Selling soccer in a football world: Pele, Beckham and postmodern sports marketing
Abstract

Early in 2007 David Beckham, one of the most famous athlete’s in the world, announced that he would be joining the Los Angeles Galaxy franchise in the USA. This paper assesses Beckham’s move to the USA and compares his arrival to that of Pele some thirty years earlier. Through reference to postmodern marketing it considers the challenges of selling professional soccer in the USA and posits that these two significant events represent a shift from the modern to the postmodern. The work highlights both the shifts in celebrity and the changes in marketing the game. It also argues the case for greater attention to postmodern marketing within the sports marketing field. 

Introduction

Since first appearing on the back pages of the national newspapers in England, David Beckham has received massive amounts of media attention for a variety of different reasons.  He has, at various stages, been positioned as a gay icon, the blackest white man, a stupid boy, a metrosexual, and King of England (Cashmore, 2004; Cashmore & Parker, 2003; Harris & Clayton, 2007). Fullerton & Merz (2008: p.95) note that David Beckham “is perhaps the most famous soccer player in the world, and his endorsement power is staggering”.

This paper aims to add to the extant literature by looking at representations of David Beckham in sections of the US print media following the announcement that he had signed to play for the Los Angeles Galaxy. In particular it considers his arrival in relation to that of Pele some thirty year before as the first major international football (soccer) player charged with promoting and developing the game in a country where a different code of football assumes a hegemonic position. Using the title of Wangerin’s (2008) text, Soccer in a Football World, the paper retrospectively analyzes media narratives through the framework of postmodern marketing.

Satterlee’s (2001) work on media (re)presentations of Pele’s arrival in the USA is used as a framework for analyzing some of they key themes surrounding Beckham’s transfer and for looking at the ways in which the game is changing in the country.  The recent announcement that Beckham is to miss the start of the 2009 Major League Soccer (MLS) season to remain in Italy, where he is on loan to AC Milan, provides a pertinent and opportune time to reflect on just what Beckham’s time in the USA has had on the game in the country.  Although he will return to MLS in the summer of 2009 Beckham will resume playing for AC Milan at the end of the 2009 MLS season.  Under the terms of his contract he will then be able to negotiate a buy-out clause to leave MLS.

Method and framework

This work aims to provide some understanding of where Beckham fits within contemporary sports marketing discourse. Beckham’s (re)presentation signifies both continuity and change within the particular cultural context of soccer in the USA.  Articles detailing Beckham’s arrival from a variety of newspapers in large metropolitan areas are used as a base for this discussion. It is not a comprehensive statistical analysis of the amount of coverage Beckham’s transfer received or a summary of all related articles for such is Beckham’s fame and profile that articles about him appear in the world media on a daily basis.  Instead it attempts to tease out some of the significant themes to emerge in the stories of one of the most famous sporting celebrity’s of recent years and attempts to position this in relation to key marketing issues.    

This work engages with some of the debates central to discussions of postmodernism and the cultural politics of sporting celebrity.  Postmodern thinking highlights that all studies take place within a particular social, historical and cultural framework (Real, 1998).  Postmodernism is an elusive concept and has been used in a variety of disciplines.  In the sport literature it has been utilized to highlight the place of multiple perspectives on contemporary issues (e.g. Fernandez-Balboa, 1997; Rail, 2002).  In the broader marketing literature Brown’s (1995) text laid the foundations for the subject but within the sports marketing field there has been little discussion of the postmodern.  Despite the contested nature and use of the term this invisibility seems strange as marketing and consumption are positioned as central to the postmodern condition. 

