. As you’ve learned, the IOC owns 
the Olympic Games’ television rights worldwide 
and is responsible for selling those rights to 
different broadcasters around the world. The 
IOC sells the broadcast rights mainly to national 
television networks, which in turn sell 
commercials to advertisers. It then shares the 
revenue from those agreements with the NOCs 
and the Local Organizing Committee (like 
VANOC). National broadcasters who bid for the 
rights within their country take a bit of a 
gamble. As you may know they pay astronomic 
fees up front, under the premise that they will 
be able to recoup that investment by selling 
commercials to advertisers within their 
countries, to run during Olympic broadcasts.  

All of the “rights holders”, which is what we 
call the broadcast networks that purchased the 
Olympic television rights, are hoping to go 
beyond recouping their costs to make a profit. 
In order to do this each of the rights holders 
charges enormous fees to national advertisers 
within their country for the right to run a 
30-second or 60-second commercial. In each 
country where our Olympic Winter Games were 
broadcast the network sales people would use 
the empirical data or ratings showing the 
record-breaking number of viewers in each 
country around the world that have watched 
each Winter Games. Suffice to say the 
historical numbers are consistently staggering 
and wherever the Olympics are broadcast they 
attract record-breaking audiences. When the 
Games originate from a spectacular city like 
Vancouver, in a time zone that’s attractive to 
the massive American audience, the possibility 
of another record-breaking global audience is 

just that much higher.  

As happens in the sponsorship world, broadcast 
rights are sold to networks exclusively. In many 
instances competitive bidding wars take place; 
this is always the case in the United States 
where the major networks all compete and by 
doing so up the ante. In 2003 NBC paid $2.2 
billion US to the IOC to broadcast the 2010 
Games in Vancouver and the 2012 Games in 
London. By the way, the IOC always sells the 
rights fees for two sets of Games. Practically 
speaking for each country’s networks to gear 
up technically to prepare and monetize their 
broadcast of the Games requires a longer-term 
commitment as is afforded through two Games 
instead of just one.  

The IOC negotiates and sells these TV rights 
around the world. It’s a job for someone who 
likes collecting frequent flyer points.  I’ve just 
used the US as an example of where 
commercial negotiations generate huge rights 
fees but there would be dozens and dozens of 
examples I could site. The IOC would have held 
meetings with the different networks in France 
and awarded rights to one of them, then moved 
on to Japan, then Norway, then Mexico, then 
Italy and so on. With a TV network in almost 
every country in the world paying a large fee to 
broadcast the Games you can imagine that the 
IOC wouldn’t have enough room in their vault in 
Switzerland to store all of the money these 
rights generated. It is a lot more complicated 
than I have outlined here and entire books have 
been written on this subject but the main point 
is that VANOC had very little to do with 
generating TV revenue. But we did get a 
significant share of it, thanks to the IOC’s 
efforts.  

As in every country in the world, in Canada the 
IOC handled the negotiations where the 
CTV/Rogers consortium and the CBC both had 
their eyes on the prize of broadcasting the 
Games. In the end the CTV/ Rogers consortium 
became our partner. The deal they closed with 
the IOC was worth $153 million Canadian. 



So that big bucket of broadcast money just 
kept growing and growing as the IOC’s 
television and marketing services team jetted 
around the world cutting deals. The equation 
for the distribution of the money collected from 
global television revenue would be along the 
same lines as the distribution of the TOP 
sponsorship money. In this instance however 
VANOC was in a better position to negotiate 
our percentage. John Furlong and Dave Cobb 
headed up a series of sensitive meetings with 
the IOC in Switzerland to get our fair share of 
the revenue.  The negotiations were heated 
because we felt the IOC was able to generate 
more revenue due to the fact that the Games 
were in Vancouver. After all, we knew that 
NBC had paid a record-breaking amount of 
money for just that reason so we felt our share 
of revenue should reflect that boost. In the end 
VANOC’s portion of the international broadcast 
revenue was approximately $450 million 
dollars. That dollar figure represented a small 
percentage of every broadcast deal that the IOC 
cut worlwide including the CTV / Rogers 
consortium deal and dozens of other deals. 

