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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this study is to contribute to existing research and add new research within the field 

of fan engagement practises that can be used through digital utilisation, in order to generate 

revenue within the football industry. The outcomes from the research are designed in a way that 

can assist other clubs and their management teams within the industry, who are looking to improve 

their offering in this area. The cognitive approach of this research tries to understand the fan 

engagement methods undertaken by football clubs to monetize their fanbase and develop their 

engagement. Two digital channels are chosen within a single case study method in order to analyse 

what factors are needed to be integrated into the content creation process. The in-depth data 

collection process allows for the channels to be investigated thoroughly in order to derive the key 

inputs which are needed to have a positive impact on the outputs of fan engagement behaviours 

leading to potential revenue exploitation. A framework is constructed and proposed from the 

research which includes key factors which need to be considered when using digital channels 

which are: digital innovation, digital integration, adaptability and content balance. Practical 

limitations are discussed as well as the opportunities that have arisen for future research.  
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1. Introduction 

 

The thesis will begin by introducing the topic and research area by firstly providing a background 

to the study, in order to form a base to build the rest of the study from. The problem discussion is 

then identified with contextual details to establish why this area of interest is important. The 

purpose is then specified concisely in order to state the desired outcomes of the study. Next, the 

research question is formulated, stating the specific problem to be explored and also the inclusion 

of three sub questions, further narrowing down the topic exploration. Finally, this section is 

summarised, providing a recap and leading onto the theoretical framework.  

 

1.1 Background to Study 

The global football industry has seen meteoric growth both commercially and as a sport within the 

past decades. During the 2018-19 season, the top 5 football leagues in Europe (England, Spain, 

Germany, Italy and France) generated an astounding €17 Billion in revenue collectively (Lange, 

2020). Football clubs in these top five leagues, operating within the sports and entertainment 

industries, have essentially taken advantage of many factors in order to increase revenue, for 

example: taking advantage of globalization while expanding their brands to Asia and the United 

States, as well as using new ideas to make the sport and their brand more accessible to fans, such 

as streaming and social media (Bodet, Geng, Chanavat & Wang, 2020; Escamilla-Fajardo, Núñez-

Pomar, Ratten & Crespo, 2020).  

 

Digital utilisation represents the process of using a digital tool and turning this into a value creating 

product or service (Schumpeter & Swedberg, 2014). Sports digital innovation has several 

meanings and can be applied to different activities such as the introduction of news ideas and work 

practices (Ratten, 2018). Football is now part of the broader entertainment industry where football 

clubs compete with other sports, with media and with other leisure activities for consumers, 

requiring leadership and management to possess a broad range of competencies to enable them to 

deliver outcomes across all these areas (Marjoribanks & Farquharson, 2016).  
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Since the internet became a widespread global network, the football industry had to adapt in order 

to take advantage of the opportunities this presented. As a consequence, it has become the norm 

for the majority of clubs within the industry to engage with their fans digitally in order to take 

advantage of opportunities and trends within the commercial and sporting environment. 

Furthermore, advancements in technology and social media have provided new areas for 

exploitation and revenue streams, like has been seen in the majority of industries in the 21st century 

(Skinner, Smith & Swanson, 2018). Larger football clubs, such as those competing in the UEFA 

Champions League competition, have shown many examples of inspirational sports leaders 

driving digital utilisation, in order to maximize revenues and increase fan engagement which 

ultimately drives the success of the club as both a sporting and business entity (Schuhmacher & 

Kuester, 2012). The industry now displays many success stories of clubs choosing to maximise 

the potential of their digital utilisation strategies in order to initiate sustainable ways to stay ahead 

of the game in an increasingly competitive global sports market (Skinner, Smith & Swanson, 

2018). 

 

1.2 Problem Discussion 

Whilst much research has been undertaken in the field of digital utilisation within the sports 

industry, there has been little focus on how this research can be tailored towards the football 

industry. Many football clubs are now in a desperate bid in order to try and stay afloat by finding 

new and innovative ways of commercializing their offerings. The industry has recently seen some 

of the biggest challenges it has ever faced such as the COVID-19 pandemic and an increasing fan 

emphasis demanding digital content at the touch of a button whenever they desire (Dobson & 

Goddard, 2001). This has led to many clubs having to ‘mind the gap’ financially and strategically 

in order to keep pace with the changing digital outlook (Plumley & Ramchandani, 2018). The 

COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the importance of clubs engaging with their fans through 

digital channels and this has been found to play an important part in shaping the local culture; 

whilst also highlighting the need to be a ‘pillar within their local community’ alongside the more 

old fashioned, physical fan engagement strategies (Beiderbeck, Frevel, von der Gracht, Schmidt 

& Schweitzer, 2021; Gkorezis, Bellou, Xanthopoulou, Bakker & Tsiftsis, 2016; Stander, Van Zyl 

& Motaung, 2016).  
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Digitalisation, especially the exploitation of the internet and the digitalisation of processes is key 

to a football club’s ability to engage with fans who increasingly demand online tickets, 

merchandising, news and social media content (Schuhmacher & Kuester, 2012). However, 

innovation also plays an important role at the club level, with management teams able to provide 

offerings tailored specifically to their fans and customer’s needs and demands. This is done by a 

system of co-creation with supporters clubs to gauge opinions on potential new innovations, 

products and services (Escamilla-Fajardo et al. 2020).  

 

1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to explore how digital fan engagement practices are used within 

the football industry. It will be explored how football clubs use different types of fan engagement 

behaviours in order to achieve a larger reach while also monetising directly and indirectly. This is 

achieved through a single case study, analysing the works of a professional football club who 

regularly display high levels of fan engagement through digital channels, and thus generate new 

or grow existing revenue streams (Yin, 2003; Yoshida, Gordon, Nakazawa & Biscaia, 2014). The 

findings from the case study are then used to apply findings into a comprehensive framework, 

which other clubs within the industry can use. Personnel from the football industry management 

can refer to in order to improve their fan engagement practices, by using the right type of fan 

engagement behaviour on the identified platforms and thus leading to create a higher engagement 

rate and potentially generate more revenue.  

 

1.4 Research Question 

In order to ensure the research is clear and concise, the following research question is used in this 

study:  

 

“How can football clubs utilise digital fan engagement to generate more revenue?” 

 

This research question allows to form a backbone to the study, whilst allowing a certain degree of 

flexibility needed in order to analyse and discuss complex topics. In addition to the main research 
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question, three underlying sub questions were also formulated in order to give an in-depth 

investigation into more specific phenomena:  

 

1. Which channels are football clubs using to digitally engage with their fans? 

2. How do football clubs make revenue from those channels? 

3. What types of fan engagement behaviours are they using for different channels? 

 

1.5 Summary of Introduction 

The paper adopts a qualitative inductive approach by conducting a single case study of a football 

club. This includes the exploration of the fan engagement examples shown through digital 

channels. Secondary and observational research was conducted within the case study in order to 

gain a thorough understanding of the potential innovative methods which could be implemented 

into the framework which football clubs can then learn from to improve their fan engagement 

offerings. The research will progress as per the following structure below:  

 

The coming section introduces the theoretical framework highlighting the main constructs within 

our topic phenomena in order to build a strong background to generate the research questions. 

Afterwards, the thesis moves onto the methodology which was used in order to analyse the chosen 

research questions. Next, the research portrays the empirical findings and discusses this in relation 

to the theoretical framework findings in order to create a comprehensive framework for football 

club management personnel to use. Finally, the paper concludes by summarizing the key themes 

and findings, identifying the limitations of this study, whilst also highlighting the areas for future 

theoretical and practical research. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

 

This section of the thesis is used to limit the scope of the topic by focusing on specific variables 

and associated subtopics in order to analyse the type of data that needs to be gathered during the 

study. The theoretical framework is broken down into six sections which are: Digitalisation in the 

Football Industry, Fan Engagement in the Football Industry, Types of Fan Engagement, 

Monetising Fan Engagement, Fan Engagement Channels and Innovation Strategy in the Football 

Industry.  

