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The next issue of SPORTO Magazine will be published in 
October 2019.

In the weeks when Tiger Woods made one of the greatest comebacks in sports history 
at the Masters in Augusta, when Liverpool and Tottenham defied the odds with their 
Champions League semi-final victories, when Toronto Raptors star Kawhi Leonard scored 
his incredible buzzer beater in Game 7 of the NBA Eastern Conference semi-final series 
against Philadelphia and when Primoz Roglič claimed the pink leader’s jersey of Giro 
d’Italia for the first time, the world of sport reminds us yet again that it will never run out 
of exciting content. And although it has always been so, the video format development 
and its subsequent reign is dramatically changing content distribution.

The video by the local online reporter from the commentator’s booth at Anfield 
showing the emotional experience of the magic that was that evening in Liverpool only 
further accentuates the fandom and the collective oneness of their fans. 

The video chat from Team Jumbo Visma car right after Roglič was caught up in the 
mass fall paints an even clearer picture of what it takes to stand out from the crowd. 

Leonard’s decisive shot was creatively edited in a thousand different ways to add even 
more to the uniqueness of the moment that some of the most enthusiastic fans even had 
tattooed.  

And Nike was as always ready and willing to celebrate and add value to an 
extraordinary achievement such as the comeback of Tiger Woods by releasing a video 
praising his career. 

The struggle to reach new audience continues. There is more and more talk about 
generation Z, and how to reach it – one of the more recent ways is through the new 
globally recognised platform TikTok. Although, speaking of a generation that is still very 
young, one might ask oneself if too much attention is given to an audience that is still 
growing up and not enough to the older late adopters that might be more passive and yet 
are increasingly more digitally savvy. In either case, (sports) brand expansion into new 
markets or areas is now and in the future inevitable.

One of these areas is cause marketing. Pieta House’s “Darkness Into Light” 
supported by Electric Ireland is not a sport-based platform, however, the messages of 
this sensitive and complex activation are extremely beneficial for sport. In Slovenia, 
a project called LIFE Lynx was launched with the objective to preserve the Alpine lynx 
which is facing extinction. Meanwhile, two lynxes were already transferred from abroad. 
The project’s ambassador, LA Kings’ Anže Kopitar, accentuates how he really does not 
want the “last” Slovenian lynx to be the logo on the national ice hockey team’s jersey. 
Messages with meaning.

MESSAGES WITH MEANING
INTRO 
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ADDICTED TO PROGRESS
New Zealand race-car driver Bruce McLaren 
founded McLaren team back in 1963 and 
although since then, the brand's DNA, which 
was always a synonym for achieving top 
results, has not changed very much, McLaren 
has powerfully expanded its operations in its 
over fifty-year-long history. 

IN SPORT, GENDER SHOULD NOT 
PLAY ANY ROLE
According to Sally Horrox (Y Sport), an expert 
in professional and commercial development 
of women’s sport, the development of 
women’s professional sport has made such a 
significant move that brands have recognised 
it and their competitions are no longer seen 
as ‘a tax’ on the men’s game. 

SPORT OR ESPORTS, THAT IS 
THE QUESTION – OR IS IT?
We delved into the world of esports with 
Malph Minns, Strive Sponsorship's Managing 
Director, to discuss its growing relevance to 
many people’s everyday lives. In a complex 
ecosystem of competitive gaming, we put a 
greater emphasis on simulation sports games.
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Visit a destination with a healthy and relaxed business envi-
ronment. The pleasant Mediterranean climate enables 
outdoor activities. Unique local flavours. Magical corners. 
The choice is simple. Success is guaranteed.
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CREATE, 
ENGAGE, 
DISTRIBUTE, 
ADAPT, 
REPEAT
SPORTO 2018 key learnings: Content creation and creativity is one part of the story, 
the other part is performance and being smarter about the distribution of content; 
expect even more blending of music, fashion, culture, lifestyle and art into the world 
of sport in the future; one-to-one relationship experience on digital is crucial.
PHOTO: Sportida
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SPORTO 2018 gathered more than 450 participants from 15 countries 
at the 15th edition of the leading sports business conference in the SE 
European region. Internationally well-renowned experts from eight countries 
offered valuable insights connected to sports communications trends 
and challenges. Recognise the uniqueness of #sporto2018 edition in the 
infographic data below. 

SPORTO once again brought together representatives from some of 
the leading international sports organisations, agencies, brands, social 
media platforms and broadcasters, as well as sponsorship and marketing 
strategists that shared insight into their work and their views on the industry 
trends. SPORTO 2018 hosted, among other guests, UEFA, IBM, Facebook, 
Chicago Bulls, AS Roma, Discovery, Synergy, Activative, CEV, WePlay and the 
Croatian Football Federation.

The main guest and key-note speaker of the two-day event on the 
Slovenian coast was UEFA President Aleksander Čeferin, who received a 
standing ovation, utterly impressed the audience and on the other hand 
self-critically pointed out: “We are too conservative in many ways and this 
hinders us from further evolution. I was lucky to be able to see how the US 
at the Super Bowl has been successfully implementing fast developing IT. In 
this field, we are a step behind, but I am certain that we in Europe will finally 
perceive the great importance of it.”

According to UEFA President, football has a bright future globally and 
it is significant to recognise football as a global product that needs to 
open up with its transparency, sustainable strategy, social responsibility 
and inclusion as sponsorship partners expect a wider meaning of their 
contribution to a specific partnership. Čeferin sees Alibaba as a crucial 
partner that broadens the viewing angle of the future of football in Europe 
and globally. 

Aleksander Čeferin
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SPORTO 2018

Be there from the beginning. Be where it matters.
“Brands do not fill a stadium, passion does,” pointed out Carsten 

Thode (formerly at Synergy) and explained further: “Joint experience is not 
about a brand, since people do not come to see brands doing their things, 
they come to see sports, music, theatre. It is not about the size of the 
audience but the idea of them coming together. The best strategy is to be 
a fundamental part of that experience as a brand and to be there from the 
beginning, so that you earn the feeling of belonging all the way through.”

“Start with what you want to achieve as a business,” emphasised Jerry 
Newman (Facebook) and said that is the same advice they give the guys at 
the IOC or Premier League. Relative to all new FB products, he added: “You 
do not have to be everywhere but you have to be where it matters, where 
your audience resonates with you the most. Understand your audience and 
their engagement and build strategies around that.” 

Adapt and invest. Potential of one-to-one 
communication and fans’ co-creation.

Kenny Ager (WePlay) shared a similar view on organic reach, which is 
diminishing. “The good news is that every time there is a platform where the 
reach is getting lower, there is also a new platform with great organic reach. 
FB Messenger is great at the moment, Instagram still has a high reach and 
in WhatsApp, with people who are signed up, you can create very engaged 
audiences with complete organic reach. My advice would be to follow the 
audience. The audience is moving from platform to platform. And invest in 
paid media, it is the only way to get to all of your audience and new fans.”

Paul Rogers (AS Roma) is an advocate of the digital approach in terms of 
trying to give fans a one-to-one relationship experience – since fans want 
to feel closer to the club or players and not like they are just one among 
millions. “How to make someone’s day? It does not cost us a thing to wish a 

Luka Dukich
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happy birthday or follow back a fan.” Rogers also noted that it is sometimes 
hard to be funny, which is a trademark of AS Roma digital channels. “I do not 
consider that what we do is best in the world, so I came here to learn, to see 
what other people do and how they do it.”

“Imitation is the highest form of flattery,” said Luka Dukich (Chicago 
Bulls) on copying concepts on digital. He sees sport fans not as just fans 
but as creative fans and according to his experience it is “easy to reach out 
to them on social media and start to collaborate with them to enrich your 
content.” Dukich also praised the NBA about the openness connected to 
highlights videos and other content. “They want you to innovate, they want 
you to be creative and that has resulted in a lot of teams hitting that mark of 
being innovative.”

Artificial Intelligence is the present, blending  
and merging growing trends for the future.

Sam Seddon (IBM) presented the insights about their tech sponsorship 
with Wimbledon, commenting also on tradition vs innovation dichotomy: 
“You do not get to continue be No. 1 in the world in your particular field 
unless you change and innovate consistently. At Wimbledon, they do 
it in the way that is authentic to their brand.” As for partnerships, he 
pointed out the need to really focus on value for both parties, which “can 
be complex when you get in details, but that is where true partnership 
comes.” Artificial Intelligence already is an important part of the sports 
tech industry. Seddon underlined its role and influence (in advertising, 
or for rightsholders capturing data and analysing it): “AI is here and it is 
going to grow and spread.” 

Jeremy Edwards (Activative) anticipates a continuation of the blending 
of culture and sports in the sponsorships of the future. “We are going to 

see more blending of music, fashion, culture, lifestyle and art into the 
world of sport.” He also noted that “we are going to see rebalancing of 
the gender scale in sports, there is huge opportunity in women sport both 
from a growth perspective and a values perspective.” A niching of the small 
individual sports as they leverage relatively cheap access to audiences 
through platforms and a rise of the ‘made-up’ sports, a combination of two 
sports merging into one, is also something that we can expect in the near 
future, according to Edwards. 

SPORTO guests agreed on the need to be flexible in the ever-changing 
world of sport. There really are no anonymous audiences in the 21st century. 
Kenechi Belusevic (Discovery) presented a critical asset of every rights 
holder or broadcaster, which is “content optimisation with flexible engaging 
strategy which follows changes and adapts to them.” 2018 was also a year 
of Croatian football and Tomislav Pacak (Croatian Football Federation) gave 
an engaging overview of their strategic communication campaign #Family 
(#Obitelj) in the light of Croatia’s success in the World Cup. Ian Mollard 
(Curiosity 360 Production) shared the story of Hero the Hedgehog, the 
mascot of the IAAF World Athletics Championships 2017, who won the hearts 
of the audience, added value to the event and set new standards in fan-
engagement. Setting new standards is what most of SPORTO guests have in 
common all the way from SPORTO beginnings in 2004.

To conclude, we live in an interconnected world where diversifying to 
digital and analogue has no sense whatsoever, as our everyday life and 
multiple roles we all play are profoundly internalised and thus indivisible. 

The interviews with all SPORTO 2018 speakers are available on the 
SPORTO Conference YouTube Channel. With SPORTO 2019 activities already 
in full swing, follow our channels on the road to SPORTO 2019 and join us in 
(S)Portorož for the 16th SPORTO Conference on 21 & 22 November.

Jerry Newman



16 / SPORTO Magazine – May 2019

The best in 2018
According to SPORTO tradition, SPORTO Awards and Brands were also 

presented at the 15th SPORTO Conference. The best marketing projects in 
the Adriatic region were selected by the nine-member international jury 
among 33 applicants. “We were evaluating some of the most inspiring and 
innovative campaigns, including an excellent and creative use of media. 
I believe all jury members learned a lot from these campaigns and were 
very much in agreement about the winners,” said Vlatka Kamenić Jagodić, 
member of the jury and at the time Director of Corporate Marketing at 
HEP. Her colleague Neil Morley, owner and Managing Director at Cat's Eye, 
UK-based content marketing agency, added: “Over the last years, we have 
witnessed a growth of digital and activations as well as good ideas from 
creative and communications aspects. The winners showcased examples of 
excellent processes – from business objectives to activation and results.”

The SPORTO Sponsorship Award went to the project “Gorenje 
Simplyfans,” while in the subcategory SPORTO Endorsement Award, the jury 
was most impressed by the Ljubljanske mlekarne – “Alpsko mleko & Ilka 
the Superhero.” The campaign “Priprave” (Volkswagen Ljubljana Marathon) 
was the winner of the SPORTO Rights Holder Award with a platform designed 
to connect active people in the spirit of the Volkswagen Marathon that 

offers communication opportunities all year round, increases the marketing 
potential of the Ljubljana Marathon and broadens the palette of sponsor 
content to various target audiences. The SPORTO Digital Award was awarded 
for Petrol’s project “Tekmujmo skupaj” (Let’s Compete Together) and the 
SPORTO Event Award for the cycling race “Tour of Slovenia 2018,” organised 
by Adria Mobil Cycling. The 25th race was broadcast live on Eurosport and 
Radio-Television of Slovenia under the slogan “Fight for Green” – a synonym 
for the leader’s jersey, a ‘green’ Slovenia and environmental protection.

The best Croatian project, named along with Gorenje as a project 
representing each country and qualifying for the competition of the 
European Sponsorship Association (ESA) in the category “Best of Europe”, 
was Allianz Croatia’s “beST – be Stronger Together” in cooperation with the 
Croatian Paralympic Committee. The international expert Judging Panel was 
again chaired by ESA representative Toby Hester from Sponsorship Coach.

Ilka, Sandra, Ivana, Luka twice, Novak, NK 
Maribor, GNK Dinamo and FK Crvena zvezda

The title 2018 SPORTO Brand is awarded to athletes and clubs with the 
highest presence, popularity and marketing appeal based on the public 
research (in three countries in the Adriatic region) performed by the market 
and media research company Mediana. Last year, the title in Slovenia was 
given to alpine skier Ilka Štuhec for the second time in a row and for the 
first time to young basketball star Luka Dončić, who was thankful for the 
recognition, saying that each award of this kind means a lot. The leading 
sports club in Slovenia marketing-wise was for the seventh time NK Maribor. 

In Croatia, 2018 SPORTO Brand for the fourth time in a row is football 
player Luka Modrić, and, just like every single year since the research 
started, the title was also awarded to athlete Sandra Perković, while GNK 
Dinamo Zagreb received it for the first time. In Serbia, tennis champion 
Novak Đoković remains at the top among male athletes, athlete Ivana 
Španović received the recognition for the fourth time and football club FK 
Crvena zvezda for the second time. Like Dončić, Španović said her thank you 
over a video chat: “I would like to thank the audience for again putting me 
on the SPORTO Brands list for the nomination and making it possible for me 
to win. I am very proud of all SPORTO awards and I hope that I will be soon 
able to attend the conference as well.”

SPORTO 2018

Amra Peternel, GNK Dinamo Zagreb, and Janja Božič Marolt, Mediana.
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DALLAS MAVERICKS AND LUKA DONČIĆ

LUKA MAGIC
Just a few minutes before the game. The American Airlines Center is 
packed – much like for every other home game since 2001, of which 
there were close to 800. The fans are having fun, hardly waiting to see 
the action. Immediately after the on-court interview for SPORTO, Cynthia 
Marshall, Chief Executive Officer at the NBA Dallas Mavericks, invites us to 
be part of a special activity for the fans. She tells us to keep an extra close 
eye out for two basketball players passing by. 
TEXT: Luka Maselj
PHOTO: Getty Images
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DALLAS MAVERICKS AND LUKA DONČIĆ

Before every home game, the Dallas Mavericks go through a High Five Line, 
a players’ tunnel of about 200 of the Texas team’s most loyal fans, equipped 
with flags and signs, who earned their place in the line by becoming a Mavs 
Season Ticket Member. The 2018/19 NBA season will be especially memorable 
by the stories of two remarkable players whom the fans had the opportunity 
to high-five: Dirk Nowitzki from Germany, who ended his exceptional career 
with a ceremony held in his honour, and Luka Dončić from Slovenia, who in 
his rookie season won the hearts of the home fans and the entire basketball 
world. SPORTO Magazine went even further: in March, we spent three days 
socialising not only with the basketball players but also the leading men and 
women in the front office of the 2011 NBA Champions. 

