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Specificity of marketing communication in a sports organisation

Summary

The purpose of this research article is to make an attempt at defining the speci-
ficity of marketing communication with regard to sports organisations operating 
within the specific sports market. Even though that market is similar to the market 
of traditional organisations, there are significant differences that make it necessary 
to build proper communication strategies. The main stakeholder, namely custom-
ers-supporters who are characterised by specific features and behaviour in the pro-
cess of decision-making with regard to shopping and consumption, expects to be 
attended to in a unique way and a sense of belonging with where a continuous dia-
logue with sports organisation. Such organisations face the challenge of creating an 
integrated communication strategy which would contribute to long-lasting relation-
ships with all auditors. It is important, because sports business is now a dynamically 
changing, profitable, changeable industry exposed to high expectations of different 
social groups. Moreover, it is a very competitive business.

Key words: marketing communication, management, sports organisation, sports 
club, integrated marketing communication.
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Introduction 

Pierre de Coubertin, who is considered the father of modern Olympic Games, used to say 
that “Sport is part of every man and woman’s heritage and its absence can never be compen-
sated for”. Those words were significant, because they emphasized the importance of sport 
and the role it plays for the modern people, and at the same time the necessity for taking ac-
tions aimed at preserving and developing this area of human life. That French educator and 
historian, founder of the International Olympic Committee (IOC), treated sport not only as 
an excellent method of toughening the body, but also as a universal method of bringing up 
the contemporary man in the spirit of peace.

The aforementioned aims still constitute the foundation of sport. However, the very ex-
pansion, directions of change and its growing significance for the contemporary civilisation, 
as well as problems arising in this area require a broader perspective to be taken on sport. 
Nowadays sport has quickly become part of world economies and created a specific market, 
where multifaceted relationships with different stakeholders groups are being created. It 
has also turned out quickly that, along with the development of sport, the pantheon of terms 
connected with sport was supplemented with the phenomenon such as professionalization, 
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commercialisation and globalisation. This resulted in the necessity for taking actions in the 
area of marketing communication and the broadly defined management.

As a consequence of all the processes, a large group of Macro and Micro organisations 
came out. They are strictly connected with sport or activities associated with sport, and form 
characteristic structures of the aforementioned sports market. In their attempt to achieve the 
planned goals, all kind of sports organisations (operating in the area of sport or in the area 
associated with sport), despite specific field of operations, have become typical, rightful 
players in the market game and were forced to compete not only within the same industry, 
but also with traditional economic organisations. The language of communication between 
the organisations and all groups of stakeholders with whom the organisations maintain nu-
merous relationships had to change. 

Thus, it seems necessary to be aware of the new challenges and treat sport as multidi-
rectional information platform. It is demanded not only by the sports market, but also by its 
numerous and various participants.

The purpose of this article is to present the specificity of marketing communication and 
the necessity to communicate with regard to sports organisations functioning on the sports 
market, including sports clubs which want to achieve sports, economic and social goals 
both on a local and global scale.

This article was prepared on the basis of the author’s practical experience in co-operating 
with sports clubs. The main research method was participant and non-participant observa-
tion. An analysis of documentation was used to prepare the article and a review of the source 
literature was performed.

Sports organisations and market conditions

Sport became something more than just entertainment a long time ago. Nowadays, it 
plays a much bigger role than Pierre de Coubertin could even imagine or dream of. It has 
become a way of life, passion, social integrator, education tool or business for a lot of peo-
ple. Chadwick and Beech (2004, p. 5) even distinguishes stages of development of sport as 
a business (Figure 1), implying that if we think of sport in global terms it is then an enormous 
business driving the whole sports market.

He distinguishes seven stages of sport development cf. Sznajder (2008, p. 17-18):
 - Phase I – evolutionary, the sport emerges from ancient folk traditions;
 - Phase II – Codification of sport; the rules for a given discipline are established and speci-

fied; organisational frames are created for sport, e.g. organising a league
 - Phase III – stratification of sport is an evolutionary process; entities responsible for 

a given discipline introduce changes regarding the rules and organisation; promotion of 
a given discipline is carried out, but the sport still remains amateur;

 - Phase VI – professionalization of sport takes place when the sport becomes more and 
more popular and attracts spectators who are willing to pay to watch a sports event; in-
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It seems that over the past years, due to such phenomena as:
 - Greater social awareness and the “trend” of healthy lifestyle;
 - Noticing the role of sport and sports organisations with regard to society development;

vestors want to support clubs for both altruistic and commercial reasons; players get paid 
for their participation in sports events; the elite players start to treat sport as their primary 
occupation;

 - Phase V – post-professionalization is a continuation of the previous phase; senior sports 
is fully professional and junior sports is amateur.

