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Objective: The purpose of this study was to examine and evaluate the dimensions of brand
equity—brand awareness, perceived quality, fan loyalty, and brand associations—among fans of
Esteghlal and Persepolis football clubs and to determine the priority of factors influencing brand
equity formation from the fans’ perspective.

Methodology: This applied research adopted a descriptive-survey design with field data collection.
The statistical population consisted of all fans of Esteghlal and Persepolis football clubs.
Considering the unlimited population size, the sample size was determined as 384 using Cochran’s
formula, and 390 usable questionnaires were collected. Data were gathered using the Standard
Spectator-Based Brand Equity (SBBE) questionnaire containing 49 items covering multiple brand
equity dimensions. Face and content validity were confirmed by sport management experts, and
reliability was verified with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.89. Data analysis was conducted
using descriptive statistics and nonparametric tests, including Friedman ranking test, Spearman
correlation analysis, and exploratory factor analysis.

Findings: The Friedman test revealed significant differences among brand equity dimensions
(x>=451.880, p<0.001), with team history, identification, internalization, and commitment ranked
as the most influential factors. Spearman correlation analysis indicated significant relationships
between demographic variables and brand equity dimensions. Income level showed a significant
negative relationship with social interactions and organizational attributes, television viewing
frequency demonstrated a significant positive relationship with team performance and staff
evaluation, and stadium attendance frequency showed a significant negative association with
commitment and internalization. The results further indicated that fan loyalty, perceived quality,
and emotional-identity attachment play dominant roles in strengthening brand equity.
Conclusion: The findings suggest that football club brand equity is shaped not only by athletic
performance but primarily by historical legacy, social identity, fan attachment, and experiential
interaction with the club; therefore, enhancing fan experience management, strengthening media
engagement, and leveraging historical brand assets are essential strategies for sustainable sport
brand development.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

In contemporary sport industries, brand equity has emerged as a critical strategic asset that shapes
competitive advantage, revenue generation, and long-term sustainability of professional football clubs.
Football is no longer merely a sporting contest; it represents a complex socio-economic ecosystem in
which clubs operate as brands competing for fans, sponsors, media attention, and commercial partnerships.
In this context, customer-based brand equity has gained central importance because it reflects how fans
perceive, evaluate, and emotionally connect with a club’s identity and performance (Charumbira, 2017).
Brand equity in sport is multidimensional, encompassing brand awareness, perceived quality, brand
associations, and fan loyalty, which collectively determine the strength of a club’s position in the
marketplace.

International research indicates that clubs with strong brand equity tend to experience higher levels
of fan engagement, diversified revenues, and more stable financial performance (Minatto et al., 2024,
Yiapanas, 2025). Moreover, the relationship between sporting success and market value is moderated by
fan engagement and managerial decisions, suggesting that financial and sporting outcomes are intertwined
with brand-related perceptions (Khalfaoui et al., 2024). Sponsorship effectiveness and purchase intentions
are also strongly influenced by team loyalty and brand awareness, highlighting the economic
consequences of fan-based brand equity (Biscaia et al., 2013).

In the sport marketing literature, brand equity is conceptualized as a set of associations and
psychological bonds formed through repeated interactions between fans and clubs (Charumbira, 2017). The
emotional and identity-based attachment of supporters distinguishes sport brands from other consumer
brands. Fan club membership and structured engagement mechanisms further reinforce perceptions of
brand equity (Biscaia et al., 2016). Perceived customer engagement activities have been shown to positively
influence attitudinal loyalty and customer-based brand equity in local football contexts (Tuhkanen, 2022).

In the Iranian context, professional football clubs have increasingly faced competitive pressures
requiring strategic brand management. Studies have emphasized the importance of club positioning in the
Iranian Professional Football League to enhance differentiation and perceived quality (Asadi Kavan et al.,
2021). Prioritization of brand equity determinants in Iranian football has identified loyalty, team
performance, and club identity as key components (Sajjadi et al., 2017). Historical legacy and past successes
have been highlighted as major drivers of fan loyalty and brand value in Iranian clubs (Karimi, 2019; Rezaei,
2016). Furthermore, investigations into brand value and sponsorship attraction confirm the strategic
importance of strong brand equity for Iranian football clubs (Pirirani, 2010).

Other domestic studies underline the role of brand personality in strengthening consumer-based
brand equity (Khandan et al., 2018), the mediating role of brand equity in the relationship between customer
relationship management and brand image (Mehrabi et al., 2016), and structural obstacles in brand
management within Iranian pro league clubs (Rasooli et al., 2016). Fan-based brand equity analyses have
also demonstrated the significance of identification, internalization, and commitment among supporters
(Khodadai et al., 2014). In addition, club social responsibility has been linked to supportive fan behaviors,
indicating the broader socio-cultural dimension of sport branding (ZamaniDadaneh et al., 2021). Recent
research has further explored the opportunities and challenges of social media marketing for Iranian



Premier League clubs (Aghaei et al., 2025), while risk management and sustainable supply chain
considerations have been proposed as essential for long-term brand sustainability (Tarighi & Razavi, 2024).
Collectively, these studies underscore the multidimensional and context-specific nature of brand equity in
professional football.