A new level of positive energy 
The Dallas team is one of the most popular teams in the NBA. Although 

their achievements in the recent years are not among their best, they are 
still attractive to fans because of the energy they bring to their games, the 
relationship their managers have with the fans and affordable ticket prices. 
This season, they are gaining new momentum. “Luka has brought a new level 
of energy and fan engagement to our team. Of course, we have a lot of great 
players, but Luka is giving us something extra special. Something we will be 
building on in the years to come,” is the way Marshall describes the future of 
the franchise. Her perspective matches that of the club’s owner – Mark Cuban, 
who is No.190 on Forbes' list of “World's Richest People” – who sees Dončić as 
the central component of the new success story. The credit for the success in 
reaching the 2006 NBA Finals goes to Nowitzki, who also received the coveted 
NBA Championship Ring five years later, while a team of the future is being 
created around Dončić ever since he proved, during his first season’s initial 
performances in the US, that he can offer ‘something more.’ The winter arrival 
of Kristaps Porzingis from Latvia should be only the first development in this 
direction. From the very beginnings with the club in 2000, Cuban has made 
sure that its excellence is recognised in all regards. He himself is the club’s 
biggest fan, which is apparent by the fact that they have their own customised 
Boeing 757, that their locker room looks like a luxurious spa and that only the 
top Dallas restaurants are catering for the team after each game.   

The value Dončić brings to the club is evident on and off the court. 
According to Marshall, this young man who started to play with a ball at a 
very early age in Slovenia and became a true basketball gem in Spain at Real 
Madrid is exceptional in every way. Not only can he swish a shot while sitting 
courtside, but instead of going straight to the locker room before or after 
the game, he always takes time for the fans, taking pictures with them and 
giving out autographs. “Luka is exceptional. Luka magic! It takes a special 
person to know that it is bigger than basketball. He loves the game so much 
he makes you love the game. I pray and hope that he will never lose his love 
for the game and the humility with which he plays it,” she says. The NBA is a 
business and without a doubt all his contributions have attracted even more 
interest for the club, especially from outside the home town. Not only has this 
NBA rookie – from Europe! – received 4.2 million fan votes for the NBA All Star 
Game, following only LeBron James and Giannis Antetokounmpo, he has also 
significantly contributed, through his ‘magic’ performances, to the club’s 
growing business results. 

Exploring Luka’s business potential 
Ryan Mackey, Sr. Vice President of Corporate Sponsorships at Dallas 

Mavericks, reveals that Luka’s arrival has already impacted the club’s revenue 
from ticket sales (according to demand-based ticket pricing in the US) and 
TV-ratings. “His displays have accelerated everyone's interest,” he says 
adding that the local TV ratings have increased by more than 80 percent, 
while the NBA recorded 31 percent more one-time users who watched the 
Dallas Mavericks games through NBA League Pass. As to his ‘contribution’ Source: Dallas Mavericks



Dallas Mavericks’ owner, 60-year-old 
American investor Mark Cuban, hugs, for the 
last time, the club’s legendary player Dirk 
Nowitzki, 40 year-old German veteran who 
said goodbye after 21 seasons with the club, 
saying that the Mavericks have found a worthy 
successor in Luka Dončić.
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relative to signing new, better sponsorship deals, the Mavericks, as the eighth 
most valuable NBA franchise now worth €1.95 billion (No.1 being the New 
York Knicks with €3.55 billion), are still waiting for the ‘boost’, but according 
to Mackey, there is no doubt that this will happen: “We feel like that the 
things he is doing are on a superstar level. We see him being compared to 
LeBron James off the court and we sincerely believe that he could potentially 
reach that level of stardom if he continues this way on the court. We are also 
approaching our sponsorship discussions that way.” To achieve this, the 
Mavericks have performed a number of studies to make projections about 
what Luka could potentially offer to the club and its partners. For instance, 
the team has re-evaluated the jersey patch sponsorship, with the increase in 
global viewership and exposure, and will start proactively searching for a new 
partner this summer who can benefit from this growth.

Mackey admits that they could have benefited more from Nowitzki’s 
popularity in Europe by working with European companies, which they now 
intend to do with Luka and Kristaps, while adding at the same time that Dirk 
was a different story that cannot be directly compared to the other two, if 
nothing else, because of different peak periods. Dončić and Porzingis still 
have a lot of work to do before they can reach Nowitzki’s cult status, for whom 
the Dallas Mavericks were, during his 21-year NBA career, the first and last 
NBA club. During an emotional goodbye to his basketball career, Cuban 
promised him that they would retire his number 41, that he would have a job 
for life with the Mavericks and that they would put “the biggest, most bad-ass 
statue ever” outside the arena, saying that the club would be happy to keep 
applying all of the knowledge (not only in terms of basketball) he shared with 
them in his 21 years with the club. 

Dončić, on the other hand, is also attracting with his talent and charisma 
reflected by his positive and playful attitude on the court superstars from 
outside the basketball world. His Instagram post with him and boxer Floyd 
Mayweather showing his jersey with the boxer’s autograph received over 
500,000 likes and rapper Bad Bunny was wearing his jersey during his 
Texas concert – with Luka singing in the audience, of course. While the 
club’s managers know that ‘A superstar attracts other superstars,’ the fans 
are wondering if Jennifer Aniston might come to Dallas to see one of the 
games. The Friends star is someone Luka would like to ask on a date, as he 
humorously said when he first came to the US.   

Dončić responsible for almost a third of the total 
merchandise sales

Luka’s first NBA season is a season of superlatives also in terms of the 
sales of his merchandise where the only outperforming American athlete 
is the aforementioned ‘King James.’ The numbers are impressive, reveals 
Alison Panasik, Dallas Mavericks Vice President of Merchandise & Brand 
Identity, and admits that she has not seen anything like that at any point 
during her extensive business career, including her time as a member of NFL 
Dallas Cowboys. She explains that the player related products represent 51 
percent of all sold official products, “In those 51 percent, Luka represents 
59 percent and around 30 percent of our overall business. That is huge! 
Anything we can tastefully put Luka Dončić on, we know it will sell,” adding 
that, before the season even started, Luka had already doubled the number 
of official jerseys ever ordered for a rookie, while all sizes of his ‘city edition’ 
jerseys displaying his name were sold out the very same day. 

As the official products, mainly jerseys, must be ordered up to nine 
months in advance, Panasik also had to tackle a few challenges regarding 
stock. “This is more than I have ever ordered for any player and this is my 
fifth season with the club,” she says adding that this amount of jerseys was 
especially difficult to order from Nike. However, she ended up persuading 
them to give her delivery priority – before the manufacturer and the official 
NBA store. “Luka is our player, I have to get the jerseys first,” she decidedly 
points out, explaining that a special purchasing analyst was recently 
hired – because of Luka – to help them more precisely predict the needs 
for different products. The club has largely increased their preorder for the 
next season, because they believe that this trend, also responsible for their 
online orders growing by 175 percent, will continue: “Twelve percent of those 
are international sales and every 9 out of 10 packages contains at least one 
Luka item. These orders are going to Beijing, to Tokyo … quite a bit of course 
also to Slovenia …” 

However, despite the growth of online sales, the traditional stores 
in the American Airlines Center remain ‘the real deal,’ clarifies Panasik: 
“This is the moneymaker. This is the beast. In-arena business is law. We 
are extremely blessed to get such good crowds and have such wonderful 
fans. Even if we are sold out all the time, we still manage to grow. Just 
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this season, we are up 34 percent when it comes to the in-arena sales. I 
need more staff,” she smiles looking at one of the many cash registers 
where there is always someone wanting to buy something, even during 
the game. An increasingly larger part of the revenue comes from products 
designed for women (“Items, designed by women, approved by women”) 
who, according to an inside research, represent 43 percent of their fans. 
In the recent years, the Dallas Mavericks are investing a great deal in 
their relationship with women. Marshall joined the club as their Chief 
Executive Officer in 2018, during Cuban’s full term for “the transformation 
of the culture” in the club which was previously facing some of the 
unpleasantness surrounding the attitude of some of the leading men 
towards female employees. Marshall, who took over and completed the 
task with the greatest possible dedication and responsibility, is one of the 
most respected business women in the US. In addition to her business 
excellence, this strong and decisive woman who successfully beat cancer in 
2010 is also known for being a minority rights advocate. 

The club is inclusive to all
The overall objective of the club is inclusion which is reflected by 

its various activities such as occasional social media posts in foreign 
languages and “Festival de los Mavs,” happening at the time of our visit 
outside the arena, organised for the large population of Hispanic fans in 
the Dallas-Ft. Worth metroplex. They are continuing to search for online 
and offline ways to bring the club even closer to all the fans – whether they 
are from Dallas, New York, Slovenia or China – says Iris Diaz, Director of 
Marketing. One of the local activities included a very large (approx. 50 x 20 
meters) augmented reality mural in the heart of downtown Dallas. This was 
the largest AR instalment in the US (and the world) featuring Dennis Smith 
Jr., followed by Luka Dončić. Fans, using their smartphones visited mavs.
com/ar which activated their Facebook filter to spark the AR experience, by 
pointing the camera at the mural. At least 40 thousand fans brought Luka’s 
signature – stepback shot – to life. “This is both for fans that cannot actually 
make it to the games, as well as for those at the arena, but want something 
more. We want to give people the best possible experience of our brand, so 
that they will come back. Both technology and players like Luka enable us 
to make our brand even more fun and interactive,” explains Diaz. At the end 
of the season, the Mavericks commemorated Nowitzki’s retirement with the 
release of a new Dirk Nowitzki AR mural. On the day he played his last game 
wearing the Dallas Mavericks jersey, the fans could see, by pointing their 
phones at the mural, Dirk come to life with 21 shots from all 21 of his historic 
seasons with the club. 

“This we have not seen before” 
By mentioning the name Luka and being from Slovenia will open 

practically any door in Dallas. And even though the Uber driver who received 
our request for a ride to the arena was hoping to see a different Luka, his 
enthusiasm did not diminish when talking about the basketball player 
and his game. Which only confirms the very similar statements of all our 
interviewees: this is something they have not yet seen. Luka, whose jerseys 
are enthusiastically worn (and bought) by representatives of all races all 
over the US and who is fluent in both English and Spanish, proved, during 
his very first NBA season which is likely to be topped off with the Rookie of 
the Year award, to be someone who can connect, in a very exceptional way, 
all the different levels of the American and global (basketball) life. Though 
Slovenia had and still has many remarkable athletes, a (super)star such as 
this has not been seen before.

Source: NBA
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WE ARE NOT  
A PARTNER FOR  
THE FAINT-HEARTED 
TEXT: Simona Kruhar Gaberšček

SPORTO: Electric Ireland (EI) operates in a 
low-interest category and consumers are 
emotionally very weakly-related to electricity, 
similar to the banking or insurance sector. 
What other issues arose when you started to 
develop your differentiation strategy and use 
sponsorships to engage consumers? 
EDEL MCCARTHY: Low interest is probably an 
understatement. The only time consumers get 
excited about electricity is in its absence. While 

E lectric Ireland (EI), energy supplier 
in Ireland, won five ESA (European 
Sponsorship Association) Awards for 
their sponsorship activations, “Game 

Changers” with the Irish Football Association and 
“Darkness Into Light” with charity organisation 
Pieta Home. SPORTO talked to Edel McCarthy, 
who is responsible for sponsorships and 
activations at EI and who offered valuable insight 
into the formation and beginnings of both 
campaigns.

Electric Ireland was established nine years 
ago as the customer supply business of ESB, 
Ireland’s original electricity company. Under 
the new regulatory system, ESB as a former 
monopoly was required to rebrand its entire 
customer supply business as a stand-alone 
entity and lose 40% of its customers before it 
could compete with new entrants on price. They 
recognised their opportunity in sponsorships, 
which from the beginning played an important 
role in driving distinction for EI, a challenger 
brand in an intensely competitive market. 
Activations that especially stand out represent 
cause marketing field and deliver social impact, 
which, according to McCarthy, will be essential 
for brands of the future. With the campaign 
“Game Changers”, EI encouraged girls in 
Northern Ireland to play football, and with the 
campaign “Darkness Into Light”, they entered 
into a very sensitive topic – suicide prevention – 
with suicides described almost as an epidemic in 
Ireland at the time.

EDEL MCCARTHY [ELECTRIC IRELAND]
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the banking and insurance sectors may think 
they have it tough, believe me, utilities operate 
in a particularly low-interest and price-driven 
category selling a functional but invisible 
product.

At launch stage, sponsorship played a 
significant role in establishing our brand values 
and in driving brand awareness. The role of 
sponsorship has evolved as our brand has 
grown. The role of sponsorship for our business 
today is to reassure our customers that they are 
with the right energy supplier, to encourage 
non-customers to switch to us and to positively 
differentiate and elevate the Electric Ireland 
brand from competitors.

How would you evaluate the current 
sponsorship market in Ireland?
Over the past nine years, our sponsorship market 
has evolved, and is now highly competitive, 
with increased rights fees and media costs, 
and increased number of brands now using 
sponsorship as a key part of their brand 
campaigns. Ireland is still very much, in global 
terms, a small marketplace, but the ONSIDE 2019 
Irish Sponsorship Industry Survey estimated that 
the sponsorship market will increase by 11% this 
year to be worth €226 million and that brands 
are now investing 25% of their overall Marketing 
and Communications spend on sponsorship.

All these factors have influenced our 
strategy and sponsorship portfolio, and how we 
approach sponsorship activation. We invest in 
sponsorships that allow us to engage with our 
customers and potential customers on things 
they are passionate about. But it is not our 
strategy to look for the big top-level sponsorships 
– our approach is to partner at a level where we 
can make a real difference and add significant 
value to a property that our customers are already 
passionate about. We want our partners and our 
customers to feel that their experience of the 
event is better because of our support.

You carefully chose the sponsorship platform 
also when entering a new market. What was 

WE ARE NOT  
A PARTNER FOR  
THE FAINT-HEARTED 

the initial idea behind the Game Changers 
campaign?
When we entered the Northern Ireland electricity 
market in 2015, we looked at a number of 
potential partners. As a challenger brand, we 
knew we needed to integrate into the fabric of 
the community, create an emotional connection 
to increase brand awareness, affinity scores and 
ultimately to drive sales. 