 - Phase VI – commercialisation of sport is a consequence of growing popularity; various 
companies and organisations see the significance of sport and opportunity of using it 
for commercial purposes; sports marketing is developing; sponsorship becomes more 
and more popular; the competition between the clubs is getting stronger – they want to 
achieve success while operating under market conditions, but there is also a risk of failure 
and bankruptcy

 - Phase VII – post-commercialisation is the highest phase of sport development. It is very 
difficult to achieve and the general opinion is that the phase concerns only the American 
NHL, NBA, NFL, MLB, NASCAR leagues, football in Europe or Formula 1.

Figure 1
Phases of sport development
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Source: Beech, Chadwick (2004, p. 5).
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Table 1
Characteristics of sports market according to B. Mullin1

Categories Characteristics 

Market −	 sports organisations compete and cooperate at the same time;
−	 consumer on the sports market considers himself/herself an expert;
−	 - demand fluctuation is high; 

Product −	 sports product is intangible and subjectively assessed;
−	 the result of a sports competition cannot be predicted, so the manager cannot guarantee 

the purchasers the desired result;
− sport as a product is most frequently enjoyed in public; 
− sport is a product offered on both B2C and B2B market;
− efficiency-oriented marketing operations should be focused on the augmented product, 

not on its core;
−	 sport is a universal medium of communication and refers to all aspects of life 

(geographical, demographical, sociocultural etc.);
Price − the price paid by the consumer for watching the show is only a part of the overall 

expenses;
− prices are frequently established at the level acceptable for the purchaser, not to finance 

all the expenses of sports organisation in mind;
− it is difficult to establish a unit price using traditional methods; 
− indirect income, e.g. from the sale of broadcasting rights, is sometimes higher than 

direct income, e.g. from selling tickets;
Distribution − basic sports product, namely the activity, does not require physical distribution, as it is 

provided, delivered and used at the same time and in the same place;
Promotion − the media eagerly broadcast sports programmes and promote sport as a consequence;

− managers try to create a general image of the sports organisation, but the media and 
sponsors focus on those aspects of sport that increase the audience rating;

− sport has positive connotations, therefore many companies try to use that in their 
promotional activities; 

Source: Mullin (1985, p. 15-22).

 - Strategic attitude towards sports as demonstrated by many economic organisations  
(e.g. the EU);

 - New legislation solutions with regard to sport;
 - Less patronage of the state and local authorities;
 - Development of sports infrastructure;
 - Development of technologies, including information technologies;

1  In 1985 Bernard Mullin, considered the father of sports marketing, provides the most comprehensive description of the 
characteristics of sports market. However, this model should be treated as an example of such market and as a starting point for 
further studies because the sports market and the sport itself has evolved for the past thirty years to a considerable extent. This 
model emphasises the specificity that the author of this article had in mind. 
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 - Changes in the attitude and behaviour of supporters-consumers; 
 - Greater expectations of different social groups with regard to sport and sports organisa-

tions;
 - Globalisation of sport, including the coverage and availability of sports event broadcasts;
 - Strong relationship between sport and business;
 - Various aims of sports organisations – multidirectional operations;

sport has gained its own, specific identity, and at the same time created a market with its 
own rules (Table 1). That market (its model to be precise) will be diverse depending on the 
maturity of a society and the level of development of a given country. This is the same case 
as with the traditional market of goods and services operating in the traditional economy 
which is diversified in many aspects Kuźbik (2015). It will also evolve in different direc-
tions, which is an obvious fact. However, the use of proper marketing communication tools 
will still be required. The tools will have to be selected in a specific way in order to satisfy 
the needs of all parties concerned. The fact still remains, however, that apart from having 
great potential, sport is also very profitable. The value of this business is now estimated at an 
amount of 411 billion dollars Greenwell, Danzey-Bussell, Shonk (2014, p. 4).

The sports market has become “a field” for “big players” (Figure 2).

