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We watched with enthusiasm the celebration on the streets and squares of Nairobi 
after Kenyan Eliud Kipchoge succeeded in breaking the two-hour marathon barrier in the 
Viennese Prater as part of the Ineos 1:59 Challenge – accompanied by Brigid Kosgei with 
an official world record for women at the Chicago marathon – which inspired people to 
believe that this type of goals can be achieved. 

It was also wonderful to see Canadian rugby players help the local Japanese 
community in Kamaishi recover from the flood damage caused by a typhoon after their 
Rugby World Cup match was cancelled due to the impact of the storm. 

On the other side of the world (and all over the world), the digitally ground-breaking 
AS Roma, who has perfected their communication potential in previous seasons with 
their unique presentation of the new players, offered their social platforms to a higher 
cause: they have partnered with different organisations for missing children to help find 
the large numbers of children who have gone missing around the world.

Just a few of many unrelated examples that continue to demonstrate the connective 
power of sport on different levels and the good that it can help (co)create. This power 
has never been greater, which is largely due to the scale of digital communities and 
global reach. Leading competitions and euphoria, such as we have seen with EuroVolley 
in Slovenia, create special moments where the sports community can engage in areas 
beyond sports. 

And what role do brands play in all of this? Some of them have already found their 
place in the sports ecosystem where their communication moves beyond sport by 
promoting safety, mobility, responsible alcohol consumption and other initiatives with 
broader social importance. Often a more difficult path, but one that has brought them 
long-term results. This is especially important when it comes to new generations who 
expect more from brands – whether to express their opinion or act – particularly in their 
social media interactions. 

One of our guests at SPORTO 2019, Jeff Nathenson (Whistle Sports) reminds us that it 
is important for clubs, leagues and brands to recognise that we need to be about more 
than just table rankings. A conversation that extends beyond the competition offers many 
more opportunities to create and engage broader communities. 
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Not all ambassadors are created equal. There 
are some that not only dominate their sport but 
transcend it. They are the ‘dominators’ and they 
set the tone for sports marketing and athlete 
endorsement. We take a look at some of the great 
dominators of the past and reflect on how they 
continue to shape the industry. 
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COMPLEXITY OF CONTENT 
DISTRIBUTION 
Guy-Laurent Epstein, Marketing 
Director of UEFA Events S.A. and 
SPORTO 2019 guest, shares his views 
on the power of consistent branding, 
importance of content distribution 
through a variety of platforms, 
including Over The Top (OTT), current 
partnerships attracting more and 
more digital giants and the changed 
role of the marketing director in a 
sports organisation. 

SPONSORSHIP INSIGHT 
FROM SCANDINAVIA
The leading representatives of 
sponsorship associations from 
Finland, Denmark and Sweden 
talk about the value of the sports 
sponsorship market, its growth, 
specifics, trends and challenges, 
and reveal which are the most 
popular sports and most prominent 
and marketable athletes in their 
countries.

BOATS BUILT WITH 
MEDIA IN MIND 
The Ocean Race takes sailors to 
the most remote parts of the Earth 
and, oh boy, can it get rough and 
raw! But still – with the help of 
technology and people that know 
how to use it – fans are digitally 
never far away. The Head of Digital 
tells us more about how and why 
this works.
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Joel Seymour-Hyde is Head of Octagon UK. In this role, he is working with a 
range of leading brands and rights holders in the sports and entertainment 
space, including ABInbev, adidas, AIG, Danone, Mars, MasterCard, Shell and 
Sony Mobile. 2019 was the first year of the “Entertainment Lions for Sport” 
at Cannes, where Octagon was represented on the jury for these inaugural 
awards. At the SPORTO Conference, Joel will discuss the creative work that is 
truly pushing boundaries in the sports industry, unpack key learnings from 2019 
winners and offer insights into what it takes to win in 2020. 

We have seen increased interest in women’s sport, especially football, with 
new sponsors, new competitions and larger audiences. Sally Hancock and 
Sally Horrox, Managing Partners of Y Sport, have been at the forefront of the 
professional and commercial development of women’s sport, and will share their 
experiences and perspectives for the future. Marzena Bogdanowicz, The FA’s 
Head of Marketing and Commercial, Women’s Football, will share more details 
about the Lionesses at 2019 FIFA Women’s World Cup. What are the experiences 
from Slovenia?

The technological giant Rakuten, including Rakuten Viber, has been playing an 
increasingly important role recently in the world of sports. Sally Burtt-Jones, 
Senior Director of Business Development, works with global partners, such as 
FC Barcelona, Golden State Warriors, BBC and UNICEF, who are creating their 
own unique communities on Viber and building valuable new engagement 
opportunities through technology. What is the potential of chatbots and how can 
we engage audiences in this age of short attention span? 

Jonathan Turner is Head of Digital Content at The Ocean Race, one of the 
toughest tests in professional sport. By harnessing technology and storytelling 
to deliver stories from some of the most remote spots on the planet, he 
creates unique fan experiences. In 2019, the prestigious regatta, held since 
1973, received a number of global sports marketing awards from the field of 
technology, digital communications and sustainable development. 

Creativity in sponsorship

Embracing diversity, women's football and the Lionesses 

Fan engagement in the age of short attention span

The winning combination: technology, digital, sustainable development
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FROM THE PROGRAMME

Scott Kegley is Executive Director of Digital Media and Innovation at the 
Minnesota Vikings. At SPORTO Conference, he will introduce the Vikings’ 
approach to content creation, their innovation initiatives and partnerships with 
sponsors. Under his leadership, the team has recently received three awards 
for their digital campaigns – two Shorty Awards and one Webby Award. 

Jeff Nathenson, Managing Director of the International Division at Whistle 
Sports, a digital entertainment media company that produces content for post-
millennials, the so-called generation Z, is asking somewhat provocatively: 
“If social platforms are the busiest high street on the planet, why does your 
storefront look so sad?” In other words, why should companies/sponsor 
brands approach social media differently than any other marketing platform 
and how sports can help.

“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. 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,” said John Allert, 
a renowned branding expert at McLaren, for the previous issue of SPORTO 
Magazine. McLaren has expanded its brand by entering professional cycling 
with a joint venture with Bahrain Merida.

Remember Hulk Hogan? Do you know how Hollywood star Dwayne “The Rock” 
Johnson started his career? World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) is a synonym 
for marketing excellence and successful business model in terms of pay-per-
view, global reach and merchandise sales. Giancarlo Bernini, Senior Director 
of Marketing and Commercial Operations for WWE’s Northern European 
markets, takes us behind-the-scenes where sport and entertainment blend 
with popular culture. 

How do the Minnesota Vikings tell their stories?

Content for generation Z

From Formula 1 to cycling 

WWE: Blending sport and entertainment with popular culture

You will be able to find the final and more detailed programme on the sporto.si website.
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Who would you put on your list of the top 10 
most dominant athletes of all time?

Of course, it is unlikely that any of our lists will 
turn out to be exactly the same, but you can bet 
that some names will appear again and again: 
Michael Jordan’s gravity-defying exploits literally 
invented the whole concept of athlete as a brand; 
Tiger Woods has carried the golf world on his 
shoulders for a decade; Floyd Mayweather Jr. said 
goodbye to boxing as the highest-paid boxer 
of all time – without a single defeat; swimmer 
Michael Phelps holds 14 more Olympic gold 
medals than any other athlete ever; Usain Bolt 
broke world records with seemingly unbelievable 
ease and a smile on his face; and Simone Biles 
already has four original moves named after 
her – all of which are amongst the most difficult 
elements ever seen in gymnastics.

But it takes something more than simply 
being a serial winner to be truly considered 
a dominator.  There has to be some sort of 
charisma or x-factor that allows athletes to 
transcend the boundaries of their sport and enter 
into popular culture. 

Conversion, force, inspiration
We talked to Activative's Jeremy Edwards, 

our well-known guest from previous SPORTO 
editions, to get his opinion on these special 
athletes: “One way to understand the value of 
sports dominators is to fixate on the numbers 
and the money; to judge them based on their 
records and statistics; to examine the effect they 
have on ticket sales and TV audiences; to shine 
a light on their salaries, endorsement deals and 
all other revenue streams. But it is probably just 
as important to consider the impact they have 
had in bringing new, non-core audiences and fan 
demographic segments to the sport – how they 

THE GAME 
CHANGERS
Not all ambassadors are created equal. There are some that not only dominate their sport but transcend it. 
They are the ‘dominators’ and they set the tone for sports marketing and athlete endorsement. We take a 
look at some of the great dominators of the past and reflect on how they continue to shape the industry. 
TEXT: Luka Maselj, C.T.
PHOTO: GettyImages, Red Bull Content Pool

Simone Biles won 25 world gymnastics championship medals to date.

ATHLETE ENDORSEMENT: TRENDS & DOMINATORS
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have converted the previously unconvertable and 
thus transcended their sport.” 

Edwards agrees that the only true measure 
of any athlete’s value to their sport is what they 
leave behind: “But whatever serial winners bring 
to the audiences and the advertisers, the only 
measure that truly counts in the long term is 
what they bring to their sport. How they change it 
forever. How they elevate and evolve not just their 
game, but the game. The dominators force rivals 
to readjust, the rights-holders to rethink the 
rules, and they inspire the next generation to try 
recreate and remould the sport again.”

Domination cannot last forever 
Another way to think about dominators is in 

terms of their impact after their sporting career 
comes to an end. Kelly Slater not only became 
synonymous with surfing but his real legacy is 
likely to be the synthetic wave pools that he is 
helping to create, which bring surfing to the 
inland masses. Sergey Bubka was unbeatable 
in pole vault, but had an arguably bigger impact 
on global sport through his roles in the IAAF and 
IOC.  And, of course, Serena Williams is emerging 
as a true “Renaissance Woman” through her 
work in fashion and entrepreneurship, which 
means that she is unlikely to be too far out of the 
limelight once she steps off the court for good.

Still, sport can sometimes also be very 
cruel. It is littered with examples of athletes 
who we thought and hoped might turn out to 
be dominators, only for events to bring them 
crashing down back to earth.

Mike Tyson summed it up perfectly with 
his quote: “Everyone has a plan until they get 
punched in the mouth.”  And of course, after his 
run in with Buster Douglas, no one knows better 
how quickly the athlete’s fortunes can turn than 
he does. Ronda Rousey and Anthony Joshua 
both know exactly how he feels after having 
experienced stunning defeats of their own. It 
remains to be seen whether they will ever be able 
to fully recover their former status. Of course, 
just like Rocky Balboa or Connor McGregor, it is 
also possible that coming back after this sort of 
setback will make them seem more human, more 
‘one of us’ and even more marketable. 

Sport climbing on the rise
There is no doubt that sport climbing is one 

of the sports making significant headway in 
recent years, both globally and in Slovenia. The 
decision to include it for the first time in the 2020 
Summer Olympics will certainly accelerate its 
development, but what it really needs in order to 
burst out of its niche is a dominator of its own: 
someone who can do what Shaun White did for 
snowboarding or Tony Hawk for skateboarding.

Excitingly for us, the athlete who probably 
has the best chance of transcending the sport 
is 20-year-old Slovenian Janja Garnbret. Already 
picked up by Red Bull and adidas, she is certainly 
meeting the first dominators’ criteria. So far this 
year, she has dominated the Bouldering World 
Cup by winning every event throughout the season 
and became the first person to ever win all three 
disciplines in the world championships – lead 
climbing, bouldering and combined, including 
speed climbing. This is especially important, 
because there will only be one set of medals 
available in Japan presented for a combination 
of all three (very different and seemingly almost 
incompatible) disciplines. “Three disciplines, one 
goal,” is how the IOC is promoting it. 

Adding sport climbing is an important move 
by the International Olympic Committee. They 
know that it is critical for the Olympics to remain 
relevant and they can see the signs that they are 
starting to lose relevance among the younger 
audience. The Winter Olympics have really 
seen the benefit of adding sports like Ski Cross 
and Snowboard Big Air, and they are trying to 
recreate that trick for the Summer Games.

Of course, they can see the increasing global 
popularity of the sport – in Germany alone, 
indoor rock climbing is regularly practiced by 
at least 500,000 people in around 500 indoor 
climbing gyms. 

Edwards: Sport climbing will 
receive attention, but will not 
become mainstream (yet)

New sports joining the “Olympic family” 
always benefit from the surge of interest and 
exposure – that is why there is such intense 
competition to be added to the Olympic 
programme. Twenty six sports (!) applied for the 
inclusion in the Tokyo Games, but only 5 were 
added. In addition to sport climbing, karate, 
skateboarding and surfing will be making their 
Olympic debut, while softball is returning to the 
programme. 

Still according to Edwards, there is a long 
way to go before sport climbing and its athletes 
become mainstream: “A handful of the brightest 
stars might become household names (for a 
week or two) during Tokyo 2020 and some of 
them may even be in for a profitable commercial 
partnership after the games are over. But it is 
unlikely that this will lead to an immediate glut of 
generous broadcast offers or an economic boom 
that brings climbers and climbing brands into 
the mainstream. Well, not yet anyway,” he adds. 

Edwards predicts that it will probably take 
several cycles for sport climbing to evolve 
into a more settled and competitive Olympic 
proposition. He has no doubt, though, that this 

The exceptional Janja Garnbret has a big challenge ahead of her: Tokyo 2020 Summer Olympics.
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will happen: “If the Olympics can work for the 
independent, creative and cult-like lifestyle 
fiefdoms of skateboarding and surfing, it can 
surely work for climbing, too.” 

But nothing would do more for sport climbing 
than to have its own game changer. Could Janja 
be the one? 

Social media is changing  
the game

Before social media, endorsements contracts 
were built around conventional media rights such 
as commercial ad spots, billboard campaigns 
and “player appearances” at brand events. The 
rise of social media has completely reframed the 
conversation around athlete marketability.

In the analysis of its list of the World's 50 
Most Marketable Athletes, SportsPro recognises 
the power social media has given both athletes 
and brands to talk to fans directly. Top athletes 
are now “borderless brands” – content creators, 
media publishers and equity investors in their 
own right. Some of the most visible athletes have 
even reached the point where they are unwilling 
to lend their name or likeness to a product or 
service for ‘just’ a fee – they want to be seen 
and perceived as standing for something, not 
merely endorse it. “The why, generally speaking, 
is now deemed more important than the what,” 
writes SportsPro with reference to the type of 
partnerships athletes are now entering into, 
adding that “more and more athletes are 
championing social causes and partnering with 
brands who back them.” 