Context

Some notes on the changing soccer landscape in the USA (1975-2009)
Although some of the newspapers emphasized similarities in the stories of Beckham and Pele, the positioning of the sport within the USA had changed markedly.  In the thirty plus years between the two signings, the league that Pele played in, North American Soccer League (NASL), had folded and the game faced continuous battles.  Yet the nation had hosted the men’s World Cup Finals in 1994 and the national women’s team won the 1999 World Cup on home soil.  The decision to award of the 1994 finals to the USA, at a time when the country did not have a professional league, caused much angst within the game although Major League Soccer (MLS) began shortly after the tournament.  MLS has now been in existence for thirteen years although it still struggles from soccer’s perceived positioning as a ‘foreign’ sport and a distinctly un-American activity (e.g. Markovits & Hellerman, 2001; Waldstein & Wagg, 1995; Wangerin, 2008). 
The men’s national team, who had last qualified for a World Cup Finals in 1950, made it through qualification for Italy 1990 and since that time have now appeared in five successive World Cups.  This alone highlights the development of the game but when you consider that only six other countries have qualified for four tournaments in a row then this gives a clearer context to the achievement.  Numerous academics have considered the place of soccer in American society.  Markovits & Hellerman’s (2001) study of soccer and American exceptionalism provides a comprehensive insight into the somewhat unique positioning of the game in the country.  Szymanski & Zimbalist’s (2005) How Americans play Baseball and the Rest of the World Plays Soccer, develops some of the central points of Markovits & Hellerman’s (2001) thesis and highlights how the two sports reflect the societies within which they were created.  
Although it is beyond the scope of this work to engage in any detailed discussion of the subject it is important to briefly refer to soccer and American exceptionalism.  Markovits & Hellerman (2001) distinguish between activity (what people do) and culture (what people talk about) as integral to describing the positioning of the game.  Therefore whilst there are massive numbers of soccer players at the youth level the sport still occupies a somewhat minor role within the sporting landscape where television-viewing figures for MLS games are very low.  Despite this, Southall & Nagel (2007) argue that “MLS has matured into a viable US sports property positioned for continued long-term success” (p.383).  

Analysis

From hero to star: Marketing the postmodern soccer player
The meaning of a number of sport stars in contemporary culture(s) has provided the focus for much scrutiny in recent years (e.g. Andrews & Jackson, 2001; Smart, 2005). The sports star may be (re)presented as an idealised model for one or more cultural connotation which he carries through his efforts, achievements and failures as an athlete.  Giulianotti (1999) has highlighted how in the postmodern age many football players have moved from the category of hero to that of star. Rowe (1999) noted how the celebrity arises from the culturalization of economics in capitalist society.  The media help create a desire not only for commodity goods, but for an unattainable lifestyle, which becomes framed in a more structured political discourse (Cashmore, 2004).  In a wider sense the interest in, and fascination with, celebrity is not only a discursive effect but highlights the position of the celebrity as commodity (Turner, 2004).  

Beckham’s signing by the LA Galaxy is reflective of the increased commercialization and commodification of sport for it his positioning as a ‘celebrity’ that plays such a large part in his visibility within various media outlets.  As The Washington Post (January 12, 2007) noted “his personality and style will attract as much attention to its sport as his bending crosses and precision free kicks”.  Turner (2004) notes that the contemporary celebrity often emerges from the sports or entertainment industries, they will be highly visible through the media and “their private lives will attract greater public interest than their professional lives” (p.3).  Such a descriptor could have been written specifically for David Beckham whose private life and positioning as part of a celebrity coupling moved him into a realm of popular culture rarely (if ever) occupied by a soccer player before. 

