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List of Terms 
A multitude of sports worldwide actively use the name ‘football’. From the National 

Football League in America, to the National Rugby League and Australian Football 

League in Australia, the term football has a variety of meanings to different people. 

In this study, any reference to the term ‘football’ is in relation to Association Football.  

The official name of the top flight of football in Northern Ireland is the Danske Bank 

Premiership, however it is often referred to as the Irish League. Both terms are used 

interchangeably throughout this study.  
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Abstract 
This research explored the understanding of the concept of brand in the context of 

Danske Bank Premiership teams in Northern Ireland. The study addressed the gap in 

the literature around small sports clubs and their efforts to build a brand. The research 

interviewed eight people in commercial roles from four different clubs ranging from the 

smallest to the largest teams in the league. Semi-structured interviews were used to 

explore their understanding of brand, how it was managed by the club, what brand 

associations the clubs exploited and the effect of any negative associations before 

exploring the impact the clubs’ heritage had on their commercial work.   

The research found that clubs in Northern Ireland have a limited understanding of the 

concept of brand. This produced a competency gap. One consequence of this was the 

relentless focus on short term activity, as there was limited understanding of the long 

term benefits of building a high performing brand. Brand associations were 

infrequently managed, leading to a situation where negative perceptions pervaded the 

beliefs about the clubs, which the clubs were ill-prepared to tackle. These perceptions 

were primarily drawn from heritage factors connected to the socio-political history of 

Northern Ireland. The study concluded by identifying that the competency gap must 

be closed or bridged by the clubs if they are to exploit their brands fully for commercial 

benefit. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction  
This study will explore the understanding of the concept of brand in football clubs in 

the Danske Bank Premiership in Northern Ireland and how they exploit their brand for 

commercial benefit. 

Much of the research into sports brands focuses on the large sports organisations in 

the world’s most well-known competitions, such as the NFL, English Premiership or 

NHL (Hopwood, 2005). This research aims to address this gap in the sports brand 

literature by considering the impact brand can have on smaller sports clubs. It will 

address the levels of understanding of the brand concept, explore how clubs manage 

their brand to generate revenue,  build brand associations and investigate the impact 

heritage can have on the brand.  

Research Problem 

To explore the understanding that top level football clubs in Northern Ireland have of 

their brand and how they exploit them to support the commercial operation of the club. 

Justification of Research 

Sport is a multi-billion pound, global industry (Shilbury et al, 2003), but a relatively new 

one for academic research. Only in 1980 was it first characterised by a set criteria that 

differentiated it from traditional industries (Mullin, 1980). 

The research into sport marketing and branding has since focused on marketing of 

sport or marketing through sport, with much of the work on the former focusing on 

large sports organisations (Gallagher et al, 2011).  

In the UK, the English Premier League dominates much of the research focus 

(Hopwood, 2005), leaving smaller sports organisations with little research to utilise. 

Furthermore, in Northern Ireland, the role sport plays in the community identification 

is complex and often contentious, as a result of the socio-political history of the region 

(Hassan, 2002).  

As small sports clubs form the base of sporting organisations in Northern Ireland, it is 

important that research is conducted to further the understanding of the concept of 

brand and the effective utilisation of it.  
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Research Objectives 

The objectives for the study are: 

1. To examine the understanding of the concept of brand in commercial staff at 

football clubs in Northern Ireland 

Before the utilisation of the brand can be explored, it is necessary to discover to what 

extent the commercial staff at football clubs in Northern Ireland understand brand as 

a concept. This will provide the foundation for the following objectives, as all activity 

undertaken by the brand managers must be viewed through this lens.  

2. To analyse the brand management practices in Northern Irish football clubs 

How clubs manage their brand is central to understanding how it is being exploited for 

commercial benefit. There are a number of factors involved in creating positive brand 

equity, of which only a few are controlled by the brand managers. The effective use of 

these will be crucial in developing a high performing brand and this research objective 

will examine the clubs’ approach.  

3. To explore the brand associations that football clubs in Northern Ireland utilise 

to build brand identity  

Brand associations are the intangible perceptions held in the memory of a consumer 

(Keller, 1993) and can be both positive and negative. When utilised effectively, brand 

associations can help clubs attract new supporters and commercial revenue. 

Conversely, the failure to tackle negative brand associations can hamper a club’s 

development. It is crucial the club understands if there is a difference between the 

internal and external view of the club, so they can address this perception gap if 

necessary.  

4. To assess the extent that the brand’s heritage impacts potential commercial 

exploitation   

Northern Ireland has a unique socio-political history within the United Kingdom, thanks 

to a multi-decade ethno-sectarian conflict (Hassan, 2002; McKittrick, 2001). Sport in 

Northern Ireland plays an important role in community identification and cultural 

expression. The heritage of each club is an antecedent of developing brand equity it 

is important to understand the role history plays in building the brand.  
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Structure of Research 

Chapter 1 – Introduction 

A brief overview of the research problem, with an outline of the justification for the 

study and the objectives to be explored.  

Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

This chapter explores the research in sports marketing, before delving deeper into the 

issues of sports brands, specifically in a Northern Irish context. The literature review 

will highlight the gap in the literature that this study will address. 

Chapter 3 – Methodology 

Chapter 3 explains the theoretical position of the research and justifies the 

methodology for the study. Further, it describes the data capture and analysis process.  

Chapter 4 – Findings and Discussion 

This chapter provides the analysis of the data and discussion around the key points in 

relation to the research objectives. Issues are highlighted with their impact on theory 

and practice discussed. 

Chapter 5 – Conclusion and Recommendations 

The final chapter draws together the key outcomes from the research for each 

objective. Further, it highlights any limitations and produces recommendations for 

brand managers, the literature and areas for further study.  

Conclusion 

This chapter provided an overview of the research problem and an introduction to each 

research objective. It set down the structure for the research which will be followed 

and provided a justification for the study. The next chapter, the Literature Review, will 

explore the academic theory behind the issue of brand in a sports context.  
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 
The objectives of this study are focused on the brand management practices of top 

level football clubs in Northern Ireland, exploring the understanding, brand 

associations and impact the clubs’ heritage has on commercial exploitation.  

This chapter will focus on an examination of the key issues surrounding the study, 

opening with the broader literature of sports marketing and sports brands. Once this 

overarching literature has been examined, the focus will narrow to look at the relevant 

issues in relation to consumption of sports brands, brand equity and how it can be 

used to develop a fan base. This will include a particular look at the concept of fandom 

and brand communities, what makes them unique and the management issues 

surrounding them. 

The final part of this literature review analyses the issue of small sports club marketing 

and the particular brand management challenges that they face, before exploring the 

issues specifically in Northern Ireland, an area which has a unique social and cultural 

backdrop.  

Sport Marketing 

Sport marketing as a distinct entity is a relatively new subject (Mullin, 1980). Mullin’s 

research in 1980 was the first to identify a series of characteristics of sport that affected 

the marketing process in a different way to other industries (Shilbury et al, 2003).  

The focus on sport marketing as an academic discipline has followed the growing 

professionalisation and, importantly, the subsequent commercialisation of sport that 

has occurred since the late 1970s (Slack, 2004).  

Much of the academic work in sports marketing focuses on two streams: marketing of 

sport and marketing through sport (Shilbury et al, 2003; Gallagher et al, 2009; 

Masteralexis et al, 2009 -  cited in Gallagher et al, 2011). This study focuses on the 

marketing of sport, where the main body of work in the UK focuses on the global sports 

brands and Premier League football (Hopwood, 2005), thus there is a distinct gap 

surrounding the marketing of sport in small sports organisations (Gallagher et al, 

2011). 
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Marketing in professional sports organisations is of greater significance than in other 

industries largely due to the inability of all but the largest sporting organisations to 

diversify their core product range or grow through acquisition (Shilbury et al, 2003).  

Without the variety of options available to a traditional business such as new product 

development or expanding into new markets, and with sport now competing with the 

arts and entertainment for consumer’s disposable income (Shilbury et al, 2003; Carter, 

2010), marketing has become a critical management function in many sports 

organisations.  

Moreover, Mullin (1985) identifies five areas that separate sport from other forms of 

marketing, shown in Table 1 below: 

Table 1: Factors that make Sport Distinct from Other Industries (Adapted from Mullin, 

1985) 

 Sports Organisations  Tangible Goods 

Market Organisations simultaneously 
compete and co-operate 

Organisations compete with little 
or no co-operation 
 

Product Publically consumed, perishable 
and variable product which 
elicits an emotion response from 
consumers 
 

Used at the convenience of the 
consumer, usually with a 
replicable experience  

Price Revenue from direct consumer 
is usually small compared to 
cost 
 

Revenue from consumer usually 
contributes the majority of 
income and covers costs 

Promotion High media coverage and 
corporate association with the 
club 
 

Media coverage has to be 
earned or paid 

Distribution One point of distribution  
 

Usually multiple points of 
distribution  

 

Mullin’s observations, now 30 years old, have been scrutinised in more recent times 

(Slack, 2004; Funk and James, 2006; Carter, 2010) and shown to be evolving, yet still 

valid. Mullin, for example, discussed how the widespread media coverage reduces the 

focus on marketing, however this was updated by Carter (2010) who highlights the 

increased marketing activity at sports clubs as the industry converges with 

entertainment.  
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Evidence exists that consumption of sports events at the point of distribution – in the 

stadia, arena or ‘service-scape’ – is affected by emotional and historic factors, 

meaning defection to other providers is rarely seen (McDonald, 2010; McDonald and 

Stavros, 2007; Wann and Branscombe, 1990). What this means for sports 

organisations is that while they have limited scope to grow through traditional business 

channels, they can develop a strong brand and often have a captive market that has 

been observed to purchase sports products and brands for emotional, rather than 

utilitarian reasons (Shilbury et al, 2003).  

It is perhaps in this interaction with fans that the differences of sport marketing versus 

other industries are most stark (Underwood et al, 2001). The purchase decision for 

fans, in many cases, is based on intangible benefits, connected to the buyer’s identity, 

rather than the tangible benefit of watching the sport (Holt, 1995; Giulianotti, 2002; 

Trail and James, 2001; Mahony et al, 2000; Lock et al, 2008; Neale and Funk, 2006; 

McDonald, 2010; McDonald and Stavros, 2007). This is because many sports fans 

see the team as an extension of themselves (Underwood et al, 2001), meaning the 

individual’s identity is closely bound to that of the team. 

With sport marketing a nascent subject (Shilbury et al, 2003), there are still many areas 

that require further research. Sports organisations need to understand how they can 

exploit the emotional connection they generate for commercial gain through 

developing their brand. Furthermore, research is required to understand what makes 

sports brands so unique and to explore the impact of brand in a small sports club 

context (Gallagher et al, 2011). 

Sports Brands  

Kotler et al (2006) defines a brand simply as an offering from a known source, before 

going on to augment that definition to include references to any symbol, logo, design 

or image that differentiates a product from a competitor. Similar definitions are used 

by Shilbury et al (2003) and Shank and Lyberger (2014). 

This definition of brand is similar to that of a trade mark (de Chernatony, 2009; 

Bedbury, 2003), which does not fully reflect the subtleties and significance of a brand 

(de Chernatony, 1999). It focuses too much on the tangible and does not acknowledge 

the psychological impact of the brand on the consumer (Bedbury, 2003). 
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Another issue with the opening definition of the brand is the one way nature of the 

statement (Louro and Cunha, 2001). The brand owner is implicitly in control of creating 

the symbol, logo and design of the brand and pushing that towards the consumer, a 

view which is challenged by Fournier (1998), Louro and Cunha (2001) and Brodie and 

Glynn (2010) who argue that the customer is active in creating the brand. Therefore, 

the brand can take on different meanings to multiple stakeholders, often making it 

problematic to define, capture and scope for managers. This lack of clarity is 

particularly challenging in smaller organisations, where staff are generalists, not 

specialists (Gallagher et al, 2011). 

The term “sport brand” can have many connotations; international event, famous 

athlete, club, franchise, league, corporate brand, retail brand or sports service 

(Bouchet et al, 2013). Much of the literature regarding sports brands focuses on major 

brands, with instant national or global reach (Couvelaere and Richelieu, 2005) such 

as Real Madrid, Adidas or NASCAR.   

It is the intention of this study to focus on the development of brands in relation to 

sports organisations – that is the brand of the sports team, an area where much work 

still remains to be done (Burton and Howard, 1999; Desbordes, Ohl and Tribou, 2001; 

Mullin et al, 2000 – quoted in Couvelaere and Richelieu, 2005). Specifically, it will 

focus on small sports clubs (SSCs), where the literature is even more sparse (Gilmore 

et al, 2011). 

The key principles of branding in sports teams are no different to that in other industries 

– the term ‘brand’ still relates to the promise the company makes its customers 

(Couvelaere and Richelieu, 2005), provides instant recognition (Slack, 2004) and 

helps to reduce the perceived level of risk a consumer can feel towards a purchase 

(Kaynak et al, 2008).  

However, the importance of creating, developing and exploiting a brand is of greater 

importance to the sports club than to most firms in other industries. This is due to the 

lack of control over several of the major factors (such as team related issues) which 

could, with the absence of a strong brand, adversely affect the commercial 

performance of the organisation (Gladden et al, 1998) – see Figure 1 below. 
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Sports brand managers, those in control of the brand strategy, have little control over 

the product (Bouchet et al, 2013). While many brand managers have tried to influence 

their product by creating a brandscape – an entertainment experience that can be 

tightly controlled and repeated (Thompson and Arsel, 2004) – they do not control the 

sports action. Games can be entertaining or dull, teams can win or lose and star 

players can be hired, sacked or sold, without any input from the brand manager. 