Many sponsorship agreements for sports 
properties other than the Olympics will include 
television commercials as part of the 
sponsorship package that the company buys. 
Ours didn’t. For example, when I sold 
sponsorship deals for the Vancouver Canucks 
the package a company would receive included 
a television commercial during the team’s 
broadcast.  But VANOC did not control the 
commercial sales. CTV had a slew of sales 
executives selling commercial time during the 
Games’ broadcast in Canada. It was an extra 
investment that the sponsors would have to 
make if they wanted any Olympic TV presence. 
At VANOC we felt that our sponsors should 
have the first right to buy commercial time 
during the Olympic broadcast, before their 
competitors were approached. In fact we 
insisted that CTV approach our sponsors first 
before going to their competitors. In some 
instances, if the sponsor made a large enough 
airtime investment CTV would offer them 

exclusivity meaning their competitors could not 
purchase air time during Olympic broadcasts. 
For example, if Petro-Canada agreed to make a 
huge investment in buying airtime, CTV would 
agree Esso or Chevron could not purchase amy 
Olympic airtime.  

CTV had a huge revenue mountain to climb.  
To recoup its costs and make a profit it needed 
to generate well over a $100 million in ad 
revenue. I kept my CTV counterpart in Toronto, 
Dave Strickland apprised of all the deals we 
were working on and whenever we signed a 
new sponsor he was the first to know. That 
way he could quickly approach the newly 
signed company with a television advertising 
package that essentially required it to spend 
more money. Much more money. The average 
packages ranged from $.5 to $5 million. 

THE ONE AND ONLY: EXCLUSIVITY  

As in any dating relationship, exclusivity is an 
important component of the deal. All of the 
sponsorship deals that we signed at VANOC 
and that the IOC and NOCs established with 
sponsors offered exclusivity. Exclusivity is a big 
deal in the world of Olympic marketing. It 
means that once we inked an agreement with a 
company in a certain category, their 
competitors were completely excluded from 
having any association with the Olympic 
Games. Exclusivity is an approach mainly used 
in the events business. For example, you would 
never see a newspaper offer exclusivity to one 
car advertiser at the expense of refusing any ad 
revenue from the car company’s competitors.  
But in the fierce competition to get their hands 
on the Olympic rings corporations are willing to 
pay a premium price to ensure that they were 
blocking out any rivals. 

When negotiating exclusivity, companies would 
always aim for the terms to be as broad as 
possible to include all of their brands, products 
and services. From our point of view at VANOC 
we would want the definitions to be more 
narrow, allowing us leeway to do deals with 



companies on the fringes of different 
categories. The defined service or product 
category that we were selling was always 
specifically spelled out in a long appendix in the 
big thick contract that outlined exactly how an 
Olympic sponsor could associate itself with the 
rings. For example, although Coke has 
exclusivity to market the Olympics against all 
beverages, milk and alcoholic beverages are 
specifically carved out of its contract. That 
paved the way for an NOC or a local organizing 
committee like VANOC to do a deal in its own 
country with a local dairy or brewery.  

The exclusivity clauses in all of the contracts 
were important because they ensured the 
sponsor that their competitors couldn’t get 
close to the Olympics in any way shape or 
form. The Coke example is simple. But as 
technology changes things get more 
complicated. Consider this: Panasonic is an 
Olympic worldwide TOP sponsor for TV screens 
while Samsung is the exclusive worldwide TOP 
sponsor for phones. Phones now have TV 
screens on them so who has exclusivity in that 
category? Here’s another example: VANOC sold 
Ricoh the document processing category but 
the desktop printer category was already sold 
to the IOC’s computer sponsor, which at the 
time was Lenova. So although Ricoh, our 
VANOC sponsor, made great desktop printers 
they couldn’t run any ads with an Olympic 
theme that featured a desktop printer. They 
could only market the Olympic rings against 
their big, floor-model photocopiers. You can 
imagine how they felt when we told them that 
despite the fact that we were asking them to 
give us $15 million dollars they could not run 
and ad with a desktop printer. They still signed 
and, closer to the Games, we were able to add 
desktop printers to the Ricoh product category 
when the IOC did not renew Lenovo and cut a 
new computer deal with Acer that did not 
include desktops. 