 

2.1 Digitalisation in the Football Industry 

The world has seen a rapid change in technology as well as constant improvements of processes 

through digitalisation. Digitalisation can be defined as transforming business processes by 

leveraging digital technologies, ultimately resulting in opportunities for efficiencies and increased 

revenues (Ehnold, Fass, Steinbach & Schlesinger, 2020). This revolution does not stop when 

considering professional football (Lawrence & Crawford, 2019; Vrontis, Viassone, Serravalle & 

Christofi, 2019). The literature and research conducted in the field of digitalisation in football is 

limited. More extensive literature and discussion about the evolution and current state of the art of 

digitalisation can be found in sports (Ehnold et al. 2020; Ratten, 2020; Ratten & Miragaia, 2020; 

Vrontis et al. 2019). Sports as an industry utilises digital solutions, because of its competitiveness 

and large fields of application to improve off and on the pitch (Riot & James, 2013). The term 

digitalisation in sports often falls together with digital entrepreneurship. Digital entrepreneurship 

is described to pursue opportunities that are accessible through digitalisation (Tilson, Lyytinen & 

Sørensen, 2010). However, in the case of professional sport teams, the literature discusses more 

the term digital intrapreneurship, whereby the creativity of employees can be captured, and new 

projects can be implemented with more resources and less risk (Corbett, 2018; Pinchot & Pellman, 

1999). To bridge the gap in the research, digitalisation should lie in the focus of football, and 

examine how football clubs made use of digital intrapreneurship to engage with their fans. 

 

Researchers in the field of sport digitalisation discuss and agree that social media is one of the 

most important and influential digital tools to engage with fans (Parganas, Liasko & 
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Anagnostopoulos, 2017; Stander, 2016; Vale & Fernandes, 2018). This also correlates with higher 

time and financial investment from clubs in the recent years into these online tools, to leverage the 

fans (Filo, Lock & Karg, 2015; Hur, Ko & Valacich, 2007). Other fan engaging tools that have 

been implemented through a digital intrapreneurial approach can be identified to improve the 

relationship to fans, decrease human involvement and thus reduce costs (Göcke & Weninger, 2021; 

Pinchot & Soltanifar, 2021). 

 

2.2 Fan Engagement in the Football Industry 

An important stakeholder within the football industry are the fans. This is because they are the 

ones that are paying to watch the games in the stadium or on television, and that spend their money 

buying merchandise; thus providing the revenue generation needed in order to support and finance 

the sporting entity. These stakeholders play an important role in the income stream of the football 

clubs (Jones, 2000). However there are different types of fans varying in involvement with  a 

football club or the sport (Thomas, 2018). 

 

Fan engagement is defined as when a football club builds intense and deeply rooted connections 

with the fanbase (Vale & Fernandes, 2018). Before the literature can be reviewed and the research 

conducted in the field of fan engagement, it is important to define what kind level of commitment 

this research will be about. In the literature, several meanings of a fan are discussed, depending on 

the level of involvement with the club (Cordina, Gannon & Croall, 2019; Gkorezis et al. 2016; 

Jones, 2000; Stander, Van Zyl & Motaung, 2016; Thomas, 2018; Vale & Fernandes, 2018). A 

common definition of a fan is an individual that identifies as a member of the group, that has a 

strong emotional significance to a categorization, such as a football club (Tajfel, 1982). The higher 

the level of involvement and feeling of identification, the more does a fan conform to the values, 

goals and norms of the organization and group (Bornewasser & Bober, 1987). As a result of 

different levels of fandom, the current state of the art will be used for this research. The leading 

organisation in European club football, the European Club Association (ECA) conducted a study 

in the field of football fan and their involvement with a club or the sport (ECA, 2020). The study 

identified six different types of fans varying in the level of interest. To narrow the research down 

and provide a higher quality output, the focus will lie on the fan segment “club loyalists”, as they 

follow closely and thus engage more (ECA, 2020). Additionally, the study also looks towards 
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recreational fans, who follow the club in a more part-time manner.  The reason why multiple 

segments were chosen is down to the fact fans need to be targeted differently based on their level 

of commitment and interest to the respective club (Thomas, 2018). 

  

A fan that actively adds to the prosperity and improvement of their favourite football club, is 

described as engaged. The activities a football club does to make people contribute to the club and 

spend their money is a process to increase fan engagement (Cialdini, Borden, Thorne, Walker, 

Freeman & Sloan, 1976; Wann & James, 2019). The current literature discusses how professional 

football clubs engage with their fans on social media and utilize data to personalise their offerings 

and messages (Gkorezis et al. 2016; Stander, Van Zyl & Motaung, 2016; Wann & James, 2019). 

In the last years the main driver has been social media and has become one of the most important 

tools to communicate with the fans (Vale & Fernandes, 2018). While social media is not a new 

phenomenon anymore, co-creation and collaboration has gained importance and is being more and 

more recognised by clubs (Thomas, 2018). By collaborating and co-creating, the fan and the club 

develop together products and services that create value for the fan and financial value to the club 

(Thomas, 2018). In order to enable co-creation, there must be an existing relationship between an 

organization and the customer, or in this case, the fan (Ramaswamy, 2009; Ramaswamy & 

Gouillart, 2010). This co-creation relates to the entrepreneurial marketing theory of Whalen & 

Akaka (2016,  p. 69), where it is described as ‘as an iterative process in which the joint 

development and communication of value propositions, derivation and determination of value and 

the (re) formation of markets both generate and shape market imperfections’. 

 

2.3 Types of Fan Engagement Behaviours 

The current state of fan engagement research, especially related specifically to football, is limited. 

However, there are studies which focus on the scientific and conceptualisation of measuring fan 

engagement within a wider professional sports context. A study conducted by Yoshida, Gordon, 

Biscala & Nakazawa. (2014), assessed the behaviours which are commonly associated with fan 

engagement practices in professional sports and derived three key element themes which are: 

management cooperation, prosocial behaviour and performance behaviour. The study is then 

broken down into 2 fractions namely addressing the evidence of convergent and discriminant 

validity for these 3 themes whilst also focusing on the consequences of fan engagement themes 
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which provide a positive effect on purchase intentions and behaviours of fans. The study aimed to 

highlight the importance of sequential relationships between team identification, performance 

tolerance and purchase intention (Yoshida et al. 2014).  

 

Moreover, when focusing on organisations outside of sports, there is much research conducted 

within the customer engagement environment in marketing literature. It has been viewed as a 

cognitive approach in an affective attachment, a behavioural response or a combination of those 

factors  (Brodie, Hollebeek, Juric & Ilic, 2011). A review of this literature also highlights that there 

are three conceptualisations namely 1) cognitive 2) behavioural and 3) cognitive or affective or 

behavioural  (Brodie et al. 2011). However, less research has been applied from this marketing 

knowledge into the sports industry, or even more specifically into the football industry, but there 

is scope for parallels to be found as the similarities between fan and customer engagement and 

behaviours are prevalent.  

 

One of the few studies that connects these parallels can be found in the work of Yoshida et al. 

