Cycling Blogs Pimp the Sponsor

By:  Liz Schleeper 

bikevoice.blogspot.com 

Manufacturers, businesses and nonprofits have long supported competitive professional and amateur cycling by offering equipment and clothing, giving cash, and providing race support products ranging from food items to team cars.  Ours is an expensive sport with sponsors often playing a vital role to those who race road, mountain, cyclocross, track, alley cat, triathlon, and bicycle motocross.  In turn, cyclists do a variety of things to promote those who support them, incorporating sponsor products into cycling webblogs most recently.  

Manufacturers have recognized blogging as an authentic platform for exposing their products.  In Industry Giants Press Blogs into Service, Cannondale Bicycle Corporation webmaster Janet Maurice said, “Blogging allows us to communicate to our community in an authentic, real, passionate way,” after the bike company entered blog sphere in March 2005.

But what exactly constitutes “authentic” language in the landscape of cycling blogs and how does that in turn help promote sponsors?  To answer this question, I needed to sort through the overwhelming number of cycling blogs to find a few for case studies.

Blogs are no place for scientific method, so I employed none of that when gathering subjects for case studies.  I narrowed my search down to four blogs using a convenient personal method.  I first posted a questionnaire on my blog asking bloggers to respond to 5 questions.  I visited 12 cycling blogs that I had read recently and asked the authors to respond to my questionnaire.  Within a week, I got responses from 11 bloggers, only 4 of which were part of my original request list, meaning 8 bloggers got the information about the questionnaire from other bloggers through the linking system so well known in blogging.  

I then reviewed the 11 blogs and found fatmarc’s August 7, 2006 entry to be interesting since he blended the well known “race report” with various references and links to his sponsors.  I then looked at the remaining 10 blogs to find who else posted on August 7.  Three others had entries that day, and all of them spoke directly about sponsors on that day.  Bingo, case studies of these four on August 7 seemed logical, especially since all four bloggers compete in amateur cycling events. So I chose fatmarc, The Soiled Chamois, Compositions gundog99, and Cycling Lyfestyle.  

None of the four subjects was part of my original list of 12, so this was my first exposure to these blogs.  The linking dynamics of the four blogs places them in a cycle where the bloggers are familiar with each other so likely influenced by each other. Gwadzilla posted a link to my questionnaire and the link made its way to the others.  (See Fig 1.)
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Three of these four blogs, however, are not places I would have expected to find much sponsor or consumer product advocacy.   Three blog authors (all but Soiled Chamois) are those who represent to a large extent the counter culture of cycling’s longstanding advertising culture since these three bloggers ride primarily single speed mountain bikes or fixed gear road bikes.

For example, one advertising tradition in professional road racing is the cycling jersey “billboard” where teams display sponsors.  Manufactured jerseys purchased off the rack in bike shops more often than not have product logos, a mimic of the professional billboard design.  Also, among amateur and elite road bike teams that design their own club jerseys, it is a matter of pride to have lots of sponsor logos displayed, showing that manufacturers and local businesses have invested in the club. 

Single speed and fixed gear riders have, or at least represent, a much different tradition of advertising. Both groups are often seen as fringe, even cultish by much of the road cycling and mountain biking communities, the dominant cultures that have evolved with the technological advances in frame design, components, clothing, training and nutrition.   Single speed and fixed gear riders often reject these “advances.”  An old steel frame is often preferred to carbon, titanium or aluminum, and training regiments are non-existent.  

Also, the absence of gearing on fixed gear and single speed bikes (and even the option of not having brakes on fixies) has long served as a metaphor for the dismissal of complications found in bicycle componentry and chasing the latest, greatest.  Fixies in particular stay away from functional spandex, opting for baggies, jeans and knickers. They wear street tops, not billboard jerseys, often t-shirts, sometimes t-shirts with anti-consumer jingles.  2drunk2shift Jimmy verified that the generalizations I make here are widely accepted.

I paint single speeders and fixies with a broad stroke, one that three Aug 7 blog posts uphold and at the same time dismantle.  I found all four Aug 7 posts in an attractive state in which they parade sponsors and products and at the same time maintain their distinct voices and uncompromised language that engages their audience.  

