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Abstract 

 

This paper analyses the importance of athlete branding and marketing and examines whether the popularity of a 

sport determines the success of an athlete's brand. In line with the aforementioned, the first half of the paper provides 

a general discussion and analysis of branding and marketing and its extension into the sports industry as part of 

which, the importance of effective sports branding and marketing and the drawbacks of poor strategies are pointed 

out. The latter half of this paper takes up the example of two types of sports; basketball and football. Using the case 

study of two athletes from each sport, this paper points out that the sport's popularity does not solely impact the 

success of athlete branding. The success of an athlete's brand can be determined and modified by many other factors 

like the athlete's performance, personality, unique stories etc.  

 

Introduction  

 

Shouldn't athletes focus more on their sports career than branding and marketing themselves? Presumably, but 

without a powerful athlete branding, everything that tails would be baseless and hollow. 

 

In today's highly competitive sports landscape, athletes have surpassed their roles as mere competitors and have 

become influential brands in their own right. Athlete branding and marketing have emerged as crucial components 

of the sports industry, playing a vital role in the success and profitability of individual athletes and the organizations 

they represent. Athlete branding refers to establishing and promoting a professional athlete as a brand or a 

recognizable entity with a distinct identity, image, and values. It involves creating a unique personal brand around 

the athlete, beyond their athletic abilities, to cultivate a loyal fan base, attract sponsors, and generate endorsement 
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opportunities. Athlete marketing is a subdivision of athlete branding that is concerned with the adoption of effective 

strategies to allow continuous promotion of the athlete in line with the brand image they have established (Colman, 

2022).  

 

Athlete branding and marketing is a complex area mainly because of the high competition in the sports marketing 

industry (Colman, 2022). Standing out from the crowd can be challenging for an up-and-coming athlete. Further, 

countless facets are involved in building a concrete personal brand and marketing strategy - everything must be 

considered, from tangible elements, like the logo, font choice, and design, to intangible factors, like the athlete's 

persona and brand promise. 

Furthermore, when discussing the success of athlete brands, it is commonly highlighted that when a sport is widely 

followed and has a large fan base, it creates more opportunities for athletes to build their brand and reach a larger 

audience. The popularity of sports can thus significantly impact the success of athlete branding and marketing; 

however, it's important to note that the success of athlete branding and marketing is not solely dependent on the 

sport's popularity. Factors such as an athlete's performance, personality, values, and marketability also play crucial 

roles in shaping their brand. Even in less popular sports, athletes with exceptional skills, unique stories, or 

charismatic personalities can still achieve significant success in branding and marketing by connecting with niche 

audiences or targeting specific markets. Based on the above, this research paper attempts to answer the question: 

How does the popularity of a sport impact the success of athlete branding and marketing? 

 

This paper argues that the popularity of the sports that an athlete is affiliated with may impact but does not dictate 

the success of athlete branding and marketing.  

 

An Overview of Branding and Marketing and How it Extends to the Sports World 

 

Branding is the process of giving meaning to a specific organization, company, product or service by creating and 

shaping a brand in consumers’ minds (Marion, 2018). Branding is about describing who you are as a company - 

your mission, values, and what makes you special and unique. It is a strategy designed by organizations to help 

people identify and experience their brand and give them a reason to choose their products over competitors. On 

the other hand, according to the American Marketing Association (2017), “marketing is the activity, set of 

institutions, and processes for creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that have value for 

customers, clients, partners, and society at large”. Marketing involves understanding customer needs and wants, 

identifying target markets, developing products or services that meet those needs, and positioning them effectively 

in the marketplace. Simply put, one may think of marketing as the actions you take to connect with your customers 

and get them to buy your products or services (Mehaffey, 2022). So, If marketing gets people to engage with your 

company for the first time, branding keeps them coming back for years to come (deBara, 2019). 
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Let's take up the case of Coca-Cola. As a company touting branding and marketing success since the late 1800s, 

Coca-Cola is still one of the most fantastic examples of branding that every branding agency learns from. Its 

branding elements send an important message: Coca-Cola is an indispensable part of the happiest moments of your 

life. More than its exceptionally creative and memorable visual elements, they establish deep emotional connections 

and a sense of tradition in their audience's lives for generations. This image is further strengthened by the company 

by ensuring that all its marketing endeavours are in line with it. For instance, Coca-Cola's "Share a Coke" campaign 

inspired global audiences to share moments of happiness with friends and family by enjoying Coca-Cola bottles 

personalized with their names (The Coca-Cola Company, 2019). 

