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Résumé
Lucia Granieri, Attorney at Dennemeyer & Associates, Italy. Lucia 
specializes in trademark, design, domain name, and copyright law, 
as well as art law, IP and sports, unfair competition, ambush marketing, 
and contract negotiation and drafting. Besides being a qualified Italian 
lawyer, a European Union trademark and design attorney, and a 
professional representative before the EUIPO, Lucia serves as an IP 
consultant for leading sports organizations. She lectures on ambush 
marketing and the protection of Olympic properties in Italy, with 
extensive knowledge of the legislation created specifically for the 
Milano Cortina 2026 Olympic and Paralympic Games. 
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With the FIFA World Cup taking place in 
North America and the Commonwealth 
Games headed for Glasgow, Scotland, 

2026 promises to be a year of sporting action. 
Kicking off the year will be the XXV Winter Olympic 
Games in northern Italy in February. 

International events such as these present 
opportunities not just for athletes and teams but 
also for businesses. Indeed, the Olympic Partner 
(TOP) program1 is the highest level of Olympic 
sponsorship, with current members being AB 
InBev, Airbnb, Alibaba, Allianz, Coca-Cola, 
Deloitte, Omega, P&G, Samsung, TCL, and Visa.

For many years, businesses that are not 
official sponsors have used advertising and public 
relations stunts to promote their brands on the 
back of global sports events, a practice that has 
become known as ambush marketing.2 Over the 
past 30 years in particular, these actions have 
grown as marketers have come up with innovative, 
witty, daring, and sometimes subversive ideas. 
In response, organizers and host governments 
have fought back with new rules and legislation3 
to protect the interests of official sponsors, 
athletes, and fans.

What is ambush marketing?
Jerry Welsh, head of marketing at American 
Express in the 1980s, coined the term “ambush 

marketing” for a strategy where a company 
attempts to associate itself with a particular 
contest or exhibition without having an official 
sponsorship agreement. 

Hence, to illustrate, FIFA has been fighting 
“marketing activities which try to take advantage 
of the huge interest and high profile of an event 
by creating a commercial association and/
or seeking promotional exposure without the 
authorization of the event organiser.”4

Meanwhile, the International Olympic Com-
mittee (IOC) has defined ambush marketing
as including “all intentional and unintentional 
attempts to create a false or unauthorized com-
mercial association with the Olympic Movement 
or the Olympic Games. Ambush marketing 
includes: (a) a non-partner company’s use of 
creative means to generate a false association 
with the Olympic Games, (b) a non-partner 
company’s infringement of the various laws that 
protect the use of Olympic imagery and indicia, 
and (c) a non-partner company’s activities that 
intentionally or unintentionally interfere with 
the legitimate marketing activities of Olympic 
partners.”5  

To this day, such self-interested behavior is 
often seen in sports events, where third-party 
brands seek to gain exposure and benefit from 
the immense public draw. However, ambush 
marketing raises legal and ethical concerns as it 
can infringe on the rights of official sponsors 
and dilute the value of their investments. 

Four main types of ambush marketing have 
been identified.

• Predatory ambushing (by association): 
Presenting a company deceptively 
as the official sponsor of an event, 
directly referring to its trademarks.

• Coat-tail ambushing: Indirect 
association between the ambusher’s 
brand and the event, aimed at creating 

Ambush marketing and 
major sports events

Lucia Granieri

AMBUSH MARKETING

Lucia Granieri explores the growing threat of ambush marketing at global 
sporting events and the challenges and potential damage it presents 
to event organizers, rights holders, and the unsuspecting public. 

1 https://www.olympics.
com/ioc/partners

2 https://www.dennemeyer.
com/ip-blog/news/
sneak-attack-on-the-
track-ambush-marketing-
and-the-summer-
olympics/ 

3 https://www.dennemeyer.
com/ip-blog/news/
everyday-ip-how-the-
winter-olympics-protects-
its-branding/ 

4 https://inside.fifa.com/
tournament-organisation/
brand-protection

5 https://library.olympics.
com/Default/digital-
viewer/d-186104
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