We believed that partnering with the Irish 
Football Association (IFA) on a female focused 
grassroots football sponsorship would help 
us achieve these goals and demonstrate 
our commitment to local communities. UEFA 
identified Northern Ireland's (NI) participation in 
women’s football as one of the lowest in Europe. 
We knew that by supporting the IFA in its aim 
to inspire young girls across NI to play football 
we could help change that. A “Game Changer” 
is defined as person (or idea) that significantly 
affects the outcome of something. We wanted 
to challenge the perceptions that exist around 
women’s football by supporting Game Changers 
who are blazing the trail for women’s football, 
while also giving young females the opportunity 
to become a game changer themselves. 

What was included in the activation?
From an activation perspective, our lead 
campaign focused on a young local footballer 
Grace, along with her tagline “I don’t follow the 
game, I lead it” that was executed at scale across 
both TV and outdoor. We partnered with key 
national and online media to deliver a dedicated 
page covering women’s football and PR, Social 
and Digital worked to raise awareness and spark 
conversation around women’s grassroots football 
with relevant target audiences and retargeting 
strategies. Another key element of our campaign 
was a scheme where energy customers could 
support their local football club by switching 
to Electric Ireland. Effectively, for every new 
customer gained, Electric Ireland would donate 
£25 to a club in support of Game Changers, while 
customers themselves could make a £50 saving. 

To date, the campaign has surpassed all 

FOLLOWING THE PACK IS NOT ALWAYS
GOING TO BRING YOU SUCCESS, PLUS IT IS 
LIKELY TO BE MORE EXPENSIVE. FIND THE 
AREA WHERE YOU CAN ADD REAL VALUE 
AND MAKE IT OWNABLE BY YOUR BRAND.

targets. We increased brand awareness as well 
as sponsorship awareness for almost 40%, we 
achieved massively increased affinity scores and 
drove brand advocacy with 80% feeling that the 
Game Changers campaign showed a commitment 
to local communities. And, crucially, the IFA have 
recorded a 25% increase in participation since 
the start of the campaign.

Another successful and a very special 
sponsorship project with charity organisation 
Pieta House is Darkness Into Light. The issue 
that you tackled – prevention of suicide – is 
very sensitive in itself. Why did you decide to 
address it? 
In 2013, we were looking for a differentiating 
sponsorship that would drive reappraisal 
and love of our brand. Pieta House needed a 
sponsorship partner to help them grow capacity 
for their vital work. We knew that suicide 
prevention was something that our staff and 
customers cared deeply about, as almost every 
community across Ireland has been impacted 
by suicide. At the start of our partnership, it had 
begun to be described as almost an “epidemic in 
Ireland”.

An issue like suicide demands a very different 
activation approach and a much, much lighter 
than normal branding touch. We had to learn how 
to talk about the issue – we learnt, for example, 
that the correct and respectful phrase is to 
“die through suicide”. We had to be extremely 
restrained in engaging with the issue to ensure 
we did so in a way that was appropriate for our 
brand. This meant looking for success in the 
non-obvious. 

Through the years, the main event of the 
Darkness Into Light campaign – a walk from the 
darkness of night into the light of the morning 
– has grown into a global initiative (with 
200,000 people involved in 2018, 180 venues 
in 16 countries, and €6 million raised) and 
has had a positive impact in the society. What 
are your key ‘sponsorship’ learnings from this 
journey? Could they be applied to sports?
The key learning here is that following the pack is 
not always going to bring you success, plus it is 
likely to be more expensive. Find the area where 
you can add real value and make it ownable by 
your brand. I believe that our initial approach 
to working on the Darkness Into Light is one 
that can be applied to any sponsorship. First, 
you need to ‘immerse yourself in the issue’, so 
that you can discover the best way to support 
the partnership. Then, you have to ‘walk the 
talk’ – not just drive conversation, but also lead 
by example and educate your own staff to get 
involved. Lastly, ‘get beneath the surface’ to drive 
the deeper conversation and continue to evolve 
your messaging in the campaign.

I think the learnings can be applied to sports 
in terms of finding success by going back to 
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the core of what the sponsorship experience 
is and identifying how best to add value, not 
blindly jumping on board and copying what the 
competitor is doing. 

Returning to the “low-interest category”, 
alongside Electric Ireland, AIB (SPORTO 
Conference guests in 2017) as a brand from the 
banking sector also did exceptional work with 
#TheToughest campaign that positively affected 
their brand in many ways. We could say that it 
is not only about the categories we work with 
and the platforms we choose. In your opinion, 
what is at the core of sponsorship magic? 
The core of sponsorship magic is twofold – on 
the one hand, it is the “killer” insight that drives 
the platform for engagement, and on the other 
hand, it is an obsession to constantly learn, 
innovate and evolve that keeps activities fresh 
and engaging to the audience. Of course, like 
anything though, the real magic is in the people 
behind the sponsorship. We have been lucky that 
our internal and external agency partner teams 
are all highly motivated and are fearless in the 
pursuit of success.

I said to a rights holder and a potential 
partner recently that Electric Ireland are not 
a partner for the faint-hearted. And by that, I 
mean that we are not in the swap-a-cheque-
for-a-logo territory: we have an ethos that we 
strive toward on our team that any sponsorship 
property should be palpably and inarguable 
better because we are involved – it is one of the 
KPIs we track. This “involved partnership” model 
is particularly critical when your rights holder is 
a charity and can benefit from a host of different 
supports beyond the rights fee. Over the years, 
we have supported Pieta House on marketing, 
event management, GDPR, recruitment, helping 

them develop their sampling partner model, 
networking and relationship development. This 
deep partnership approach will positively impact 
the overall performance of any sponsorship. 

You also successfully completed the ESA 
Diploma education programme. In your view, 
what are other trends in the world of marketing 
and sponsorships that companies could take 
advantage of? Where do you especially see 
opportunities for the EI brand in the future? 
I think the opportunities in niche sponsorships 
and cause sponsorships are only being scratched 
at the surface, so I foresee a lot more brands 
getting into sponsorships where they will deliver 
real social impact – instead of adding to existing 
clutter and trying to outspend co-sponsors of 
premium sponsorship properties.

THE CORE OF SPONSORSHIP MAGIC IS 
TWOFOLD – ON THE ONE HAND, IT IS THE 
“KILLER” INSIGHT THAT DRIVES THE PLATFORM 
FOR ENGAGEMENT, AND ON THE OTHER HAND, 
IT IS AN OBSESSION TO CONSTANTLY LEARN, 
INNOVATE AND EVOLVE.

EDEL MCCARTHY [ELECTRIC IRELAND]

For Electric Ireland, I believe we will be looking 
at opportunities that support our overall mission 
to lead Ireland to a low-carbon future. At an ESB 
sponsorship portfolio level, our sponsorships 
deliver in very tangible ways to reinforce the 
leadership role we play in creating a brighter 
future by helping young people to develop 
scientific literacy and critical thinking skills 
through programmes that encourage curiosity 
and discovery, empowering them to become 
active and engaged citizens, capable of making 
informed choices to tackle climate change and 
other global challenges.

In line with the global Friday for Futures 
movement and a drive towards zero waste, I 
believe that it will be essential for all brands to 
have sustainability at the core of all sponsorship 
activity.
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CAMPAIGNS: GORENJE, LJUBLJANSKE MLEKARNE, PETROL, ALLIANZ

ENGAGING AUDIENCE 
WITH THE HELP  
OF DIGITAL TOOLS
Digitalisation enabled brands to engage different target groups – from younger generations who are 
difficult to reach offline to employees who are reluctant to adapt new technologies. Leveraging their 
sponsorship rights, Gorenje, Ljubljanske mlekarne, Petrol and Allianz Croatia managed to achieve their 
various goals – and win the SPORTO Awards 2018.
TEXT: Simona Kruhar Gaberšček

Gorenje’s fan group connected 
handball enthusiasts from 
different countries

The Gorenje brand, one of the leading 
European home appliance manufacturers, 
was faced with low brand awareness on most 
European markets, except those in the Adriatic 
region where the company has high market 
shares but is facing acceptance and loyalty 
challenges with younger audiences. Handball, as 
one of the growing sports, offered an opportunity 
to activate their sponsorship deal for EHF EURO 
2018. As explained by Edita Gabrič Zager, 
Manager of the European handball sponsorship 
project for Gorenje, the agency Grey Ljubljana 
created the idea for the integrated #simplyfans 
campaign based on their wishes to merge the 
Gorenje brand’s philosophy “Life simplified” 
with sport, and introduce their sponsorship in an 
interesting way on the European handball court. 

“A fan group #simplyfans was thus created 
with the campaign for EHF EURO 2018, through 
which we connected fans from Slovenia, 
Montenegro, Croatia, Macedonia, Serbia, and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. We encouraged them 
to support the athletes together, regardless 
of where they come from,” said Gabrič Zager, 
adding that more than 700 fans from various 
parts of the former Yugoslavia had the 
opportunity to experience EHF EURO 2018 in a 
fan-friendly environment. Among the campaign 

ambassadors were the biggest handball stars 
Nikola Karabatić (France) and Ivano Balić 
(Croatia), elected as the world’s best handball 
players several times, and the Slovenian national 
team captain Vid Kavtičnik.

With the activation, Gorenje also wanted to 
rejuvenate the brand image and attract new 
customers. For this reason, they organised a 

prize contest on social media through Gorenje’s 
business branches in different countries and set 
up an online platform simplyfans.eu. As the next 
step, they focused on Instagram where they are 
sharing exclusive handball content through their 
official account @gorenjesimplyfans.

“According to the research for 2018 performed 
by Valicon, Marketing Consulting and Research, 
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Gorenje as a brand is very strong in the Adriatic 
region, perceived as technologically advanced 
and innovative. Although all the effects of the 
sponsorship are still difficult to assess, the 
campaign received a very positive response,” 
revealed Gabrič Zager. Before the championship, 
their TV campaign reached almost 80% of 
the target audience in the Adriatic region, on 
average, while in Slovenia this percentage was 
more than 85. At the time of the championship, 
the main video ad was shown only during 
matches involving mentioned national 
teams, with the biggest reach in Croatia and 
Montenegro. In addition to Gorenje’s increased 
visibility on and next to the court, the company 
introduced another ‘visible’ addition during the 
broadcasts – Gorenje refrigerators as support 
for the teams placed directly next to the players’ 
benches. For the #simplyfans campaign, the 
company received SPORTO Sponsorship Award 
and qualified as Slovenia’s representative at 
the competition of the European Sponsorship 
Association for ESA Awards 2018.

Adapting to new conditions  
with a super hero 

SPORTO Endorsement Award went to 
Ljubljanske mlekarne (and their milk brand 
Alpsko mleko) who wanted to bring their 8-year 
connection with Ilka Štuhec, alpine skier and 
Alpsko mleko brand ambassador, to a new 
level. According to Alja Učakar, Head of Brand 
Marketing at Ljubljanske mlekarne, they wanted 
to introduce a new, different and engaging 
branded content story. Their communication 

goals included reinforcing and broadening 
the emotional connection with the brand, and 
increasing the interaction with their followers 
and fans on their social media accounts. To do 
that, they ‘transported’ Ilka Štuhec to a parallel 
imaginary Alpine world of Alpsko mleko by 
creating a superhero version of her. “When we 
decided to create the animated character, our 
partnership rights changed. The scope and time 
for the production of materials were reduced, 
which made it even more important to use all 
the time we had in the best possible way. Also, 
at the time of the production, Ilka was injured, 
which ended her Olympic season before it even 
began,” said Učakar, describing the challenges 
and circumstances around the creation of the 
animated superhero. 

The main video, presented under the brand's 
trademark slogan “A Taste of Home”, also 
included the holiday – “A Taste of the Holidays” 
– and the Olympic version – “A Taste of the 
Cheering”. They developed a communication 
that could be used across all channels and on 
different platforms. This was topped off by an 
animated character of the popular skier that 
communicated with the followers on social “one-
to-one” through a Facebook Messenger chatbot. 
During the PyeongChang Olympic Games (Alpsko 
mleko is also Slovenia Olympic Team partner), 
Ilka the superhero was playing a connecting role, 
cheering for the Slovenia Olympic Team together 
with the users and followers, hosting quiz and 
game shows, preparing breakfast menus for 
the Olympic athletes and congratulating them 
on their medals with attractive animations. This 
was the most fan-engagement-driven campaign 
on Alpsko mleko digital channels to date, with 

positive results for the brand on many levels. 
The Alpsko mleko brand recall as Team Slovenia 
sponsor increased by 50% (compared to Rio 
Olympics). 

“Adapting to a new situation is crucial, as this 
is the only way to communicate with relevance 
and reap the benefits of the collaboration,” is one 
of the key findings from the campaign according 
to Učakar. She emphasised another key aspect 
– the importance of new tools in increasing user 
engagement, especially younger audiences 
who play an essential role in the brand’s future. 
Ilka the superhero continued her adventures 
in February of this year with a new campaign, 
happening around the time Ilka Štuhec became 
two-time downhill world champion. 
*Disclosure: sponsorship activation included SPORTO Magazine’s publisher, 
agency Sport Media Focus.

Entertainment and experience, 
not just another ad

Petrol, who has been sponsoring Slovenian 
national ski teams for 15 years, wanted to turn, 
through the sponsorship activation created 
in collaboration with Agencija 101, passive TV 
viewers into active team member supporters 
and revive the team spirit. To bring the brand 
and alpine skiing closer to young people, Petrol 
designed a branded interactive online game 
“Let’s Compete Together” featuring the national 
team members’ avatars, where users could 
pick their alpine skier’s avatar and compete for 
the prizes. “The target groups had a positive 
experience with the Petrol brand, which on 
average lasted almost five minutes. The online 
game was linked to the store, where the products 
were additionally labelled with the slogan Let’s 
Compete Together, and a percentage of the sales 
from these products was donated to the Ski 
Association of Slovenia for further development of 
Slovenian skiing,” said Valentina Erčulj Džuban, 
Sponsorship and Event Manager at Petrol. 

The sponsorship was especially relevant 
because of its focus on digital activation 
mimicking the championship – ten FIS World 
Cup races corresponded to ten online games. 
Users skied as the national team members and 
participated in a parallel online championship 
with engaging results: more than 53,000 users; 
546,000 played games and more than 1.5 million 
branded products. 

“With the online game, the users were offered 
entertainment and experience rather than 
just another ad. The user response exceeded 
our expectations, which is why, this season, 
we continued and upgraded the campaign, 
emphasising at the same time the transfer of 
digital into the real world,” explained Valentina 
Erčulj Džuban. 

Therefore, this ski season, the venues 
and the main prizes of the online game 
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corresponded to actual real-world competitions 
(FIS Alpine World Ski Championships in Äre, 
Vitranc Cup in Kranjska Gora and Krvavec 
national championships), while the main 
winners also won the opportunity to experience 
the competitive spirit in person and see the 
competitions live. “The skiing momentum from 
the digital world was continued at Petrol gas 
stations and our HopIN stores where a special 
food product offer was created, along with the 
communication on digital, inspired by the main 
venues in the online game, for example the Äre 
burger, Vitranc breakfast and Krvavec smoothie,” 
concluded Erčulj Džuban. The activation was 
awarded with SPORTO Digital Award. 