 

All that being said, how do branding and marketing extend into the sports world? Well, athlete branding is the 

public persona of an individual athlete who has established their symbolic meaning and value using their name, 

face or other brand elements in the market (Arai, Ko and Ross, 2014). It is not only what athletes produce in terms 

of winning or losing but how they package this winning or losing as a complete brand that matters. A brand image 

is the reasoned or emotional perceptions consumers stick to specific brands and involves the perceptions of a 

particular brand as reflected by the brand relationships held in a consumer's memory. An athlete's brand image can 

be whatever they want, and it sure helps when it's more authentic than contrived. Before the advent of social media, 

there were fewer ways for athletes to convey their stories. Today's athletes are individuals. A critical step, therefore, 

is to figure out what makes each athlete different beyond the box scores and then build the brand image off of that. 

Additionally, in recent times, the publicity and endorsements that professional athletes receive have been steadily 

increasing as sports continue to be one of the leading forms of entertainment worldwide. This has provided several 

opportunities to further build an athlete brand but has also created a requirement for agencies to closely monitor 

and ensure that athletes are able to maintain a favourable brand image. This is increasingly important, as the athlete's 

brand influences the behaviour of fans. As a result of the ever-growing popularity of sports, most professional 

athletes are often compared to small businesses in themselves. 

 

Athlete marketing refers to the practice of promoting and building the personal brand of professional athletes. It 

involves creating and implementing marketing strategies and campaigns to enhance athletes' public image, increase 

their popularity, and maximize their earning potential. Athlete marketing encompasses various aspects, including 

endorsements, sponsorships, social media presence, public appearances, merchandise, and more. The goal is to 

provide the client with strategies to promote their athletic pursuits and create a brand around their sports career 

(Cuk, 2011). Effective athlete marketing requires a strategic approach, an understanding of the target audience, and 

collaboration with a team of professionals, including agents, publicists, marketing agencies, and legal advisors. The 

ultimate purpose is to create a strong brand presence, enhance the athlete's marketability, and create new revenue 

streams while maintaining authenticity and connection with fans. 
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Athlete branding and marketing in today’s world is more possible and vital than ever before. For starters, social 

media has levelled the playing field, and athletes need not be their team's star players to make a big name for 

themselves. For professional athletes, their brands and how they market themselves to fans, the press, and potential 

corporate partners are theirs to mould. And the plethora of fan touchpoints makes it more shapeable than ever 

before. As the influencer economy expands and social networks keep doing more to support this valuable group, 

athletes can ride that wave (Mohammadkazemi, 2015). Moreover, not every athlete is the same, and not every 

athlete brand is the same. That's part of the allure of sports and pro athletes — every fan can find somebody to relate 

to and identify with (Horowitz, 2022). The opportunity for each athlete is more vital than ever, and that power is 

not going away. There are plenty of fans now, and there will be more, who find their favourite athlete not through 

a highlight or live game but through a brand and persona they get to know beyond the sport.  

 

The Importance of Athlete Branding and Marketing  

 

In the digital age, athlete branding has become more critical and complex than ever, as social media, online 

platforms, and new technologies offer new opportunities and challenges (LinkedIn, 2023). 

 

Effective athlete branding can significantly increase an athlete’s marketability, making them more attractive to 

sponsors, endorsement deals, and business opportunities. This increased marketability has several advantages for 

athletes. For instance, a solid personal brand can help an athlete attain greater financial security by diversifying 

their revenue streams and also extend their career beyond active playing days by allowing them to transition into 

other roles such as sports commentary, coaching, brand ambassadorships, and entrepreneurial endeavours, ensuring 

long-term professional opportunities. Moreover, developing and managing a personal brand can contribute to an 

athlete's personal growth and self-awareness - it involves introspection, understanding one's values, and creating a 

clear vision of their identity beyond their athletic achievements. 

 

However, one of the main drawbacks of creating a specific brand image is that athletes may oftentimes feel 

pressured to conform to it, resulting in a loss of authenticity - the desire to please sponsors by adhering to specific 

behaviour guidelines, contractual obligations, and restrictions as well as fans may lead to a lack of genuine self-

expression and a diluted representation of an athlete's true identity. Furthermore, it can sometimes prove challenging 

for athletes to maintain a balance between their personal and professional brand image. In order to avoid scrutiny 

and any other impending problems, such as strained relationships with teammates or coaches, it is vital for some 

degree of consistency to be maintained in the manner that athletes brand themselves and the manner in which the 

team(s) they are affiliated with brand themselves.  

