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[bookmark: _Toc189317354]Introduction

Globalization is no longer just a trend; it is the defining reality of our time, seamlessly integrating foreign products, ideas, and entertainment into our daily lives. Today, consumers in Spain purchase Coca-Cola, Nestlé, or Unilever products as if they were local brands. In the entertainment industry, Hollywood blockbusters reach Spanish audiences almost simultaneously with their U.S. releases, whether in cinemas or via streaming platforms like Netflix. This global flow of culture and commerce demonstrates the increasing interconnectivity of markets and societies. In addition, we live in an era of technological revolution, one that has reshaped not only economies and industries but also politics and global interactions.
The sports industry is no exception to this phenomenon. Entertainment sectors have long pursued international expansion, with musicians embarking on world tours and streaming platforms expanding their global reach. Sports leagues, recognizing their potential for growth beyond domestic markets, are following suit. If an artist can fill stadiums worldwide, why shouldn’t a sport with an established fan base be able to do the same? However, exporting a sport to a new market is a complex process that goes beyond merely staging events abroad. It involves strategic marketing, cultural adaptation, and a deep understanding of consumer behavior, challenges that sports organizations must navigate in the modern globalized landscape.
The National Football League (NFL), the most dominant professional sports league in the United States, has identified Spain as a new frontier for international expansion. Recent initiatives, such as the scheduled game between the Miami Dolphins and Real Madrid at the Santiago Bernabéu, mark a deliberate effort to establish American football in a market traditionally dominated by soccer. The success of this venture will depend not only on commercial strategies but also on how well the NFL adapts to the Spanish sports culture, engages local audiences, and builds a sustainable fan base.
This thesis will examine the NFL’s entry into Spain as a case study in the internationalization of sports brands. It will analyze the league’s marketing strategies, audience engagement tactics, and the broader implications of global sports expansion in a world where national and cultural boundaries are increasingly blurred.

[bookmark: _Toc189317355]Background and relevance of study
[bookmark: _Toc189317356]The globalization of sports has long been a defining feature of modern culture, shaping how entertainment, identity, and commerce circulate across borders. Yet, not all sports have traveled equally. While tennis and hockey have built robust international circuits, enjoying widespread cultural legitimacy far beyond their origins, American football remains a striking exception. The NFL, despite its economic power and cultural centrality in the United States, has historically maintained a limited international presence, with expansion efforts often falling short of sustained engagement. Previous attempts, such as NFL Europe, struggled to gain traction, highlighting the difficulties of transplanting a sport with no organic historical presence or grassroots foundation abroad (ResearchGate.net). Unlike soccer or basketball, American football’s rules, pacing, and symbolism are deeply embedded in U.S. culture, which complicates its ability to resonate intuitively with foreign audiences.
This dissonance between domestic dominance and global unfamiliarity renders American football a compelling subject for studying the challenges of cultural globalization. While the NFL continues to rank as one of the world’s most valuable sports leagues, its cultural footprint outside the U.S. remains modest in comparison to other global sports entities (PwC, 2023). Analysts have noted that Europeans “love soccer” just as much as Americans “can’t get enough of football,” underscoring a mutual cultural exclusivity that resists automatic crossover. Academic perspectives on glocalization have long emphasized that successful internationalization requires more than export; it demands adaptation, translation, and sensitivity to local cultural frameworks (Li, Waquet, & Campillo, 2025). In this regard, the NFL’s effort to internationalize presents a high-stakes case of how global brands must navigate cultural friction and build new meaning from the ground up. Spain, in particular, offers a uniquely rich terrain for exploring these dynamics. Unlike other target markets such as the UK, Germany, or Mexico; Spain represents a more distant cultural landscape from the one associated with American football. Deeply entrenched in its fútbol[footnoteRef:1] tradition, Spanish sporting identity is shaped by the global prestige of clubs like Real Madrid and FC Barcelona, whose influence extends beyond sport into realms of politics, fashion, and media. In contrast, American football remains marginal, both in exposure and cultural familiarity. The NFL’s decision to pursue growth in Spain, therefore, is not an obvious one. It challenges marketers to consider how a sport so distinctly American might evolve [1:  “Fútbol” is the Spanish word for what Americans call “soccer.”  Same as British culture where they use “football” to refer to same sport known as “soccer” for the US] 

