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ABSTRACT

Objective: The present study aimed to propose a comprehensive model of identity marketing
in professional sports.

Methodology: A mixed-methods design (qualitative—quantitative) was employed. In the
qualitative phase, based on grounded theory (Glaser’s approach), data were collected through
semi-structured interviews with 17 university professors, experts, and sports marketing
managers selected via theoretical sampling, and analyzed through open and selective coding. In
the quantitative phase, the resulting model was validated and prioritized using the Analytic
Hierarchy Process (AHP) and a researcher-made pairwise comparison guestionnaire, with the
participation of 12 experts in sports marketing selected through purposive and criterion-based
sampling.

Results: The qualitative findings led to the identification of 84 final concepts organized into
several theoretical categories that explained the key dimensions of identity marketing from the
participants’ perspectives. These categories included audience-brand identity formation, brand—
audience interaction in the digital context, brand identity construction, and contextual enablers
of identity marketing. The quantitative analyses confirmed and prioritized these categories in
the final model, with audience-brand identity formation identified as the most significant factor
in identity marketing in professional sports.

Conclusion: The proposed model demonstrates that identity marketing in professional sports
goes beyond traditional approaches and requires a deep understanding of the psychological,
social, and symbolic connections between the brand and its audience. Focusing on strengthening
audience identity, increasing digital engagement, and constructing a strong and coherent brand
identity can lead to sustainable audience connections, greater loyalty, and active participation.
Keywords: Analytic Hierarchy Process; Digital Marketing; Sports Branding; Sports Fans;
Sports Management
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem
n recent decades professional sport has become a high-impact economic and social
domain where traditional product-centric marketing no longer suffices; instead,
identity-oriented approaches that link brand meanings to fans’ psychological and social
selves have gained prominence (Smith et al., 2024; Kim & Manoli, 2023; Lau et al.,
2023). Despite this shift, an actionable, culturally grounded model of identity-based
marketing for professional sport—especially in contexts such as Iran—remains scarce.
This study addresses that gap by generating a theory-driven model of identity marketing and
empirically prioritizing its components to produce a managerially useful roadmap for clubs and
sport organizations.

Methodology

This research used a mixed-methods design combining Glaserian grounded theory (qualitative)
with Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) prioritization (quantitative). In the qualitative phase,
semi-structured interviews were conducted with 17 purposefully selected participants
(university faculty, industry experts, marketing managers from professional clubs and
federations). Interviews averaged ~30 minutes, were transcribed verbatim, and analyzed via
line-by-line open and selective coding following the classic Glaser approach and the “modeling”
coding technique to produce visual/theoretical representations. Theoretical sampling continued
until saturation; analysis employed constant comparison, memoing, and triangulation (multiple
analysts and member checks) to enhance credibility. The qualitative analysis yielded 84
inductive concepts which were organized into higher-order categories and subcategories.

In the quantitative phase, emergent categories and subdimensions informed a researcher-
developed pairwise AHP questionnaire. Twelve experts (selected on academic and applied
criteria: scholarly or managerial expertise in sports marketing, executive experience, and
familiarity with identity marketing) completed the pairwise comparisons. Content validity was
reviewed by sport management faculty; Expert Choice software computed weights and ranks.
Consistency ratios were examined for each respondent (mean CR = 0.049), confirming
acceptable consistency. Descriptive statistics (means, SDs) summarized respondent
characteristics. The combined procedure produced weighted priorities for four principal factors
and twelve subdimensions, yielding a prioritized, empirically grounded model for identity
marketing in professional sport.

Results

Qualitative analysis resulted in 84 distinct concepts, which were organized into four overarching
theoretical categories: (1) audience—brand identity formation, (2) brand—audience interaction in
the digital environment, (3) sports brand identity construction, and (4) contextual foundations of
identity-based marketing. These categories comprised twelve subdimensions, including
psychological-social attachment, brand-based self-expression, shared emotional experiences,
active social media presence, personalization, symbolic elements, storytelling, cultural and
generational characteristics, as well as socioeconomic and technological enablers.
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The AHP analysis quantitatively validated these components and established their relative
priorities. Audience—brand identity formation obtained the highest overall weight (0.312),
followed by brand-audience digital interaction (0.273), sports brand identity construction
(0.238), and contextual foundations (0.177). Consistency ratios across expert judgments were
within acceptable thresholds (overall CR = 0.049).