An innovative way to  
improve collaboration  
between employees

The new organisational change in Allianz 
Croatia affected 80% of its employees who 
were showing initial resistance towards digital 
solutions (one of the goals was to establish a 
habit of using the new Allianz Connect intranet), 
and were feeling lost, uncertain and demotivated. 

A company survey in 2017 showed that the 
employees were very proud of the partnership 
between Allianz and Croatian Paralympic 
Committee, which led to a project where Branimir 
Budetić, Croatian Paralympic javelin thrower, 
sent the employees a personal letter, inviting 
them to participate in a survey. An app was then 
developed based on the results and the moto 
“beST – be stronger together” which addressed 
the employees’ main problems. The first level 

focused on breathing exercises to help them 
reduce stress, the second included soft skill 
training connected to Allianz Connect that helped 
them manage daily challenges and the third 
consisted of volunteering tasks. The participants 
were randomly grouped by the app in groups of 
eight – some of them have never met before – 
and by solving individual tasks, they received 
daily group standings. 

A survey conducted in April 2018 showed that 
72% of the respondents formed at least one chat 
group (compared to 60% before beST), 57% of 
the respondents believed that beST improved 
the communication and helped them get to know 
their team members better, and 84% would like 
to participate again. 

“Having inspirational Paralympic athletes 
as the ambassadors in this project was a 
natural unfolding, since our employees pointed 
out the Paralympic partnership as the most 
inspirational in our portfolio,” said Vanja Bzik, 
Communications Specialist at Allianz Zagreb, 
adding that with the right strategy and a good 
partner, much can be achieved without investing 
huge financial resources. “We knew exactly 
what we wanted to achieve and had a vision of 
the end result. With a professional approach 
and effective work, we achieved something we 
initially thought was impossible to do – to unite 
the employees in being part of a corporate digital 
platform,” stressed Bzik. As the topic was not 
imposed, it was also warmly welcomed. “When 
we were presenting our new intranet and digital 
solutions, we faced great resistance. However, 
when the application beST and Paralympic 
athletes came in to do their little presentation, 
the digitisation was embraced with a big smile,” 
acknowledged Bzik. 

With over 90% of the beST participants and 
50% of those who did not participate expressing 
the desire for a new wave of beST, the project 
will continue. “We would like the employees to 
continue developing a sense of pride toward 
working in Allianz, to add new interesting tasks 
to the application and to contribute to the long-
term impact of this project,” explained Bzik. Their 
goal is to build on the positive climate among 
the beST participants to attract other employees 
into the volunteering activities. “Tomorrow it will 
be something else, but the company will always 
keep focusing on the digitalisation,” concluded 
Bzik. The project (executed in cooperation with 
Vetturelli consulting) was rewarded with the 
SPORTO Award for the best Croatian sponsorship 
project and with the ESA Award for innovation, 
creativity and best practice.
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His list of personal and health problems is almost as long as 
the list of his athletic achievements. Whether speaking about 
a car accident from ten years ago and other personal affairs or 
his health issues with his back, knees, Achilles tendon, ankle, 
wrist and tumour, it is no wonder Tiger Woods is referred 
to as a medical miracle. But even more miraculous is his 
competitive comeback to the top and win at the prestigious 
Masters in Augusta. 

Michael Jordan, who also made his famous comeback, paid 
tribute to Tiger Woods by saying: “I took two years off to play 
baseball, but nothing like that.” The marketing world took 
a bounce. “I saw and heard countless stories of people who 
were previously neutral or negative about Tiger (and golf!) 
rooting for him throughout that epic final round and weeping 
when he won. What this represents is a mass reappraisal of 
Brand Tiger,” wrote Tim Crow. Already his return to the golf 
courts had led to a surge of interest in golf. A weekly pass for 
the Masters in Augusta, which was $3,700 last year, this year 
cost $7,700. Broadcasters are also pleased – in Augusta only, 
Tiger Woods received five times more attention than the other 
five best golfers put together. 

The boldest and most loyal sponsor brands are already 
making new profits. The iconic “Just do it” Nike video spread 
all over social media right after his celebration. Others, too 
– Bridgestone Golf, Monster, Rolex, Upper Deck, TaylorMade, 
Kowa, Hero and Full Swing (in the last years he was ‘dropped’ 
by Gillette, Gatorade, AT&T, American Express, Buick ...) – 
believe that Tiger Woods has not said his last word yet.
PHOTO: Getty Images

THE 
COMEBACK



Football was again the only sports broadcast 
at the top of TV ratings in Croatia in the last six 
months. The private television network Nova TV, 
which owns all Croatia national football team 
live fixtures, broadcast all three matches played 
by 2018 World Cup finalists, which attracted 
the most viewers in the country. The November 
match in London is at the very top, where Croatia 
lost 1-2 against England in UEFA Nations League 
and had to say goodbye to the elite group at this 
competition, followed in the second place by the 
match Croatia vs Azerbaijan (2-1), starting the 
qualifications for Euro 2020 (26.38% or about 
1,036,000 TV viewers), and the UEFA Nations 
League match in November between Croatia and 
Spain, when Tin Jedvaj scored at the last minute 
to clinch a 3-2 victory for Croatia (26.36% or 
about 1,035,300 TV viewers).

In Slovenia, Planica was ‘snow queen’, as sung 
in the famous Polka song from 1979, yet again 
– even for those sitting on the couch. That ski 
jumping is popular among Slovenians is evident 
also from the fact that other most watched 
broadcasts include Ljubno FIS Ski Jumping 
World Cup Ladies, which is in the third place 
(17.29%, 325,150 TV viewers), and ski jumping 
competitions in Oberstdorf and Vikersund that 
attracted more than 300,000 TV viewers. Only 
Ilka Štuhec managed to slip in the second place 
with her performance at the Alpine World Ski 
Championship in Åre (17.43% or about 327,750 
TV viewers), where she successfully defended her 
downhill title.

It is hardly surprising that Serbia was all about 
football in November 2018, as they rarely have 
the opportunity to watch their team play in 
UEFA Champions League. The most watched 
broadcasts in Serbia over the last six months 
were the matches played by Crvena zvezda, 
broadcast by the public television network RTS 1. 
The November match Napoli vs Crvena zvezda is 
in the first place, followed by the October match 
against PSG in Paris (19.41% or about 1,300,750 
TV viewers) and the match against Liverpool 
(19.11% or about 1,280,600 TV viewers), also in 
October, in the third place. Close behind Crvena 
zvezda’s Champions League matches is the 
2018 ATP Finals that took place in London last 
November, when Alexander Zverev of Germany 
celebrated a 6-4, 6-3 victory over world number 
one and TV audience’s favourite Novak Đoković 
(17.83% or about 1,194,900 TV viewers).

FOOTBALL 
UEFA NATIONS LEAGUE
NOVA TV / 18 NOVEMBER 2018
ENGLAND VS CROATIA

28.50%

1,119,400 TV viewers

SKI JUMPING 
FIS SKI JUMPING WORLD CUP
TV SLO 2 / 24 MARCH 2019
PLANICA / FINAL ROUND

21.22%

399,150 TV viewers

FOOTBALL 
UEFA NATIONS LEAGUE
RTS 1 / 28 NOVEMBER 2018
NAPOLI VS CRVENA ZVEZDA

20.91%

1,401,250 TV viewers

TV RATINGS IN THE ADRIATIC REGION 
NOVEMBER 2018 – MAY 2019

PHOTO: Getty Images
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DISCOVERY

“As far as sport on TV is concerned, it is very mature, but in comparison with other genres of 
entertainment, sport has a lot of catching up to do on digital,” said Kenechi Belusevic, Senior Manager 
Commercial Development, Distribution and Sports, leading Discovery’s business operations in the Adriatic 
region, Mediterranean and Israel, at the SPORTO Conference in Portorož last November. Six months later, 
she revealed further information indicating a successful continuation of the transformation strategy of the 
pan-European broadcaster Eurosport as well as Discovery’s other sports media products. 
TEXT: Andrej Kandare
PHOTO: Getty Images

EUROSPORT’S 
AND DISCOVERY’S
 
 
MUTUAL 
TRANSFORMATION
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Until recently, NBCUniversal was a synonym 
for acquiring ultra-expensive Olympic media 
rights, with their prolonged cooperation in 2014 
with the International Olympic Committee (IOC) 
and purchase of exclusive Olympic broadcast 
and media rights in the US until 2032 Olympic 
Games, estimated at $ 7.7 billion. In the same 
year, Eurosport began to experience changes 
in ownership that led to the full takeover of 
Eurosport in July 2015 by the American media 
giant Discovery, Inc. (NBC and their owners 
Comcast can easily be described as a media 
conglomerate). Already in 2014, the €1.3 billion 
deal secured Discovery and Eurosport European 
rights (except Russia) for the Olympics through 
2024 in Paris – France is also the home of 
Eurosport. In 2015, Eurosport re-introduced 
their subscription service Eurosport Player 
with a complete makeover and ignited their 
digital transformation on the path to a top-level 
streaming service.

Yahoo Sports Technology Award, 
subscriber growth and digital 
diversity

In May 2019, PyeongChang Olympics on 
Eurosport received another recognition – the 
Yahoo Sports Technology Award in the “Best 
Sport Broadcast” category, where Discovery 
defeated strong competitors such as Sky, BBC 
Sport, Fox Sport and FIFA TV. “Our first Olympics 
last year was an incredible effort across the 
whole company, a steep learning curve, a lot 
of adrenaline and many sleepless nights for so 
many of our colleagues making that first step. But 
it has been a rewarding experience and we are 
delighted by the recognition we have received 
from the industry. We got the award on account 
of our technical delivery across platforms; for 
integrating free-to-air, pay-tv and digital assets, 
across multiple languages, at a scale never done 
before. Taking the digital-first approach, we are 
also boosting Eurosport Player – our anytime, 
anywhere and on-demand platform – with 
digital exclusives that put the user in control; 
for example, viewers can choose which court to 
watch during Grand Slams, we will have digital-
only camera streams from Tour De France and 
digital-only on-car cameras on LeMans,” revealed 
Kenechi Belusevic.

As with any other company, Discovery’s 
business objective is to remain profitable. 
However, as Kenechi Belusevic pointed out at 

the SPORTO Conference, the intangible value 
that Eurosport, for example, has achieved 
through high-quality production and a plethora 
of content is invaluable for the company but also 
contributes to enormous costs. “It is not just 
about the revenues that you are getting, it is 
about the impact and the feedback. We always 
have to balance those two things – what is the 
investment that we have and also what is really 
valuable for us, the intangible value that once 
you have done a certain kind of production, 
consumers remember exactly, what has been 
done on any of the Eurosport platforms.” 
Just prior to their first Olympics, Eurosport 
surpassed the 1 million subscriber threshold 
for the Eurosport Player, during the Olympics 
they peaked at 1.2 million, and even though 
this number has slightly dropped after the 
Games, Discovery, who is usually not willing to 
reveal their subscriber numbers, was extremely 
satisfied with the ‘PyeongChang effect’. 

Expanding the world of golf, 
owning cycling and preparing 
strategically for the future

While last year’s big technological 
breakthrough in PyeongChang was Eurosport’s 
augmented reality studio “The Cube”, 2019 saw 
Discovery launch GolfTV and continue with its 
direct-to-consumer strategy by signing a deal 
that gives the company a 71% share in Play 
Sports Group to create a new global cycling 
platform. Play Sports Group owns and operates 
eight digital video networks – including Global 
Cycling Network, Global Mountain Bike Network 
and Global Triathlon Network – with 5.7 million 
social followers and 3.1 million subscribers. 
“Discovery’s digital strategy is to own strong 
content verticals – we want to create ecosystems 
for super-fans in sports with huge global 
following and strongly engaged fanbase,” said 
Kenechi Belusevic. The new agreement brings 
together what are perhaps the two leading media 
entities in the world of cycling, wrote SportsPro, 
and Kenechi Belusevic added that with this 
purchase they are trying to deliver on their 
ambition to encourage the cycling community 
to both “view and do”. Cycling is one of the 
most recognisable sports on Eurosport, with 
broadcasts from around the world including, in 
the recent years, ‘smaller’ races such as Tour 
of Slovenia and Tour of Croatia. Tour de France, 
together with Giro and Vuelta, is the cherry on 
the cake in their cycling calendar. But TV viewers 
are no longer the only ones that count – taking 
the example of NBC in the US, Discovery created, 
with the help of Publicis, a “Total Video” metric 
that encompasses linear and digital viewing, and 
social media engagement, which was 76 million 
for the PyeongChang Games. 

Discovery continued the clearly successful 
strategy of long-term investments in assets 
established and proven by Eurosport in 
an increasingly competitive field of sports 
broadcasting with a 12-year global partnership 
with PGA Tour estimated at $2 million. With 
GolfTV, Discovery offers a “one-stop destination 
for all golf fans” and SPORTO wanted to find 
out more. We also could not overlook the fact 
that the new golf platform capitalised on great 
timing in the world of golf, with the amazing 
Tiger Woods returning to the top and winning 
the Masters in Augusta in April. “Golf has a 
passionate community, the sport is part of their 
lifestyle, and through GolfTV we super-serve 
the fans with everything they may want: live 
broadcasts, SVOD, travel, betting, tee times – 
the opportunities are endless. There is a long 
way to go, but we are having a great start, with 
growing number of users staying longer and 
longer on the platform. Having Tiger Woods as 
a face is of course extremely valuable, and his 
win in Augusta, around the same time he was 
filming his first instructional video for us, has 
only increased the interest of both viewers who 
enjoy watching him and brands which want to 
get involved with him,” emphasised Kenechi 
Belusevic.

Storytelling is the hallmark of Discovery and 
Eurosport used to be (and still partially is) a 
sports channel with a reputation for delivering 
second-tier and niche events. To successfully 
build on and profit from acquiring some of the 
biggest rights in circulation, Discovery will 
need to continue with successful long-term 
partnerships. One of Discovery’s strategies 
for the future was revealed by the CEO, David 
Zaslav, on the publicly accessible “Discovery 
Communications First Quarter 2019 Earnings 
Conference Call”: “We are building a platform 
that is unique. If we are successful with golf and 
cycling, there are very few companies that can 
promote from the ground up and convert into 
multiple languages. There are a lot of sports 
where the federations are going to want to 
grow their reach, but they are not going to have 
the scale to build the platform. Once we build 
and can prove out these ecosystems, we could 
be a platform people come to, where, instead 
of paying for those rights, we can represent 
those rights and get a split.” Sub-licensing 
free-to-air rights to broadcasters across Europe 
brings returns on the big investment to the 
first eight-year agreement between Discovery 
and IOC, taking the digital-first approach has 
also brought more subscribers and followers to 
Eurosport’s platforms.

