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Abstract

This thesis investigates the impact of innovative media content on fan engagement and
football club revenues. The research strategy is qualitative; semi-structured interviews
were conducted with industry professionals to collect primary data, supplemented by
secondary data from academic articles and industry reports. Interview results show that
short and long form media content such as clips, gap and game or sports documentaries,
offer an authentic look behind the scenes of football. In doing so, they can increase fan
engagement and attract new followers both locally and internationally. In addition, it
emerges how this content generates new revenues, direct through broadcasting rights
and indirect through increasing the commercial appeal of clubs. The thesis then also
discusses the challenges of balancing engaging narratives and authentic representations
while protecting player privacy and club integrity. Future trends see athletes
transforming into real brands and clubs into media houses enhancing in-house content
production. In conclusion, the research extends the theoretical and practical
understanding of the dynamics between media content and fan engagement, offering
practical guidance for sports marketers to effectively use these dynamics for economic

success and broadening football's fan base.

Keywords

Fan Engagement; Football Club Revenue; Media Content Strategies; Sports Marketing;

Digital Media; Documentaries and Series



Table of content

Lo THIPOAUCHION «annnnnnaennnennnnennnencnnennenirnennseessessssesssnsssesssesssssssssssssesssassssessssssssssssasssses 5
1.1 Conceptual background 6
1.2 Research questions 7
1.3 Summary of methodology, results and implications 8
14 Thesis structure 10

W B T A TR 10
2.1 The definition and the theoretical framework of fan engagement....................... 11
2.2 Short-form innovative content: social media platforms 13
23 Long-form innovative content: sport documentaries and tv series on Over-the-
top platforms 15

3o MEtNOAOIOZY.cnueeenneenonnnrinnerinnvrnnsnnrisssrssssnssssrsssssrsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssns 20
3.1 Research approach 21
3.2 Research strategy 22
33 Research design 22
34 Data collection 23
3.4.1 Primary data 23
3.4.1.1 Interview process 24
3.4.1.2 Sampling 24
3.4.2 Secondary data 27
35 Data analysis 28
3.6 Research quality 28

G RESUILS cunnnenneennernveinnecnrennensnennecsnecsseissesssesssessssssssssssessssessssssssssssassssesssssssasssns 29
4.1 Impact of innovative media content on fan engagement and brand perception 30
4.2 Impact of innovative media content on revenues 34
4.3 Brand strategy and positioning 38
4.4 Challenges and balancing content with authenticity 40
4.5 Future trends and opportunities 42

5. DUSCUSSION cunuennneenneecrnensrnecnensnnisssessssesssessssssssesssssssssssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssassssssssassnses 45
5.1 Answer to the research questions 45
5.2 Theoretical implications 48
5.3 Limitations of the study 54
5.4 Suggestions for future research 55

0. CONCIUSION cunnaannnaennecnnennencrnnnnensrsensnesssessssesssessssesssessssesssessssesssessssssssassssssssssssses 56

) (e T 57



Appendix A: Interview guide

Appendix B: Data analysis




1. Introduction

Football began as a pure passion, non-profit and without any character of
entrepreneurship. In recent decades the industry has evolved incredibly but, despite this,
it has remained for many years exclusively oriented toward achieving sports results even
at the cost of generating loss after loss. Today, however, things are changing sports results
are increasingly interdependent with the economic sustainability of clubs that at the same
time must remain competitive in a rapidly changing entertainment market. The general
manager of Borussia Dortmund said, “Our rival is not Real Madrid, it's Netflix” to
emphasize how nowadays football clubs compete on various fronts with all entertainment
alternatives, from video games to streaming platforms.

So, in this context, two needs emerge on the part of clubs. The first concerns the need to
keep up with the high competition that the entertainment industry provides nowadays.
The second concerns the need for clubs to build their brand and business opportunities by
moving away from the traditional sources that have sustained the game for many years.
In light of all this, it seems clear how media content can bridge this gap by enabling clubs
to maximize that public interest in entertaining and engaging their fans in innovative ways
while at the same time opening up new sources of revenue and commercial opportunities.
The clubs' goal, then, is on two fronts: the first is to provide a more engaging
entertainment experience that can enable the team to compete effectively in the world of
entertainment, consequently increasing the average time and spending devoted by fans to
the team. The second aims to maximize the multimillion-dollar investments made by
clubs on players, transforming them from mere athletes to true entertainment stars, going
beyond the Sunday game and jersey sales.

In this regard, the global sports sponsorship market, broke through the 100 billion wall
between 2022 and 2023 and is estimated to reach nearly 190 billion in 2030 (Statista,
2024). This is also thanks to the great evolution that sports marketing management
practices have undergone. This growth can be attributed to a number of factors, such as
technological advances (Breuer et al., 2021), the rise of professional marketing techniques
applied to sports management, sponsorship agreements, and the proliferation of sports
leagues and events (Santomier, 2008). Research shows that football clubs have begun to
recognize the importance of employing innovative and unconventional practices to

engage their consumers and establish loyal and lasting ties with them (Breuer et al., 2021).



The significance of media content in consumer engagement is obvious, particularly for
sports clubs that rank among the most valuable brands globally and engage a broad fan
base on an international basis (Yun et al., 2020). The strong group cohesion among
multiple online sports fans (Stavros et al., 2014) makes media content a key tool for sports
clubs to engage their fans and beyond.

So given the impact the nature of media content has on fan engagement (Voorveld, 2019),
it becomes critical for football teams to reevaluate the characteristics of the content they
share.

Previous research offers limited perspectives on how sports clubs can effectively manage
their presence on media platforms (Vale and Fernandes, 2018).

Most existing research focuses on traditional marketing strategies, and social media.
There is no in-depth understanding on the type of disruptive short and long form media
content such as may be behind the scenes clips, gags and games in the former case or
documentaries and TV series in the latter case.

The present research, therefore, fits into this context with the aim of enriching existing
research and filling the gap by developing a framework that highlights the impact of

disruptive media content on fan engagement and consequently on revenues.

1.1 Conceptual background

The dynamic and competitive environment in which football clubs find themselves today
requires an in-depth analysis of the importance of innovative media and its impact on fan
engagement and club revenue. Several research studies have highlighted how media
content, especially innovative content such as TV series and documentaries available on
over-the-top (OTT) platforms, can intensify fan engagement, expand the traditional fan
base, and attract new followers previously disinterested in football (Yoshida et al., 2014;
Vale & Fernandes 2018).

The theoretical framework of consumer engagement highlights that this is a complex
construct that includes cognitive, emotional, and behavioral aspects (Brodie et al., 2013;
Hollebeek, 2011). In particular, theories of Uses and Gratifications (U&G) prove useful
in understanding how media can be effectively employed by brands to improve consumer

engagement (Vale & Fernandes 2018).



Recent studies, such as that of Annamalai et al. (2021), show that specific content
strategies on social media, such as the vibrancy and genre of the content, can significantly
influence consumer engagement. This ties in closely with increased revenue for clubs, as
increased engagement can translate into increased fan loyalty and thus increased
consumption of team-related products (Yun et al., 2021).

Research also suggests that fan engagement tends to vary over time, influenced by factors
such as seasonality and team performance. These studies indicate that clubs can benefit
from producing innovative media content that capitalizes on these temporal dynamics and
team performance to maintain and increase fan engagement. (Mazzu et al, 2022; Meng et
al, 2015; Jang et al, 2018; Santos et al, 2018)

In conclusion, the link between innovative media content production and fan engagement
is crucial for football clubs seeking to remain competitive in a rapidly changing
entertainment market. Through deepening these links, clubs can develop more effective
strategies to increase both engagement and revenue by making the most of the

opportunities offered by modern media platforms.

1.2 Research questions

In this scenario, the idea emerges of assessing the impact of innovative media content
production on fan engagement and, consequently, on football team revenues. Specifically,
it will be investigated whether the creation of engaging narratives and access to exclusive
content-such as TV series, documentaries or other innovative digital content-can intensify
fan engagement, expanding the traditional fan base and attracting new followers
previously disinterested in football. In addition, the impact of content strategies similar
to those employed in TV series such as "Drive to Survive" for Formula 1 or "All or
Nothing" for football teams will be analyzed, assessing their effect in terms of fan
engagement and financial impact.

Consequently, the identified research questions identified are as follows:

- How does the integration of innovative media content such as TV series and
documentaries impact fan engagement?
- How does the integration of innovative media content such as TV series and

documentaries affect football teams' revenues?



1.3 Summary of methodology, results and implications

The methodology of this thesis investigates strategies and approaches for data collection
and analysis to examine the impact of innovative media content on fan engagement and
football team revenue. It employs an abductive approach, enabling flexible integration of
theories and empirical data to generate new theories from observations. This is
particularly apt for the dynamic fields of sports marketing and media.

The study adopts a qualitative research strategy, ideal for analyzing complex phenomena
that are not easily quantifiable. This allows for an in-depth understanding of the dynamics
and subjective interpretations involved.

The research design is cross-sectional, using semi-structured interviews as the primary
data collection method. These interviews provide direct interactions with industry
practitioners, offering insights into media strategies and their effects. The flexibility of
this method also allows for the exploration of complex issues and the identification of
new themes.

Secondary data, including academic articles, industry reports, and official documents, are
sourced mainly from online databases to build a theoretical context and enhance the
analysis of new data.

Data analysis uses the Grounded Theory approach, facilitating the generation of theories
from qualitative data and providing detailed analysis of the impact of media strategies on
fan engagement and revenue. Thematic analysis helps organize and interpret interview
data, identifying patterns that respond to research questions and forming a coherent

theoretical framework of the studied phenomenon.

The results delve into the impact of integrating innovative media content, such as
documentaries and TV series, on fan engagement and football club revenue. Interviews
with industry professionals identified 5 key themes.

First of all documentaries enhance fan engagement by providing an authentic behind-the-
scenes look at clubs, attracting both existing and new fans and expanding the fan base.
They strengthen fans' emotional connections, increasing loyalty and involvement.

These media generate direct revenue through broadcast and distribution rights on

streaming platforms and indirect revenue by boosting the club's brand image and



commercial appeal. This enhances international visibility, opening new sponsorship and
commercial opportunities and highlighting the role of media in commercial success.

The interviews also showed how documentaries are used to strengthen club brands
through effective storytelling, which not only improves the club's image but also creates
new business and tourism opportunities.

A major challenge is balancing engaging narratives with authentic representation while
protecting player privacy and club integrity. Narratives that focus on real and complex
stories resonate more effectively with fans.

Future trends suggest a growing importance of digital media, with clubs needing to adapt
to new platforms and strategies for more interactive and social content.

In summary, innovative media content is crucial for football clubs' commercial strategies,
significantly affecting fan engagement and revenue. Success requires a strategic and

balanced approach to maximize both engagement and revenue.

The theoretical and practical implications of the thesis analyze the impact of innovative
media content on fan engagement and football club revenue, offering insights relevant to
both academic and professional fields.

Theoretically, the research enriches the existing literature on fan engagement, integrating
theories such as Uses and Gratifications with new findings on the effect of digital media
content. It also extends the media study by examining how documentaries and TV series
influence consumer behavior and economic performance of clubs, opening new research
perspectives on their interaction with commercial strategies in the sports context. It also
shows how media-related branding and marketing strategies can open new avenues of
monetization for clubs.

Practically, the thesis guides sports marketers on how to effectively use documentaries
and TV series to intensify engagement and expand the fan base internationally. It suggests
that clubs consider strategic investments in content production, balancing authentic
storytelling and privacy. It stresses the importance of partnerships with streaming
platforms to maximize economic returns, and proposes co-branding and integrated
sponsorship strategies.

In conclusion, the thesis not only expands the academic understanding of the dynamics

between media content and fan engagement, but also offers practical guidance for



practitioners to harness these dynamics effectively, contributing to the economic success

and expanding fan base of football clubs.