Despite these contributions, there remains a need for comprehensive empirical evaluation of brand
equity dimensions from the perspective of fans of Iran’s most popular clubs. Therefore, this study aimed
to examine and evaluate the dimensions of brand equity among supporters of Esteghlal and Persepolis
football clubs.

Methods and Materials

This applied study adopted a descriptive-survey research design with field data collection. The
statistical population included all fans of Esteghlal and Persepolis football clubs. Due to the absence of
precise statistics on the number of supporters and the effectively unlimited population, the sample size
was determined using Cochran’s formula with a 95% confidence level, resulting in a minimum required
sample of 384 respondents. To account for potential non-response, 500 questionnaires were distributed
during the 2022—-2023 Iranian Premier League season at Azadi Stadium, and 390 usable questionnaires
were returned for analysis.

Data were collected using the Standard Spectator-Based Brand Equity (SBBE) questionnaire. The
instrument consisted of 49 items measuring multiple brand-related dimensions, including brand mark and
symbols, competition, exclusive privileges, social interaction, commitment, team history, organizational
attributes, team success, team play, non-player staff, stadium community, identification, and
internalization. Items were measured on seven-point Likert scales.

Content and face validity were confirmed by sport management and marketing experts. Reliability
was assessed through a pilot study with 40 fans, and Cronbach’s alpha was calculated at 0.89, indicating
acceptable internal consistency. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, Kolmogorov—Smirnov
test for normality, exploratory factor analysis, Friedman test for prioritization of brand equity dimensions,
and Spearman correlation analysis to examine relationships between demographic variables and brand
equity factors.

Findings

Descriptive results showed that the largest proportion of respondents (44.01%) were between 21
and 31 years old, followed by 24.73% under 20 years, 20.31% between 32 and 42 years, and 10.93%
above 43 years. The majority of fans (63.54%) were single. Approximately 78.12% reported watching
their team’s matches on television 11 times or more per season.

The Friedman test indicated significant differences among the dimensions of brand equity (¥* =
451.880, df = 11, p < 0.001). The prioritization of dimensions revealed that team history ranked first,
followed by identification, internalization, commitment, brand mark, team success, social interactions,
staff, stadium community, competition, team play, and organizational attributes.

Spearman correlation analysis revealed significant relationships between demographic variables
and several brand equity dimensions. Income level showed significant negative correlations with social
interactions (r = —0.130, p < 0.01) and organizational attributes (r = —0.195, p < 0.01). Frequency of
watching matches on television was positively correlated with team play (r = 0.168, p < 0.01) and non-
player staff (r = 0.160, p < 0.01). Frequency of stadium attendance had significant negative correlations
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with social interactions (r = —0.140, p < 0.01), commitment (r = —0.173, p < 0.01), identification (r =
—0.211, p<0.01), internalization (r =—0.130, p <0.01), and team success (r =—0.155, p <0.01). Education
level demonstrated significant negative correlations with competition, social interactions, organizational
attributes, staff, and stadium dimensions, and a positive correlation with internalization. Age showed
negative correlations with organizational attributes and stadium perception. Marital status had positive
correlations with team success and staff evaluation. Years of fandom were negatively correlated with team
play evaluation.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that brand equity among fans of Esteghlal and Persepolis is
predominantly shaped by historical legacy, identity-based attachment, and emotional commitment rather
than solely by immediate sporting performance. The prioritization of team history indicates that symbolic
capital and collective memory play a fundamental role in strengthening brand equity. Fans perceive
historical success and tradition as defining characteristics of club identity, reinforcing long-term loyalty
even during periods of fluctuating on-field performance.

The strong ranking of identification and internalization reflects the depth of psychological bonding
between supporters and clubs. For many fans, affiliation transcends consumption and becomes part of
self-definition. This identity-driven relationship explains the persistence of loyalty despite competitive
challenges. Commitment, as another highly ranked dimension, confirms that emotional investment
remains central to brand strength in football contexts.

The correlation results suggest that demographic characteristics moderate perceptions of brand
equity. For example, the negative relationship between stadium attendance frequency and certain identity-
related dimensions may indicate that dissatisfaction with stadium experiences weakens emotional
reinforcement mechanisms. Conversely, frequent television viewership appears to enhance positive
evaluations of team performance and staff, emphasizing the role of mediated experiences in shaping brand
perceptions.

Overall, brand equity in these clubs is multidimensional and socially embedded. It combines
historical narrative, symbolic identity, perceived performance quality, and relational interaction.
Sustainable brand development in Iranian professional football therefore requires integrated strategies that
reinforce heritage storytelling, strengthen fan engagement platforms, improve experiential quality in
stadiums, and enhance communication transparency. By addressing these dimensions holistically, clubs
can secure stronger competitive positioning, increased financial resilience, and enduring supporter loyalty.
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