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Aims and anticipated benefits
In digital sports branding, company brands and human brands are two different manifestations of brands.

The differences in the branding strategies result in particular from the fact that one case is a human person 
and the other case a business organization. The personality of the individual person plays an important role 
in the shaping of human brands, while corporate brands are characterized not least by their product range 
and their sector. In addition, the life cycle of a human brand is usually limited by the lifetime or the duration 
of careers, while company brands often have survived for several generations.

The purpose of this study is to examine the strategies of successful company brands and celebrity athlete 
brands to uncover critical success factors for applied digital branding strategies of both brand constructs. 
This will be achieved in two steps. First, the aim is to understand the digital branding strategies of celebrity 
athletes before investigating company brands in similar fashion. Understanding critical success factors for 
both brand concepts will be the basis of the third part of the study which aims to identify differences and 
similarities of the applied branding strategies between company brands and celebrity athlete brands.

Research gap
Although there is a large number of studies dealing with the theme of digital branding strategies, no 
studies could be found in the literature research that deal with a comparison of the branding strategies of 
corporate brands and human brands.

The studies deal either with the special features of the management of human (sport) celebrity brands or 
with the requirements in Online Marketing for companies.

Examples for studies which give a look at the attachments of human celebrity brands are Thomson (2006) 
as well as Loroz and Braig (2015). Keller (2009) deals with the development of strong brands in a modern 
marketing communications environment. Carlson and Donavan (2013) put their focus on the profession-
al sports sector and deal with the personality and identification of an athlete brand. In turn, Labrecque, 
Markos, and Milne (2011) refer to processes, challenges, and implications of online personal branding.

All the studies named before, investigate the phenomenon of branding strategies, either for company 
bands or for celebrity athlete brands. However, there is a lack of scientific knowledge about the differences 
and similarities between critical success factors for digital branding strategies of these two types of brands 
especially in the context of online branding.

The study described here is based on a three-stage model. First it examines digital branding strategies for 
celebrity athlete brands and company brands seperately, before they are derived from similarities and dif-
ferences.

Research design and timetable
The research design includes a mix of different research methods. One the one hand it contains an empirical 
analysis of social media posts of top-tier brands and athletes. On the other hand there were carried out 
qualitative interviews with experts in the field of digital sports branding (e.g., relevant brand managers) 
from the US, APAC and Europe regions are used to get inside informations of the bench and enable inter-
national comparisons.

The quantitative survey of the social media posts is currently being executed and will be completed by the 
end of June 2017. The guide for the qualitative interviews with experts has already been developed and is 
currently in the pretest phase so that qualitative data collection can be carried out in the period from 15 
June to 15 July. The evaluation, interpretation and aggregation of data packages is planned for the period 
from 15 July to 10 August.

This study also requires collaboration and support from industry partners from US, APAC and Europe region 
that seek a potential benefit from the research outcomes.
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Results and implications
The study is still in progress with the main goal, that the results will assist the design of effective digital 
sports branding strategies for athletes and their representatives as well as companies and offer systematic 
understanding of digital sports branding and applied strategies. Moreover it provides an international com-
parison of digital branding strategies of high-end company and celebrity athlete brands and offers a model 
for improving digital branding strategies. Overall the study can be understand as a contribution to extend 
the theoretical knowledge in the area of digital sports branding.

It is intended in particular to assist marketing organizations in aligning their marketing activities with the 
specifics of corporate brands and or human brands. The results can identify both synergy effects in market-
ing activities, but also significant differences at the same time.
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