A Model of Athlete Brand Equity
Abstract

The purpose of this study is to develop a model of athlete brand equity. Based on Ross’s Spectator-Based Brand Equity (2006) and a model of athlete brand image (Arai, Ko & Kang, 2009), the model was created to understand branding process of individual athletes and developing effective brand strategies. The proposed conceptual model is a process based model which includes brand awareness, image, benefit, and brand equity. Brand awareness is influenced by three unique dimensions as Athlete Brand Identity (Agent’s induced), Word-of-Mouth, Publicity, and popularity (Market induced), and Fan’s Past Experience (Experience induced). 
As professional sports become more commercialized industry segments, a “sports celebrity” is considered as a popular cultural product (Gilchrist, 2005; Summer & Morgan, 2008). In the sport business world, sport celebrities draw huge attention from media and corporate sponsors. Thus, sports celebrity is considered as effective multi-textual and multi-platform promotional entity (Summer & Morgan, 2008). At the same time, sports celebrities play complex and varied roles as athletic laborers, entertainers, marketable commodities, role models, and political figures, in this growing global economy (Andrews & Jackson, 2001). To maximize the power of the sport celebrity, he/she should be managed as a “human brand.” Strategic brand management for the sports celebrity is highly demanded. 
Service branding and corporate branding are closely linked in terms of their intangible attribute and reliance on the interaction between employees and customer (Hawabhay, Abratt & Peters, 2009). Ross (2006) suggested that sports products are service oriented product and the service branding theory should be applied for sports products (Ross, 2006). Based on the Berry’s service brand equity theory, Ross (2006) developed spectator based brand equity model to explain brand equity formation process in sports product. 
Despite branding has been considered as a pivotal theme in the field of marketing and communication, studies on band management have rarely applied the concept of brand concept to human with few exceptions (e.g., Jowdy & Mcdonald,　2002; Till, 2001; Thomson, 2006). However, the specific process of building human brand has not been examined. As sport celebrities have unique nature as a product, branding theories for manufactured goods can’t be directly applied to human brand. Considering the nature of athlete brand, the service branding theory can be useful for athlete brand. 
By modifying existing brand equity model (e.g., the spectator based brand equity model), this study presents a conceptual model of athlete brand equity. This model extends the model of athlete brand image (Arai, Ko & Kang, 2009) to explain the process of athlete brand equity formation. The proposed conceptual model is a process based model which includes brand awareness, image, benefit, and brand equity. Brand awareness is influenced by three unique dimensions as Athlete Brand Identity (Agent’s induced), Word-of-Mouth, Publicity (Market induced), and Fan’s Past Experience (Experience induced). 
Agent and manager’s induced antecedent is an element which organization agents or managers can directly produce or control (Ross, 2006). It includes developing athlete’s brand identity and managing marketing mix. Developing the brand identity is central to a brand’s strategic vision (Aaker, 1996). Brand identity includes athlete brand element, athlete brand position, athletes’ personality and performance quality. To attract fan’s loyalty, the brand identity is needed to be consistent (Keller, 1993) and authentic (Thomson, 2006). Market induced antecedent is source that consumers use to absorb information about the brand that is uncontrolled and unpaid for by the organization (Ross, 2006). It includes word-of-mouth, publicity (Berry, 2000) and market salience (popularity). Experience induced antecedent is the actual fan’s past experience with the athlete. It includes fan’s performance watching experience both live and on TV, and other sources where fan and the athlete can communicate (e.g. blog and message board). Berry (2000) argued that the direct experience with the service is the salient element. 

Brand awareness is related to the strength of the brand node or trace in memory　(Aaker, 1996, p10) which we can measure as the consumer’s ability to identify the brand under different conditions. Brand Image refers to the athlete brand’s attribute which a customer perceives. The perceived attribute may be retrieved from blend of the agent and manager’s induced, market induced, and experience induced antecedents. Within the perceived attribute, the important attributes which leads to fan’s loyalty are followings; on-field attributes (i.e., winning record, expertise, style of competition, rivalry and symbol) and off-field attributes (i.e., physical attractiveness, unique personal background, role model, and relationship with fans and personality). 
Expectation refers to the expected benefit which fan can obtain by following the athlete brand. In previous service brand equity study, the brand attributes and brand benefits are considered as parallel dimensions. However, Bauer, Sauer and Exler (2006) suggested that the relationship between brand attribute and brand benefit is the means and end relationship. As Bauer, Sauer and Exler (2005) suggested, consumers purchase a product not because of features and attributes, but because bundles of benefits. Thus, the benefit should have direct influence on the brand equity. This element should reflect the spectator’s motivation factors. Thus, knowledge of the sports, affiliation, vicarious achievement, self-identification, nostalgia, entertainment and escape may be included in this dimension.  
Brand Equity refers to “the effect or outcomes that accrue from marketing a product with its brand name as compared with effects or outcomes that would accrue from marketing same product in an unbranded condition” (Bauer, Sauer, & Exler, 2008). As positive outcomes of developing brand equity, managers can expect Price Premium, Custome’s Loyalty, and Communication Effectiveness (Aaker 196; Keller, 1993; Rein, Kotler, & Shields, 2006). In other words, well branded athletes can have price premium on their salary, transfer fee, or contract money, stable following of fans even when their performance have failed (Gladden & Funk, 2001) In addition, well branded athletes, who can deliver clear message, can attract the companies which are looking for effective endorsers. 
The proposed model is developed to help sport managers in understanding branding process of individual athletes and developing effective brand strategies. Although the intangible and unpredictable nature of athlete brand make extremely difficult its branding, understanding holistic brand equity formation process for an athlete brand may contributes to their effective brand management. Theoretical and practical implications and future research will be presented. 
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