Figure 2
Sports market structure
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Source: Waśkowski (2015, p. 162).

New organisations with different scope of activities, also in terms of geography 
(Figure 3), specific stakeholders with different expectations, as well as (and probably 
first of all) new forms and directions of the relationships have emerged, which the or-
ganisations must face.

According to Z. Waśkowski (2015, p. 157): „The marketing management of a sports 
organisation should be based, in the first place, on the comprehensive analysis of its environ-
ment, which is currently characterised by the diversity of entities, complexity of the relation-
ships and dynamics of change […]. Building relationships with stakeholders on the sports 
market is sometimes far more difficult as compared with the market of enterprises, because 
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their interests, expectations and influence with regard to the way the sports organisation 
functions or should function are much higher and more diversified.”

Figure 3
Sports organisations conducting marketing operations. Macro-Micro system
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Source: Krawczyk (2000, p. 142).

It means that with this in mind sports organisations operating under market conditions 
will be required to shape a definite, specific communication strategy that will be adapted to 
the requirements of sports market, a strategy which is integrated and dialogue-oriented. 

Marketing communication in a sports organisation 

If sports organisations want to achieve their sports, economic and social goals, they will 
have to undertake actions that in the first place allow them to get to know their own close 
and distant environment, and then find and identify key stakeholders Kuźbik (2013), learn 
their needs (including the needs for messages), and finally implement information policy in 
the scope of all the activities, not only the ones connected with promoting their own products 
and services. 

According to Pilarczyk (2004;379) “Marketing communication is usually understood as 
deliberate actions of the enterprise that influence the behaviour and attitude of a given pur-
chaser in a defined market sector and contribute to achieving its market goals and executing 
marketing strategies.” In other words, marketing communication is a group of messages 
(signals), which are sent by an organisation from different sources and are targeted not only 
at its clients, but also at other entities from the marketing environment (suppliers, middle-
men, etc.), as well as messages collected by the company from the market (megatrends, 
needs and preferences of the purchasers, etc.) Pilarczyk (2004, p. 17).
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From the point of view of sports organisations, including sports clubs operating on ma-
ture sports markets (e.g. England, Germany, France, Spain), marketing operations constitute 
an important part of the strategy. In Poland it is still not so obvious. Therefore, it seems 
justified to treat marketing as one of the key organisational processes, and marketing com-
munication as the basis for the creation of relationships with a broad group of stakeholders 
(audience) (Table 2).

Table 2
Communication relationships between a sports club and its audience (stakeholders) 
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Source: own research-based study.

Sport is specific business. Its audience is huge and still growing throughout the world. 
This can be noticed not only during various events which one watches live, but also on TV2 
and online, including the growing popularity of sports organisations and their presence in 
social media (Table 3).

Therefore, if we consider the fact that a supporter, as the main and most important stake-
holder, is a customer that is characterised by different behaviour-and-characteristics profile 
than the customer of a traditional organisation, then sports clubs (sports organisations) face 
a huge challenge connected with creating the communication strategy.

The contemporary customer of a sports club lives in two parallel worlds (real and virtual 
one). They are not only present on the stadium or watching TV. They have become “om-
nipresent” Kuźbik (2014, p. 270). They are people that are loyal and attached to the club 
brand (or sports discipline). Their decisions are usually very unreasonable. The level of trust 
or mood can rapidly change (usually in an extreme way) during “consumption” of the very 
same sports event (sports product). 

2  In 2014 in Poland, only sports broadcasts were present among the five most popular TV programmes according to  
A. Marciniak, Ekran pełen sportu, Telekabel & Digital TV 2/15
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Table 3
Ranking of popularity of selected sports organisations on Twitter and Facebook 
(September 2013-January 2016) 

Twitter
(number of fans)

Facebook
(number of fans)

Facebook
(number of mentions)

09.2013 01.2014 01.2016 09.2013 01.2014 01.2016 09.2013 01.2014 01.2016

1
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 B
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-
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lo

na

16 848 412 20 900 247 28 165 447 44 621799 51 899 244 84 873 650 819 125 1 586 651 7 635 180
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al 

M
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7 940 454 9 872 569 15 989 118 41 644 220 48 077 095 8 2925 659 1 726 450 1 754 728 1 128 984

3

M
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200 512 16 93 627 5 104 204 35 022 488 39 125 742 65 142 416 1 018 002 1 086 927 1 032 974

4 NB
A

8 351 212 10 560 625 16 896 785 19 349 775 21 037 809 30 815 482 560 532 603 653 3 156 826

5 ES
PN 13 626 739 15 449 527 29580481 8 939 832 9676050 13 774 662 519 947 914 184 625 894

6

Ch
els

ea
 

F.C
.