1.4 Thesis structure

The structure of this thesis is meticulously organized to guide the reader through a
detailed analysis of the impact of innovative media content on fan engagement and
football club revenue. The paper is divided into six main chapters, each of which
contributes to building an overall understanding of the research topic. The first chapter
introduces the context and relevance of the topic, establishing the theoretical foundations
and research questions. The second chapter presents an in-depth review of the existing
literature, outlining theories of fan engagement and the dynamics of media content. The
third chapter describes the methodology adopted, explaining the qualitative approach and
data collection techniques used. In the fourth chapter, interview results are analyzed and
exposed, highlighting how media content influences engagement and revenue. The fifth
chapter discusses the results by exploring the theoretical and practical implications of the
findings, offering insight into how these findings can be applied in the real world. Finally,
the sixth chapter concludes the thesis, summarizing key findings and proposing future
directions for research. This systematic structure not only facilitates understanding of the
contribution of the thesis but also aims to stimulate further investigation in this dynamic

field.

2. Literature review
In order to address the research question, a review of pertinent literature was conducted
and divided into 3 main areas of interest. To begin with, the concept of fan engagement
is defined, and a review of the supporting theories is provided so that the reader has an
overview of the concept behind the study. The next two areas will explore the 2 main
types of innovative media content divided into short content for social media platforms
and long content such as documentaries and TV series for over-the-top platforms. Then,
by analyzing the data collected from the literature review, we will be able to have an
overview of the elements of the research question and lay the foundation for answering it

with interview collection and analysis.
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2.1 The definition and the theoretical framework of fan engagement

Consumer engagement is a complex concept that encompasses cognitive, emotional and
behavioral aspects. (Bowden, 2009; Hollebeek, 2011b; Brodie et al., 2013).

However, Dessart et al. (2015) specifies how it is the behavioral component that emerges
as the most obvious signal, presenting itself through different forms in social media.

In the context of social media, consumers' actions are driven by content that meets their
needs and desires to use the platform. This trend is supported by research on influencer
marketing by Pozharliev et al. (2022), which shows that influencers' visual content using
a product significantly attracts consumers' attention compared to a mere description of
the product.

Research focused on content strategy in social media explores in detail how specific
characteristics of content, such as liveliness and genre, influence consumer
engagement (Tafesse, 2016).

One of the theories frequently employed in the field of sports management in relation to
fan engagement is the Uses and Gratifications (U&G) theory, it is used to understand fan
engagement by offering explanations of how media are used effectively by brands. (Filo
etal., 2015).

According to Vale & Fernandes (2018) this theory plays a key role in investigating why
consumers engage with social media. The goal of brands to be present on different media
platforms is to attract consumers by providing them with valuable content that meets their
needs, which is essential to maintain an ongoing connection with them and, consequently,
generate value for the brand itself. (Malthouse et al., 2013).

Yoshida et al. (2014) therefore puts the concept in a sports context by arguing that fan
engagement represents a type of consumer interaction that is distinguished by non-
transactional fan activities, extending beyond conventional expected behaviors.

Fans participate in various forms on social media, performing a wide range of activities
from active to more passive. (Malthouse et al., 2013).

In this regard, Vale & Fernandes (2018) discuss the so-called COBRA (Consumers
Online Brand Related Activities) framework that classifies fan activities as consumption,
contribution, and creation.

Dolan et al. (2016) then specifies that consumption means viewing shared content, while

contribution refers to actions such as liking, sharing or commenting on content that is
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already there. Creation, on the other hand, includes user-originated activities, such as
posting reviews, photographs and the use of hashtags.

Meng et al. (2015) argues that fan engagement tends to vary over time influenced by
seasonality, Jang et al., (2018) and Santos et al. (2018) also argues that experiences vary
at different times depending on team performance. In addition, identification with the
team and its performance represent the two main factors that determine spectators' interest
in sports (Van Leeuwen et al., 2002). In this regard, Mazzu et al, (2022) emphasizes the
need for soccer clubs to be able to sell merchandising to their fanbase regardless of on-
field performance, the unpredictability of which makes monitoring sports brand
performance particularly challenging. The paper underscores the importance of
discovering what strategies can be implemented by sports managers to achieve their
commercial goals and consequently limit their dependence on the randomness of sports
results. In this context, innovation emerges as a common factor to increase team
identification and in the context of this study, consequently, increase fan engagement.
(Mazzu et al., 2022). Also, according to Hirt et al. (1992) the involvement of sports fans
is conditioned by the fortunes of their favorite team, in fact perceiving the latter's triumphs
or defeats as personal victories or failures.

According to Vale and Fernandes (2018), Funk (2009), and Trail and James (2001), these
two motivations play a crucial role in determining the level of fan involvement in sports.
In particular, nostalgia, described by Gladden and Funk (2001) as the ability of a sports
team to elicit positive feelings and memories of the past, emerges as a significant factor.
Fans often relive with pleasure the highlights and memorable victories of their favorite
team or players, as well as personal experiences related to such events. By producing
documentaries and TV series on these topics, sports clubs can revitalize historic moments,
strengthening fans' identification with the club and potentially influencing both
engagement and revenue streams.

This emotion not only facilitates a social connection but also contributes to an increase in
self-esteem (Sedikides et al., 2008), making it a powerful driver for engagement,
especially online (Smock et al., 2011)

It is also found that sports fans show a marked interest in intense online social interaction,
tending to participate actively and enthusiastically in sports discussions and activities on

digital platforms (Smock et al., 2011). The motivation for them to actively interact on
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platforms such as Facebook stems from a desire for empowerment and a search for social
integration and connection. This translates into a drive toward making connections with
other fans who share the same passion for a specific sport, a desire to belong to a sports
community, and engagement in dialogues with like-minded individuals. (Vale and
Fernandes, 2018).

According to Cvijikj and Michahelles (2013) the content that best meets these needs is
that of a social nature, designed to stimulate the sharing of experiences and positive

memories, generating interactions and exchanges among participants.

Mazzu and Bovi (2024) provides crucial insights into the effectiveness of unconventional
marketing strategies. The authors highlights introduce a framework that underscores the
significance of originality, novelty, visibility, relevance, engagement, legacy, and
authenticity as necessary conditions for fostering a positive attitude toward the brand.
Through the technique of the Fuzzy Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fSQCA), the
study highlights the importance of a targeted and creative approach in sports marketing,
offering a framework for action for teams seeking to stand out and maximize their impact
in the highly competitive sports market.

In today's sports media landscape, innovative content proves to be powerful tools that
embody the seven essential conditions for unconventional marketing effectiveness

outlined in the paper.

2.2 Short-form innovative content: social media platforms

According to (Yun et al., 2021) fan-team interaction through social media platforms can
significantly increase fan loyalty. The authors argue that team brand image and
cumulative fan satisfaction, enhanced by active engagement through digital content and
social media, are key factors in increasing fans' loyal attitude and behavior. This loyalty
translates into increased consumption of team-related products, including merchandise,
match tickets, and media subscriptions. Sustained fan engagement, supported by
innovative media content that enhances the team's image and tradition, plays a moderating
role in this process, amplifying the effect of engagement on revenues. Consequently,

teams that implement marketing strategies aimed at enhancing fan engagement through
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innovative media content can expect a positive impact on their revenues. (Yun et al.,

2021).

(Su et al., 2020) points out how in the recent context of a few years ago, characterized by
a forced interruption of sports competitions due to the COVID-19 pandemic, athletes
explored new ways of interacting with fans, proving to be pioneers in using TikTok as an
engagement tool. According to the authors, this emerging platform has been adopted to
keep fans interested by leveraging innovative content ranging from home training to
everyday moments and fun challenges. The article demonstrates how the authentic and
playful nature of videos on TikTok allowed athletes to showcase more personal and
relatable aspects of their image, thus increasing fan engagement during a period of
physical distance. The research suggests that authenticity and fun are key aspects of fan
engagement, implying that genuine and less filtered communication can have a positive

impact on fan loyalty and, consequently, on football team revenues. (Su et al., 2020).

(Annamalai et al., 2021) highlights how content strategies on social media, particularly
Facebook, can significantly influence fan engagement for sports clubs. Through a detailed
analysis of posts generated by six cricket clubs in the Indian Premier League, the study
highlights the importance of content type and vividness in determining the level of fan
interaction. The results show that the most social content therefore challenges or moments
of daily life and content that engages users more visually such as short videos generate
the most engagement, suggesting that such content can significantly increase fan loyalty
and, as a result, club revenue. In addition, (Annamalai et al., 2021) explores how
seasonality and team performance shape the effect of content type on fan engagement,
offering sports clubs valuable insights on how to adapt their communication strategies
according to context and time of year. These insights provide a solid foundation for
further research on the effectiveness of innovative media content in the world of sports,
highlighting how strategic management of social media can be a critical lever for
increasing not only fan engagement but also revenues from that engagement. (Annamalai

et al., 2021).

14



(Zanini et al., 2019) provides significant insights into fan engagement in digital contexts,
emphasizing how engagement practices within virtual brand communities can shape the
dynamics of interaction between fans and football clubs on platforms such as Twitter.
Through a netnographic analysis of more than 7,000 tweets related to Sao Paulo FC, the
authors identify a range of engagement practices that directly influence brand perception
and fan loyalty, including tweets, retweets, replies, mentions, and "likes." (Zanini et al.,
2019) emphasizes the importance of online interactions to strengthen the fan community
and generate greater engagement. In particular, it highlights how targeted content and
digital communication strategies can increase fan interaction, which in turn can translate
into tangible improvements in revenues for clubs. The ability to stimulate both positive
reactions and manage negative feedback through online engagement practices emerges as
a critical factor in maintaining and increasing long-term brand value. The ability to adapt
and refine such strategies in response to the changing dynamics of social media can open

new avenues for increasing both fan engagement and associated revenues. (Zanini et al.,

2019)

2.3 Long-form innovative content: sport documentaries and tv series

on Over-the-top platforms
The global sports industry, which encompasses a wide range of players, from
international federations such as FIFA to prestigious teams such as Paris Saint-Germain,
through apparel companies such as Nike, talent management agencies such as IMG, and
media such as Dazn, involves millions of people at different levels. Significant global
events such as conflicts, disasters, or especially the Covid-19 pandemic have significantly
affected the incomes and lives of millions of people. It was from 2020, the initial year of
the pandemic, that something in the media industry changed. At that time, with the
imposition of lockdown to limit contagion, the world came to a standstill, both amateur
and professional sports competitions and major sporting events, were suspended or
postponed safeguarding public health by avoiding gatherings. The absence of live
sporting events disrupted the main source of content for broadcasters, from there the

media were forced to look for alternatives to fill their schedules. (Sarkar & Soni, 2023)
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According to Tamir (2021) a notable example involves the documentary miniseries "The
Last Dance" on Micheal Jordan and the last winning season with the Chicago Bulls,
launched at the beginning of the lockdown in April 2020, was a great success, attracting
viewers hungry for new sports material while they were confined at home due to the
restrictions, however, this does not detract from the fact that there is equally a steady

consumer demand for live broadcast sports.

McDonald (2007) argue that in the context of media studies, sports documentary
represents a meeting point between the worlds of sports and documentary filmmaking.
This emerging field benefits from the knowledge offered by sociology, history and
cultural studies, positioning sport within a broader social context and transforming it from
a mere playful activity to a phenomenon endowed with deeper meanings beyond the
boundaries of the playing field. (McDonald, 2007). In this context, Howley (2017)
discusses the idea of approaching sports with a more artistic and meticulous perspective

through documentaries, thus helping to offer a deeper understanding.