Moreover, as the consumption of sport is emotional for many, that experience cannot 

be controlled (Mullin et al, 1993 quoted in Kaynak et al, 2008). 

In sport, a strong brand can help capitalise on the emotional attachment fans feel, instil 

trust and loyalty, position the team favourably against other entertainment offerings 

and avoid the fans cutting off reflected failure (CORFing) (Couvelaere and Richelieu, 

2005; Holt, 1995; Wann and Branscombe, 1990). CORFing is an ego enhancement 

process of putting distance between the individual and unsuccessful team to avoid any 

negatively projections onto the individual (Cialdini et al, 1976). 

By developing a strong brand, brand managers can avoid the potential pitfalls of the 

uncontrollable factors outlined in Figure 1. Indeed, this is one of the reasons that 

marketers in general build brands (Heding et al, 2008). Specifically, brand equity, the 

value of the brand, can be built to guard against temporal, seasonal or unexpected 

dips in demand (Keller, 1993). 

Brand Equity in Sports Clubs 

Brand equity is the added value given to products or services by attaching the brand 

name (Kotler et al, 2006). Reaching a stage where a team has built up brand equity is 

important because it is the point at which customer loyalty becomes inherent and long 

term profits can be derived from a customer (Arens, 1996, cited in Kaynak et al, 2007) 

through repeat ticket purchases and the sale of branded goods (Shank and Lyberger, 

2014). 

Gladden et al (1998) proposed a model to assess brand equity in sports clubs (see 

Figure 1).  
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Figure 1: A Conceptual Framework for Assessing Brand Equity (Gladden et al, 1998)  

 

These factors affecting brand equity can be difficult to measure due to the intangible 

and inconsistent nature of the end product (Gladden et al, 1998; Richelieu and Pons, 

2009).  

The antecedents are important because they have an impact on the strength of brand 

equity (Shank and Lyberger, 2014). A strong brand creates the circumstances where 

positive brand equity can be generated, which influences how people react to 

marketing messages (Spence and Essoussi, 2008). High performing companies, even 

SMEs, have been observed to be those that implement brand management practices 

and leverage them, even on small budgets (Berthon et al, 2008). 

Looking specifically in a football context, exploiting brand equity for commercial gain 

is vital to the success of the club. Research by Pinnuck and Potter (2006) and football 

specific research by E&Y (2009) shows that commercial revenue is a known indicator 

of on-field performance.  

With brand equity in football critical to helping clubs capitalise on merchandise sales 

(Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001, Gustafson, 2001 - cited in Richelieu and Pons, 2009), 

building customer loyalty (Keller, 1993) and, ultimately, developing a successful team 

(E&Y, 2009), the role of brand manager is vital in the sports context. However, not all 

the antecedents of brand equity are within the brand manager’s control. Factors such 
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as team success, location, tradition, player recruitment or schedule are out of their 

control, but can impact the creation of brand equity within the club. With only a few 

levers to pull to generate brand equity, the role of the brand manager takes on an 

increased importance.  

Sports Brand Consumption   

There are different levels of fan engagement with sports teams and many studies have 

tried to classify them (Giulianotti, 2002, Holt, 1995, Wann and Branscombe, 1990, 

Wann et al 2001, Pooley, 1978). The terminology varies across the studies, however 

they all agree there are levels of engagement and commitment to a team.  

Sport consumption as an emotional purchase is more pronounced with those fans who 

show increased levels of commitment and define themselves through their relationship 

with the sports team – known as highly involved fans (Holt, 1995; Giulianotti, 2002; 

Trail and James, 2001; Mahony et al, 2000).  

These highly involved fans are more likely to stick with teams through a bad time (as 

defined by placing in a league table, Downward and Dawson, 2000), have loyalty in 

purchase behaviour and engage in game day rituals (Wann and Branscombe, 1990). 

And while the concept of a sports consumption escalator (Mullin et al 2007), where 

supporters move in a linear manor from casual fan to committed regular, is too 

simplistic (McDonald, 2010) there is evidence that a continuum exists according to the 

levels of loyalty individuals show for the team. 

The commercial benefit for the brand manager to move fans along the continuum is 

clear – more committed fans spend more on tickets, supplementary merchandise and 

advocate for the team (McDonald, 2010; Brooks, 1994; McDonald and Stavros, 2007; 

Wann and Branscombe, 1990; Keller, 1993; Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001, 

Gustafson, 2001 – cited in Richelieu and Pons, 2009). Additionally, churn rates – the 

percentage of season ticket holders who did not renew the following season – are 

much lower the longer fans hold a season ticket (McDonald, 2010), meaning there is 

a commercial advantage to the sports organisation to build loyalty and keep the fans 

beyond the first year. 

Fandom, and how it is exploited by sports clubs for commercial benefit, is a key area 

for clubs to focus on (McDonald and Stavros, 2007; Wann and Branscombe, 1990). 
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Mahony et al (2000) created the Psychological Commitment to Team (PCT) scale to 

try and classify sports fans and, importantly, create marketing plans for each segment 

of the scale. Central to the recommendations are the use of intangible incentives to 

provide psychological reinforcement for the consumer base, such as meet the player 

events. While this was based on a US study, which can make extrapolating it to a 

European audience imprecise (Hoehn and Szymanski, 1999), it demonstrates the 

power of emotional and intangible benefits for sports fans.  

With an unpredictable product (Richelieu and Pons, 2009) and the small chance of 

success each year – only one team can win the league or cup in any given season, 

therefore the majority of clubs will finish each season without silverware – creating 

fans and building a psychological attachment between them and the club is crucial to 

a club’s future. 

Brand Fandom Management and the Creation of Brand Communities  

Many of the consequences of brand equity are displayed first and with greatest 

strength by highly involved fans (McDonald, 2010; Giulianotti, 2002, Holt, 1995, Wann 

and Branscombe, 1990, Wann et al 2001, Pooley, 1978), who embody the spirit of the 

club and create a community based around the team (Neale et al, 2006; Muniz and 

O’Guinn, 2001). 

This brand community is a key factor in consumption behaviour for highly involved 

sports fans (Jacobson, 2003; Giulianotti, 2002; McDonald and Stavros, 2007; Trail and 

James, 2001). The opportunity to become a member of a community appeals 

particularly to the highly involved fan (Holt, 1995; Giulianotti, 2002) who uses the 

opportunity to show expertise to other fans as another pillar of their self-identity.  

Additionally, sports events offer individuals the chance to practice rituals (Rook, 1985) 

and interact with other fans, thus developing more human connections. Likewise, 

communities are valuable as they help to market the brand on behalf of the company 

(Muinz and O’Guinn, 2001). For example, wearing branded merchandise to identify 

with the team, creating banners for the stadium and choosing to build leisure time 

around sporting events are all common traits amongst sports fans (Neale et al, 2006).  

These highly involved individuals are important as they create atmosphere at events 

through the practicing of rituals (Rook, 1985; Wann and Branscombe, 1990) and 
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influence their family and/or friends to attend games (Muinz and O’Guinn, 2001; Funk 

and James, 2006). As lead actors in the brand community (Ponsonby-McCabe and 

Boyle 2006), highly involved fans set the standards that others moving up the 

continuum have to follow. The event and sports team are so ingrained in the highly 

involved fan, they see it as an extension of self (Underwood et al, 2001) and 

passionately advocate for the team to less involved fans.  

Management of Brand Communities in Sport 

The passion and ingrained behaviour of highly involved fans can have unwanted and 

negative consequences for sports brands. When fans start to act as a social group 

rather than individuals, a process known as depersonalization (Banaji and Prentice, 

1994), group behaviour becomes prevalent.  

English football, for example, has previously been associated with hooligans and fan 

group violence (Giulianotti, 2002) which affected the brand of not just the clubs 

involved, but of English clubs as a whole. In the context of this study, Northern Ireland, 

football has often become a small but public theatre for the sectarian conflict, which 

permeated the wider community (Bairner and Shirlow, 2000; Hassan, 2002; Bairner, 

2004). Even if these negative factors are no longer relevant in the sport, the secondary 

associations – the fact that the wider public perceive it to still be an issue (Spence and 

Essoussi, 2008) – can have an impact on the clubs involved.  

To change the perception of the brand requires a systematic management approach 

to help align the external beliefs with that of the organisation (Berthon et al, 2008). 

This process is fraught with difficulty, given the differing expectations of stakeholders. 

Highly involved fans will typically resist changes that don’t match their emotional link 

to the club (Dionísio et al, 2008), whereas commercial stakeholders or fans further 

down the PCT scale will consider more practical issues – for example the naming 

rights / sponsorship of a new stadium can be looked upon as betrayal by highly 

involved fans but an important factor in attracting new fans by commercial partners 

(Bairner and Shirlow, 2000). 

The possibility of negative behaviours is inherent in the development of brand 

communities. One core aspect of the management of tribal brand communities like in 

a sporting context is the organisation ceding some of control to the community (Cova 
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and Pace, 2005) which allows the community to create their own identity and this 

represents a key challenge for brand managers.  

Brand Management in Sport 

An organisation’s staff are a crucial component of the brand development, with brand 

managers playing a pivotal role (de Chernatony, 2001; de Chernatony, 2009; Bedbury, 

2003; Fournier, 1998) and this is especially important in the service sector (Brodie and 

Glynn, 2010)  

What the literature shows is that while a brand is a symbol or a logo, it is not confined 

to just that. It is the people behind those distinguishing marks that start to give the 

brand its true value and the consumers who decide how to engage with it (Brodie and 

Glynn, 2010).  

It has been shown that high performing companies implement brand management 

practices (Berthon et al, 2008). In a small sports club (SSC) context, the brand 

managers are typically the entrepreneurial driving force behind the business (Spence 

and Essoussi, 2008) and the company’s brand reflects their personality (Spence and 

Essoussi, 2008; Berthon et al, 2008). As a SSC’s brand is a reflection of the individuals 

in senior positions in the organisation, it is a crucial area of study to understand this 

group’s knowledge of the subject. 

The development of the brand helps to position the team as more than just a result on 

a playing field and the role of the manager as the catalyst for this brand development 

is crucial. Therefore, the management of the brand as a key organisational asset is an 

important role and merits investigation. (Kaynak et al, 2008). The brand manager has 

to utilise the tangible and intangible aspects of the brand, to create a unifying vision 

for the team.  

Aaker (1996) and Richelieu and Pitts (2004) identify establishing brand equity as the 

goal of a brand manager, however beyond this, little research has been conducted 

into the area of brand management (de Chernatony, 2001; Bedbury 2003). Despite 

this lack of research into brand management and the nascent nature of the research 

area (Louro and Cunha, 2001) it is clear that brand managers must adopted a variety 

of roles to develop and exploit a brand for commercial benefit. 
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Brand management is ensuring consistency between the organisations vision and 

stakeholders’ beliefs about the organisation (Berthon et al, 2008). However, with such 

a broad definition, it is inevitable that brand management issues vary from company 

to company and are extremely business dependent (Krake, 2005). Furthermore, Louro 

and Cunha (2001) identify a matrix to categorise brand management paradigms, 

describing how responsibility for managing and exploiting a brand sits with different 

functions in companies, dependent upon their approach to brand and customer 

orientation. 

Small Sports Clubs  
Gilmore et al (2011, p13) defined a small sports club as:  

“A member of a national league; has an average attendance that is well below 

its available capacity at approximately 10%; operates as a not-for-profit 

organisation; and is operated and administered predominantly by volunteers”  

Given the size of the most SSCs and they share many of the key marketing 

management characteristics, they are analogous with small and medium sized 

businesses (SME). An SME, as defined by the European Commission (2014), is a 

company with less than 250 employees and a turnover or less than or equal to 

€50million.  

Table 2: SME definition (European Commission, 2014) 

Company 
Category 

Employees Turnover or Balance 
Sheet 

Medium < 250 ≤ €50m ≤ €43m 

Small < 50 ≤ €10m ≤ €10m 

Micro < 10 ≤ €2m ≤ €2m 

 
Many SSCs fall into the ‘Micro’ and ‘Small’ categories, with limited finance to invest in 

marketing and brand building. Indeed, many SSC are characterised by their constant 

struggle to avoid financial shortfalls on an annual basis (Gilmore et al, 2011).  

Entrepreneurs and entrepreneurial firms – which includes SSC – are also 

characterised by their less formal approach to marketing, a focus on flexibility and 

supporting sales promotions (Hills et al, 2008). They rely on intuition, experience and 

immersion in their business to market themselves.  
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This lack of formal planning and co-ordination of activity (Gilmore et al, 2011) does not 

necessarily mean that SSC do not engage in marketing, more that they are just 

unaware of when they are marketing (Krake, 2005).  

Another feature of SSC’s is the generalist staff at the clubs (Gallagher et al, 2011). 

The small payroll at most SSC means that employees and volunteers have to be multi-

skilled and able to take on a variety of tasks which may be outside their core 

competence – something that SSC have in common with entrepreneurs (Carson and 

Cromie, 1989).  

Brand Management in Small Sports Clubs 

Much of the research into brand management has been done in larger organisations, 

with the SME context receiving little attention (Spence and Essoussi, 2008; Krake, 

2005; Berthon et al, 2008). SMEs are fundamentally different to large organisations 

(Berthon et al, 2008; Martin, 2009) and Table 3 displays the key differences between 

large and small sports organisations.  

In football, the English Premier League’s billion pound TV deal (BBC, 2012) sets it 

apart from all other UK based sporting organisations. Commercial income streams 

such as merchandising and sponsorship revenue that are available to these clubs are 

on a scale out of reach of most SSCs. Additionally, large ‘for profit’ sports clubs (Beech 

and Chadwick, 2007) have full time professional staff throughout the business, 

specialising in areas such as finance, marketing or HR as opposed to the generalists 

that are found in small sports clubs (Gallagher et al 2011). Research into mimetic 

isomorphism (O’Brien and Slack, 2004) highlights the dangers of smaller clubs trying 

to imitate legitimate or successful sports organisations. 