to engage an audience with little historical or emotional connection to it.
Recent developments illustrate that this challenge is being met with a new strategic vision. Since 2021, the NFL has accelerated its global ambitions, assigning teams to international markets as part of its Global Markets Program. Spain was designated to the Chicago Bears and Miami Dolphins, signaling a serious commitment to growing the sport’s visibility and commercial potential in the country (2023). These efforts coincide with the announcement of an official regular-season NFL game to be held at Madrid’s Santiago Bernabéu Stadium in 2025, in partnership with Real Madrid (2024). This collaboration exemplifies a symbolic alignment between one of Spain’s most iconic cultural institutions and one of America’s most powerful sports brands, a move that seeks to root American football within the local sports narrative and confer legitimacy through proximity to the familiar.
Still, this is not just a commercial maneuver, it is a cultural one. In Spain, where American football lacks both ritual and memory, the NFL must create new scripts of meaning, curiosity, and community. As Time Magazine recently pointed out in reference to the league’s global strategy, the NFL is not simply seeking viewers, it is trying to craft new habits, emotional connections, and cultural rituals in places where none previously existed (Martinez, 2024). These ambitions go to the heart of what it means to globalize a sport: not just to be seen, but to be understood, adopted, and reinterpreted.
From an academic standpoint, this case opens up vital questions around international marketing, cultural negotiation, and the adaptability of American identity in foreign consumer spaces. The NFL’s expansion into Spain allows scholars to examine how brands construct relevance in unfamiliar settings, how they navigate symbolic boundaries, and how marketing becomes a form of cultural translation. This research is therefore not only timely but deeply relevant: it illuminates the intersection of sport, commerce, and identity in a globalized age, and sheds light on the evolving strategies through which traditionally national institutions, like the NFL, attempt to become truly international in scope.

Purpose and Motive
[bookmark: _Toc189317357]
The motivation behind this chosen topic stems from a deep admiration for the sports and entertainment industry in the United States. As portrayed in countless Hollywood films, the U.S. has masterfully sold the idea of the "American Dream." Within its borders, it has become an expert in transforming sporting activities into grand spectacles, generating unparalleled revenue, setting new social standards, and mobilizing society in ways that are rarely seen in other European countries, such as Spain. This influence extends beyond sports, shaping culture at multiple levels.
On a university level, having personally experienced what it means to be part of American sports culture has sparked my interest in the driving force behind this phenomenon: American football. Despite the vast array of sports available in the U.S., football consistently ranks as the dominant one. Whether viewed as a sporting phenomenon or as a marketing powerhouse, its significance in one of the world's largest economies is undeniable. Unlike other sports such as baseball or hockey, which have international leagues, or basketball and soccer, which are part of the Olympic Games, American football lacks a global league or shared Olympic presence.
This raises the question: how is the National Football League (NFL) managing to expand its reach independently? With this motivation in mind, I aim to analyze the disruptive strategy that the NFL has been pursuing for years and continues to develop with determination to secure its place on the global stage. Ultimately, this leads us to reflect on a crucial question: how much of its expansion is driven by the essence of the sport itself, and how much is the result of the unrivaled marketing and entertainment expertise that the U.S. has perfected?
Research Objectives and Questions
[bookmark: _Toc189317358]Given the diverse aspects that need to be taken into consideration for this work, a thorough and multidimensional research approach is required. The internationalization of the NFL to Spain, being a relatively recent and ongoing phenomenon, offers a compelling case to analyze from a marketing and international business perspective. It is essential to consider precedents of similar expansions and the theoretical frameworks that validate this research as both relevant and valuable. The goal is to uncover how strategic marketing can act as a driving force in entering new cultural and geographical markets, and what lessons can be learned from this specific case.
In light of this, the following research objectives have been established to guide the study:

· OB1: Identify the NFL’s internationalization business strategy and understand how it shapes its marketing efforts in the Spanish market.
· OB2: Analyze the key factors involved in developing an effective marketing strategy for culturally distinct markets and how these strategies are adapted or redefined in the process of international expansion.
· OB3: Evaluate the role and impact of marketing in the overall success of a brand’s internationalization efforts.
· OB4: Identify and assess best practices in sports marketing that contribute to successful market entry strategies in the context of international growth.

Given these objectives, it is convenient to set some key research questions that will serve as a compass for the development of this study:

· Q1: What are the core components of the NFL’s internationalization strategy, and how do they influence its marketing direction in Spain?
· Q2: What key factors shape an effective marketing strategy for a culturally different market, and in what ways are these strategies adjusted or reimagined to suit the international context?
· Q3: To what extent does marketing play a decisive role in the success of a sports brand’s international expansion?
·  Q4: What proven sports marketing practices can be considered effective for building awareness and engagement in new international markets?
This research also seeks to contribute a meaningful addition to the academic work previously done, through which I have further nurtured my knowledge of both the subject and the industry.
Internationalization of Sport Brands
[bookmark: _Toc189317359]Globalization in the sports era