 

Similar to athlete branding, athlete marketing, or the use of athletes to promote products, brands, or campaigns, can 

also offer several positive outcomes. However, it can be detrimental to the athlete if not done correctly and carefully.  
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Athletes are often seen as role models and admired figures (Pegoraro and Lebel, 2019). Their endorsement of a 

product or brand can lend credibility and trustworthiness, primarily if they are known for their achievements, 

professionalism, or integrity. This association can positively influence consumer perceptions and attitudes. Fans 

often have strong emotional connections to their favourite athletes. By aligning a brand with an athlete, the brand 

can tap into this emotional bond and generate a sense of loyalty among fans. If effective, athlete marketing 

campaigns can directly impact sales and revenue for a brand by driving consumer interest, creating buzz, and 

leading to increased product or service demand. This boost in sales can result in a tangible return on investment 

(ROI) for the brand. 

 

However, consumers today are increasingly discerning and value authenticity. If an athlete's endorsement does not 

align with their interests or seems forced, it can lead to scepticism among consumers. Authenticity is crucial to 

maintaining credibility and trust in athlete marketing campaigns. Moreover, partnering with high-profile athletes 

can be expensive. The costs associated with athlete endorsements, sponsorships, or appearances may be prohibitive 

for smaller brands or businesses with limited marketing budgets. Athletes are human and can be involved in 

controversies and scandals. If an athlete endorser's reputation suffers a setback, it can negatively impact the brand 

associated with them. To mitigate reputation risks, brands must carefully evaluate an athlete's public image, 

behaviour, and history. 

 

Furthermore, it is true that athlete marketing opens up avenues for sponsorships and partnerships between brands 

and athletes. These collaborations can extend beyond traditional advertising to include joint events, product 

development, community initiatives, and more. Such alliances can strengthen brand associations and create 

mutually beneficial relationships. However, the downside to this is that athlete endorsements can become repetitive 

and lead to overexposure. When multiple brands simultaneously use the same athlete for endorsements, it can dilute 

the impact and make consumers less receptive to the messages.  

 

Overall, athlete branding and marketing can be highly effective, but the athletes and respective brands must 

carefully assess the scenario and mitigate any risks to ensure successful and positive outcomes. 

 

Athlete branding Across Different Sports 

 

Athlete branding across different sports can vary depending on the individual, the sport itself, and the target 

audience. All athletes have the potential to become personal brands. However, it has been often suggested that since 

some sports have larger audiences than others, athletes who are affiliated with such sports may be able to benefit 

from more opportunities whilst building their brand.  
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Football, for example, is considered the most popular sport in the world. As a result, it could be perceived that 

footballers have a significantly greater opportunity to successfully brand themselves and get involved with lucrative 

endorsement deals, gain increased popularity, and long-term financial stability. Moreover, since football is a truly 

global sport, players who possess international appeal can capitalize on their popularity in different markets. 

Football has a profound cultural impact in many countries, often becoming integral to national identity. This cultural 

influence can enhance the branding potential of football players, as they are seen as ambassadors for their countries 

or regions. Athletes who excel at the international level, represent their national teams or have a multicultural 

background often have opportunities to expand their brand beyond their domestic fan base. 

 

On the other hand, while basketball is very popular in America, it has comparatively lower worldwide popularity 

than Football, with only an estimated 400 million fans. Basketball is more prominent in urban culture and has made 

significant inroads in various entertainment industries, including music and fashion. As a more individualistic sport, 

basketball highlights individual skills, athleticism, and personal achievements. These nuances shape how 

basketballers are branded and marketed. The fact that basketball tends to be more individualistic may indicate that 

players are able to successfully derive their individual athlete brands with ease.   

 

The popularity of sports can significantly impact the success of athlete branding and marketing. When a sport is 

widely followed and has a large fan base (Craft, 2008), it creates more opportunities for athletes to build their brand 

and reach a larger audience. For example, Football offers a wide range of endorsement opportunities due to its 

popularity, with players often securing partnerships with major global brands. Basketball players, particularly those 

in the NBA, have numerous endorsement opportunities, given the league's worldwide visibility and connection to 

lifestyle brands. However, the size of the football market often leads to more lucrative endorsement deals for 

football players. 