(2014) who cite three customer engagement practices which are relevant points of engagement in 

the sports context. These are: non transactional behaviours such as displays of sport fandom, 

social interactions and fan rituals and traditions (Holt, 1995); transactional behaviours such as 

attending matches, watching games on television, purchasing team products, buying magazines 

and listening to games on the radio (Mahony, Nakazawa, Funk, James & Gladden, 2002) and 

thirdly; relationships such as maintaining psychological and long-term connections to a sports 

team (Jowdy & McDonald, 2003). The findings from this study confirmed that fan engagement 

behaviours vary from sport to sport, thus there is not one size fits all approach as such despite 

many similarities that can be found. The fan engagement scale developed in this study also 

provides multiple opportunities to continue advancing knowledge into sports consumer and fan 

behaviour, paying particular attention to the specific differences that can be found in variations of 

sports such as the football industry (Yoshida et al. 2014). 
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Figure 1 — Four Types of Engagement Behaviour in Spectator Sport (Yoshida et al. 2014). 

 

2.4 Monetising Fan Engagement 

Monetisation refers to the process of turning non-revenue generating operations into revenue 

streams. It can often arise through identifying new income sources and digital innovations yet to 

be tapped into by an organisation, bringing together customers and third parties such as those who 

want to take up advertising spaces (Rußell, Berger, Stich, Hess & Spann, 2020). The process of 

establishing a viable model for online services is complicated and remains a challenge for many 

organisations, including football clubs. However, the key to success is maintaining a healthy 

balance between pursuing direct and indirect revenue streams from these innovations, whilst 

generating the fan engagement for it to be a sustainable venture for the club’s fans (Rußell et al. 

2020).  

 

By building an integrated system between fan engagement and monetisation, a club can connect 

with their fans, making them feel part of the success of the entity emotionally; thus allowing the 

club to exploit the relationship with fans and sponsors to enhance the monetisation opportunities 

available, whilst also providing creative and enjoyable content in the way of entertainment 

(Santoro, 2018). Direct commercial opportunities are derived with the club obtaining knowledge 

of the fans and offering them tailored promotions to their individual interests. They are unearthed 

through promotional emails on favoured products and merchandise, personalised gifts tailored to 
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each fans desires and push notifications, based on a fan's use of the club’s app or website or 

matchday spending behaviours (Santoro, 2018). Digital consumption develops propositions that 

encourage fans to share their consumption data, thus increasing customer loyalty, revenue and 

reduction of operating costs (Dellea, Schmid & Zahn, 2014). Alternatively, indirect commercial 

opportunities come as a result of having engaged fans within the club’s activities either during 

match days or virtually through the website, social media or app. This attracts a wave of potential 

sponsorship partnership opportunities who want to benefit from engagement levels shown in this 

area by advertising their products and services in these spaces (Santoro, 2018). Clubs now have 

the opportunity to collect data about their fan base and pass this information onto sponsors for a 

profit so that the sponsors are able to reach the exact audiences they want for their marketing 

activities (Dellea, Schmid & Zahn, 2014). For example, Manchester United Football Club created 

‘MUTV’, a premium online streaming service whereby fans can watch exclusive behind the scenes 

content of the day to day runnings of the club. In turn, this creates new sponsorship advertisement 

space for it to sell to external partners, thus creating a dual revenue stream model (direct and 

indirect monetisation) (Manchester United, 2021). 

 

There are various monetisation models and marketing strategies which are successfully 

implemented within the football industry. These models usually involve creating a premium 

service for some of the club’s most loyal fans to purchase e.g. streaming services, premium stadium 

accesses and subscription models. Furthermore, personalisation of these premium services serves 

as one of the key aspects in the success. The top clubs in Europe now not only have to focus on a 

domestic market, but a global market, meaning monetisation models have to be adapted across 

continents such as South East Asia in order to be successful (Font, 2021). Overall monetising fan 

engagement can be broken down into a four-step process: “1) identifying and segmenting the fan 

base 2) reaching the fans in a convenient and effective manner 3) ensuring engagement i.e. through 

personalisation 4) ensuring a concrete commercial model that is profitable and builds around the 

culture and aspirations of the club brand” (Font, 2021). 

 

2.5 Fan Engagement Channels 

The media landscape saw changes in the last decades through globalisation, technological 

advancements and new forms of communication. This also changed the consumption patterns of 
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the people, especially for the younger generation. Football clubs and other content producers 

adapted their strategies and channels to reach their target group. The shift from billboard and 

newspaper to Instagram and other social media platforms opened the door for in-house content 

production and fan engagement on a higher level (Haenlein, Anadol, Farnsworth, Hugo, Hunichen 

& Welte, 2020; Su, Baker, Doyle & Yan, 2020). One of the fan engagement channels that has not 

been widely covered in the football literature and research but has had attention in the application 

of sport athletes and social media influencers is TikTok (Haenlein et al. 2020; Koetsier, 2020; Su 

et al. 2020). 

 

TikTok is a mobile application where users can make and share videos of up to 15 seconds. Users 

can follow, comment, like and share videos of other users. The app is built to keep users active on 

the app, therefore users can look at new videos by simply scrolling down in an endless manner 

(Doyle, 2021; Tankovska, 2021). The app has more than 2 billion downloads and is represented in 

154 countries Doyle, 2021). The largest demographic group and the majority of content producers 

of this app is the Gen Z generation (born between 1995 and 2010) (Doyle, 2021; Tankovska, 2021). 

TikTok's user data shows that. 47.4 % of all users on TikTok are younger than 30 years and 60 % 

of all users are female - thus highlighting the potential of engaging with a younger audience which 

is also attractive to both genders (Tankovska, 2021).  

 

TikTok has seen tremendous growth in the last years and has become one of the most used social 

media platforms (Koetsier, 2020). Setting up a TikTok account requires no investment and is free 

(Doyle, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic forced many people to stay at home and this helped 

TikTok to skyrocket its number of users (Su et al. 2020). The Football clubs have also made use 

of this new social media platform and football content on its platform has reached an astonishing 

70 billion views (TikTok.com, 2021). Professional football clubs are widely promoting their 

content on the platform and reach millions of fans through these short videos (NSS Sports, 2021). 

TikTok strengthened its commitment to football and its fans by partnering up with UEFA 2020, 

which is held in the year 2021 (due to the COVID-19 pandemic) and becoming an official partner 

of this football tournament. This should boost the football created content on the platform and 

encourage fans and other stakeholders to engage more on this app (TikTok.com, 2021). 
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Another channel of particular importance in relation to fan engagement within the football industry 

is YouTube. It is the second most visited website (after Google) (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2021). 

In terms of the demographics of the users, YouTube accounts for 67 % of online video 

consumption among Millennials and whilst it is designed for wide usage among all age groups, 71 

% of internet users aged 26-35 use the channel making it mainstream with younger streamers who 

use it on a daily basis as an alternative to regular TV options and other online options (Influencer 

Marketing Hub, 2021). YouTube also requires no upfront investment to create an account, 

however if the account should be run properly, money is required to create content associated with 

costs such as setting, lighting, camera equipment and paid actors etc. (Influencer Marketing Hub, 

2021).  

 

Unlike TikTok, YouTube is substantially more established, and more literature can be found on 

the channel due to the longer time it has been available for users. It is common for football clubs 

to have an official YouTube channel whereby this is used as a medium to provide fans with official 

content, club news, match highlights and exclusive videos through User Generated Content (UGC) 

and Passive Generated Content (PGC) (Checchinato, Disegna & Gazzola, 2015). Elsherif (2019), 

highlights the constant growth clubs have seen in recent years in terms of traffic levels, likes, 

comments and views of YouTube channels, making it one of the most effective fan engagement 

channels at a club’s disposal. However, the current state of the literature fails to address the area 

concerning which type of content is most appreciated in the form of generating fan engagement 

and reactions from users of official channels. Kruitbosch & Nack (2008) provide some evidence 

that official videos created in a professional manner are significantly more effective than amateur 

user created content for relaying important club information also amplifying the notion of fake 

news and misinformation that comes with YouTube as a channel.  