This trend is backed up by the analysis 
from the American information, data and 
measurement firm Nielsen. They conclude that: 
“Relationships between athletes and brands are 
becoming more meaningful, more integrated 
and more measurable, in many cases moving 
far beyond the traditional and straightforward 
product endorsement. Brands tend to have 
clearer strategic objectives, while top athletes 
– guided and advised by professional experts – 
have a more defined set of values and ambitions 
for how they wish to be perceived off the field, 
pitch or court.”

The rise of the athlete activist
One of the most interesting implications of 

this trend is that the athlete’s marketability is 
now potentially even more driven by their impact 
off the field of play than their impact on it.

England footballer Raheem Sterling is 
certainly an exciting young player at the top of 
his game and making his mark at one of the 
top clubs in the world of football. Still, not too 
many people expect him to beat the other 28 
names on the shortlist for the 2019 FIFA Ballon 

D’Or. Yet, he has just been announced as the 
new face of Gillette, following in the footsteps of 
Thierry Henry, Tiger Woods and Roger Federer 
as the recipient of one of the most powerful 
endorsement deals in sport. According to Gary 
Coombe, Gillette’s CEO: “He is a great football 
player, but the reason we were very keen to 
join up with Raheem was because he is doing 
wonderful work beyond the world of football. His 
stance on tackling racism is very congruent with 
our values and the sort of person we want to be 
associating ourselves with.”

Of course, Raheem Sterling is following in the 
footsteps of another, even more famous example.  
Colin Kaepernick was, for a time, an exciting, 
young NFL quarterback who led his team to the 
Super Bowl. But no one remembers him for that.

We remember him for protesting against 
police brutality and racial injustice in the US 
by kneeling during the American national 
anthem. We remember him as the spark for a 
wider protest movement and as a committed 
social activist for the causes he believes in. But, 
thanks to the power of advertising, we probably 
remember him most as the face of that Nike 
campaign: “Believe in something. Even if it 
means sacrificing everything.”

Similarly, American professional football 
player Megan Rapinoe has consistently used 
her platform to raise awareness of the causes 

she believes in. She showed solidarity with 
Kaepernick by taking a knee during the national 
anthem, which almost caused her to lose 
her place in the league. She is an outspoken 
advocate for the LGBT+ community and is 
leading the gender discrimination lawsuit 
brought against her own federation for equal 
pay. In addition to coming out on top at the 
FIFA Women’s World Cup, where she was also 
awarded the FIFA World Player of the Year, she 
was also very outspoken in her very public Twitter 
spat with the President of the United States. 

The future of athlete 
endorsement

With our world changing faster than ever 
before, it is extremely difficult to predict anything 
with certainty. But one thing that we can say for 
sure is that “player power” and the rise of the 
“athlete brand” are here to stay. 

The most important athletes, the true 
dominators, have always transcended the field 
of play.  The difference now is that there is much 
more opportunity for them to do so. They have 
the platforms to tell their own stories, fight for 
their own causes and directly impact the lives of 
others. True dominators will not just dominate 
their opponents; they will dominate our culture. 

Raheem Sterling was recognised at the BT Sport Industry Awards with the Integrity  
and Impact Award presented by England manager Gareth Southgate.



Raheem Sterling was recognised at the BT Sport Industry Awards with the Integrity  
and Impact Award presented by England manager Gareth Southgate.
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The winners of this year’s twelfth Sporto Brands research, performed in partnership with the Institute for Market and Media 
Research Mediana, will also be revealed at the evening event on November, 2 1st. The research provides Brand Power of athletes and clubs. 
The methodology includes the following elements: Awareness, Transaction, Leading Edge, Satisfaction, Success, Personality, WOM and Fan 
Participation (measured only for clubs).

novak Đoković
Six times SPORTO Brand

Proud author of Sporto Brand research in 
Slovenia, Croatia and Serbia
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GUY-LAURENT EPSTEIN [UEFA]

COMPLEXITY 
OF CONTENT 
DISTRIBUTION
TEXT: Dragan Perendija
PHOTO: GettyImages

The marketing expert who entered sports 
marketing world working on a project for the 
1998 FIFA World Cup in France shares his views 
on the power of consistent branding, importance 
of content distribution through a variety of 
platforms, including Over The Top (OTT), current 
partnerships attracting more and more digital 
giants and the changed role of the marketing 
director in a sports organisation. 

SPORTO: In the entertainment industry, it has 
always been about the strength of the brand. 
Within your brand portfolio, you are managing 
different events and assets. From the brand 
perspective, what are your biggest challenges? 

R eceiving the 2019 UEFA President’s 
Award at the UEFA ceremony in Monaco 
in August this year, football legend Eric 
Cantona concluded his unconventional 

speech with the words: “I love football.”
Guy-Laurent Epstein, Marketing Director of UEFA 
Events S.A., comments that “loving football” is 
exactly the right term, since football is all about 
passion and emotion. Far more than fact, it is 
about strong feeling. The magic of football, he 
adds, is its global appeal – to be able to share 
this passion with people across the globe who 
may speak different language, have different 
backgrounds, come from different environments, 
but in the end share the same emotions. 

GUY-LAURENT EPSTEIN: My belief is that, 
actually, there are not many brands in the world 
of sports. There are a lot of competitions, but 
there are very few brands. At UEFA, we had 
the luxury to start moving from competitions 
to brands more than 25 years ago with the 
Champions League (UCL), which helped us build 
an impactful brand with strong and recurrent 
visibility and allowed us to engage fans on a 
regular basis. Building on the success from the 
UCL, we applied a very similar mechanism to 
other competitions that we manage, such as the 
UEFA Europa League or, more recently, the UEFA 
Nations League.

Approaching a competition as a brand by 
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using all its relevant assets creates a lot of 
value for UEFA – financially or in terms of fan-
engagement. The UCL case study shows that a 
very consistent use of branding across all assets 
and touch-points, on-air and off-air, brings value 
back to all stakeholders in a very strong way. 

The challenge for sports organisations 
compared to traditional commercial brands is 
the budget invested in promoting and building 
the brand. Sports does not have the same level 
of opportunities as other commercial/consumer 
goods brands. On the other hand, thanks to its 
appeal to fans, sports can offer massive reach 
via digital platforms and direct-to-consumer 
digital footprint.

The UCL is one of the global premium sports 
products. The refreshed brand identity unveiled 
in June 2018 offers a more flexible colour 
co-branding system and allows commercial 
partners to tailor the identity to their own 
needs while maintaining its consistent look and 
feel. How sophisticated is work on these details 
adding value for everyone involved?
The UCL’s brand identity has gone through an 
evolution, rather than a revolution, during its 
25 years of existence with regular refreshment 
of the brand. Consistent branding has been 
applied from the first match day, including the 
TV opening/closing sequences, the interview 
backdrops, its iconic music, the use of the 
star-ball, the patch on the jerseys … All those 
elements were present from the beginning. 
The brand has become so strong that it would 
be wrong to affect its recognized value by 
undertaking a revolution. We are mostly evolving 
and refreshing it, trying to bring more innovation 
and in the last years we have focused on the 
digital usage.

The idea behind the latest refreshed identity 
– with flexible colour scheme – was to bring 
more warmth to the premium status of the brand 
that is expressed through the silver and night 
blue. The original concept was namely about 
the night of the champions with dark-blue style. 
We are evolving this brand identity to involve 
more warmth in order to convey the passion 
for football. It is about the combination of the 
quality of the teams (the stars), the premium 
value of the competitions and the global passion 
for the game. 

At 2018 ISC Geneva, you said that technology 
has enabled users to take the content that they 
want, not what is being pushed at them ... 
How would you summarize UEFA’s approach to 
content and its distribution?

MY BELIEF IS THAT, ACTUALLY, THERE ARE 
NOT MANY BRANDS IN THE WORLD OF SPORTS. 

THERE ARE A LOT OF COMPETITIONS, BUT 
THERE ARE VERY FEW BRANDS. AT UEFA, WE 

HAD THE LUXURY TO START MOVING FROM 
COMPETITIONS TO BRANDS MORE THAN 

25 YEARS AGO WITH THE CHAMPIONS LEAGUE.

The content distribution is far more complex 
than it used to be. In the past, it was only about 
linear channels. The digitalisation of the media 
landscape is bringing complimentary ways 
for distribution. Our partners today are going 
from traditional state broadcasters to Pay TVs, 
telecommunication companies, OTT platforms 
such as DAZN or even social giants like Facebook. 

Today, the main question is about linear vs 
non-linear for live content like sport and how to 
bring value for everybody who wants to consume 
football, from age 7 to 77 or more. I strongly 
believe that the future is to allow fans to watch 
the content in the best possible way, where and 
when they want, and in a personalized approach. 
For example, fans could select the camera angles 
they want, possibly focusing on a team or a 
player, choosing commentary from the fans of 
their club or from entertainment stars.

Finally, I believe the spectrum of content 
delivery and strategy for organisations like ours 
is the key. The interaction we have in the digital 
world is very wide, the interaction in Champion’s 
League week starts on Monday and ends on 
Friday or Saturday. Content is consumed on all 
type of media platforms and a lot of interactions 
about the competitions goes beyond traditional 
media channels.

UEFA recently set up an OTT platform named 
UEFA.tv. “We have more than 60 years of 
archives of UEFA competitions digitalised 
and I believe we are sitting on gold," you told 
Reuters. How important was this step for the 
organisation and how do you see the platform’s 
evolution in the next years?
UEFA’s OTT platform is a complement to our 
digital ecosystem where we have different 
platforms. UEFA.com provides fans with the 
information about UEFA as an institution. Then, 
we have competition dedicated apps covering 
club and national teams’ competitions. Beside 
the sporting side, they also provide operational 
and practical information. For example, fans 
can use the app to find information about EURO 
2020, which will be held next summer, such as 
detailed insights about tickets, access to fan 
zones, stadium instructions and other practical 
information.

The OTT platform comes as an addition 
through which we offer owned entertainment 
video content. In terms of UEFA.tv specifically, we 
have three main goals at this stage. 

The first is the contribution to our digital fan 
community, adding value to that community 
by engaging with fans on a regular basis, with 
original content that will help us to manage fans’ 
data in a proper and relevant way. 

With UEFA.tv, we also want to give a 
platform to women’s and youth’s football and 
futsal competitions that are not so exposed by 
mainstream coverage. The platform offers us 
an opportunity to cover and distribute all those 
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competitions on a neutral basis. Also, and 
connected to archive materials, we are in the 
process of creating a lot of original programming 
based on 6o years of UEFA archive content, which 
will provide further access to fans.

Finally, the third goal is to be fit for the future. 
Sports content distribution is moving towards 
non-linear and we want to be a part of it.

In terms of OTT as a revenue stream, where do 
you see the biggest opportunities for brands?
At the moment, we are keeping the OTT platform 
free of any advertising. We did not want to over-
commercialise it at this point. Involving brands 
is part of the longer-term strategy. If we build the 
platform according to our plans, I believe it will 
become very relevant for the brands as well. 

This kind of platform is not just about 
viewership but also about engagement. You can 
get the insight about the content the fans are 
consuming and that goes beyond traditional 
broadcasting. We are now able to distribute 
content and information that they really want 
to see. 

UEFA works in partnership with household 
brands, such as Heineken and tech/digital 
giants including Alipay (Alibaba). From 
your perspective and experience, how did 
sponsorships change in terms of goals, 
categories and assets in recent years?
Historically, it was all about exposure and 
visibility – that was the sponsorship’s main asset 
– while today, it goes far beyond that. We can 
talk about a 360° view of what the competition 
and partnership should deliver, from media 
value to brand association, event opportunities, 
hospitality, data access or new business 

opportunities, which became far more important 
than they used to be. 

As for our partners, we have a few digital 
native brands, such as Booking.com, Expedia 
and Alipay, that we did not have in the past 
and we can learn a lot from them. They are an 
example of how sponsorship changed from the 
traditional approach. Those brands have huge 
knowledge about data management, which is the 
anchor of their business and reveals two things: 
one, the digital content and community strategy 
seem to work since they are endorsed by such 
expert companies, and two, data knowledge 
and expertise is obviously very important for 
the business. However, it is also reinforced 
by an emotional connection with the fans and 
supported by this combination of scientific and 
emotional approach that only football can provide 
as the most engaging sport in the world.

UEFA EURO 2020 is approaching and one of the 
“Road to” activities is the license agreement 
with Konami on the official tournament 
simulation game involving more than 50 
national football associations. Exciting new 
gaming experiences such as the brand new 
esports competition (eFootball PES 2020) will 
also be created. What are your expectations in 
terms of attracting new audience?
Esports is today mostly represented through 
shooting and strategy games, while simulation 
games represent a very small part of the esports 
market. We can look at that from two angles: 
gamers do not want it or it is an opportunity. At 
UEFA, we rather see it as an opportunity and we 
try to take consistent approach to esports. We 
prepared the first competition in digital space 
involving all European national associations. With 

DIGITAL DOES NOT EXIST IN ISOLATION; TODAY, 
WE ARE DOING BUSINESS AND MARKETING IN 
THE DIGITAL WORLD. WE ARE NOT NECESSARILY 
DOING DIGITAL MARKETING NOR SELLING 
DIGITAL RIGHTS; WE ARE SELLING RIGHTS
IN THE DIGITAL WORLD, AND WE ARE DOING 
MARKETING IN THE DIGITAL WORLD. 

GUY-LAURENT EPSTEIN [UEFA]

engagement on the local level, each federation 
will identify their national representatives. All 55 
teams will then be divided in groups, playing an 
on-line competition to identify the best teams 
for the next stage of the competition that will be 
a physical event. Finally, the 8 best teams will 
come to London to compete in the 2020 UEFA 
EURO finals.

Beside esports, we will take various steps to 
target younger audiences on our road to UEFA 
EURO 2020 and use formats that fit the new 
audience. 

In general, the role of the marketing director in 
a governing body has evolved. Areas and topics 
such as digital disruption, OTT and esports 
are becoming part of the everyday vocabulary. 
How do you see the evolution/future trends 
connected to the marketing department within 
sports organisations?
Marketing director in my case covers marketing 
and commercial activities and it is very important 
to combine both areas. On the marketing side, 
the focus is on engaging the audience and 
creating long-term value, while the commercial 
aspect is about generating money/funds in 
short term. The trend today is that digital space 
now offers the intersection of both sides. Digital 
does not exist in isolation; today, we are doing 
business and marketing in the digital world. We 
are not necessarily doing digital marketing nor 
selling digital rights; we are selling rights in the 
digital world, and we are doing marketing in 
the digital world. This way, we are tapping into 
many other opportunities as well, from traditional 
distribution to the digital one; it is just the other 
side of the coin. 

Guy-Laurent Epstein
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PHOTO MOMENT  
Eliud Kipchoge
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Where are the limits of the human spirit? Can anyone run a 
marathon in under two hours? 

