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Abstract

The sport increasingly represents not only a cultural but also a commercial phenomenon. This perspective determines an increased application of traditional marketing tools and procedures in the management of sport clubs, such as branding or value creation.  This study attempts to investigate the specific strategies used by European football clubs for managing the branding and the value of sport performers. Using a series of examples to identify the present trends on the European football market, the article develops a synthetic model representing the main elements of football clubs considered as centres of value-creation. 
Introduction
In today’s world, defined by intensive competition and commercialization, branding strategies are applied not only to products, services or corporations, but also to high-profile people, in politics, in entertainment or in sport. This trend became so generalized that many recruiting agencies are advising and teaching potential candidates about ‘how to brand themselves’.

One of the most spectacular areas of personal branding is the modern football industry. This study attempts to investigate the specific elements that determine the value of personal and team brands in the European football. The following research objectives have been defined for this research project:

a. to analyze the value structure of national football markets in Europe;

b. to identify the elements that enhance the brand value of football teams;

c. to discuss the relationship between club branding strategies and the brands of individual football players;

d. to present the accounting procedures applied by clubs to register their players as ‘immaterial’ assets;
e. to outline the theoretical and practical implications of individual branding strategies.
Using a research methodology based on the discourse analysis of existing texts published on various media, this study provides clear examples derived from a series of mini-case studies in support of the theoretical statements. The specific roles of various individual and organizations (value creator, value enhancer, resource integrator and value partner) are identified and integrated in a complex model which describes the value creation process in the European football market. 
In order to achieve these objectives, the situation of European footballers is analyzed in relation to the branding strategies of football teams, within the competitive context of the regional and national sport markets.  
After presenting the general value structure of national championships, this study analyzes the specific determinants of team brand value. Then, the representation of football players in the accounting system of the clubs is discussed in relation to the levers that influence their value. The study integrates the club and the players’ level into a synthetic model which interprets the structure and the network of a modern football club as a value-creation mechanism. The article concludes with a summary of the main findings and with propositions for future research.
The structure of national championships and the brand value of teams
The football market is highly complex and multi-levelled. In most national championships, this market is divided into several leagues. The best teams are playing in the premier league, but even in this environment there are several value categories. At the top there are usually several teams (one or two in the highly polarized championships, up to four or five in the more balanced championships) that fight for championship, the cup, and participation in continental competitions, followed by five or six challengers, and then by a series weaker teams that fight to avoid relegation. The value and the strength of a team’s brand are determined by the level and the constancy of its performance. However, in some cases the effect of a strong local or regional culture supports the existence of a strong team brand even without exceptional performances. This exception can be explained by the popular values associated with the team, tradition, and effective formal and informal communication. 
However, besides these exceptional situations, as a rule the brand strength is determined by constant team performance at high level, both in national and in international contests, for two main reasons:

· high performance attracts attention and increased media exposure (match replays, interviews, news, specific events, etc.),  which in turn diffuse and strengthen the brand;
· the supporters and the public in general likes to be associated with winning performers or winning teams, that act as models not only of sports, but also of social performance.

From this perspective, performance represents the basis of team brand value and it is essential to understand the factors that can permit and enhance team performance. 

The modern football clubs are much more than sport associations that compete to achieve national and international trophies: they are companies that produce and commercialize entertainment in a specifically regulated show environment. As any company, the football clubs have costs, investments, revenues and profits, and are obliged to keep a regular registration and accounting system.  A clear sign of the business nature of these sport organizations is the presence of some high-profile clubs on the stock exchange market – such as Manchester United or Olympique Lyon. 
As economic organizations, the football clubs have three main activities:

· first, they generate revenues, that can be obtained from various sources: tickets sales, broadcasting rights, the selling of merchandise, funds obtained from sponsoring, and the revenue of additional services provided for supporters (restaurant, parking, etc.);
· second, they actively participate and conclude transactions on the market of footballers;

· third, they organize and coordinate the discovery, selection and training of new talented players. 

The elements determining football team performance
As many team performance studies demonstrate, team performance is directly related with the capability, potential and performance of team members. It is therefore no surprise that the most renowned teams in the world are constantly using the best performing football players. First of all, they have the necessary money to buy them, and second, they provide a highly competitive environment and a supporting environment for high performance.

