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SPORTThe Low Down Sponsored by:Brunet Pharmacy

Another side to the competition:
the pricey game of pursuing professional sports

By Shauna McGinn

Madison MacKenzie isn’t a 
seasoned marketing executive, 
but flip through her sponsor-
ship package – the document the 
Olympic-hopeful sprint kayaker 
sends out to companies – and it 
looks like she is. 

It’s professionally curated, 
filled with colourful images of  
the 21-year-old out on the water, 
holding yoga poses, and grin-
ning alongside her teammates 
at the World Championships. 
The package, plus MacKen-
zie’s business cards, cost about 
$800 to make, with the help of  a 
media team at Heritage College. 
Chelsea-born MacKenzie, who is 
currently living and training in 
Quebec City, said she spends the 
little free time she has sending it 
to potential sponsors, hoping for 
some form of  financial support. 

Hers is the story of  many 
amateur athletes patching 
together scant resources to 
make it further in their sport. 
MacKenzie’s costs are about 
$35,000 per year and cover any-
thing from rent and travel costs 
to new paddles – which, at her 
level, cost up to $700 each. Cover-
ing those expenses is a juggling 
act of  applying for funding, pay-
ing out of  pocket, and hustling 
to market herself  to potential 
sponsors. 

There are supports in place, 
but they don’t flow freely or 
with ease. MacKenzie is what’s 
known as a ‘carded’ athlete, 
meaning she gets federal gov-
ernment funding for being 
part of  a national team. Since 
she’s under 21 years of  age, she 
receives about $900 per month; 

older athletes receive $1,500. The 
Liberal government promised $5 
million more for carded athletes 
in its most recent budget, but it’s 
still unknown how that money 
will be distributed. While the 
funds are helpful, MacKenzie 
says when you factor in rent and 
food it can disappear quickly, 
especially for athletes like her 
who train three times a day, six 
days a week, and eat twice as 
much as the average person.

MacKenzie receives a $4,000 
tax credit from the Quebec 
Ministère de l’Éducation du 
Loisir et du Sport. She’s also an 
RBC Olympian – one of  20 ath-
letes selected to receive $10,000 
per year in funding until the 
2020 games in Tokyo. MacKen-
zie fought for that funding, in a 
series of  competitions hosted 
across Canada that tested Olym-
pic hopefuls from each province. 

But, MacKenzie cautions, she 
isn’t given the money outright. 
She must first apply to Canoe 
and Kayak Canada, claim what 
she needs funds for, and then 
hope to receive the specific 
amount needed. 

This much effort to obtain 
funding still leaves her $10,000 
a year short. And the higher 
MacKenzie climbs to her Olym-
pic goal, the more that number 
could increase. 

Fellow Chelseaite Katherine 
Stewart-Jones has faced these 
same hurdles. Her sport, cross-
country skiing, racks up about 
$40,000 per year in costs. Jones, 
22, is also a carded athlete, 
and through various funding 
avenues gets about 80 per cent of  
her expenses covered, but said 
finding sponsorship has been 
difficult.

She said the better results 

you have, the more inclined com-
panies are to give. This makes 
sense from their point of  view, 
she said, but the problem is the 
better you get, the more you 
compete, and competing costs 
money. “It’s just a difficult situa-
tion because when you start per-
forming [at] the international 
level, that’s when it’s easier to 
get those sponsors, or it’s easier 
to get prize money,” she said. 

“I haven’t yet gotten the 
results that could allow me to 
be making money, so I’m trying 
to get there,” she said. “But it’s 
hard to get there if  you don’t 
have the money to be able to race 
in the first place.” It’s a catch-22 
that makes it especially hard 
for up-and-coming athletes like 
Stewart-Jones, who was recently 
nominated for national female 
athlete of  the year.

Stewart-Jones said she 
thinks most people don’t realize 
how expensive it is to seriously 
pursue a sport, and tend to 
glamorize the life of  an athlete 
because of  what they see on TV. 
“It’s hard to show people that 
there’s value in supporting ath-
letes like this,” she said.  

MacKenzie agrees. “I think 
sport is a privilege for sure. I 
think to be where I am today I 
am very privileged, and I think 
that’s where it [the lack of  
awareness] comes from, too,” 
she said.

It’s not just Olympic-desig-
nated sports that pose financial 
challenges. Cathy Scharf-Mat-
thews, who grew up in Wakefield 
and now lives in Kaz, is a dart 
player ranked first in the prov-
ince. She recently competed at 
the national competition and the 

Canadian open in New Bruns-
wick, placing third in the former 
and fifth in the latter. Regardless 
of  her rank, Scharf-Matthews 
doesn’t receive financial sup-
port from the federal or provin-
cial governments, because darts 
isn’t considered an Olympic 
sport – and may not be until 2024.  

In her 10-month season, 
Scharf-Matthews’s costs are 
between $6,000-$7,000, all of  
which she pays out of  pocket. 
After her successful run in 
New Brunswick, she may have 
the opportunity to represent 
Canada in the World Darts Fed-
eration World Cup in Japan 
in October. But she’s hesitant, 
both because she’s afraid of  fly-
ing and because of  the price tag 
– trip costs would total about 
$1,000 per night.

Scharf-Matthews works full-
time for the federal government, 
and faces the cost of  taking time 
off  work to compete. She said 
efforts to get sponsorship have 
yielded no more than a few hun-
dred dollars here and there, and 
the top range of  prize money is 
only about $200-400.  “I would 
love for somebody to believe in 
me as much as my husband and 
family do,” she said. 

For these athletes, it’s an 
added stress on top of  the 
already intense pressure that 
comes with competitive sport 
– one that many people tend to 
overlook. As MacKenzie said, 
“I think people just get this 
idea that we’re already privil-
eged to be doing this, and so we 
must have the funding to get us 
there… there’s a lot more behind 
the scenes than people actually 
think.” 

Madison MacKenzie needs slick marketing skills to make ends meet as a 
high-level kayacker.           Photo credit courtesy Madison MacKenzie