One of the most frequently asked questions in the world of 
sports has finally received a resounding “yes” in Vienna on  
12 October!

34-year-old Kenyan Eliud Kipchoge, Olympic champion, world 
record holder (2:01:39, last year in Berlin) and winner of many 
most prestigious world marathons, joined forces with Britain’s 
richest man and owner of the petrochemicals company Ineos, 
67-year-old billionaire Sir Jim Ratcliffe. They were joined by 
a mutual interest – to help Eliud Kipchoge become the first 
person ever to complete a marathon in less than two hours. 

The Ineos 1:59 Challenge had been thoroughly planned over 
a period of about six months. They collaborated with experts 
from different areas and “requested” ideal conditions. Eliud 
was supported by a team of world-class pacesetters (such 
as the 41 professional runners, including Bernard Lagat and 
Norwegian Ingebrigtsen brothers), who were surrounding 
him in a V formation at all times to minimise wind resistance. 
During the run, the pacesetters worked in teams rotating 
in and out of the race every three or five kilometres. They 
calculated that running in this formation helped him gain a 
whole minute and 52 seconds. The Viennese Prater park was 
picked for the marathon challenge not only because the area 
is almost entirely flat, but also because of its favourable low 
altitude conditions and because it is only one hour behind the 
Kenya time. 

All of this and more increased the chances of a successful 
outcome. This was not the first time they had attempted to 
break the two-hour barrier, however. Ratcliffe says that they 
have learned a lot from the only prior attempt two years ago, 
when Kipchoge ran the marathon distance in 2:00:25 at Nike’s 
Breaking2 event in Monza, Italy. But this time, he succeeded 
in crossing the line in record time of 1 hour, 59 minutes, 
40 seconds and 2 tenths of a second, which also sparked 
euphoric celebration in his home country.  

The numbers of views show that the Vienna feat has received a 
phenomenal response all over the world: over 5 million views 
on YouTube, and 40 million views and 2.6 million interactions 
on Ineos’ and Kipchoge’s social media accounts. The marathon 
was broadcast in more than 200 countries, with 120,000 loud 
supporters lining the route in the Prater.
PHOTO: GettyImages

1:59:40
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SPONSORSHIP INSIGHT: FINLAND, DENMARK, SWEDEN 

The leading representatives of sponsorship associations from Finland, Denmark and Sweden talk about 
the value of the sports sponsorship market, its growth, specifics, trends and challenges, and reveal 
which are the most popular and marketable sports and most prominent athletes in their countries.
TEXT: Simona Kruhar Gaberšček
PHOTO: GettyImages

DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION 
AND PURPOSE 
DRIVEN BRANDS
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Sports sponsorship is an excellent tool for communicating brands’ 
values, says Risto Rox Oksanen, Chairman of the Board at the Finnish 
Sponsorship and Events Association. According to him, this is reflected by 
a variety of sponsorship projects in Finland, where the sponsorship market 
value is continuing to grow, reaching, in terms of the company spend, the 
scale of TV and print advertising.

Lars Gjøls-Andersen, founder of SPOT:ON Club, a forum for passionate 
brand activators, reveals that even though Denmark is very digitally savvy, 
the digital transformation is falling behind. This is partly due to the size 
of the country and, consequently, a smaller audience which makes large 
investments more difficult: “The industry is characterized by many small 
clubs and federations, where the organisation behind has limited digital 
competencies.” 

The growth of the sponsorship market in Sweden has been constant and 
strong over the last 15 years, reaching 4-5% yearly. Companies dedicate 
about 20% of their marketing communication budget to sponsorships. 
“Traditional media is suffering hard from the changes, and experiential as 
well as digital is increasingly gaining ground,” explains Ricky Strandberg, 
Chairman of the Board at SES Sponsrings & Eventsverige, which is why he is 
even more convinced that the sponsorship industry has a bright future built 
around creating memorable experiences for sports fans. 

Finland: The sponsorship market is growing  
at an annual growth rate of 4% 

According to the Finnish Sponsorship and Events Association’s annual 
sponsorship barometer provided by Sponsor Insight, the size of the 
sponsorship market in Finland is €248 million – sports being the biggest 
sector with 155 million – and the annual growth rate from last year is 4%. 

The most popular sport in Finland is ice hockey, dominating both in terms 
of spectators and commercial value. Among traditional sports, which are 
always raising interest with sponsors, Risto Rox Oksanen points out biathlon 
and cross-country skiing, while Paralympic and women’s sports are also 
trending. As for the most prominent athletes, Finland’s top names include 
Kaisa Mäkäräinen in biathlon, Iivo Niskanen in cross country skiing, Antti 
Ruuskanen in javelin, Teemu Pukki in football, Kimi Räikkönen and Valtteri 
Bottas in Formula 1, and Esapekka Lappi in rally racing.

Size and innovations do not always go hand in hand
“We have seen very innovative projects in smaller sports as well. Size and 

innovations do not always go hand in hand. It has more to do with experts 
and their capability to turn their ideas into life,” explains Oksanen. A good 
example is the Finnish football team KuPS, who were able to have only one 
sponsor on their Europa League jersey. The club offered fans the possibility 
to buy their name and have it put on the jersey, while the sponsor’s logo 
(the city of Kuopio) was then built from the fans’ names. 

“New sports like esports also came strongly to the market and are an 
attractive alternative for many brands,” continues Oksanen. Incidentally, 
esports are currently the fastest growing sector in sponsorship. In 
September this year, there was a major arena tournament, Arctic 
Invitational, in Helsinki. “We have many successful players who won several 
million euro as prize money. This encourages new players and media to 
write more about esports. Naturally, sponsors are very interested to get 
involved. Operators and computer manufacturers have been the first ones 
with major sponsorship investment, but more and more traditional brands 

are stepping in, too,” adds Oksanen, saying that, on the other hand, some 
sponsors are reluctant to the idea of being associated with the violent 
nature of some of the most popular games, for example Counter Strike. 

Good at collecting data, but analysis is still challenging
Oksanen notices there is a trend in Finland also where brands are 

putting more effort into proving the reason for their existence to the elusive 
and sceptic consumers. “The company values must be communicated in a 
meaningful way and sports sponsorship is an excellent tool for this. This can 
be seen in many sponsorship projects in Finland,” he says. He believes that 
rights holders will be less interesting in the eyes of potential sponsors if 
they are not able to define and communicate their values: “This is also one 
of the reasons why grassroots projects are increasingly raising interest in 
brands.” 

In digitalisation – another important trend in sports sponsorship – 
Finland still faces some challenges. “Despite the fact that there are some 
brilliant sponsors utilising digital, unfortunately in general, there is still a 
lot to be done. We are getting better at collecting data, but analysing it is 
still challenging for many sponsors and rights holders,” concludes Oksanen.

Denmark: Commercial partnership is  
a new buzzword 

From the traditional point of view, the sponsorship industry in Denmark 
is under considerable pressure, observes Lars Gjøls-Andersen, as traditional 
sponsorship price tags are declining. “But if your view is on commercial 
partnerships, the landscape is bright. It is a new buzzword,” he says. 
According to him, many players in the market use the term “commercial 
partnership” to create an attractive positioning of their activity, but only 
few actually create a true partnership that works as a part of their value 
chain, so it is more often a phrase than a creation of real business value: 
“For many brands, a commercial partnership is prioritised lower than the 
other traditional marketing disciplines. Marketers and marketing managers 
often choose the easy-to-execute campaigns rather than a true value-driven 
commercial partnership.” 

Digital transformation in sports and sponsorship is (too) slow
In Denmark they have identified certain key trends connected to their 

sponsorship landscape. “Content and the use of social media is key in 
the activation of sponsorships; using partnerships to create a better 
fan experience is prioritised (before money in some cases); the digital 
transformation is a hot topic, but difficult for many to execute due to lack 
of knowledge, scale of business and ability to create ROI in the short 
term,” elaborates Lars Gjøls-Andersen who is noticing that purpose driven 
brands are using sponsorships and partnerships to show and execute their 
corporate social responsibility strategy.

Tennis star Caroline Wozniacki, a global brand reaching 
beyond Denmark

The most popular and exposed sports in Denmark are football and 
handball, which have a long tradition in terms of TV viewers, spectators 
in stadiums and arenas, and fan engagement. “Our national football 
team is clearly number one, but they have been under pressure, because 
their playing is perceived as boring and because they are missing great 
personalities with national appeal,” says Gjøls-Andersen. On the other 
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hand, he describes Caroline Wozniacki as a world class tennis player who 
has almost reached the status of a global star and become “too big for 
a small country such as Denmark.” Practically all her sponsors are big 
global brands, because the investment is so substantial that only few 
Danish companies can justify it. Denmark’s second most famous athlete 
is Tottenham footballer Christian Eriksen, described by Gjøls-Andersen as 
“highly respected but a more private person who does not strive for an 
outspoken social media presence.”

Traditional sports are challenged by new forms  
such as esports 

In Denmark, esports is also rapidly making its way forward relative to 
sponsorships. “Especially the BlastPro Series and the Astralis team have 
taken a big step forward in terms of deal size and attracting global brands. 
The big deals with Unibet, adidas and Audi, among others, have taken 
sponsorship budgets to a new international level,” explains Gjøls-Andersen, 
saying that the BlastPro Series taking place in Copenhagen in November 
will attract more than 12,000 live spectators in the largest indoor arena, 
Royal Arena, which will definitely be sold out. “This is new and shows a 
market where traditional sports are challenged by new types of sport, new 
formats and innovative rights holders with a new understanding of the fan 
segments, fan engagement and passion points.” 

Further he says that the national government organisation Sport Event 
Denmark is very active in bidding and getting international sporting events 
to Denmark. They are vastly successful in winning the hosting of events, 
benefiting many Danish sports federations. “In the last years, we have, 
among others, hosted world championships in swimming, handball and 
cycling, and next year, we will host a qualifying group in the European 
football championship. These events are perceived as very valuable for the 
sport and country as a whole; however, public investments and allocation 
of resources is under debate and challenged by politicians and minor 
segments in the society,” concludes Gjøls-Andersen.

Sweden: Sports sponsorship agencies are 
developing into all-service agencies 

Data collected by the IRM Institute for Advertising and Media Statistics, 
which follows investments in advertising, shows that sports sponsorship 
has about a 73% share of the total spending in sponsorship in Sweden. 
“The level has been pretty consistent over the years despite the growth 
of cultural and social/cause sponsorships. A part of sports sponsorship 
is likely to be considered as social as well, but we have no true figures on 
that,” explains Ricky Strandberg. The fact is that digital and experiential is 
gaining ground in the world of sports and Sweden is no exception. Agencies 
that started as sports marketing and sponsorship or event management 
companies had to adapt to these changes by developing into all-service 
agencies with a special focus on experiential communication. Companies, 
on the other hand, have integrated sponsorship into their marketing 
communications.

Rights holders have to be more flexible and innovative 
Strandberg emphasizes that digitalisation and globalisation are rapidly 

changing the market, increasing the demand for engaging content, creative 
solutions and flexible communication platforms: “These are the major 
strengths of our business, which is good, but also puts pressure on rights 
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Handball has a long-standing tradition in Denmark and a mass public support, especially in recent years, when the Denmark national handball team won the Olympic and World Champions title. 
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holders and agencies to be agile and innovative. Non-profit and sports 
organisations do not always have that much experience in this area, but 
are learning fast. Companies want to see smart and flexible solutions, often 
integrated in the consumer experience. To deliver on these demands, the 
rights holder needs to be good at understanding the specific market and 
challenges of the company.” 

Football is number one, equestrian sports are also popular
Football is the most popular sport in Sweden as well and, as a result, 

has the largest turnover in sponsorship. It is followed by cross country 
skiing, alpine skiing, ice hockey and – surprisingly – equestrian sport, 
which, as the largest female dominated sport, has a great impact and 
engagement in the country. Strandberg points to a few examples of 
sponsorship activations: “The use of technology and innovation is 
increasing, for example Vasaloppet (an annual long-distance cross-country 
ski race; A/N) and the sponsors Volvo and IBM. In the equestrian sport, the 
defence and security company Saab has made a big difference to the sport 
with the unique concept Equestrian Innovation.” 

Swedish sports ambassadors: from Stenmark to Ibrahimović
The sports world still remembers the Swedish Alpine skiing legend 

Ingemar Stenmark, and more recently, the most prominent athlete on a 
global level is footballer Zlatan Ibrahimović: “The generation of Ingemar 
Stenmark, Björn Borg, Thomas Wassberg and Frank Andersson, the 
so-called 56th, all born in 1956, were a fantastic generation of Swedish 
athletes, but also great ambassadors for Swedish sport and the generation 
that followed. Today, cross-country skiing and biathlon athletes like 
Charlotte Kalla, Frida Karlsson and Hanna Öberg are in focus, Zlatan, of 
course, on the global scene, as well as a number of football and ice hockey 
players such as Peter Forsberg and the golf star Henrik Stenson.”

New stars are also emerging in esports, along with a number of 
brands, from energy companies and FMCGs to computer and technology 
companies. “Esports has been large here for many years, with events such 
as Dreamhack and much money involved”, concludes Strandberg.

Sweden’s Frida Karlsson took gold, silver and bronze in this year’s FIS Nordic World Ski Championships, winning the hearts of Swedish sports fans.
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JONATHAN TURNER [THE OCEAN RACE]

OUR BOATS  
ARE BUILT WITH 
MEDIA IN MIND
TEXT: Luka Maselj
PHOTO: The Ocean Race
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T he Ocean Race takes sailors to the most 
remote parts of the Earth and, oh boy, 
can it get rough and raw! But still – with 
the help of technology and people that 

know how to use it – fans are digitally never far 
away. Jonathan Turner, Head of Digital at the Race 
tells us more about how and why this works. 

SPORTO: The Ocean Race has been winning a 
lot of prestigious global sports awards recently, 
the juries, among other things, praising you 
for being ‘incredibly ambitious’. How can this 
make a difference?
JONATHAN TURNER: Human ambition is at the 
core of the Race – and it has been ever since 
the first boats left the docks to set off into the 
unknown in 1973. Back then, the Race was not 
a world-class professional sport, but a place for 
adventurers and pioneers to go live their dream 
of sailing around the world. I think that ambition 
remains in our DNA, and it is also inherent 
in the way that we tell our stories today. The 
technological challenge to get world-class content 
from boats sailing closer to the astronauts in the 
Space Station than anyone else on land cannot 
be underestimated, and it is only with the help 
of some great partners, plus a brilliant in-house 
team that we are able to make it happen. The 
Ocean Race takes in cities on six continents 
and the fleet races through four oceans – and 
everything we do is on a global scale.