It is not clear what is the relationship between the brand of clubs and that of individual footballers, but they probably reinforce each other (Richelieu and Desbordes, 2009).Many footballers consider that they reached true fame only when they are acquired and play for a famous football club, such as Real Madrid, Manchester United, or AC Milan (Brady, Bolchover and Sturgess, 2008). On the other hand, the acquisition of a star player can significantly increase not only the performance but also the commercial revenues and the brand value of a club. The transfer of Christiano Ronaldo to Real Madrid had an immediate and significant effect on tickets and merchandise sales, as well as on the amount of fees received by the club for TV broadcasting rights. Thus, for the season 2009-2010, the president of Real Madrid announced sales of 442 million Euros, and a profit of 31 million, representing the highest commercial turnover in the sports industry. 
The brands of football clubs and of individual footballers often represent excellent examples of successful marketing strategies. Among them, David Beckham is one of the best examples of multi-branding, who he used his highly marketable image not only in sports but also outside the playing field. In 2007, when Beckham went in the United Stated to play in the Major Soccer League, the event was interpreted more from a marketing than from a sportive point of view: the power of Beckham and of his brand was such that the player and his advisers considered that it was the appropriate moment to go into the United States, one of the last high-potential football markets still unexplored in the world (Burton and Chadwick, 2008).
The brand value of individual footballers is sometimes exceptional. In 2006, the advertising agency BBDO has evaluated the value of Ronaldihno to 47 million Euros, at that time the most valuable football player in the world. According to the same agency, the transfer of Zidane to Real Madrid was very profitable for the club, despite the record value of his transfer paid to Juventus Torino – 69 million Euros, in four instalments of 17.3 million per year. In addition to this initial cost, another 6 million have been paid as financial expenses, 3.2 million as commission of Zidane’s agent, Alain Miglaccio, and 16.7 million Euros as the annual salary of the player. However, in line with the estimations made by Berg and Rousseau (2002), these costs have been largely covered by the growth in revenues determined by the transfer of Zidane, in relation to ticket sales, TV broadcasting rights, sponsoring and merchandising. As an example, 300,000 additional t-shirts have been sold, especially on the French and Algerian market, with a price of 61 Euros (with a net profit margin of 50% for the club), resulting a total profit of 9 million Euros for Real Madrid. These figures show that the purchase of star players is not made only to improve the competitive performance of the team (e.g. during the contract of Zidane at real Madrid, the club won only once the Champions League and the Spanish Championship), but also to develop a strategy of co-branding in which the name of the star player is associated and reinforces the brand name of the club. The direct effect of this association was a direct increase in the sales of Real Madrid merchandise, especially in France and in the Nord-African region, in which the club was, until then, underrepresented. 
The footballers are ‘intangible’ assets

The footballers are considered and registered in the accounting of their club as immaterial assets, as it is the case of product brands in the accounting of commercial corporations (Forker, 2005). They can be bought or sold on the sport market, their value depending on their talent, potential, age, and the strength of their individual brand. The value of their contract is divided on several years, the accounts showing the value recuperated every year. The contract of Lionel Messi, one of the best football players in the world was concluded for seven years, and is associated with a liberatory clause of 150 million Euros, that has to be paid by any club that would transfer Lionel Messi during this period. 

However, in order to be represented as immaterial assets, the players must be integrated in the club as a result of a commercial transaction. The players raised and trained in the junior school of the club are considered to have no accounting value, although they represent sometimes a long-term investment made by clubs in their training, salary, travel costs, etc. 

The value of a football player depends on his talent, the length of his contract, his age, nationality, and the level of salary that he is willing to accept. For example a 35 years old football player is usually not very valuable, because he is near the end of his sporting career, although exceptional talents can represents exceptions of longevity such as Ryan Giggs or Lothar Matthäus. The transfer value of various players is continuously fluctuating, and there are specialised organizations that are tracking and evaluating the evolution of this value; the most well known being probably the German site: www.transfermarkt.de. 
Therefore, a football club has three main categories of assets:
a. the players (whose value is based on the recent value of transfers)

b. the brand, and
c. the tangible or material assets, such as fields, stadium, buildings, headquarters, training centres, etc.  

For the very prestigious clubs, the value of the players is substantial; for example, the value of the players registered at Olympique Lyonnais during the 2009-2010 season had a level of 200 million Euros, with Michel Bastos being valued at 16 millions et Hugo Lloris at 14 million; while in the same season, the value of Barcelona’s players was evaluated at 507 million Euros, from which 80 million only for Lionel Messi.
As any immaterial assets, the transfer market of football players is highly risky and speculative (Tunaru and Viney, 2010). For example, research shows that between 2005 and 2009 the clubs of the most important five European championships (England, Germany, Spain, France and Italy) spent 6.7 billion Euros to buy players, obtaining a revenues from transfers of only 4.7 billion, which represents a net deficit of 2 billion Euros for a four years’ period. In fact, during the 2005-2009 period, none of the biggest ten European football clubs has a positive balance of their transfer payments. However, these deficits are sometimes balanced by the ‘image benefits’ that are associated with the transfer of a highly mediated football player, and that can be directly translated into revenues from broadcasting rights or sales of club merchandise. The transfer of Christiano Ronaldo to Real Madrid, with a total cost of 93.9 million Euros, was possible only because Ronaldo agreed to give half of his image rights to the club (Peca, 2010). 
Considering another essential element of the football value system, the club managers also have their market. In comparison with the managers of national championship clubs that have a salary of less than 200,000 Euros per year, the star managers have an astronomical pay: 13 million Euros for José Mourinho at Inter Milan or 6 million for Louis Van Gaal at Bayern Munchen. 
A value model of the football industry