 

The issues that SSCs face are no different to those faced by SMEs. With little time or 

budget available to focus on brand management (Berthon et al, 2008; Spence and 

Essoussi, 2008; Krake, 2005), most marketing activity is focused on sales to help the 

company survive and little or no conscious brand planning is undertaken (Krake, 2005; 

Underwood et al, 2001).  
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Table 3: Comparison of Brand Building and Management in Large and Small Sports Clubs. (Adapted from Spence and Essoussi, 2008) 

Activity Large Sports Clubs Small Sports Clubs 

Brand culture Sophisticated concept 
 

Reductive concept 

Brand management and 
organisation structure 

Professional, experienced, specialist 
Responsibilities spread over several 
departments and functions 
 

Voluntary,  usually inexperienced, generalist  
Responsibilities concentrated in the hands of 
committee members  

Brand identity Planned and systematic process for shaping 
identity.  
 

Heritage, community and fan based 
Intuitive process based on volunteers skills  

Brand equity Created, driven and exploited 
Measured and evaluated 
 

Sporadic and ad hoc, not planned 
Limited measurement available 

Brand strategies Tailored to individual markets and geographies 
Tightly controlled 
Access sold for strategic commercial benefit 
 

Limited and part of wider club development 
Varied implementation based on individuals 
Access sold for short term revenue 

Marketing mix Wide range of highly visible and integrated 
programmes 
 

Sales promotion focus. Short term solutions 
aimed to maximise revenue 
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Small Sports Club Branding Management Practices  

It has already been highlighted that sports clubs need to develop a brand to help move 

the organisation to a position where it can avoid purchase decisions being made on a 

purely sporting context (Couvelaere and Richelieu, 2005; Holt, 1995) – this is also true 

of SSC.  

In terms of brand management in SSCs, this function doesn’t lie in a dedicated 

department, but with the owner/manager (Krake, 2005). This can be a positive – 

allowing the organisation to react quickly (Berthon et al, 2008) – or a negative – not 

allowing dedicate focus on brand management (Louro and Cunha, 2001).  

The financial constraints, coupled with a lack of specialist marketing expertise can hold 

SSCs back from developing their brand for commercial exploitation. In a study by 

Gallagher et al (2009), SSCs were shown to understand the importance of developing 

a recognisable brand identity for the future security of the club, however they were 

lacking in the expertise and know how to implement it.  

However, while literature on SME brand management is limited, it clearly shows that 

companies that invest in brand management can leverage the potential of their brand 

for long term sales benefits (Berthon et al, 2008; Krake, 2005). As Shocker and Weitz 

(1998) note, the return from a long term branding strategy will far outweigh the costs 

of implementing it.  

Without the necessary resources, skills and time to commit to brand building, the 

intuitive style of SSCs can be reliant on the senior leadership to set the tone for the 

brand (Berthon et al, 2008; Spence and Essoussi, 2008). Lacking a formal approach 

to developing the brand and relying on intuition, SSCs may miss out on the benefits of 

the long term, systematic approach to brand management Shocker and Weitz (1998).  

With factors that are within the scope of the brand manager heavily influencing brand 

equity (Gladden et al, 1998) and the return from a brand strategy outweighing the cost 

of implementing it (Shocker and Weitz, 1998) it is crucial that SME’s understand and 

exploit their branding capabilities. 

Brand Management Issues in Northern Irish Sports Teams 

The top level of football in Northern Ireland is the Danske Bank Premiership. This can 

be categorised as a SSC environment. The clubs involved are organised in a national 
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league structure, pay some staff and register players with the governing body (Morrow, 

1996). However players in the Danske Bank Premiership cannot be compared to those 

in the English Premier League, where average annual salary is £2.23m per player 

(Sporting Intelligence, 2015). 

Figures published in 2014 by the league show the average match attendance to be 

951 (BBC, 2014), while the average ground capacity, based on the team in the 

Premiership in the 2014/15 season, was 8,150 (Football Ground Guide, 2015). This 

average figures cloaks a variety of attendances, but averages out just over 11% - 

within scope of the approximate 10% noted in the earlier definition of an SSC by 

Gilmore et al (2011). While attendances are rising, they are noticeably smaller than 

those witnessed in England or Scotland, contributing to financial issues within game 

in Northern Ireland (Hamilton, 2001).  

The football clubs of Northern Ireland face a number of commercial challenges. Firstly, 

thanks to the advent of Sky TV and cheap flights to Great Britain, English and Scottish 

Premier League football is within easy reach of many spectators (Bairner, 2004), 

fuelling a boom in interest in these more glamorous competitions.  

Bairner (2004) additionally notes that since 1989, there has been significant 

investment in infrastructure in England and Scotland, an investment that hasn’t been 

replicated in Northern Ireland, leaving stadia, for the most part, untouched in several 

decades.  

The quadruple problems of competition from a bigger rival, tight finances, low 

marketing skill amongst staff and a lack of time due to the small size of the 

administration department, leave Northern Irish football clubs unable to build their 

audience in a meaningful way, back to the heyday of 1970s (Bairner, 2004). 

Brand Consumption in Northern Irish Sport  

It has been noted earlier that a number of antecedents required to build brand equity 

– geography, team success and fixtures – are out of the brand manager’s control. 

While these are still relevant in a Northern Irish context, these factors do not weigh as 

heavily on clubs as history and heritage does (Bairner and Shirlow, 2000).  

Football fandom and politics are widely recognised as being linked (Bairner and 

Shirlow, 2000) and this is the case with many of the major teams in Northern Ireland. 



21 
 

For example, Cliftonville FC is recognised as having a majority Nationalist following, 

while Linfield FC and Glentoran FC are renowned for their Unionist support. Given the 

recent socio-political history of Northern Ireland, a country still emerging from a multi-

decade, domestic, sectarian conflict (Hassan, 2002), history can create negative 

associations for the brands and the brand communities that follow the teams. 

The game day rituals practised by fans at clubs may be seen as negative by the wider 

population and serve as a disincentive for others to attend the games (Banaji and 

Prentice, 1994; Giulianotti, 2002). It has been noted that fan behaviour and 

participation in sectarian songs and displays has had this effect on both Nationalists 

and families at international games involving Northern Ireland (Bairner and Shirlow, 

2000). 

To this end, the Irish Football Association (IFA) – the national governing body – has 

instigated a programme called “Football For All”, which aims to use football as a hook 

to promote peace and reconciliation between clubs, fans and communities in Northern 

Ireland (IFA, 2013).  

Set against this historical backdrop, with fans using stadia as a stage to act out their 

connection to their imagined communities (Bairner and Shirlow, 2000; Holt, 1995; 

Giulianotti, 2002), the issue of building brands and exploiting them for commercial gain 

may well be seen to be more complex in Northern Ireland than in other territories.  

This complexity, when taken with the SSC nature of the Northern Irish football scene 

– finite resources, voluntary staff and lack of planning – creates a challenging 

environment for organisations to operate in. The importance of a strong brand to sports 

clubs is clear (McDonald, 2010; Havitz and Howard, 1995, McDonald and Stavros 

2007) but effective management is required to avoid the negative associations that 

can develop when power is ceded from the club to highly involved fans.  

Conclusions / Research Issues 

Sport is an important form of cultural expression and the emotional connections it 

creates provides a powerful advantage for sports brands (Bairner and Shirlow, 2000; 

Shilbury et al, 2003). Despite this, relatively few clubs seem proactive in building and 

leveraging their brand (Couvelaere and Richelieu, 2005). 
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While larger sports clubs have the capacity to recruit specialists to assist with the 

creation of branding strategies, small sports clubs do not have this luxury. They rely 

on the intuitive marketing ‘expertise’ of generalists, usually working across many areas 

of the administration to build the brand and connect with the local community.  

Despite the lack of formal planning and measurement, the entrepreneurial, intuitive 

style of brand building is not necessarily a negative. The flexibility and ability to adapt 

to changes thanks to an immersion in the market, a characteristic the entrepreneurial 

approach (Hills et al, 2008), could have a positive impact, if it is done well.  

However, the immersion in the local market, specifically in a Northern Irish context, 

may be seen as a hindrance to develop a bigger brand community to drive larger 

match day attendances. The historical connections of many clubs in the Premiership 

may be driving away more potential fans than it is drawing in.  

Given the literature reviewed above, the following key research questions are 

summarised Table 4:  
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Table 4: Key Research Questions 

Research Issue Key Authors Research 
Objective 

Marketing plays a more important 
role in sports clubs than most 
industries 

 Shilbury et al 2003 

 Mullin, 1985 

R1 

What is a brand in a sports 
context 

 Bouchet et al, 2013 

 Couvelaere and Richelieu, 2005 

 Gilmore et al, 2011 

R1 

Developing a sports brand   Gladden et al, 1998 

 Bouchet et al, 2013 

 Shank and Lyberger, 2014 

 Richelieu and Pons, 2009 

R1, R2 

Building brand communities in 
sports clubs 

 Berthon et al, 2008 

 Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001 

 Ponsonby-McCabe and Boyle 2006 

 Giulianotti, 2002 

R2, R3, R4 

Fandom and brand communities  Holt, 1985 

 Giulianotti, 2002 

 Trail and James, 2001 

 Mahony et al, 2000 

 Wann and Branscombe, 1990 

 Wann et al 2001 

 Pooley, 1978 

 McDonald, 2010 

 Mahony et al (2000) 

R3, R4 

SSC marketing   de Chernatony, 2001 

  de Chernatony, 2009; 

 Bedbury, 2003 

 Fournier, 1998 

R1. R2. R3 
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 Spence and Essoussi, 2008 

 Berthon et al, 2008 

 Gallagher et al 2011 

 Gilmore et al 2011 

 Krake, 2005 

Sports brand management in 
Northern Ireland  

 Bairner, 2004 

 Bairner and Shirlow, 2000 

 Hassan, 2002 

R2, R3, R4 
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Chapter 3 – Methodology  
Following the review of the relevant literature, the next step of the research is to 

explore the methodology for the study. This chapter will initially identity why it is 

important to consider the research position as the starting point for any piece of 

research, before discussing what the appropriate method for collecting the data is to 

achieve the study’s objectives. Finally, the chapter will look at the mechanics of the 

research – the process for capturing and analysing the data as well as any limitations 

of the study.  

At this stage, it is pertinent to state the research objectives again: 

1. To examine the understanding of the concept of brand in commercial staff at 

football clubs in Northern Ireland 

2. To analyse the brand management practices in Northern Irish football clubs 

3. To explore the brand associations that football clubs in Northern Ireland utilise 

to build brand identity  

4. To assess the extent that the brand’s heritage impacts potential commercial 

exploitation   

Research Position  

Why research? A simple, yet crucial question which needs to be considered and 

answered as it will have implications for the type of research undertaken (Holden and 

Lynch, 2004, Carson et al, 2001).  

Moreover, it is important to understand the researcher’s philosophy, as this, too, will 

have an impact on the mechanics of the study. All studies are influenced by the 

researcher’s view of the world and how that world is investigated (Tadajewski, 2004). 

Two main research positions have been identified (Carson et al, 2001) – positivist and 

interpretivist.  

Positivist and interpretivist sit at opposite ends of a linear spectrum. Positivists view 

research as something observable and independent of the researcher. With this 

objective view, the world is measurable and predictive (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991).  

Interpretivists believe that there are different and valid versions of reality, based on the 

context and the individual’s perception (Biggam, 2011). This research position focuses 

on understanding what is or has happened in a particular context (Carson et al, 2001). 
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In short, the two positions can be summed up as demonstrated in the Table 5 

Table 5: Positivist v Interpretivist 

Positivist Interpretivist 

Marketing as a science Marketing as an art 

Objective view Subjective view 

One version of reality Multiple versions of reality  

Mainly quantitative measures Mainly qualitative meanings 

 

In many ways this is not a new argument – marketing as art v marketing as a science 

has been debated for decades (Bartels, 1951; Dawson, 1971; Brown, 1996; Brown, 

2004). The two paradigms are, in many cases, at odds with each other, yet the position 

of the researcher is crucial to the methodology of the study as it will be a key influence 

on the research methods (Carson et al 2001). 

Positivist 

All research is governed by the position the individual takes towards ontology (the 

world they study) and epistemology (how it is studied) and researchers need to be 

aware of their own philosophical outlook (Tadajewski 2004). 

Positivists are characterised by their one version of reality, where research can be 

broken down into discreet parts with outcomes neatly be classified as either proving 

or disproving something (Holden and Lynch, 2004).  

Furthermore, the positivist ontology seeks to take an independent, rational and logical 

approach to research (Carson et al, 2001). While these are laudable aims, true 

independence of research is not necessarily possible, given that almost all 

researchers have prior experience of the subject area that they bring to the study 

(Tadajewski, 2004; Kuhn, 1962)  

Sport is known to elicit emotional and sometimes irrational behaviour from fans and 

volunteers (Mullin, 1985; Wann and Branscombe, 1990). Therefore, positivism, which 

seeks to analyse the research in a logical and rationale manor, keeping feelings and 

reasons separate (Carson et al, 2001; Hunt, 2003), does not provide the depth of 

information required to explore the individual’s understanding of their club’s brand. 
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Furthermore, as these brand ambassadors are generalists with entrepreneurial traits, 

not marketing specialists, it is important to explore what they do intuitively as this may 

form a large part of their brand plan. 