How you tell the story that is constantly 
evolving, also thanks to the technology? You 
state that your racing yachts are cutting edge 
media facilities … What technology benefited 
you most in the last year or two?
We are always on the lookout for new ways 
to tell our stories, and because we race every 
three years, we often see steep tech evolutions 
between editions – so we need to stay very agile 

WE ARE ALWAYS ON THE LOOKOUT
FOR NEW WAYS TO TELL OUR STORIES. 
ONE OF THE BIGGEST STEPS FORWARD 
HAS BEEN THE EVOLUTION OF DRONES, 
WHICH HAVE GIVEN US NEVER-BEFORE-

SEEN ANGLES ON OFFSHORE RACING.

and open-minded. One of the biggest steps 
forward has been the evolution of drones, which 
have given us never-before-seen angles on 
offshore racing. Combined with the dedication 
and skill of our Onboard Reporters, who have 
spent hours perfecting the art of flying offshore 
– even in 35-40 knots – they have changed the 
game in sailing. Our work in drones has made 
an impact outside of the sport – last Race, we 
even collaborated with the Drone Racing League 
to share insights and tips with our Onboard 
Reporters (OBRs) and two of their pro pilots.

You have been pushing the limits of technology 
in extreme environments, but at the same 
time you have been very clear about your 
sustainability mission: the award-winning 
campaign #turnthetideonplastic is telling us 
that we need to reduce the amount of plastic in 
our oceans. Could we say that The Ocean Race 
became a ‘sustainability influencer’ through 
the platform of sport?
Absolutely. A passion for ocean health has 
always been at the heart of The Ocean Race – 
and we have a really authentic platform to raise 
awareness around the issues we are facing today. 
I think brands today are looking for partnerships 
with purpose – and we are widely seen as one 
of the leading sustainability platforms in sport. 
After all, the ocean is our racetrack, and we are 
powered by the wind – it does not get much more 
pure than that. 

We launched a comprehensive sustainability 
programme before the 2017-18 edition and with 
the help of partners like 11th Hour Racing, UN 
Environment, Bluewater and Volvo we sparked 
a global movement against plastic pollution. 
Our sustainability programme is wide-reaching, 
but some of the most unique aspects include a 
Science initiative, where sailors turn scientists – 
gathering never-before-seen data from some of 

Jonathan Turner
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the world’s hardest to reach places whilst racing 
to advance understanding of our oceans; Ocean 
Race Summits, held around the world to bring 
together leaders in sport, politics, business, 
science and the arts to drive change from the top 
down; and a Learning Programme, delivering free 
ocean health modules to over 110,000 kids in 41 
countries.

Sailing is tricky to understand and challenging 
to follow, but you have managed to put an 
OBR – a content creating hybrid, you could 
say – on each boat. What would you tell the 
management of sport properties that are not 
prepared to invest in content, as they cannot 
see the clear benefits it brings?
Onboard Reporters officially became part of 
our Race around a decade ago – but in truth, 
the concept has existed for much longer. Even 
back in the early days, sailors would grab a 
Polaroid camera, keep diaries and film ‘home 
movies’ onboard – but they just did not have the 
infrastructure, appetite or outlet to send it back 
to shore. Now, OBRs are integral to the success of 
our Race. I believe we are the only sporting event 
on the planet to have dedicated multimedia 
reporters embedded within the teams on the field 
of play – and we often call it the toughest job in 
sports media. Our boats are built with media in 
mind, featuring fixed cameras above and below 
deck, and even an edit station for the OBR to 
work. It represents a sizeable investment from 
the teams – this a Race where sailors have been 
known to snap a toothbrush in half to save a few 
grams, so the addition of an extra crew member, 
prohibited from helping to sail the boat, plus 
all of their gear, is a big ask – and shows just 
how integral OBRs are considered by everyone 
involved in the Race.

The beauty of the content you produce is 
also in its rawness, something that is hard to 
fake. Which formats do you think need to be 
‘polished’ and where does the simple visual 
value of a raw post outscore the aesthetic 
outlook?
We have worked hard over the last few years to 
deliver raw content to our fans, fast – and we 
made a bold decision in the 2017-18 edition to 
launch the RAW wall. That was a corner of our 
website where all content from the boats landed, 
24/7, in its purest form – no editing or post-
production. For the first time ever, that enabled 
us to deliver a truly ‘always-on’ experience for 
our global fanbase, wherever they were on the 
planet. We would then curate videos and package 
them for social channels, targeting different 
consumer groups depending on content. The last 
edition was the closest Race in history, with just 
16 minutes splitting the first two boats after over 
40,000 miles around the world, and with that 
level of competition, and the action on the water 
evolving so quickly, so much of the value in the 

content lies in its speed and relevancy, rather 
than aesthetics. If fans cannot follow the action 
as it happens, we lose a major part of our Race as 
a world-class sporting event.

Like with rawness, there is also a thin line 
when it comes to using humour in your posts. 
“It is a way to unite cultures, but also shows 
that we do not take ourselves too seriously,” 
you said. Do you think the American style of 
‘all-area-access’ will have to prevail if sport 
properties will want to keep or gain new fans?
Behind-the-scenes content is really important for 
us to build our narrative arc as an event – but it is 
different to the BTS content in most other sports. 
The Ocean Race is not only a top-level competition, 
but the sailors also sleep, eat and live on board 
the boats, sometimes for three weeks at a 
time, meaning incredible stories of team work, 
leadership, stress management, strategy, joy, 
pain and sacrifice. There is no dressing room, 
no touchline to cross and no press conference at 
the end of a bad day. Instead, it is all inter-woven 
into one story, and the more real the moments we 
capture, the more engaging our fans find them. 
Our fans love sailing, boats and technology – but 
the human story is so compelling, and we all want 
to get under the skin of the world-class athletes 
taking on this brutal challenge.

You mentioned in an interview that as a brand 
you need to be relatable and self-aware and 
have a consistent tone of voice and personality. 
This sounds much easier than it is to achieve, 
but why is that?
Sports fans want authenticity, and ours are no 
different. Sailing is a traditionally conservative 
sport, but we are working hard to shift 
perceptions of what it takes to do a Race like this. 
Just like any other sport, sailing provides many 
unforgettable moments, but at times, when the 

wind drops, it can also be pretty boring. We are 
not afraid of that image – we embrace sailing’s 
complexities. In terms of tone of voice, we have 
developed a modern, fresh personality and I 
think that has played a big part in our 25-34 
age demographic increasing by 26% last race. 
When you are trying to reach new fans and 
grow your audience, there is always an element 
of making content for the audience you want, 
rather than the one you necessarily have, and we 
have invested a lot in educating our audience to 
create a pathway for fans to move from our social 
accounts through to our website, and hopefully, 
to become a fan of the Race. We saw more fans 
spending time on our tracker last edition than 
ever before, and I believe that is in part thanks 
to our work smartening up our audience, rather 
than dumbing down our content.

You were the Twitter Moments (the feature was 
later replaced by the Explore Tab) Curator at Rio 
2016 Olympic Games. Which was your favourite 
social moment of those Games and why?
Being part of the team at Twitter headquarters 
in London during such an incredible event was 
a great experience. The Moments feature was 
relatively newly launched at that time, and the 
Olympics were the first real global test of it. 
The idea was to create narratives from a series 
of tweets – whilst ensuring to build the story 
from several different angles, including official 
accounts, experts, athletes, and of course, 
fans. It represented one of the first moves into 
showcasing user-generated content, something 
that has since become a staple of sports 
coverage – and I think it was quite visionary in 
that sense. 2016 was the Games that Usain Bolt 
completed the triple-triple, became ‘immortal’ 
and I remember working through the night 
watching the action unfold live, as Twitter blew 
up. Amazing scenes.

JONATHAN TURNER [THE OCEAN RACE]

EVEN BACK IN THE EARLY DAYS, SAILORS WOULD 
GRAB A POLAROID CAMERA, KEEP DIARIES AND 
FILM ‘HOME MOVIES’ ONBOARD – BUT THEY JUST
DID NOT HAVE THE INFRASTRUCTURE, APPETITE 
OR OUTLET TO SEND IT BACK TO SHORE. 
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TV RATINGS: SLOVENIA, CROATIA, SERBIA 
MAY – OCTOBER 2019

2019 Men's European Volleyball 
Championship, in which Slovenia won the silver 
medal, took the fast lane on Slovenian televisions 
in the last six months period, overtaking all other 
sports. The team was gaining momentum win 
after win, as did the ratings. The highest-rated 
was of course the final match in Paris, which 
attracted a record number of TV viewers, even 
though Slovenia was defeated by Serbia. The 
final received 26.44% ratings (Kanal A, age 

group 18-54) and was watched by 80% of all 
viewers who were watching television at the time. 
According to the media company Pro Plus, the 
volleyball final was the most watched TV content 
this year. 

The second most watched TV broadcast was 
also volleyball – Slovenia’s semifinal win against 
Poland (22.94%). Other most watched broadcasts 
include quarterfinal (18.96%) and eighthfinal 
matches (13.06%) played by the Slovenian team 

FOCUS ON FOOTBALL 
AND VOLLEYBALL 

VOLLEYBALL
EUROVOLLEY, FINAL
KANAL A / 29 SEPTEMBER 2019
SLOVENIA – SERBIA

26.44%

FOOTBALL
UEFA EURO 2020 QUALIFYING 
NOVA TV / 6 SEPTEMBER 2019
SLOVAKIA – CROATIA

24.83%

FOOTBALL
CHAMPIONS LEAGUE, QUALIFICATIONS
RTS 1 / 27 AUGUST 2019
CRVENA ZVEZDA – YOUNG BOYS

19.18%

FOOTBALL
CHAMPIONS LEAGUE, FINAL
POP TV / 1 JUNE 2019
TOTTENHAM – LIVERPOOL (2ND HALF)

14.21%

FOOTBALL
CHAMPIONS LEAGUE
HTV 2 / 18 SEPTEMBER 2019
DINAMO – ATALANTA

16.62%

VOLLEYBALL
WOMEN'S EUROVOLLEY, FINAL
RTS 1 / 8 SEPTEMBER 2019
SERBIA – TURKEY

18.24%

FOOTBALL
UEFA EURO 2020 QUALIFYING
TV SLO 2 / 9 SEPTEMBER 2019
SLOVENIA – ISRAEL (2ND HALF)

13.97%

TENNIS
WIMBLEDON, FINAL
HTV 2 / 14 JULY 2019
N. ĐOKOVIĆ – R. FEDERER

7.12%

TENNIS
WIMBLEDON, FINAL
RTS 1 / 14 JULY 2019
N. ĐOKOVIĆ – R. FEDERER

16.52%

SLOVENIA CROATIA SERBIA
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against Russia and Bulgaria. All matches were 
played in Stožice Arena in Ljubljana. Outside of 
volleyball, the most watched TV broadcast was 
the Champions League second-half final match 
between Tottenham and Liverpool (POP TV, 
14.21%, age group 18-54).

Similarly in Serbia, football and volleyball 
received the highest ratings: the top-five 
placed are the Crvena zvezda matches in UEFA 
Champions League and UCL qualifications, with 
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Source: AGB Nielsen Media Research Slovenia, AGB Nielsen Media Research 
Croatia and Nielsen Audience Measurement Serbia

Target group: 
 4+
 18-54 years

All percentages (%) given in the text represent AMR% (Average Minute Rating).

the most TV viewers following the decisive 2nd 
leg play-offs match vs Young Boys (19.13%, age 
group 4+), followed by their first match (18.81%), 
the September match vs Bayern in Munich 
(17.53%) and the August qualifying round away 
match vs Copenhagen (17.23%). Outside of 
football, the most watched broadcasts include 
the women’s volleyball final, where Serbia 
defeated one of the EuroVolley co-hosts in Turkey 
and once again became European Champion 
(18.24%), followed by the men’s final in Paris, 
with about one percent lower ratings (17.09%), in 
which the Serbian team also became EuroVolley 
winners after defeating Slovenia.

Football was once again the most watched 
sport in Croatia. The top ten highest-rated 
broadcasts in last six months were matches 
played by the Croatian national team and 
Dinamo, and the UCL final. The leading three 
include EURO 2020 qualifying matches: the 
highest-rated Slovakia – Croatia, followed by 
away match vs Azerbaijan (21.64%) and home 
match vs Wales (17.45%). The most watched 
broadcast outside of football is the Wimbledon 
final between tennis stars Novak Đoković and 
Roger Federer, with the average ratings of 7.12% 
throughout the entire match.

TV ratings for the most watched sports 
broadcasts in Slovenia, Serbia and Croatia during 
the last six months are given below according 
to sports disciplines and competitions. The age 
group for broadcasts on Kanal A and Pop TV in 
Slovenia is 18-54, and 4+ for others.

PHOTO: CEV
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MARZENA BOGDANOWICZ [THE FA]

TEXT: Simona Kruhar Gaberšček
PHOTO: GettyImages, SportsPro

IT IS  
JUST FOOTBALL 
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M arzena Bogdanowicz is convinced 
that the most exciting time for 
women’s football is yet to come. 
First with the Summer Olympics 

coming up next year, next with UEFA Women’s 
EURO 2021 taking place in England. 
Marzena is the woman behind the marketing 
communications with England women's national 
football team The Lionesses, where her goal is 
to help the team become an iconic brand. She is 
also responsible for the marketing aspect within 
The Football Association’s (FA) “Gameplan for 
Growth”, a growth strategy designed to double 
participation and fanbase by 2021. Before joining 
The FA, Marzena was the Managing Director at 
B-focused, a consultancy specialised in sports 
marketing, sponsorship and event management. 
Prior to that, she spent a decade with the 
British Olympic Association (BOA) as Director of 
Marketing, where she built and managed their 
first commercial and marketing department. 
This summer was marked by 2019 FIFA Women's 
World Cup in France, where the Lionesses lost 
against USA in the WC semi-final. The Women’s 
World Cup winners also led the conversation with 
star players Megan Rapinoe and Alex Morgan. 
We talked with Marzena Bogdanowicz after 
the tournament and her guest appearance at 
SportsPro The Fan Conference held in London in 
September.

SOME BRANDS, SUCH AS HEAD AND SHOULDERS,
WANT BOTH MEN’S AND WOMEN’S FOOTBALL 
IN THEIR PORTFOLIO – WORKING ACROSS 
BOTH MEN’S AND WOMEN’S ENGLAND TEAMS – 
OTHERS, FOR EXAMPLE BOOTS, MAY WANT TO 
FOCUS EXCLUSIVELY ON THE WOMEN’S GAME.