McDonald’s has the worldwide rights to the 
rings and plays a role at every Olympic Games 
feeding the athletes. Absolutely all other 

restaurants are excluded from any Olympic 
association whatsoever. That includes 
Starbucks and Tim Horton’s because they serve 
food…but wait a minute they couldn’t anyways 
because they serve drinks and Coke has that 
category. The exclusivity clause in the 
McDonald’s TOP contract even goes one step 
further and excludes all food that is quick and 
easy to prepare, including some foods that you 
would buy at a grocery store. The Coke 
contract has restrictions around doing deals 
with a grocery chain. Coke wanted the ability to 
bring the grocery chains Olympic promotions 
and it would steal some of its thunder if a 
grocery chain could directly acquire Olympic 
rights. For example Coke would want to build 
huge mountain sized end of the isle displays 
made up of thousands of Coke tins in every 
Safeway across the Country. They would take 
umbrage if Safeway would become a sponsor 
through VANOC and could by-pass getting the 
rings in their stores through another route other 
than Coke. 

VISA had the worldwide rights for payment 
systems.  So it meant that many of our retail 
sponsors like HBC and Petro-Canada could not 
run ads that featured their own credit cards or 
point-redemption schemes. The IOC TOP 
contracts had lots of these landmines in them 
that could easily tank a domestic deal. 

The IOC world of exclusivity complicated our 
lives at VANOC. Conflicts existed everywhere. 
Naturally, from the IOC point of view the 
exclusivity clauses that global companies wrote 
into their worldwide deals were necessary to 
command the large dollars that the deals 
brought in. But at the same time they became 
very restrictive for organizing committees like 
VANOC to work around. 

Sometime these exclusions became so 
ridiculous that you had to laugh. For instance 
we had two soup companies wanting to 
become Vancouver 2010 Sponsors: Campbell’s 
and Knorr. Warm soup at a cold winter Olympic 
Games seems like a natural fit and in fact 



Campbell’s had been a sponsor of the 2004 
Games in Salt Lake City. But we needed to get 
a lawyer’s reading on whether or not soup was 
quick and easy to prepare because if it was, it 
would conflict with the worldwide McDonald’s 
sponsorship deal. After several legal opinions 
and half a dozen long-distance conference calls 
with the IOC we got word that the IOC deemed 
soup “uneasy” to prepare so it got by the 
McDonald’s restriction. We could go ahead to 
try and do a deal for the soup category in 
Canada. But regardless of whatever soup 
company became a Vancouver 2010 Olympic 
sponsor, it had to be warned that they could in 
no way make the claim that they were feeding 
the Olympic athletes as McDonald’s had paid 
the IOC to have the exclusive right to that 
claim.  

That was a bit of a letdown to the soup 
companies. But then, just as we were getting to 
the final stages of doing the soup deal, I was at 
the office late one night reading the Coke TOP 
contract and saw that its agreement with the 
IOC stated that an Olympic association with a 
soup company could only be created if all of the 
soup company’s advertising showed the soup 
with a spoon. That snapped me awake as one 
of the soup companies we were talking to had a 
series of ads that only showed containers of 
soup and no spoons because it was a 
soup-on-the-go product that you drank directly 
from its container. That made it a beverage and 
if we signed the deal and allowed the ads to run 
we would put the IOC in breach of its contract 
with Coke. That could result in a lawsuit. Can 
you believe that lawyers are paid to draft these 
clauses into deals? But, as you’re probably 
starting to realize, with so much money is on 
the line it shouldn’t come as much of a shock. 
Welcome to the world of Olympic marketing. 

Most of the time, our small group in the 
sponsorship sales department had a great 
relationship with the IOC. It was staffed by nice 
people who worked diligently and usually 
treated us fairly. We relied on them for advice 
and since in their careers they went from 

Games to Games working with all the various 
local organizing committees they had a wealth 
of practical knowledge. Interestingly all of the 
people I dealt with from the IOC were 
Americans.  Half of the TOP sponsors were 
American companies so perhaps the American 
presence wasn’t that surprising. Their sales 
office was in Atlanta. Why Atlanta? Three 
reasons: a brain trust and talent pool would 
have been developed in that city after the 
Olympic Games were held there in 1996, 
Atlanta has one of the world’s biggest airports 
with regular flights to everywhere on the 
planet, and Atlanta is the worldwide 
headquarters of Coca-Cola one of the biggest 
Olympic sponsors.  After our Games ended, 
however, as I mentioned earlier the IOC closed 
its Atlanta office and moved staff back to the 
head office in Switzerland. 

