Damon Hill warns brands to prioritise authenticity over gimmicks in athlete partnerships
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At the recent Miami Grand Prix, Formula One champion Damon Hill shared his thoughts on branding and authenticity in an event sponsored by Globant. Hill, a prominent figure in the sport as the 1996 World Champion and a winner of 22 Grands Prix, took a candid approach to discussing the evolving landscape of marketing in motorsport.
Hill opened up about his own struggles with branding, stating, “I’m absolutely rubbish at branding. I need a brand,” a refreshing contrast in an era where athletes often curate extensive personal brands. Reflecting on his career during a time when sponsorships were largely tied to cigarette advertising, he remarked, “I spent most of my career selling cigarettes. But that was the era.” In those days, the primary focus was on racing performance rather than personal branding, with success on the track being the key measure of value.
The former driver highlighted the importance of success as a prerequisite for branding, emphasising, “You might be the most famous racing driver in the world, but there’s no good to a team if you’re not quick.” In stark contrast to the current generation of drivers who enjoy substantial leverage and access to various platforms such as social media and fashion, Hill described his era as one where drivers had less freedom to explore diverse interests outside of racing.
Hill also pointed out the significance of storytelling in building connections with fans. “A man walks into a shop and gets hit on the head by a bath… You want to know what happens next,” he quipped, illustrating how compelling narratives can engage audiences. He referenced a documentary about his life, produced by Sky, that captures his journey from being overshadowed by his father, Graham Hill, to establishing his own legacy in the sport.
When discussing brand partnerships, Hill advised marketers on how to work effectively with athletes. “Respect the fact that that’s what they do,” he said, cautioning against expecting drivers to conform to unrealistic expectations. He added, “If you want them to muck about and put on funny hats, maybe think again,” suggesting that authentic partnerships resonate more deeply when the interests of the driver align with the brand.
Hill’s insights underscore a fundamental truth about human connection in sports. As he aptly put it, “We’re interested in what it is to be human. That’s where it’ll always come back to.” He reminded audiences that even as industries lean toward automation and AI-driven solutions, the real magic of sport lies in its human elements.
His concluding advice encapsulated the essence of his discussion: marketers should focus on genuine storytelling, embrace the talent of the athletes, and avoid forcing them into roles that do not fit their persona. This approach not only enhances authenticity but also fosters a deeper connection between brands and fans alike.
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