 The sports streaming world, where DAZN 
has been gaining ground recently, whereas 
Facebook, Amazon and Netflix after their initial 
big investments supposedly ‘contemplate on 
their further strategies’, will remain an extremely 
interesting field to follow in the future.
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TEXT: Dragan Perendija, Andrej Kandare
PHOTO: Getty Images

ADDICTED  
TO PROGRESS
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“ We are always looking to improve what 
we are doing today, in that sense you 
could say our business is addicted to 
progress,” says John Allert, McLaren 

Group Chief Marketing Officer. SPORTO talked to 
Allert about the legendary brand’s development, 
the importance of creating branded content 
and brand expansion to esport and cycling. 
The McLaren brand DNA, which was always 
a synonym for achieving top results, has not 
changed much since the McLaren team was first 
founded in 1963 by the late New Zealand race-car 
driver Bruce McLaren (the far left in the photo).

That said, McLaren has powerfully expanded 
its operations over the course of its more than 
fifty-year history. Formula 1 is still McLaren 
Group’s number one trademark – the majority 
stakeholder is now the Bahrain Mumtalakat 
Holding Company – and McLaren (according 
to Forbes) grew its sponsorship revenue for 
almost $25 million last year and signed 10 
new partnerships (twice as many as any other 
racing team). After previously working with 
Team Sky and British Cycling in the build-up to 
the 2012 Olympics and the Californian cycling 
manufacturer Specialized through its applied 

MARKETING NOW MORE THAN EVER IS A 
REFLECTION OF OUR DESIRE TO QUANTIFY 
PERFORMANCE IN EVERYTHING WE DO, 
PARTICULARLY IN A BUSINESS LIKE MCLAREN.

technologies division, they have now accepted 
a new challenge and re-entered professional 
cycling with a joint venture with Bahrain Merida. 
Moving beyond traditional partnerships and 
branded content is something McLaren has 
always been doing. “We have always been big 
believers in the concept of partnership, in fact 
we banished the word ‘sponsorship’ from this 
business many decades ago, not just for the 
reason of trying to think of a less transactional 
relationship in our business, but also to signpost 
the fact that these partnerships really are 
collaborations,” says John Allert. The animated 
series “Tooned” from 2013, set in the McLaren 
team headquarters, featured Formula 1 team 
starring former McLaren drivers Lewis Hamilton 
and Jenson Button, and the Group’s collaboration 
with the multinational pharmaceutical company 
GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) also represents an 
interesting chapter in the evolution of their 
brand partnerships. With McLaren’s Formula 
1 experiences, GSK has significantly increased 
their toothpaste production line for additional 6.7 
million units per year. 

SPORTO: McLaren Group today is a technology 
group with three core components: racing, 
automotive and applied technologies. What 
were the key milestones in your brand 
development? 
JOHN ALLERT: The McLaren business was 
founded around racing and it was success in 
Formula 1 that led us to the opportunity to look 
at what else our brand could do. In the first 
instance, the most obvious opportunity for us 
came in the early ‘90s when Ron Dennis looked 
at creating the world’s fastest, road-legal 
sports car, which became the iconic McLaren 
F1. From that we started understanding that 
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there were opportunities for our brand and the 
technology within the business to define areas of 
opportunity for us. The next of those was McLaren 
Electronic Systems, which later became McLaren 
Applied Technologies. A business that transfers 
technologies born of our success in the worlds 
of racing and automotive into adjacent industry 
sectors, as well as now some non-adjacent 
sectors such as business consulting. From there, 
in 2018 we also made a significant investment 
in the re-launch of our McLaren Automotive 
business, which has been hugely successful. In 
fact, we are celebrating the milestone of having 
now produced 20,000 vehicles for that business. 

Years ago, you recognised the need to expand 
your audience base from the sports world to 
entertainment. McLaren F1 entered the world 
of branded content with the animated series 
Tooned, for example.
Tooned was designed to bring a softer edge to 
McLaren and to appeal to a younger and more 
gender-balanced demographic than we had at 
the time. It was really the first time that McLaren 
had experimented using gentle humour to help 
convey the brand as being more empathetic 
or friendlier than perhaps it had been in the 
past. Recently, esports has been another 
very successful venture, that we will continue 
with, to enable us to build a relationship with 
a completely new generation of fans who 
traditionally do not watch two hours of Formula 
1 racing on a weekend, but who nonetheless are 
interested in participating in the sport.

And how is McLaren’s branded content 
developed through esports? 
Our esports programme is not just a competition, 
it is also a fantastic property for partner brands to 
be integrated into. We have a number of partner 
brands, including Logitech, Alienware, Huami and 
Sparco, and we are working with all of those partner 
brands to make sure this property best reflects the 
ambitions they have for their own brand but also 
provides value through its adjacency. 

WE ARE ENTERING CYCLING WITH 
A LARGE AMOUNT OF RESPECT 
FOR THE CONVENTIONS OF THE SPORT, 
THE HISTORY AND HERITAGE OF THE TEAMS 
IN THE SPORT AS WELL AS ITS FANS. 

In the interview for the Marketing Society, you 
said: “Marketing has always been a blend of 
art and science, originally probably 90% art 
and 10% science. But more now than ever you 
have to respect and embrace the science of 
engagement, psychology, even neuroscience, to 
be truly bold ...” In what way can we be bolder 
in this content-cluttered digital world?
Marketing now more than ever is a reflection of 
our desire to quantify performance in everything 
we do, particularly in a business like McLaren. So 
we are looking to best understand insight coming 
from the market, our fans, our partners as well as 
the performance or return on investment that we 
are getting from the marketing investment in our 
business and our partners’ business that we are 
making along the way. 

McLaren has recently entered a joint venture 
with Bahrain Merida and stretched its brand to 
professional cycling. How big of a challenge is 
that for you? 
Our venture into cycling is characteristically 
ambitious and is certainly stretching us in terms 
of our definition of racing, however we are also 
entering cycling with a large amount of respect 
for the conventions of the sport, the history and 
heritage of the teams in the sport as well as its 
fans. So, although we are looking to innovate 
through technologies, we are also looking to 
compliment, reinforce and strengthen the sport 
through the application of best practice that has 
come from Formula 1. 

What were the first steps in your effort for 
evolution in various areas?
Throughout this year, we have had to learn 
the baseline of technical performance and 
operations as quickly as possible, whilst also 
gaining an understanding of the very particular 
and unique demands on athletes in this sport. 
Simultaneously, we have had to focus on a very 
intense commercial programme and work with 
other members of team Bahrain-Merida to best 
understand the brand needs and opportunities 

for the team in a sport that has a very different 
operating environment than Formula 1. For 
this reason, we are committed to a high pace 
of development in technical performance, 
human performance, commercial and marketing 
performance. We are having to do all these things 
alongside one another, but therein lies the 
challenge of professional sports. 

And the audience?
I think part of McLaren’s attraction to cycling 
is because it is such a mass-participative and 
democratic sport, unlike golf and elite tennis 
for example. Cycling has a fantastic gender 
balance in its following and it also has quite 
an even spread in terms of age following. It is 
equally important to an older demographic who 
constitute the majority of the decision makers in 
the kinds of businesses and technical partners 
with whom we are looking to form relationships 
to help us on our journey of innovation. 

Another quote from you is from CMO.com: “We 
believe that brands are not infinitely elastic. You 
cannot stretch them into areas where they have 
no right to be. We are very careful about what 
we do with the brand, who we partner with, and 
what challenges we take on. We pick very few 
fights, but the ones we pick we aim to win.” How 
do you see the future of the McLaren brand?
We do not know how the world of racing will 
evolve over the next decade. One thing we can 
say is that wherever the most elite forms of racing 
are, whether that is on two wheels or four wheels, 
you will see McLaren playing some kind of role. 
We are very pleased to be supplying all of the 
electrical power units for the Formula E series 
as well as participating with electronic control 
unit systems in both NASCAR and IndyCar, as 
well as of course in Formula 1 and now also in 
pro-cycling. McLaren will very much attack the 
future of racing consistent with its ethos, which 
has always been to pursue victory in elite forms of 
racing of all times. 

John Allert
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IN SPORT, GENDER 
SHOULD NOT PLAY 
ANY ROLE

TEXT: Simona Kruhar Gaberšček
PHOTO: Getty Images
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S ally Horrox is Managing Partner 
with the British sport strategy and 
sponsorship consultancy Y Sport 
and an expert in professional and 

commercial development of women’s sport. 
In collaboration with UEFA, she developed the 
football initiative “Together We Play Strong” 
with the aim to inspire more girls and women to 
play football. Additionally, she cooperates with 
various European football associations, including 
the collaboration with the Football Association 
of Slovenia in 2018. According to her, Europe 
is behind the US when it comes to professional 
presentation of women’s sport. But as its fan 
base is growing, so is the attention of sponsors.

SPORTO: We came across an interesting 
fact – in the UK, as many as 95% of all sports 
coverage is about men, while women’s sport 
accounts for just 0.5% of total sponsorships. 
Why is there still such gender inequality in 
the sport industry (outside maybe tennis and 
alpine skiing)? Could you attribute it to the 
same factors as in any other industry (i.e. lack 
of women in leadership positions)?
SALLY HORROX: Gender equality in sport, in fact 
gender inequality in society, is something that 
I am passionate about. Society’s reluctance to 
understand that we live in an equal society is 
at the heart of the problem. In sport, there are 
still patriarchal structures and attitudes where 
organisations are led largely by men, and boys 
are meant to do one thing and girls another. 
There is not equality of opportunity, investment 
or provision. 

On a positive note, we have seen great 
progress in recent years; now sport and business 
realise that gender equality is not just the right 
thing to do, it also helps to grow the sport and is 
good for business. 

Where there are more women in leadership 
positions influencing and driving culture change, 
it definitely helps – change comes from the top. 
There is increasingly stronger leadership and 
investment. The quality of the ‘Product’ is better. 
Top flight leagues, competitions and professional 
athletes are now performing to higher standards 
to an avid fan base that is building. 

Is this also related to the fact that there are fewer 
female than male sports fans – although their 
number has clearly increased in recent years?
From a commercial perspective, the professional 
development of women’s sport has stepped up 
and the fan base is growing – it has reached a 
critical mass that brands can see and measure 
with insight and data. There is also a greater 
understanding of the audience for women’s sport. 
We have found that it is not specifically women 
watching women’s sport; it is sports fans with 
families that love great sport, that want greater 
access and engagement at affordable prices. 

UEFA’s commitment to making girls football 
the biggest team sport in its member countries 
is a bold statement, backed by multimillion-
euro investment. Similarly, FIFA and leading 
professional football clubs are all working to the 
same long-term plan – to grow the fan base and 
grow the sport. This has given great comfort to 
Barclays, Visa and Nike – who have all signed 
multimillion euro deals in recent months. 

“Deals valued at hundreds of thousands of 
pounds – more of it value-in-kind than cash 
– are being replaced by multi-million-pound 
investments from household name brands 
making a long-term commitment,” is your 
quote from a recent article in Sport Business 
regarding sponsorship investments in women’s 
sport. If you look back, how do you see the 
journey to this milestone?
I was specifically referencing the new brand and 
media partnerships that have been announced 
in 2019. Many of these have been in football, 
prompted by the FIFA Women’s World Cup in 
France in June 2019. 

Milestones along the way have been the 2012 
London Olympic Games and Paralympic Games. 

Sally Horrox

FROM A COMMERCIAL PERSPECTIVE, 
THE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
OF WOMEN’S SPORT HAS STEPPED UP AND 
THE FAN BASE IS GROWING – IT HAS REACHED 
A CRITICAL MASS THAT BRANDS CAN SEE 
AND MEASURE WITH INSIGHT AND DATA.
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Quality coverage and presentation of men’s and 
women’s competitions was equal, and for Team 
GB at home games, the women won more medals 
than the men on a world stage – likewise for the 
Paralympic games. London stood out for me as a 
really significant moment. 

The FIFA Women’s World Cup in Canada was 
another pinnacle moment in the development 
of women’s sport – packed stadia and world 
class entertainment with media coverage on an 
unprecedented scale. This was then repeated 
in the Netherlands at the Women's EURO in 
2017 albeit on a smaller scale, but it kept up the 
momentum. 

Increased commitment from traditional 
broadcast partners across Europe to promote 
women’s sport has also been important, together 
with the development of new digital and social 
platforms which allow much greater accessibility. 

In the same article, author Richard Gillis makes 
a point that “ brands backing women’s sport 
is wonderful – but they are followers, not 
leaders.” Would you agree? 
Yes, I agree with Richard in that the brands 
investing in women's sport are largely supporters 
or followers. Much hard work has been done 
over many years by the rights holders to shape, 
transform and create new opportunities for 
brands to partner. There has been a need to build 
the demand, the appetite and the market – sport 
first and brand second. 

In our experience, the more exciting 
transformational projects ahead of us will be with 
brands and sports that want to 'joint venture' to 
share their skills and experience to create a new 
style of partnership for mutual benefit – the sport 
and the brand will be co-leaders. I hope the Visa 
and Barclays partnerships with women's football 
in Europe are bold and ambitious, and develop 
this way over the next decade. 

Relative to brands that have made a big step 
forward in terms of sponsoring female teams 
or leagues, what goals are they usually trying 
to achieve and why do they see investment in 
women’s sport as a win-win situation?
At Y Sport, we focus on Reach, Reward and 
Reputation as success measures for brands, when 
investing in sport – men or women. In women’s 
sport, the ‘win-win’ comes from the opportunity 
to grow the sport together – increasing visibility 
with great content, powerful personalities and 
accessible role models. Reward also comes from 
the accessibility, deeper engagement and different 
tone of voice that comes with women’s sport and 
its athletes and events. Finally, from a reputational 
point of view, women’s sport gives a brand the 
opportunity to demonstrate its commitment to 
equality and to make a social impact – beyond 
simply increasing market share. This is incredibly 
relevant socially and commercially right now 
as consumers seek out greater corporate and 

social responsibility and social purpose from the 
companies they spend their money with. 

The already mentioned Visa, for example, 
became the first-ever sponsor of UEFA women's 
football in their partnership from 2018 until 
2025, following the unbundling by UEFA of 
sponsorship rights from the men's game. How 
‘big’ is that for the industry?
It is significant that brands like Visa are now 
investing significant amounts of money in 
women’s football as a marketing platform. It 
is not entirely new, but the scale of the deal, 
the amount of money paid, and the long-term 
marketing commitment is a first on a global 
basis. It is part of a much deeper long-term 
strategic partnership with women’s football. 
Visa has also invested in a new and high-profile 
broadcast marketing campaign across Europe for 
the FIFA Women’s World Cup. 

The move from a ‘token’ partnership, where 
women’s and men’s rights were bundled – 
leaving women’s football seen as ‘a tax’ on the 
men’s game – to the women’s’ game having 
significant commercial value in its own right will 
give other brands and sponsors confidence that 
they are in good company alongside Visa. 

