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Modern sport is no longer merely an athletic competition; it is a multi-billion-dollar commercial
enterprise driven by intellectual property. Sporting organizations increasingly derive a significant
proportion of their revenue not from ticket sales but from the commercialization of intangible assets,
including trademarks, copyrights, broadcasting rights, licensing rights, sponsorship agreements,
player image rights, and digital media.

The commercialization of international sporting events has transformed intellectual property (IP) into
one of the most valuable assets owned by sport governing bodies. Among these organizations, the
Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) has developed one of the most sophisticated
systems of IP protection and commercialization, generating billions of dollars through sponsorships,
broadcasting rights, licensing agreements, merchandising, and digital content. This economic model
depends heavily upon the exclusivity promised to official commercial partners.

FIFA's Commercial Model: Why Intellectual Property Protection Matters

The modern FIFA World Cup is not merely an international football tournament; it is one of the world's
largest commercial enterprises. Every four years, billions of viewers across more than two hundred
countries watch the competition, making it one of the most valuable sporting properties in existence.
This immense audience transforms FIFA's intellectual property into an extraordinarily valuable
commercial asset.

Unlike traditional sporting organizations that primarily relied on gate receipts, FIFA derives the
overwhelming majority of its revenue from the commercialization of intangible rights. Sponsorship
agreements, broadcasting licences, merchandising programmes, hospitality packages, licensing
arrangements, and digital media rights collectively generate billions of dollars during each World
Cup cycle.

This commercial ecosystem depends upon one fundamental principle—exclusivity.

Sponsors are willing to invest hundreds of millions of dollars only because FIFA guarantees that they
alone will enjoy the commercial benefits associated with the tournament within their respective
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product categories. In 2025, marketing rights represented FIFA's second-largest revenue source,
generating USD 669 million, 34% above budget, while licensing rights also significantly exceeded
projections.[1] FIFA further projects total revenues of USD 8.9 billion from the 2026 FIFA World Cup,
driven primarily by broadcasting rights and commercial partnerships, underscoring the tournament's
exceptional value as a global marketing platform.[2]

 These exclusive rights constitute the foundation of FIFA's commercial ecosystem. If competing
companies could obtain comparable publicity without purchasing sponsorship rights, the value of
sponsorship would be substantially diminished.

Consequently, FIFA's legal strategy extends beyond conventional intellectual property protection. It
encompasses contractual obligations, operational controls, venue management, host government
legislation, digital enforcement, customs cooperation, and extensive anti-ambush marketing
initiatives.

Ambush marketing

The emergence of ambush marketing threatens this exclusivity by allowing non-sponsoring entities to
associate themselves with sporting events without paying sponsorship fees.

The Macmillan English Dictionary defines ambush marketing as a marketing strategy in which a
competing brand connects itself with a major sporting event without paying sponsorship fee.

Ambush marketing works by exploiting public attention rather than formal sponsorship rights. It can
be direct, such as unauthorized use of event marks, or indirect, such as carefully staged references,
color schemes, phrasing, venue-adjacent activation, or viral social content that implies association
without making an outright false statement.

The legal difficulty is that many ambush campaigns are designed to stop short of obvious
infringement. The ambush marketer seeks not to suggest a connection with the event but rather to
give his own name, trade mark, or other insignia exposure through the medium of the publicity
attracted by the event; this is done without any authorisation of the event organiser. Very few
ambushers use the exact logos or insignia of the event owner; instead, they typically create
alternative devices that connote the event or team without breaching registered trademarks. They
aim to create a mental link in the consumer’s mind while avoiding direct use of protected marks,
which makes traditional trademark and passing off doctrines harder to apply unless confusion,
misrepresentation, or dilution can be shown.

Landmark Ambush Marketing Incidents

Kodak v Fuji (1984)•
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The 1984 Los Angeles Olympics produced one of the earliest and most influential examples of
ambush marketing. Although Fuji had secured the exclusive rights as the official Olympic sponsor in
the film category, its rival Kodak found alternative ways to associate itself with the Games without
paying for official sponsorship. Kodak sponsored ABC's television broadcasts of the Olympics and
became the sponsor of the U.S. Track & Field team, ensuring that its brand received extensive
exposure throughout the event. As a result, many viewers mistakenly believed Kodak was an official
Olympic sponsor, significantly reducing the exclusivity and marketing advantage that Fuji had
purchased.