According to Sheppard & Vogan (2020) the recent mixed-genre documentary offers
entertainment, using melodrama to evoke emotional reactions related to sports and its
sociocultural consequences, including racial and gender discrimination faced by tennis
star Venus Williams, as illustrated in her documentary film. Sheppard & Vogan (2020)
argue that the emphasis placed on sports documentaries in recent decades represents a
deliberate tactic by sports broadcasters to cultivate an image of elegance and disseminate
high-quality content, detaching themselves from the general mass impression associated
with live broadcast sports events. Broadcasters have therefore increased their production
of documentaries in order to elevate their prestige and build prominent brands. Over time,
major OTT service providers have also joined this trend. In addition, the expansion of
documentaries together with streaming platforms has gone hand in hand, fostering mutual

benefit and consolidation of their joint development. (Sheppard & Vogan, 2020)
In accordance with Malitsky (2014) sports inherently creates anticipated emotional

involvement from consumers, whether it is live events or other sports content. This is

because it is naturally predisposed to fit into a structure based on "mythologies, allegories
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and stories". In support of the above, Han (2019) points out that a reality-based approach
attracts those consumers interested in understanding sports, competitions, history, game
tactics, and interpersonal dynamics such as teamwork and leadership. The author
describes consumer reactions to the documentary "All or Nothing: Manchester City,"
highlighting how these reactions offer important insights for both academics and content
producers in terms of future research and product development.

In addition, according to Podara et al. (2019) live sporting events have consistently
stimulated dialogue among fans. Consumers are inclined to engage in conversations, both
in digital and real-world environments, that arise from watching documentaries. The
ability of the latter to act as a social bond is a key element in choosing to spend time

watching sports documentaries. (Podara et al., 2019).

Regarding the relationship between media and athletes Grau & Canter (2019) argue that
the personal sphere of athletes is now a matter of great public interest. The public expects
increasingly intimate and in-depth details about the lives of sports stars. Through an in-
depth examination of newspaper articles about British football players, scholars have
observed how they have become veritable celebrities, with media coverage focusing on
"scandals, controversies and sensationalist approaches." This fascination is fueled by the
media's wide coverage of these issues, as evidenced by the documentary analysis that
highlights interest in this aspect of their existences. (Dot Grau & Canter, 2019)

Frey & Eitzen (1991) adds that the experience of enjoying sports events is deeply linked
to media intermediation. Apart from fans in stadiums, access to sporting events for the
general public is through various media platforms. Therefore, the authors argue that the
influence of media in shaping meaningful narratives in sports has been extensively
examined. The media play a crucial role in reinforcing prevailing ideologies in society
and establishing prevailing cultural norms. (Frey & Eitzen, 1991).

According to an article by Shepard (2020) Micheal Jordan maintained a deeply
interdependent relationship with the media, which devoted constant and intense attention
to him. Jordan, in turn, met the media's expectations without ever straying from their
attention. He was described as someone who never shied away from the spotlight, having

a desire to win that was matched only by his need for public approval. (Shepard, 2020).
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Finally, it is also interesting to add the perspectives of brands going in search of the right
team to sponsor, Mazzu & Gambicorti. (2020) takes the case of Macron as an example,
highlighting how among the strategic and operational challenges the brand found itself
in, one of the main problems was maximizing its investment in sponsorship. Among other
things, the paper highlights how in choosing which team there are various factors to
consider. These include, for example, what marketing activities could be implemented
together with the club to accompany the sponsorship, or the volume of merchandising
measured in terms of the amount of profit that each specific team can generate through
merchandising. Indeed, it may happen for various reasons that a minor team such as
LENS in French Ligue 2 sells more than many other French Ligue 1 clubs. (Mazzu &
Gambicorti, 2020). This may be relevant to show how the implementation of innovative
media content can also prove to be a decisive factor for a brand to consider whether to
invest in a sponsorship with one club over another. In addition, this can be further decisive
in the case of a club in a lower league that may not have the blazon of a first-tier team but
is able to have greater appeal due to the resonance that media content gives it and

consequently greater sales in terms of merchandising as well.

So, the study by Sarkar & Soni, (2023) provides excellent food for thought to conclude
the overview on documentaries by analyzing both the consumer and producer
perspectives. Analyzing consumer behavior, it emerges that in addition to seeking sports
information or understanding the details of lesser-known sports, there is a strong interest
in understanding the strategies and success plans adopted by teams on the playing field.
The authors argue that fans also want to discover the personal motivations that drove great
athletes to the top of their disciplines, aspiring to find inspiration in their stories of
challenges and triumphs. Beyond simply acquiring information, consumers look to
documentaries for added value, such as the development of a sense of responsibility and
the opportunity to share knowledge learned.

From the perspective of producers, Sarkar & Soni, (2023) appoints that film studios,
sports channels, and over-the-top (OTT) streaming platforms have produced and
distributed a wide range of sports documentaries, responding to the suspension of live
sporting events and the reduction in fan participation. This has also led to decreased

opportunities for fans to socialize. The content produced focused on athletes, teams, and
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events, shifting interest to internal dynamics and personal battles rather than just
highlights of competitions. Viewers also showed interest in a category of documentaries
that explore major scandals in the world of sports, as revealed by the consumption
observations noted in this study. (Sarkar & Soni 2023).

The research conducted by Lin in 2013 corroborates the idea presented earlier that
documentaries are significant tools for social impact, indicating how they can shape
people's thinking and actions. It also suggests the importance of further investigating how

documentaries influence audience perceptions. (Lin, 2013)

So, in conclusion, the literature review provided a theoretical framework of the elements
that make up the two research questions and laid the foundation for conducting the
interviews and consequently answering the two research questions.

Specifically, regarding the first research question:

- How does the integration of innovative media content such as TV series and

documentaries impact fan engagement?

The section examines how media content, particularly documentaries and series on over-
the-top platforms, can intensify fan engagement by broadening the traditional base and
attracting new followers previously disinterested in football. Theories such as Uses and
Gratifications (U&G) help understand how media can be effectively employed by brands
to enhance consumer engagement.

Regarding the second research question:

- How does the integration of innovative media content such as TV series and

documentaries affect football teams' revenues?

Exploring the link between innovative media content production and fan engagement, a
need emerges to explore the effect of such engagement on club revenues. As illustrated
in the literature, increased engagement can result in increased fan loyalty, which in turn
can increase club revenues from merchandising. In addition, the success of formats such

as "Drive to Survive" for Formula 1 suggests that such media strategies can have a direct
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impact on clubs' financial revenues through broadcast rights and increased commercial

appeal.

3. Methodology

The methodology adopted in this thesis aims to elucidate the strategies and approaches
used in data collection and analysis as a foundation for exploring the impacts of
innovative media content on fan engagement and football team revenue. First, the
approach, strategy, and research design aspire to convey the author's thought process and
explain the structure of the research. Data collection and analysis explain the unit of
analysis, how the author collected the data, and how the data were analyzed. Finally, the
quality of the research is discussed to give the reader an idea of how methodological
decisions were made in relation to their impact on the overall reliability of the results.
The research approach taken is an abductive one, which allows for flexible integration of
theories and empirical data, thus facilitating the generation of new theories from direct
observations and effectively responding to the dynamic nature of sports marketing and
media. This approach not only helps to understand how new technologies and emerging
trends affect the field, but also to explore new research directions.

The research strategy follows the qualitative strategy because of its effectiveness in
analyzing complex and multifaceted phenomena that do not easily lend themselves to
quantitative measurement. emerging influence on the field, but also to explore new
research directions. Cross-sectional research design has been used to capture current
opinions and strategies without the need for long follow-up periods, which is particularly
suitable for rapidly changing industries such as sports media.

As for data collection, it was structured to include both primary and secondary data,
ensuring a holistic and multifaceted understanding of the study phenomenon. Semi-
structured interviews represent the main form of primary data used in this research. These
interviews allow direct interaction with industry professionals, offering detailed insights
into media strategies and their impact. The flexibility of semi-structured interviews
facilitates in-depth exploration of complex issues and the discovery of new emerging
themes during conversations.

Secondary data include a wide range of materials including academic articles, industry

reports, and official documents, collected primarily through online databases such as

20



Google Scholar, Scopus, and the Gothenburg University Library. These data help build
theoretical context and compare newly collected data with existing information. The
interview process was carefully planned to ensure that all questions were relevant and
useful for research. An interview guide was developed to ensure that discussions
remained focused on the topics of interest in the study, while maintaining the flexibility
to explore new areas based on respondents' answers. Purposive sampling was used to
select participants who could provide the most relevant and in-depth information in
relation to the objectives of the study. This technique allowed for the inclusion of a variety
of perspectives, from club-level decision makers to media industry experts, each with
unique and relevant experiences.

Finally, the quality of the research was ensured by adhering to the criteria of credibility,
transferability, reliability and confirmability, which guarantee the reliability and validity
of the research process and the results obtained. This methodological section therefore
details the framework within which the data were collected and analyzed, providing a

solid and transparent basis for understanding the results of the study.

3.1 Research approach

The relationship between theory and research significantly influences the research
strategy adopted, often drawing a boundary between inductive and deductive approaches
(Bell et al., 2019). The inductive approach is typical of qualitative research and focuses
on generating new theories from empirical observations, while the deductive approach
starts with existing theories and tests hypotheses through data, common in quantitative
research. This research examines the impact of innovative media content on fan
engagement and revenue in football, a phenomenon that, while globally analyzable, is
complex to quantify in detail. Given the exploratory nature of the study, neither traditional
approach fits perfectly: the inductive is not fully applicable because the field is not
entirely new, and the deductive does not align with the study's exploration objectives. In
this context, an abductive approach has been chosen, which combines elements of both
approaches, allowing data and theories to be integrated simultaneously (Kovacs et al.,
2005).

The abductive approach is particularly well suited to address the limitations of both

induction and deduction, offering the flexibility needed in a rapidly changing field such
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as marketing and sports media. This methodological choice allows us to explore new
directions and better understand how new technologies affect the field, making the

abductive approach ideal for this research.

3.2 Research strategy

After defining the research approach, a research strategy was developed that considers
the nature of the data and the objectives of the study. There are two main research
strategies: qualitative and quantitative. Qualitative research focuses on analyzing words
and perceptions to understand complex issues, while quantitative research relies on
numbers and a more objective approach to study cause-and-effect relationships (Bell et
al., 2019).

This thesis explores the impact of innovative media content on fan engagement and
football team revenue, a topic that requires detailed analysis of strategies and perceptions
rather than direct numerical measurement. Therefore, a qualitative research strategy was
adopted, which is better suited to investigate the complex dynamics and subjective
interpretations associated with these initiatives.

The choice of qualitative research was also driven by the desire to explore new areas
through an abductive approach, which is favorable for analyzing emerging phenomena
and generating new knowledge. However, it is important to recognize that qualitative
research may present challenges related to the subjectivity of the researcher and the
potential bias of data collected through interviews, which may affect the validity of the
study. Despite these limitations, the qualitative strategy was found to be the most
appropriate for the objectives of this study, allowing for a deep and contextualized

understanding of the phenomenon under study.

3.3 Research design
The cross-sectional research design was adopted for its ability to provide a snapshot of
current views and strategies regarding the use of media content in football. This approach
allows for the identification of trends and patterns without requiring long follow-up
periods, which is advantageous given the rapid change in the sports media industry.
According to Bell et al. (2019), this type of design commonly employs semi-structured

interviews and qualitative data analysis methods, which are ideal for obtaining detailed

22



and in-depth information from industry professionals. Semi-structured interviews offer
the flexibility to investigate new topics while maintaining sufficient structure to cover all
relevant issues. These allow participants to freely express their experiences and opinions,
while guiding the researcher through the topics relevant to the objectives of the study.
However, a limitation of this approach is that the experiences collected may vary over
time, making it more complex to highlight causal relationships, unlike in experimental

studies where conditions can be assessed at different times.

3.4 Data collection

Data collection in this study combines the use of primary and secondary data. Primary
data will be obtained through in-depth semi-structured interviews with managers and
industry experts, a method that aligns well with the chosen research design. These
interviews are designed to explore the phenomenon under study in detail (Bell et al.,
2019). In parallel, secondary data, which include academic articles for the literature
review and other relevant empirical materials, will be employed along with the primary
data following the abductive approach of this thesis in order to develop an in-depth

understanding of the topic under study.

3.4.1 Primary data

Given the complex phenomenon under consideration, semi-structured interviews have
been identified as the most effective method for collecting primary data, allowing for in-
depth and detailed analysis with respondents (Bell et al., 2019). This approach aligns with
Grounded Theory methodology, which is ideal for exploring in detail the motivations and
underlying aspects of marketing strategies related to innovative media content (Charmaz,
2014).