The desire to find unambiguous and accurate answers (Houghton, 2009), makes the 

positivist approach less suitable for this study. This study aims to explore the 

understanding and knowledge of the key actors in football clubs in Northern Ireland – 

there are no absolutes, just opinions, which, therefore, makes the interpretivist position 

more suitable.  

Interpretivist  

The interpretivist position allows for a wider and more varied approach to marketing 

research (Tadajewski, 2004), which has led to the scale and scope of the marketing 

literature expanding.  

Interpretivists believe that context is vital to research (Biggam, 2011). As there is more 

than one world view, the context of the findings is crucial to understanding them. By 

accepting that individual’s context and experience affects the lens with which they view 

the world, interpretivists can explore competence in a richer, more textured way.  

Moreover, interpretivists embrace rather than hide their own experience and bias. Hunt 

(1993) encourages researchers to bring their background, experience and values into 

the research to help. This acceptance of inherent bias allows for the researcher’s 

perception to be taken into account during the study.  

Adopted Research Position 

Due to the exploratory nature of the objectives of this study, this research adopted the 

interpretivist position. This allows the research to fully explore the how and why of 

brand management in sports teams in Northern Ireland. The interpretivist ontology 

matches the author’s understanding of the brand environment, where the perception 

of the brand is the reality.  

To fully appreciate the brand manager’s understanding of the concept of brand and 

the commercial exploitation of their brand, the research must comprehend the 

individual’s ‘reality’ of their situation, which can more accurately be obtained through 

an interpretivist approach. The positivist documentation of data won’t help to 
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understand the rationale and motivations behind the decisions the brand ambassadors 

make. 

The context of the SSC and the generalist skills of the individuals to be researched 

are crucial elements of this study. Spence and Essoussi (2008, p1042) state that: 

As SME branding is an emerging area of research, a qualitative approach 

allows for the development of insights into the phenomenon to be studied. 

The key literature in the field of SME marketing, SSC branding and the heritage of 

football in Northern Ireland, as shown in Table 4, all adopts an interpretivist approach 

(Spence and Essoussi, 2008; Gallagher et al 2011, Gilmore et al 2011; Bairner, 2004; 

Bairner and Shirlow, 2000; Hassan, 2002; Couvelaere and Richelieu, 2005). 

Qualitative Data 

One characteristic of interpretivism is qualitative research (Biggam, 2011). Qualitative 

research is a natural, interpretative approach to provide understanding of the 

meanings that people attach to actions, decisions, beliefs and values within their world, 

and the tools people use to interpret the world around them (Ritchie and Lewis, 2013). 

This allows for an understanding of how and why things happen and will allow for a 

rich pool of data to be captured.  

Semi Structure In-Depth Interviews  

Qualitative research characterises interpretivism and this approach will be taken to 

collect the data and explore the objectives outlined in Chapter 1. Carson et al (2001) 

outline a variety of interview styles that can be chosen to match the research.  

This study will utilise semi-structured interviews with individuals who hold a role with 

influence over the brand at top level football clubs in Northern Ireland. Semi-structured 

interviews allow for one to one interviews, conducted around a framework, but flexible 

enough to capture data from varying experiences and sports contexts. 

Sampling 

The sample was selected using purposive sampling, where judgement was used to 

select teams based on existing knowledge (Kerlinger, 1986). Two individuals from four 

separate clubs have been selected and agreed to be participants in the study. As 

argued by Eisenhardt (1989), this number of subjects allows for in-depth analysis while 

providing a diverse range of answers to increase the validity of the results.  
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With a limited number of teams that could take part in the research – the league 

contains only 12 teams – it is important to choose participants that are transparently 

observable (Eisenhardt, 1989); that is those at the extremes where a depth of 

information may be found.  

Furthermore, given the socio-political history of football in Northern Ireland, it was 

important to select clubs from both Nationalist and Unionist traditions. The literature 

shows that heritage and tradition play an important role in brand association for clubs 

in Northern Ireland (Bairner, 2004; Bairner and Shirlow, 2000; Hassan, 2002) and 

including clubs from both backgrounds would allow cross-case analysis to take place. 

Using research from Bairner and Shirlow (2000) which segmented clubs based on 

their socio-political outlook, only Warrenpoint Town (WT) and Cliftonville FC (CFC) 

were identified as Nationalist.  

CFC are one of the large Belfast clubs, based in the north of the city with a ground 

capacity of circa 8,000 (Football Ground Guide, 2015). Subjects should be selected 

by their ability to provide quality information (Patton, 1980), therefore one large Belfast 

team from the Unionist tradition was also selected to take part in the study. Linfield FC 

(LFC) are also Belfast-based and, due to playing in the national stadium, have the 

largest ground in the league – capacity circa 18,000 (Football Ground Guide, 2015). 

WT declined to take part in the study, therefore two further clubs were selected to 

provide a variety of information. Ballinamallard United (BU) is a village (NISRA, 2015) 

in the west of Northern Ireland, with a ground capacity of circa 2,000 (Football Ground 

Guide, 2015). Finally, Carrick Rangers, based in Carrickfergus, a County Antrim town 

of just under 30,000 people (NISRA, 2015) with a ground that holds in the region of 

2,000 (Football Ground Guide, 2015) were selected to take part in the study. 

This selection of clubs provided information from village, town and city based clubs, 

along with a cross section of the broad, social, cultural and religious community in 

Northern Ireland.  

Research Procedure 

Interviews were conducted with two people at each club who held positions with 

commercial (revenue generating) responsibility in July and August 2015.  
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The majority of the interviews were conducted in person, at locations, dates and times 

to suit the participants. Two interviews were conducted over the telephone using 

Skype, to allow for easy recording.  

These individuals were selected as the most suitable based on their job role and 

expertise as well as their availability (Matear et al, 2000). Additionally, as all individuals 

had a direct role in the commercial activity of the club, they should be capable of 

providing high quality and accurate information. Further information about the clubs 

and individuals is contained in the next chapter.  

Each interview was transcribed within 24 hours (Lofland and Lofland, 1995) with follow 

ups for clarification or further information sought by telephone, email or in person. 

Interview Process  

The interview structure was built around the key research issues identified in Table 4 

to provide data around the research objectives.  

Questions were developed around these objectives and tested and refined ahead of 

the first interview. A list of questions and topics (Appendix 2) was written and used in 

the interview as a prompt for the researcher. It should be noted at this stage that the 

interviews were semi-structured, which allowed for the questions to be asked in a 

natural order that flowed with the answers of the interviewee (Carson et al, 2001).  

All interviews were recorded on two devices – a digital Dictaphone smartphone app 

and an analogue Dictaphone. Permission to record the interview was sought in the 

initial interview request (Appendix 1) and again at the start of the interview as the 

Dictaphones were laid on the table. Additional hand-written notes were taken by the 

researcher to prompt further questions or to be used in analysis.  

An open questioning technique was used to probe the interviewees to allow them to 

explain as fully as possible the answers to the questions. Follow up questions were 

utilised to probe for more detail when responses were only superficial. This style of 

questioning allowed for a rich pool of data to be collected.   

Research Analysis 

The process for analysing each interview is laid out in Figure 2. At the conclusion of 

each interview, the recording was transcribed within 24 hours. Analysis began with 
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reviewing the transcription while playing the audio of the recording to ensure that the 

transcription was accurate and all nuances of the conversation were captured.  

Figure 2: Research Analysis Process (Adapted from Carson et al, 2001) 

 

 

Secondly, a print out of the transcription was read, with notes being made in the 

margins and key points, issues and quotes highlighted. This helped to identify if any 

new codes were required, in addition to those utilised for the research objectives.  

The data was then grouped by relevance to each research objective. This indexing 

process formed the cornerstone of Chapter 4 and Chapter 5. The data was also 

organised based on any areas where there was clear divergence with the literature.  

By synthesizing the research (Biggam, 2011) and systematically searching for patterns 

within the framework laid down in Chapter 1, this allowed the findings to be drawn 

together in a format that matched the research project.  

Once grouped and analysed, the data was then written up as the Research Findings 

and Discussion, cross-referencing it against the findings of the Literature Review to 

highlight any convergent or divergent findings.  

Reviewing data in this fashion is appropriate for qualitative research as it allows for 

the richness of the data to come to the fore, highlighting the important sections that 

Transcibe

• Within 24 hours

• Reviewed and re-listened

Note

• Margin notes made on transcripts 

• Highlighting of key points

Group

• Data grouped by objective

• Data grouped by divergence with literature
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should form the central part of the findings and conclusions (Bogdan and Biklen, 1982, 

cited in Biggam, 2011). 

Limitations of Research 

Every study has limitations (Drisko, 2005), including this one. The researcher is a part-

time student and, as such, had limited time available to commit to the research. 

Additionally, as a post-graduate student, there was a lack of experience in undertaking 

qualitative studies. With extensive planning and research, these two factors did not 

impact on the quality of the data recorded.  

The Danske Bank Premiership contains only 12 teams, immediately limiting the 

potential size of the study. While the study replicated the research by Couvelaere and 

Richelieu (2005), interviewing only four teams, this sample size could have been 

higher to gain a deeper insight into the issue. However a number of teams were 

unwilling or unable to take part in the study. 

All of those who took part in the study were volunteers at their clubs. While the 

interviews were conducted at a time, date and location to suit them, 50% of these took 

place during breaks from the interviewees’ paid job, which caused time constraints on 

their behalf.  

Conclusion 

This chapter opened by examining the importance of the research position taken by 

the author. By exploring the intricacies of positivism versus interpretivism, the most 

suitable research methodology for the study was identified.  

This was followed by an exploration of the mechanics of the research – the structure 

of the interview questions, the interview process and data analysis. Finally, the 

potential limitations of the study were discussed, which aim to highlight issues to be 

considered when replicating or improving on this study.  

The next chapter, Research Findings and Discussion, looks at the analysis of the data 

collected from the interviews. This will aim to pull out key similarities and differences 

between the clubs involved, while looking for overall findings that relate back to the 

objectives of the study.  
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Chapter 4 – Research Findings and Discussion 

Introduction 

Following on from the Methodology and data capture with the respondents, this 

chapter presents the findings of the study. Beginning with an overview of the clubs 

and individuals that took part in the study, the chapter will then explain and discuss in 

detail the findings from the research.  

The early part of this chapter will explain the background of the clubs involved with 

relevant factors brought to the fore. To set the management issues in context, the 

background of the individuals will also be explored.  

Reflecting back to the objectives of the study, the middle part of the chapter will 

examine each objective against the information gathered from the respondents, before 

the discussion and analysis of the findings. 

Profile of Football Clubs  

Mirroring the template laid down by Couvelaere and Richelieu in their 2005 study of 

French football clubs, this study selected four teams of various size to engage in the 

research. The four teams all came from the Danske Bank Premiership – the top level 

of football in Northern Ireland – with two people from each club being interviewed. 

The teams selected cover a broad range of geographic, historic and social cross-

section on Northern Ireland. Two Belfast-based clubs that would be considered two of 

the bigger clubs in the league took part in the study, alongside a village club from 

Fermanagh in the west of the province and a team from a town outside of Belfast. The 

teams are described alphabetically, with Table 6 providing an overview of the teams.  

Evidence of Ballinamallard United (BU) exists as early as 1892, however in its current 

formation the club dates back to 1975 when it was reformed and entered into the 

bottom division of the Fermanagh and Western League. The club was successful in 

the early days and quickly promoted to the top of the local leagues.  

In 1989 the club gained entry into the third tier of the Irish League structure and spent 

a number of years in the third and second tiers before gaining promotion to the top 

flight in the 2011/12 season after winning the Championship. BU became the first team 

from County Fermanagh to compete in the top division of the Irish League. Despite 
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not having won a senior trophy, the youth team has won nationwide trophies several 

times in the last two decades (www.ballinamallardfc.co.uk/, 2015) 

Carrick Rangers were founded in 1939 in Carrickfergus. The Rangers moniker was 

added out of admiration for Glasgow Rangers, a club with a long Protestant tradition. 

The club saw a period of success in the 1970s, winning the Irish Cup and playing in 

Europe in the now defunct European Cup Winners’ Cup.  

In more recent years, the club has been known as a yo-yo club, being promoted and 

relegated from the top flight on numerous occasions. The 2015/16 season represents 

the first year back in the Danske Bank Premiership following their first placed finish in 

the Championship in 2014/15 (www.carrickrangers.co.uk/, 2015) 

Cliftonville Football Club (CFC) are the oldest football club in Ireland, having been 

formed in 1879 and have played continuously since. A main player in the foundation 

of the Irish Football Association the following year, CFC’s history with Irish football 

goes back to the very beginning.  

CFC have won the Irish League five times, the Irish Cup eight times and League Cup 

four times, in addition to a host of other minor competitions. Furthermore, CFC has 

played 28 times in Europe, including six games in the Champions League, the premier 

European competition (www.cliftonvillefc.net, 2015) 

Linfield Football Club (LFC) lay claim to being the most successful club in the world 

when measured by number of senior trophies they have won. Formed in 1886, the 

club found success immediately and has kept winning ever since, now boasting 51 

league titles, 42 Irish Cups and 29 League Cups, alongside a host of minor cup 

successes (www.linfieldfc.com/, 2015). 

Until recently, LFC owned Windsor Park, and leased the stadium to the IFA for 

Northern Ireland home internationals. This arrangement has now ended, with the IFA 

taking ownership of the ground and Linfield assuming the role as tenants, although the 

arrangement is rent free and offers LFC a guaranteed revenue from the IFA. 

Only one team that had been identified as Nationalist (Bairner and Shirlow, 2000), took 

part in the research. However another Nationalist team were approached to take part 

in the study but declined to be involved. While this may hinder the balance of the study, 

http://www.ballinamallardfc.co.uk/
http://www.carrickrangers.co.uk/
http://www.cliftonvillefc.net/
http://www.linfieldfc.com/
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it will not affect the analysis, as the objectives of the study focus on the impact and 

management of the club’s heritage rather than examining the history. 