Academic discussions approach globalization from a variety of disciplines, with social and economic dimensions being relevant in this study. It is commonly associated with the market expansion, technological communication and interconnectivity, as well as international trade. Yet its influence reaches much further. It shapes the way we live, what we consume, and even what we consider normal in our day-to-day lives. Many of the products, services, and even ideas that define us today were once geographically and socially inaccessible. But today, it is difficult to imagine a world in which commodities, media, languages, and cultural mores are not constantly changing. This form of connectivity has transformed the way we perceive distance, access, and possibility (Tomlinson, 2007). What once seemed remote, culturally or physically, has become part of a shared global experience. These changes have transformed not only economic structures but also how societies function, how identities are constructed, and how cultures interact. While some see this as progress, others highlight growing concerns about inequality, cultural loss, and social dislocation. Globalization must therefore be understood as a complex and multidimensional process that simultaneously reconfigures economies and societies (Orunbayev, 2023). As cultures encounter one another more frequently, their internal practices evolve, often adopting unfamiliar norms or reshaping their traditions. Far from implying complete uniformity, these shifts reflect an ongoing negotiation of meaning and belonging in a world increasingly driven by interaction and exchange (Yurevna et al., 2020).
From an economic and business perspective, globalization has been a driving force behind the transformation of local markets into international arenas. Corporations, industries, and entire economic systems have adapted to a new logic driven by profit maximization, efficiency, and global competitiveness. This shift has created a landscape where branding, commodification, and market expansion are not just strategies but imperatives. According to Jameson (1991), this stage of “late capitalism” is characterized by the deep entanglement of cultural and economic spheres, where even traditionally non-commercial activities become tools for capital accumulation. Business globalization thus goes beyond the circulation of capital or labor: it reflects how business practices and corporate interests increasingly shape the cultural and social dimensions of everyday life.

Sport Globalization
[bookmark: _Toc189317360]The globalization of sport refers to the process through which sports and their associated practices transcend traditional geographic, cultural, and social boundaries to become integrated on a worldwide scale. Over time, sport, once rooted in local traditions or confined to national competitions, has become more global in scope, especially in late capitalist times when sport emerged as an important vehicle for capital accumulation (Walsh & Giulianotti 2001). The integration of sport and commercial media, which has contributed to the development of athletic competition as a worldwide entertainment industry, is one of the primary forces behind this change (Real 1998; Kellner 2003). Today's sporting events reach a huge global audience through live broadcasts, corporate sponsorships, and Internet platforms, creating a shared global spectacle. Yet even as sport spreads worldwide, it remains at its core a socially regulated form of physical culture (Bairner, 2001), structured by formal rules and institutions, making competitions understandable across diverse societies. The globalization of sport exemplifies what theorists describe as a breakdown of traditional boundaries (Jameson, 1991), as international events like the World Cup and the Olympics create common experiences linking communities across the globe. Indeed, sport today is part of what has been called the “global popular” culture, arguably commanding a broader base of participation and viewership than even the United Nations (Kellner 2003). Importantly, this worldwide diffusion of sport is not a one-way path toward homogenization: Ritzer’s notion of “grobalization” (2004) highlights how global corporate interests push standardized sport products across the world, yet local identities persist and continue to shape how games are played and celebrated (Maguire, 2000). To put it briefly, the globalization of sport is characterized by dynamic interactions between global integration and local specificity. It has become a crucial aspect of contemporary world culture, showing how practices can achieve almost universal reach, reflecting local and national specific cultures. However, understanding the global trajectory and cultural significance of sport underscores why the globalization of sport is crucial in any contemporary discussion of globalization and provides a basis for understanding its economic aspects. 

Market Entry Strategies

In the field of international business, market entry strategies represent a foundational aspect of how firms expand across borders. Market entry is not merely a logistical or operational decision; it is a strategic process that influences a company’s long-term positioning, resource allocation, and competitive advantage (Root, 1994). Entry into foreign markets requires balancing risks and rewards, aligning with broader internationalization goals, and considering institutional, cultural, and economic contexts (Kotler & Keller, 2016). This section offers a detailed theoretical exploration of the basic concepts and types of international market entry strategies, grounded in academic literature and business scholarship.

Market entry strategies encompass the mechanisms and structures firms employ to offer products or services in a new foreign market. The choice of strategy reflects a combination of internal and external factors: the firm’s resources and capabilities, the characteristics of the target market, the nature of the product or service, and the desired degree of control (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986). Central to this decision is the trade-off between control and risk. Higher-control modes offer more decision-making authority but also require greater resource commitments and expose firms to higher operational risks (Czinkota & Ronkainen, 2013).
Additionally, the firm’s strategic posture plays a key role. Firms with global integration strategies may prefer standardized approaches, while those seeking local responsiveness may opt for entry modes that allow greater adaptation (Porter, 1986; Kotabe & Helsen, 2020). The evolution of a firm's internationalization path is also often gradual, aligning with theories such as the Uppsala Model, which emphasizes incremental learning and market knowledge acquisition (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977).