Semi-structured interviews offer sufficient flexibility to allow for extended responses,
while maintaining a structure that facilitates the comparison of information gathered
through similar questions asked of all participants. This methodology also allowed the
researcher to add in-depth questions as needed, improving the quality and relevance of
the responses obtained (Bell et al., 2019). In addition, the prepared interview guide
reduced the risk of rambling, ensuring that discussions remained focused on the study

topic. This combination of structure and flexibility made semi-structured interviews
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preferable to unstructured ones, allowing for effective comparative analysis of the data

collected.

3.4.1.1 Interview process

To adapt to the semi-structured interview approach, a specific interview guide was created
(Bell et al., 2019). These interviews involved various professionals from the world of
football, including decision makers such as Andrea Radrizzani, former chairman of Leeds
United, and Demetrio Albertini, ex-football player and manager, as well as Anouk
Mertens, CEO of NEO Studios, which has produced football-related documentaries. This
variety of profiles required adaptation of the guide to ensure that the questions were
relevant to the different experiences and skills of the interviewees.

The interview guide included a series of structured questions to explore the motivations
behind media content choices and how they affected fan engagement and revenue. The
questions were formulated to investigate the strategies adopted, pros and cons, difficulties
encountered, and possible future trends in the sports media content industry. To maximize
the effectiveness and flexibility of the interviews, many of the interviews were conducted
online via Zoom, allowing for geographic barriers to be overcome without the need to
travel, while still addressing the challenges associated with less ability to observe
respondents' body language (Bell et al., 2019).

Nevertheless, the ability to use video partially mitigated these difficulties. To ensure the
accuracy of the information collected, interviewees were asked to review interview
transcripts and make corrections, if necessary, in addition to recording sessions for
detailed transcription. This facilitated greater focus on the questions and answers during

the interviews, improving the quality and accuracy of the data collected.

3.4.1.2 Sampling

As opposed to quantitative research, where sampling aims at generalizability of results to
the entire population, qualitative sampling focuses on collecting data from individuals
who can provide relevant information to answer the research question (Marshall, 1996).
Thus, the main goal is to understand a specific phenomenon rather than its extension to a
larger population. Qualitative sampling can be done through several strategies:

convenience, theoretical, and judgment sampling.
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Convenience sampling is the least expensive and is based on ease of access to subjects.
Theoretical sampling, on the other hand, involves an iterative process where the choice
of new subjects is guided by theories emerging from the data already collected (Marshall,
1996). Judgmental or purposive sampling, as described by Bell et al. (2019), involves the
active selection of subjects who are likely to provide the most productive responses for
the research. This type of sampling is particularly useful for collecting a diverse and
informative sample, which is essential for exploring the studied question in depth (Bell et
al., 2019).

In this study, a purposive sampling strategy was adopted to explore the impact of
innovative media content strategies on fan engagement and revenues of football clubs, in
line with the abductive approach of the research. The sample was composed of people
with football industry practitioners but with different roles and backgrounds. That is why
there are ex-players and sports managers like Demetrio Albertini and Javier Zanetti,
sports managers like Alexandre Zodmi, presidents of football teams like Andrea
Radrizzani and Shaun Harvey or people more related to content creation from Anouk
Mertens, to Manuel Pasquini and Gianluca Ciraolo. There was only one category of
people that I would have needed and could not reach which is professional active football
players but unfortunately taking into account that this thesis was written in the spring, at
the crucial stage of the football season it was very complicated to get interviews from
them.

Interviews were conducted with informed experts and relevant industry stakeholders, not
necessarily to compare their responses, but to build a knowledge base that could be
compared with existing literature. This allowed for a more comprehensive view of the
phenomena studied and to pursue different perspectives. Inclusion and exclusion criteria,
established to ensure the relevance of the sample to the research question, included
participation in long-form media content initiatives. Important was that participants had
a significant role in the media or football world, contributing to the diversity and richness
of the information gathered.

The interviews, conducted mainly in English, were recorded to allow detailed
transcription and flexible sample evaluation.

The process of theory saturation determined the number of interviewees; after 8

interviews with club leaders, since no new codes or theories emerged, it was decided not
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to continue with the interviews. This purposive approach effectively answered the
research question, respecting the principles of grounded theory, despite this the low
number of interviews is one of the main weaknesses of this work that will surely limit the
generalizability of the results.

However, through purposive sampling only very high-profile practitioners in the field
were selected with an enormous variety of backgrounds that greatly enriched the
perspectives explored. The presence of respondents of such caliber ensures that, despite
their small numbers, the opinions gathered bring considerable value to the research. Their
prominent positions in the field provide access to information and insights that are often
inaccessible through less influential figures.

At the same time, it is also true that interviews with such high-profile figures can result
in potential bias, since they may positively portray their organizations and the industry,
impacting the objectivity and validity of the responses.

In conclusion, although the small number of interviews may appear to be a limitation, the
quality and diversity of participants interviewed significantly compensate for this
potential weakness, providing depth and richness to the body of data collected.

The following is a list of all participants:

Table 3.1 Interviews participants

Andrea Radrizzani| Leeds United Former Chairman 12/04/24 15 min In-person
Anouk Mertens NEO Studios CEO 22/04/24 50 min Zoom
Demetrio Albertini F.LG.C. P’eS‘denée"cfwT:Chmcal 29/04/24 | 35min |Google Meet
Manuel Pasquini | Frosinone Calcio | Social Media Manager 02/05/24 40 min | Google Meet
Head of Global
Football Mi ft
Alexandre Zodmi Juventus Footba Sponsorship Development| 03/05/24 30 min 161080
Club . Teams
& Academies
Football Club Whatsa
Javier Zanetti Internazionale Deputy Chairman 07/05/24 10 min Call PP
Milano
Gianluca Ciraolo | Bologna FC 1909 Content Creator 09/05/24 30 min | Google Meet
Wrexham
Shaun Harvey Association CEO 13/05/24 25 min Zoom
Football Club

Source: Primary data collected
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3.4.2 Secondary data

Along with the empirical data collected through interviews, secondary data were used to
gain a more complete understanding of the phenomenon studied, focusing on fan
engagement and innovative media content, both short-form and long-form. The search
for relevant literature involved the use of online scientific databases such as Google
Scholar, Scopus, and the Gothenburg University Library, as well as other search engines
such as Web of Science and Science Direct when necessary. The selected literature was
then organized and categorized by topic.

he initial survey primarily examined consumer engagement and its application in football
as fan engagement, identifying this as a valid starting point for secondary data collection.
Next, the focus shifted to football-specific innovative media content, distinguishing
between short-form and long-form content, with a particular focus on sports
documentaries. This section of the research was significantly influenced by the primary
data collected, as the selection of literature and themes that emerged from the interviews
guided the theoretical choices. As a result, the literature and empirical data influenced
each other, allowing new theories to be developed and keywords to be adjusted according
to the themes that emerged during the research process.

In selecting articles for this research, various factors, such as the importance of
digitization and recent technological developments, were weighed, generally preferring
recent publications. However, for some fundamental marketing or sociological concepts
related to documentaries, older studies were sometimes included that were still considered
relevant because of their sound theoretical basis.

For example, research on the psychology of identification with sports narratives, despite
their age, was considered valuable because of their continuing relevance.

No strict age limit was imposed on the literature used; the choice was guided by the
relevance of the studies to the research area. For topics such as new technologies, OTT
platforms, and social media, priority was given to more up-to-date studies because of the
rapid changes in these areas over the past decade. However, the limited availability of
research on some topics led to the use of some sources older than ten years that are still
considered valid.

Most of the articles selected for this thesis were peer-reviewed, but it was also necessary

to use some non-peer-reviewed papers due to the scarcity of studies on specific topics.
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Key words used at this stage included terms such as consumer engagement, fan

engagement, brand experience, media, social media, sports, and football clubs.

3.5 Data analysis

The data analysis in this study was conducted using the Grounded Theory approach,
selected for its ability to generate theories from qualitative data and provide in-depth
analysis of media strategies in football and their impact on engagement and revenue (Bell
et al., 2019). This method fits our research perfectly, allowing us to examine the complex
interactions between the production of media content and its reception by fans, as well as
its effect on clubs' business operations. Using thematic analysis, we organized and
interpreted the data collected from the semi-structured interviews, identifying recurring
patterns or themes that helped answer the research questions and build a coherent
theoretical framework of the phenomenon examined (Bell et al., 2019). The coding
process, following Gioia et al. (2012), began with a first-order analysis that focused on
codes derived directly from respondents' expressions. This step produced a wide range of
initial codes. These codes were then aggregated into second-order themes, facilitating
further synthesis of the data and allowing connections between the various codes and
themes to be identified.

Finally, second-order themes were synthesized into aggregate dimensions, forming an
overall structure that clarifies the dynamics among the concepts emerging from the
research. This overall structure, , illustrates how media content influences fan engagement
and club monetization strategies, providing a comprehensive overview of the analytical

method used and the conclusions obtained.

3.6 Research quality
In qualitative research, it is essential to consider specific quality criteria to ensure the
reliability and validity of studies. Following the guidelines of Lincoln and Guba (1985),
this study adopts four main criteria: credibility, transferability, reliability, and
confirmability. Credibility focuses on the correspondence between the results obtained
and participants' perceptions. To increase credibility, respondents were given the
opportunity to review transcripts and preliminary results, ensuring that the researcher's

interpretations accurately reflected their experiences.
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This criterion indicates the ability to apply the study results to other contexts. To facilitate
transferability, detailed descriptions of the research methods and contexts were provided,
allowing readers to judge the applicability of the results to their own situations. Reliability
was ensured by documenting all steps of the research process in a transparent and detailed
manner. This approach allows other researchers to verify and replicate the study,
increasing confidence in the processes and results presented. Confirmability deals with
the neutrality of the results, minimizing the researcher's personal biases. This was
achieved through critical self-reflection on all stages of the research process, ensuring
that conclusions were based on the data collected and not on personal opinions. These
criteria strengthened the methodology of the present study, making the results more

robust, transparent, and replicable.

4. Results

The inherent part of the findings presents real solutions in the interviews conducted with
the eight top professionals in the field of football and sports media. In this context, each
interviewee provided specific, detailed, and very valuable information and insights
regarding the impact of innovative media content on football, highlighting their own
experiences and practical strategies.

A comprehensive analysis of the above interviews reveals five thematic macro-areas that
structure and prepare a clear theoretical and practical framework for the thesis. The first
two unequivocally answer the research questions themselves, analyzing in depth the
impact of media content in fan engagement and the very important and vital club
revenues. In particular, the first macro-area starkly shows how the integration of
documentaries and TV series affects fan engagement and their immediate perception of
the teams' brand. The second thematic area, on the other hand, polarizes on their exclusive
influence on the financial aspect, putting extreme emphasis on the multiple commercial
and monetization opportunities made available by the new media.

The third and fourth macro areas, however, further enrich the research. The third explores
how clubs can implement an effective brand strategy and position themselves correctly
in the markets through innovative media. The fourth focuses on the challenges that arise
in creating this content, trying to balance authenticity with engaging storytelling, without

compromising the integrity of those involved.
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Finally, interviewees shared their views on future trends and opportunities in the sports
media industry. This last macro area outlines a prospective picture of what might happen
in the coming years, providing a broader understanding of the potential of media content
in fan engagement and the evolution of the football industry.

These macro-thematic areas paint a framework in which innovative media content plays
a crucial role in shaping fan engagement and generating significant revenue for football
clubs. Testimonies from industry professionals highlight how clubs need to strategically
consider investments in media content, not just as marketing tools but as an integral part

of their overall branding and monetization strategies.