In order to understand the circuit of value creation in European football clubs, it is important to develop a synthetic model of the club as a value centre. The model proposed has five essential elements (See Figure 1):
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Figure 1. The football club considered as a value-creation centre

a. the value integrator – is represented by the club owner(s). Probably the best example of value integrator is Roman Abramovitch, the multibillionaire owner of Chelsea London, however, other clubs might have a more diffuse ownership, in which case the president of the club is often playing this role. Using the available financial resources and his knowledge of the football market, the club owner(s) attempts to bring to the club a team of good or promising players, as well as a management/coach team that can enhance this talent. These operations can also be considered as investments for reinforcing the club marketing brand, which can be defined as a ‘roof’ brand, which is highly visible because of the media exposure, but which is also supported by a number of individual brands (players, coaches, managers), each having its own positioning and mediatic value.

b. The value creators: are basically the football players that transform their talent into sports entertainment. As it is the case in any other show business, the creation of value is enhanced by the high mediatisation of sports events, and indirectly, by the iconic status of the individual player. 
c. the value enhancers: is represented by the management/coach team of the football club, that must be capable to combine and integrate the individual talent represented by players, into a coherent team with a successful and often emblematic playing style. The value enhancement is often a long-term process, which require additional team adjustments (the purchase or promotion of new players) and a strategic positioning of the club in relation to its direct competitors, but also to its supporters. 
d. the value partners: are all the independent organizations participating together with the club in the value creation/exploitation process, such as media (TV, radio, press, etc.), sponsoring firms, that provide financial subventions be order to associate their brand name with the club brand, or the companies producing merchandise and memorabilia, that ensure a significant streams of revenues. The situation and evolution of these value partners is often more complex, some sponsors becoming in time shareholders of the club, or the cub itself launching its own media channels, that have the advantage of being totally under the control of the club. 
e. finally, the value consumers: are represented by the club supporters, that watch the games, support the teams, buy the tickets and the club merchandise. The strength and stability of the club brand is ultimately not given by the players, or by the club performance, but rather by the number and devotion of club fans (who sometimes support the team even during relegation period or defeats). 
Although this model has an analytical dimension, the process of value creation can only be properly understood by taking into account the evolution and interdependency of all these elements. The situation becomes even more complex when we consider the macrosystem of a national or continental championship, in which various clubs are strategically positioned to enhance both their present and their long-term value. 
Concluding remarks

At present, the relationship between the marketing strategy of a club and its players (and often even its manager/coach) becomes increasingly complex. Modern football clubs represent composite systems that are organized to create and display entertainment value. However, the specific characteristics of this market, and especially of the main creators of value (the players) raise specific challenges in terms of management and finance. The value of players (both in terms of transfer value and in terms of entertainment value) is continuously fluctuating. On the other hand, the performance of the club can vary even during short period of time, from one competitive level to another (e.g. performance in the national championship versus performance in the European Champions League). The solution to this variability is the development of a strong brand name that expresses performance, quality and efficiency (Sampson, 2006).
This paper attempted to present several elements of the branding strategy of European football clubs and players, as well as the inter-relationship between them. The value system of football clubs is dynamically involved in a complex interplay between the personal image and reputation of players, the performance of the club, and the commercial exploitation of the positive reputation through media broadcasts, sponsorship funds and merchandise sales. The analysis of several recent examples demonstrate that this process becomes more complex and extreme (e.g. the transfer value and the salary of the best players reaches astronomical levels while the budget of the most reputable clubs equal the turnover of a multinational corporation). 
The information presented in this paper provides interesting insights regarding the commercial and marketing strategy of high-performance football clubs, both for academics and practitioners. The proposed model defines at an abstract level the main elements of the value systems and explains dynamic relationships developed during the value creation process. However, no model can provide a complete image of the complex functioning of a modern football club. This model should be validated though future empirical research and further improved in order to integrate a dynamic and a temporal dimension, which is absolutely essential for the build up and maintenance of a strong brand name. 
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