Types of Entry Strategies
1. Exporting Exporting is the most basic and often initial mode of entry. It involves producing goods in the home country and selling them in the foreign market, either directly to customers or indirectly through intermediaries. Exporting offers low investment requirements and limited risk exposure but provides minimal control over local marketing and customer engagement (Kotler & Armstrong, 2012). It is best suited for firms testing foreign markets or with limited international experience.
2. Licensing Licensing entails granting a foreign firm the right to use intellectual property (e.g., trademarks, patents, production processes) in exchange for royalties. This strategy allows rapid international expansion with minimal capital investment. However, it also limits the licensor's control and may result in lower revenue potential. Licensing is particularly useful when local knowledge is critical for market penetration (Czinkota & Ronkainen, 2013).
3. Franchising Franchising is a variant of licensing in which the franchisor not only transfers intellectual property but also provides a comprehensive business model, operational procedures, and brand standards. Franchising is common in retail and service industries and enables consistent brand experience across markets. It allows for scalability and faster market entry but requires mechanisms for monitoring franchisee compliance (Alon, 2004).
4. Joint Ventures (JVs) A joint venture involves collaboration between a foreign and a local partner to create a new business entity. Ownership, resources, risks, and profits are shared. JVs provide access to local expertise, distribution channels, and institutional knowledge, which can reduce entry barriers. However, they also entail complex coordination and potential for conflict if partner objectives diverge (Anderson & Gatignon, 1986).
5. Wholly Owned Subsidiaries (WOS) This strategy involves establishing or acquiring a fully owned operation in the target market. It offers maximum control and profit retention, making it suitable for firms seeking long-term commitment and strategic presence. However, it also entails the highest levels of investment, operational risk, and exposure to local regulatory environments (Kotler & Keller, 2016).
Entry mode decisions are shaped by a number of interrelated considerations. One central factor is the nature of the target market itself, including its size, growth trajectory, competitive intensity, and institutional framework. Equally important are the characteristics of the firm, such as its financial and organizational resources, prior international experience, strategic objectives, and tolerance for risk. The nature of the product or service being offered can also play a critical role, particularly if it involves high technological complexity, strong brand elements, or a need for significant adaptation to local conditions. Another key determinant is the firm’s desire to maintain control over its operations, marketing, and intellectual property in the new market. Finally, firms must consider the broader spectrum of risks involved, whether political, economic, cultural, or legal in nature, as these can significantly influence the attractiveness of particular entry modes (Root, 1994; Agarwal & Ramaswami, 1992).
International market entry strategies form a critical part of a firm’s globalization efforts. The selection of entry mode reflects both the strategic priorities of the firm and the specific conditions of the target market. As global business environments become increasingly dynamic and competitive, the ability to select and implement the appropriate entry strategy becomes a key determinant of international success (Kotabe & Helsen, 2020)