Figure 4.1 Visualization of the concepts

Source: Author’s own elaboration

4.1 Impact of innovative media content on fan engagement and
brand perception

Overall, all interviewees surveyed emphasized and highlighted how media content, and
especially documentaries, have a real relevant impact in direct and indirect form on fan
engagement. Albertini talked about how media has become an integral part of football
club operations, noting how the digital media landscape has grown. Javier Zanetti
confirmed this by saying that the media in recent years has evolved so much and this
direction taken particularly appeals to the fan who is thus able to identify with the club.
He said:

"The fan likes this content because it makes the fan feel part of the family and it is a way

of expressing his love towards the team"
Alexandre Zodmi also emphasized the importance of fan engagement in the football

industry by pointing out that nowadays clubs do not only compare themselves with each

other on sports results or revenues but also terms of engagement rates that they have in
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content, so how their content performs on all platforms, and this emerges as one of the
most important factor.

The factor of fan engagement also emerges as a crucial point from the experience of
Manuel Pasquini, who highlighted how Frosinone, despite being a small team seeks new
ways to engage their fans every day. One example was to launch an app in 2017, which

for a Serie B reality as they were that year, was not easy. He said:

“The goal is to make fans experience the team in a different way”

The app had 3 levels, free, premium, and exclusive. Depending on the member level, the
fan would unlock various types of unreleased media content or experiences such as
watching the team's pre-game warm-up on the sidelines. So, they managed to create a
highly engaged fanbase that they then followed even in the post-purchase period by then
also creating many other fan-club moments of aggregation such as aperitifs with the
players or pregame awards for the hardcore fans and much more.

Mertens emphasized how documentaries can broaden fan bases both locally and
internationally, citing examples such as the impact of the Leeds United documentary on
his family and the documentary's global reach. Radrizzani added that documentaries bring
fans closer to the club by showing real-life stories, which helps identification and
emotional bonding.

The integration of innovative media content, such as sports documentaries and television
series, has become a vital element in shaping fan engagement and brand perception at
football clubs. Interviews highlight how these media forms influence not only direct fan
engagement, but also clubs' broader commercial and branding strategies.
Documentaries, in particular, play a significant role in offering an authentic, behind-the-
scenes look at football clubs. This transparency has the potential to deeply engage existing
fans and attract new ones, creating a broader fan base both locally and internationally.
Radrizzani's experience with the documentary "Take Us Home," which chronicled Leeds
United Football Club, exemplifies this impact. He explains that this documentary helped
rekindle interest in Leeds United, both among its longtime supporters and new global

fans, underscoring the emotional resonance these stories have.
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Gianluca Ciraolo confirmed the above, talking about the mini-series "We Are One" which
chronicles Bologna's season with coach Sinisa Mihajlovic on the bench. They did the
miniseries on Dazn and the results they had were very positive especially the most
important thing was that the user who started watching the series got to complete
everything so that means the content caught the attention and the fan was engaged until
the end.

Alexandre Zodmi, in addition, spoke about the case of Juventus and how the documentary
series "All or Nothing" has played a crucial role in increasing global fan engagement and
revealing lesser-known aspects of the clubs. According to Zodmi, the main goal of such
initiatives is to engage the international fanbase outside the stadium capacity and outside

the match-days. As he said:

“We play once or twice a week, which means that you have like between five or six days
without any game during the week and your stadium is 40,000 to 45,000 seats and you
have like 500 million fans or followers on the global basis. So if you put all of these
elements together, it shows that you have to engage fans outside of your stadium and

’

outside of the games.’

Zanetti confirmed the above, saying that this content helps to engage and grow the fanbase

especially internationally, he said:

“In our case, being an international company with fans everywhere, this is a way to bring
even fans who are far away who may not have the opportunity to come to the stadium
closer. Then by creating this content, these fans even if they are far away feel that they

’

are participating and this certainly grows the brand 360 degrees.’

Anouk Mertens reinforces and consolidates this very interesting point, placing at the
center of thought the ability on the part of the narrative to engage viewers, in toto,
focusing especially on the human aspect of the football teams themselves. In “Take Us
Home,” the depiction of Leeds United's path to prominence resonated unequivocally with
viewers, placing together both the high and low moments faced by the club and its people.

As Anouk Mertens said in her interview:
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"The strength of this documentary, [...] is that the editorial line did not shy away from the
difficulties, because it is these difficulties that make it real, make the people real in the
story, and make the fans even more engaged, because they live with their club, with the

ups and downs [...] Creating this kind of reality, in my opinion, strengthens the fans

engagement with the club.”

Mertens points out how these personal stories produce and create a very strong bond
between the club and its audience, facilitating wider participation and leading them to
greater and more powerful loyalty. Then it is highlighted how this narrative approach thus
differentiates meaningful documentaries from mere marketing pieces, contributing to the
overall and global perception of the club's brand. Mertens explains most clearly how all
this interaction between clubs, content, and platforms is evolving, highlighting that while
platforms focus primarily on creating attractive and evocative content for their audiences,
clubs must adapt and arrange their brand strategies with these media opportunities to
maximize benefits and profits.

Content generated by fan and social media integration complements these long-form
narratives, improving, further, both total engagement and strong, absolute brand
perception. Mertens further highlights how different forms of media, ranging from
behind-the-scenes content to large-scale documentaries, can consolidate and reinforce
each other, resulting in a cohesive and organic narrative across multiple and varied
platforms.

In conclusion, we can say without a shadow of a doubt that innovative media content has
a multifaceted effect on football teams, totally and passionately engaging fans and
comprehensively and clearly shaping brand perception. Documentaries and series offer
authentic storytelling, which always and continuously attract new audiences and most
importantly strengthen and consolidate the 'attachment and love of existing fans. This
broader level interconnected with the emotional side helps to produce a total and
comprehensive brand strategy, making media content a main and fundamental aspect for

modern football clubs.
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4.2 Impact of innovative media content on revenues

One of the issues that emerged as a key theme throughout the interviews was
monetization. Albertini highlighted how it is highly important to consider and keep in
mind new revenue streams, such as can be especially those derived from media content.
Mertens, on the other hand, emphasized how documentaries can assist the commercial
strategies of clubs, not only by selling content, but also and especially by attracting
sponsorship and new deals. Radrizzani echoed her, pointing out that not only do
documentaries offer countless financial benefits, in a direct way through sales and
consequently revenue, and in an indirect way by increasing brand identification and easy
commercial appeal.

We can say that monetization and the various and multiple business opportunities related
to innovative media content emerged clearly and unequivocally as the central theme of
the interviews. Zanetti confirmed this by emphasizing the 'impact and influence of media

content on revenue and revenues by stating:

"It is the sponsors themselves who ask you to create content to grow not only their brand

but also to grow the 2 brands together it is a team effort”

Today the sponsor no longer wants the simple sponsorship contract on the jersey or on
the sidelines, today the sponsor wants to create a shared strategy that involves creating ad
hoc media content, participating in events, and being a protagonist in the life of the club,
in doing so the brands grow together.

Long-form content, such as documentaries and TV series, offers significant monetization
opportunities for football clubs, as well as providing new avenues of engagement for fans.
Shaun Harvey highlighted that football teams are trying to build their brand and business
opportunities by moving away from the traditional sources that have supported the game
for many years, and documentaries or behind-the-scenes stories are actually filling that
gap.

Harvey stated that the real benefit from doing this content is the increased value of all
sponsorship properties, because the portfolio opportunities for sponsorship now it’s not
just selling inventory that's seen on a football, a football stadium and occasionally on, you

know, occasionally on TV in the context of the live match scenario but also in the
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documentary. So it actually opened up a whole new sector and new budgets for the club

to take advantage of.

Harvey looked at the case of Wrexham and pointed out the huge change in some metrics
before (pre-covid) and after the documentary "Welcome to Wrexham," adding that this is
all due to the club's success on the field but the documentary gives the football team the

foundation to be able to go to market:

Shirts Sold 2.500 55.000
Membership Card No Membership 30.000
Average Stadium Attendance 4500 Sold Out (10.500)

Turnover 2.5 Milions 25 Milions

Zodmi mentioned that now is trying to model how to leverage content in negotiations and
partnerships and maximize monetization from the same. There are various ways to
monetize Content, you can monetize content that you already produce like training
sessions on YouTube, through a classic "presented by" or you can do product placement
like Juventus did with Lavazza in the documentary All or Nothing or you can build
authentic and genuine stories together with the partner. For example, telling the story of
a fan and doing it together with Socios who is the Juventus fan token. Last but not least
monetize the content through the standard advertising model like YouTube. So, they are

actually looking at various ways to monetize all the content so much so that he said:

"We will need some kind of integrated media agency to be able to monetize all this

content. "

Direct and Indirect Revenues
Documentaries and TV series generate direct revenues through the sale of broadcast rights
and distribution on streaming platforms such as Amazon Prime or Netflix. Radrizzani,

for example, said:
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"We sold the project for about three million and made a profit of about one and a half

million."”

In addition to this, this content offers an amplification effect for the club's brand,
increasing its commercial value and making it more attractive to sponsors and business

partners, as highlighted in the interviews.

Sponsorship Strategies

Zanetti highlighted how producing top-notch media content also helps in negotiating
partnerships because s then when you make a sponsorship presentation you put all your
achievements in terms of visibility and show the way you work.

Mertens emphasizes how documentaries can serve as a springboard for new commercial

partnerships, allowing clubs to negotiate better terms with sponsors. She mentioned:

“I think the smart clubs, to be really honest, will proactively start making more of this

content and investing in it themselves because the investment will come back to them”

The international visibility provided by successful documentaries can attract new partners
and strengthen existing relationships, fostering the inclusion of brands in media content
in a natural and authentic way. This dynamic manifest itself in cases such as the "One for
All" documentary produced by Neo Studios, where media coverage helped solidify the

position of the Belgium national team and its partners.

Pasquini highlighted how they, at frosinone, are also looking for new sources of revenue,
one of which was the introduction of the app with the paid membership, not only because
of the direct revenue from there but in that the latter has also turned into a kind of
marketplace for sponsors who can put up exclusive discounts and much more for
frosinone fans. Secondly, Pasquini talked about how they now try to monetize all the
media content they do from graphics with match statistics to videos of the team arriving
at the stadium and emphasized how this is a much more direct way for partners to get the

word out than classic sponsorship channels such as courtside LEDs. As he mentioned:
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"LEDs are important, I read the brand name, but it stays there instead on social with one

click I access the website or profile of the sponsored brand.”

Opportunities for Clubs of Different Sizes

Albertini and Mertens highlight the need for innovative content strategies, not only for
larger clubs, but also for smaller ones. Mertens refers to cases of clubs that have produced
low-cost content, such as documentaries on YouTube, while still managing to reach a
large audience and increase fan engagement. Gianluca Ciraolo confirmed what Albertini
and Mertens said by bringing in the example of the Sunderland TV series, which was one
of the first series that paid attention to the possibility of creating this kind of content and
at the time the club was not really a big club as well as the case of Wrexham.
Radrizzani, however, warns smaller clubs about the risks of producing low-quality
content, stressing the importance of carefully evaluating the investments needed and

choosing appropriate stories and strategies.

The Media-Sports Ecosystem

The interviews emphasize the complexity and interconnectedness of the media-sports
ecosystem. Media content production is not an isolated activity, but requires synergy
between different areas of the football business, such as marketing, services, and media.
Albertini, for example, highlights the importance of strategically integrating media

content into club operations to maximize both revenue and fan engagement.

Finally, the interviews suggest that monetization of media content will continue to evolve.
Mertens predicts that clubs will adopt more integrated media strategies, including co-
production with brands and media platforms, allowing media content to serve as a bridge
between traditional and more innovative marketing activities. Radrizzani and Albertini
highlight the growing competition in the entertainment market, suggesting that clubs will
need to find new ways to capture fans' attention and interest through increasingly
engaging and authentic media content.

In conclusion, monetization and commercial opportunities from innovative media content

emerge as a key pillar of football clubs' business strategies. However, success in this area

37



requires strategic integration and a balanced approach that aims to maximize both direct

revenues and fan engagement.

4.3 Brand strategy and positioning

The interviews also revealed how clubs and media production companies use
documentaries to strengthen club brands. Albertini recounted how successful clubs such

as Real Madrid have leveraged media to significantly increase revenues.