Table 6: Overview of the Clubs Involved in the Research  

Club Formed Location Unionist / 
Nationalist 

Senior 
Trophies 

Continuous 
Years in 
Premiership 

Ballinamallard 
United 

1975 Village Unionist 0 3 
 
 

Carrick 
Rangers 
 

1939 Town Unionist 2 1 

Cliftonville 
Football Club 
 

1879 City Nationalist 17 20 

Linfield 
Football Club  
 

1886 City Unionist 122 20 

 

In Table 6, Senior Trophies refers to the Irish League Championship, Irish Cup and 

League Cup. Continuous years in the Premiership is measured from 1995 when the 

Premiership replaced the previous elite division.  

As part of the methodology, all participants were informed their individual responses 

would be kept anonymous and they will be referred to as Person 1 through to Person 

8. Where necessary, identifying data has been removed from direct quotes and is 

replaced by text in [brackets].  

For the research findings, the clubs will be referred to as Club A, B, C and D, unless 

the information being presented is already publicly available. While it may be possible 

to deduce the identity of the clubs through analysis of the findings, this step has been 

taken to provide an additional step of anonymity to the respondents.  

Profile of Respondents 

From the eight respondents interviewed, all were white and only one was female, 

supporting Bairner’s (2004) findings that women were under represented in the 

administration of football in Northern Ireland. None of the respondents were asked to 

disclose their religious or social background as part of the study.  
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All were volunteers with their respective clubs with an element of their brief including 

responsibility for commercial activities.  

The exact nature of the individual’s role varied from club to club, with only Club C 

having job descriptions for the respondents. Clubs B and C had a division of labour 

that had individuals focusing on certain commercial areas, be it merchandising, 

sponsorship, bar or attendances, whereas the other two clubs had a much looser 

structure where the respondents were involved in most facets of the club’s 

management. 

All respondents worked full time alongside their commitments with the football club. 

While a variety of professional backgrounds were found among the group (see Table 

7) none of the cohort had a full time job that involved marketing or brand management.  

Table 7: Job Titles and Voluntary Roles of Respondents 

Profession Club Role 

Finance All encompassing 

Finance Finance 

Sales Marketing 
Sponsorship 
Operations 

Entrepreneur  Marketing 
Sponsorship 
Operations 

Legal Attendances 
Merchandise 

Hospitality  Sponsorship 
Corporate 

Civil Servant Sponsorship 
Corporate 
Merchandise  

Civil Servant Attendances 

 

Research Objectives 

Before exploring the key research findings of this study, it is important to review the 

objectives:  

1. To examine the understanding of the concept of brand in commercial staff at 

football clubs in Northern Ireland 

2. To analyse the brand management practices in Northern Irish football clubs 
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3. To explore the brand associations that football clubs in Northern Ireland utilise 

to build brand identity  

4. To assess the extent that the brand’s heritage impacts potential commercial 

exploitation   

R1: Understanding of Brand  

As noted in Chapter 2, the people involved with managing the brand are the ones who 

start to give true meaning and value to a brand (de Chernatony, 2001; de Chernatony, 

2009; Bedbury, 2003; Fournier, 1998). Therefore, an understanding of the concept of 

a brand, in a football context, is the cornerstone of an individual’s ability to exploit a 

brand for commercial benefit.  

What quickly became apparent from the interviews is that there was little agreement 

between the respondents on the concept of brand and how it applied to a football club. 

At various points throughout the interviews, a brand was defined as a logo, a set of 

values, a development strategy or merchandising.  A selection of responses is 

contained below in Table 8.  

Table 8: Different Definitions of Brand as Provided by the Respondents  

Person Definition of Brand Quote 

1 Logo We’ve looked to refresh it [our brand]. New 
club ties this year 
 

2 Values A very hospitable Club or a very progressive 
Club 
 

3 Heritage We’re looking at how we brand them [the 
officials] 

4 Fans In terms of its fan base identity 
 

5 Community 
development 

I don’t know what you mean 

6 Development 
strategy  

My Club, your Club, our Club.  You always 
want people to feel part of it. 
 

7 Logo The other thing we had there in recent times 
was the 75th anniversary of the Club last year 
and with that there was a new badge, a new 
logo for the Club which was introduced 
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8 Merchandising Merchandising… club gear… I think that’s a 
big part of spreading the brand and getting 
awareness out there and getting the buy in. 

 

Additionally, the question of understanding what concept of brand meant to the 

respondent was checked for clarification by seven of the eight respondents, with three 

people requiring the question to be re-worded.  

This lack of clarity from practitioners is, in many ways, not surprising given the lack of 

agreement amongst academics highlighted in Chapter 2. The conflation of the club’s 

brand and logo resonates with the description of a brand offered by Kotler (2006) and 

Shilbury (2003), but stands apart from several others discussed earlier in the literature 

review. 

The clear finding from the respondents to the first research objective is that there is 

little understanding of the concept of brand in commercial staff at football clubs in 

Northern Ireland.  

However, this finding does mask a large amount of knowledge in the organisations 

about their club’s brand. By re-phrasing questions and using different terminology, 

interesting data was collected from the respondents. Person 5 described their club’s 

brand as “community”, Person 1 summed up a lot of their tactical brand-related activity 

with the statement, “it’s about doing it right for the [area]” and Person 3 summed their 

brand up in three words “history, tradition, success”. 

These descriptions start to define the intangible benefits and subtleties of the clubs’ 

brands. While they all only relate to the organisation related antecedents of building a 

brand, they show a much broader understanding of the intangible elements of the 

brand. 

The SSC environment is characterised by the use of voluntary staff to ensure the club 

continues to operate (Gilmore et al, 2001). These volunteers are, by necessity, multi-

skilled individuals who have a broad range of responsibilities within the club structure.  

Referring back to Table 7, the variety of professions held by the volunteers is clear. 

The use of these ‘generalists’, as opposed to ‘specialists’, is also recognised in the 

literature. Gallagher et al (2011) discusses the lack of specialist marketing knowledge 
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these generalists bring to the SSCs, but also highlights the breadth of ‘technical’ skills 

held by these individuals.  

In the short term, these skills are more relevant and valuable to the club as they help 

fill the short term requirement three of the four clubs discussed to generate revenue. 

As one respondent described their role: It’s all about raising money. 

The lack of understanding of the concept of brand and therefore the lack of investment 

in planning a brand strategy is not always a negative. The hands-on, multi-skilled and 

commercially minded approach the volunteers have, allows them to be quick to react 

to the market when opportunities to exploit their brand for commercial benefit occur. 

This is your 40th year coming up, brand everything your 40th year and attract a 

little bit of sentiment to it. 

This example highlights how the intuitive brand planning at Northern Irish football clubs 

often works. The commercial exploitation of this anniversary may not have been 

planned, but when it became apparent there was an opportunity, the club attempted 

to connect the ‘tangible’ raising of funds with the ‘intangible’ sentiment of the 

celebration.  

Operating in line with the market for short term benefit corresponds with the literature 

which identifies that immediate financial objectives take precedence over long term 

brand planning (Berthon et al, 2008; Spence and Essoussi, 2008; Krake, 2005). Given 

the financial realities of football clubs in Northern Ireland, it is perhaps not surprising 

that this is the case.  

In addition to their own financial pressures, Person 1 and Person 7 both made 

reference to Omagh Town and Newry Town/City, both clubs that had previously played 

in the Irish League, but who were wound up owing to financial problems in the last 

decade. With two of their peers dissolved in recent memory all of the clubs prioritised 

fundraising above all. 

With opportunity capitalisation – staying close to the market, identifying opportunities 

and quickly producing a product to capitalise on the interest – a classic trait of 

entrepreneurs and intuitive marketers (Berthon et al, 2008) a short term approach is 

embedded into brand planning. The time invested in making short term activities work 
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is time that can’t be committed to long term brand projects. Additionally, if a short term 

opportunity is judged to be a success in financial terms, there is little pressure to 

change the process. 

What is under-explored by all of the clubs is the opportunity cost of focusing on short 

term objectives. Several studies show that the return on investment from long term 

sales outweighs the cost of implementing a brand strategy (Berthon et al, 2008; Krake, 

2005; Shocker and Weitz, 1998), yet none of the clubs are implementing them.  

With limited understanding of the concept of brand, it may be a lack of competence 

that forces the clubs to focus on short term objectives. And with little knowledge of the 

brand management strategies required to create long term value for the club, the 

generalist staff revert to intuition – repeating practices and tactics that have worked 

previously.  

R2: Brand Management Practices in Northern Irish Football Clubs 

It has already been identified in Research Objective 1 that there is a low level of 

understanding of the concept of brand in Northern Irish football clubs. The impact this 

has on brand management practices is an under researched area (Spence and 

Essoussi, 2008). 

What the data shows is that the clubs have a mixture of short and long term brand 

management practices, although the long term practices could be viewed as being 

implemented with a short term financial goal in mind.  

Long Term Brand Management Practices 

The long term brand management practices of the clubs interviewed centred entirely 

on attracting more young fans. Table 9 shows the tactics used by clubs to attract young 

fans, along with a quote from one member of each organisation.  
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Table 9: The youth ticketing schemes of Northern Irish football teams 

Club Cheap 
Junior 
Season 
Ticket 

Junior 
Outreach 

Junior 
Ticket 
Offers 

Quote 

Club A   X   We have so many kids from all over the 
county coming to our mini soccer on 
the Saturday morning. Those kids, 
when they become adults, their mind-
set will be different. 

Club B       We would have done some coaching 
and then we would have given them 
children’s tickets so the ticket was valid 
for a child to come to a game free 
provided they were accompanied by an 
adult 

Club C       We were pulling them in and when the 
kid comes to the game they have to 
bring their mum their dad or both or 
their brother and sister – so you know 
it’s back to building family and 
community 

Club D X     Going round the schools issuing free 
entry to kids coming in with a paying 
adult 

 

All the clubs appreciated the value of attracting young fans was two-fold. Firstly, it 

attracted a young market, at an impressionable age, and provided the opportunity for 

clubs to make fans for life. Secondly, it provided an additional supplementary income 

as all the free junior tickets were only valid when accompanied by a paying adult. 

No club offered results for these schemes, but all the clubs spoke about continuing the 

efforts, which draws the conclusion that they must be viewed as a success. It was 

apparent from the data that this youth policy was the only brand management activity 

that could be classified as long term and the clubs were as interested in the short term 

financial returns as they were about building brand equity and creating fans for life. 

Short Term Brand Management Practices   

The focus on short term objectives resonates with the literature as well as the financial 

objectives of the clubs discussed earlier in this chapter. Aaker (1996) notes that 

management is dominated by short termism thanks to annual budgeting cycles and a 

focus on sales and profits. This approach is clear in the data. 
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All clubs had a focus on putting additional bums on seats to drive match day revenues, 

however only two clubs had written plans in place to focus on attracting additional 

spectators on a regular basis. Despite the clubs having significant spare ground 

capacity, much of the discussion to generate increased attendances appeared to be 

based on a focus on uncontrollable variables: the weather, current team performance, 

alternative social options or the opposition and how many fans they would bring with 

them. As one respondent put it bluntly: 

We’re relying on maybe two big away gates a season. 

Looking at the antecedents of brand equity (Gladden et al, 1998), no respondent 

mentioned plans to develop the elements they had control over. Experiential elements 

such as delivering an entertainment event, plans to improve media relations and 

coverage or utilising the club’s heritage to improve attendances were all missing from 

the responses.  

The omission of any brand management plans, even in the short term, also meant 

there was no accurate way to measure if any activity had been a success. For 

example, innovations designed to help attendances were judged on subjective 

personal feelings or objectively in terms of gate receipts, but only over a short window. 

No objective long term measures were considered.  

One example of this is moving kick off times from 3pm on a Saturday. Junior (amateur) 

football in Northern Ireland is played at the same time as the Danske Bank 

Premiership, potentially depriving the clubs of football fans who could be attracted to 

games.  To counter this, the Northern Ireland Football League (NIFL) has introduced 

Friday evening fixtures and sanctioned Sunday afternoon games. 

In response to this, two respondents cited their own religious beliefs when asked about 

Sunday football: 

I’m a Christian and we have quite a high percentage of fans who would be 

practicing Christians  

I was brought up Presbyterian  

It was clear from the tone and inflection in the responses that both individuals were 

against Sunday football.  
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In addition to the personal feelings of the respondents, some clubs, Linfield for 

example, have it written into their constitution that they can’t play games on a Sundays.   

The view of Friday evening football was mixed. One club was against it entirely: 

I think we played two [Friday] games last season and both attendances were down 

The above quote and nuance in the discussion left no doubt that the club in question 

were not in favour of continuing the experiment of Friday matches – it had been tried, 

deemed as a failure and the club had moved on.  

Other clubs were more pragmatic – they were in favour, but would like to select which 

games were moved. This was due to logistical reasons and fear that if a Friday evening 

kick off made it difficult for fans to travel, the host club would lose out financially. 

One of the things that we do do is that we do pick a game for a Club that we 

know that will not have a big away support and we change it to a Friday night.  

The likes of the bigger Clubs who come here and see [us] as a big day out - we 

would never change that to a Friday night.   

The views of the clubs towards varying the kick off time is shown in Table 10. 