Mastercard International V. Sprint Communications co. (1994)•

The dispute arose from the parties' respective commercial rights associated with the 1994 FIFA
World Cup. MasterCard, as an official World Cup sponsor, had acquired the exclusive right to use the
tournament's logos in connection with "all card-based payment and account access devices." Sprint
Communications, although an official World Cup partner, held exclusivity only in the field of long-
distance telecommunications. Despite these limited rights, Sprint began marketing prepaid telephone
calling cards in the United States and Europe bearing the official World Cup logos. MasterCard
contended that this use infringed its exclusive sponsorship rights, arguing that the telephone cards
fell within the scope of "card-based payment and account access devices." The United States
District Court for the Southern District of New York granted an injunction in favour of MasterCard,
holding that consumers were likely to assume that Sprint possessed rights within a sponsorship
category reserved exclusively for MasterCard. Although Sprint's telephone cards differed functionally
from MasterCard's payment cards, the Court concluded that the use of the World Cup logos on the
cards created a misleading commercial association and diluted the exclusivity that formed the basis
of MasterCard's sponsorship agreement.

Kirin Ichiban Beer - FIFA World Cup 2002•

The 2002 FIFA World Cup, co-hosted by South Korea and Japan, witnessed another classic example
of ambush marketing. Budweiser had acquired the exclusive rights as the tournament's official beer
sponsor through a sponsorship deal covering two consecutive FIFA World Cups. Despite this, Kirin
Ichiban, a leading Japanese beer brand, launched a high-profile advertising campaign describing
itself as the "un-Official Beer" of the World Cup. By using clever wording and capitalizing on the
excitement surrounding the tournament without infringing FIFA's trademark rights, Kirin successfully
associated its brand with the event in the minds of consumers.

Emirates and Lufthansa - The 2006 FIFA World Cup•

Emirates was the tournament's official airline sponsor, having secured exclusive sponsorship rights
from FIFA. However, Lufthansa, sought to capitalize on the excitement surrounding the event without
being an official sponsor. The airline introduced a special livery featuring a large soccer ball design
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on the nose of its aircraft, creating a strong visual association with the World Cup. Although
Lufthansa did not claim to be an official FIFA sponsor or use protected World Cup trademarks, the
campaign successfully linked its brand to the tournament in the minds of many consumers. This
indirect association diluted the exclusivity that Emirates had paid for as the official airline sponsor
and reduced the effectiveness of its promotional campaigns.

Adidas and Li Ning - The 2008 Beijing Olympic Games•

Adidas was the Official Sportswear Partner of the Beijing Olympics. Despite Adidas' official status,
the greatest publicity during the opening ceremony went to Li Ning, the legendary Chinese gymnast
and founder of the Li-Ning sportswear company. Although Li-Ning was not an official Olympic
sponsor, Li Ning himself was chosen as the final torchbearer and dramatically lit the Olympic
cauldron while suspended above Beijing's National Stadium. The globally televised ceremony created
an immediate association between the Li-Ning brand and the Olympic Games, overshadowing
Adidas' official sponsorship in the minds of many viewers. After the event Li Ning’s Hong Kong-listed
shares jumped 3.4%.[3]

Bavaria Beer Campaign - FIFA World Cup 2010•

Bavaria Beer organized a promotional campaign in which several women attended a World Cup
match wearing distinctive orange dresses associated with the company's marketing campaign.
Although the dresses displayed minimal branding, FIFA alleged that the coordinated appearance
constituted unauthorized commercial promotion. South African authorities removed the spectators
from the stadium, and criminal proceedings were initiated under South Africa's special World Cup
legislation.

The incident generated significant international criticism. Supporters argued that FIFA was protecting
legitimate sponsorship rights. Critics contended that criminal prosecution for wearing promotional
clothing represented an excessive restriction upon commercial expression.

The controversy remains one of the leading examples illustrating the tension between sponsorship
protection and freedom of commercial speech.

The ICC World Cup, 2011•

Just before the start of the ICC World Cup in 2011, the Indian captain Mahendra Singh Dhoni was seen
endorsing Sony’s high definition televisions, a competitor of LG which was the official sponsor of the
ICC World Cup. As per the ICC Guidelines, such advertising was not permitted, and only official
sponsors can show cricketers participating in the tournament in team colours and official gear.

Nike and Adidas•
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Nike's campaigns during the 2010 FIFA World Cup and the 2012 London Olympics are widely
recognized as landmark examples of ambush marketing. Despite Adidas securing official
sponsorship rights for both events, Nike successfully established a strong association with the
tournaments through strategically timed and creatively executed advertising campaigns.