SPORTO: What marketing learnings from the 
2019 FIFA Women’s World Cup in France could 
be beneficial for The FA and the Lionesses in 
the future?
MARZENA BOGDANOWICZ: Our ambition was to 
create heat around the 2019 FIFA Women’s World 
Cup, increasing the profile of the Lionesses 
both as a collective and as individuals, and 
inspiring the next generation. Our biggest 
learning has been working with all our partners 
and stakeholders together – we engaged with 
our commercial partners, the host broadcaster 
BBC, clubs, schools, media channels and the 
media – each and every one played a role. There 
is also much more we can do in the future and 
we are already planning for 2021 and the UEFA 
Women’s EURO.

The Lionesses World Cup squad announcement 
had a big impact as every selected player was 
announced by a celebrity via a Twitter video – 
Prince William, for example, confirmed Steph 
Houghton’s place as captain for England. Can 
you share some of the insights behind the 
planning and the execution of the (digital) 
campaign?
We knew we had to create heat and awareness 
around the squad announcement as few of the 
mainstream audience were waiting for it to land, 
we spent four months in planning to ascertain 
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the most appropriate and supportive celebrities/
influencers to work with. No one was paid to be 
part of the announcement, each and every one 
of our ambassadors expressed their desire to 
support us and our objective to inspire the next 
generation of young footballers. Every element 
was pre-planned and it was a huge team effort 
on the day to ensure everything ran on time. 
The players were totally unaware of what was 
going to happen, which was part of the plan to 
enable a genuine reaction. The cumulative reach 
of the individual posts was over 170 million and 
the video views, retweets and posts continued 
to grow. It was one of the most successful 
campaigns The FA has ever done. Underpinning 
all activity was our message #beready – be ready 
to embrace both this year’s Women’s World Cup 
and, just as importantly, be ready for the future of 
football in this country and what is to come.

You were the architect of the Team GB brand. 
One of your current challenges is to bring the 

Lionesses to a place where they are among the 
most recognizable brands globally. What are 
the pillars of the marketing strategy behind it, 
or in other words, what does it take to build this 
kind of brand?
One of the key elements in building a brand is 
the narrative that is behind it. The Lionesses are 
athletes at their pinnacle – relatable, humble 
and confident. We have worked hard in our 
messaging, ensuring the way we position the 
Lionesses is always on brand, and all our own 
internal teams, social channels and partners are 
clear on what we say.

There are huge expectations from the Lionesses 
in their October’s match against Germany, 
and the Wembley Stadium is expected to be 
sold out, which would be amazing. Can this be 
one of the turning points in the UK women’s 
football history? How do you plan to capitalise 
on this moment from the marketing perspective 
and which activities are you focusing on?
We are maximising and capitalising on every 
opportunity that we have, whether it is the match 
against Germany at Wembley or against Brazil 
in Middlesbrough – the impact from the World 
Cup is clear to see. We are continuing to build our 
fanbase and drive more girls to play the game. 
The most important element in all our activities 
is to ensure there is a clear call to action on 
everything we do and we signpost where and 
how to watch, follow or take part. 

You said in one of the interviews that the 
marketing and promotion of the women’s 
game is different than the men’s, and that it 
cannot be marketed in the same way. In your 
experience, what are the biggest differences in 
the approach?
A young boy will walk out of his front door and 
fall over a football. He and his parents will know 
where to take him to play and where to watch. 
For a young girl, it is still very different – we have 
to help with signposting, but also in changing 
perceptions. Tackling the old stereotypes and 
communicating that football is not a game just 
for boys but a game for anyone irrespective of 
gender, background or belief. This is one of the 
biggest differences and that we have to work 
much harder to get the message across.

What is your view regarding the “unbundling” 
of sponsorship rights from the men’s game in 
international tournaments and national teams 
– in the past, these rights were part of the 
package?
In my opinion, it is not about “unbundling” 
women’s and men’s rights, but attributing 
value to the women’s rights and ensuring a 
commitment to marketing and promotion of 
those rights. Some brands, such as Head and 
Shoulders, want both men’s and women’s 
football in their portfolio – working across both 

men’s and women’s England teams – others, for 
example Boots, may want to focus exclusively 
on the women’s game. Both are committed 
to the promotion of the women’s game in 
different ways. The FA work hard in the early 
discussions with potential partners to ensure the 
commitment and strategy is aligned to that of 
our own “Gameplan for Growth”. 

You set three main goals you want to achieve in 
women’s and girl’s football by 2020: double the 
participation, double the fanbase and achieve 
consistent success on the world stage. Which 
of these goals is most challenging for you 
personally and why?
We are fortunate that we are on track to achieve 
our goals outlined in the Gameplan. From a 
marketing, commercial and communications 
perspective, we will exceed on doubling 
participation and fanbase, whilst supporting 
the performance goal through building profile 
and credibility. This year’s World Cup has been a 
huge boost for the game and we have capitalised 
upon it. Our next challenge will be setting the 
vision and goals for the next four years.

Just recently, a new platform, The FA Player, 
was launched delivering live broadcast of 
every Women’s Super League (WSL) game. How 
important is this step in the popularisation of 
women’s football in general?
FA Player is a platform that promotes the 
women’s game to grow new audiences and 
build relationships with supporters. The single 
destination is our “Home of Women’s Football”. 
It provides increased reach, exposure and 
access to matches and is helping raise the 
profile of all our leagues and competitions, 
including the Barclays FA WSL and Lionesses, 
and ultimately helping increase match 
attendances, shining a light on clubs and their 
players both in the UK and internationally. Our 
objectives are to increase reach, visibility and 
breadth of coverage. 

With the Olympics coming up next year and 
UEFA Women’s EURO in 2021, there are exciting 
times ahead for the women’s game. However, 
there are still big differences between different 
countries. How do you see this development in 
the future? 
We have an exciting few years ahead and the 
level of growth in the game is at an exponential 
rate. The upcoming Olympic Games with a 
Team GB football squad and then a home 
UEFA Women’s EURO in 2021 will be huge 
opportunities for the spotlight to shine on 
the women’s game. They provide a catalyst to 
accelerate existing programmes and growth, 
and will allow The FA to continue to build the 
profile in the players, clubs and competitions. 
Ultimately, we want to normalise football – it is 
just football.

Marzena Bogdanowicz
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In my last column, I looked at “The Innovators’ 
Dilemma” in sports. The argument is simple: the 
commercial models that govern traditional sport 
are so profitable that it is virtually impossible to 
break away from them. But those same models 
are putting the industry at risk because they are 
inconsistent with the behaviours, expectations 
and media consumption patterns of the emerging 
audience.

Take the Premier League’s global broadcast 
strategy as an example. The Premier League will 
earn £9.2bn during the 2019-2022 rights cycle – 
there is no OTT platform or other distribution model 
that will be even close to being able to recreate that 
kind of revenue without a significant short-term hit. 

Similar analysis will be taking place across the 
sports industry, from broadcast deals to content 
distribution platforms, partnership models and 
even player contracts (including image rights), but 
the net result will always be the same, so, in the 
end, nothing will change. 

It is a classic dilemma. The very thing 
that makes traditional sport so profitable 
is the same thing that makes it vulnerable: 
exclusivity. Exclusivity is the foundation of all 
sports’ commercial models. For example, media 
companies pay around $50b globally for the 
exclusive right to broadcast or stream well-defined 
content packages. Having invested so much money 
for those rights, they are justifiably obsessed with 
fully controlling and protecting them. 

It also applies to sponsorship, where “Category 
Exclusivity” is a critical component of any deal. 
In my experience, “Category Definition”, which 
defines the scope of the exclusivity, is usually the 
most hotly contested clause in the whole contract – 
more than the rights fee itself. It is also the reason 
why brands and rights holders are so diligent at 
protecting themselves against any form of IP usage 
or ambush marketing that violates this prized right.

Beyond broadcast and sponsorship deals, 
exclusivity permeates every layer of the sports 
industry from player/talent deals to ticketing, 
media sales, IP usage, event promotion, licensing 
and merchandise. Essentially, exclusivity is the 
most valuable commodity in sport. 

But this obsession with exclusivity is also the 
source of sport’s vulnerability. 

Let me start by saying that I get it. I understand 
why athletes and rights holders ‘sell’ exclusivity 
and why media owners, brands and the other 
actors in this industry ‘buy’ it. I understand why 
it is so valuable and why everyone goes to such 
lengths to protect it. But I also think that it is 

increasingly getting in the way of how a young 
audience wants to engage with sport. Why do they 
need a Sky or BT Sport subscription to view Premier 
League highlights? Why can’t they rip content 
and add bespoke graphics to create clips to share 
with their mates on WhatsApp? Why can’t they live 
stream a key moment from on their Facebook Watch 
page? Why can’t they see what is going on in the 
Athlete’s Village at the Olympics in real time via the 
athletes’ Instagram feeds? Why can’t their favourite 
influencer use some in-game footage? Why is no 
one creating the behind the scenes or culture cross-
over content that they would love? Basically, why 
isn’t the content they want available when, where 
and how they want it? “Protection of exclusivity” is 
the answer to all these questions. 

We have become so accustomed to this way 
of doing things that it is easy to think that there 
are no alternatives, but of course there are. What 
about an ‘anti-exclusivity’ model which believes 
in the complete freedom of content: the more 
content, created by more people and distributed 
more broadly, through more platforms, the better. 
At the beginning, this model will certainly be 
less profitable and more difficult to monetise. 
Until someone starts with a blank sheet of paper 
and no revenue to lose and shows how it can 
be done by monetizing the audience directly 
through cryptocurrency-driven micropayments and 
gamification or by evolving the idea of “pay-per-
view” to “pay-to-participate”.

Similarly, I think that sponsors get too obsessed 
with the idea of exclusivity. In all aspects of life, 
competing brands sit alongside each other. 
Everywhere you look, Heineken and Budweiser, 
Coke and Pepsi, Bose and Beats, Under Armour and 
Nike, BMW and Mercedes, Emirates and Etihad, 
Rolex and Omega are literally right next to each 
other – in stores, on the streets, in the media and 
certainly in the audience’s minds. What is the big 
deal if they are at the same sporting event too? In 
fact, they often are anyway …

Again, I think that there is a new, more inclusive 
model, where multiple brands are present and 
understand the need to ‘earn’ attention rather than 
‘contractually enforce’ it. In the short term, brands 
will not be willing to pay as much for non-exclusive 
rights as they are for exclusive rights – until they 
start to realise that because the audience does not 
recognize the exclusivity they have paid for, it is not 
worth that much anyway.

The sports industry has been hooked on 
exclusivity for over 70 years – but unless it can kick 
its obsession with it, it might also be its downfall …

THE OBSESSION WITH EXCLUSIVITY 

COLUMN  
Carsten Thode / Aphetor, Founder
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SCOTT KEGLEY [MINNESOTA VIKINGS]

Scott Kegley explains the Vikings' digital storytelling 
TEXT: Matej Praprotnik
PHOTO: GettyImages

THANK 
SPORT 
FOR THE 
MIRACLES 
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Consumer trust in social media is in decline. 
Facebook pages are no longer achieving the 
same level of reach and engagement. This does 
not seem to have much effect on sporting events, 
however, as victories and sports miracles attract 
by far the most interest and are spreading faster 
than any other type of content. 

Scott Kegley, Executive Director of Digital 
and Innovation at the Minnesota Vikings, is well 
aware of this. Even though there are less games 
played in the National Football League (NFL) 
than in the NBA or baseball, American football 
is extremely popular on social media, providing 
not only a multitude of engaging stories but even 
an occasional sports miracle. One of them will be 
presented by Scott Kegley at this year’s SPORTO 
Conference. 

The Minneapolis Miracle
The best play in Vikings' history was the 

Minneapolis Miracle, the 2017 divisional round 
game against the New Orleans Saints played 
on 14 January 2018. The Vikings, who entered 
halftime with a 17-0 lead, were well along the way 
to the semi-final, when the Saints suddenly “rose 
from the dead”, so to speak, establishing a 24-23 
second-half lead with only 10 seconds remaining 
in regulation. The Vikings were in despair – they 
lost a big lead and the last few seconds did not 
seem like enough time to get it back. 

But then the Vikings’ quarterback Case 
Keenum took a chance and threw a high pass to 
wide receiver Stefon Diggs, who had to leap into 
the air to make the catch. He stumbled slightly 
but managed to regain his balance, surprised to 
see that there were no Saints defenders nearby 
to tackle him. With no one between him and the 
end zone, he sprinted down the sideline for a 
touchdown, scoring 6 points. The fans went crazy: 

the game was the first in NFL playoff history to 
end in a touchdown as time expired. This was 
more than enough to take the final lead and the 
historic win. After a few minutes celebration, both 
teams returned for the mandated conversion 
attempt following a game-ending touchdown – a 
spectacle that can only be created in a gigantic 
stadium by the uncertainty of the tie. 

What made the triumph against the Saints 
so spectacular was the excitement of the last 
moments. The amount of exposure on social 
media with clips of happy celebration was 
extraordinary. Fans were uploading their videos 
on YouTube to show their joy and enthusiasm – 
crying, dancing at home or in the office, one of 
them even jumping in the pool. The best of these 
fan reactions were then posted on the Vikings 
YouTube channel in a video called “The Best 
Reactions to the Minneapolis Miracle.” 

Every fan experiences these enthusiastic 
moments from time to time. “That is certainly 
the best play, the best sporting moment I have 
ever been a part of,” says Kegley. He offers a few 
other examples of sports miracles in American 
sports history, for example the “Miracle on Ice”, 
a medal-round game during the men’s ice hockey 
tournament at the 1980 Winter Olympics in Lake 
Placid, New York, when the US team won the gold 
medal by defeating the Soviet Union. 

After their miraculous victory, the Vikings 
had another momentous opportunity to finally 
break the Super Bowl Curse: no team has ever 
managed to reach the Super Bowl in their home 
stadium, and in 2018, Super Bowl was scheduled 
at their own US Bank stadium in Minneapolis. 
Unfortunately, finishing in the top four was the 
only miracle of the season. In the quarterfinal – 
in front of more than 60,000 spectators – they 
were defeated by the Philadelphia Eagles, who 
eventually became Super Bowl champions. 

Scott Kegley, who has a degree in broadcast 
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clubs with a global audience: “I think it is easy 
to look at another team and say, ‘OK, this is 
something that we can do, too.’ And I think that, 
in terms of coming up with creative approaches 
to content, sometimes you have to look outside 
the sports industry. There is a lot that you can 
take from how other, maybe entertainment, 
verticals might be doing, whether that is late 
night television and their approach to digital 
media or different influencers who are creating 
content in an interesting way on platforms.”

