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Abstract

This study aimed to design and validate an indigenous model for measuring brand equity of Esteghlal and Persepolis professional football
clubs from the fans’ perspective. This applied study employed a descriptive-survey design. The statistical population consisted of fans of
Esteghlal and Persepolis football clubs, from whom 390 valid questionnaires were collected using random sampling based on Cochran’s
formula. Data were gathered using the Spectator-Based Brand Equity (SBBE) questionnaire. Content validity was confirmed by experts
and reliability was established with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.89. Due to non-normal data distribution, nonparametric statistical tests
including exploratory factor analysis, Spearman correlation, and Friedman test were utilized. The results of factor analysis confirmed that
brand equity consists of two main dimensions: brand awareness and brand associations. Friedman test results indicated that team history,
brand identification, and internalization were the most influential components in forming brand equity, whereas exclusive privileges,
organizational characteristics, and team performance received the lowest priority from the fans’ perspective. The proposed model provides
a comprehensive and practical framework for strategic brand management in professional football clubs and supports the development of
sustainable competitive advantage.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The sport industry has undergone a profound transformation over the past two decades, evolving from a
recreational sector into a complex global economic system in which professional football clubs operate as
powerful brand-based organizations. In contemporary sport management, brand equity is no longer viewed
merely as a marketing instrument but as a strategic asset that determines financial sustainability, fan loyalty,
media influence, and international competitiveness. Modern scholarship emphasizes that the value of a football
club’s brand is rooted not only in on-field performance but also in symbolic meaning, emotional attachment,
cultural identity, and long-term relational engagement with fans (Biscaia et al., 2016; Desbordes & Richelieu,
2019).

The rapid expansion of digital platforms, artificial intelligence, and global sport governance structures has
further complicated the brand environment of professional football. Clubs must now operate within highly
dynamic ecosystems in which digital fan culture, global broadcasting, and algorithm-driven engagement play
decisive roles in shaping brand perception and consumption behavior (Weisskopf & Uhrich, 2024;
Westerbeek, 2025). At the same time, individual athlete branding, visual rebranding strategies, and
personalized communication practices increasingly interact with club identity, creating multilayered brand
architectures (Kostadinovi¢ & Kostadinovi¢, 2025; Pedersen et al., 2025; Vincent et al., 2024). These
developments highlight the necessity of advanced brand management frameworks that integrate organizational
strategy, emotional engagement, and technological mediation.

In Iran, professional football clubs face unique structural challenges including unstable revenue systems,

limited private investment, governance inefficiencies, and insufficient brand management infrastructures



(Gharehkhani et al., 2017; Rasooli et al., 2016). Although Iranian football clubs possess enormous social
capital and fan bases, the absence of coherent brand strategies has prevented the full conversion of this capital
into sustainable economic and competitive advantage (Javani et al., 2013; Seifpanahi Shabani & Hamidi,
2017). Recent Iranian studies emphasize the urgent need for localized brand models that reflect cultural,
institutional, and social realities of Iranian sport (Asadi Kavan et al., 2021; Farzan Moghaddam et al., 2025).
Furthermore, fan behavior in Iranian football is deeply intertwined with collective identity, social belonging,
and emotional commitment. Fans do not simply consume sport; they construct meaning, loyalty, and long-
term attachment that transcend short-term performance outcomes (Roudbari et al., 2016; ZamaniDadaneh et
al., 2021). International research confirms that emotional attachment and perceived symbolic value play
critical roles in translating brand perception into supportive and purchasing behavior (Su et al., 2025; Zheng
& Xu, 2024). Accordingly, developing a fan-centered brand equity model grounded in local realities
constitutes a strategic necessity for Iranian professional football.

This study addresses this gap by designing and empirically validating a localized brand equity model for
Esteghlal and Persepolis football clubs from the perspective of their fans.

Methods and Materials

The present research employed an applied, descriptive—survey design. The statistical population consisted of
fans of Esteghlal and Persepolis football clubs in Tehran. Due to the absence of an official registry of fans, the
population was treated as unlimited. Sample size was determined using Cochran’s formula for infinite
populations, yielding a minimum of 384 respondents. To compensate for potential attrition, S00 questionnaires
were distributed in Azadi Stadium during the 2023-2024 Iran Pro League season. A total of 390 valid responses
were collected.

Data were gathered using the standardized Spectator-Based Brand Equity (SBBE) questionnaire, consisting of
49 items across multiple dimensions including brand identification, internalization, team history, commitment,
social interaction, organizational attributes, team success, staff, stadium environment, and exclusive privileges.
The questionnaire was translated, culturally adapted, and validated through expert review and pilot testing.
Reliability analysis yielded a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.89.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS. After confirming non-normal distribution via Kolmogorov—Smirnov
test, nonparametric methods were applied, including exploratory factor analysis, Spearman correlation, and
Friedman ranking test.

Findings

Demographic analysis indicated that the majority of respondents were aged between 21 and 31 years, with
high levels of long-term team affiliation and frequent stadium attendance. Educational backgrounds were
diverse, with the largest group holding high school diplomas.

Exploratory factor analysis extracted two principal dimensions of brand equity: brand awareness and brand

associations. Brand awareness comprised the subcomponents of identification and internalization, while brand



associations included team history, commitment, social interaction, organizational characteristics, team
performance, staff quality, stadium community, and exclusive privileges.

Friedman test results revealed significant differences in the importance of brand components. The highest-
ranked factors influencing brand equity were team history, identification, and internalization. The lowest-
ranked factors were exclusive privileges, organizational characteristics, team performance, and competitive
environment.

Correlation analysis demonstrated significant relationships between all brand dimensions and overall brand
equity, confirming the structural coherence of the proposed model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirm that brand equity in Iranian professional football is fundamentally constructed through
emotional, symbolic, and identity-based mechanisms rather than purely functional or performance-based
factors. The dominance of team history, identification, and internalization illustrates that fans primarily relate
to clubs as cultural institutions and identity anchors rather than as entertainment products.

This insight challenges traditional performance-centric brand strategies and underscores the necessity for clubs
to invest in narrative building, heritage preservation, fan community development, and identity reinforcement.
The relatively weak influence of exclusive privileges and organizational attributes suggests structural
deficiencies in club management systems and underdeveloped commercial infrastructures, which constrain
economic value creation despite strong emotional capital.

The validated two-dimensional model demonstrates strong theoretical and practical relevance. It offers club
executives a comprehensive diagnostic framework for brand development, fan relationship management, and
strategic planning. By aligning brand strategy with fan psychology and cultural context, Iranian football clubs
can transform social loyalty into sustainable competitive and financial advantage.

Ultimately, this research contributes to sport branding scholarship by providing a culturally grounded,
empirically tested model that bridges emotional engagement and strategic brand governance, offering

actionable insights for the future development of professional football in Iran.
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