2 267 410 3 228 527 5 622 810 18 516 433 21406303 42 513 359 446 674 782 956 950 773

Source: as in Table 2. 

Sports organisations at the highest level of development (Figure 1) become aware that 
it is necessary to use new communication solutions and collect information from their cus-
tomers in order to create the proper marketing strategy and to engage in the dialogue with 
customers. The organisation of NASCAR races is the prime example. Over 75 million of 
fans of the races spend over 2 billion dollars on gadgets of that organisation. TV broadcasts 
and coverage of the races are watched by supporters in 150 countries.

NASCAR noticed the fact that during the races the fans, apart from being present on the 
tracks and in front of TV sets, also generate massive network traffic by commenting and 
experiencing the events. Therefore, in 2012, NASCAR, knowing the specificity of its cus-
tomer-supporter, set up together with HP the Fan and Media Engagement Center (FMEC). 
Thanks to technological solutions employed, this system allows to collect data regarding the 
situation during the races and the current mood of the fans. Real-time charts that are fed from 
the official media and social networks appear on the screen. They contain measurements of 
the current mood of the fans. The system allows for collection of opinions without any for-
mal surveys having to be conducted.
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It is one of the biggest Big Data projects in the world of sport. The system searches for 
specific words, sentences, symbols etc. in press, TV, radio and social media coverages, as well 
as assesses and analyses their meaning on a real-time basis. Therefore, NASCAR can form the 
proper marketing strategy, and as a consequence, the proper marketing communication.

Such a system or a similar one is also used e.g. in Tottenham Hotspur F.C, England. 
Taking the analysis of blogs and social media into consideration, marketing specialists work-
ing for the club prepare the proper offer for the supporters and proper communication meth-
ods. During the Olympic Games in London in 2012, data collected in such way allowed the 
secret service to eliminate potential threats that could arise during sports events BHR (2014, 
p. 89).

Sports organisations in Poland still execute their marketing communication on the ba-
sis of traditional methods. However, there is a certain trend arising recently, namely that 
the communication happens to be no longer unidirectional, and the dialogue and integrated 
marketing communication are what is the main focus now3 Fill (1999, p. 13), because this is 
what is expected not only by the sports market, but also the main auditors of such organisa-
tion. Judging by the dynamic and quick development of sport, it is just a matter of time when 
the sports organisations operating in Poland are going to start to search for, notice and suc-
cessfully implement, modern tools for creation of effective marketing communication that 
makes it possible to achieve sports, economic and social goals4.

Conclusions

The essence of the matter connected with the marketing communication of a sports or-
ganisation is to be effective. The traditional forms of communication no longer suffice. The 
times when the supporter longed for his or her favourite weekly or monthly in order to read 
about the beloved team or sports idol are definitely over. Nowadays, the customer-supporter 
of a sports organisation is very picky. Still loyal and able to love, hate and love again, but 
also aware of his or her own sports needs and experience, the supporter wants a dialogue 
that not only helps the club to adjust the offer to his or her expectations, but also to make the 
supporter feel like a part of the club. 

As a consequence, marketing communication cannot only be based on promotion or PR 
which sports organisations tended to use as unidirectional communication. Nowadays both 
the customer-supporter and the club (sports organisation) need each other to build long-lasting 
relationships in order to satisfy the customer’s needs, but also to achieve sports, economic 
and social goals of the club. At a time of huge competition, when the rivalry takes place not 
only on the specific sports market, but also on the traditional markets, as regards customers 

3  Integrated marketing communication is understood here as managing the dialogue between the company and its market 
environment.
4  PGE SKRA Bełchatów can serve as an excellent example of searching for and implementing new forms of marketing com-
munication in Poland. Players visited random houses in Bełchatów and handed out Christmas gifts and tickets for the next 
matches. Judo Gwardia Łódź is another example. Judokas organise fight shows in primary schools and nursery schools and 
invite children and their parents to participate in test trainings. 
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who are able to change from love to hate and back again within seconds, when emotions play 
a significant role, sports organisations must not only search for and implement new solutions in 
the area of marketing communication, but also learn to use the already available solutions and 
adapt them to specific conditions. Not every sports organisation is able to use every available 
resource. It depends on the development phase of that organisation.