There has always been a lot of marketable 
female athletes from individual sports: in 
addition to Maria Sharapova (who was at the 
top of the endorsement deal list until her 
doping ban), there were always ‘dominators’ 
in their sport such as Serena Williams, Ronda 
Rousey (UFC), Lindsey Vonn (alpine skiing), 
Katie Ledecky (swimming) and Red Bull 
athletes, and they were mostly from the US … 
Also, US Soccer was a step ahead of Europe in 
the marketing of women’s football. Do you see 
any differences in the US vs Europe approach to 
commercial opportunities with female athletes?
Over the past decade, the US has placed more 
emphasis on the professional presentation 
of women’s sport and its development as an 
entertainment product. The WTA led the way, 
for many years ago with the Williams sisters 
and more recently, UFC has had amazing 

success building its men’s and women’s profile 
and events. Over recent years, US Soccer has 
successfully developed many of its campaigns 
around the character and personalities of the 
players – only when the fans get to know them 
will they follow and be inspired. This then 
increases their reach and commercial appeal.

The power of the personality is something 
US promoters understand and do very well, 
allowing them to secure lucrative commercial 
endorsements for the athlete – witness US Soccer 
player Alex Morgan’s net worth, reportedly $3 
million a year, comprised mostly of commercial 
endorsement deals with major brands such as 
Nike, Coca Cola, Bank of America, McDonalds, 
Bridgestone. 

Europe is now responding, as we have seen 
European marketing campaigns built around 
the personalities of the players who are now 
becoming household names. Ada Hergerberg, 
Amandine Henri and Wendie Renard, all at Lyon 
are reported to be the highest salaried women’s 
footballers in the world earning €300–400,000 
per annum for playing football. However, it will 
take some time before the visibility, reach and 
value of these players comes anywhere close to 
the net value of those US female superstars. 

There was a great message from Manchester 
City FC campaign: “Same city, same passion. It 
is not men’s football. It is not women’s football. 
It is just football.” Is that the way people 
should ultimately think about the topic of 
men’s vs women’s sport? 
For me, it is all about great sport, whether that 
is played by men or women. I think Manchester 
City is right. Men and women, boys and girls 
can experience the same passion and joy from 
football and other sports, both from playing and 
as fans of the game. I was recently in Iceland, one 
of the most gender-equal countries in the world, 
to discuss women’s sport with UEFA and the 
Icelandic Football Federation. I was very quickly 
corrected. In Iceland, there is no such thing as 
women’s sport – it is just sport. Gender is not an 
issue. That is how it should be. 

SALLY HORROX [Y SPORT]

THE POWER OF THE PERSONALITY 
IS SOMETHING US PROMOTERS UNDERSTAND 
AND DO VERY WELL, ALLOWING THEM 
TO SECURE LUCRATIVE COMMERCIAL 
ENDORSEMENTS FOR THEIR FEMALE ATHLETES.



45 

PARTNER GRAF zelena tiskarna d.o.o.  |  Gasilska cesta 3  |  SI - 1290 Grosuplje |  T: +386 1 7861 177  |  info@partnergraf.si

www.partnergraf.si

OFFSET PRINTING DIGITAL PRINTING XXXL PRINT FINALIZATION

green printing company

en

viro
nment-friendly

40 years experience

oglas 6 sporto EN.indd   1 19. 10. 2018   10:54:18



GROWING  
OF THE GLOBAL 
FOOTBALL 
COMMUNITY
TEXT: Dragan Perendija
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DAVID FOWLER [MYCUJOO]
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M yCujoo is a football-dedicated 
online streaming platform, 
launched in 2015, that makes 
technologically advanced and 

user-friendly streaming accessible for everyone: 
from non-mainstream leagues, women’s football, 
futsal, beach soccer, youth tournaments to 
amateur football teams. Last year, the platform 
‘hosted’ almost 800 competitions from more 
than 100 countries and helped them to connect 
with new audiences and also to monetise. 
SPORTO talked to David Fowler, Director of 
Marketing at MyCujoo and former FIFA Head of 
Brand and Head of Strategy & Intelligence. Topics 
of the interview include experience and vision 
from the awarded start-up point of view, influence 
of innovation and technology on the industry and 
organisations with a built-in fan-first approach.

SPORTO: Let us start with the innovation in 
the world of sport business. In your blog for 
Sportcal, you wrote: “Sports governing bodies 
tend to look at innovation as a tool to sustain 
their current business model, whereas start-
ups, by their very nature, are often innovating 
to disrupt incumbent business models.” With 
your experience from both sides, how does one 
find the right balance between nurturing the 
brands’ DNA and embracing the new?
DAVID FOWLER: I do not think the objective of 
pursuing an innovation strategy should be to 
find the right balance between innovation that 
sustains and innovation that disrupts business 
models. At MyCujoo, we are focused on building 
an organisation that, irrespective of what 
business models we choose to pursue, will be 
built on a solid foundation of entrepreneurial 

people who will drive innovation. Our ambition 
is to build the best experiences for our users and 
that is where innovation will play a key role in 
our future. 

The battle for attention, audience and 
revenues increases every year. Which sports 
organisations are embracing and currently 
evolving fan-first, mobile-first approach in the 
most successful way in your opinion? 
There are many rights holders successfully 
embracing a fan-first mindset. Hashtag United 
(a semi-professional football club from Essex, 
founded in 2016 by YouTube personality Spencer 
Owen, who entered the league system for the 
2018–19 season; A/N) are one organisation 
that I really admire. They are a great example 
of an organisation that has built a fan-first 
proposition. Their business model and the model 
of other influencer clubs is built on fan intimacy. 
They give fans unparalleled access to their real 
world and esports activities and as a result are 
outperforming many top professional clubs in 
terms of reach, engagement and monetisation. 
They are not constrained by history or tradition 
and have been able, in a short time, to build 
multiple revenue streams including from 
sponsorship, advertising and ecommerce. This 
inspires us to empower clubs at all levels to 
leverage our platform and further build features 
for them that will empower the next generation of 
influencer clubs.

Also, technology brands/sponsors, IBM, SAP, 
Microsoft and Alibaba for example, are in 
many ways helping rights holders build their 
competitive advantage. What is your view on 

their role and influence in the recent years?
Many of the mentioned tech brands are in a 
great position to help rights holders to create 
added value for their existing customers: ticket 
buyers, broadcasters and sponsors. The NBA 
are amongst the leaders in this field, striking 
partnerships with lots of great tech-driven 
companies who are enabling them to deliver 
more content and greater personalisation for 
NBA fans. Their appetite for tech innovation is of 
course heightened by the fact that many of their 
owners are running successful tech firms and/or 
are venture capitalist firms. 

The bigger opportunity lies in challenging 
and supporting rights holders, many of whom are 
hamstrung by existing legacy business models, 
to think differently. Data-driven competitive 
advantage is one key way in which top sports 
rights holders can benefit. The most progressive 
are working with leading tech companies to build 
their own data capabilities that will ultimately 
enable them to transform into a direct-to-fan 
business. 

We also look to establish partnerships with 
leading tech brands. For example, we benefit 
from a partnership with Google to drive our data 
eco-system and streaming technology. 

FIFA, together with EA Sports, recently organised 
their inaugural FIFA eNations Cup with 20 
national teams from 6 continents, extending the 
World Cup competition into the gaming world 
and reaching new audience. Where do you see – 
beside gaming/esports – further extensions of 
traditional sports in the future? 
There is pressure on many top sports to extend 
their brands outside of their established core 

RIGHTS HOLDERS WANT TOOLS TO 
CREATE LIVE AND ON-DEMAND CONTENT, 
BRANDS AND PUBLISHERS WANT TO 
ACCESS CONTENT TO GROW THEIR 
AUDIENCES AND FANS WANT TO BE 
SERVED WITH RELEVANT CONTENT 
THAT THEY CAN CONSUME AND SHARE.
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business. It is difficult to say where the next 
brand extensions will come, but I believe that 
sport recognises more and more that it needs 
to look increasingly at other industries, such as 
media and entertainment, for inspiration. 

In general, the direct-to-consumer movement, 
which is currently being empowered largely 
by OTT platforms, will bring with it new 
opportunities that we do not yet see. Rights 
holders and governing bodies are only starting to 
consider what the shift from generating revenue 
from intermediary agencies and broadcasters to 
managing the lifetime value of a fan could mean 
for their organisations.

Media and sports consumption have changed 
in general. Could we say that live streaming 
and OTT are the answer to these changed media 
habits or is it the other way around –they drive 
the change?
Much of the changing consumption is linked to 
the infamous generation Z, born between the 
mid-nineties and 2010. We see evidence that 
they crave authenticity and exist in a ‘blurred 
lines’ landscape between the physical and 
the digital. They also demand 24/7 content 
in multiple formats from many voices and do 
not just follow an elite team, they often have a 
second team they support, and these teams now 
include YouTube and esports teams. Perhaps 
most significantly, they are not passive fans, but 
active content creators.

In my view, OTT experiences and platforms 
certainly respond to many of these emerging 
consumption habits and preferences. However, 
while they offer 24/7 access to content, they are 
by definition often passive experiences.

Our ultimate ambition at MyCujoo is to 
continue to build a community platform and 
move away from providing an OTT experience. 
That means increasingly empowering shared 
experiences and organic connections between 
nano-communities of fans and players, as well as 
other actors of the game.

What would be the key learnings for the 
industry from your approach as a start-up? 
We are still fairly young and we are still learning. 
Nevertheless, one thing that our experience has 
already reinforced is the importance of content 
in today’s 24/7 social media driven world. Rights 
holders want tools to create live and on-demand 
content, brands and publishers want to access 
content to grow their audiences, and fans 
want to be served with relevant content that 
they can consume and share. One additional 
group, underserved up to now, is the players 
themselves. Our community approach is built 
upon empowering players to create and share 
their own content and showcase their footballing 
stories to the world at all levels of the game. 

Through our low-cost mobile phone 
production tools, combined with our soon-to-

be-launched player community feature, we will 
empower a continuous and scalable supply 
of content and build an even more valuable 
destination and home for competitions, clubs 
and players at all levels. 

AS Roma is, through their social media 
channels and followers, an example of a top 
club that tries to involve a broader football 
community. Other platforms, like Copa90 and 
Dugout, also try to connect football fans. In 
the Sports Geek Podcast, you mentioned that 
Mycujoo’s long-term wish is to create a football 
community platform and move from streaming/
broadcasting to engagement. Where do you see 
the biggest opportunities for your platform in 
the future? 
Most of us carry a smartphone in our pockets and 
this little tool is the key to unlocking content and 
communities at all levels of the sport. Our vision 
of building communities starts with players (and 
clubs) generating content from all over the world. 
We already show content created by competition 
and clubs from 120 countries. There are 2 billion 
addressable football fans in the world (the total 
global football fanbase with internet access). 
We ultimately want to attract as many of them 
as possible to our platform to join our emerging 
nano-communities of fans and players who are 
already leveraging our platform to share their 

passion for the game at amateur and recreational 
levels and across all formats from futsal and 
beach soccer to women’s and men’s football. 

Your prediction, in terms of what we can 
expect from the online live viewing experience 
in the future, is that viewers will be at the 
heart of the action; we will be able to add our 
own commentary, choose our camera angles, 
request stats in real-time … Where is the limit 
in terms of personalisation of the content for 
the fans and segmentation of users? 
My personal opinion is that we will see more 
and more OTT platforms put the fan in control of 
her or his live viewing experience. There are of 
course different extremes from fans influencing 
tactical decisions – something Arsène Wenger 
has predicted will happen in the not-too-distant 
future – to fans co-creating the experience such 
as virtual viewing parties, fans commentating, 
producing content, creating stats, etc. to the 
personalisation of the fan experience. 

How do you see a ‘modern’ football fan in five 
years?
I do not think we will see major changes to 
football fan consumption habits in the next 
five years. However, we will see technological 
evolutions such as 5G facilitate a more 
personalised OTT and live streaming experience. 

 

MANY RIGHTS HOLDERS ARE SUCCESSFULLY 
EMBRACING A FAN-FIRST MINDSET. 
HASHTAG UNITED ARE ONE ORGANISATION 
THAT I REALLY ADMIRE. THEY ARE NOT 
CONSTRAINED BY HISTORY OR TRADITION 
AND IN A SHORT TIME HAVE BEEN ABLE TO 
BUILD MULTIPLE REVENUE STREAMS AND 
AS A RESULT ARE OUTPERFORMING MANY 
TOP PROFESSIONAL CLUBS IN TERMS OF 
REACH, ENGAGEMENT AND MONETISATION. 

DAVID FOWLER [MYCUJOO]
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ESPORTS

SPORT OR 
ESPORTS, THAT 
IS THE QUESTION 
– OR IS IT?
We delved into the world of esports with Malph Minns, Strive Sponsorship's 
Managing Director, to discuss its growing relevance to many people’s everyday lives. 
We spoke about competitive gaming with a greater emphasis on simulation sports 
games, considered a potential Olympics involvement and examined the possibility 
for new sports and smaller sports organisations to enter the esports market.  
TEXT: Aljoša Cankar
PHOTO: Getty Images
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Although esports is now a global 
phenomenon, penetrating the world of 
mainstream media, competitive gaming has 
a long history. The first documented gaming 
competition took place back in 1972 at Stanford 
University, before it blossomed in the 1990s 
when actual communities began to form around 
certain games, organising competitions and 
creating the first associations and leagues. 
With the fast tech development, infrastructure 
and universal online access, esports became 
boundaryless and thus more available and 
popular. The breakthrough happened in the last 
decade, mainly due to online gaming services 
and streaming platforms such as Twitch. Game 
publishers grew, as did the flow of competitions 
supported by global computer companies, 
sponsorship opportunities opened up and 
esports turned into a very serious business. So 
serious in fact that it generated over $865 million 
in revenue last year; this year, they are expecting 
ten figures.

And what is esports today? The simplest 
definition would say it is a form of organised 
video game competition with professionals and 
real-life star players at the biggest events. In 
addition, the term ‘esports’, like sport itself, 
implies an ecosystem consisting of a number of 
disciplines – in this case, games – where each 
has its own rules and principles. 

Malph Minns, esports expert and founder 
of Strive Sponsorship, provided valuable 
insight and through his perspective helped 
us form a bigger picture. He was also among 
the guests at the SPORTO Conference 2017, 
where he presented in detail the broader 
esports ecosystem with all stakeholders and 
traditional sport inclusion models. Among 
Strive Sponsorship’s many clients are sports 
organisations seeking professional advice in 
the commercial assessment of their inclusion in 
esports, including World Rugby and the England 
and Wales Cricket Board.

Interplay between sport and 
esports

Simulation sports games are only a small part 
of the broader esports scene, which is largely 
made up of multiplayer online battle arena 
(MOBA), first person shooter (FPS), real-time 
strategy and fighting games. For example, even 



52 / SPORTO Magazine – May 2019

ESPORTS

though the most popular title and the main 
reference in the press is FIFA, with its video 
game series from developer and publisher 
Electronic Arts, FIFA 17 was only the 25th most 
watched esport title on Twitch in 2018 with 0.14% 
audience share. 