A good place to start is with fatmarc’s blog.  He is an endurance mountain biker who races with only single speed mountain bikes.  Most endurance racers would agree that off-road long distance is difficult enough with the gearing, so single speeders like fatmarc are the anti-establishment.  His blog homepage lists his sponsors in combination with sexual imagery, showing his dismissal of establishment.  He calls himself “Spot Brand whore” and his sponsors “Spot Brand whore enablers.”  Such descriptors are vital to attracting not only his single speed audience, but all cyclists who visit single speeder blogs specifically for a view into a race mindset they do not fully understand.  

His Aug 7 post is the classic “race report,” a known genre among racers of all types, passed around in emails, listservs, magazines and of course blogs.  He details a six-hour endurance race he did in Havre de Grace, MD.  Here we find the familiar self-effacing remarks “he is way more powerful than I,”  “my legs feel like bricks,”  “My legs are cramping so bad I want to cry,” that make it an authentic race report.  Another authentic characteristic is the nemesis, the one person that becomes a focus in a race.  “Gentle Ben” and fatmarc fight for position at the end, and fatmarc says: 

He crosses the line and we hug each other.  I told him he was lucky he was over 200lbs and could kick my ass, because I could punch him in the face for making me suffer so much during the last lap.







     


Perhaps most significantly for the single speed audience is fatmarc’s remarks about the fight he has made on behalf of singlespeeders for a separate race class at the endurance events.  He shows his allegiance to this fringe group by saying,

I still think it’s pretty ridiculous there’s a SUPER SPORT Class that has 4 dudes each week, and for this the elite single speed class was eliminated?
He goes on to say that he ultimately supports race organizers (promoters), but his open discussion about single speed representation in the races effectively keeps his single speed audience while not alienating the establishment of promoters, making him an excellent spokesman for his sponsors.  (See Fig 3.)


The Soiled Chamois has many similarities to Fatmarc.  Soiled Chamois author Jason also raced the Havre de Grace event, and on Aug 7, he posted his own race report.  Jason’s report includes the familiar “pre-ride” experience of testing both course and equipment prior to the event.  Jason tests two bikes on the course, both manufactured by Salsa, a brand he lists as sponsor on his homepage.  

He tests the two Salsas, not for the sake of producing a sterile product review, but for the very practical purpose of needing to know which bike to race.  Such a test is of high interest to mountain bikers since he tried both the traditional 650c sized wheel El Santo, and the more recent jury-still-out 29-inch wheel version of mountain bike Dos Niner on the race course.  (See Fig 4.)
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El Santo did such a good on the pre ride I was 80% sure I was going to use it for the race, but then I came back to the Black Box, got the Dos Niner and rode up the first climb to see how it would do. MUCH better. The big wheels only needed to be slightly finessed to get over all but the biggest of water bars and the extra 3" on wheel made coming down off that back side of them a little less jarring.

I knew I would miss the 4" of cush on the down hills but there was a lot of climbing and with El Santo having an 11/32 on the back and the Dos having and 11/34 AND the Dos weighing about 4 lbs. less- I went with the Dos Niner. Aside from getting a little more beat up after a few laps laps of those descents I never regretted it, I just threw a few more Advil down my throat.
Such a test is of high value to his sponsor Salsa.  Note in the excerpt above, a plug for Advil is made, not deliberately, but in a context that any company must savor, as organic to the story.  Advil did not solicit the plug, neither did Super 8 Motel, Pizza Hut, Redbull, nor CamelBack which are all part of Jason’s August 7 post.  

Racers remember these details from race reports—oh, Jason uses Advil and he’s fast, that guy did well and ate Pizza Hut the night before, Super 8 was probably a better deal than I got at my hotel—these details stick with racers because they represent a competitive edge that all racers want.  Company representatives would do well to pick up these unsolicited plugs and offer racers sponsorship for the selling to continue. 

Jason’s talk of post race food puts those in the audience who drive the same routes in a situation where they actually will remember the Interstate exits of restaurants.  It’s a common race experience to be stuck out in some venue waiting for results to post, so racers understand the starving that takes place while searching for food afterward.  