[bookmark: _Toc189317361]Localization vs. Standardization

From the understanding of globalization, scholars have identified the emergence of homogenized or hybrid cultures that impact not only societies but also how firms behave when entering new markets. In the business discipline, this has triggered an extensive theoretical debate around the concepts of standardization and localization, two strategic orientations that firms may adopt when designing and implementing international strategies. Rather than being opposing extremes, these approaches often interact in a more nuanced middle ground where global and local logics are blended to maximize both efficiency and cultural relevance (Theodosiou & Leonidou, 2003; Vrontis et al., 2009).
Standardization refers to the extension of a company’s domestic marketing strategy into foreign markets with minimal modifications. It aims to deliver a consistent product or service experience across countries, leveraging economies of scale, global branding, and reduced operational complexity. The origins of this approach lie in the belief that globalization has created converging consumer needs and lifestyles, allowing firms to offer the same value proposition globally (Levitt, 1983; Medina & Duffy, 1998). According to Nguyen (2016), standardization can strengthen a firm’s global image, simplify internal coordination, and enable knowledge transfer across markets. These efficiencies have made standardization particularly attractive to firms offering technologically driven or universally appealing products (Jain, 1989; Ryans et al., 2003).
However, critics argue that full standardization ignores local specificities, such as culture, regulations, language, and consumer habits. Medina and Duffy (1998) emphasized that standardization may result in either over-designed or under-designed products that do not fit local market conditions. Moreover, as Nguyen (2016) outlines, standardized strategies may limit responsiveness, hinder the transfer of culturally bound knowledge, and lead to reduced market share in culturally distinct environments. Even if globalization allows firms to reach new markets, it does not dissolve deep-rooted cultural values, preferences, or consumption behaviors (Craig & Douglas, 2005).
In contrast, localization or adaptation is the process of tailoring products, services, and marketing strategies to the characteristics of a specific market. It acknowledges the diversity and complexity of consumer cultures across geographies. According to Nguyen (2016), localization includes both mandatory adaptation (due to legal or infrastructural constraints) and discretionary customization to align with local tastes, language, and norms. This approach increases customer satisfaction, fosters cultural relevance, and can boost competitive advantage, especially in industries where consumption is closely tied to identity, tradition, or lifestyle. As Douglas and Wind (1987) note, adaptation becomes essential when structural and cultural differences across countries render standardized approaches ineffective.
The downside of localization, however, lies in the fragmentation of operations. Nguyen (2016) and Theodosiou and Leonidou (2003) warn that the absence of uniformity can raise production and marketing costs, diminish economies of scale, and limit brand coherence. Moreover, localization can restrict the transfer of best practices and complicate internal management and coordination, particularly in multinational firms operating in highly diverse cultural settings.
Beyond this binary, contemporary scholars suggest that the relationship between the global and the local is more interdependent than oppositional. The concept of glocalization, introduced by Robertson (1995), captures this hybrid dynamic: it denotes the simultaneous presence of universalizing and particularizing tendencies. In marketing, glocalization refers to designing a global strategy that can be locally interpreted or adapted. For instance, while a product may have the same core design or positioning worldwide, it may be promoted differently or slightly modified to appeal to local sensibilities (Mooij, 2010).
Moreover, Ritzer (2004) introduced the concept of "somethingness" in contrast to the uniformity of global consumerism. He argues that while globalization can lead to "nothingness", products and experiences devoid of local meaning, localization practices preserve cultural authenticity by embedding global offerings in specific contexts. This idea echoes in Barbara Johnstone’s (2016) exploration of the sociolinguistics of globalization, where she notes that even linguistic patterns once thought to be globally uniform are constantly being reshaped by local identities and uses. As she highlights, localization is not just about adaptation to difference, but a constitutive process through which the global itself gains meaning.
Cultural considerations thus play a central role in determining the effectiveness of standardization or localization. Hofstede (1991) defined culture as the collective programming of the mind, and consumer culture is shaped by values, beliefs, rituals, and social norms. Nguyen (2016) explains how these cultural patterns directly influence purchasing behavior and marketing outcomes. While certain product categories may benefit from a global appeal, others are inherently culture-bound and require careful localization. As Cayla and Arnould (2008) suggest, consumer culture is not only shaped by market forces but actively mediated by local meanings, stories, and practices.
The complexity of modern consumer cultures has further increased with the rise of hybrid identities and cross-cultural flows, facilitated by global mobility, digital media, and transnational communication. As Johnstone (2016) points out, the sociolinguistic landscape illustrates how even standardized languages are localized in practice, producing new meanings, variations, and blends. In business, this implies that even when firms adopt standardized models, they must anticipate and incorporate the inevitable local reinterpretations that follow. Appadurai’s (1990) five dimensions of global cultural flow (ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, financescapes, and ideoscapes) further support the view that global and local elements continuously intersect and influence each other in the shaping of consumer practices.


[bookmark: _Toc189317362]Marketing Strategies in Sport Industry

Over the past century, marketing in the sport industry has evolved from a local, product-focused endeavor into a sophisticated, global practice. The sports industry today is a significant contributor to the global economy, with a marketing environment markedly different from that of even a few decades ago. Early on, in what Fetchko, Roy, and Clow (2018) term the “monopoly era” of sport (1900–1950), marketing was limited by geography and media: live events reached only local audiences and mass consumption occurred mainly via newspapers and radio. In the early stages, sport marketing revolved around selling tickets and promoting individual events to local audiences, often through print and radio. However, as media technologies advanced, the marketing focus expanded, shifting from mere promotion to brand development, media rights monetization, sponsorship, and ultimately, fan engagement.
This engagement-oriented approach reflects a broader move from treating fans as passive consumers to active co-creators of brand value. A team’s or event’s brand development now involves cultivating an identity and community that fans worldwide can connect with, which in turn drives merchandise sales, loyalty, and advocacy. At the same time, media rights have exploded in value as live sports content remains highly sought-after in the age of streaming and on-demand entertainment. Indeed, global popularity and cross-border viewership have driven the value of broadcast deals for major sport leagues to unprecedented heights. It is estimated that media rights have become the sport industry’s single largest revenue stream in markets like North America, surpassing gate revenues, sponsorship, and merchandise (Ourand, 2016) Correspondingly, sponsorship arrangements have become more sophisticated and international. Brands see sports as a vehicle to reach mass audiences; and sports properties leverage sponsors not only for revenue but also to enhance fan experience. The evolution of these four areas: fan engagement, brand management, media rights, and sponsorship; underlines how sport marketing has grown more complex and strategic, integrating entertainment, technology, and commerce.
In this context, it is important to understand how sport marketing contributes not only to economic value but also to cultural and social dynamics. Sports marketing can be used to increase fan interest, boost sports participation, and stimulate the consumption of sports-related products (Ratten, 2016). The promotional tools used to achieve these objectives are collectively referred to as the sports promotion mix, which includes advertising, sponsorship, public relations, personal selling, and sales promotion (Shank & Lyberger, 2015). Hopwood (2007) proposed the term “sports integrated marketing communications mix” to reflect the need for a broader and more flexible promotional framework, capable of adapting to the unique characteristics of sports products. For instance, Turner’s (2017) study on the Asian Cup 2015 reveals how advertising, publicity, PR, digital communication, and sales promotions were all strategically employed to engage audiences and maximize reach. Additionally, Ramachandran (2008) highlights how targeted marketing initiatives can elevate lesser-followed sports in countries like India. As these examples show, sport marketers must recognize what attracts audiences and creatively apply a range of tools to drive awareness, loyalty, and engagement in an increasingly competitive and globalized environment.