According to Minns, sports clubs and 
leagues have been comparatively recent in their 
recognition of esports potential. This is due, 
in part, to their involvement predominantly in 
simulation sports games titles, where esports 
scene is in its infancy, having been created by 
the games publishers themselves off the back of 
the esports explosion rather than built from the 
grassroots up by the player community, as we 
have seen in the world’s biggest esports titles. A 
common assumption for simulation sports games 
is that fans of the sim sports games are also fans 
of their real-life equivalent. This is not always the 
case, as evidenced by the statistics from the F1 
Esports Series where 84% of their audience are 
under 28 and not fans of the ‘real’ Formula 1. 

Despite the similarities between esports and 
sport, Minns believes that esports has a unique 
opportunity to build on learnings from sport, use 
its best elements and at the same time continue 
to develop and innovate further. Because it is not 
limited by the same restrictions, traditions and 
vested interests as sport, it has the flexibility to 
experiment – to look for new paths and new ways 
to turn heads and attract the broadest audience 
possible.

Clubs and leagues are already catching up, 
leveraging esports outside the simulation sports 
esports scene, which allows them to reach a new 
and much larger audience and also start to tap 
its potential to generate revenue. 

Imitation of real-life 
competitions

Esports that feature sports titles are often 
faced with a dilemma as to whether they should 
try to imitate a real-life competition. “There is no 
sense in copying a real-life format for the sake of 
similarity if it does not provide value back to the 
fans and viewers. For example, being digital first 
and so unconcerned by geographical borders, 
esports can adopt formats that may appeal to 
players and fans alike and may not be so readily 
available in real-life sport,” says Minns.

Nevertheless, competitions having a unique 
take on reality can also be very interesting. FIFA 
eNations Cup, for example, is one of them – a 
tournament with 40 competing nations from all 
six confederations where FIFA’s top players wear 
their national jerseys and play against each other 
2 on 2. In two game days, 136 matches were 
played, 21 hours of content was created, watched 
by 214,000 viewers, and the cup went to the 
French team. 

Of all traditional sports investing in esports 

competitions, football is the most popular – 
tournaments are growing, as are the digital 
versions of the official football leagues. The 
eleagues from England, Netherlands, France, 
Germany, Spain, USA, Denmark, Sweden, Austria, 
Australia and China were joined this year for the 
first time by the eChampions League whose final 
will be played a day before the real-world UEFA 
Champions League Final in the same arena.

Two years ago, NBA entered esports 
by creating, in conjunction with Take-Two 
Interactive, publisher of the NBA 2K series, 
an esports league known as NBA 2K League, 
which currently has 21 teams operated by NBA 
franchises. The league is structured similarly to 
the NBA, featuring offseason activities such as 
trades and the NBA draft. 

Even fans of the motorsport can immerse in 
the virtual world of Formula 1 races. All aspects 
are included: anyone can enter and the winners 
are selected by official eteams.

Esports at the Olympics?
Esports events will be contested at the 

2020 Asian Games for the first time. Six titles 
selected for the event last year are still at the 
consideration stage, but the public expressed 
great interest and most likely stimulated the 
discussion around the inclusion of esports in the 
official Olympics programme. However, the IOC 
said at the end of last year that it is too early to 
discuss including esports as a medal event at 
future Olympic Games, because there are still too 
many unknowns. 

“Unequivocally the Olympics would give 
esports games titles a huge global platform and 
help it penetrate, as a concept, further into the 
mainstream. Let us be clear though, esports 
is a collective name for lots of individual titles 
and so the discussion should be about these 
and not esports as a whole. There are too many 
stakeholders, all with different agendas, to 
provide a consensus of opinion,” explains Minns.

The IOC also objects to the fact that the most 
popular esports games are violent and would 
only consider sports titles for any potential 
inclusion, but although they have a lot of 
participants and the interest of the audience is 
growing, the number of fans compared to other 
gaming genres is still very small. “If it is audience 
and relevance the Olympics want, it would not be 
a sports title I would advise they go with in solus 
right now,” adds Minns.

What will the future bring? Minns’ perspective 
is that organising a completely separate event, 
like an ‘elympics’ or ‘eolympics’, is what is most 
likely. This is a model they are familiar with 
from both the Winter and Paralympic Games. 
According to Minns, “this would allow the IOC to 
stretch its brand and meet its relevance-to-youth 
objectives without contradicting its core Olympic 

principles.” However, it would still need to give 
its full support to this type of event, otherwise 
game publishers are likely to be less inclined 
to get involved with a new esports proposition 
without the benefit of the Olympic brand and its 
global platform, audience and marketing power.

Smaller markets
For a club or league to enter the world of 

esports on impulse, relying merely on the fact 
that there is an esports competition for their 
sport, is not the best idea. Minns suggests a 
broader strategic view with a clear understanding 
and a plan to leverage key behavioural patterns 
to increase participation and fandom (if this 
is the goal). A serious approach must include 
the use of expertise that not only understands 
the specific esports space, but knows what 
the priorities of the sports organisation are, 
so that esports can be looked at from the right 
angle. Esports must clearly support business, 
marketing, commercial and/or participation 
objectives and strategies, rather than sit out on 
its own. It should be looked at as a contribution 
on the path to the solution, not as the destination 
or solution itself. 

While the esports scene is emerging in 
smaller markets, smaller sports leagues and 
teams rarely think about gaming or esports in 
any form. And even though game publishers 
usually do not see the financial value of including 
smaller leagues, this in no way means that they 
should immediately give up. Minns sees their 
inclusion as a challenge, suggesting that if 
they believe it will truly benefit them, then one 
potential route is by offering to contribute to 
the development costs of their inclusion in the 
game. This will give the leagues the reach they 
crave, the game publisher will not take all the 
commercial risk, and an opportunity is created 
to find out if there really is value for both parties. 
A collective bargaining approach could also be 
taken, whereby a group of smaller leagues get 
together to build an economy of scale.

“I know this may be a leap, but maybe 
the sports organisations can negotiate that 
if certain targets are met (e.g. the number of 
people playing the game from that country 
increases by x or based on the number of times 
these new teams are selected by players, etc.), 
then the cost of development they have paid 
for is refunded, or at least in part, given there 
is a proven commercial return. Obviously the 
ultimate goal for the sports organisations is 
that they start to earn direct revenue from 
involvement, but indirect revenue could be 
generated by using the game as a marketing 
platform,” concludes Minns.
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DEFINITIVELY 
PART OF THE 
ELITE 
Hard work, dedication and talent – these are the qualities 
describing Jan Oblak, whose contract was extended in mid-April 
in Madrid, which means that “the best goalkeeper in the world” 
remains the Atletico Madrid goalkeeper at least until the end 
of June 2023. Unless, of course, another incredible opportunity 
knocks offering the unbelievable €120 million for his release 
clause. With his annual net salary rising to around €10 million 
(unofficially), the 26-year old became one of the best paid 
goalkeepers in the world. The amount of his release clause puts 
him in the first place and with the new salary he now joins the 
‘European goalkeeper elite’ with David De Gea, Thibaut Courtois, 
Manuel Neuer and Kepa Arrizabalaga.

While the rest of them swear by adidas and Nike (all players 
mentioned have their gloves and boots), Jan Oblak extended his 
contract with Puma this February, and is now their number one 
goalkeeper along with the other ambassadors such as Antoine 
Griezmann, Luis Suarez and Sergio Aguero. The German sportswear 
manufacturer had a contract for a number of years with one of 
the best goalkeepers in the last two decades Gianluigi Buffon, 
currently playing in Paris, who is preparing to say goodbye to his 
exceptional career, opening a place for Oblak as his most eminent 
successor for Puma (Puma Future).

Aside from his personal endorsement deal with Puma, his 
partnerships revolve around social responsibility activities. 
Oblak, who generally prefers to remain out of the spotlight, is very 
emotional about his involvement with the foundation Play with 
us, organised by PlayersPromotion and the Slovenian Red Cross. 
This April, he and Atletico Madrid’s CEO Miguel Angel Gil greeted 
almost six hundred children at the Slovenian Red Cross’ seaside 
resort Debeli rtič, who participated in a project organised for 
socially disadvantaged children offering them a holiday by the sea. 

The most respected and best paid Slovenian footballer of all times, 
winning his fourth Zamora trophy in La Liga, is – on social media – 
most popular and most active on Instagram where he has about a 
million followers.

SPOTLIGHT  
Jan Oblak
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TIKTOK

Have you heard about TikTok, the mobile video app that is wildly popular 
among teenage users and where sports organisations’ profiles are also 
growing every day? 
TEXT: Jure Doler
PHOTO: Getty Images

DID YOU SAY
TIKTOK?

If you have not yet heard about TikTok or you 
only heard it mentioned by younger people, 
perhaps your teenage children, do not worry. Not 
many have, not even those with Facebook, Twitter 
or Instagram accounts who consider themselves 
‘digitally up-to-speed’. But ask any teenager who 
spends large amounts of time on their phone and 
almost without exception they would know what 
it is about.

So, what exactly is TikTok? Nothing but ‘a 
simple mobile application’ for creating and 
sharing short, up to 15-second long videos. TikTok 
videos are vertical (format 9:16), similarly to those 
some of the other mobile-focused social media 
platforms are using, such as Instagram (Stories) or 
Snapchat. Video creators – especially popular are 
music and dance videos, and different challenges 
or tricks – have a variety of tools and effects 
(sounds, filters) at their disposal that make the 
content more interesting and fun. These include 
reactions to other videos through ‘response 
videos’ and duplication of videos with ‘duets.’ 
Hashtags also play a significant role, for example 
in various ‘challenges’ or tricks. At the same 
time, TikTok is constantly learning from the user, 
building and offering a complex algorithmic feed 
of content. The feed, seemingly unconnected and 
random, is offered based on the videos the user 
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has interacted with, it never runs out of material 
and appears to be expanding in every direction. 
“Imagine a version of Facebook that was able to fill 
your feed before you’d friended a single person. 
That’s TikTok,” writes The New York Times. 

500 million users,  
800 million installs

TikTok is, believe it or not, a global hit – the 
app is available in more than 150 world markets 
in 75 languages, has over 500 million users 
and was installed on mobile devices more than 
800 million times! In terms of demographics, 75 
percent of TikTok users are aged under 30 years, 
of which about 55 percent are under 24, and 
around two thirds of all users are female.

The numbers are truly remarkable. TikTok’s 
parent ByteDance, a Chinese technology 
company, was valued at $75 billion in the second 
half of 2018, making it the world’s most highly-
valued startup. By way of comparison, second-
placed Uber was valued at $72 billion, while 
the valuation of Airbnb was $29.3 billion and 
that of SpaceX, founded by the famous visionary 
entrepreneur Elon Musk, ‘merely’ $21.5 billion. 

It would seem that TikTok is taking a fast 

lane, overtaking in an extremely short period of 
time the ‘veterans’ Twitter, Snapchat, Pinterest, 
LinkedIn and other platforms, and falling behind 
only Facebook, Instagram and YouTube (if put in 
the same category).

TikTok’s history is very short. The application 
exists under the name of TikTok for only about a 
year. It was launched initially as Douyin in China 
and then pushed out globally as TikTok. Before 
that, another China-based app called Musical.
ly (short video-based service offering licensed 
music to user videos) was already boasting 
impressive young audience in the western part of 
the world. After ByteDance acquired Musical.ly, 
TikTok was merged with it in 2018, but in China 
the company also kept the original app Douyin, 
which is currently used by about 300 million 
users monthly. 

However, despite its sudden growth, TikTok 
remains a ‘blank slate’ and a great unknown. It 
almost feels like the history is repeating itself 
– a few years ago Snapchat’s audience also 
skewed very young. Everyone was quietly talking 
about Snapchat, thinking about marketing 
opportunities, but no one actually knew what 
to ‘do’ there, and now, much the same is 
happening with TikTok. With one difference 
– TikTok, although it may appear similar, is a 
fundamentally different app that has exploded in 
a much more expansive way than Snapchat and 
its other (video) predecessors.

Which sports properties were 
the first to join TikTok?

Although the app/social media platform 
is still in its infancy, more and more sports 
organisations are adding TikTok to their social 
media accounts. According to them, this allows 
them to communicate, in an early stage, with a 
new generation of users – generation Z following 
the Millennials – who were practically born 
‘Internet-ready’.

“We saw the power and creativity, and also 
that it is something new,” said Felix Loesner, 
Head of Social Media at FC Bayern Munich, for the 
Front Office Sport. “It is something like the old 
Vine where you can have creative storytelling for 
a special young audience. This makes the app so 
interesting for us.”

Bayern Munich earned 135,000 likes on a 
behind-the-scenes walkthrough video posted on 
TikTok before one of the home games. With only 
19,000 followers, their TikTok account has not 
yet caught up with their 80 million followers on 
the other eleven different social media networks, 
which merely reflects the fact that this is a very 
new platform. Alongside Bayern, some of the 
other football clubs have also entered the TikTok 
scene (or Douyin in China), including Inter Milan, 
Borussia Dortmund, Olympique de Marseille and 
AS Monaco.

While the platform has not yet exploded 
among the leading football ‘players’, such 
as football clubs Barcelona, Real Madrid and 
Manchester United, and organisations UEFA, FIFA 
and Premier League, it seems this is only a matter 
of time. Also because of Douyin and the Chinese 
market appeal.

NBA has the highest numbers 
As with all digital innovations that are even 

more readily welcomed in the US than in Europe, 
TikTok is making its way into the American sports 
world with a growing number of leagues and 
teams launching their accounts. In addition to 
MLB, with baseball teams Boston Red Sox and 
LA Dodgers, professional football team Pittsburg 
Steelers and others, the NBA was among the 
first to join TikTok. The NBA also attracted most 
of their audience (about 4 million fans on TikTok 
and another 5 million on Douyin) on Musical.ly 
before it was rebranded to TikTok.

“I think what makes TikTok so exciting is that 
literally one of our biggest goals in the entire 
company is cultivating the next generation of 
fans,” said NBA Vice President of Social and 
Digital Content Bob Carney for Digiday. “It gets 
really, really exciting for everybody when you can 
reach a completely new audience.”

The question or uncertainty they are grappling 
with at the moment mostly concerns content and 
relevance. What would be the most engaging 
content? It is very clear that the type of content 
used on other, well established social media 
platforms would likely not have the right effect on 
TikTok. “It is still so new, but the challenges are a 
big part of the platform,” admits Carney. During 
All-Star Weekend, the NBA generated more 
than 44 million video views on TikTok, and over 
3,000 users participated in the NBA’s hashtag 
challenge, where users mimicked the players’ 
videos. 