In addition, typical fitness phrases Jason uses such as “backed off the gas,” “got my breathing and heart rate under control,” and “normal line” balanced with “f*ck it,” “prick,” and “kick in the balls” is the uncensored language of racing.  As Jimmy said, deviance can turn people off, but the “artistic side” is critical in a providing an authentic snapshot of cycling culture.  August 7, Jason maintains the balance and it works to serve his sponsors.

Compostions gundog99 blog maintains a similar balance.  Gundog’s Aug 7 entry gives a nod to a manufacturer imbedded in language that attracts potential consumers in the audience.  Gundog remarks in my questionnaire that he uses cryptic language in his posts, and indeed it is hard to tell in his posts even what kind of bikes he rides.  Since he promotes alley cat races, it appears that fixed gears are his first choice.  

He also comments in questionnaire that he has an anti-consumerist stance, but it also appears he solicited IHeartBikes for socks for his upcoming alley cat event.  The tension between accepting sponsor goods and upholding the fixed gear anti-advertising traditions are worked out in his blog post:

Monday, August 07, 2006

My socks

Follow this Link

Got my socks on Saturday. All I can say is "ROCKIN'! 

Thanks iHeartBikes. And thanks for the extras junk for the upcoming event. You rawck harder than a majikist. You really whoop a llamas ass. Rock ove lLondon, rock on Chicago. Ruffles have ridges!

posted by gundog99 @ 4:20 PM  
Oh-look, a comment. | 
No trackbacks! [image: image3]

His Aug 7 post gushes gratitude to IHeartBikes for them giving him complimentary socks for an upcoming alley cat event.  Only a fixie blogger can advertise products by saying they “rawck harder than a majikist” or “really whoop a llamas ass.”   (See Fig 6.) These are lyrics by Wesley Willis, a cult figure whose music is not in the mainstream.  The references serve to speak to an audience who understands them, indeed is hip enough to understand them, and to those who don’t, the peculiar and raw looking words evoke same mystery and allure that referencing high culture takes on in a different environment.  The hearts on the socks effectively contrast to the lyrics, serving to make them more attractive.  The guy knows the underground, and that’s just cool, so iHeartBikes must be cool.

Cycling Lyfestyle’s Squirrel also works out the sponsor tensions.  He is pure single speeder, fire-red dyed hair, tattoo gallery, and “products pimp” homepage section being clear giveaways.  (See Fig 7.)  His Aug 7 post (with audience comments attached) describes a ride he did and an account of getting two pairs of complementary Oakleys glasses from an Oakleys representative.  He describes his pre-ride drinking “two bud heavies” with a friend, a backward practice of mainstream cyclists who are more likely to drink after the ride, rather than prior to.  



Yet, Squirrel is enough of the bad boy for at least one in his audience to challenge the Oakley exchange.  In Comments to the post, Gwadzilla calls him on the sponsorship, perhaps an echo of the foul other fixies call silently:

Gwadzilla said. . .

okay

a few things?

what’s up with the weight?

sick

got a cold

why so skinny?

and

what is up with the pimping?

I am confused

do you get paid for advertising on your blog

do tell
Squirrel backs up his choice to accept sponsorship by reiterating his fringe stance:

Squirrel said . . .

Gwad-trying to thin me womanly figure down so I can fit into me prom

Dress for 24hrs of Seven Oaks :)

Pimping is some good shit. . . . . I’m not getting paid. . . . . but I am getting top

Notch goods GIVEN to me, so out of respect for those mates giving the 

Product to me. . . I pimp it, LOUD AND PROUD :) I am but a simple man.

Here, Squirrel reiterates that he has not sold out by evoking “pimping” and “good shit.” And here he also alludes to his homepage slogan of “I am but a simple man, sometimes you have to break the rules.” We assume his speaks of the “establishment” rules in his slogan, but in this case, he may very well be breaking the anti-establishment rules by letting sponsors into the cycling’s counter culture. 

Jimmy was right when he said the “artistic side” is necessary to providing an authentic snapshot of cycling culture.  He also added that this artistic display may fade if the sponsors get too involved in dictating what bloggers say.  Let’s hope those who so generously support competitive cycling and the uncensored Aug 7 blog post continue to get along so well. 