[bookmark: _Toc189317363]Marketing Mix 

Building on this global and hybridized foundation, sport marketing theory turns to the practical framework of the marketing mix: the essential set of tactical tools firms use to pursue their strategic objectives. Commonly defined by the “4Ps” model (Product, Price, Place, Promotion), and later extended in sport contexts to include elements like People, Process, and Physical Evidence, the marketing mix offers a blueprint for how sport organizations deliver value to their stakeholders (Shank & Lyberger, 2015).
In the sports context, the product includes not only the core event or game but also the symbolic, emotional, and social experiences associated with the sport. As Chalip (1992) and Mullin et al. (2007) explain, sport consumption is uniquely shaped by fan identification, ritual, and emotion, making the product deeply intangible and relational. Teams and events are not just entertainment offerings: they represent identity, community, and belonging. Price strategies in this field must balance accessibility and exclusivity, often navigating emotional value as much as economic rationale. Pricing is also influenced by loyalty programs, fan engagement levels, and social status considerations.
Place, or distribution, has expanded from physical stadiums to include digital platforms and global broadcasting, reshaping how and where fans consume content (Sedky et al., 2022). The growth of online streaming, mobile apps, and global partnerships has turned sport into an “anywhere-anytime” consumption experience. This necessitates sophisticated logistics and media management strategies, particularly when leagues internationalize their content across time zones and languages.
Promotion in sport involves integrated campaigns using traditional advertising, sponsorship, social media, public relations, and community engagement. As Turner (2017) illustrates through the Asian Cup case, successful integrated marketing communications (IMC) strategies hinge on coherence across all channels and alignment with stakeholder expectations. The use of ambassadors, digital storytelling, and culturally adapted messaging highlights the role of IMC in navigating complex and multicultural audiences. The principles of IMC, when applied correctly, help bridge global campaigns with local resonance.
These elements work together within an increasingly global, yet locally rooted, marketing environment, again echoing the logic of glocalization. For example, while a global league may use universal branding and elite athletes to drive global appeal, its marketing campaigns may include locally resonant symbols, languages, and values to establish relevance within each market (Meenaghan & O’Sullivan, 1999).
To further contextualize the mix, it is essential to examine branding in sport, which extends far beyond logos and slogans. Branding in sport is deeply narrative and experiential. According to Gladden and Funk (2002), sport brands are “bundles of associations” that create symbolic value and emotional attachment. The unique characteristics of sport products: unpredictability, emotional intensity, communal experience; mean that brand loyalty can transcend rational evaluation. Consequently, branding strategies focus on authenticity, heritage, and storytelling. This often includes consistent use of colors, slogans, historic references, and star players to maintain emotional continuity.
Sport organizations strategically manage their brand architecture to create clear relationships between teams, leagues, events, and sponsors. Keller (2003) explains that this involves careful management of brand equity, particularly in global contexts where image consistency must be balanced with local differentiation. A well-managed sport brand is adaptable enough to resonate across borders, yet consistent enough to preserve its core identity.
In this context, cultural adaptation becomes a crucial strategy. As Giulianotti and Robertson (2007) note, sport is always locally interpreted, even when globally standardized. Thus, marketers must localize not only language and visuals, but also values and rituals embedded in promotional materials. A campaign that succeeds in North America may require major adjustment for Southeast Asian or Latin American audiences. Aspects like celebrity ambassadors, team values, or even humor may be interpreted differently depending on cultural frameworks. This is why understanding the target audience’s cultural codes and traditions is essential.
Linked to this is the concept of consumer behavior in sport, which is marked by high emotional involvement, symbolic consumption, and tribal loyalty. Trail and James (2001) argue that sport consumers are motivated by a complex mix of psychological and social factors, including escape, eustress, entertainment, aesthetics, group affiliation, and family bonding. These motivations vary by market, age group, and cultural background, making market segmentation and psychographic profiling vital. Moreover, sport consumers are increasingly active participants, they post, stream, comment, and even influence brand narratives in real time. This shift has given rise to what Ratten (2016) describes as “entrepreneurial fan behavior,” where fans act as co-creators of the brand.
The marketing mix in the sport industry is no longer a fixed formula but a strategic platform shaped by branding, cultural adaptation, and consumer insights. Each element is affected by globalization and must be tailored to regional contexts without diluting brand identity. The interdependence between emotional value, cultural specificity, and strategic coherence makes sport marketing a dynamic and multifaceted discipline. By combining core marketing principles with an understanding of social and cultural dynamics, sport organizations can navigate the global landscape while building lasting, locally embedded fan relationships. 