 

A study conducted by Checchinato, Disegna & Gazzola (2015), investigated the use of YouTube 

in the football sector with a fan engagement viewpoint and aims to understand fans preferences 

towards football brand content generated by both clubs and fans. The metrics used in the study is 

measured by the level of engagement shown and how this impacts the level of value generated, 

integrating potential marketing potential available depending on the methods used. YouTube is 

classified as a website, thus the videos are generally related to obtaining both views and 
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interactions from users and can be split into two categories, passive engagement and active 

engagement (Hong, 2007). Previous studies also show that fans prefer a mixture of UGC and PGC, 

sourcing from a reliable and trusted source, in this case, the football club. The concept of word of 

mouth as a communication tool can be integrated into fan engagement strategy from YouTube as 

a medium through video views, clicks, subscriptions and comments, which is automatically built 

into the website algorithm (Riegner, 2007). Furthermore, a managerial implication can be factored 

into the feedback received from the content, and enables football clubs to adapt content in relation 

to this feedback in order to grow the channel, and engage with fans in an improved manner which 

opens a number of opportunities for clubs to exploit such as reach, monetisation and brand image 

(Berthon, Pitt, McCarthy & Kates, 2007).  

 

These channels highlight both a direct and indirect monetisation strategy. While the direct 

monetisation strategy includes tailored promotion directed towards their fans (see chapter 2.4), the 

indirect monetisation of the two channels (TikTok and YouTube) need a closer look. Indirect 

monetisation uses especially the impression management, fan engagement and relationship 

building behaviour by Yoshida et al. (2014), where the main goal is to entertain the fans, connect 

with them and build a higher reach. However, clubs still generate money with these posts in an 

indirect manner (Font, 2021; Nicholson, 2021) Direct revenue is generated by clubs posting 

regularly on the YouTube platform who are accepted for the YouTube Partner Program. This 

consists of streamers receiving income for adverts at intervals during their content with some clubs 

earning upwards of $500,000 (USD) per month from this indirect income depending on the number 

of views (Agnihotri, 2019; Google.com, 2021).  

 

On the other hand, TikTok has developed an integrated ‘Creator Fund’ which rewards content 

creators such as football clubs for uploading engaging content which grows the channel. The 

revenue generated is calculated based on certain elements such as video views, video engagement 

as well as ensuring the content falls in line with the community guidelines and ‘terms of service’ 

(TikTok.com, 2019, 2020). 

 

Indirect channels consist of merchandise, tickets, sponsorship, memberships and more fields. A 

study by KPMG showcased that it is hard to quantify the value of these social media channels, one 
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way could be to analyse the number of followers compared to the commercial revenue (Nicholson, 

2021). However, there are many other solutions on how to quantify the value, but there are no real 

numbers available (Nicholson, 2021; Sartori, 2018). Merchandise products worn in videos of the 

named channels increase the likelihood of a purchase in the fan shop (Football Benchmark, 2021). 

Furthermore, a high reach and high interaction increases the negotiating power for new 

sponsorship deals, as some partners can be seen in those videos. The club can offer a higher reach 

to their potential partners, which increases brand awareness or other marketing goals of the brand. 

Additionally, the data collected can be used to target and find the right partner to appear in the 

videos, thus increasing the attractiveness for brands (Football Benchmark, 2019, 2021; Sartori, 

2018). This data also allows the football clubs to up-sell and cross-sell their different offerings on 

the named channels, by knowing who they are talking to, and creating content that matches the 

audience (Seb, 2020). 

 

2.6 Innovation Strategy in the Football Industry 

Previous literature exploring innovation states that an ‘innovation strategy’ is key for a business 

to be able to successfully adapt and engineer new ways to succeed within a given environment. 

An innovation strategy guides business decisions on how resources are to be used to meet a firm’s 

objectives for innovation and thereby deliver value and build competitive advantage (Dodgson, 

Gann & Salter, 2008). Like all commercial businesses football clubs need to generate revenue in 

order to succeed both on and off the pitch. The football industry has changed significantly since 

the turn of the millennium, and this has provided clubs with new opportunities to exploit new 

innovation strategies in order to generate new streams of revenue (Dobson & Goddard, 2001). 

Much of the research focus in the Football world has now turned to focus on how the sport is an 

important agent of social change and development because of its inclusive and educational nature 

(Coalter, 2007); as well as attracting the attention of governments when shaping social policies 

locally. As such, much of the research has focused on how clubs have chosen to implement 

comprehensive academies for children within their organization which offers revenue exploitation 

and social outreach in the community thus enhancing club brand awareness (Escamilla-Fajardo et 

al. 2020).  
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Furthermore, a big emphasis of previous research has been on the development of technology and 

digitalisation including online streaming services known as ‘pay-tv’ and the increased demand for 

football match streaming has been a determining factor in the industry's growing 

commercialization (Escamilla-Fajardo et al. 2020). Clubs in the European ‘top 5 tiers’ (England, 

Spain, France, Germany and Italy) have strongly contributed with their brand expansion strategy 

to the attractiveness of their leagues. This has resulted in national associations of leagues 

capitalising on the financial opportunities brought about from this. This is highlighted when 

considering the broadcasting opportunities, which now accounts for an average of 52.6 % of yearly 

revenue for clubs during the 2018-2019 season (Deloitte, 2021). Additionally, González (2012), 

explores the important rise of innovation from a social media perspective and covers how clubs 

have had to have a strong presence in this area in order to achieve a competitive advantage over 

their competitors. The English Premier League (EPL) is a prime example of how clubs have had 

to implement a fresh innovation strategy in terms of sponsorship, when displaying different 

targeted ads, depending on the location. The technology is called Virtual Hybrid LED perimeter 

system and is used by several clubs in the EPL (ADI, 2021). Olson, Duray, Cooper & Olson,  

(2016) goes into detail analysing the strategy of football clubs offering new, innovative strategies 

in order to monetize their sponsorship opportunities when demand previously outweighed supply.  

 

Finally, Escamilla-Fajardo et al. (2020) highlights the changing dynamics of stadium opportunities 

and how clubs can adapt their innovative strategies to tie in with socio-cultural and economic 

opportunities (such as hosting external events or exhibitions) in order to generate non-matchday 

revenues. A fine example of this form of innovation strategy can be seen when reviewing the 

Tottenham Hotspur’s model with the construction of a new stadium costing over £1 Billion, this 

has enabled the club to access new revenue streams such as increased spectator revenue through 

corporate experiences, office spaces, a microbrewery, a sky lounge, stadium tours and most 

innovatively, a sliding pitch which opens up to a second pitch used to host National Football 

League (NFL) fixtures on a yearly basis (Tottenham Hotspur, 2021).  
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3. Research Methodology 

 

This chapter will examine the research methodology and the justifications for this will be 

discussed, in relation to the research question. It consists of a detailed description of the research 

philosophy, design, methods and its limitations. It will be followed by the identification of the 

case selection and how data is collected and analysed. 

 

3.1 Research Philosophy 

The research philosophy describes in regard to the researcher’s understanding of what they believe 

to be the truth, knowledge and reality. This philosophy guides the rest of the research methodology 

by influencing the design and collection of data for the research study (Ryan, 2018). It consists of 

three different philosophical research paradigms, namely positivism, critical realism and 

interpretivism (Scotland, 2012). Positivism relates to factual knowledge, which is progressed from 

objective data collection and interpretation of a researcher (Ryan, 2018). The research paradigm 

critical realism believes that sensations and images of the real world can be misleading and 

therefore not always illustrate the real world. Researchers recognise that other factors can get 

between researchers and the researched reality (Summers, 2020). The third research paradigm, 

interpretivism, relates to the interpretation of elements of a research by a researcher, therefore it 

includes the researcher's background of thinking, language and other cultural factors (Ryan, 2018).  