I said that we generally had good relations with 
the IOC but occasionally there were blow-outs. 
The world of Olympic sponsorship sales is full 
of pressure, stress and tension to reach 
financial targets and get deals done under tight 
deadlines. This is true for the IOC and was true 
for VANOC. Those dynamics often fanned the 
flames in heated debates. If the IOC used too 
heavy a hand in interpreting exclusivity clauses 
in their TOP agreements it would inevitably end 
up sinking some of our potential domestic 
agreement that were worth millions of much 
needed dollars for our organizing committee. 
Every quarter we had revenue targets to hit. 
The success of our Games was directly related 
to our ability to raise sponsorship dollars.  Also, 
our reputations were on the line.  

The IOC was in the same boat. To raise the 
billions they needed they had to react to the 
demands of their global sponsors. The clauses 
that their TOP sponsors demanded be included 
in their contracts may have been deal breakers 
during their negotiation process. In other words 
TOP Sponsors would have insisted that the 
exclusivity clauses must be written in a certain 
way to completely shut out their competition 
and give them the upper hand in marketing 



around the world leading up to and during each 
Olympic Games. Some of the TOP partners may 
not have signed their contracts unless the IOC 
included these carefully crafted exclusivity 
terms. With the IOC under tremendous pressure 
to raise funds they would be inclined to agree 
to some terms that, down the road, the local 
organizing committees may have a tough time 
appreciating. And just like VANOC, once the 
IOC had signed a deal with one of its sponsors, 
it vehemently defended the terms of that 
agreement. Sometimes that meant going head 
to head with us on issues. 

When the IOC stepped in with a ruling on an 
exclusivity clause that could sink one of our 
deals we fought hard to have it reverse its 
decision. Heated arguments often ensued. It 
was verbal jousting at its finest between some 
of the most brilliant minds in the upper 
stratosphere of global sponsorship and I just 
loved watching it. I remember one particular 
instance where we were on a conference call 
with all the IOC heavies in Atlanta and we were 
contesting a clause in their contract with Coke 
that we felt would block one of our potential 
deals. On our side we had our VANOC lawyer 
James Conrad on the line defending our 
position. I had worked with James on 
sponsorship contracts on different projects for 
over 20 years and knew him as one of the best 
lawyers in the sponsorship business in Canada. 
But he was a bit gruff and rough around the 
edges and spoke his mind without sugar 
coating his words.  

All of a sudden the discussion on the 
conference call turned from a conversation into 
a yelling match. James dug his heals in on a 
point. Davis Butler, a lawyer and Vice-President 
of Sponsorship Sales for the IOC jumped in and 
in a loud, aggressive and authoritative tone I 
had never heard this southern gentleman use 
before he exhorted  James not to push the 
point because he would just lose. James barked 
some legal phrase back at him and the two 
started yelling at each other, both of them 
talking at the same time, going on and on and 

threatening to sue one other. Davis ended the 
emotional exchange by reprimanding James and 
shutting him down.  In no uncertain terms he 
explained to James that if we went to court on 
the matter that the IOC would win. He said the 
IOC has the final say on everything, it has the 
ultimate legal power and that it runs the show. 
He then suggested that James re-read the joint 
marketing agreement that we signed with the 
IOC stating that VANOC would abide by and 
honor the contracts the IOC had in place with 
its TOP sponsors.  

So we were partners with the IOC but there 
were adversarial aspects to the relationship too. 
The huge dollars on the line intensified conflicts 
when they arose. Personally, I dealt mainly with 
three main people from the IOC. The first was 
Davis, who headed up everything on the 
revenue side; my nickname for him was “the 
superstar with a rent a car”.  What a purview 
he had flying around the globe cutting huge 
global sponsorship deals and raising billions of 
dollars. A dream job - seriously. Supporting 
Davis was another lawyer named Adam 
Mersereau who was an ex-officer in the US 
Marines. Adam was mainly in charge of 
compliance, or making sure that the terms of 
the TOP deals were strictly adhered to. Finally a 
woman named Lauire Colon headed up a team 
that made sure all contractual obligations were 
met for all the TOP sponsors, this was referred 
to as account servicing. This small cadre of IOC 
executives out of the Atlanta office visited us in 
Vancouver three or four times a year. Over my 
five-year tenure at VANOC we had lots of 
dinners with them to get to know them better; I 
also visited them a couple of times in Atlanta. 
Good business is all about relationships and 
when I look back on all of our arguments with 
the IOC on marketing issues I think we ended 
up striking a good balance between protecting 
their TOP sponsors’ rights while allowing us 
enough leeway to do our own deals. Both 
parties were able to maximize their revenues 
and keep all their sponsors happy and lawsuits 
on sponsor disagreements never materialized. 