While American football is the most popular 
sport in the US, basketball has a wider global 
audience. According to Facebook’s social 
monitoring platform Crowdtangle, the NBA has 
about 500 million Facebook fans and NFL around 
170 million. Still, NFL fans are also enthusiastic 
consumers, and the size of the stadiums that can 
accommodate up to 100,000 visitors certainly 
contributes to the growing content offering and 
the response to it. First-hand videos count the 
most, whether it is on Facebook, Instagram, 
Snapchat, Twitter or, more recently, TikTok. 

Outside the US, increased interest shows that 
American football is becoming a worldwide sport. 
To connect to fans globally, the Vikings started, 
a while ago, to create content in other languages 
as well, including British English, German and 
Brazilian Portuguese. 

“This time we have actually created separate 
handles, so kind of following the model of some 
of the Premier League teams in creating these 
localized handles. I think that is some of the 
biggest learnings that I have seen from clubs in 
Europe and their approach to global audience,” 
reveals Kegley.

Close to the audience  
wherever they are!

“Our goal is to create content for people 
to consume in the formats that they want to 
consume in. We want to go to our audience as 
opposed to force our audience to take certain 
actions to be able to see our content,” he 
continues. But since platforms keep evolving 
fast, following trends is challenging for the 
big clubs also. The Vikings have started using 
TikTok at the beginning of this season: “TikTok 
reminds me a little bit of Vine in its early days 
where people were trying to figure out how 
to approach Vine. I am interested in TikTok, 
because it is such a different audience, the 
way they consume content is vastly different. 
I think a lot of teams could put content across 
different platforms – let's say you try to find a 
one really engaging piece of content and figure 
out how that can work across all platforms – 
and TikTok is really different. We have only been 
on it since the start of the season and when 
we tried to do something like that, it has not 
been as successful, and when we made content 

that is specifically for TikTok, it is been very 
successful for us.” Fortunately, they have plenty 
of time and plenty of people to cover all major 
platforms. 

On YouTube they have recently passed 
100,000 subscribers, and, on the digital media 
side, they have their own website, their mobile 
application and a connected TV application 
for smart TV. But every so often, a platform has 
to be ‘killed’. In San Francisco with the 49ers, 
for example, they tried to create an online fan 
community with profiles that was not successful, 
because fans wanted to engage with the team 
on Facebook. No matter what the platform, 
measurable goals should be defined before 
choosing any one of them. 

The thing that the Vikings appreciate the most 
is the loyalty of their fans, and that is why they 
created the Vikings Rewards platform, through 
which fans can earn points for buying tickets 
and performing different online activities, and 
then redeem those points for prizes and various 
unforgettable experiences, such as carrying 
the fan flag pre-game or attending a press 
conference. Something worth mimicking? 

Augmented reality, podcasts 
and strategic partners – 
working together is easier!

The Vikings' digital team approaches new 
technologies strategically. The augmented 
reality (AR) integration within the Vikings mobile 
app provides an improved experience every 
year, which also brings new strategic partners. 

Partnering with Pepsi, they brought back 
plastic cups which are sold in the stadium. When 
you scan each cup using the Vikings app, it looks 
like there is a Viking jumping out on the football 
field. There are offensive or defensive cups, and 
depending on which cup you purchased, the 
game is either offensive or defensive. You can 
get up to a high score of 20 and, at the end of 
the game, the virtual player celebrates. You can 
then mimic that celebration, share it on social 
media and be eligible to win prizes from Pepsi. 
The game is very popular, and a lot more cups 
and drinks have been sold as a result. 

It is no secret that podcasts have also been 
growing very quickly in the US, and the Vikings 
are keeping up. In collaboration with their local 
radio partner KFAN, they have created a podcast 
network, where their quarterback Kirk Cousins 
is one of the hosts, which makes the content all 
the more captivating.

When it comes to technologies and 
storytelling, the Vikings miss no opportunity. 
And when the next miracle happens, their 
stories will be the best. 

Scott Kegley 

journalism, knows his way around digital 
storytelling. He gained a lot of practical 
experience early on at the University of Southern 
California, where he worked as the producer, 
sports journalist and news anchor. His work for 
the Vikings Entertainment Network looks similar 
to a newsroom: “There is a lot of different forms 
of storytelling. Whether it is a 30-minute video 
or a 10-second clip for social media, it is still 
storytelling, and, at the end of the day, still a lot 
of what I fall back on and am passionate about.” 

After the university, he had to decide whether 
to pursue journalism or a career in sports industry. 
He applied to a number of teams on the US West 
Coast and started working as an intern with the 
NFL team the San Francisco 49ers, where he 
worked on their website, creating different forms 
of content including texts and videos. As the video 
format became increasingly more accessible, 
their department grew very quickly. He wore many 
different hats and the set of skills he learned as a 
journalist are still applicable today. 

Inspiration can be found  
outside the sports industry

When trying to find inspiration for their 
stories, Kegley and his colleagues do not focus 
only on competitive teams or European football 
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JEFF NATHENSON [WHISTLE SPORTS]

J eff Nathenson is Head of International at 
Whistle Sports. In one of the interviews, 
he defines Whistle as “strange and 
unique organisation” – a social and 

digital studio that creates content for the next 
generation of sports consumers and includes 
influencers, athletes and clubs. “Because of our 
focus on social and the fact that the models for 
social evolve quickly, we as a company have had to 
continuously question our purpose and direction. 
Originally a multi-channel network composed of 
YouTube stars, we are now an agency, consultancy 
and studio all wrapped up into one,” he says. They 
focus on the creative aspect, from scripted shows 
to user generated content. 

Jeff shares insights for SPORTO about 
generation Z (Gen Z) and brand engagement 
opportunities through sports content in the 
digital age. 

SPORTO: Let’s start with a definition. How would 
you define Gen Z, the next generation? Is the 
use of captions within videos (“captions always 
on”) already part of this definition? 
JEFF NATHENSON: The common definition of Gen Z 
is a grouping of individuals born after 1997. I do 
not believe you can define them in a series of 
specific digital/social activities, as those things 
change so quickly.

What characteristics we have seen through our 
research into Gen Z, and specifically Gen Z men, is 
that they are highly competitive and hard working. 

that in turn will impact their relationship with 
consumers.

Equally, digital natives want so much more 
from their brands in terms of information and 
entertainment. When a brand has 10 million 
Instagram followers and those followers visit the 
Instagram app 7-12 times a day, they are asking 
the brands to provide content and engagement 
to match their appetite. Far too many brands treat 
social like a product catalogue instead of what it 
really is – which is a daily conversation with your 
customers on your areas of mutual interests.

Brands that do not engage in that kind of 
conversation are missing a massive opportunity.

How did the Gen Z’s way of consuming content 
affect sports sponsorships?
Sponsorships are no longer just plastering your 
logo on a shirt or a hoarding on the side of pitch. 
All you need to do is look at who is sponsoring 
club shirts right now to recognize that the 
industry recognizes that this is not the route to 
reach young people. Half of all Premier League 
clubs have shirt sponsors for betting companies – 
targeting the over-25s.

If brands are going to use sport as a means of 
reaching young audiences, they must have much 
more of a story-oriented approach. The question 
that marketing executives should ask is, “Where 
do you see the intersection of your own values, 
those of your potential fans and the sport you are 
sponsoring?” And from there, how do you build 

YOU NEED TO  
FIRST IDENTIFY 
YOUR OWN STORY 
AND AUDIENCE
TEXT: Dragan Perendija
PHOTO: GettyImages

They do not subscribe to the false misconceptions 
of their generation that they are fragile or overly-
sensitive. They are not the generation where 
everyone deserves prizes for their efforts. At the 
same time, Gen Z are open minded and accepting 
of people based upon their differences.

On the entertainment side, Gen Z does not 
operate under the verticals as the media industry 
has defined them. Esports is as worthy of their 
attention as traditional sports. Non-traditional 
sports – like climbing and skateboarding – are 
as much sport as football and basketball. Sport 
for this generation relies on intelligence as 
much as physical ability. This in turn explains 
their attachment of value to esports, where older 
generations find its inclusion under “sports” 
mystifying.

We are not talking just about digital native 
brands but also about digital native new 
generations. They get in touch with brands 
(including premium brands endorsed by 
influencers) at a much younger age than the 
previous generations. How do they “consume” 
brands today?
Individuals across all demos have much higher 
expectations for their brands. They are asking 
their brands – and people do exert ownership 
– to have values that align with theirs. Brands 
need to be so much more socially aware and 
understand how their business decisions will 
have ramifications throughout social media and 



49 

stories around this intersection point.
Examples of brands that understand and have 

executed on this are the likes of adidas, Red Bull 
and EA. They are using their relationships with 
athletes, teams and leagues as a component 
to an actual media strategy. And with this 
investment, the sponsors can also shape the 
sport going forward.

Engage, entertain and inspire is your mantra. 
Are there any trends you can detect connected 
to brand engagement and building brand love/
loyalty through sports content? 
One of the things that continually fascinates me 
is the way that EA’s FIFA brand has blurred the 
lines between real sport and gaming. One of the 
most interesting phenomenon is the excitement 
leading up the launch of FIFA 20 and the release 
of the ratings for FIFA Ultimate Team. This has 
become an event not just on the EA calendar 
but across all football leagues. It is something 
that all of the players pay attention to as well as 
they are big fans of FIFA. Their clubs, publishers 
and EA itself has capitalized on this by posting 
a number of different types of videos across 
multiple platforms of the players’ reactions to 
their ratings.

That is not something new but a recurring 
event every year. But what it does demonstrate 
is how a property like FIFA has integrated its own 
story into the football season, added to the fun 
of the debate about which player is the best, 
and then from there, drives fans to go out and 
purchase the game. This is all done seamlessly 
so that fans do not view this advertising for FIFA 
20 but actually part of their enjoyment of football.

GEN Z IS ENGAGED IN CAUSES IN 
A WAY THAT IS INTEGRATED INTO 
THEIR PERSONAL GROWTH. THIS IS 
PARTLY DUE TO ACCESSIBILITY AND 
SHAREABILITY OF IDEAS THROUGH 
SOCIAL. IT IS ALSO DUE TO WHAT 
A MESS MY GENERATION HAS LEFT 
BEHIND FOR THEM TO CLEAN UP.

If Sky Brown qualifies for 2020 Olympics, she will be 12 years and 15 days old when the skateboarding competition begins in Tokyo.
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JEFF NATHENSON [WHISTLE SPORTS]

“The sports that we follow are not just sports 
that we follow, they are part of who we are and 
also our social group. We are at war here. We 
are at war together against cute cat videos, 
which are kicking our ass right now,” was your 
comment for SportsPro. How to really cut through 
if you are a smaller organisation/brand? 
Social platforms have brought in new voices and 
with an increase of voices comes the challenge 
of cutting through. It used to be simple to reach 
mass audiences through one television series 
on a limited number of channels or through 
the purchase of an ad campaign. Yet we also 
knew that those forms of advertising could be 
ineffective, which is why audio was boosted 
during ad breaks.

In order to cut through, you need to first 
identify your own story and audience. You cannot 
be everything to everyone. The second thing is to 
collaborate. Firstly, you need to collaborate with 
the stakeholders, that means working with your 
league, your players and even the other clubs. 
Equally, look beyond your sport as well to other 
sports, entertainers and organisations that can 
draw in audience. And then look to working with 
YouTubers and influencers. They are native to 
these platforms, have large audiences and know 
how to tell stories unique to social.

Finally, use all means of communicating your 
existence on social. Do not just use social handles 
to drive off-line activities. Do the inverse. Make 
sure that you have a cross-platform strategy that 
is continuously cross-promoting.

I had a quote from Adam Silver of the NBA – 
though I cannot quite locate it – that the NBA 
looks at every decision it makes through the 
prism of what it means on social and for the social 
channels. They understand that this is the direct 
line to their audience and treat it with that level of 
importance.

DIGITAL NATIVES WANT SO MUCH MORE FROM 
THEIR BRANDS IN TERMS OF INFORMATION 
AND ENTERTAINMENT. WHEN A BRAND HAS 10 
MILLION INSTAGRAM FOLLOWERS AND THOSE 
FOLLOWERS VISIT THE INSTAGRAM APP 7-12 
TIMES A DAY, THEY ARE ASKING THE BRANDS 
TO PROVIDE CONTENT AND ENGAGEMENT TO 
MATCH THEIR APPETITE. 

Organisations need to ensure that the bosses 
are as vested in success as everyone on the 
social team.

What is your opinion about AS Roma approach 
to digital content? They mastered the hype 
around transfer topic in previous seasons, and 
this year, they used their platforms to partner 
with the missing children organisations, 
launching the “Missing Children Social 
Campaign.” Sports can be so much more  
than sports? 
This is not such a leap as the question makes 
it out to be. Sport has always been about 
community and that community extends well 
beyond what happens on the pitch on any given 
Saturday. It initially manifested itself in terms 
of civic pride and involvement. Now that clubs 
are international, their communities are also 
international and so should be their causes. 
Social platforms give them the global ability to 
have that impact.

It comes back to determining what your brand 
is about. Circling back to the first question about 
Gen Z, this generation is engaged in causes in a 
way that is integrated into their personal growth. 
This is partly due to accessibility and shareability 
of ideas through social. It is also due to what a 
mess my generation has left behind for them to 
clean up.

It is important for brands, leagues, clubs and 
all of us to recognize that we need to be about 
more than just where our team stands in the 
table. As Roma is one club and the immediacy 
of their “Missing Children Social Campaign” 
has an immediate and a call-to-action that only 
social could deliver. But there are so many other 
ways that organisations have found to take the 
community they have built and direct it towards 
doing good. And with social reach and the 

celebrity surrounding our business, we have the 
ability to make an impact greater than ever before.

You spent a part of your career at YouTube. 
How do you see the influence of the platform 
on sports and all stakeholders (rights holders, 
sports fans, brands)? 
It is difficult to realise this, but YouTube is 
approaching its 15th birthday. Can you remember 
a time when you could not just type into YT search 
bar your favourite band, comedian, footballer or 
even university lecture topic and have so much to 
watch? But the platform is so much more than just 
a repository of video.

It has altered the relationship between brands 
and media organisations and their audiences. 
It has made all of the previous television ratings 
appear outdated. With YouTube analytics, you 
can painfully see exactly at what edit point your 
audience deserted you. You can scroll through 
the comments and hear immediately the actual 
opinions of your fans.

The influence is that we have all had to be 
much more receptive and open to our audience. 
It is no longer good to provide fans with “what 
we thought they wanted to see.” We have had to 
alter our business models and overall approach 
to media, because this platform provided the 
strongest and loudest feedback loop ever 
created for mass media. And with that, sport has 
changed. People ask when will live sports come 
en masse onto the platform. I do not believe that 
is either the point or even the ultimate outcome. 
How we need to use YouTube is to understand 
that our community will be on the platform. The 
question is how do we get our arms around our 
community globally and hold a fun yet meaningful 
conversation with them. 