Therefore, it seems vital that the sports organisations should conduct communication in 
an integrated way, regardless of the possibilities and availability of various tools.

Here are ten rules of such communication of a sports organisation Rydel (2001):
1. Communication cannot be treated only as formal promotion. Every action of the sports 

organisation can be a marketing message for its market environment.
2. Each message (or lack of message) influences the image of the club (sports organisation) 

and strengthens or weakens the trust placed in the brand.
3. It is vital to make all members of a sports organisation (coaches, players, fan clubs etc.) 

aware that the image is created by everyone, not only by the promotion department.
4. Each message should be created intentionally (in a way arising from the marketing strat-

egy) and should be monitored.
5. All the messages should form an integrated, logical chain of actions that have synergic 

influence on the environment
6. Communication should be adapted to the specificity of the recipient that was previously 

identified and given a name (individual)
7. The customer-supporter is not the only recipient of marketing communication
8. Communication should include dialogue with the stakeholders (audience)
9. Marketing messages of the competitors should be constantly monitored
10. The response of the market environment to the sports organisation’s marketing messages 

should be constantly monitored.
This list of rules and conduct principles in this area is not exhaustive. However, it may be 

a good way to build and implement effective marketing communication of sports organisations.
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Specyfika komunikacji marketingowej w organizacji sportowej

Streszczenie

Celem artykułu badawczego jest podjęcie próby określenia specyfiki komu-
nikacji marketingowej w odniesieniu do organizacji sportowych działających na 
specyficznym rynku sportowym. Mimo że rynek ten jest podobny do rynku orga-
nizacji tradycyjnych, istnieją znaczne różnice, które powodują konieczność budo-
wania właściwych strategii komunikacyjnych. Główny interesariusz, mianowicie 
klienci-kibice, dla których właściwe są szczególne cechy i zachowania w procesie 
podejmowania decyzji co do zakupów i konsumpcji, oczekuje obsługiwania w wy-
jątkowy sposób i poczucia przynależności wraz z ciągłym dialogiem z organizacją 
sportową. Takie organizacje stoją wobec wyzwania tworzenia zintegrowanej strate-
gii komunikacyjnej, która by się przyczyniała do długotrwałych relacji ze wszystki-
mi audytorami. Jest to istotne, ponieważ biznes sportowy jest obecnie dynamicznie 
się zmieniającą, dochodową, zmienną branżą, wystawioną na wielkie oczekiwania 
różnych grup społecznych. Co więcej, jest to biznes bardzo konkurencyjny.

Słowa kluczowe: komunikacja marketingowa, zarządzanie, organizacja sportowa, 
klub sportowy, zintegrowana komunikacja marketingowa.

Kody JEL: M30, L82, L83, L86

Специфика маркетинговой коммуникации в спортивной организации

Резюме

Цель этой исследовательской статьи – предпринять попытку определить 
специфику маркетинговой коммуникации по отношению к спортивным орга-
низациям, действующим на рынке конкретных видов спорта. И хотя этот ры-
нок похож на рынок традиционных организаций, то есть существенные отли-
чия, которые заставляют строить соответствующие стратегии коммуникации. 
Основной стейкхолдер, т.е. потребители-сторонники, которым свойственны 
специфические черты и поведение в процессе принятия решений о покуп-
ке и потреблении, ожидает, что его обслужат особым образом, а смысл его 
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причастия кроется в постоянном диалоге со спортивной организацией. Такие 
организации сталкиваются с вызовом формирования интегрированной стра-
тегии коммуникации, которая внесла бы вклад в долгосрочные отношения со 
всеми аудиторами. Это важно, так как спорт-бизнес – это в настоящее время 
динамично изменяющаяся, прибыльная индустрия, подвергающаяся высоким 
ожиданиям разных социальных групп. Более того, это весьма конкурентоспо-
собная отрасль.

Ключевые слова: маркетинговая коммуникация, управление, спортивная ор-
ганизация, спортивный клуб, интегрированная маркетинговая коммуникация.
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