CLEAN VENUES OR WHERE’S ALL THE 
ADVERTISING? 

By now you have learned that the Olympic 
Games and the Olympic movement in general 
are very commercially exploited and tightly 
controlled by the IOC. Through NOCs and Local 
Organizing Committees of the Olympic Games 
(LOCOG) and through the IOC itself a well-oiled 
machine has evolved that raises billions of 
dollars annually so this next point may surprise 
you. The actual Games themselves, the 17 
days of competition, are completely devoid of 
any type of commercialism. A very strict “clean 
venue” policy the IOC developed and polices 
applies to all Olympic Games. This means there 
are no sponsor signs within camera view, no 
opportunities to promote company identity in 
any way within the field of play and for the 
most part when you attend an Olympic event 
you would be hard-pressed to spot any 
corporate logos. Think about it: when you 
watch an NHL game on TV you see dozens of 
advertising messages on rink boards as the 
game is played. If you watch a World Cup 
soccer or alpine ski event you see advertising 
signs on the fencing on the side of the field or 
ski run. Watch any curling bonspiel and you 
can’t miss the main sponsors’ logos embedded 
in the ice. During the 2010 Olympic Winter 
Games the background to all sports was our 
white, green and blue stylized VANOC motif. In 
the Olympic world it is called “the look of the 
Games” and that was all you saw on TV.  No 
Coke, McDonalds or VISA signs anywhere. 

Because the actual spectacle of Olympic sport 
on television is so pure and so 
un-commercialized during the Olympic Games 
themselves the sponsors get absolutely no logo 
impressions generated from the huge television 
audience watching the Games.  This is an 
important fundamental point. And, frankly, it’s 
a downer when you’re selling sponsorships. 
World Cup soccer sponsors, for instance, can 
attribute a large part of the value they pay for a 
sponsorship deal to millions of eyeballs around 
the world seeing their logo on TV during play. 
They have 20–foot-long signs displaying their 

logos up and down the soccer field. Olympic 
sponsorships, which virtualy always cost more 
than World Cup Soccer sponsorships, garner 
zero television exposure.  

But wait, it gets better.  The IOC has strict 
commercial guidelines whereby there is 
absolutely no commercialization at the Games. 
Even building names must be changed so 
General Motors (or GM) Place became Hockey 
Canada House during the 2010 Olympic Winter 
Games. Then, at great expense, every single 
commercial sign within GM Place had to be 
taken down. The IOC and VANOC had a crew 
of logo cops scour each of our venues with 
masking tape before the Games to cover up the 
slightest infraction. For example in the 
washrooms of GM Place there are hand dryers 
with a Phillips logo on them. Out came the 
masking tapes because General Electric is a 
TOP sponsor. If up on the side of a hill at 
Whistler Mountain one of our sponsor’s 
generators that were supplied by Official 2010 
Supplier Agreko has its brand shown in letters 
were deemed to be too large? Out came the 
masking tape. There was a 40-page manual on 
how menu signs at food concession stands had 
to be set up. These rules called for one 
exception to be made allowing 
commercialization to come into play: only Coke 
could get recognition. Coke could put large 
signs above each and every concession stand at 
every single Olympic Venue.  And they did! 

Athletes uniforms are a huge deal, with branded 
logo sizes strictly dictated; and the Olympics 
has a guidebook of rules that goes deeper than 
you could possibly imagine. Jewllery, tatoos, 
hair accessories; there were rules for 
everything. Even what the athletes carry in with 
them into press conferences is a huge issue. 
You guessed it, only a bottle of Coke’s brand of 
water is allowed. At each venue athletes had to 
go through a screening with a VANOC Brand 
Protection Official (“Please remove your Adidas 
cap”) before they were allowed in front of the 
cameras. Believe it or not there were 
regulations for spectators’ clothing too. At the 



2004 Athens Games a bank that was not the 
official Olympic bank sponsor handed out 
hundreds of free tee-shirts with their logo 
prominently on it to fans streaming into a the 
main stadium. One tee-shirt in a sea of 
spectators is fine but if four people sitting 
together are wearing the same logo-bearing 
shirt it becomes a “promotional cluster” and 
has to be broken up, according to the 
guidelines. I am glad that I wasn’t assigned the 
job of asking people to either move seats, so 
they were not an unwitting advertising cluster 
or remove their tee-shirts!  