Beckham’s profile as an international icon meant that as soon as news of his transfer to LA Galaxy was announced he became the focus of just about all of the promotional material of MLS.  Other franchises raised ticket prices for the fixture against the Galaxy and some even attempted to sell packages with titles such as “Bundle it with Beckham” in an attempt to increase attendance figures at other games.  
Mercenaries or evangelicals? Money and marketing
Beckham’s early pronouncement that he was not going to the USA for the money was seized upon by aspects of the English media and on the day of the transfer both of the best-selling newspapers in the country had a front page headline of “Posh and Bucks”.  Discourse positioning Beckham as an ageing mercenary were visible in the USA through text such as “Beckham is getting a bit old for a tough, tiring game such as soccer” (The Washington Post, January 12, 2007) although many more articles focused on the extensive media coverage and other positive benefits that his signing would bring.  This afforded many comparisons between MLS and NASL.  Pele came out of retirement to play in the USA and the league was viewed as a kind of soccer graveyard for aging stars from around the globe. 
On the day after Beckham’s transfer The Washington Post (January 12, 2007) noted that “Beckham will become the biggest name to play professionally in the United States since Brazilian icon Pele joined the New York Cosmos”. Some sources predicted that he might serve as the “Pied Piper” for MLS and speculated that many other leading players would follow his example and move to the USA.  Two years on and it is clear that this has not happened. Beckham’s base salary dwarfs that of any other player in the league and his positioning is so unique that few (if any) other players could command a salary even close to his within the US soccer market.  Whilst he received a guaranteed $5.5 million from the LA Galaxy in his first season a number of his new teammates received the league minimum of $12,900.  Yet such was his desire to remain in Italy that many media accounts highlighted how Beckham had himself part-funded the move despite the potential adverse effects this may have on Brand Beckham in the USA.
David Beckham and marketing the postmodern celebrity athlete

As a celebrity the US media takes more of an interest in Beckham than any other soccer player.  Satterlee (2001) notes how the US media had to educate and entertain their audiences when describing the game and the arrival of Pele.  Beckham is probably already a more recognized figure in the USA than Pele was at the time of his arrival due to both the increased mediatization of sport and his role as the husband of a pop star. Even before his transfer he was featured in the nationwide Got Milk campaign.  His transgression of traditional boundaries is evident in the way that some may have thought he was a model or actor rather than an athlete.   

The Los Angeles Times (January 12, 2007) noted that “David Beckham is not joining the Los Angeles Galaxy as an athlete, but as an advertising campaign”.  Viewed in this way his actual significance as an athlete is somewhat limited but his celebrity profiling moved the sport, and MLS in particular, into the public consciousness.  Some years previously, Whannel (2002) explored the media images of Beckham and the vortextuality of events in his life noting that “his star persona has become the substance, the marketable object – all that is solid melts into the air, or at least, into magazine pages” (p.212). Something of a media vortex emerged in the USA when the signing was announced and a sport that is rarely (if ever) mentioned in a range of media found itself the lead news story on television stations as diverse as E News and ESPN. It was not the sport per se but the “celebrity” that made the story newsworthy.  Nonetheless the game was, for a fleeting moment, moved into the popular realm.  The sheer depth and breadth of coverage afforded to the story was reflective of the postmodern condition of saturation through technologies of communication (Real, 1998).   

Concluding remarks

All athletes are products of a particular time and a particular age.  If Pele had played in the same era as Beckham it is not conceivable that he would have played the bulk of his professional career in Brazil.  In the postmodern game, top Brazilian players move to mainland Europe at an increasingly early age. Whilst at Real Madrid, Beckham played alongside Brazilian national team members Roberto Carlos and Ronaldo for the duration of his career there. Some suggest that the current positioning of soccer in the USA highlights how the signing of Pele was not a success and that he did not achieve his stated goal to “bring soccer alongside baseball and basketball and football” (cited in Satterlee, 2001: p.306).  Others would point to the healthy state of the game at the youth level as reflective of a lasting legacy of Pele’s time in the country. 

When news of Beckham’s signing was first announced The Buffalo News (January 14, 2007) asked “how is it that Beckham might succeed where the incomparable Pele failed three decades ago?” The status of the game is markedly different to that which Pele experienced and there appears to be a more professional and competent governance structure in place to move the game forward (Southall & Nagel, 2007).  Yet Major League Soccer is very much minor league and in an age where soccer fans can watch televised matches from around the world it is clear that the product being sold is not comparable to many other soccer leagues. 

Beckham’s career and media profiling visibly shows how identities can be read as provisional, contingent and relatively unfixed. As the face of MLS his celebrity seems to have overshadowed his status as an athlete. Whilst much of the sports marketing scholarship looks at providing meaningful generalizations this work highlights the uniqueness of a particular case. Future research should consider the role that postmodern marketing research may play in developing the sports marketing literature. 
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