Mertens described how media companies work with clubs to develop strategies that fit
club and media goals. Radrizzani stressed that documentaries should be part of a club's
broader strategic plan, not only as a business opportunity but also as an editorial tool to

effectively position the club. He said:

"I see documentaries as an important component of a club's positioning strategy toward
its fans and non-fans, instead, it is more often limited to a commercial opportunity, it

should in my opinion become more of an editorial strategy for club positioning."”

Evolution of Communication and Media in Football
Albertini points out how communication in football has changed significantly over time,
moving from a simple print media operation to a 24/7 presence on social media and other

platforms. He said:

"Today, club communication cannot be limited to only the traditional press, but must

embrace social media and engage fans in constant dialogue."

This has led to greater complexity in the way clubs manage their media, requiring a
structured and multidisciplinary approach to take advantage of the opportunities offered
by innovative media.

A key point highlighted by the interviews is how media content, particularly sports
documentaries and TV series, plays an essential role in creating and redefining a club's
image. Andrea Radrizzani, for example, points out how the documentary "Take Us

Home" helped bring Leeds United back to the global stage, highlighting the club's history
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and tradition, but also projecting it into the future. This has not only expanded the reach
of the Leeds brand, but also created an emotional connection with fans, strengthening
their loyalty and involvement.

Anouk Mertens reinforces the importance of authentic and engaging storytelling in
strengthening a club's brand. In the case of "Welcome to Wrexham," the documentary not
only enhanced the club's image, but also had a positive impact on the town of Wrexham,
generating new business and tourism opportunities, and expanding the club's audience
internationally.

Shaun Harvey said that there is no doubt that the new international fan base that the
football club has created is due solely to the documentary and now they always try to be
accessible to an international market because a football fan when he attaches himself to a
club stay attached to that club for life. He argued you can have an American or a Mexican
club, but you can't have two clubs in the United Kingdom, however, you can have a

Premier League club and an EFL club, the concepts work. Then he said:

“So, we positioned ourselves as wanting to be everybody's second favorite club.”

Integration of Marketing, Media and Services

Albertini talks about how marketing, media, and services are interconnected in a football
club's operations. Synergy among these elements is essential to ensure that media
strategies not only increase fan engagement, but also support the club's image and its
relationships with sponsors and business partners. Integrating innovative media content
into one's marketing strategy is not just about making documentaries, but using this
approach continuously, giving space for creativity and breaking the customs related to

the world of football. Anouk Mertens said:

“If a story comes out, they expect the club to promote it, have their players available to

1

make sure that the show is there.’
It is fine to make the documentary as long form content but then it needs to be supported

with clips of the same, gags and games that the players lend themselves to or other

additional behind-the-scenes clips.
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In conclusion, the topic of brand positioning and strategy is central to the interviews,
emphasizing the crucial role of innovative media content in building, strengthening, and
positioning the brand of football clubs. This strategic integration of media into club
operations is essential for facing competition and maintaining relevance in the global

football landscape.

4.4 Challenges and balancing content with authenticity

All interviewees talked about the challenges of producing media content. Albertini and
Zanetti stressed the importance of being clear with players and balancing content creation
with protecting their privacy and club integrity. Mertens emphasized the need for
authentic storytelling, noting how fans are distancing themselves from overly glossy
narratives. Radrizzani echoed this sentiment, stressing that clubs need to understand their

strategic goals and create content that reflects them authentically.

Authenticity emerges as a crucial aspect of producing innovative media content for
football clubs. Specifically, Shaun Harvey pointed out that keeping everything authentic
is really the main challenge. There are things that are put into the documentary later in
order to create a cohesive story. Because obviously the documentary crew cannot be there
every minute of every day. So you have to be able to tell and integrate the life content
with a narrative that explains to the viewer the journey that the club is on but nothing is

staged. So, ultimately it is about:

“Allowing the football club to create the story rather than the story create the football
club.”

Basically, all the interviews highlight the challenges and importance of maintaining a
balance between creating engaging content and authentically representing the club and its

members. As Anouk Mertens mentioned:
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"If you're not allowed in important meetings or locker rooms, these are crucial elements

for us to tell a good story. It's about building a bit of trust.”

Andrea Radrizzani confirmed this when talking about the complicity of the players:

"The players gave themselves with a lot of complicity [...] also because we were doing

what we wanted, we certainly didn't have impositions of platforms or different things."

In the interview with Manuel Pasquini, we talked about the risk of not bothering coaches
and players and yet ending up with content that is all standardized or trying to "invade"
privacy and create good innovative content that is a point of differentiation. According to
Pasquini the solution lies in the content creator to understand the moment, football
depends on sports results at the end of the day; therefore, there are times of the season
when you can be more "invasive" and other times when you cannot afford to enter the
locker room and record moments of high tension.

Anouk Mertens highlights how a sports documentary has the potential to deeply influence
the perception of a club. This can have both positive and negative effects: well-crafted
content can increase fan engagement and strengthen the club's brand identity, while
content perceived as insincere, or manipulative can damage the club's reputation. Mertens
stresses the importance of avoiding overly positive and glossy representation, which
could alienate fans and be counterproductive. Instead, the goal is to create a realistic
narrative that reflects the challenges and complexities faced by the club and its members,
from management to players. This kind of authenticity is essential to engage fans in a
meaningful and lasting way.

A concrete example is provided by Andrea Radrizzani, who describes the production of
the documentary "Take Us Home" as a delicate process that required a careful balance
between accurately representing the Leeds United club and creating an engaging
narrative. Radrizzani highlights how the documentary helped humanize the club and build
a deeper connection with fans by highlighting the challenges and emotions experienced
by the team during its journey to promotion, and this is also confirmed by Anouk Mertens.
Demetrio Albertini, a former football player and now sports executive, offers an

additional perspective on how media content can be perceived both internally and
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externally. He stresses the need to consider the privacy and integrity of those involved in
documentaries, especially when it comes to behind-the-scenes and personal interviews.
Albertini warns against compromising the trust of players and technical staff, which could
inhibit their willingness to participate in such projects in the future.

These challenges highlight the need for a strategic and balanced approach to producing
innovative media content. Football clubs must strike a balance between creating an
engaging narrative and authentic representations. Integrating real content and authentic
personal stories, as seen in the case of Leeds United and "Take Us Home," can help
strengthen fan engagement, club perception, and business opportunities. However, clubs
must also carefully consider the impact of this content on their long-term image and the
trust of internal and external stakeholders.

In addition, the interviews suggest that media content production requires careful
planning and dialogue among all parties involved. Mertens stresses the importance of
working closely with the club and the players to ensure that the content reflects their real
experiences, while creating a compelling narrative that captures the audience's attention
and improves the perception of the club.

Finally, the balance between authenticity and engagement is a central issue in the age of
digital media and innovative content. New platforms and technologies offer
unprecedented opportunities to tell stories, but they also require careful and strategic
management to prevent overexposure or distorted representation from damaging clubs'

reputations and relationships with fans. As Anouk Mertens said the question is:

“Will it positively contribute to our brand instead or kill our brand, which is possible as

well if you do a documentary.”

4.5 Future trends and opportunities
The interviews also covered future trends in sports media. Albertini and Mertens
emphasized the growing importance of digital media and the need for clubs to adapt to
new platforms and strategies. Mertens also spoke about the growing trend for brands to
fund sports documentaries and integrate them into broader marketing strategies. Pasquini
confirmed this saying that in the next two years at least, we will continue to see more and

more TV series like Manchester City's “Treble: Treble Winners” and go into more and
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more detail and more and more behind the scenes. Secondly, he also highlighted that
nowadays you have to come up with new content all the time, talking about the initiative

to put cameras on players, he said:

“It's beautiful, we'll get there but soon after users will already be used to it and will be
looking for something new as it was with the cameras in the locker room before the

game.”

Gianluca Ciraolo also admitted that Bologna wants to try to put cameras on players, and
is already studying which cameras to choose for subjective shots and to develop various
types of innovative content.

Radrizzani emphasized the need for clubs to consider media content as a strategic tool for
positioning and expanding their reach.

One aspect of paramount importance is the continued increase in interest in players as
real brands, which increasingly tend to take over the production of their own content. In

this regard, Mertens stated:

“I see athletes more and more becoming their own brands and creating engaging content

together with partners like us.”

This exponential trend could lead to more personalization of actual content by sports
media globally. The second important aspect concerns the strategic integration between
media, club and brand. Albertini highlights how media is no longer just an addition, but

said that;:

“Today the business of the football club, is structured on four macro areas: the sports

part, the marketing part, then the services part, and the last one is the media part.”

The synergy between marketing, media, and business operations is crucial for the growth

of clubs and to fully exploit the potential of media content. He said:
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"Marketing now has to be synergistic with the team, services and even the media, because

they are one of the pillars of the company's revenue."”

In addition, collaboration between clubs and media platforms can lead to more engaging
content and more effective monetization strategies.

Partnerships between clubs and media platforms can evolve further, as highlighted by
Mertens. This integration could include not only the production of long-form content such
as documentaries, but also more interactive and social forms, such as content created by
fans and shared on social media.

Another trend is the in-house production of content by the clubs themselves, with the
introduction of in-house production studios. This has already been adopted by some teams
such as Manchester City, according to Mertens, and could become an increasingly
popular strategy, allowing clubs to have more control over their brand storytelling.

This is confirmed also by Alexandre Zodmi that highlighted the need of providing content
and engage fan also without talking about football, because teams don’t play every day.
So he talked about the case of Juventus that is implementing the Juventus Creator Lab
identifying the trend of internalizing the content production process turning a football

club into a media house. He said:

“I see a huge opportunity for us to be able to master the full process in terms of idea,

creation, production and monetization.”

Also, Ciraolo, mentioned this trend saying that he would love for the club to have its own
sort of little production house that allows you to create per year two pieces of content
long form and maybe imprint for example, a short form strategy with series style content
then behind the scenes clips but to output on social over the weeks. Film the pre-game
tactical meeting and put in a I-minute clip for example of the coach charging the team.

Finally, Shaun Harvey talked about the “unseen benefit” of the documentary Welcome to
Wrexham that in his opinion has put on the agenda the opportunity to own sports clubs
for the general American public. Most Americans do not have the financial ability to own
an MLB team or the NHL or the NHL-in short, none of the big sports franchises-but they

probably have the financial ability to own a lower league football team in Europe.
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He added that perhaps considering investment in a football team as philanthropy is a big
word but surely the owner gets enjoyment out of it and practical benefits can be gained
for the local community, therefore, an increasing number of people are finding this more

attractive than just cash charity. So:

“What Welcome to Wrexham has done is that it opened up the opportunity for a lot of

football clubs around the world to benefit because people can do it.”

These elements indicate how the strategic integration of innovative media content,
marketing strategies, and commercial partnerships represents a major future trend in the

football industry, offering significant opportunities for club growth and fan engagement.

S. Discussion
This chapter explores the complexities and insights derived from examining the complex
relationship between media content, fan engagement and football’s team revenues.
This chapter aims to analyse how the findings from the thesis not only match with the
literature, but also extend the actual academic dialogue on media content and fan
engagement The objective of this chapter is, in fact, to provide relevant information about
the obtained results. This will be done by commenting them and by understanding the

theoretical implications of this analysis on the existing literature framework.

Therefore, this chapter has been divided into four different sectors: answer to the research
questions, theoretical implications, limitations of the study and suggestions for future

research.

5.1 Answer to the research questions

The results from the interviews address the two research questions by providing valuable
information on the integration of innovative media content and its impact on fan

engagement and football team revenues.

Regarding fan engagement, interview results show how media content not only directly

improves fan engagement but also amplifies the emotional appeal of clubs.
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Documentaries specifically offer an authentic, behind-the-scenes look at football clubs,
increasing transparency and perceived authenticity, elements that intensify fans'
emotional bond with the club. The documentary "Take Us Home," for example, which
follows Leeds United's season, has not only rekindled interest among longtime supporters
but also attracted new fans globally. This kind of content, by showing the daily life,
challenges and successes of the club, creates a deep emotional bond and consolidates fans'
loyalty, as it does not shy away from reflecting real difficulties, making fans more
involved and connected to the club through sharing the ups and downs.

