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ABSTRACT

Aim: To remain competitive in the sports industry, enhancing brand equity
has become a crucial issue for private sports clubs. Accordingly,
understanding the causal relationships of the determinants of enhancing
brand equity in private sports clubs is essential.

Methods: The method of this research is mixed (qualitative and quantitative).
In the qualitative section, the research strategy is grounded theory with an
emerging approach, and in the quantitative section, it is interpretive structural
modeling. The participants in this research consisted of experts in the field of
marketing and sports marketing. A purposive sampling method was used for
sampling, and based on this, 15 people were selected. The data collection
tool in the qualitative section was a semi-structured interview, and in the
quantitative section, it was a 10x10 square matrix. The qualitative data were
analyzed with three stages of open, selective, and theoretical coding, and
the quantitative data were analyzed with the interpretive structural modeling
method and MICMAC analysis.

Result: The findings showed 10 general determinants related to enhancing
brand equity in private sports clubs.

Conclusion: The results of this study demonstrated that enhancing brand
equity in private sports clubs is a complex and multidimensional process,
shaped by multiple factors operating at different levels. To effectively
strengthen their brand equity, clubs must adopt a comprehensive approach
that considers these factors and develop appropriate strategies tailored to
each of them.
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Extended Abstract:

The brand represents the primary process of profitability and serves as the
foundation of the contemporary economy. Brand equity, as one of the key
dimensions of a brand, has been the subject of numerous scientific studies and
has attracted significant attention from researchers in the field of sports brand
management over the past decades. Strong brand equity can also provide a
sustainable competitive advantage for companies, allowing them to differentiate
their products or services from competitors and command premium prices.
Brand equity can be measured from three perspectives: consumer-level metrics,
market-level metrics, and financial-level metrics. Multiple factors contribute to the
formation of brand equity, and their relative importance varies depending on the
level at which it is assessed. Consequently, managers must remain vigilant
regarding the factors influencing brand equity, understand how it is formed, and
identify which factors play a more decisive role in enhancing it revious research
indicates that brand equity is a highly significant concept in the sports marketing
literature, with scholars from various fields consistently seeking to determine the
ways in which it is formed and enhanced. A wide range of factors has been
proposed for the formation of brand equity; however, there is no universal
consensus among researchers, as each study tends to introduce its own specific
determinants. This situation can be explained by two main considerations. First,
the factors influencing brand equity cannot be confined to a limited set of
variables. Second, the formation of brand equity varies across contexts, meaning
that uniform assumptions cannot be applied universally. Moreover, a review of
prior studies shows that brand equity is directly related to marketing concepts and
their multidimensional nature. In the sports industry, particularly in football, no
comprehensive, context-specific model exists for measuring and enhancing the
brand equity of private clubs. Existing global models are primarily designed for
international commercial brands and often overlook the perspectives of sports
experts and practitioners, despite their crucial role in brand development.

This study focuses on private football clubs with the aim of identifying the factors
influencing brand equity and examining their interactions and mutual effects.
Unlike previous studies that were limited to identifying these factors, the present

research employs the Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) method to illustrate
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the hierarchical relationships among them within a clear structural framework.
This approach enables private clubs to gain a deeper understanding of key
determinants and strengthen their brand equity as a sustainable competitive
advantage. The primary objective of this article is to address the following central
question: “Which factors contribute to enhancing the brand equity of private
football clubs, and how do these factors interact across different levels within the
framework of an interpretive structural model?”

Methods:

This study was designed using a mixed-methods approach (combining qualitative
and quantitative methods) within the interpretive paradigm. In the qualitative
phase, a grounded theory strategy with an emergent approach was employed to
inductively extract concepts and categories related to sports branding through in-
depth data analysis. In the quantitative phase, Interpretive Structural Modeling
(ISM) was used to structure the qualitative findings and to examine the
relationships among the identified variables.

The study population consisted of experts in marketing and sports marketing.
Purposeful sampling was conducted until theoretical saturation was reached,
ultimately resulting in the participation of 15 individuals. Qualitative data were
collected through semi-structured interviews conducted either in person (at
universities, sports organization offices, and professional conferences) or online
(via Skype and WhatsApp), with each interview lasting between 45 and 60
minutes. Follow-up interviews were conducted with some participants as needed.
Quantitative data were collected using a 10x10 pairwise comparison matrix,
completed by the same experts. Participants were asked to evaluate the
relationships among the variables extracted from the qualitative phase based on
their influence and interdependence.

Qualitative data were analyzed through three stages of coding—open, selective,
and theoretical—within the framework of grounded theory, while quantitative data
were processed using SmartlISM software and the ISM method to extract a
hierarchical model of the relationships among key factors.