 

This research adopts an interpretive approach in an attempt to understand the methods used in 

order to implement their fan engagement strategy through digital utilisation, to increase revenue. 

The findings from the case study are then analysed in an interpretive method, in order to provide 

the framework for football club management personnel to refer to, to improve their fan engagement 

practices. Understanding that the research can never be completely freed from a researcher's values 

and beliefs, and thus collect, analyse and interpret data, this research approach suits the situation 

(Dudovskiy, 2021). The cognitive approach of this research tries to understand the fan engagement 

methods undertaken by clubs to monetize their fanbase and develop their engagement. 
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3.2 Research Design 

The chosen research design follows a dual descriptive and exploratory approach aimed to address 

the qualitative phenomenon raised by the research question. The descriptive design element adopts 

the approach pioneered by Dulock (1993) allowing the research to describe systematically and 

effectively the facts and characteristics of this case study, whilst also enabling the discovery of 

new meanings into what currently exists, the frequency and the relationship among selected 

variables. The exploratory research element follows the approach of Stebbins (2001), by 

essentially putting one’s self in a situation over multiple occurrences in order to incite discovery 

of a broad spectrum. By exploring the research question and sub questions with these designs, the 

paper is able identify essential new variables which may form the basis for further research both 

in this study, and future studies (Saunders, Lewis, Thornhill & Bristow, 2019). A strong 

rationalisation for using these styles of study was that there are many methods of research 

instrument which can be used in order to extract the data, such as surveys, interviews, case studies, 

ethnography and experiment - giving the research scope for an in depth exploration approach in a 

way which incites trustworthiness in the process (Amankwaa, 2016).  

 

To examine the phenomena behind the research question, it is essential to use the single case study 

to understand the phenomena within its context (Yin, 2003). The club in the case study was chosen 

because it portrays a representative rationale by Yin (2003), which is one determining factor to 

choose a single case study. This case study and the lessons learned from it, can be used to apply it 

for other similar cases in the world (Yin, 2003). The single case study follows an embedded 

approach, given the researchers time constraints and resources available. The embedded approach 

follows a deep analysis of two subunits within the given research phenomena of the chosen single 

case study (Yin, 2003). While analysing the two subunits, it is necessary to go back to the larger 

unit of analysis, in order to conclude findings for the representative cases (Yin, 2003).  
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3.3 Research Methods 

This empirical research adopts an inductive, qualitative method in order to generate a 

comprehensive framework for football club management personnel that draws upon the emerging 

theories and themes from the data. This allowed the study to keep an open mind and a certain level 

of flexibility in order to notice abstract themes and motives which arise from the data collection 

process (Goddard & Melville, 2004). The research method was a single case study approach on 

one football club. They were analysed in terms of their digital fan engagement practices on two 

channels from tools such as social media, apps, online streaming services and more. The study 

recognises the importance of using interpretivism as a form of analysis tool for the findings, and 

this line of enquiry enables the opposition of positivism focusing on the ethnographic methods 

which sway more towards the descriptive approaches (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Furthermore, 

an interpretivist perspective during the case study involved the researchers to interpret elements 

of the study, thus allowing human interests into the study such as social constructions, language, 

consciousness, cultural differences and shared meanings (Dudovskiy, 2021). The interpretivist 

approach also enables the researchers to input their own understandings, experiences and 

convictions along with their own conceptual perspectives, thus being able to add further value and 

further dimension to the study (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

 

3.4 Limitations of Methodology 

Whilst the advantages of conducting a single case study are prevalent, there are also a series of 

limitations which come with this approach which need consideration. The first factor to consider 

is the chance of bias from the researchers conducting the case study findings which in this case is 

two people. This can lead to bias in data collection which can have an influence on results in 

various stages of the process (Yin, 2011). Moreover, the study follows an interpretivist method, 

which in turn follows an inductive path. Additionally, a potential flaw is that the findings identified 

from the club could be limited to just that club specifically, thus limiting the ability for the case to 

be relevant and transferable to the wider themes across a given industry (Bickman & Rog, 1998). 

Furthermore, it is important to note that cultural factors may skew the use of the framework, when 

trying to apply potential fan engagement strategies to clubs in different countries, especially those 

that differ from the case study club’s culture. This is important to note, as the framework may not 
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provide a ‘one size fits all’ approach and goes in line with the teachings of (Hofstede, 2021) who 

describes culture as “the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of 

one group or category from others”. It is also important to point out that the data collection was 

done at a point in time as such the number of engagements i.e. views, comments and likes etc., 

may not be completely up to date at the time of reading. Finally, limitations in access to the case 

study club’s exact financial figures means that only general estimations can be made through both 

YouTube’s ‘Partner Programme’ and TikTok’s ‘Creator Fund’ calculators provided by Influencer 

Marketing Hub (2016 & 2019), thus potentially creating a chance of inaccuracy in revenue 

generation. 

 

3.5 Case Selection 

The case selection process involved choosing a football club which had to meet certain criteria in 

order to be a suitable candidate for the case study. The first criteria was that they were a legally 

registered professional football club within FIFA. The second criterion revolved around the 

geographical location of the case study selection, which lies within Europe. The reasoning behind 

this is the definition of a large football club in relation to the standards of a small medium enterprise 

definition by the European Union and that the top five football leagues in the world are all located 

in Europe (European Union, 2014; Statista, 2021). This aligns with the definition of a fan by the 

European Club Association, to ensure the right view on a fan (ECA, 2020). Furthermore, focusing 

solely on Europe, cultural differences between the larger subcultures such as Europe, Asia, Africa, 

North and South America and Oceania can be reduced, as the authors can utilise the theory of 

interpretivism within the findings and analysis process. Therefore a strategy could potentially 

reach different results as in another country or continent (ECA, 2020; Lawrence & Crawford, 

2019; Stander, Van Zyl & Motaung, 2016). The third criteria was to funnel down into a league. 

The EPL was chosen due to the fact it is one of the largest leagues in Europe in terms of revenue 

levels and outreach and showcases a high number of digital usage methods (Gittins, 2020; Green, 

2021). The final criteria involved in the case selection process was taking the one of the clubs 

within the EPL who has been proven to engage with their fans through utilising their digital 

methods. This led to the case selection ending with Manchester City Football Club (MCFC), 

because they met all the necessary criteria, in the fact that they are recognised as being one of the 
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most digitally engaging clubs in numerous sources (Garner-Purkis, 2021; Kochkodin, 2021; Sports 

Innovation Lab, 2021). 

 

3.6 Data Collection & Analysis 

The single case study approach led to the collection of primary data through analysing MCFC’s 

fan engagement practices which show examples of digital fan engagement. Single case studies 

allow a deeper discovery of theoretical evolution and research questions, whilst creating more 

convincing theories when the suggestions are grounded within a single empirical evidence 

abstracts (Eisenhardt, 1989). Whereas a multiple case study can be used for cross-comparison 

purposes, finding a complex and intriguing set of differences and similarities of particular 

importance to the study (Hollweck, 2016). Single case studies lead to higher quality findings, 

because this type bridges more in depth findings and analysis (Gustafsson, 2017). A further 

justification for using a single rather than multiple case study is that single case studies have the 

ability to question old theoretical relationships and to explore more, thus making it easier for the 

researcher to get a deeper understanding of the research subject (Gustafsson, 2017). 

