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Abstract

Building sports brands is not only related to sports products, teams, and leagues but also has a
special place among professional athletes. Therefore, the present study aimed to identify the
components that play a role in developing the personal brand of professional athletes. This
study was exploratory qualitative research which used content analysis. Twenty-four semi-
structured in-depth interviews were conducted with sports management and marketing
professionals, well-known athletes, and sports fans who were selected based on purposive
sampling. The collected data were analyzed via open and axial coding. The coding validity was
also verified by reviewing and controlling the accuracy of the extracted codes and re-coding
the interviews by two collaborating experts. Based on the results of role-playing components
in the professional athletes’ personal brand development in seven main themes including the
role of media, government and federations, communication and interaction, social status, team
and sport, individual competencies and professional competencies, and twenty-five
corresponding categories were extracted and explained. The results revealed that athletes have
many components in the construction and development of a personal brand that attention to
them can play a significant role in generating income for athletes, sports teams, and fan loyalty.
Professional athletes can gain a competitive advantage by improving their individual and
professional competencies, paying attention to internal and external interactions that
differentiate their brand from competitors.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

Brand building and competitive advantages are strategic management instruments
and the fastest areas for business development. Sports, as a professional area, has
led athletes to become business figures and advertisers (Deliautaité et al., 2021:
34), resulting in building an athlete’s personal brand (Arai et al., 2014: 97). Since
professional athletes are key business elements in professional sports and leverage
to attract media and sponsors, paying attention to the factors that play a role in
building and enhancing their personal brands is necessary to encourage investors
in the sports industry. The athlete brand image is a crucial ground for fan loyalty
and a potent stimulus for spectators and fans to attend sporting events and the
intention to purchase athlete-related goods (Wu et al., 2012: 177). Regarding the
profitability and revenue generation of brand personalization for professional
athletes and the sports industry, it is necessary to examine further the factors
affecting personal branding building and development. Therefore, due to the
increasing significance of personal branding and its role in the success of athletes
and businesses, the present study aims to identify the effective components in the
professional athletes’ personal brand development.

Materials and Methods

This study employed an exploratory qualitative research approach and a
traditional content analysis technique. The participants consisted of twenty-four
professors with research experience in sports management and marketing,
prominent athletes, and sports fans who were selected via a purposive sampling
method. An in-depth semi-structured interviewing technique with an open-ended
question interval of 45 to 90 minutes was employed to collect the data. Sample
selection and interviewing continued until the attainment of theoretical saturation
of the data. Therefore, the data reached theoretical saturation from the twentieth
interview and interviewing continued only to ensure the accuracy of the findings.
For detailed analysis, the interviews were recorded with the participants’
permission. After each interview, their content was fully typed, and open (initial)
data coding was done to extract the initial concepts (subcategories). After
interviewing and extracting the initial codes, the axial coding and the concepts
were extracted, and then the concepts were combined and categorized. Finally,
the themes were selected. The researchers’ continued participation in the process
of data collection and analysis, referring the interview transcripts to the
participants and obtaining their approval, reviewing and revising the accuracy of
the extracted codes, and re-coding the interviews by two experts familiar with the
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research topic and qualitative research approach were employed to confirm the

research reliability.

Findings

In the open coding stage, 105 semantic units were extracted regarding the main
research question titled “What are effective components in the professional
athletes’ personal brand development in Iran?” After analyzing and summarizing
the repetitive codes, 54 initial codes (subcategories) were analyzed in the axial
coding stage, and 25 subcategories and seven main themes were extracted from it

(Table 1).

Table 1. Open and Axial Coding of the Data

Them Category

Initial Code

Social Media

News
Headlines
Sports Events
Broadcasting

Visual Media

The role of media

Video Games

Managenet and

Athlete’s activities in social networks/number of athletes following the
athletes in social networks
Reports and news in newspapers and magazines about professional
athletes/media coverage of athletes’ sports reports and performance
Broadcasting international competitions and games on TV / making special
competition programs and introducing famous figures
Making sports documents / preparing video reports of some competitions /
introducing professional athletes and team stars
Best-selling video games/athletes’ presence in video games/variety of
video games
Supervision of the relevant sports federation on the behavior and relations of

% g Planning athletes/no pure consequentialism / fair selection of athletes
E 2 &  Enforcement
S é § and Enforcement of disciplinary regulations in case of violation/monitoring of
% € L Supervision of contracts following the law
ESE Laws
o . . .
S & Policvmakin Government support for professional athletes/government view of branding
Y 9 in sports/government support for sponsors
E =) g Rumors and News about athletes’ personal and professional life/word of mouth about
é § 8 Namations athletes
5 S E Behavioral Athletes' relations with the media / athletes' presence in non-sports fields /
o patterns interaction with fans
= @ Popularity and  Athletes’ popularity/athletes’ charismatic characteristics/fans” awareness
g = Fame and knowledge of the athletes’ activities / being a myth
0 v Social Having a sense of social responsibility / presenting citizenship behaviors in
Responishility society / participating in charitable activities
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Table 1. Open and Axial Coding of the Data