Table 10: Club views on different kick off times 

 Club A Club B Club C Club D 

Friday  
Night 

  X     

Sunday 
Afternoon 

  X   X 

 

Saturday 3pm has been the traditional kick off time for a number of years and changing 

this habit requires a long term approach, which is currently not the case. Sports clubs 

are characterised by their simultaneous co-operation and competition with other teams 

in the league (Mullin, 1985). For innovations in kick off times to be success, a long 

term brand management plan would need to be implemented, with the clubs co-

operating by promoting the wider benefits to the league to their own fans.  

Short term planning also permeates through to the commercial and sponsorship deals 

the clubs undertake. All bar one team were looking at deals of one or two years for 

their main shirt sponsor. With both teams outside of Belfast not being established clubs 



46 
 

in the top division, their focus on short term sponsorship was due to the reality that 

they may not be in the top division for the long term. While both had ambitions to play 

in Europe, their more immediate goal was to consolidate their position in the top 

league. 

The two Belfast clubs had different views on shirt sponsorship. One club was taking a 

long term approach, aiming to sign a new partner up for a five year term, whereas the 

other commented that it was a challenging market which made attracting new 

sponsors difficult.  

One practical step that clubs could potentially take to help them focus on long term 

planning is to lobby NIFL to end promotion and relegation. Removing relegation was 

rejected out of hand by Person 1: 

Absolutely against it. Because if that would have been the case we would have 

never got into the Irish League. So how could I support something that would kill 

the ambitions of other clubs who hoped to do what we’ve done? From a selfish 

point of view I could see that would be good, it would not be good for the league 

and I would not support that at all. 

This again highlights the co-operation of sports clubs, where a club administrator 

would sacrifice their own long term brand planning and stability team for the good of 

the league and ambition of other football clubs.  

What the data shows is that brand management practices amongst the sample were, 

on the whole, short term in focus. Thought had been given towards the long term future 

off the clubs, but this had not been followed through into a long term, documented 

brand strategy that could be implemented and measured. Instead, much of the clubs’ 

effort was placed on short term, income generating practices that helped fill any short 

fall in the accounts.  

R3: Brand Associations Used by Northern Irish Football Clubs 

Brand associations are those perceptions about a brand held in the memory of a 

consumer (Keller, 1993; Aaker, 1991 and 1996). Given the intangible nature of these 

associations, they can be difficult to measure.  
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This study has not focused on quantitative data to measure brand associations, nor 

has it interviewed fans to discover the associations they have with the teams’ brands. 

Rather, it has focused on the clubs’ perspective and their opinions of their brand 

associations. 

All eight respondents devote significant amounts of free time and money to the running 

of their football club. One respondent compared their role to having another full time 

job while another respondent noted that as a board member they pay monthly in to the 

club to help with the finances. It is, therefore, unsurprising to discover that those within 

the organisation have a positive impression of their club’s brand association. As one 

respondent stated: It really is a labour of love. 

There is, however, an understanding that the brand associations held externally to the 

club can differ from their own. Clubs B, C and D were aware of the negative 

associations many would have of their organisations, even if they believed these to be 

incorrect.  

This difference between internal and external brand associations is a perception gap, 

which could be related to “secondary associations” (Spence and Essoussi, 2008) – 

brand associations that are not directly within the sphere of influence of the club.  

This was highlighted by one respondent, who commented: 

I think some people think [our] club is in the UVF. 

The UVF is a terrorist organisation in Northern Ireland, responsible for the more than 

500 murders (McKittrick, 2001), with a history of operating in the geographic 

heartlands of the club. This statement was made facetiously, however it demonstrates 

that clubs can be affected by secondary associations over which they have little 

control. This lack of control also makes secondary associations difficult to counter – 

clubs do not have the financial resource to move to a new stadium in a new area or 

engage in costly advertising or PR campaigns to change perceptions.  

The toxic element of these secondary associations is that they can mask the good 

work being done by clubs (Table 11) to creative positive brand associations.  
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Table 11: Activity Undertaken by Clubs A, B, C and D to Create Positive Brand 

Associations 

Club Activity 

A  Actively involved in their local community 

 Stepped in to save the area’s summer fair 

 Works closely with the local church 
 

B  Raised around £30,000 for a local charity 

 Runs cross-community schools competitions with 
opportunity to play at the ground 

 

C  Donating a percentage of ticket sales to a refugee charity 

 Keeps ticket prices low due to income levels of traditional 
fan base 

 

D  Initiating dedicated children’s area in ground 

 Working with local schools to run football coaching 
 

 

With tens of thousands of hours per year donated to Northern Irish football clubs by 

volunteers, a plethora of community projects and initiatives, and what the respondents 

considered an improving product, the clubs have a number of pillars to develop 

positive brand associations, if they can develop a plan to exploit this. 

All of the respondents mentioned, when prompted, that they didn’t think the positive 

work they were involved in received enough media attention, especially when 

compared to the negative stories. This imbalance in coverage could feed the negative 

secondary associations and widen the perception gap. No club discussed having a 

plan – short or long term – to improve media relations.  

With the exception of the work with the refugee charity, all of the efforts to create 

positive brand associations are made in their local geographic area. Despite 

references to fans and supporters groups from far and wide, the efforts to build positive 

brand associations were often within a short distance of the stadium, where the club 

has historical connections. 

The history and heritage of every brand affects the way it is perceived by the market. 

The impact of heritage on football brands in Northern Ireland is explored further in the 

following section, which address Research Objective 4.  
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R4: Does Heritage Impact on Potential Commercial Exploitation  

Hassan (2002) outlines the chequered history of football in Northern Ireland in terms 

of perceived sectarian behaviour both in the terraces and the administration of the 

game. Moreover, he identifies this as one of the reasons the game in Northern Ireland 

started to go into decline. This was echoed by Person 1, when asked about the fall in 

attendances from their club’s heyday: 

I think the main factors historically were the Troubles. I don’t think there’s any 

question about that – people stopped going in the 70s and 80s. 

All clubs noted that the history of the Irish League was not always welcoming and 

inclusive, which may play a role in the negative associations those external to the clubs 

have of the game.  

Bairner and Shirlow (2000) identified a link between football and politics that, they 

suggest, weighs heavily on teams from Northern Ireland. The respondents are clear 

that the teams haven’t sought this political association and are a product of their 

environment, with the club assuming the tradition of the local community. 

When [Team A] started off it was a Protestant [area]. It still is a Protestant [area]. 

Would’ve been a Protestant football team, but we’ve always had Roman 

Catholics playing for us. 

Each of the respondents from three clubs gave a similar response, however Club C 

explained how they were founded by fans from one tradition but, due to changes in 

the demographic make-up of their hinterland, over time this has reversed with the club 

being viewed as entirely from other side of the community. 

All of the respondents were aware of the external views that the opposition and wider 

community held about their organisation. These views were generated from logos or 

symbols attached to the club (such as on the crest), monikers (‘Rangers’ for example) 

or just a historical or geographical connection. 

There was a feeling amongst six of the respondents that issue of negative rituals – 

songs, chants and actions – kept potential fans away, but this behaviour was only 

particularly prevalent among casual fans. These fans turned up only for a small 

number of games, were not season ticket holders or members and were, in some 
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cases, banned from other grounds in the league. There was disagreement within the 

respondents on how to refer to this group; some referred to them as fans, others as 

trouble makers who they didn’t want associating with the club.  

Academic literature on fandom would classify these fans as less “highly involved” 

(Holt, 1985; Giulianotti, 2002; Trail and James, 2001; Mahony et al, 2000) because of 

their less frequent attendance habits. Additionally, this categorisation would also 

suggest that these fans don’t define themselves through the sports team.  

However, in Northern Ireland, many casual fans use football as an expression of their 

own culture, politics and history (Bairner and Shirlow, 2000) and therefore may display 

many of the same characteristics of highly involved fans and season ticket holders, 

even though they are less regular attendees.  

Wann and Grieve (2005) posit that fans’ reactions to events are more pronounced 

when the individual’s social identity is under threat. With the unique socio-political 

history of Northern Ireland, casual fans use football teams to state their identity, 

especially as they feel their cultural identity is under threat in other aspects of their life 

(Bairner and Shirlow, 2000, Hassan, 2002).  

Furthermore, with literature suggesting that customers are active in the creation of a 

brand (Fournier, 1998; Louro and Cunha, 2001; Brodie and Glynn, 2010), the casual 

fan, whom the clubs believe are responsible for the negative associations of their 

brand, are actively involved in co-creating the brand. In short, the clubs cannot 

separate their brand from their fans, even the casual ones.  

The issue the clubs’ face is if the external view of the brand does not correlate with 

the internal understanding of the brand. As one CFC respondent said: 

There is a view we recruit fans at Mass because we’re a “Catholic club”. That’s 

not the case. We’re mixed, always have been. 

From a brand management perspective, the clubs must invest time to fully understand 

how their brand is perceived in the wider community and plan to counter any negative 

perceptions.  

Matching the promise a brand makes to its customers with their expectations 

(Couvelaere and Richelieu, 2005) is a central pillar of brand management and it is 
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clear from this study that the brand managers believe there is a disconnection between 

perception and reality. 

This ‘perception gap’ has the potential to be a critical issue for some football clubs in 

Northern Ireland. As Person 3 stated: 

I’ve spoken to potential sponsors and when you mention [our] football club, the 

first reaction is “well that might lose me business”, which is a negative. I’ve even 

spoken to people who would be supporters – big supporters of the club – who 

are also involved in business and they’ll say, “I want to support the club, but I 

don’t want to draw attention to my company supporting [the club]”. That’s a 

massive negative we need to try and counter. 

This view was not shared by all the respondents, although it should be noted only 

Person 3 of the eight interviewees had actively been in the market for a new major 

sponsor in the months preceding the interview. 

With raising finance for the clubs identified earlier as the central role of the brand 

manager, anything that constrains that is an issue that requires addressing.  

There was much consideration given by all respondents to issue of who has 

responsibility to stamp out sectarian behaviour. All respondents made reference to 

steps they had taken to stamp out ‘negative’ behaviours in the ground. From producing 

fan song books to a quiet word with participants, a variety of strategies had been 

employed to stamp out the issue of negative rituals in the service-scape. While all of 

the clubs are active in this space, five of the respondents were clear the issue was a 

social one and could not be left to the clubs alone to tackle. As Person 4 explained: 

If I could cure sectarianism in Northern Ireland I would be a billionaire.  It’s not a 

football problem but football would be symptomatic of it. 

While sectarianism is a wider problem for Northern Ireland (Bairner, 2004), the fact 

that ardent supporters do not feel they can support the club as a corporate sponsor 

because it could negatively affect their business, means that the clubs must be more 

proactive in countering negative brand associations.  

This highlights the wider issue facing brand managers in the Irish League. They 

operate in a SSC environment with low crowds (as a percentage of ground capacity) 
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allowing opportunities for significant commercial growth. The sports brand literature 

would suggest a path of deepening associations with fan groups by offering intangible 

benefits to create an emotional bond between fan and club (Funk and James, 2006). 

The same tactics could also be used to move fans along the sports consumption 

escalator (Mullin et al 2007).  

This growth needs to be carefully considered and planned given the socio-political 

history of football in Northern Ireland, and the role teams play in cultural expression 

(Bairner and Shirlow, 2000). There is a danger that growth attracts the fans some clubs 

identified as “idiots”. This problem has the potential to be amplified by the short term 

thinking apparent in the majority of respondents, where small increases in attendances 

may be welcomed, but could be doing long term damage to the club’s brand.   

From the findings, the key elements and issues that were highlighted will be addressed 

in greater detail over the coming pages.  

Discussion 

What the findings have so far shown is that the majority of the brand management 

activity undertaken by the Danske Bank Premiership teams involved in this research 

is short term in nature.  

This discussion section will explore the potential reasons for the short term focus of 

the clubs and implications of this approach. Furthermore, it will explore the catalyst 

and constraining factors of implementing a long term brand strategy, before presenting 

a visual summary of the findings. 

Short-Term Commercial Reality 

The necessity to raise money for the short term operation of the club was a reality that 

all of the respondents spoke about. The respondents mentioned overdraft facilities, 

rate bills, facilities costs, players’ salaries and transfer fees as big drains on their 

income, which meant the need to generate cash to cover operating costs was the 

number one priority.  

With the short term objectives being most pressing, it is perhaps no surprise the 

respondents focused on these, sometimes to the detriment of the club. Respondents 

from Clubs A, B and C all discussed how they felt certain sponsorship deals had been 

signed below market value because they could not afford to be without the sponsor. 
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This approach is typical of SSC (Gilmore et al, 2011; Underwood et al, 2001, Aaker, 

1996), who take the view that revenue is more important than long term brand building.  

The need to generate revenue also saw the clubs focus on the local community to 

raise funds, because it is a known entity rather than because it was the best fit for their 

business. All four clubs discussed mining the local community for corporate revenue, 

with Person 1 stating:  

We published that [advertisement] in a local paper last week – that’s just 

something we’ve done in the [local] area. We’ve decided that rather than go for 

big UK brands, we’re going to publish this in local papers, aim for the traditional 

heartlands. Companies that are small to medium sized companies, operating 

around the [local] area. 

This approach had helped the club increase revenue from pitch side advertising – the 

target of the campaign – by 30% or 40% when measured against the previous season 

and was viewed as a success.  

It does, however, match what Aaker (1996) refers to as short term financial data 

manipulation – a focus on improving the balance sheet – rather than long term 

strategic thinking. This club claims to have one of the most recognisable football 

brands in Ireland, but has declined to approach big brands which match their profile to 

focus on a parochial market.  

The focus on sales promotions to boost ticket and corporate income at the football 

clubs is an activity that can be easily measured. The results from any activity to 

increase attendance are visible at the targeted game and can be compared against 

similar games in the previous season. Sponsorship deals can also be easily accounted 

for in the year the deal is struck and the impact felt immediately on the balance sheet. 