 

Secondary data is the data that has been collected by other researchers and mostly has been 

collected for other research purposes (Hox & Boeije, 2005). The secondary data which was 

collected for this research consisted of peer reviewed articles that have been used for the theoretical 

framework, which allowed the study to identify the research gap and question. Furthermore, a 

website and a social media account of MCFC has been used to extract data and information, to 

better understand the fan engagement strategy and ways in monetizing it. The limitation of time 

for this research leads the team to adopt cross-sectional studies that are limited to the phenomena 

at a certain point in time (Saunders et al. 2019). Thus, the study of the TikTok and YouTube 

channels have been observed over a time period of three months, respectively the first quarter of 

2021, to analyse the strategy of fan engagement and the way MCFC is monetising the respective 

channel.   

 

A table was constructed using Microsoft Excel as the database for the inputs and two separate 

sheets were created for both TikTok and YouTube. A tick or comment was inserted into the 

subsections of each post which was reviewed when certain criteria was spotted in relation to the 
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‘factors of analysis’. These factors included: ‘4 Different Types of Fan Engagement Behaviours’ 

definition derived from Yoshida et al. (2014) model - Impression Management, Fan Engagement, 

Sport Related or Relationship Building. ‘Monetisation Types’ (either direct or indirect) with the 

definitions deriving from (Dellea et al. 2014). Other factors included language used within the post 

including keywords, tagging, hashtags, whether it was solely for entertainment purposes and the 

amount of reach each video had in the form of views, likes and comments.  

 

The coding technique was chosen, because this way the data can be connected back to the research 

question and the underlying phenomena (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Codes appear in the form of 

words, phrases, expressions, pictures or videos on the different fan engagement channels and 

monetisation types; and should bring meaning to the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The codes 

for this research derive from the research question, the identified research gap and the findings 

from the theoretical framework. The content analysis underlying the coding enjoys the benefits of 

a higher objectivity, reliability and validity (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
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4. Findings 

 

This section focuses on the results of the data collection process and findings which can be 

interpreted from the database spreadsheet of the single case study. The section firstly gives a brief 

introduction to the chosen case study club in order to describe the entity for clarity. An overview 

of the findings is then presented, in order to give an insight into some of the main figures derived 

from the data collection for both channels. The findings specific for MCFC’s use of YouTube are 

then discussed, with TikTok findings following after this. Differences and common themes are 

then outlined, with the section ending with a summary of the findings. 

 

4.1 Manchester City Football Club  

MCFC is a football club based in Manchester, England, competing within the EPL. Founded in 

1880, the club boasts a rich history playing fixtures at the Etihad stadium which seats up to 55,017 

fans. The club has seen a high level of success in the past and as at the time of writing, they have 

won the EPL on 6 occasions, the FA Cup on 6 occasions and League Cup on 8 occasions 

(Manchester City, 2021). In 2008, MCFC was purchased by Abu Dhabi United Group for £210 

million and has received considerable investment in both playing staff and club operational 

facilities, including the £150 million ‘Etihad Campus’ in Manchester which is classed as a state-

of-the-art facility for the first team and academy. The club has a growing list of partners and 

sponsorships which include many large companies such as Etihad Airways, Puma, Etisalat, Nissan 

and Intel (Manchester City, 2021). 

 

The way in which MCFC engages with their fans digitally is numerous, ensuring its presence on 

such platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, TikTok, Twitch and 

Dugout. It also hosts an internal subscription TV channel, City+, for fans who wish to receive 

around the clock premium entertainment, behind the scenes footage, and club updates on demand 

(Manchester City, 2021). Their fan engagement strategy has played a part in increasing club 

revenues which was the fifth highest in the world in the 2018-19 season at an astonishing €568.4 

million (Jones, Bridge & Ross, 2021). They are now considered one of the pioneers in fan 
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engagement utilising their digital opportunities to generate revenues around the world (Garner-

Purkis, 2021; Kochkodin, 2021; Sports Innovation Lab, 2021). 

 

4.2 Findings Overview 

The two channels chosen from Manchester City Football Club were YouTube (YouTube.com, 

2021) and TikTok (TikTok.com, 2021) This section will present the findings from reviewing 

posts within the dates of 1st January 2021 to 31st March 2021 (1st quarter of 2021). The full data 

collection database can be found in Appendix 1 (for YouTube) and Appendix 2 (for TikTok).  

 

Channel Number of 

Posts 

Total 

Followers  

Member 

Since 

Average 

Reach Per 

Post  

Average 

Likes Per 

Post 

Average 

Comments 

Per Post 

TikTok 128 3,000,000 08/11/2019 759,085 100,524 1,132 

YouTube 189 3,160,000 07/07/2009 233,661 4,727 334 

Table 1 — Data Summary (own data collection based on (YouTube.com (2021) & TikTok.com, 

(2021)). 

 Fan Engagement Behaviours  Monetisation Type 

 Impression 

Management 

Fan 

Engagement 

Sport 

Related 

Relationship 

Building 

Direct Indirect 

Channel Total Frequency 

TikTok 110 17 7 0 128 128 

YouTube 138 93 0 47 189 185 

Channel Average Frequency 

TikTok 0.86 0.13 0.05 0 1 1 

YouTube 0.73 0.49 0 0.25 1 0.98 

Table 2 — Metrics Count (own data collection based on (YouTube.com (2021) & TikTok.com, 

(2021)). 
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Channel Partners Featured MCFC Products/Services 

TikTok - Puma 

- WWE 

- Club Merchandise 

(not actively 

advertised) 

YouTube - Etihad Airways 

- EA Sports (FIFA 21) 

- Axi Online Trading 

- Qnet 

- Recap Techno 

- Nexen Tires 

- MarathonBet  

- Etisalat 

- Wix 

- Visit Abu Dhabi 

- Puma 

- SayNoToRacism 

- City + 

- Season Tickets 

- Club Merchandise 

 

Table 3 — Main Partners / MCFC Products/Services Featured (own data collection based on 

(YouTube.com (2021) & TikTok.com, (2021)). 

 

*Correct at the time of writing (figures may change in the future due to posts still being live on 

the respective channels). 

 

4.3 Findings YouTube 

YouTube was one of the two channels chosen to assess the fan engagement behaviours - derived 

from Yoshida et al (2014), and monetisation type utilisation - derived from (Dellea et al. 2014). 

The data collected was over a period of three months (the first quarter of 2021), resulting in a total 

of 189 posts being analysed. Table 1 shows the total and average number of reach, likes and 

comments of these posts, whereas Table 2 shows the total number of fan engagement behaviours 

and monetisation types from the data. The full database can be found in Appendices 1 and 2. 

 

Upon analysing YouTube as a fan engagement tool, the data reveals that impression management 

was the most common behaviour to engage with their fans, being used 138 times in total (73 % of 

the posts). The majority of the time, impression management is used as an entertainment purpose 
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providing fans with engaging core content of the football team in highlights, live streaming pundits 

on match days and positive charity work which has been reflected upon. The most common use of 

impression management was during the club’s ‘We Are Not Really Here’ broadcast (71 

occasions), whereby this was seen to be a regular broadcast to fans pre-match, at half-time and 

after-match, usually with a former player as the host digesting the matchday activity and talking 

points, whilst also allowing fans to have an input into the interactive programme. The second most 

common post was highlights of matches of the first team, women's team and youth teams (37 

occasions). Interestingly, these posts resulted in a much higher average view rate at 921,746 views, 

compared to the total post average of 233,661 views; thus highlighting that these posts presented 

significantly more opportunities for monetisation. A less common use of impression management 

was in the form of showing off charity work undertaken by personnel at the club (4 occasions). 

This means MCFC are eager to show fans of their good Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

work as a method of engaging fans, but it occurs less frequently. Activity like this intends to 

improve CSR, leading to a higher positive image transfer and brand recognition, resulting in 

indirect revenue generation (Dellea et al. 2014). A clear finding is that a set schedule is replicated 

whereby the strategy is to get fans watching in a habit method, whilst having something to look 

forward to with regular content in a set procedure.   