Blogs Cited:

Compositions gundog99. http://mycompositions.blogspot.com/

Cycling Lyfestyle. Des Moines, Iowa.   http://cyclinglyfestyle.blogspot.com/

Fatmarc. Newark, Delaware.  http://www.fatmarc.blogspot.com/

The Soiled Chamois. White Oak, Pennsylvania.  http://soiledchamois.blogspot.com/

Bloggers Who Offered Insights on Questionnaire: 

29 Percent.  Virginia Beach, Virginia.  http://29percent.blogspot.com/

2 Drunk 2 Shift.  Virginia Beach, Virginia.  http://2drunk2shift.blogspot.com/

Bikes and Beer.  Unionville, Pennsylvania.  http://bikesandbeer.blogspot.com/

Epic Riding, Epic Writing, Utah.  http://epicriding.blogspot.com/

Gwadzilla, Washington, D.C.  http://gwadzilla.blogspot.com/

Hernando go lightly, Aptos, California.  http://vanderhoot.blogspot.com/

Jeff Kerkove, Endurance Racer.  Waterloo, Iowa.  http://jeffkerkove.blogspot.com/

K-Blogg, Chesapeake, Virginia.  http://kevinhorvath.blogspot.com/  

Love2Ride, Virginia Beach, Virginia. http://love2ridezzzzz.blogspot.com/

StupidBike, Salt Lake City, Utah.  http://stupidbike.blogspot.com/
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Fig 1.  Gwadzilla and fatmarc’s blogs are central in the who-links-to-who blog network.
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Fig 2. Fatmarc includes the familiar podium photo in his Aug 7 race report.
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Fig 3.  Fatmarc maintains his allegiance to single speeders with this image and challenge to promoters to have a separate single speed class. 





In addition, he blends sponsor recognition with these authentic characteristics and uncensored language.  He sprinkles sponsor links and references to Spot Brand, Twin Six and Henry’s Bikes throughout the post, creating a balance that serves as an excellent platform for these sponsors.





The balance of sportsmanship and fierce competition play into what cyclists—single speeders or not—most respect in other racers.  Still other familiar traits are the podium photo, the recognition of support crew, the recognition of his teammates.  Fatmarc says about his teammate,  “Andrew, who continues to gain form, and get stronger each week, working his ass off.”  (See Fig 2.)





He avoids oversimplifying his decision to one wheel size over the other by pointing out that race course features, bike weight, gearing ratio, also factored into his decision.  It’s also significant that his choice of the more controversial 29-inch wheel is not an afterthought, an emotional reaction after a bad race as often found in race reports.  It is the result of calculation and trial, much like sponsor-funded product reviews, but in the critical real-world environment of one guy at one race with one choice to make:





Fig 6.  Gundog brings balance to promoting sponsors and speaking to fixies with lyrics from Wesley Willis.





Fig 4.  Jason’s pre-race report offers valuable field testing of sponsor equipment.  
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Fig 5.  Racers who understand race-induced huger are highly sensitive to thumbs-down restaurant reviews.





On Aug 7, Jason’s Roy Rogers meal is not pleasant and neither is the image of fried chicken he posts.  Cyclists are highly sensitive to these thumbs down reviews since Jason has established himself as a one knowledgeable about race equipment and as one who has no issue with the unsolicited promotion of companies (Advil, Super 8, etc.) as long as their products work for the overall goal to be as effective as possible in the race.  (See Fig 5.)





�





Fig 7.  Squirrel’s homepage has the fringe look that attracts cyclists of all disciplines.





While drinking, he gets a cell call from the Oakley representative who conveniently enough agrees to meet Squirrel on his ride in order to give him the sponsorship glasses.  The sponsor piece is well imbedded in the drinking, the ride, the mechanical inconvenience for the night (Steve’s broken chain), the logistics of transporting Steve and fixing the chain (over a beer), and finally the pursuit of quality ride time—“I ended up with 25 miles in 2.5 hours.”  





Squirrel goofs off in accordance to single speed code, but shows ultimately his dedication to training for the upcoming 24-hour race for which the Oakleys were intended.  Such ordinary training day accounts are attractive to all cyclists.