Conversely, long term brand projects have no objective measure in SMEs (and 

therefore SSCs) (Krake, 2005), making them difficult for generalists to support. 

Instead, short term financial targets remain the priority.   

This issue of measurement was reflected in the data, with all the respondents aware 

of the changes in their recent attendance and corporate income, although even this is 

a recent phenomenon. One respondent noted that it is only since NIFL took over the 
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running of the competition for the 2013/14 season that regular and accurate 

attendance figures have been collected. 

By focusing on income targets and match by match figures, the clubs continually 

perpetuate a short term outlook. Marginal improvements on the previous season are 

celebrated as a success which reinforces the view that this is a useful metric to 

measure. And while it is true that attendance figures are important for clubs, the league 

and commercial partners, they should not be the sole yardstick.  

Other short term thinking is apparent too. Linfield (LFC) has qualified to play in the 

Setanta Cup – an all-Ireland competition involving the best sides from Northern Ireland 

and the Republic of Ireland – a number of times, appearing in the final twice and 

winning it once (www.linfieldfc.com/, 2015). In 2014 LFC declined the invitation to take 

part in the competition, citing financial and footballing reasons: 

It was mostly finance, but also the timing of it. It was at the later stages of our 

league and the manager had other priorities too. 

The competition previously pitted LFC against some of the bigger clubs in Ireland, 

which drew considerable support when compared to normal league fixtures. The 

respondent discussed Derry City – a team from Northern Ireland that plays in the 

Republic of Ireland – bringing over 1,500 supporters to a midweek [Setanta Cup] game 

compared to smaller clubs in the Danske Bank Premiership who bring 50 fans to 

Windsor Park. 

The respondent was clear that from a brand building perspective, the Setanta Cup is 

a place we [LFC] have to be playing, regardless of the financial implications.  

This example demonstrates the role of brand managers in the strategic decision 

making process in Northern Irish football clubs: subservient to that of football and 

finance, both of which have a very short term results focus. 

For clubs to break the cycle of short term thinking, a dedicated, systematic and focused 

brand plan is required. The plan would require resourcing – both in terms of time and 

finance – with a brand manager with the skills and authority to deliver it being 

accountable for the delivery of the plan. Crucially, any long term plan would have to 

http://www.linfieldfc.com/
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work together with a short term plan to continue to operate the club, otherwise the 

conditions where a medium to long term plan can be successful would not occur.  

Management 

The lack of importance given to long term brand management may be related to an 

issue of leadership within the football clubs. Krake (2005) and Aaker (1996) both 

underscore the importance of allocating responsibility for brand management, while 

Berthon (2008), de Chernatony (2001) and Spence and Essoussi (2008) also discuss 

that in an SME environment, one which Chapter 2 connects with SSCs, senior 

management or the entrepreneur behind the business are the ones to set the tone of 

the brand.  

The clubs did display several characteristics of entrepreneurial behaviour – intuitive 

marketing, opportunity capitalisation, high ‘technical’ ability and a fluid, often 

undocumented strategy (Martin, 2009).  

However, one area of difference was that the tone of the brand wasn’t found to be set 

by the senior manager or leader. One key difference this study found between the 

literature on brand management in SMEs and the SSCs interviewed, was the absence 

of a visionary entrepreneurial leader.  

The focal point of the organisation, which in a SME would be the entrepreneur or senior 

manager, is not clear in SSCs. The clubs interviewed for this study are not new 

companies, they are between 40 and 136 years old and are set up with a voluntary 

organisation structure. They all have a chairman and an executive board to run the 

club, but all respondents referenced committee structures to assist with the day to day 

running of the club. Furthermore, two clubs are incorporated as membership 

organisations, providing an additional level of accountability for the executive board.  

The clubs all saw value in the committee structure – having a strength in numbers – 

and felt the structure brought benefits to the club by encouraging fans to become part 

of the decision making executive.  

However, the committee structure blurred the organisational hierarchy. The lack of the 

focal point for the club, coupled with the absence of any formal long term brand 

planning, means that the clubs’ brands formed organically. As already noted in the 

findings to Research Questions 3 and 4, there are many negative brand associations 
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surround Danske Bank Premiership clubs, which continue to thrive thanks to the 

organic nature of the brand formation and the lack of a plan to counter them. 

The strong committee structure also presents a further challenge for the organisations; 

a lack of accountability. As Person 8 outlined:   

You have to add different skills but it’s important to add the right people… They 

have to have responsibility but overall they have to have accountability so that 

if something is not being done right it’s a clear case of thanks for your time but 

that’s your lot.  

Accountability in volunteers is clearly an important issue with Clubs A, C and D all 

raising the subject in the data. By operating a committee structure, the implementation 

of the strategy is devolved to a large number of individuals, blurring the lines of 

accountability. In interviews with all clubs it was difficult to ascertain who was ultimately 

responsible for various elements of the club management and, ultimately, responsible 

for achieving goals and targets. 

There is, undoubtedly, strength in the structure used by the clubs. Incorporating fans 

into the running of the club brings additional voluntary man hours into the management 

team and creates a bond between fan and club. As Person 6 summed up their club’s 

values: 

My Club, your Club, our Club 

This description captures the engagement with spectators, the two way nature of the 

brand creation (Fournier, 1998; Louro and Cunha, 2001; Brodie and Glynn, 2010) and 

places the brand managers as custodians of something with a deep heritage and 

history.  

The disadvantage of the voluntary committee system is that it reduces accountability 

and increases the number of generalists involved. The consequence of this is that 

short term planning is entrenched in the SSC.  

Consequences of Short Term Brand Planning 

The opportunity cost of focusing on short term objectives is under-explored. So far this 

study has shown that the clubs decision making process embeds short term thinking 
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and they have little control over their brand or the associations connected with it. This 

brand position has implications which are felt throughout the club. 

However, as the volunteers are not brand specialists and have limited time due to 

other work commitments, decisions are often made intuitively, which invariably 

produces short term activity.  

One of the primary practical consequences of this short term approach is clubs have 

to sell assets to bridge the gap between income and expenditure in a financial year. 

Ultimately, this means selling players.  

We lost [a player] to [another Irish League club]… and he went on to make the Irish 

League team of the year. Last year we lost two more to [another Irish League club]. 

The selling of players has long been a tactic of football clubs (Morrow, 1996). Assets 

aren’t always sold in a distressed ‘fire-sale’ situation, but the data showed players were 

being sold to cover short term financial problems.  

This causes two brand issues. Firstly, Gladden et al (1998) identify a star player as 

one of the antecedents of building brand equity. Fans like to identify with star players 

and removing them from the team can slow the process of building a high performing 

brand.  

Secondly, the loss of a key playing asset can cause a drop in performance. As Person 

5 succinctly put it: 

We obviously sold [a star player], which helps. But that’s off the pitch, it’s not really 

helping on the pitch. 

Football is a complex team game but the loss of a key performer is felt, by Person 5 

at least, to have had a negative effect on the performance of the entire team. This 

perpetuates a cycle of short term thinking in the clubs, as Figure 3 below shows: 

  



58 
 

Figure 3: Short Term Cycle of Selling Playing Assets  

 

 

 

Selling a star player is one of the most public consequences of the short term brand 

management practices at Irish League clubs. While this may reflect the commercial 

realties of the game, it removes a key antecedent for developing brand equity and 

harms on field performance. Reducing the quality of the team makes qualification to 

the lucrative European competitions more difficult, as well as creating additional 

financial pressures from falling attendances due to fans CORFing (Couvelaere and 

Richelieu, 2005; Holt, 1995; Wann and Branscombe, 1990) which causes the cycle to 

continue. Person 1’s earlier quote demonstrates that players at that club were sold in 

successive years, highlighting how the cycle becomes embedded.  

The issue of European football is one that merits further exploration as a catalyst for 

the clubs’ brand plans. The clubs frame much of their planning and ambitions around 

qualification to the Champions League and Europa League.  

Long Term Club Ambition 

All the clubs had ambitions to develop their brand to ‘the next level’ and been seen as 

a club that operates at a higher level.  
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We have a five-year plan in mind and people would laugh at it.  We see the 

potential there to possibly play a European fixture within five years and that’s 

what we want to do.   

This was a typical response: aim high. While the smaller clubs had a desire to become 

established Premiership sides and the Belfast clubs wanted to become a dominant 

force in the game, all wanted to play in Europe. 

The desire to grow the brand by improving the on field performance was primarily 

driven by short term financial thinking. European qualification provides the club with 

an income direct from UEFA (European football’s governing body) which outweighs 

other income streams involved at all the clubs interviewed. 

The European money, it’s massive, you’re talking [enough to cover] our wage 

budget plus some. 

Qualification for European football is based on league performance from the previous 

season and the organisation meeting entrance criteria set by UEFA, thus there is a 

clear link between on-field performance and financial performance for football clubs in 

Northern Ireland. 

European football also brings the clubs a higher profile. One club involved in Europe 

recently made reference to the increased TV and media exposure, which made 

attracting fans and sponsors much easier. There is also an element of glamour and 

novelty about European football, through playing teams from different countries who 

are rarely seen at Irish League grounds.  

From a brand management perspective, the increased levels of media coverage helps 

to fulfil one of the antecedents of developing brand equity. One which clubs usually 

struggle with – a lack of media coverage was mentioned by five of the respondents.  

Couvelaere and Richelieu (2005) propose a framework that shows how teams can 

progress from local through to international brands.  

This linear model was based on a study of French football teams and, this study has 

found, is incomplete. While the clubs involved share many characteristics and the 

catalyst factors such as on field performance and media exposure are still relevant in 

a Northern Irish context, there are significant differences. For example, the French 
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clubs involved in the study had full time professional players, paid commercial staff 

and did not fit the definition of an SSC as identified down by (Gilmore et al, 2001).  

As a consequence of this, the model requires an extension to add relevance to SSCs. 

The updated framework, Figure 4, identifies another level of brand for SSCs, starting 

before “Local”. 

Figure 4: Conceptual Framework for the Development of French Soccer Team Brands. 

(Couvelaere and Richelieu, 2005)  

 

Couvelaere and Richelieu (2005) identify objectives and methods that could be 

implemented by football clubs to move from one level of their model to the next. With 

the SSC level added to the framework, additional objectives and means are proposed 

to assist SSCs to move up the scale.  

With the limited knowledge of the concept of brand in the football clubs, as discussed 

earlier in Research Objective 1, it is proposed that the primary objective of SSC should 

be to upskill. This is not merely an academic exercise to understand a concept; it is an 
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essential base for the clubs to understand their own brand and be able to make a 

clear, long term plan to exploit it. 

The tactical means are a mixture of long term strategy to help the club bridge the gap 

to becoming a “Local” club, alongside a renewed focus on short term planning, 

accepting that the financial situation of the SSCs requires attention. 

Therefore, the objective and tactical means are proposed in Table 12 below: 

Table 12: Objectives and Means for SSC to Move Along the Brand Development 

Framework. 

Objective Tactical Means 

Understand, define and plan 
the brand 

Assign responsibility and accountability for the 
implementation of the plan 
 

Develop a short term fundraising plan, managed 
separately, to raise finance 
 

Leverage the positive brand associations via 
commercial and social partners 
 

Actively and publicly challenge negative brand 
associations 
 

Invest in team to qualify for European tournaments 
 

 

The tactical means are the tools which SSC can use to move along the continuum 

towards becoming a bigger “local” brand. The foundation of this activity is to 

understand and define the club’s brand, and create a long term brand plan.  

Competency 

With competency identified as a constraining factor and an objective to be addressed 

in Table 12, it is considered further.   

With limited understanding of the concept of brand, it is possible the clubs don’t 

appreciate the potential benefits of a long term brand strategy. All the clubs have 

multiple points of differentiation from the other clubs in the league, for example 

different playing kits, logos, points of consumption (the ground/stadium) and history. 

This makes defection between providers rare (Mullin, 1985) as fans support ‘their 
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team’. As the teams have their distinct product, the brand managers see little benefit 

in investing in the brand.  

With little knowledge of the brand management strategies required to create long term 

value for the club, the generalist staff revert to intuition – repeating practices and 

tactics that have been judged to have worked previously – and focus on short term 

objectives. 

All clubs attempt to mitigate the lack of specialists and full time staff by implementing 

committee structures to bring in a wider skills base. This widens the talent pool 

available to the clubs and, as Person 3 describes, brought in valuable skills:  

It’s a very interesting mix I have to say. People with extensive business acumen. 

Not just anyone – big hitters  

It is not surprising that, in a SSC environment with generalists actively running the 

club, that general business acumen is a valued commodity. With the focus on income 

generation, the entrepreneurs subsequently named by Person 3 in the interview – who 

have grown businesses, are respected in Northern Ireland and have well-developed 

personal contact networks – would be a valuable resource.  

Recruiting these individuals is not a straight forward task. In most cases recruitment 

is done via personal networks and from within the fan base, rather than by undertaking 

a formal process as would be the case for most paid employment. This process of 

having to identify not just the right person, but one who is willing to commit voluntarily 

to the club, slows the recruitment of new talent and can make identifying the right 

candidate troublesome.  

We have someone in mind who has just retired, who was a good administrator in 

government circles, well known in the county and we are hoping to approach him 

to see if he’s interested in doing some part time work for the club.  

The quote by Person 1 is typical of recruitment process. Not everyone who has skills 

that can add value to the club is prepared or able to commit to helping the football 

club. It is a huge time commitment; Person 1 was working 15 to 16 hours a week on 

club business, while Person 5 called their club work an additional full time job. 
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Club C are attempting to solve this problem by taking a professional approach to hiring 

volunteers. For specific technical projects – ground development in the current 

example – they are looking to recruit an external volunteer, someone from outside the 

team’s fan base to bring a level of technical expertise that is not available from the 

current group.  