Them Category Initial Code

g_ Er;tne(;tglg(;nrtint The athletes’ interest in a particular sports team / the athletes’ interest in a
%) | particular coaches or athletes
= nterest
§ Game Level  Play at national level/play at international level/sensitivity of competitions
% Geo-ger}:&ical Participation in national teams/participation in foreign teams/membership
= . in famous teams / ethnic and regional status of the team

Location

Lifestyle Active and healthy Iifestyle/income Ievel/family.backgroynd/ethnicity and
@ geographical area / no emphasis on financial issues
e Personal Positive thinking and motivation to members/responsiveness in case of
*;i Attitude failure/sense of commitment and responsibility
£ Personality Honesty and goodwill / optimism / hum|I|ty_/_compet|t|veness / flexibility
O and quick adaptability
= C ical Ability to foresee and analyze future issues in the professional
3 anonica profession/ability to improve and desire to learn / competence in body
5] Competences
o language

Physical Athletes' fitness / training programs / being handsome / ready for sports /

Attractiveness appearance / proper physical fitness
Moral Ability to control emotions/enjoyment of competitive spirit/Anger and

g Competencies aggression management/chivalry
§ Sports Stability in sports performance/optimal performance in competitions and
T Performance sensitive events/maximum efforts in competition fields
£ Game Style Long-term presence in a sports team/creativity in a game/good
(&) technique/commitment to the principles and rules of the sport
g Professional Commitment to professional obligations/obedience to the rules and
2 Commitment regulations of professional sports/fulfillment of contracts and fulfillment of
£ obligations
a Championship with different teams / medal achievement in national and

Achievements

international competitions / earning sports honors / sports expertise /
previous records

As the study’s findings indicate, subcategories of social media, news headlines,
broadcasting important sports events, video media information, and video games
were under the theme of the role of media; management and planning,
implementation and monitoring of laws and policymaking under the theme of the
role of government or sports federations; rumors and narratives and patterns of
behavior under the theme of communications and interactions; popularity and
fame, and social responsibility in the theme of social status; entertainment and
sports interest, game level, and teams’ geographical location in the theme of team
and sports; lifestyle, individual attitude, personality, focal competence, and
physical attractiveness were included in the theme of individual competencies;
and moral competencies, athlete’s athletic performance in sports fields, style of
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play, professional commitment and sporting achievements were under the theme
of professional competencies.

Discussion and Conclusion

Athlete brand image is a key ground to fan loyalty and a potent stimulus for
spectators and fans to attend sporting events. It is also the intention to purchase
athlete-related goods (Wu et al., 2012, 177). Athletes’ personal brand can be a
stimulus to motivate fans to attend the stadiums and consequently increase the
income from sports teams’ competitions by enhancing the sponsors’ attraction.
By creating a personal brand, people have the opportunity to showcase their
unique and distinctive skills, personality, and characteristics, thus, creating a
strong identity for themselves, which makes them stand out among their
competitors, and sometimes to be higher than them and to achieve more income,
fame, popularity, and professional success.

Personal branding for athletes via enhancing personal and professional
competencies, creating effective communication patterns, and interaction with the
media can have consequences such as personal business development, credibility,
social acceptance, and income. Personal branding in marketing expresses unigue
characteristics or individual values, reflecting athletes’ characteristics, activities,
and performance off the field. Therefore, athletes can effectively manage their
brand and perform good image association by performing activities such as
increasing communication with fans, appreciating them, participating in social,
cultural, and benevolent activities, high public relations, etc., providing one’s
brand to enjoy its benefits, including fan loyalty.
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Table 1- Description of Research Participants

alao ylojoue ! Pl gaas slawy

(4indo) (Jw) gy (B 09> s

Interview Age Specialized Field Number of

Duration (min) Extracted Codes

65 45 Sport Management and Marketing 45

50 35 Sport Management 55

45 33 Sport Management and Marketing 76

75 45 Sport Management and Marketing 60

90 55 Marketing Management 95

55 50 Sport Management and Marketing 67

60 33 Sport Management 24

70 42 Marketing Management 70

80 47 Professional Athletes’ 56

65 50 Professional Athletes’ 45

55 37 Professional Athletes’ 78
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45 30 Professional Athletes’ 34

55 27 Professional Athletes’ 40

65 23 Professional Athletes’ 30

55 29 Professional Athletes’ 51

60 28 Professional Athletes’ 40

65 40 Professional Athletes’ 34

45 25 Fan 40

50 40 Fan 45

45 24 Fan 65

55 30 Fan 28
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65 34 Fan 41

55 40 Fan 38
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