Jeff Nathenson
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ON THE RISE  
Tadej Pogačar
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REMEMBER  
THE NAME!
“If you have not heard about him, you should feel embarrassed. Tadej 
Pogačar from Slovenia! Remember the name!” was what Eurosport’s 
commentator was bluntly saying to the audience towards the end of stage 9 
of this year’s Vuelta a España. His enthusiasm grew as the cycling prodigy 
continued to leave all top riders in his wake in stages 13 and 20, which 
brought him to the winning podium alongside overall winner Primož Roglič 
and second-placed Alejandro Valverde. He also received a white jersey for 
the best young rider in La Vuelta and became the youngest rider ever to win 
three climbing stages in a Grand Tour (one of the three three-week races: 
Tour de France, Giro d’Italia and Vuelta a España) in the last 85 years!

This has been an exceptional year for 21-year-old Tadej Pogačar, who will 
stay with UAE Team Emirates and in the good hands of Sports Director and 
Manager of the Male Slovenian National Team Andrej Hauptman at least 
until the end of the 2023 season. This was his first professional season in 
a foreign team. Last year, when he was still a Ljubljana Gusto Xaurum team 
member, he became a young star with the overall win at Tour de l'Avenir, a 
race similar to the Tour de France but for riders aged 23 or younger. In the 
second half of this year, he won two races in Amgen Tour of California and 
two in Volta ao Algarve, building a strong foundation for his first Grand Tour 
participation in La Vuelta.  

Many who have witnessed his progress over the last few months have 
only one thing to say: Tadej is an extraordinary cycling talent with 
great determination. An interesting fact that demonstrates how big his 
‘explosion’ in 2019 really was is that, less than a year ago, he was selling 
his two-year-old Colnago for a meagre €900 on Facebook, and a few 
months later, he was winning the hardest mountain stages during one of 
the biggest races in the world on a bike of the same brand.  

Since cycling is a team sport, professional team members are relatively 
limited in leveraging their own marketing potential. Pogačar, whose 
United Arab Emirates team is in Abu Dhabi, fulfils his obligations towards 
all team partners once a year, at the end of the season, which include 
several marketing activities in the Middle East. “This year will be my first 
time in this role,” he says before the team’s sponsors camp. Apart from 
the UAE partners, of whom Emirates airlines is the biggest in terms of 
investment, his partner in Slovenia is Seat. “With marketing, I trust my 
manager, who knows exactly what the club’s limitations are and in what 
areas I have more freedom relative to endorsements,” he adds. Along with 
his successes and popularity, his fanbase is also growing – his Instagram 
account currently has 35,000 followers. 
PHOTO: GettyImages
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MARIN RIBAĆ [SPORTRADAR]

Sportradar is the world's leading provider 
of sports data and, as such, one of the 
most important stakeholders in the 
sports media and betting industries. 

Ljubljana is one of its key bases, where they 
employ over 130 people working across trading 
and risk management software, virtual sports 
betting products, sports content visualisations 
and mobile applications. 

We spoke to Marin Ribać, Sales Director for 
South East Europe, about the importance of 
sports data, user behaviour, and experiences and 
opportunities for sports stakeholders.

USERS EXPECT 
RELIABILITY AND 
SPEED OF DATA 
TEXT: Jure Doler

Marin Ribać

FANS OF A CLUB OR SPORT MAY SHARE THE
SAME PASSION, BUT PERSONALISATION, BOTH
IN TERMS OF CONTENT AND APPROPRIATE 
ADVERTISING, IS KEY TO MAINTAINING AND
ENHANCING THOSE RELATIONSHIPS. 

SPORTO: Sportradar is in fact the leading data 
provider for a host of sports organisations 
and other stakeholders in the sports industry 
worldwide. How do you see the company’s role 
and its importance in developing a state-of-the-
art sports ecosystem?  
MARIN RIBAĆ: We occupy a leading position in 
the digital media landscape, where quality sports 
data is extremely important. Fans now expect 
engaging, personalised content on demand, 
which requires accurate, reliable and fast data. 

Sportradar’s data procurement covers 
more than 40 sports and, in the US, have been 

entrusted as the official data partner of all four 
major leagues: the NBA, NHL, NFL and MLB. 
Through these partnerships, we make meaning 
of data, using technology to create accessible 
and engaging ways for end users to enjoy sport 
across a range of formats, meeting their needs 
whilst generating monetisation opportunities for 
rights holders.

In addition to data, OTT and video content, 
available anytime and on any device, is 
increasingly important. 
OTT has become an increasingly crucial tool for 
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rights holders, helping increase engagement 
with audiences. While linear broadcasts still 
have a role to play, OTT delivers engaging 
content and information to audiences, and 
increases commercial opportunities. Using 
this, rights holders can make better decisions 
regarding their content strategy based on user 
data and viewing habits, which can help fine-
tune and optimise their entire approach, using 
a variety of production, personalisation and 
monetisation tools.

What is your approach in this?
Sportradar OTT combines data with market-
leading video technology to help clients create a 
personalised platform that engages audiences, 
bringing them closer to the action in a way that is 
also financially rewarding. 

To date, we have created customised 
solutions for clients such as Borussia Dortmund, 
the World Rally Championship (WRC), SEHA 
league in the region and the European Handball 
Federation (EHF), as well as media outlets 
including Onefootball and Deutsche Telekom. 

With user habits and comprehensive sports 
data, together with a range of tools as part of our 
OTT offering, we can improve the user experience, 
without the viewer needing to leave the platform. 
User activity can then help inform rights holders, 
when it comes to their content strategy and 
generating new commercial opportunities, from 
this. This user information gives rights holders 
the ability to create a stronger, more attractive 
offering for existing and potential sponsors. 

What is your experience in working with 
different stakeholders from the sports industry 
– clubs and leagues or federations on the one 
hand, and companies on the other? You are 
also working with betting companies, which is 
a more delicate area. What kind of approach is 
required here? 
With sports clubs and leagues, we make meaning 
of data, using it to create the best content and 
insights for their audiences. As part of our ad:s 
marketing service, we then use audience data 
and activity to help them target and retain 
users, while providing options for sponsorship 
opportunities.  

That data-driven approach continues into our 
integrity work, where we use our comprehensive 
data across the global betting market to flag any 
suspicious patterns and guard against match-
fixing and other integrity threats. As part of this, 
we continuously educate clubs, players and 
officials on the topic to ensure they are fully up to 
speed when it comes to keeping sport clean.

Taking the example of the movie Moneyball, in 
which Brad Pitt sets up a baseball team based 

on data, and applying it in real life, how can 
data driven companies use data to refine their 
investments and increase performance? 
Data can be used in a number of ways to increase 
personalisation, engagement and entertainment. 
For example, again as part of ad:s, using data, 
we can help clients’ marketing and sponsorship 
efforts, generating personalised ads and 
content based on certain activity on-site. We 
also work with several companies that use 
natural language generation (NLG) together 
with our game data to create automated stories 
relevant to either home or away team fans. Our 
data products and services are backed by the 
latest innovation, including machine learning, 
which allows us to leverage the excitement and 
unpredictability of sports by providing fans with 
increased opportunities to feel a part of the 
action, through content and betting markets. 

When it comes to sports statistics, our 
partnership with the NBA is a good example of 
how data can be used to increase performance. 
With access to the NBA’s Second Spectrum 
data technology to track advanced statistics, 
Sportradar makes meaning of this and helps 
the sport use it in ways that generate increased 
excitement and engagement. The team itself, 
however, uses the information for player analysis 
and success on field as well as in their fan 
engagement efforts. Together, this use of data 
technology can help improve performance and 
success both on and off the court.  

With clubs, we are witnessing lately that 
sponsors are more analytical and prudent when 
entering new partnerships. They want to know 
who the fans are and how they can make their 
products more approachable to them. 

Is there one example of an innovative use of 
sports data that especially stands out? 
Not many people are aware that currently one 

WE ALSO WORK WITH SEVERAL COMPANIES
THAT USE NATURAL LANGUAGE GENERATION
(NLG) TOGETHER WITH OUR GAME DATA TO
CREATE AUTOMATED STORIES RELEVANT TO 
EITHER HOME OR AWAY TEAM FANS.

of the most successful applications for tracking 
live results was developed in Zagreb, called 
SofaScore. If I had to pick one of its many 
impressive features, it would be player ratings. 
This is a result of several years of mathematical 
algorithm development, which helps to classify 
players based on their performance. The app 
is now considered a benchmark by traditional 
media across Europe, who use these ratings in 
their own editorial content. 

To conclude, let’s look at the future. In what 
direction is sport headed and what will be the 
future user experience? 
Given the amount, diversity and accessibility of 
sports entertainment content these days, sport 
is facing a challenge. With the development 
of technology and increased prevalence of 
5G and WiFi, the way content is consumed 
has dramatically changed, especially among 
younger generations who increasingly expect 
personalised, engaging content on demand. 

While perhaps daunting for some, data can 
be the secret to delivering the right content to 
the appropriate target audience, backed up by 
data-driven advertising. Against a backdrop of 
increased competition from the likes of Amazon 
and Netflix, leagues and clubs have to leverage 
their unique assets, such as player access and 
rights, with the help of user insights, if they are 
to stand out from the crowd.

Fans of a club or sport may share the same 
passion, but personalisation, both in terms of 
content and appropriate advertising, is key to 
maintaining and enhancing those relationships. 
By doing that, not only do audiences get the 
content they want, rights holders and sponsors 
can optimise their position within the sports 
media ecosystem as well.
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LEE WALKER [BLEACHER REPORT]

A CONSTANT  
CYCLE OF CONTENT 

(Sports) media today are not only information providers, they are also providers of entertainment 
content. Lee Walker, Global Managing Editor at US-based website Bleacher Report, shares insights 

about their creation process and the parallels with brands.
TEXT: Aljoša Cankar
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Media has been facing ground-breaking 
changes over the last decade with social 
networks transforming the way information is 
consumed. Their impact is especially evident in 
the speed with which information is provided 
– the response to events is immediate and 
the latest news is delivered instantly over a 
continuous 24-hour cycle. Today, you would 
be hard-pressed to find a sports-focused 
digital media company that can respond and 
even dictate new trends with the same speed. 
Bleacher Report (B/R) took a fresh approach in 
creating engaging sport content by focusing on 
audience analysis and including animated video 
content with a satirical spin. 

Users today want content that not just reports 
news about events or action but goes beyond the 
court, the stadium and the arena. Publishers are 
no longer only information providers, but have 
become suppliers of entertainment. It is because 
of this seemingly light-hearted approach that, 
in the past, B/R was often criticised or looked 
at with scepticism. Their best response is the 
success they are achieving: in addition to 
covering all of the most popular sports, a big part 
of their focus is also on the culture around them 
– from gaming and esports to the latest kicks 
that both enthusiastic sneaker collectors (yes, 
these are growing, too) and others love so much.

Another big hit was their animation series 
“Game of Zones”, especially popular among 
NBA fans. First designed as a parody of the TV 
show “Game of Thrones”, it later took on a more 
general medieval note. The action revolves in 
a humorous way around rivalry, transfers and 
other key events from the players’ everyday lives. 
You may have heard of its football equivalent 
“The Champions” (the first two seasons have 
driven 400,000 YouTube subscribers) featuring 

stories and incidents of UEFA Champions League 
players and their managers. Neither of the 
series is willing to compromise – even a more 
controversial game has no brakes – but without 
crossing any lines. This remains their trademark.

According to Lee Walker, Global Managing 
Editor at Bleacher Report and guest speaker 
at One-Zero event in Dublin, there are millions 
of pieces of content created every day, and to 
stand out in this noise, publishers must create 
content that is exemplary and differentiated. 
“If you actually grab someone's attention 
with quality content rather than ‘Team X beats 
Team Y 2-1’, that gives you a great chance to 
make an emotional connection with audience. 
B/R continuously implements strategies to 
make content that is sought out by audience 
rather than just being served up,” says Walker, 
emphasizing that technology dictates content 
consumption. “Everyone has a smart phone, wi-fi 
connections are getting faster – we can consume 
content pretty much anywhere, pretty much 
anytime. This gives users infinite choice from 
an abundance of sources, and people will not 
continue to use your product just because their 
parents did.” 

Both publishers and brands – who are more 
and more creating their own content – are often 
reluctant to publish content that could be seen as 
too daring for fear of negative feedback. Walker, 
however, does not see that as a bad thing: “If 
you do not yield an emotional reaction from 
content, then you do not create any feedback – 
either positive or negative. Plain content creates 
a passive response and homogenous content 
does not yield any brand loyalty. If supply of your 
product is limited, then that may work. But if 
supply is limitless, people will go elsewhere.” 

B/R has a particularly large audience of 
young people, a new generation of users who 
engage with their content on a daily basis. As 
for their commercial partners, Walker explains: 
“We have presenting sponsors like State Farm on 
Game of Zones who just want to be associated 
with a show that has a huge audience whilst 
other partners like to work more closely with our 
branded content department to see how they can 
communicate more explicit brand goals.” The 
new season of The Champions is presented by 
Playstation.

What is the preparation process 
that ensures content does not 
end up in “a digital graveyard”? 

Covering sports, especially on social media, 
demands an instant response. As consumers, 
we see only the end product, oblivious of the 

many discarded versions that were planned 
for other possible outcomes. At B/R, they put a 
lot of preparation into their work. For example, 
they have “a transfer insider” who follows up 
on the rumours to determine whether or not 
they are true. With Neymar Jr.'s potential move 
to FC Barcelona, it was a saga that lasted all 
through to the end of the transfer window, but 
in the end, nothing happened and the plethora 
of content prepared in case the official signing 
was made ended up in “a digital graveyard” – a 
place for all unpublished content. Nevertheless, 
B/R sees capturing the emotion and the mood 
of the audience anywhere, anytime as key. It is 
a constant cycle of content that tries to express 
what the respective fanbases are feeling and 
to sum up all their emotions in a piece of 
content that they would want to share with their 
friends. “We aim to create content that says ‘B/R 
understands me,’” concludes Walker.

A fight for survival paying off 
as quality and differentiation

B/R is US-based (they were acquired in 2012 
by Turner Broadcasting System), but operates 
globally. In 2016, they set up their first overseas 
branch offices in London. When asked about 
the future development of (sports) media 
landscape, Walker answers: “We can talk about 
Facebook accounts that have had financial 
trouble despite having 35 million followers. It 
does not mean anything if no one is engaging 
with the content. It is like saying ‘I play at 
Old Trafford’ when there are only 12 people 
inside the stadium. As the world moves toward 
creating more content than any individual 
can ever consume, feeds can just become an 
endless monotony aimed to distract. Those who 
grab attention will thrive, those who do not 
will be in a landgrab for audience and they will 
struggle as media buying is something of a zero 
sum game.” 