At the subcategory level, psychological-social attachment emerged as the most influential
subdimension (final weight = 0.168), followed by active social media presence (0.147) and the
use of symbols and signs (0.136). Other relevant subdimensions included cultural and
generational characteristics (0.099), brand-based self-expression (0.093), and personalization of
brand experiences (0.081). Technological and media developments, while receiving a smaller
weight (0.022), were understood as important enabling factors.

Overall, the alignment between qualitative insights and quantitative prioritization indicates
that emotional and identity-driven bonds, along with personalized and interactive digital
engagement, form the core of identity-based marketing. The integrated model thus provides a
clear and actionable framework to guide managers in strengthening audience loyalty, advocacy,
and active participation.

Discussion and Conclusion

The integrated findings show that identity-based marketing in professional sport is a multi-
layered phenomenon requiring simultaneous attention to intrapersonal
(psychological/emotional), interpersonal (social/community), organizational (brand symbolism
and narrative), and contextual (cultural, socioeconomic, technological) dimensions. The
primacy of audience-brand identity formation—especially psychological-social attachment—
indicates that fans’ sense of belonging and internalization of brand values are the principal
levers of identity marketing effectiveness. This aligns with evidence that identity congruence
fosters loyalty, repeated engagement, and word-of-mouth advocacy. Managers should therefore
treat identity cultivation not as an ancillary communication tactic but as a strategic objective
embedded in programming, merchandising, and fan experience design.

Digital engagement surfaced as the second major pillar: active social media presence, two-
way dialogue, and personalization significantly amplify identity processes by enabling co-
creation of narratives and timely emotional connection. Consequently, investment in interactive
digital platforms, fan personalization systems, and community management is likely to yield
outsized returns on identity metrics. Meanwhile, symbolic practices—Ilogos, rituals, storytelling,
visual identity—remain essential; they translate abstract brand meanings into tangible cues that
fans use to express identity. Contextual foundations (culture, generation, socioeconomic access,
evolving media) function as boundary conditions: effective identity strategies must be culturally
adapted and sensitive to generational media habits to avoid alienation.

Practically, the proposed model offers a prioritized roadmap: first, strengthen psychological-
social attachment through community programs and emotionally resonant narratives; second,
deepen real-time, personalized digital engagement; third, reinforce symbolic coherence through
consistent visual and ritual elements; fourth, adapt strategies to cultural and socioeconomic
contexts. Theoretically, the study contributes a contextually grounded, empirically weighted
framework that bridges inductive theory-building and decision-oriented prioritization—addressing
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a key gap in applied sport marketing literature. Limitations include cross-sectional design and
context-bound sampling; future research should test the model longitudinally and across cultures.

Originality/Value

Despite the growing body of research on identity marketing, there remains a notable lack of a
comprehensive and practical model for identity marketing in professional sport, particularly within the
cultural and social context of Iran. Addressing this research gap, the present study proposes an indigenous
and applied model of identity marketing in professional sport that assists club managers in allocating
resources more strategically and in designing strategies that prioritize audience identity formation, two-
way interaction, and the personalization of communication with fans. Implementing this model can
enhance sustained loyalty and active audience engagement, while also providing an operational
framework to support managerial decision-making.

Research Limitations/Implications

Despite presenting a comprehensive and practically oriented model, this study faced some operational
limitations inherent in qualitative research. Specifically, access to certain experts was limited, and some
potential participants were unable or unwilling to participate due to professional commitments. These
limitations were managed through flexible interview scheduling, purposive sampling, and the replacement
of participants with comparable expertise, ensuring data adequacy and theoretical saturation.

In terms of implications, the proposed model offers a practical framework for sport managers and
marketing practitioners by emphasizing identity formation, two-way engagement, and personalized fan
communication. For future research, longitudinal studies are recommended to examine the long-term
effects of identity-based marketing on consumer behavior. Additionally, testing the model across different
sports and cultural contexts, as well as exploring the role of emerging technologies such as artificial
intelligence and virtual reality, may further extend the applicability and depth of this research.
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Figure 1. The Conceptual Model of the Study
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Table 4. Consistency Rates of the Questionnaires
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Table 5. Weights of Factors Affecting Identity Marketing in Professional Sports
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Table 6. Final Ranking of Factors Affecting Identity Marketing in Professional Sports
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