To ensure the validity and reliability of the qualitative findings, several strategies
were employed, including validation of the research process by three academic

experts, simultaneous coding by two researchers with 85% intra-coder
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agreement, complete recording of interviews, participant review of the transcribed
data, and evaluation by three external experts to assess transferability

Results:

Based on the holistic analysis conducted by the research team, 84 final concepts
were identified during the open coding stage, 24 subcategories during the
selective coding stage, and 10 final categories during the theoretical coding
stage. These categories were: club brand architecture, emotional branding,
customer mindset, expansion of the club’s potential market share, enhancement
of customer brand commitment, environmental and industrial conditions, direct
and indirect club activities, enhancement of the club’s financial brand value, and
strengthening of the club’s brand power.

Finally, to identify the key variables, MICMAC analysis was conducted. Using this
approach, the 10 factors related to enhancing brand equity in private sports clubs
were classified into three clusters based on their influence and dependence. The
influence-dependence map revealed that no factors belonged to the autonomous
cluster, indicating that no factor is completely isolated from the system. The
dependent cluster included strengthening of the club’s brand power,
enhancement of the club’s financial brand value, enhancement of customer brand
commitment, and expansion of the club’s potential market share. These factors
exhibit strong dependence but weak influence and occupy the higher levels of
the hierarchical structure in the ISM model. Due to their high dependence, other
factors are required to advance these dependent factors toward achieving the
system’s objectives. The linkage cluster comprised customer mindset, emotional
branding, and brand architecture, while the independent cluster included
environmental and industrial conditions, direct club activities, and indirect club
activities. These independent factors possess strong influence but weak
dependence, indicating that they have a significant impact on the factors in the
dependent cluster. Overall, these factors can be considered strategic levers for
decision-makers in private sports clubs.

Discussion and Conclusion:

The qualitative findings from expert interviews identified 10 key factors
influencing brand equity in private sports clubs: club brand architecture,

emotional branding, customer mindset, expansion of the club’s potential market
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share, enhancement of customer brand commitment, environmental and
industrial conditions, direct and indirect club activities, enhancement of the club’s
financial brand value, and strengthening of the club’s brand power.

Previous research has emphasized the importance of factors such as brand
image, brand awareness, brand perception, brand attachment, brand
satisfaction, brand loyalty, brand recommendation, behavioral intentions,
profitability, brand positioning, brand development, corporate responsibility,
innovation, and others in shaping brand equity. However, the present study
provides a comprehensive, context-specific model that more precisely explains
the causal relationships among these factors and offers an interpretive structural
framework.

The qualitative results indicated that enhancing brand equity in private sports
clubs is influenced by multiple factors. The ISM analysis revealed that these
factors operate across five hierarchical levels:

Level 1: Factors related to enhancement of the club’s financial brand value and
strengthening of the club’s brand power. Level 2. Enhancement of customer
brand commitment and expansion of the club’s potential market share. Level 3:
Customer mindset, serving as a key factor significantly influencing Level 2
factors. Level 4: Emotional branding and brand architecture, which function as
foundational factors in shaping positive customer perceptions. Level 5:
Environmental and industrial conditions, direct club activities, and indirect club
activities, which act as contextual factors affecting higher-level factors. Overall,
the findings indicate that enhancing brand equity in private sports clubs is a
complex, multidimensional process influenced by multiple factors at different
levels. To effectively enhance their brand equity, clubs must comprehensively
consider these factors and develop appropriate strategies for each.

This study had several limitations. First, the use of Strauss and Corbin’s grounded
theory approach prevented the application of Keller and Lehmann’s (2006) three-
level framework in defining brand equity (i.e. customer, company/market, and
financial dimensions). Second, the lack of comprehensive and comparable
studies in the literature—particularly in the context of private sports clubs—limited
the possibility of comparing the findings. Third, the identified factors were solely

based on the perspectives of sports marketing experts and may not fully align
|

https://jrsm.khu.ac.ir/
127


https://dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.22520716.1404.15.30.6.0
https://ndea10.khu.ac.ir/jrsm/article-1-3374-fa.html

[ Downloaded from ndeal0.khu.ac.ir on 2026-07-01 ]

[ DOR: 20.1001.1.22520716.1404.15.30.6.0 ]

with some previous findings. Fourth, the possibility of other influential factors not
identified in this study cannot be excluded due to the qualitative, expert-based
nature of the research.

Accordingly, it is recommended that future research employ Keller and
Lehmann’s three-dimensional framework, use mixed or quantitative methods
(such as Structural Equation Modeling), and expand the study context to other
areas of sports marketing (e.g. the sports apparel industry). Such studies could
identify a more comprehensive set of factors influencing brand equity and provide

a broader, more generalizable model.
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