So it is highly ironic that an event that is so 
commercialized leading up to the Games is 
devoid of absolutely any commercialization at 
the Games themselves. But it is also what 
makes the Olympics so special.  

The lack of signage at the Games themselves 
presented a problem during sponsorship sales 
presentations. Most of our sponsors were so 
used to having lots of their signs at other 
national or international events they were taken 
aback to learn that they would get no 
recognition at the 2010 Games. The fact that 
they were paying at least ten times more to 
sponsor the Olympics than anything else they 
had ever lent their name to made the pill that 
much more bitter to swallow. 

AND TICKETS COST EXTRA? 

Speaking of pills that were hard to swallow 
here’s another one. We were responsible for 
developing the sponsorship rights and benefits 
that each of our three tiers of sponsors would 
receive, along with the fees they would pay. 
The IOC insisted that the domestic sponsorship 
programs have a three-tiered approach with 
diminishing rights and benefits for each level. 
But they had one more stipulation that affected 
every tier: under no circumstances could our 
domestic sponsors receive more benefits than 
their TOP partners. I can understand why the 
TOP partners negotiated this into their 
agreements: they did not want to show up at 
the Olympic Games and play second fiddle to 

the domestic sponsors. So whenever we 
recognized our sponsor family, the TOP 
partners would have to have top billing. In 
everything we did we needed to ensure we kept 
the IOC happy by profiling their TOP partners 
prominently. That in itself was acceptable and 
manageable but here comes the kicker. 

For reasons that I don’t quite understand none 
of the TOP deals that the IOC signed included 
tickets to the Olympic Games. I have sold 
sponsorships for the Commonwealth Games, 
the NHL, the NBA and music festivals and other 
events and it is standard practice to include 
tickets to the event that a company is 
sponsoring. Companies have come to expect it. 
And when they are paying millions of dollars, as 
is the case with the Olympics, it is not an 
unreasonable expectation. But each of the 10 
TOP deals that the IOC had finalized, and that 
we inherited, stated expressly that the 
sponsoring companies would receive no free 
tickets and would only receive the right to 
purchase tickets before they went on general 
sale. So as the local organizing committee we 
were obligated to mirror that agreement with 
our sponsors meaning we could offer them the 
right to purchase a set number of tickets early 
but we could not offer them free tickets. Even 
then we had to be careful that the quantities 
did not exceed the quantities of tickets that the 
TOP partners could access. 

Now the right to purchase tickets may not 
sound like much but was a big benefit. Each 
sponsorship level had a maximum number of 
tickets that sponsors could buy before they 
went on sale to the public. The best seats for 
the gold medal hockey game, the opening 
ceremonies and popular events like the figure 
skating finals were all put aside for sponsors to 
buy. It was actually quite a contentious issue. 
Altogether we had to put approximately 30 
percent of our entire ticket allotment aside for 
domestic and TOP sponsors. But, like everyone 
else, they still had to pay for them. 

So we just made do, stuck with the IOC rules 



on no free tickets and in our pitches told 
companies that after they had given us $3 
million or $15 million for their sponsorship they 
would have to come back to us to buy tickets. 
It many presentations it drew incredulous looks 
from would-be sponsors. Our only saving grace 
was that we could explain that we had no 
choice in the matter, based on our IOC joint 
marketing agreement and that the “no free 
ticket” stipulation was invoked across the board 
for all TOP and domestic sponsors. I was 
astonished at how we pulled it off! Only an 
event with the stature of the Olympic Games 
could invoke such a harsh stance on ticketing 
benefits and still raise staggering sponsorship 
revenues. And invoke the policy we did. Of the 
1.6 million tickets available for the Games I can 
honestly say that I don’t know of even one 
ticket that was given away for free to a 
sponsor. They had to pay for every single ticket 
they wanted..  

The Olympics really are the greatest event in 
the world. Even with all the restrictions and 
restraints we were still able to attract an 
amazing roster of sponsors who collectively 
paid a record breaking $752.6 million for 
domestic sponsorship rights. For what? For the 
right to associate their companies with 
greatness itself! 