Similarly, the series "We Are One," which chronicles Bologna's season under Sinisa
Mihajlovic, conveys an engaging narrative that kept viewers interested until the last
episode. This series has demonstrated the effectiveness of well-crafted content in
maintaining high fan engagement, highlighting the importance of compelling and well-
told stories. This has been confirmed by the case of Juventus with the "All or Nothing"
series and beyond, which revealed how such initiatives can intensify overall engagement
and play an essential role on matchless days, maintaining fan interest and fostering
ongoing connection beyond just sports performance.

In addition, fan-generated content and content on social media reinforce these narratives
over the long term, improving both engagement and brand perception. The synergy
between various media formats creates a cohesive narrative that can be delivered across
multiple platforms, increasing emotional impact and fan engagement. The interviews also
highlight the importance of streaming platforms as crucial tools for football clubs to reach
their global fans. These media enable clubs to align their communication strategies with
fans' needs and interests, optimizing engagement through engaging and relevant content.
In sum, innovative media content not only enhances the club's image, but creates
emotional engagement that strengthens fan loyalty and consolidates brand perception
globally. The impact on fan engagement is manifested through a broader and more loyal
fan base, closer dialogue between the club and its supporters, and greater identification
with the team's values and culture. So, we can say that this content plays a key role in the
modern football environment, highlighting the importance of an effective media strategy
focused on the fan experience.

On the revenue side, the interviews highlight that innovative media content, such as

documentaries and TV series, represent a significant opportunity to generate revenue

46



commercial strategies and monetization opportunities for football clubs.

The interviews revealed that the importance of exploring new sources of revenue through
media content is universally recognized. It was highlighted that documentaries contribute
to clubs' commercial strategies not only through direct sales of content, but also by
attracting sponsorships and commercial deals, offering direct and indirect financial
benefits through increased brand recognition and commercial appeal. One of the most
notable examples of this strategy is the “Welcome to Wrexham” documentary, which
brought about a remarkable increase in various commercial metrics for Wrexham by
radically transforming the club's economic profile. This shift demonstrates how quality
content can open up new monetization opportunities not only through ticket and
merchandising sales, but also by strengthening the value of sponsorship properties.

It has been highlighted how football teams are trying to build their brand and business
opportunities by breaking away from the traditional sources that have supported the game
for many years. Documentaries or behind-the-scenes stories are actually bridging that
gap. The content created has opened up a new industry and new budgets for the club,
increasing the value of all sponsorship properties.

Sponsorship strategies have evolved: sponsors today seek to create a shared strategy that
involves creating ad hoc media content, participating in events, and becoming key players
in club life, which grows the brands together. Producing high-quality media content also
helps in partnership negotiations, allowing clubs to negotiate better terms with sponsors.
Documentaries can also serve as a springboard for new business partnerships, allowing
clubs to negotiate better terms with sponsors. The international visibility provided by
successful documentaries can attract new partners and strengthen existing relationships,
facilitating the inclusion of brands in media content in a natural and authentic way.

The importance of media content is not limited to large clubs; smaller clubs can also
benefit from this strategy. Interviews showed that some clubs produced low-cost content
that still reached a wide audience and increased fan engagement. This shows that media
content production is accessible at all levels and can provide significant benefits
regardless of club size.

In conclusion, the interviews confirm that innovative media content impacts clubs'
monetization and business opportunities by establishing itself as a key pillar of football

clubs' business strategies.
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The results also identify challenges and opportunities for the future. Content creation
must strike a balance between engagement and authenticity, without compromising the
integrity of those involved. Respondents suggest that clubs must be strategic in media
integration, creating consistent content that respects brand values. In the future landscape,
emerging trends highlight athletes evolving into autonomous brands and clubs enhancing
in-house content production, exemplified by initiatives like the "Juventus Creator Lab."
Additionally, the innovative use of technology, such as equipping players with cameras,
aims to boost fan engagement. Furthermore, there is a growing emphasis on producing
content in collaboration with media partners, necessitating closer cooperation between
clubs and media platforms to optimize both engagement and revenue generation.

Finally, the important impact of sports documentaries in making investment in sports

clubs an attractive option for a wider audience is also emphasized.

5.2 Theoretical implications

The positive relationship found between innovative media content, fan engagement, and
football team revenues contributes significantly to the literature surrounding fan
engagement. Through this section, comparisons will be made with previously analyzed
literature. Specifically, there are a number of theories and factors that influence fan
engagement that were confirmed in the results of the interviews. Specifically, it was
possible to confirm themes regarding customer relationship management, the Theory of
Uses and Gratifications, team branding, non-transactional activities, loyalty,
identification, seasonality of performance, and nostalgia having also been able to finally
identify some of the trends that are already in place and that we will still see in the coming
years.

In order to best support our study, we considered several theories. The first one that best
articulates our thinking is the one on customer relationship management by Malthouse et
al. (2013). Here the authors point out that the primary goal of various brands is to be
present on many different media platforms in order to attract consumers by giving them
high-value, high-quality content that meets their needs. This goal is essential and of
paramount importance to maintain a continuous connection with consumers and, as a

result, generate tremendous growth and value for the brand itself.
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The results of the interviews that are part of this study of ours highlighted and confirmed
how Melthouse et al. (2013) theory is also applicable in an important and basic way in
the field of sports management, emphasizing that media content should be part of a
broader editorial strategy that includes different platforms and offering a greater variety
of content, both short and long, in order to best meet the various and different needs of
consumers. Incorporating and integrating innovative media content into one's marketing
strategy for various brands would not only mean making documentaries, but also using
this orientation on an ongoing basis and emphasizing creativity in order to break the
football-related customs. Excellent necessary and important to make the documentary as
a long form content, but then the whole must be supported by clips of the same, gags and
games in which the players lend themselves or other additional behind-the-scenes clips.
This approach aims to maintain an ongoing bond and union between the club and the fans,
proving to be a crucial and crucial aspect for both engagement and monetization. One of
the frequently used theories in the field of sports management in relation to fan
engagement is the Uses and Gratifications (U&G) theory, which is mainly used to better
understand fan engagement by giving important explanations of how media are employed
and used effectively by brands. (Filo et al., 2015).

Vale & Fernandes (2018), highlight how this aforementioned theory plays a primary role
in trying to investigate the various reasons why consumers engage on social media.

The latter theory is considered a cornerstone of this thesis and was clearly confirmed by
the results of the interviews, which aptly demonstrated how sports documentaries and TV
series play a crucial role in increasing the international visibility of clubs and creating an
emotional and deep connection with their fans. With this in mind, interviewees confirmed
and emphasized the importance of telling true, authentic and highly engaging stories in a
way that transforms mere viewers into active and passionate fans, significantly and
disruptively improving brand perception. Narratives that offer an authentic and realistic
view of the club's victories and multiple challenges not only intensify and increase fan
engagement, but also create and strengthen a lasting, strong emotional bond that is
essential to fan loyalty and the club's commercial success.

All these of our analyses and findings highlight the applicability and consistency of the
aforementioned usage and gratification theory in a modern and current sports marketing

context, emphasizing how the strategic use of media can greatly enhance and impact fan
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engagement and, most importantly, help football clubs create greater increases in
significant value globally.

Mazzu and Bovi (2024) provide enormously important suggestions on the validity and
effectiveness of unconventional marketing strategies. In this important thinking, the
authors include a primary framework that highlights and emphasizes the importance

of originality, novelty, visibility, relevance, involvement, legacy, and authenticity as
mandatory and necessary conditions in order to promote and give a strong impetus for a
greater, positive, and engaging brand image.

The interviews highlight that innovative content proves to be powerful tools that embody
the seven essential conditions for unconventional marketing effectiveness outlined in the
paper. This content, especially long-form content such as sports documentaries,
represents a real innovation. Their relevance is accentuated by fans' growing desire to
access exclusive, behind-the-scenes content, offering an authentic and original view of
athletes' lives. This type of media not only deeply engages fans, who are eager to know
every detail about their sports idols, but also helps create a legacy by connecting past
stories with the current sports context, thus building a lasting and meaningful connection
with audiences.

The interviews revealed findings that enrich the theory proposed by Yun et al. (2021) that
team brand image and cumulative fan satisfaction, reinforced by active engagement
through digital content and social media, are key factors in increasing fans' attitudinal and
behavioral loyalty, with sustained engagement with the team as a moderator.

Indeed, it is clear from the interviews how this kind of content positions the team's brand
image globally by increasing engagement and loyalty. In fact, it was pointed out that this
type of content can lead to increased revenues, both related to the purchase of club-related
products (e.g., merchandising and match tickets) and with regard to the creation of new
monetization opportunities (e.g., increased international visibility through commercial
agreements).

Another important perspective highlighted by the results relates to the impact that this
type of content can have on fan engagement and consequently on revenues. This trend is
supported by research on influencer marketing by Pozharliev et al. (2022), which shows
that influencers' visual content using a product significantly attracts consumers' attention.

Contextualizing these findings to the world of soccer, athletes can serve as powerful
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influencers; therefore, creating content that shows athletes in authentic situations where
they use that product could increase the value of sponsorship. In addiction revenues turn
out to be an indirect consequence of a whole series of operations, as evidenced by the
theory proposed by Yoshida et al. (2014). The interviews confirm the authors' claim that
fan engagement represents a type of consumer interaction that is distinguished by fans'
non-transactional activities, which go beyond the conventional expected behaviors.
Moreover, the interviews showed that by going beyond mere transactional interactions
related to merchandising or ticketing sales, it is possible to create a more meaningful
connection with fans, which contributes not only to consolidating the fan base but also to
improving brand perception on a global scale, and revenues will then be a consequence
of this strategy. The case of Wrexham with the documentary “Welcome to Wrexham” is
explanatory of the above, also giving evidence of how a minor club that implements
innovative media content, as in this case the documentary succeeds in having a greater
appeal in terms of sponsorship and merchandising sales also confirming what Mazzu &
Gambicorti (2020) argued with the Macron case.Results also showed how documentaries
such as "Take Us Home" improve the visibility and image of the club internationally and
also create a strong emotional connection with fans, which goes beyond just support
during matches. Fans' involvement becomes deeper through the narration of the club's
history and the personalities who are part of it, generating a closer identification with the
club and its values.

This perspective confirms and enriches a number of perspectives highlighted in the
literature, such as those of Meng et al. (2015) and Jang et al. (2018) on variations in fan
engagement influenced by seasonality and team performance. Annamalai et al. (2021)
had already analyzed these factors suggesting that sports clubs should adapt their
communication strategies according to context and time of year to maximize engagement.
Mazzu et al. (2022) add also that soccer clubs need to be able to sell merchandising to
their fanbase limiting their dependence on the randomness of sports results.

The interviews suggest that a deep storytelling approach that includes the ups and downs
is essential to keep fans engaged and attached to the club regardless of immediate results
highlighting team identification as key factor to overcome this obstacle. Overall attention
is captured by celebrating triumphs but also showing the difficulties overcome, thus

enriching the narrative and increasing fans' empathy and support for the club because it
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is the difficulties that make people real in the story and engage fans even more. Authentic
storytelling is always people-centered, people who watched already know what happened
what you can bring that they don't know is the personal perspective.

This also further enriches the theory of Van Leeuwen et al. (2002), who argued that
identification with the team turns out to be crucial for spectator interest. The authors
confirm what was also reported by Hirt et al. (1992), who pointed out that fans experience
the club's successes and defeats as their own.

The results highlighted precisely how innovative media content allows fans to experience
their teams' events more intensely, establishing an emotional connection through
authentic storytelling covering both the club's triumphs and struggles. This kind of
authentic storytelling, which enhances the human side of players and staff, not only
improves the club's image but also intensifies fan loyalty and strengthens brand
perception globally. The impact on fan engagement is manifested through a broadening
of the fan base, a closer dialogue between the club and its supporters, and increased
identification with the team's values and culture.