  

However, it's important to note that the success of athlete branding and marketing is not solely dependent on the 

sport's popularity. The entire point of athlete branding is that one can market themselves as an individual and not 

link themselves back to a sport. Thus, an athlete's performance, personality, values, and marketability also play 

crucial roles in shaping their brand. Even in less popular sports, athletes with exceptional skills, unique stories, or 

charismatic personalities can achieve even greater branding and marketing success by connecting with niche 

audiences or targeting specific markets. 

 

Athlete Branding in Football  

 

Soccer requires players who contribute in different ways to the team’s performance. In part, this means playing 

different positions and achieving different outcomes (Agnè et al, 2016.). And while Messi and Ronaldo have played 

similar positions (forward) and contributed in different yet similar ways, one factor that appears to have earned 
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them their strong professional images is their apparent specialisation - each has consistently worked to perform in 

a manner critical to team functioning. Both are iconic athletes who have built strong personal brands over the years. 

While their branding strategies differ in certain aspects, both players have successfully established themselves as 

global sporting icons.  

 

Ronaldo's branding revolves around portraying himself as a charismatic and confident individual (Sunam, 2021). 

He emphasizes his physicality, fashion sense, and glamorous lifestyle by actively promoting himself across social 

media platforms. With regard to the elements of his brand that he connects with his sport, Ronaldo’s content often 

times communicates his dedication to training, discipline, and relentless pursuit of excellence on the field. He 

positions himself as a role model for aspiring athletes, emphasizing the importance of hard work and determination 

in achieving success. His brand, however, extends beyond the football world, with endorsements ranging from 

fashion brands (CR7 eyewear line) to wellness products. Ronaldo has ventured into business and entrepreneurship, 

investing in various industries such as hotels (Pestana CR7 lifestyle hotels), fragrance lines (CR7 fragrances), and 

clothing brands. The aforementioned helps audiences position him as not only a footballer but also a savvy 

businessman. The impact of Ronaldo's branding is further strengthened by his global reach - he has cultivated a 

massive fan base worldwide and has been involved in numerous international marketing campaigns. Overall, 

Ronaldo's brand is associated with values integral to football but also with much more including glitz and glamour 

that ultimately allow him to create a universal appeal that resonates with fans from diverse backgrounds. 

 

Messi is often regarded as a genius on the field, known for his dribbling, vision, and ability to score incredible 

goals. Messi's brand showcases his exceptional skills, positioning him as a unique and unmatched player. Messi is 

known for his humble and down-to-earth personality, which has become central to his branding. Despite his 

immense success, he remains modest and avoids self-promotion. Messi's brand emphasizes his quiet confidence 

and lets his performances speak for themselves. Messi actively engages in philanthropy and charity work, promoting 

social causes such as children's healthcare and education. Through his Leo Messi Foundation, he supports 

education, healthcare, and vulnerable children initiatives. His brand portrays him as a compassionate and socially 

responsible individual who uses his platform to make a positive impact. Furthermore, Messi's brand is deeply 

connected to his Argentinian heritage. He has represented the Argentine national team and achieved success on the 

international stage, including winning the Copa America in 2021 as well as the 2022 World Cup. This aspect of his 

brand resonates strongly with his Argentine fan base. 

 

Ronaldo's branding emphasizes his charismatic image, global appeal, and entrepreneurial ventures, while Messi's 

branding highlights his skills, philanthropy, and connection to his local and national identity. Both players have 

effectively leveraged their unique strengths to build robust and enduring personal brands. 
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Athlete Branding in Basketball 

 

LeBron James and Michael Jordan are history's most iconic and influential basketball players. Their brands are the 

strongest and most well-known within the sport of basketball.  

 

Michael Jordan's athlete branding often stands as a benchmark for athletes seeking to build their brands. Jordan's 

brand was built on his unparalleled success and dominance on the basketball court. His six NBA championships, 

five MVP awards, and numerous scoring titles made him the epitome of greatness. Jordan's incredible skills, 

athleticism, and clutch performances captivated fans worldwide. One of the most significant aspects of Jordan's 

branding is creating the "Air Jordan" sneaker line in collaboration with Nike (Kunkel, 2023). Introduced in 1984, 

the line revolutionized basketball footwear and became a cultural phenomenon. The iconic Jumpman logo and the 

distinctive designs of the sneakers elevated Jordan's brand to new heights, creating a lasting legacy in the sneaker 

industry. Jordan's magnetic personality and confidence further enhanced his brand. His intense competitiveness and 

determination to win made him a beloved fan figure. Furthermore, Jordan's brand was exceptionally well-promoted 

through strategic marketing and advertising campaigns. The famous "Be Like Mike" Gatorade commercial and 

collaborations with other major brands like McDonald's and Hanes further solidified his image and increased his 

mainstream appeal. Even after retiring from professional basketball, Jordan's brand continued to flourish. His 

ownership of the Charlotte Hornets NBA franchise and involvement in various business ventures, including the 