[bookmark: _Toc189317364]Branding in Sports: Positioning and Consumer Engagement

Branding is a core strategic function within marketing, focused on creating a distinct identity and value perception for a product, service, or organization (American Marketing Association, 2025). In the sports industry, branding plays a pivotal role, the brand is often regarded as one of the most valuable assets a sport entity possesses. Through strategic branding, sports organizations differentiate themselves in a competitive marketplace, cultivate fan loyalty, and ultimately drive revenue and growth. This section explores key branding concepts as they apply to sports: brand identity, brand equity, brand positioning, brand personality, and the critical role of consumer engagement (fandom, attachment, loyalty) in building strong sports brands.

Brand identity refers to the core characteristics and associations that a brand represents, from the perspective of how the brand aspires to be perceived. Aaker (1996) defines brand identity as “a unique set of brand associations that the brand strategist aspires to create or maintain”, embodying what the brand stands for and the promise it makes to customers. Identity functions as the sender’s side, while brand image is the receiver’s side. In sports, identity can include a team’s name, logos, colors, or values. For example, a club with a tradition of community service might emphasize being “community-driven,” reinforcing that message across all brand touchpoints.
Closely related is brand personality, how a brand would behave or speak if it were a person (Aaker, 1997). Personality humanizes a brand and facilitates emotional connections with fans. A team might be seen as “determined” or “fun,” depending on the traits it promotes. The classic framework includes five traits: sincerity, excitement, competence, sophistication, and ruggedness (Aaker, 1997). However, Stadler Blank et al. (2013) show that sports teams also exhibit performance-related traits like talent and character-related ones like admiration, often bridged by entertainment value. Fans often describe their teams as “underdogs,” “powerhouses,” or “resilient,” reflecting the emotional connection shaped by brand personality (Stadler Blank et al., 2013).
Brand Positioning and Differentiation in Sports
Brand positioning is about how a brand is placed in the minds of the target audience relative to competitors. Kotler and Armstrong (2010) define positioning as “the act of designing the company’s offering and image to occupy a distinctive place in the mind of the target market.” For sports teams, this means claiming a unique mental space based on a compelling value proposition.
Positioning relies on differentiation. Sports organizations distinguish themselves through attributes meaningful to fans, such as legacy, values, or star power. Some emphasize tradition and success; others highlight inclusiveness or family appeal. One club might promote itself as the “winningest team,” while another focuses on fan experience or local pride.
FC Barcelona, for example, promotes itself with the motto “Més que un club” (“More than a club”), emphasizing values, community, and Catalan identity (Bühler & Nufer, 2010). This positions the team as a regional symbol rather than a mere sports entity. Conversely, Manchester United builds on its global reach, historic wins, and iconic branding. Hill and Vincent (2006) outline its brand in four dimensions: as a product (game performance), organization (values), person (traits like ambition), and symbol (logos and imagery). Success in these facets has helped the club carve out a distinct global niche.

As brands build identity and positioning, they aim to develop brand equity[footnoteRef:2]. Aaker (1991) defines brand equity as “the set of brand assets and liabilities linked to a brand’s name and symbol that add to (or subtract from) the value provided by a product or service to a firm and/or that firm’s customers.” [2:   Added value linked to the brand name.] 


Aaker’s model outlines five components of equity:

· Brand Awareness: recognition and familiarity among consumers. A well-known team begins with a head start.
· Brand Associations: mental links like success, star athletes, or values like “hard-working.”
· Perceived Quality: the fan's view of game performance or stadium experience.
· Brand Loyalty: fans’ commitment through wins and losses, vital to long-term value.
· Other Proprietary Assets: trademarks or exclusive elements like unique jerseys or slogans.

[Adjuntar algún tipo de grafico, fuente para explicar los componentes]

Keller’s (1993) CBBE model expands this by showing that brand equity grows from consumer knowledge, awareness and associations, which drive preference, behavior, and loyalty. Ultimately, strong equity leads to brand resonance, when fans internalize the brand and engage deeply (e.g., lifelong supporters, fan clubs, brand evangelists). Clubs like FC Barcelona or the Green Bay Packers are often viewed as part of a fan’s identity, not just a team.
Robust brand equity pays off in revenue and resilience. High equity allows for premium pricing, better sponsorship deals, and more stable sales. It also protects against bad seasons. As Berry (2000) puts it, “strong brands increase customers’ trust of the invisible purchase,” meaning fans stay loyal even when success isn’t immediate.