Importantly, this study supports Gladden & Funk's (2001) theory regarding brand
association and brand loyalty. Indeed, it emerges how nostalgia emerges as a significant
factor, described as the ability of a sports team to elicit positive feelings and memories of
the past. Fans often relive with pleasure the highlights and memorable victories of their
favorite team or players, as well as personal experiences related to such events. The
importance of this factor in engaging older fans through media content that can awaken
memories and emotions related to the club's glory days comes up in interviews. The use
of nostalgia, then, is not just an emotional appeal, but becomes a powerful strategy for
increasing fan engagement, confirming academic theories that see nostalgia as a critical
factor in strengthening fan loyalty.

The relevance of such factors as seasonality of performance, identification, and nostalgia
finds further support in the confirmation of the idea proposed by Howley (2017). The
author argues that there should be a more artistic and meticulous approach to
documentaries in the world of sports, offering a deeper understanding and greater
involvement that goes beyond the mere sports aspect.

In particular, it emerged from the interview with Andrea Radrizzani that with the

documentary "Take Us Home" about Leeds United, they chose to prioritize personal and
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life stories rather than just sports reports. The key to doing this was to hire a producer
from different fields, such as lifestyle and music, to give the documentary a different and
broader feel than traditional sports reporting. The results highlight how media-athlete
interactions are transforming the world of sports media, extending far beyond the
traditional boundaries of sports. This trend confirms Su et al. (2020) theory that
authenticity and direct interaction on social platforms such as TikTok have become
crucial. Here, athletes share personal and relatable aspects of their lives, intensifying fan
engagement, especially during periods of physical isolation such as those imposed by the
COVID-19 pandemic.

In parallel, Grau & Canter (2019) noted a transformation of athletes into media celebrities,
with the personal sphere becoming a major focus of public interest. This emerges from
the interviews as one of the most solid trends that is bound to persist in the years to come,
with athletes increasingly active as content creators. This evolution sees them
transforming into full-fledged brands, operating as businesses within their clubs and
significantly influencing the commercial opportunities arising from these dynamics.
Finally, the results also confirm Han's (2019) observations on the strength of a reality-
based approach to attract consumers interested in understanding not only the
competitions, but also the stories and interpersonal dynamics related to sports. In addition,
the interest described by Sarkar & Soni (2023) in the strategies, plans for success on the
field, and personal motivations of athletes is reflected in the documentaries mentioned.
Through these narratives, fans not only acquire information, but also find inspiration and
develop a sense of social responsibility, as well as the opportunity to share the knowledge
they have learned, demonstrating how sports documentaries can provide significant added
value beyond simply watching sporting events.

Indeed, of the interviews, it emerges how sports documentaries, such as "Take Us Home"
and "Welcome to Wrexham," have played a crucial role in deeply engaging fans by
showing the internal dynamics of teams and the personal stories of athletes. This type of
media content, which highlights the challenges, emotions, and human stories behind the
sport, has not only enhanced the image of clubs, but also emotionally strengthened fans'
connection to their teams. This approach has led to increased fan loyalty and broadened
the supporter base globally, thereby solidifying the brand perception of the clubs

involved. As a result, our study increases understanding of the state of the literature on
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the impact that innovative media content can have on fan engagement and revenue for

football teams.

5.3 Limitations of the study

Interviews conducted with all the practitioners of the football industry provided valuable
insights into the impact of innovative media content on fan engagement and football club
revenues. However, the analysis is based on a small sample of eight experts, representing
a limited group of clubs and media companies.

This small sample is one of the main weaknesses of this work that will surely limit the
generalizability of the results and calls for caution in extending the findings to a broader
context.

Through purposive sampling only very high-profile practitioners in the field were
selected with an enormous variety of backgrounds that greatly enriched the perspectives
explored. The presence of respondents of such caliber ensures that, despite their small
numbers, the opinions gathered bring considerable value to the research. Their prominent
positions in the field provide access to information and insights that are often inaccessible
through less influential figures.

It should also be kept in mind that it was difficult to obtain a larger number of interviews
because of the limited time available, and because the focus was on high-profile figures
who are directly involved in decision-making related to media content strategies or as
direct players in these dynamics. Interviewing a larger sample, consisting of fans and
enthusiasts, would have been easier, but it was not their views that were intended to be
gathered. A larger and more diverse sample, including clubs of different sizes and
geographic backgrounds, would have provided a broader perspective.

The complex nature of fan engagement and innovative media content has created
challenges in standardizing definitions. Different interpretations may emerge depending
on the respondent and operational context, influencing data collection and analysis.
Recent literature also does not sufficiently address the issue in the context of football
clubs. Although the social impact on fans has been extensively studied, the effect on club
revenues requires more in-depth analysis. Grounded Theory has helped deal with this
complexity, but these concepts require further exploration to provide a more coherent

Vview.
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With interviews being the main source of data, the process may have incorporated some
degree of bias, both on the part of the interviewer and the interviewees. The interviewees,
as high-profile professionals, may have wanted to portray their organizations in a
favorable light, thus limiting the objectivity of the responses. The validity of the results
may thus have been affected by responses reflecting an internal perspective. The
measurability of the phenomenon is also a limitation, as although there is a growing
awareness of its impact, organizations still struggle to quantify it. Companies are
investing in cross-data and artificial intelligence to find new ways to measure these

factors, but there is still work to be done.

5.4 Suggestions for future research

Future studies could expand research on the impacts of innovative media content in
football by adopting different approaches and study samples. One of the first notable
suggestions is to include a larger and more diverse sample in the study so as to have a
more comprehensive horizon. Indeed, expanding the number of clubs involved in the
study and including organizations of different sizes and different competitive levels
would provide a more detailed and comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon.
Moreover, it would be further interesting and useful to include clubs located in different
geographical regions to best identify the various cultural and organizational differences
that each of them has in the way media strategies are implemented. Even more, it would
be useful to involve experts from other football-related disciplines and sectors, such as
active football players. Although it was not the main focus of this paper, future studies
could incorporate and analyze the various perspectives of fans by collecting data through
surveys and focus groups. All of this could help to better understand how fans perceive
media content and how it affects their behavior toward football teams. It would then be
critically important to complement the qualitative approach with a quantitative method to
more effectively measure the impact of media content on club revenues. For example,
data such as the number of season tickets or merchandising purchases could be analyzed
and compared before and after the integration of this kind of content into the marketing
strategy.

Digital tools and social platforms that enable real-time data collection can provide new

perspectives for analysis and insight. Media content distribution platforms are another
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area to explore. Football clubs have many possibilities offered by platforms such as OTT,
social media, and traditional streaming services. Therefore, having a better understanding
of which platforms are most effective and asking why they are so effective could provide
clubs with valuable guidelines. Finally, it would be beneficial to look more deeply into
how collaborations between clubs and media partners occur. A better understanding of
how agreements between clubs and content producers are negotiated and organized and
how they affect engagement and profit would help identify successful partnership models.
These research areas could make new contributions to the academic literature and provide
a broader and more detailed understanding of the role of innovative media content in
football. They also provide practical insights of considerable importance for the growth

of clubs and their organizations.

6. Conclusion

In an industry as highly competitive as football and entertainment, clubs are
spasmodically searching for new ways to entertain their fanbase and generate new
revenue sources away from football. This thesis project set out to bridge this gap by
investigating the impact of innovative media content on fan engagement and

results confirmed consumers' interest in what happens behind the scenes, understanding
strategies plans for success on the field and interpersonal dynamics related to sports.
(Han, 2019; Sarkar & Soni, 2023). Thus, the interviews show that football teams can
use innovative media content to tell authentic and engaging stories that can intensify
fans' emotional bond with the club and consolidate their loyalty and identification with
the team's values, thus increasing fan engagement and confirming the findings of
Yoshida et al. (2014), Vale & Fernandes (2018). The interviews also showed how this
kind of content plays a key role in engaging the fanbase, especially the international
one, outside the stadium and outside the games. The study showed how the integration
of this media content, has an impact on the revenues and commercial opportunities of
clubs by going in accordance with Yun et al. (2021). The impact can be either direct,
thus manifesting itself in terms of broadcasting rights, merchandising and ticketing; or
indirect thus manifesting itself in better partnership and sponsorship opportunities and
especially greater bargaining power when negotiating them. Finally, interesting industry

trends also emerge from the results, including that of athletes becoming their own

56



brands and creating engaging content together with clubs and media partners. The
interviews, therefore, also complement what was said by Grau & Canter (2019) that saw
the public increasingly interested in the personal sphere of athletes. In essence, we can
say that the thesis contributes significantly to enriching the theoretical framework of
sport marketing and media. At the same time, the thesis also offers excellent practical
implications for assisting industry practitioners in evaluating the integration of this kind
of content within their marketing and positioning strategy. Indeed, guidelines for doing
so also emerge from the interviewees' experience, such as leveraging partnerships with
OTT platforms to maximize content reach and engagement and recommending an
integrated, consistent, multi-platform marketing strategy. In summary, the findings
recommend that clubs implement this content to increase the loyalty and engagement of
their fanbase and explore new sources of revenue and maximize the resulting business
opportunities. In conclusion, the call of this thesis is for a new way of experiencing
football, in which the walls that conceal the most intimate corners of the game are torn
down to make room for a more authentic and spectacular connection between fans and

players.
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Appendix

Appendix A: Interview guide

Innovative media content and fan engagement

Q1

Do you think there is a trend in integrating innovative
media content such as TV series, documentaries or
behind-the-scenes clips in the world of soccer?

Q2

In your experience, how can the integration of
innovative media content impact fan engagement?

Brand strategy and positioning

Q3

How does this impact brand strategy and positioning?

Q4

How do you think sports documentaries influence the
perception of a football club among fans and non-
fans?

Monetization and commercial opportunities

Q5

Does the integration of this innovative media content
have a consequent direct impact on revenues from
other areas such as emrchandising and ticketing ?

Q6

Does it also have an indirect impact in terms of
bargaining power when negotiating new sponsorships
and collaborations?

Challanges in implementing innovative media content

Q7

What are the main challenges, in your experience, in
producing content of this kind?

Q8

How can authenticity in content be maintained without
compromising player privacy or exposing sensitive
aspects of the club's internal dynamics?

Future trends and opportunities

Q9

What advice would you give to soccer clubs that are
considering investing in innovative media content to
increase fan engagement and revenue?

Q10

What emerging trends in media content do you find
particular promising for the future of fan engagement
and monetization in football?
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Appendix B: Data analysis

110 Codes

Content Accessibility and Distribution

Engagement Enhancement

Strategic Content
Development and

Innovative Media

Social Media and Real-Time Interaction Distribution
— - - Content and Fan
Authenticity and Behind-the-Scenes Access Authentic Engagement E
- . ngagement
Documentary Influence and Fan Experience and Community
Community and Interactive Engagement Integration

Content Monetization Strategies

Subscription and Membership Revenue

Economic Impact of Media Content

Direct Revenue
Generation from Media
Content

Merchandising and Indirect Revenue

Indirect Revenue and

Impact of innovative
media content on

Sponsorship Enhancement Economic Benefits revenues
Revenue Diversification from Media

Brand Strategy and Global Expansion Strategic Brand

Media Integration and Technology Development and

Brand Perception and Market Positioning Global Expansion Brand Strategy and
Community and Fan Base Development Content-Driven Brand Positioning

Strategic Partnerships

Content Creation and Brand Identity

Engagement and
Partnerships

Production and Resource Challenges

Integration Challenges

Sustainability and Innovation in Content Production|

Operational and
Production Challenges

Privacy and Confidentiality

Challenges and
balancing content with

. I Ethical and Creati thenticit
Authenticity and Commercial Pressures In tew:it aré:haﬁzl‘;z authenticlly
Creative and Ethical Boundaries snty &

Technological Advancen'{ents in Media Media Technology and
Content Strategy Innovations .
Innovation

Documentary and Long-Form Content Trends

Fan Engagement and Interactive Content

Market Expansion and Globalization

Cultural and Consumption Shifts

Market Expansion and
Interactive Engagement

Future trends and
opportunities
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