During the 2010 FIFA World Cup, Nike's "Write the Future" campaign featured internationally
renowned football players and generated substantial online engagement and consumer attention,
leading many viewers to incorrectly perceive Nike as an official tournament sponsor. In a survey
published by The Nielsen Company, it was claimed that Nike benefitted more from the event, in
comparison to official sponsor Adidas. The campaign was so successful that people misunderstood
Nike as the official sponsors of the World Cup.

Similarly, during the 2012 London Olympics, while Adidas reportedly invested more than £100 million
to secure exclusive sponsorship rights, Nike launched its "Find Your Greatness" campaign, which
depicted athletes training in locations around the world. By carefully avoiding the use of protected
Olympic trademarks while invoking the spirit of the Games, Nike achieved widespread media
exposure and strengthened brand recall without acquiring official sponsorship rights.

Such practices undermine the economic value of official sponsorships and weaken the commercial
ecosystem upon which mega sporting events such as FIFA depends.

However, recently, the countries are enacting proper legal framework to combat ambush marketing.
Prior to co-hosting the FIFA World Cup 2026, Mexico amended its Federal Law for the Protection of
Industrial Property in April 2026, to explicitly prohibit ambush marketing and provide stronger legal
remedies against unauthorized commercial associations with major sporting events. Article 386 of
Mexico's Federal Law for the Protection of Industrial Property classifies ambush marketing as an
administrative infringement. It prohibits any act or commercial activity intended to cause the public
to believe, or reasonably assume, that a distinctive sign (such as a trademark, trade name, or logo)
has an official sponsorship, affiliation, or authorization relationship with a public or private mass-
attendance event when no such relationship exists. Under Article 388, violations are punishable by
administrative fines of up to 250,000 Units of Measurement and Update (UMAs)—approximately
MXN 29.3 million based on the 2026 UMA value. In addition, the Mexican Institute of Industrial
Property (IMPI) may order the temporary closure of the infringing establishment for up to 90 days, or
permanent closure in serious cases. [4]

These reforms illustrate the growing tendency of host nations to enact event-specific intellectual
property legislation in order to satisfy FIFA's hosting requirements.

Consequently, FIFA has also progressively expanded its legal, contractual, and operational
mechanisms to protect its intellectual property, including the adoption of Clean Stadium and Clean
Venue policies requiring host nations to eliminate unauthorized commercial presence around official

https://www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=749ed5c6-ce3d-463a-b00a-b1e8276ee530#_ftn4


www.anandandanand.com

Managing Ambush Marketing: Legal and
Commercial Perspectives 6/9

venues.

The Clean Stadium Policy

The Clean Stadium Policy, sometimes referred to as the Clean Venue Policy, requires every official
FIFA venue to remain free from unauthorized commercial branding throughout the tournament
period. The concept originated during the commercialization of international sporting events in the
late twentieth century and has subsequently become a standard feature of FIFA Host City
Agreements.

A "clean stadium" is one in which only FIFA and its authorized commercial partners are permitted to
display branding, conduct promotional activities, or engage in commercial advertising. The policy
applies not only to the stadium itself but also to surrounding infrastructure, including entrances,
hospitality areas, training grounds, accreditation centres, media facilities, parking areas,
transportation routes, and fan zones. The principal objective is to ensure that television broadcasts,
photographs, media coverage, and spectator experiences display only the branding of FIFA and its
official sponsors.

The Levi’s, Gillette and Heinz Case

The recent cases involving Levi's and Gillette demonstrate the inherent limitations of ambush
marketing enforcement strategies in the digital era. Although FIFA's clean-stadium policy successfully
obscured non-sponsor branding at tournament venues, the enforcement actions themselves became
newsworthy, transforming brand suppression into a source of publicity.