 

Fan engagement as a behaviour was detected on 93 occasions (49 % of posts). Yoshida et al. (2014) 

defines this type of behaviour as creating a community to help the team succeed both on and off 

the pitch. Once again, MCFC’s ‘We Are Not Really Here’ broadcast contributed to this behaviour 

most commonly (71 occasions), because of the way the programme includes significant co-created 

content such as fan’s views of match performances and player ratings etc. MCFC also used their 

commercial partnership with EA Sports through the FIFA 21 game to build a community with fans 

in the form of competitions, live streaming of eSports and having lucky fans get the opportunity 

to test their FIFA 21 skills against their favourite MCFC players. This is supported by the fact 

MCFC receive a commission payment when MCFC fans purchase a copy of FIFA 21 as a result 

of the link provided within the channel (Font, 2021) This was shown to form a strong club-fan 

community, but also allowing them to promote important partners such as EA Sports in an 

entertaining manner. Furthermore, player interviews were an important part of this behaviour (16 
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occasions) allowing fans to get to know the players in a more informal and human context, 

allowing fans to grow emotional attachment and relationships to players.  

 

The Sport Related fan engagement behaviour was not found to be used from the findings. This 

concerns the fan actually attending sporting events, watching games on TV or purchasing team 

products etc. The main reasons as to why this was not used is because this type of behaviour cannot 

be usually implemented using a free service, and thus many of the features fall under the premium 

subscriptions. Fans would not be able to stream live matches on this channel and purchases are not 

able to be made on YouTube directly to MCFC in the form of exclusive content, eBooks or 

magazines or merchandise.  

 

Relationship Building was found to be the third most frequent fan engagement behaviour being 

used on 47 occasions (25 % of posts). This includes loyalty programs, season ticket purchases and 

boosting memberships to various premium subscriptions available for MCFC fans. MCFC chose 

YouTube to implement Relationship Building mainly by posting short videos giving previews into 

their City + premium subscription channel, which included behind the scenes access to training 

and player interviews and content. These types of posts included a link to signing up to City+ 

within the video description, so if fans like the type of content previewed, they can upgrade their 

relationship with the club to a more premium service via the website. It was clear that the club 

limited the video times of these particular posts in order to allow fans to gain a sneak preview, 

without giving too much away, thus with the intent of leaving the fans desperate for more. 

Furthermore, season tickets and club merchandise were regularly seen advertised on various posts 

which then fell into this category.  

 

The findings in terms of the monetisation strategy were standardised and consistent throughout the 

posts. Direct monetisation is the revenue MCFC generates directly from a channel’s activity, 

whereas indirect is the revenue generated as a by-product of a channel’s activity. It was found that 

MCFC uses direct and indirect monetisation almost ever-presently with direct monetisation 

featuring on 189 occasions (100 % of posts), whilst indirect monetisation featuring on 185 

occasions (98 % of posts). Direct monetisation is generated directly through the YouTube videos 

MCFC uploads with YouTube then paying revenue to the club due to advertisements being 
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displayed through a system called ‘AdSense’ (Google.com, 2021). Indirect monetisation is also 

used in some form in almost every post, due to the fact nearly all the videos are sponsored by a 

club partner, or MCFC is advertising products or services within that post e.g. City+, club 

merchandise and season tickets. The main partners can be found in Table 3: Main Partners / 

MCFC Products/Services Featured. Whilst it is impossible to cite exactly how much MCFC made 

directly through the YouTube algorithm, a calculator created from (Influencer Marketing Hub, 

2016) was used to approximate this based on MCFC’s YouTube posts in the data collection dates 

(see Appendix 3). The calculator suggests that MCFC is estimated to earn $327.00 (USD) per post, 

which based on the number of posts used within this study, would mean a total of 756 posts times 

$327.00 (USD) per post equalling estimated annual direct revenue of $247,212.00 (USD).  

 

4.4 Findings TikTok 

In the theoretical framework the four fan engagement behaviours by Yoshida et al. (2014) have 

been discussed and used in the data collection process to analyse the content on TikTok. As 

described in the data collection process (Chapter 3.6), over the period of three months, the content 

on TikTok using codes has been analysed. This resulted in analysing 128 posts on TikTok, while 

checking for certain codes and writing down the hashtags and the metrics around the post (see 

Appendix 2).  

 

The strategy of MCFC on TikTok reveals clearly that they are using impression management 

behaviour to engage with their fans. In 110 posts out of the 128 (85.93 % of posts), they used this 

behaviour to deliver the content that matches the audience. The impression management behaviour 

especially displays scenes from the past, where they look back on great moments, failures, scenes 

from fandom and other entertaining i.e. funny interviews and player presentations (Yoshida et al. 

2014). The main content with almost half of the impression management are related to showcasing 

goals by MCFC players that happened after a match day. Followed by interviews of either players 

or the coach. The second most used behaviour showcased by MCFC displays the behaviour “fan 

engagement” (17 times) by Yoshida et al. (2014). The content displayed here are mainly hashtag 

challenges, where fans should engage with the club and use the hashtag promoted by the club. The 

third behaviour that was used was the sport related behaviour with only 7 posts related to that 

behaviour. MCFC tags here their partner and main kit sponsor Puma and promotes their products 
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in this TikTok. Even though MCFC has tagged the World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) four 

times, they did not tag them to promote a sale of a ticket or merchandise, but to promote their 

collaboration with them to engage both fan groups. In the TikTok videos MCFC is using hashtags 

for each video. Almost in all the videos, with exception of one, MCFC uses these three main 

hashtags as a core “#mancity” “#football” “#soccer” and then sometimes uses an additional 

hashtag to describe the content of the video. 

 

During the data collection period, MCFC has reached a total of 97,100,000 views on TikTok. As 

stated above, the impression management behaviour was used the most, and this accounted for 

83,900,000 views of this figure.  Also within this total views amount, MCFC has reached 

12,800,000 likes and a total number of 144,800 people or fans have commented on those 128 

videos. This leads to an average per video of 759,000 views, 100,500 likes and 1,100 comments. 

These numbers of views, comments, and likes are important to calculate the monetisation value of 

this channel (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2019).  

 

As in Chapters 2.4 and 2.5, it is hard to put an exact valuation on the impact of TikTok. The 

Influencer Marketing Hub (2019), came up with a rough estimation based on the number of posts, 

the engagement rate, number of followers and the average likes per video. According to Influencer 

Marketing Hub (2019), MCFC could ask between $1,920.00 to $3,200.00 (USD) per post from 

sponsors. This number is an estimation based on the particular knowledge and insights from the 

influencer marketing hub and should only be seen as a rough estimation (see appendix 4). The 

calculator suggests that MCFC is estimated to earn up to a maximum of $3,200.00 (USD) per post, 

which based on the number of posts used within this study, that would mean a total of 512 posts 

times $3,200 per post equalling estimated maximum annual direct revenue of $1,638,400.00. 

(USD) This money is not directly linked to the TikTok Creator Fund (TikTok.com, 2020), but on 

what MCFC could ask from a sponsor to directly promote their products.  

 

4.5 Differences and Common Themes 

When comparing the findings between TikTok and YouTube, it can be noted that the channels 

have similar total followers sitting at around the 3 million mark. However, MCFC has only had 

TikTok since 2019 and thus has seen a huge increase in follower growth during this time compared 
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to YouTube which was created in 2009. Moreover, the average reach per post was much higher on 

TikTok, rather than YouTube, showing that this channel is more effective in reaching fans in order 

to engage with them.  