Speaking about the next phase of their 
subscription video streaming service B/R 
Live, Walker reveals that they will continue to 
deliver the type of content that stands out: 
“We are proud of the work we are doing now 
with Champions League. It is a competitive 
landscape, but we are confident that we can 
offer something unique for fans.” 

The future will therefore favour those media 
and their commercial partners that will dare 
to stand out and offer something more than 
just pretty titles. But will content quality and 
content differentiation be enough to vanquish 
clickbaits? 
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SOCIAL MEDIA CHARTS 
Instagram, Facebook, Twitter

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

INSTAGRAM
 TOP 10 – ATHLETES

1  Luka Modrić @lukamodric10 football 17,954,011 CRO

2  Ivan Rakitić @ivanrakitic football 16,440,081 CRO

3  Novak Đoković @djokernole tennis 6,312,561 SRB

4  Miralem Pjanić @miralem_pjanic football 4,636,349 BiH

5  Mateo Kovačić @mateokovacic8 football 4,173,621 CRO

6  Mario Mandžukić @mariomandzukic_official football 4,160,584 CRO

7  Luka Dončić @lukadoncic basketball 2,845,986 SLO

8  Dejan Lovren @dejanlovren06 football 2,543,111 CRO

9  Nemanja Matić @nemanjamatic football 1,535,446 SRB

10  Ivan Perišić @ivanperisic444 football 1,456,474 CRO

 TOP 10 – CLUBS, LEAGUES AND FEDERATIONS
1  FA Croatia @hns_cff football 459,176 CRO

2  FK Crvena zvezda @crvenazvezdafk football 353,763 SRB

3  GNK Dinamo Zagreb @gnkfinamo football 198,904 CRO

4  KK Crvena zvezda @crvenazvezdakk basketball 158,533 SRB

5  FA Serbia @fudbalskisavezsrbije football 136,815 SRB

6  FK Partizan @partizanbelgrade football 133,053 SRB

7  HNK Hajduk Split @hnkhajduk football 115,075 CRO

8  KK Partizan @partizanbc basketball 105,549 SRB

9  ABA League @aba.liga basketball 85,442

10  Handball Fed. Croatia @hrs_insta handball 56,389 CRO

Instagram is 
becoming the  
go-to platform

On social, nothing is taken for granted or assumed as 
sharply increasing (anymore). The latest charts including 
athletes, clubs and sports organisations in the Adriatic 
region reveal that the social landscape is changing.  

While athletes’ and sports clubs’ Instagram followers 
are increasing nicely, the numbers on other platforms 
have been stagnating – there is a slow growth of Twitter 
following and even a decline in Facebook numbers, 
compared to last year. 

To illustrate, Luka Modrić, who is number one on 
the chart, has attracted more than 700,000 Instagram 
followers – although his team player Ivan Rakitić has 
gained the most followers – but lost, over the same 
period, a few of his Facebook followers or page likes. And 
others are seeing a similar trend. Does this mean that the 
popular IG – with its simplicity, immediacy and Stories – 
has become the go-to platform? 
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INSTAGRAM
 TOP 10 – ATHLETES

1  Luka Modrić @lukamodric10 football 17,954,011 CRO

2  Ivan Rakitić @ivanrakitic football 16,440,081 CRO

3  Novak Đoković @djokernole tennis 6,312,561 SRB

4  Miralem Pjanić @miralem_pjanic football 4,636,349 BiH

5  Mateo Kovačić @mateokovacic8 football 4,173,621 CRO

6  Mario Mandžukić @mariomandzukic_official football 4,160,584 CRO

7  Luka Dončić @lukadoncic basketball 2,845,986 SLO

8  Dejan Lovren @dejanlovren06 football 2,543,111 CRO

9  Nemanja Matić @nemanjamatic football 1,535,446 SRB

10  Ivan Perišić @ivanperisic444 football 1,456,474 CRO

 TOP 10 – CLUBS, LEAGUES AND FEDERATIONS
1  FA Croatia @hns_cff football 459,176 CRO

2  FK Crvena zvezda @crvenazvezdafk football 353,763 SRB

3  GNK Dinamo Zagreb @gnkfinamo football 198,904 CRO

4  KK Crvena zvezda @crvenazvezdakk basketball 158,533 SRB

5  FA Serbia @fudbalskisavezsrbije football 136,815 SRB

6  FK Partizan @partizanbelgrade football 133,053 SRB

7  HNK Hajduk Split @hnkhajduk football 115,075 CRO

8  KK Partizan @partizanbc basketball 105,549 SRB

9  ABA League @aba.liga basketball 85,442

10  Handball Fed. Croatia @hrs_insta handball 56,389 CRO

FACEBOOK
 TOP 10 – ATHLETES

1  Luka Modrić football 7,996,435 CRO

2  Novak Đoković tennis 7,053,110 SRB

3  Ivan Rakitić football 4,006,904 CRO

4  Edin Džeko football 1,964,774 BiH

5  Alen Halilović football 1,375,469 CRO

6  Neven Subotić football 1,049,105 SRB

7  Mateo Kovačić football 1,076,372 CRO

8  Miralem Pjanić football 1,006,541 BiH

9  Mirko Vučinić football 539,950 MNE

10  Dejan Lovren football 532,517 CRO

 TOP 10 – CLUBS, LEAGUES AND FEDERATIONS
1  FK Crvena zvezda football 783,983 SRB

2  FA Croatia football 590,884 CRO

3  GNK Dinamo Zagreb football 577,970 CRO

4  FK Partizan football 452,830 SRB

5  KK Crvena zvezda basketball 452,592 SRB

6  KK Partizan basketball 355,529 SRB

7  HNK Hajduk Split football 300,656 CRO

8  FK Željezničar football 193,297 BiH

9  FK Sarajevo football 190,097 BiH

10  FA Serbia football 188,766 SRB

TWITTER
 TOP 10 – ATHLETES

1  Novak Đoković @DjokerNole tennis 8,702,650 SRB

2  Ivan Rakitić @ivanrakitic football 1,626,143 CRO

3  Edin Džeko @EdDzeko football 1,537,203 BIH

4  Luka Modrić @lukamodric10 football 1,143,400 CRO

5  Mario Mandžukić @MarioMandzukic9 football 1,082,241 CRO

6  Mateo Kovačić @mateo_kova23 football 750,139 CRO

7  Mirko Vučinić @MirkoVucinic football 531,394 MNE

8  Miralem Pjanić @Miralem_Pjanic football 484,148 BIH

9  Luka Dončić @luka7doncic basketball 469,079 SLO

10  Janko Tipsarević @TipsarevicJanko tennis 347,807 SRB

 TOP 10 – CLUBS, LEAGUES AND FEDERATIONS
1  FA Croatia @HNS_CFF football 212,878 CRO

2  FK Crvena zvezda @crvenazvezdafk football 110,371 SRB

3  KK Crvena zvezda @kkcrvenazvezda basketball 94,183 SRB

4  FA BiH @NFSBiH football 82,578 BiH

5  HNK Hajduk Split @hajduk football 81,663 CRO

6  KK Partizan @PartizanBC basketball 77,393 SRB

7  KHL Medveščak @KHL_MedvescakZG ice hockey 69,408 CRO

8  FK Partizan @FKPartizanBG football 61,823 SRB

9  GNK Dinamo Zagreb @gnkdinamo football 60,403 CRO

10  NOC Serbia @OKSrbije Olympics 49,859 SRB
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Esports are exploding. Unsurprisingly, esports 
sponsorship is also exploding, and there is some 
great sponsorship happening in the sector. There 
is also a lot of money flowing into the sport for 
the wrong reasons. And those sponsors? They 
are failing, and they are failing, because esports 
fans know bad/poor, inauthentic sponsorship 
when they see it. Fan backlash has been vicious, 
dispatching them from the arena as fast as they 
flooded in. 

I love it. I seriously love it.
I wish fans of all properties would hold sponsors 

accountable like that. Why? Because those esports 
fans are right. A sponsor’s starting point with any 
fanbase is “interloper”. It is not the fans’ job to 
show the sponsor love, but the other way around, 
and if the sponsors do not know, or care, enough 
to respect and add real value to the fan experience, 
they do not belong there. So, where has this gone 
wrong for failed esports sponsors, and what can we 
all learn from it? Here is my take.

Reaching a “coveted demographic”
This has been heralded all over marketing 

media as the main reason esports sponsorship 
should be attractive to brands. And yes, with 
around 80% of the audience under 35, it is 
major concentration of an age group that is 
becoming increasingly difficult to target in 
traditional channels. But sponsorship is not 
about reaching a hard-to-reach demographic. It 
is not about reaching anyone, and if a sponsor 
is just using esports as a newfangled, outbound 
communications channel, they are bound to 
come unstuck.

These are passionate, invested fans, not a 
captive data cluster for brands to bombard with 
marketing messages. Sponsorship is about 
nurturing real, lasting relationships with fans, 
and if you have the opportunity to create those 
meaningful, mutual connections, do not shoot 
them in the guts with a t-shirt cannon.

Me-tooism
I wore neon at university. So did everyone 

else, so I thought it made me cool. But it did not. 
The colours made my face take on sort of this 
greenish death-pallor, resulting in a look akin to 
Zombie Wham. This is me-tooism at work.

But many sponsors have done the same thing 
with esports. They have rushed into a trend 
without putting the strategic nous and rigour 
into determining whether the trend is right for 
them and, frankly, whether they are right for the 
trend. I am sure esports will continue to grow, 
but the trend will abate, and the next trend will 
come along. A sponsor’s best defence against 
sponsorship me-tooism is to set up a robust 
decision-making process now, and commit it to 
your sponsorship policy. 

Outmoded sponsorship model
The old model of sponsorship goes something 

like this: “If people love this property, and we 
sponsor the property, and we make it really 
obvious we are a sponsor, they will transfer some 
of that love to us.” Often combined with: “That 
property has some attributes that our brand does 
not have, so if we sponsor that property, and make 
it really obvious that we are a sponsor, some of 
those attributes will transfer onto our brand.”

This model is outmoded, disproven, and 
relies on the assumption that fans are stupid. 
But fans are not stupid, and they can spot a 

WHAT ESPORTS FANS CAN TEACH 
BRANDS ABOUT SPONSORSHIP

COLUMN  
Kim Skildum-Reid / Power Sponsorship

sponsor’s bloodless manipulation a mile away. 
Still, many sponsors are so bought into this 
model of sponsorship that they continue to trot 
out this tired approach across jaw-dropping 
tech, paradigm-shifting properties, and 
fans that live very comfortably in a hyper-
connected world. They bypass entirely all of 
the authentic and meaningful opportunities to 
bond with these fans in favour of hyperactive 
branding, intrusive promotions and product 
endorsements that look like hostage videos. It 
is better not to spend the money, if that is what 
you are going to do with it.

Not understanding the fans, the 
passion, the culture

Esports is not just a sport. It is a culture, a 
community, an entire ecosystem, both enjoyed 
and created by its fans. Their fan experience 
is multi-platform, infinitely customisable, 
and they have direct channels to the teams 
and stars that were unheard of not long ago. 
This makes esports different from all other 
kinds of sponsorship and more difficult for 
sponsors to get right. Actually, that is not 
true. All fan experiences are multi-platform, 
infinitely customisable, with direct channels 
to the movers and shakers. All fan experiences 
are tribal and driven by passion. They all have 
their own cultures. The difference is that in 
more established categories, fans just ignore 
terrible sponsorship, while esports fans 
actively work against it. Let that sink in.

If you are prepared to sponsor something 
without understanding the culture and passion 
behind – if you are prepared to disrespect the 
fans and their experience – then, the best you 
can hope for is to be ignored. 

Bad esports sponsorships have had a 
lot of coverage, not least because of the 
spectacular and ignominious fan backlash 
against them. It would be easy for the rest 
of the industry to regard this as an anomaly, 
but we should instead be seeing it as the 
canary in the coal mine. And as fans across 
the spectrum continue to exert more power in 
the sponsorship equation, selfish, tone-deaf 
sponsors will see nothing but more backlash.

The full column was first published at  
www.powersponsorship.com.
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 Period: 9-26 January 2020

 Host countries: Sweden, Norway, Austria 

 Host cities: Stockholm, Malmö, Gothenburg, Trondheim, Vienna, Graz

 Number of participating nations: 24

 First EHF EURO: 1994 (Champion: Sweden)

 Previous EHF EURO: 2018

 The most recurrent organiser: Croatia (2000 and 2018)

 Current European Champion: Spain

 Most Champion titles: Sweden (4x) 

 Official website: men2020.ehf-euro.com/home 

 Official Twitter account: @EHFeuro 

 Official Facebook account: /ehfeuro 

 Official Instagram account: @ehfeuro 

 Men's EHF EURO 2020 partners: Grundfos, Engelbert Strauss, Gorenje, Intersport, Liqui Moly, Lidl

 European Handball Federation (EHF) partners: Infront, Select, Salming, Gerflor, Sport Transfer

SLOVENIA IN SWEDEN;  
CROATIA, SERBIA AND MONTENEGRO IN GRAZ 

EVENT 
Men's EHF EURO 2020

The 14th edition of EHF European Men’s Handball 
Championship will be co-hosted in three countries – Austria, 
Norway and Sweden – for the first time, and will feature 24 
teams, also for the first time. Six groups will play in five cities, 
with the final taking place in Tele 2 Arena in Stockholm. Only 
three nations have participated in all previous tournaments 
(Spain, France, Croatia), and for another three (The Netherlands, 
Latvia, Bosnia and Herzegovina), this will be the first European 
Championship. The hosts will play the preliminary round 
matches in their home cities, of course; in addition to these, 
the main round should also be very interesting, as the current 
World Champion Denmark will play in Malmö, with only a bridge 
separating them from their home, and Croatia, Serbia and 
Montenegro (and Belarus) in Graz. The preliminary round will 
undoubtedly bring a good dose of handball excitement with 
matches between Spain and Germany, Norway and France, 
Denmark and Russia, and Sweden and Poland. Slovenia, who 
was not at this year’s IHF Men’s World Championship, is in a 
group with strong rivals – Sweden, Poland and Switzerland – 
playing in Gothenburg. The top-two ranked teams from each 
group will qualify for the two main round groups, which will 
consist of six teams each, and then the top two teams from each 
group will enter the semi-finals. The current European Champion 
Spain will defend its first European title from Croatia two years 
ago, when they defeated Sweden.PHOTO: GettyImages
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