The Levi’s Stadium in Santa Clara, California has been renamed “San Francisco Bay Area Stadium”•
for tournament purposes. While the LEVI'S wordmark was covered, the brand's distinctive
batwing-shaped logo  remained immediately recognizable, highlighting that strong brand
equity extends beyond visible trademarks to encompass familiar shapes and visual memory. Rather
than attempting to falsely imply sponsorship, Levi's amplified the incident through humorous social
media posts featuring the covered logo, then rolled the covered-logo design across stores in seven
countries, shifting the conversation from brand concealment to brand recognition. The episode
arguably represented "dissociation" rather than traditional ambush marketing, with public
attention driven by the fact that the brand had been excluded rather than by any claim of official
affiliation.
Another notable example is Gillette, whose branding at Gillette Stadium in Massachusetts was•
physically concealed in accordance with FIFA's venue regulations. Gillette responded on Instagram
by publishing an image depicting its stadium logo covered with shaving foam—a creative reference
to its core product. The post humorously embraced the branding restrictions instead of criticizing
them, inviting audiences including brands such as Levis to participate in the joke. The campaign
nevertheless generated substantial engagement by transforming a mandatory commercial
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restriction into a shareable marketing moment.
Similarly, Heinz Canada launched its "Unofficial Stadium Ketchup" campaign after its branding at•
World Cup venues was obscured. On Instagram, Heinz displayed ketchup bottles with the brand
name blacked out, while the distinctive bottle shape and label remained instantly recognizable.
They captioned their post “No matter where you watch the game, we’re bringing fans the ‘official’
game experience, by creating the Unofficial Stadium Ketchup. Who wants one?” The campaign
playfully suggested that although Heinz could not appear as an official FIFA sponsor, its products
remained a familiar part of the stadium experience.

These campaigns gained high publicity among the consumers so much so that the consumers are left
wondering who the actual sponsors are now. The campaigns illustrate an increasingly sophisticated
form of event-related marketing in which brands exploit public attention surrounding a sporting
event without infringing the organizer's intellectual property rights or falsely suggesting sponsorship.
Rather than directly associating themselves with FIFA or the World Cup, Levis, Gillette and Heinz used
the restrictions imposed by FIFA themselves as the subject of their marketing. Their campaigns
generated widespread online discussion and media coverage, highlighting the continuing challenge
for event organizers in preserving the exclusivity promised to official sponsors while operating in an
environment where creative digital marketing can achieve significant visibility at relatively little cost.

Collectively, these examples suggest that while sponsorship protection measures remain effective in
controlling physical branding within event venues, they are considerably less successful at managing
public narratives and preventing the rapid digital amplification of highly recognizable brands.

The Indian Legal Framework Governing Ambush Marketing

India presents a contrasting model. Despite hosting numerous international sporting events, including
the ICC Cricket World Cup, the Indian Premier League, the Commonwealth Games, and the FIFA U-17
World Cup, India has not enacted any comprehensive anti-ambush marketing legislation or any
special legislation unlike what we have seen for events like the Olympics or FIFA World Cup. Although
India does not possess a dedicated anti-ambush marketing statute, its judiciary has played a
significant role in defining the contours of the doctrine through the application of trademark law,
passing off, copyright principles, unfair competition, advertising codes and through contract law.
Indian courts have consistently recognised the commercial value of sporting events and the goodwill
generated by event organizers. At the same time, they have demonstrated reluctance to create an
exclusive proprietary right over an event itself in the absence of statutory protection.

In the case of ICC Development (International) Ltd. v. Arvee Enterprises & Anr. (IA No. 9854/2002 in
Suit No. 1710/2002), the Hon’ble Delhi High Court examined whether Arvee Enterprises' promotional
campaign during the ICC Cricket World Cup 2003 constituted ambush marketing and passing off.
The campaign used slogans such as "Philips: Diwali Manao World Cup Lao" and "Buy a Philips
Audio System, Win a Ticket to the World Cup", along with an illustrative World Cup ticket. ICC argued
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that these advertisements created an unauthorized association with the tournament. However, the
Court held that Arvee had neither used ICC's protected trademarks, logo, nor mascot, and that the
advertisements merely offered consumers an opportunity to win World Cup tickets without implying
sponsorship or official affiliation. Consequently, the Court found no likelihood of consumer confusion,
rejected the claims of passing off and unfair competition, and observed that the terms "World
Cup" and "World Cup Cricket" were generic and could not be exclusively monopolized.

Conclusion

The evolution of ambush marketing strategies and corresponding enforcement mechanisms
highlights the growing tension between commercial exclusivity and the realities of modern media
consumption. FIFA’s Clean Stadium Policy reflects a strong attempt to protect official sponsorship
rights and preserve the economic value of intellectual property within major sporting events.
However, both legal precedents and recent examples demonstrate that the effectiveness of such
measures is increasingly constrained in practice. At the same time, contemporary enforcement
efforts show that attempts to suppress non-sponsor branding may inadvertently generate greater
publicity, particularly in the age of digital and social media amplification. Ultimately, while legal
frameworks and event policies can regulate physical and commercial space to a significant extent,
they are less capable of controlling narrative outcomes, underscoring the need for a more adaptive
understanding of sponsorship protection in a media-driven environment.

To view all formatting for this article (eg, tables, footnotes), please access the original here.
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