We were allowed to bring in non-supporters, people with some sort of business 

acumen…  We know we have a big project coming up [to] develop the stand 

and the new community facilities. None of us as individuals have time to take 

on any more work so we [want] to bring on a new Director… with a particular 

expertise. So at the minute we are looking out there to find somebody with good 

project management skills in the construction trade. And we have actually 

advertised for that.    

From the response, it is too early to conclude if this has been successful, however the 

move to a more structured, formal recruitment process to bring in specialists is seen 

by the club as a positive move.  

Additionally, Club C were the only respondents to have job descriptions for their 

volunteers. While it was clear from both interviews with Club C that having a job 

description did not stop other tasks being assigned to volunteers, it is a step in the 

direction of creating a management team that is professional in outlook and ultimately 

accountable for their actions.  

The issue of competency is wider than just the skill set of the individuals involved with 

the clubs. It also covers the way the role is activated – what actions are undertaken 

by the individual. In order to implement a long term brand management strategy, 

through the activation of positive brand associations and mitigation of the negative 

associations, it is essential that SSCs have the relevant competencies within their 

volunteer network. 

Heritage  

It has already been discussed how heritage can weigh heavily on football clubs in 

Northern Ireland. The following section explores how a club’s past heritage can act as 

a constraining factor for future growth. 
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Heritage and history are noted in the literature as being important antecedents to 

having a strong brand (Gladden et al, 1998; Couvelaere and Richelieu, 2005). In a 

Northern Irish context, a note of caution is required as the heritage of a brand is not 

always conducive to attracting a new audience. Indeed the Belfast Giants, an ice 

hockey team, has been successful in its short history in Northern Ireland because it 

does not have historical baggage or a long heritage in the country (Rapp and 

Rhomberg, 2012). 

The challenge facing the clubs is how to attract new fans without disenfranchising their 

existing support base (Dionísio et al, 2008), as one respondent stated:  

We have a traditional fan base and you don’t want to alienate them by trying to 

move to be something you’re not. But we’re always looking at new ways to 

maybe bring in a new generation of fans who have less traditional backgrounds 

The tension between attracting new fans and servicing the needs of the traditional fan 

is a major challenge for the clubs. With capacity rarely an issue, it is a subject that the 

teams need to address. None of the clubs considered the Irish League would return 

to the heyday of the 70s and 80s in terms of crowd figures, which puts the onus on 

attracting a new generation of fans rather than appealing to the established supporter. 

Social and demographic changes to the catchment areas were discussed by Clubs B, 

C and D which may cause them to reassess how they recruit new fans and deal with 

their heritage.  

We’ve had to think internally about our community outreach and start tapping 

into other markets out there. One of them would be ethnic minorities – if you 

look at where we’re situated, there’s a big ethnic minority population and we’ve 

started to look at how we attract those people. 

These social changes will have a big impact on how clubs operate in the medium to 

long term. In the findings to Research Question 4, the management of wider social 

issues was discussed, with a number of respondents suggesting it was outside of their 

control to change the sectarian problems of Northern Ireland. Again, with the issue of 

changing local demographics, the clubs need to decide if they are going to be at 

proactive in recruiting new groups of fans or see it as a factor that is out of their control.  
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Club C, as highlighted in the earlier, have already seen a shift in their local 

demographics and embraced attracting a new section of the community. This process 

happened over a number of years and was portrayed as organic by the respondents.  

One recommendation for the clubs to capture and embrace these new markets is to 

have a formal brand strategy. By investing time in developing a strategy for growth, 

those responsible for implementing the plan can identify the potential pitfalls and 

mitigate these factors.  

A plan can also be measured, amended and improved as it is implemented. Changing 

the external perception of a club and attracting non-traditional fans requires a long 

term, systematic approach (Berthon et al, 2008)  and cannot be measured in short 

term gate receipts at one or two games.  

Furthermore, formal planning can help move the clubs away from the short term, 

revenue generation activities that characterise their current brand and marketing work, 

and reap the financial benefits of the strategy (Shocker and Weitz, 1998). 

Summary of Key Findings 

The individuals involved in the study all emphasised the need for short term 

fundraising at their clubs. This has become the strategic priority for the four clubs in 

this research, with income generation prioritised above all other activity.  

All of the clubs demonstrated ambition to grow beyond their current status, in both on 

and off the field terms. While the ambition was laudable, the reality is that none of the 

clubs had addressed the issue of the competency gap that exists which will act as a 

constraining factor for the clubs as they try to move along the continuum presented in 

Figure 4. 

From this research, Figure 5 is presented as a visual representation of the factors that 

contribute to the competency gap in Irish League clubs.  
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Figure 5: The Factors Constituting the Competency Gap  

 

 

At the centre of the competency gap is a long term plan. It forms the key antecedent 

to a long term brand strategy and provides a framework for the clubs to use to measure 

the success of the activity. In addition to identifying the skills the clubs need to 

implement the plan, it will provide a platform for clubs to re-assign the portfolios of the 

current volunteers. As demonstrated in the findings to Research Objective 1, there are 

many talented individuals within the clubs who can add value to a long term brand 

project. A documented plan, with clear measurement built in also provides focus for 

the clubs. Current activity revolves around short term fundraising or intuitive projects 

and a plan gives the volunteers the basis to turndown activity to focus on delivering 

the plan. And finally, the plan should highlight the financial commitment the club will 

need to make to implement the plan.  

Conclusions 

This chapter set out to outline the findings of the research and discuss the implications 

for football clubs in Northern Ireland. The chapter opened with a background of the 

Danske Bank Premiership clubs involved in the research, followed by an outline of the 

profile of the respondents. 
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Each of the Research Objectives was then explained in detail, with relevant quotes 

from the various respondents used to identify key issues and highlight where practice 

converges with and diverges from the literature.  

Finally, the chapter discussed some of the reasons behind the clubs’ focus on short 

term strategies, the consequences of this approach and competencies they will need 

to bring to the club to achieve their ambition of growing from their current SSC 

demarcation. 
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Chapter 5 – Conclusions and Recommendations 

Introduction 

The aim of this study was to address the issue of brand in football clubs in the Danske 

Bank Premiership and how the brand is used for commercial benefit. Specifically, it 

examined the understanding of brand as a concept, how it is managed, how brand 

associations are used and if heritage of the clubs has an impact on the commercial 

exploitation.  

These research objectives are outlined in Chapter 1, and the literature surrounding 

these issues was reviewed in Chapter 2. The Literature Review explored broad 

themes of sport marketing down to the specifically issue of brand management in a 

SSC context in Northern Ireland. Chapter 3 outlined the methodology for the study and 

discusses the rationale behind the qualitative research approach. The data was 

analysed and discussed in Chapter 4, in line with the research objectives. The 

descriptive element of the findings was interwoven with the discussion to provide a 

holistic view of the research issue. 

This final chapter will look at what conclusions can be drawn from the data, findings 

and discussions and the implications this will have for the literature, but also for brand 

managers at SSCs. It will also provide recommendations for future study in this 

research area.  

Review of Research Objectives  

Before drawing together the conclusions, the research objectives of this study, 

together with a brief description, are restated.  

1. To examine the understanding of the concept of brand in commercial staff at 

football clubs in Northern Ireland. 

This research objective was the foundation for the remaining objectives. The literature 

on sports brand management, especially in a SSC environment showed that 

understanding of the concept of brand was limited. This position was explored during 

interviews with the respondents.   

2. To analyse the brand management practices in Northern Irish football clubs 
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This objective identified the practices used by the clubs and how they were 

implemented for commercial benefit. With the literature demonstrating that short 

termism was a regular feature of SSC brand management, the interviews explored 

and evaluated the short and long term focus of the clubs. Critically, it also highlighted 

the issues of their approach.  

3. To explore the brand associations that football clubs in Northern Ireland utilise 

to build brand identity  

Football clubs can create emotional responses in individuals. This intangible response 

creates perceptions of the brand that, when harnessed, can build brand identity which 

can be exploited for commercial gain.  

The literature examined how brand associations are formed and the catalysts and 

constraints that are involved as clubs attempt to utilise these brand associations. The 

interviews focused on the clubs’ perspective and how they promoted the positive 

associates and dealt with the negatives. 

4. To assess the extent that the brand’s heritage impacts potential commercial 

exploitation  

Given the unique socio-political history in Northern Ireland and the role football has in 

personal expression, the issue of heritage was addressed to explore the impact it has 

on the clubs.  

A small but detailed body of literature was available on this issue, which primarily 

focuses on the perception of the clubs, rather than commercial exploitation. 

Furthermore, the social literature suggested that heritage is used as a form of cultural 

expression by individuals, which had the potential to impact on commercial 

exploitation.  

This interface between heritage and commercial exploitation was explored via 

interviews with the respondents, all of whom had roles that included revenue 

generation within their club. 

Key Findings 

The primary findings from the study are that the clubs: 
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1. Have little understanding of the concept of brand 

2. Focus on short term, revenue generating activity at the expense of long term 

brand projects 

3. Are passive in managing their brand and brand associations  

4. Are constrained by their heritage 

The lack of understanding of the concept of brand mirrors the confusion in the 

literature. The respondents views of brand as a logo, merchandising or values is 

partially correct, but not reflective the full nature and potential power of the brand.  

The majority of brand activity for the clubs was short term in nature and focused around 

revenue generation. Even activity that could be viewed as long term was undertaken 

with a short term revenue goal. This approach had a number of consequences for the 

clubs, most visibly the sale of key playing assets to fund the short fall in budgets. 

A further consequence of the lack of understanding and short termism is that the clubs 

were passive in the management of their brand and brand associations. All the 

respondents were clear that sectarian violence of the 1980s was behind them, yet all 

felt they were constrained by the negative associations connected to that period. The 

absence of a plan to challenge these negative associations continues to hamper the 

clubs in this study.  

Implications for the Literature 

This study added to the growing body of work in the field of SSC marketing and 

branding. The primary findings of this study, above, correlate with the existing 

literature. Work on SSCs by Gallagher et al (2011) and Gilmore et al (2011) is 

replicated here which highlights the lack of specialist skills and a focus on intuitive 

marketing.  

An area of the SSC literature that requires further exploration is the interface of 

entrepreneurial behaviour in sports clubs. The literature (Gilmore et al, 2011; Carson 

and Cromie, 1989) tied the behaviours and activities of SMEs and SSCs together, 

however this study demonstrated there is divergence on some issues. The role of a 

senior manager or visionary leader to provide a voice for the brand was missing from 

these findings, instead it was created organically by the stakeholders of the club, 

primarily the fans. A research gap exists that merits further study.  
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Furthermore, the study was limited to four football teams in Northern Ireland, which 

represents only a small sample of respondents, with results that may not easily be 

replicated across different countries and areas. Particularly, the unique socio-political 

context of Northern Ireland (Bairner, 2004; Bairner and Shirlow, 2000; Hassan, 2002) 

was shown to influence the brand and brand associations of the clubs. As such, further 

research into the implications of this heritage across other sports in Northern Ireland 

would add to the literature, as would replicating this study in other areas that have not 

experienced a period of conflict.  

Recommendations for Brand Managers 

The clubs clearly have a passionate but small group of fans and a desire to increase 

the fan base. The discussion around attracting new fans via market penetration or 

market expansion is one the clubs are debating but don’t yet have the answer to. 

Additionally, they invest time in a number of community based schemes (Table 11) 

that, if leveraged properly, have the potential to build positive brand associations.  

Brand management in the context of this study is undertaken by part time, voluntary 

generalists with little specialist skill. In order to capitalise on the high levels of fandom 

and positive brand associations, the clubs need to bridge the competency gap. One 

solution to this could be the involvement of NIFL in providing some of the foundations 

the clubs require. Practically, this could be training, funding, investment in 

measurement tools or CRM systems. Each club is an independent entity and will have 

their own area of focus, but by working collaboratively with other clubs, a trait 

associated with sports clubs, there is an opportunity to bridge the competency gap 

and develop the game for the benefit of all clubs.  

Limitations and Recommendations for Further Study 

This study utilised purposive sampling of a small group of respondents. As covered in 

Chapter 3, this methodology was suitable for this study. However, due to the non-

random nature of the sample selection, the small numbers involved and the particular 

socio-political history of football in Northern Ireland, the extrapolation or generalisation 

of these results should be treated with caution. 

The negative brand associations for SSC in Northern Ireland have been covered in 

this research. One area of further study this research did not cover is the potential for 

sport to take an active role in the rehabilitation of communities in Northern Ireland. 
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With many individuals using sport as a vehicle for self-expression, the role of the clubs 

in bringing communities together could be explored.  

Conclusion 

The research set out to explore the understanding that Danske Bank Premiership 

clubs had of brand and how they exploited it for commercial benefit. By reviewing the 

relevant literature from sports marketing, through sports brands, down to small sports 

clubs and finally football in Northern Ireland, a structure for interviews was produced 

and used with a sample of clubs from the Irish League. 

Two respondents from four clubs were interviewed to discuss the issues highlighted 

by the Literature Review. The clubs were a cross section of size, location and socio-

political traditions and individuals were all involved in commercial roles at the clubs. 

This research found that there is limited understanding of the concept of brand within 

football clubs in Northern Ireland. This competency gap, coupled with the relentless 

focus on short term revenue generation, holds the clubs back from implementing long 

term branding strategies that could, in time, solve their short term problems.  

All the clubs were short term in their focus, which revolved around achieving financial 

projections. With no practical way for the clubs to bridge the finance gap while a brand 

strategy starts to pay dividends, the role of external interested parties, such as NIFL, 

was proposed as tool to help bridge the competency gap.  

 

- ENDS – 
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