Record fine 
The collection of personal user information is 

another important topic receiving more and more 
attention, especially as it relates to underage 
children. Even though this is an exceptionally 
sensitive area, TikTok seems to have failed 
in this respect – according to the US Federal 
Trade Commission, Musical.ly illegally collected 
personal information from children under the 
age of 13 without the consent of their parents, 
for which TikTok received a record fine of $5.7 
million.

It is difficult to predict how this will affect Tik 
Tok’s future, but the users have so far remained 
loyal. Due to its great potential, it seems 
inevitable that more and more (sports) brands 
will join and start to leverage its popularity.
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It’s one of the most famous business books 
ever written, but I doubt that Clayton Christensen 
had sport in mind when he wrote “The 
Innovator’s Dilemma”.

The book describes one of the biggest 
challenges any business can face: the difficulty of 
moving on from a business model that is working 
exceptionally well in the present – growing, 
highly profitable, meeting customer needs 
and technologically superior – in favour of an 
emerging business model which, at that point 
in time, has a smaller, less profitable market, 
inferior technology and is actually rejected by 
most customers.

Basically, “good management” itself is one 
of the root causes of an innovator’s dilemma. 
It’s not that Kodak missed the potential of 
digital cameras (in fact, an engineer working for 
Kodak developed the first prototype of a digital 
camera in 1975), or that Blockbuster Video 
dismissed video streaming as a fad or that Nokia 
underestimated the power of the smartphone. 
It’s just that when so much revenue, profit and 
growth are associated with an existing business, 
it would be the wrong decision to willfully 
sacrifice it.

Kodak was selling 800m rolls of film per year at 
an 80% margin. Do you really think it’s easy to give 
up on a business like that in favour of pursuing a 
market where the camera was as big as a toaster, 
took 20 seconds to take a picture, delivered 
low-quality images and required complicated 
connections to a television just to view?

Which brings us to “traditional sport”, which 
is facing an innovator’s dilemma every bit as 
difficult as the one faced by Kodak, Blockbuster, 
Nokia and Xerox. The difference, however, is 
that the force creating the disruption is less 
about a single, emerging technology and more 
about a paradigm shift in consumer behaviour, 
expectations and media consumption patterns.

It’s not hard to see the change coming. Every 
single sports conference (including SPORTO) and 
research report (check out The New Age of Sport, 
a new report from the Sports Innovation Lab) says 
pretty much the same thing. 

If we focus on the young fans first, they really 
are defining sport differently and gravitating 
towards the sports that better reflect their values. 
Parkour, competitive tag, freestyle football and 
e-sports are not only definitely “sports” but tend 
to be preferred by this new audience. Young fans 
also consume a much broader mix of content via 
a much broader range of channels, taking sport 

well beyond the “Live TV Moment” than has been 
the industry’s traditional focus. Moreover, they 
tend to have a much more “fluid” relationship 
with sport. Unlike older generations, new fans 
want to be creators, not just consumers, they 
use sport to express multiple selves, they 
embrace changing allegiances and they prioritise 
individuals over teams and nations. To sum up, 
sport is definitely playing a more integrated role 
in young fans’ lives – from how they want to 
engage with it to how they form communities, to 
how it drives interactions with their peers and 
how it fits into the broader cultural context and 
entertainment landscape.

But even though everyone can see this 
paradigm shift, sport continues to be governed 
by commercial structures and rights models that 
were invented in the 1950s. From broadcast and 
sponsorship rights to the IP structures that flow 
between governing bodies, leagues, teams, 
players and media, the central tenet of these 
models is “exclusivity”. Yet, it is this focus on 
protecting exclusivity that prevents sport from 
engaging this younger audience. 

Formula One, for example, would love to 
launch F1 TV in the UK. Unfortunately, that won’t 
be possible until at least 2025 because Sky’s 
£1.2bn broadcast deal forbids it. In the world of 
football, sponsors of the world’s biggest clubs 
are justifiably excited about getting access to the 
club’s fans. The problem is that the entry point 
for most young fans is via players’ social media 
channels. Of course, nothing in their deal with 
the club gives them access to that – all they can 
expect is a couple of hours with those players per 
year while the club makes sure that they always 
adhere to the “4 Player Rule”. And who wouldn’t 
want to see a live feed of what happens in the 
Athletes’ Olympic Village in Tokyo next year via 
Simone Biles Instagram feed? Watching Simone 
hang out with other athletes, exploring the city, 
preparing for her events, celebrating her medals 
– this is exactly the kind of content this audience 
craves. Sadly, that would violate the exclusive 
rights of the Olympic broadcasters and sponsors.

Still, even though these examples fly in the 
face of everything we know about what younger 
audiences want, they are exactly the right 
decisions to make given the current commercial 
structures that are in place. They are being made 
by very smart people for exactly the right reasons.

The problem is, Clayton Christensen said the 
same thing about Kodak.

SPORT’S KODAK MOMENT

COLUMN  
Carsten Thode / Aphetor, Founder



60 / SPORTO Magazine – May 2019

INSTAGRAM
 TOP 10 – ATHLETES

1  Luka Modrić @lukamodric10 football 17,215,907 CRO

2  Ivan Rakitić @ivanrakitic football 14,898,811 CRO

3  Novak Đoković @djokernole tennis 5,387,795 SRB

4  Mateo Kovačić @mateokovacic8 football 4,149,459 CRO

5  Mario Mandžukić @mariomandzukic_official football 4,041,779 CRO

6  Miralem Pjanić @miralem_pjanic football 4,015,796 BiH

7  Luka Dončić @lukadoncic basketball 2,676,654 SLO

8  Dejan Lovren @dejanlovren06 football 2,222,101 CRO

9  Edin Džeko @ed_dzeko football 1,395,091 BiH

10  Ivan Perišić @ivanperisic444 football 1,391,815 CRO

 TOP 10 – CLUBS, LEAGUES AND FEDERATIONS
1  FA Croatia @hns_cff football 438,556 CRO

2  FK Crvena zvezda @crvenazvezdafk football 264,540 SRB

3  GNK Dinamo Zagreb @gnkfinamo football 164,365 CRO

4  KK Crvena zvezda @crvenazvezdakk basketball 135,663 SRB

5  FA Serbia @fudbalskisavezsrbije football 115,900 SRB

6  FK Partizan @partizanbelgrade football 105,026 SRB

7  HNK Hajduk Split @hnkhajduk football 99,452 CRO

8  KK Partizan @partizanbc basketball 89,949 SRB

9  ABA League @aba.liga basketball 81,681

10  Handball Fed. Croatia @hrs_insta handball 56,617 CRO

DIGITAL 
Social media charts

THE STORY ERA 
When Snapchat introduced the vertical video format 

for posting and sharing content, it completely changed 
the rules of the social media game. The whole screen took 
the leading role. Instagram soon followed with Stories, 
giving athletes, clubs and leagues the opportunity 
to offer their fans a glimpse behind the scenes. Luka 
Dončić, for example, puts Stories to good use by 
keeping his followers up to speed with his daily off-the-
court activities, whether sharing his favourite music or 
connecting with former fellow players from Real Madrid 
or fellow players from the Slovenian national team and 
sharing his successes from Fortnite.

Following his extraordinary rookie NBA season, he 
has built an impressive social media presence, especially 
on Instagram. Among other individual athletes in the 
Adriatic region, mostly footballers are on the list, with 
the exception of Serbian tennis giant Novak Đoković 
and former top 10 player Janko Tipsarević. Similarly, 
football is at the top among sports organisations with 
Croatian Football Federation most popular on Twitter and 
Instagram, and FK Crvena zvezda with the most followers 
on Facebook. 

Number of followers recorded on 8 May 2019. The rankings were created by the SPORTO Magazine 
editorial department and information may be incomplete. If you notice that any athlete is omitted 
from the ranking, please let us know at info@sporto.si. The rankings include only active athletes. 
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INSTAGRAM
 TOP 10 – ATHLETES

1  Luka Modrić @lukamodric10 football 17,215,907 CRO

2  Ivan Rakitić @ivanrakitic football 14,898,811 CRO

3  Novak Đoković @djokernole tennis 5,387,795 SRB

4  Mateo Kovačić @mateokovacic8 football 4,149,459 CRO

5  Mario Mandžukić @mariomandzukic_official football 4,041,779 CRO

6  Miralem Pjanić @miralem_pjanic football 4,015,796 BiH

7  Luka Dončić @lukadoncic basketball 2,676,654 SLO

8  Dejan Lovren @dejanlovren06 football 2,222,101 CRO

9  Edin Džeko @ed_dzeko football 1,395,091 BiH

10  Ivan Perišić @ivanperisic444 football 1,391,815 CRO

 TOP 10 – CLUBS, LEAGUES AND FEDERATIONS
1  FA Croatia @hns_cff football 438,556 CRO

2  FK Crvena zvezda @crvenazvezdafk football 264,540 SRB

3  GNK Dinamo Zagreb @gnkfinamo football 164,365 CRO

4  KK Crvena zvezda @crvenazvezdakk basketball 135,663 SRB

5  FA Serbia @fudbalskisavezsrbije football 115,900 SRB

6  FK Partizan @partizanbelgrade football 105,026 SRB

7  HNK Hajduk Split @hnkhajduk football 99,452 CRO

8  KK Partizan @partizanbc basketball 89,949 SRB

9  ABA League @aba.liga basketball 81,681

10  Handball Fed. Croatia @hrs_insta handball 56,617 CRO

FACEBOOK
 TOP 10 – ATHLETES

1  Luka Modrić football 8,062,227 CRO

2  Novak Đoković tennis 7,082,256 SRB

3  Ivan Rakitić football 4,022,832 CRO

4  Edin Džeko football 1,985,588 BiH

5  Alen Halilović football 1,392,742 CRO

6  Neven Subotić football 1,064,000 SRB

7  Mateo Kovačić football 1,033,392 CRO

8  Miralem Pjanić football 994,985 BiH

9  Mirko Vučinić football 544,584 MNE

10  Dejan Lovren football 512,961 CRO

 TOP 10 – CLUBS, LEAGUES AND FEDERATIONS
1  FK Crvena zvezda football 772,911 SRB

2  FA Croatia football 588,870 CRO

3  GNK Dinamo Zagreb football 575,779 CRO

4  KK Crvena zvezda basketball 454,165 SRB

5  FK Partizan football 445,607 SRB

6  KK Partizan basketball 356,657 SRB

7  HNK Hajduk Split football 298,388 SRB

8  FK Željezničar football 192,840 BiH

9  FK Sarajevo football 189,275 BiH

10  FA Serbia football 188,320 SRB

TWITTER
 TOP 10 – ATHLETES

1  Novak Đoković @DjokerNole tennis 8,551,194 SRB

2  Edin Džeko @EdDzeko football 1,536,999 BiH

3  Ivan Rakitić @ivanrakitic football 1,492,103 CRO

4  Mario Mandžukić @MarioMandzukic9 football 1,062,409 CRO

5  Luka Modrić @lukamodric10 football 1,022,561 CRO

6  Mateo Kovačić @mateo_kova23 football 668,185 CRO

7  Mirko Vučinić @MirkoVucinic football 534,454 MNE

8  Miralem Pjanić @Miralem_Pjanic football 458,349 BiH

9  Luka Dončić @luka7doncic basketball 412,191 SLO

10  Janko Tipsarević @TipsarevicJanko tennis 349,490 SRB

 TOP 10 – CLUBS, LEAGUES AND FEDERATIONS
1  FA Croatia @HNS_CFF football 206,268 CRO

2  FK Crvena zvezda @crvenazvezdafk football 104,962 SRB

3  KK Crvena zvezda @kkcrvenazvezda basketball 89,784 SRB

4  FA BiH @NFSBiH football 82,104 BiH

5  HNK Hajduk Split @hajduk football 80,293 CRO

6  KK Partizan @PartizanBC basketball 74,955 SRB

7  KHL Medveščak @KHL_MedvescakZG ice hockey 69,896 CRO

8  GNK Dinamo Zagreb @gnkdinamo football 58,352 CRO

9  FK Partizan @FKPartizanBG football 58,189 SRB

10  NOC Serbia @OKSrbije Olympics 48,839 SRB
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 Period:  12–29 September 2019

 Host countries:  France, Slovenia, Belgium, Netherlands 

 Host cities:  Paris, Nantes, Montpellier, Ljubljana, Brussels, Antwerp, Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Apeldoorn

 Number of participating nations:  24

 Number of volunteers:  over 400

 First EuroVolley:  1948 (Italy)

 Previous EuroVolley:  2017 (Poland)

 The most reccurent organisers:  Italy (4)

 Current European Champion:  Russia

 Most Champion titles:  Russia (Soviet Union, 14)

 Slovenia’s best result:  2nd place (2015)

 Official website:  www.eurovolley.cev.eu

 Official Twitter account:  @CEVEuroVolley

 Official Facebook account:  /CEVEuroVolley

 Official Instagram account:  @CEVolleyball

 CEV partners:  Mikasa, Sberbank

The upcoming 2019 Men's European Volleyball Championship will be 
innovative in several ways: it will host 24 teams, it will have venues in four 
countries (each hosting one preliminary round) and Slovenia, with the Arena 
Stožice in Ljubljana, will be one of the hosts – all for the first time. 

Ljubljana will be hosting EuroVolley 2019 all the way to the semi-finals, 
while the decisive matches for the medals will take place in Paris. The Dutch 
and Belgian part of the championship will end with the quarter-finals. The 
biggest stars of European (and world) volleyball, from the Olympic and World 
Champion Maksim Mikhaylov (Russia) to this year’s Men's CEV Champions 
League Final MVP Osmany Juantorena (Italy), will be playing in nine cities 
across four countries. The European title is currently held by Russia who will, 
incidentally, start their attempt to defend the title in Slovenia. The match 
between Slovenia and Russia, the last of Pool C in Ljubljana, is expected 
to draw most attention in the preliminary part of the championship, 
along with the matches France vs Italy, Netherlands vs Poland 
and Serbia vs Germany. Four teams from each group will 
qualify for the quarter-finals, and the hosts will 
play all matches (up to the final) in their 
home arena.

LJUBLJANA ALSO AMONG 
EUROPEAN VOLLEYBALL 
CAPITALS 

EVENT 
EuroVolley 2019
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What would happen to 
our loved ones if we were 
not around anymore?

For our loved ones.

Let’s 
ask life.

Familiy Novak – Naumoski, 
Kočevje, 2019
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SALLY HORROX
Y SPORT 
From a commercial perspective, 
the professional development of 
women’s sport has stepped up. 

EDEL MCCARTHY
ELECTRIC IRELAND 
I think the opportunities in niche 
sponsorships are only being 
scratched at the surface.

DAVID FOWLER
MYCUJOO 
There are many rights holders 
successfully embracing a 
fan-first mindset.

JOHN ALLERT
MCLAREN GROUP 
It was success in F1 that led us 
to the opportunity to look at what 
else our brand could do.
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Explore the pearl of the Mediterranean

Colorful medieval coast town of Piran is one of 
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