Logos and colors alone don’t build sports brands, what matters most is fan engagement. Sports consumers are passionate participants, not passive buyers. Engagement involves emotional and behavioral investment: watching games, buying merchandise, following on social media, or contributing to fan content. It can happen year-round, including the off-season. A major driver is team identification, how much being a fan becomes part of someone's identity. Wann and Branscombe (1993) define it as the psychological connection or sense of belonging to a team. Fans with strong identification feel wins and losses personally and behave accordingly buying more, attending games, and promoting the team. In fact, research shows team identification can explain over 60% of merchandise purchase intentions among college fans.
Loyalty is the long-term result of engagement and attachment. It resembles traditional brand loyalty but is often stronger in sports, as fans maintain allegiance even during losing streaks. Loyal fans return season after season, buy new jerseys, and promote the brand via word of mouth. Some even support the club for generations, as seen with Chicago Cubs fans, who remained loyal through a century-long title drought.
The most loyal fans demonstrate what Keller calls brand resonance. These are individuals who travel to matches, engage in online communities, or pass fandom to their children. Such loyalty builds a competitive moat that’s hard for newer clubs to replicate. Teams with history and resonance have a massive head start in building brand value.
To nurture these bonds, teams use strategic tools: storytelling, player-focused content, fan polls, social media campaigns, loyalty programs, and community outreach. These foster co-creation, where fans shape the brand, not just consume it.

[bookmark: _Toc189317365]Cultural Adaptation and Consumer Behavior 

Consumer behavior is profoundly shaped by the culture in which individuals are embedded. Across disciplines such as sociology, anthropology, psychology, and cultural studies, scholars have long argued that preferences, purchasing decisions, and perceptions of value are not purely rational or individual, but deeply influenced by cultural norms, shared meanings, and social identity. As Kotler and Keller (2012) state, culture is one of the most fundamental determinants of consumer behavior, as it shapes the values, beliefs, and behavioral expectations that guide people’s actions.
From a sociological perspective, Bourdieu (1984) introduced the concept of habitus to explain how patterns of consumption, including those related to sports, reflect social class and cultural capital. Certain sports and their associated products are not only forms of entertainment but also act as markers of distinction, signaling the social identity and taste of the consumer. This framework positions sport consumption as embedded in broader processes of social stratification.
Anthropology and cultural studies have taken this further, emphasizing the symbolic and identity-related aspects of consumption. The Consumer Culture Theory (CCT), developed by Arnould and Thompson (2005), argues that consumers actively construct meanings and identities through the products and services they use. From this perspective, consuming a sports brand is not merely a functional choice it is an expression of affiliation, lifestyle, and personal values. Sports fandom, merchandise, and brand loyalty are all shaped by cultural narratives and symbolic systems that vary by region and group.
Psychological approaches, especially in cross-cultural consumer research, have also explored how cultural values shape consumer attitudes and motivations. One of the most widely used frameworks is Hofstede’s (2001) model of cultural dimensions. These include individualism versus collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, and long-term orientation, among others. For instance, in individualistic cultures like the United States, marketing campaigns often appeal to personal success and independence, while in collectivist cultures such as Japan or China, they tend to emphasize community, family, and group harmony (De Mooij, 2010).
These theoretical frameworks are especially relevant in the context of international sport marketing. As sports brands expand into global markets, they must navigate the complex terrain of cultural diversity. This is where the concept of glocalization, as articulated by Robertson (1995), becomes critical. Glocalization refers to the simultaneous pursuit of global standardization and local adaptation. It allows global sport entities to maintain brand consistency while adjusting their strategies to align with local customs, values, and consumption habits.
In practice, glocalization in sport marketing has enabled organizations to resonate more deeply with local audiences. For instance, Giulianotti and Robertson (2007) examined how global sporting events like the Olympics, or the FIFA World Cup incorporate local cultural elements into their ceremonies and marketing to foster emotional connections with local fans. This approach reflects a dual strategy: maintaining a coherent global identity while becoming culturally embedded in each market.
Numerous corporate examples also highlight the importance of cultural adaptation. Nike’s campaigns in China have featured local athletes and incorporated themes of discipline and collective effort, values deeply embedded in Chinese culture (Chadwick & Burton, 2008). Similarly, Adidas has integrated anime imagery in Japan to appeal to youth audiences and tap into a culturally significant medium (Arai, Ko, & Ross, 2014). These campaigns show how sports brands that engage with local cultural narratives can enhance authenticity and build stronger consumer relationships.
In conclusion, cultural adaptation and consumer behavior are tightly interwoven. Theoretical insights from sociology, anthropology, and psychology help explain how cultural structures influence how people interpret and engage with sport brands. For marketers, this means recognizing that effective international strategies are not merely about reaching new markets, but about meaningfully connecting with culturally diverse consumers. In sport marketing, where identity, emotion, and community play central roles, culturally sensitive strategies are key to long-term brand success.
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