Jordan Brand under Nike, have sustained his brand's legacy and financial success. His influence extends beyond 

basketball, with his impact felt in popular culture and business. His combination of exceptional skills, charisma, 

marketing savvy, and lasting impact has made him a cultural icon, setting a standard for branding excellence in the 

world of sports. 

 

LeBron James has crafted a highly successful and influential athlete brand that extends beyond his accomplishments 

on the basketball court. With four NBA championships, four NBA MVP awards, and numerous All-Star selections, 

he has established himself as one of the greatest players of his generation. His versatility, athleticism, and basketball 

IQ have captivated fans worldwide. A significant aspect of LeBron James' brand is his commitment to social 

activism and philanthropy. He has utilized his platform to address social and racial issues, advocating for equality 

and justice. Through initiatives like the LeBron James Family Foundation, he has focused on education, providing 

resources and opportunities to underprivileged youth (Lebron James, 2023b). His dedication to making a positive 

impact has resonated with fans and earned him respect off the court. James has also successfully extended his 

influence to entertainment, media, and business. He has appeared in movies and television shows, produced 

documentaries, and launched his own media company, SpringHill Entertainment (Lebron James, 2023a). LeBron 

James has established various personal brand partnerships, creating signature products and collaborations. Notably, 

his partnership with Nike created the popular "LeBron" line of sneakers. These partnerships enhance his brand 

visibility and provide additional revenue streams. Additionally, he has engaged in various business ventures and 
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endorsements, partnering with major brands such as Beats by Dre and Coca-Cola. LeBron James often emphasizes 

the importance of family in his branding. He shares moments with his family on social media, showcasing his role 

as a father and husband. This aspect of his brand reinforces his relatability and helps cultivate a positive image as 

a family-oriented individual. LeBron James' athlete branding exemplifies a multifaceted approach combining 

athletic achievement, social activism, business ventures, and fan engagement. His dedication to making a difference 

both on and off the court has elevated him to a level where he is celebrated for his basketball skills and admired for 

his impact on society. 

 

While both LeBron James and Michael Jordan have left indelible marks on the basketball world, their branding 

approaches reflect their unique personalities, eras of play, and the evolving landscape of sports and media. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In today's competitive sporting industry, a strong personal athlete brand has become imperative to stand out. 

Countless factors must be considered while building a personal brand and marketing strategy. These factors range 

from the logo and font choice to the athlete's personality. One such important factor is the sport's popularity. While 

is it believed that the popularity of sports can significantly impact the success of athlete branding and marketing, 

it's important to note that the success of athlete branding and marketing is not solely dependent on the sport's 

popularity. Ultimately, the sport's popularity may impact but not dictate the success of an athlete's brand.  

 

In the age of social media, athlete branding has become more complex than ever, as online platforms and new 

technologies offer new opportunities and challenges. While not every athlete is the same, and not every athlete 

brand is the same, effective athlete branding can significantly increase their marketability, making them more 

inviting to sponsors, endorsement deals, and business opportunities. This increased marketability has shown to have 

several advantages for athletes.  

 

When a sport is widely followed and has a considerable fan base, it creates more opportunities for athletes to build 

their brand and reach a larger audience. However, it's important to note that the success of athlete branding and 

marketing is not exclusively dependent on the sport's popularity. The fundamental point of athlete branding is that 

one can market themselves as an individual and not link themselves back to a sport. Thus, athletes' performance, 

personality, values, logos, and marketability also play crucial roles in shaping their brand. Even in less popular 

sports, athletes with exceptional skills, unique stories, or unique personalities can achieve even greater branding 

and marketing success by connecting with audiences or targeting specific markets. The aforementioned has been 

evident in the success that athletes such as Michael Jordan and LeBron James have had regardless of being affiliated 

with basketball, a sport which is comparatively less popular than football.  
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