 

In terms of the fan engagement behaviour differences between the two channels, a common theme 

was that impression management is used as the core fan engagement strategy whereby this 

concerns content related to basking in reflected glory (highlights and core sporting content). This 

shows the importance of MCFC keeping their fans engaged through their core activities of 

essentially being a football club, highlighting their achievements. Fan engagement on the other 

hand is used much more frequently on YouTube rather than TikTok, meaning that YouTube is 

utilised in a manner to attract new fans on a wider level, whereas TikTok provides content that 

satisfies more loyal fans who understand cultures, slang language applicable to the club and 

personnel.  

 

A noticeable similarity between the two channels comes when looking at the Sport Related fan 

engagement behaviour. With the findings, neither channel was used frequently in order to promote 

merchandise, match tickets, or brand partners significantly, which highlights the fact there is a fine 

line between entertainment value and pure outright advertising. In other words, MCFC have 

chosen not to infringe their entertainment content with the risk of boring fans with regular irritating 

advertising methods, and instead have left this to other channels not covered within the scope of 

this study. Finally, when focusing on the relationship building fan engagement behaviour, it is 

obvious that their YouTube channel uses this on regular occasions, whereas with their TikTok 

channel, this does not feature at all. This essentially means that YouTube channel is more enabled 

to draw attention to premium services which MCFC has such as City + and season tickets. TikTok 

on the other hand is purely trying to engage with younger fans in a more informal method.  

 

In terms of the comparisons with monetisation, similarities can be drawn between their YouTube 

and TikTok channels with direct monetisation. As mentioned in both Sections 4.1 and 4.2, revenue 

is generated directly from these channels when a video is uploaded to both sites, thus indicating 

that MCFC benefits from the engagement fans show on these channels, although according to the 

calculations from (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2016), TikTok is potentially much more lucrative if 
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they are part of the Creator Fund programme. In terms of indirect monetisation, this was more 

common with YouTube as a channel compared to TikTok. This basically means MCFC are 

attempting to generate revenue indirectly by either promoting club partners such as Puma or Etihad 

Airways, or advertising premium services that they provide for fans such as City+ or season ticket 

subscriptions for matches. Nevertheless, both channels utilise indirect monetisation in the majority 

of their posts, highlighting the strategy of exploiting fan engagement for revenue generation 

indirectly. 

 

The final set of comparisons that are obvious within the data collection is the type of partners and 

MCFC products and services that are featured in the two channels respectively. It can be found 

that TikTok’s posts featured mainly the main partner Puma, but on a consistent basis club 

merchandise, which is not actively advertised but shown in nearly all posts (club training wear, 

jerseys and accessories). This is slightly different to YouTube whereby MCFC tries to include 

many different partners on a more inconsistent basis, whilst also directly advertising other 

premium digital channels such as City +, season tickets and club merchandise. Some of the partners 

featured on the YouTube channel were varied and included partners such as Etihad Airways, 

Etisalat, EA Sports (FIFA 21), MarathonBet and a host of others which can be found in Table 3. 

 

4.6 Summary Findings  

A summary of the findings when focusing on TikTok and YouTube as fan engagement tools raises 

a few key components in relation to the research question: “How can football clubs utilise digital 

fan engagement to generate more revenue?”. Firstly, MCFC has shown to generate revenue 

directly from both channels on a consistent basis thus showing that there is high probability that 

these channels are already built into the clubs digital revenue generation model. However, the 

findings show that TikTok is currently more lucrative than YouTube, and has experienced 

explosive growth to the club, achieving three million followers in the first two years of operation, 

a figure which took MCFC 12 years to achieve on YouTube.  

 

Secondly, YouTube is used in a more formal manner, potentially to a worldwide audience and in 

a method that uses the fan engagement behaviour to attract new or passive fans to the platform. 

This then allows them to advertise indirect club partners to a broader audience, whilst also 
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advertising their premium subscription models such as City+ and season ticket membership. 

TikTok on the other hand is deliberately geared towards the club’s loyal, existing fanbase including 

insider language and memes to engage with a younger audience. As such, indirect revenue 

generation is utilised less in this channel, essentially making TikTok mainly for light-hearted 

entertainment purposes. The final noticeable finding was that MCFC uses a strategy of scheduling 

in both channels, thus engaging with fans on a weekly or sometimes daily basis. This has shown 

to be an effective method in that fans will be aware of the scheduling of posts, and thus can generate 

habits whereby they consume this content on a regular basis. This poses many opportunities for 

monetisation, because the advertisement elements can be included more subtly which maintains 

the entertainment value of both channels which is important for repeat interest and channel growth.  
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5. Discussion 

 

The empirical focus of this study was to primarily explore how football clubs can utilise digital 

fan engagement in order to generate more revenue thus also exploring secondary phenomena 

which contribute to this such as which channels to use, how revenue can be generated and what 

types of fan engagement behaviours are clubs using within different channels. This section will 

focus on the findings from the single case study of MCFC, whilst also finding commonalities and 

differences that were previously explored within the literature review. Figure 2 below 

demonstrates the proposed framework which has been broken down into four factors this study 

outlines as most important in terms of the approach concerned with fan engagement practises 

through digital utilisation to generate revenue with the best possible chance of success. These four 

factors are: Digital Innovation, Digital Integration, Adaptability and Content Balance. The 

framework includes the four fan engagement behaviours derived from (Yoshida et al. 2014) and 

the two monetisation outcomes derived from (Dellea et al. 2014) which are intertwined with one 

another along with the factors.  

 

Figure 2 — Framework for football clubs - Fan Engagement Through Digital Utilisation to 

Generate Revenue (own illustration). 
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5.1 The Need for Digital Innovation   

The first discussion revolves around the need for digital innovation for football clubs. Football has 

already seen a huge development and transaction to digital services in many aspects of their 

operational services, such as ticketing and merchandising (Dellea et al. 2014). The 

interconnectivity of the world and the digital usage of fans requires clubs to adapt their fan 

engagement channels and deliver content the fans desire and demand. Football clubs are tapping 

more into the media and content creation in order to maintain their value and entertain their fans 

(Dellea et al. 2014). This requires football clubs to recognise new opportunities in the market and 

adapt to changes in the digital landscape (Pinchot & Soltanifar, 2021). 

 

The results of the study, especially from TikTok, showcases the importance of staying up to date 

with new digital innovations and solutions to interact with fans. Within a short period of time 

MCFC has accumulated 3 million followers, and in the observed time period has reached almost 

100 million viewers. This shows how effective MCFC is at recognising opportunities and engaging 

with their fans, which saw a change in the way fans consume content from football clubs (Dellea 

et al. 2014; ECA, 2020; Font, 2021). Furthermore, as people aged younger than 30 prefer TikTok 

over other social media platforms (Doyle, 2021), it is essential for football clubs to be present 

where their target audience is. The need for digital innovation for football clubs becomes apparent 

with the change in demographics and the development of new technologies (Doyle, 2021; 

Tankovska, 2021).  

 

Digital innovation offers football clubs more opportunities to reach fans and to increase and 

diversify their revenue streams. Focusing solely on the digital innovation in the fan engagement 

area, the potential from these new channels has been estimated by Influencer Marketing Hub 

(2016; 2019). Because with these new channels, millions of people can be reached, which increases 

the attractiveness for sponsors and brands that pay a good amount of money to profit from the 

reach and connection of and to the club (Dellea et al. 2014). Furthermore, the direct revenue from 

these channels, because content is produced on a platform that also uses advertising to make 

profits, are an additional income sources to the indirect effect on merchandise, tickets and premium 

subscriptions (Font, 2021; Google.com, 2021; Rußell et al. 2020; TikTok.com, 2020). Without 



38 

these digital innovations in the fan engagement sphere, clubs could miss out on millions of reached 

fans and thousands of dollars of revenue. 

   

5.2 Digital Integration (TikTok Example)  

TikTok is one of the most engaging channels that reaches an enormous audience (Koetsier, 2020). 

Within the research period conducted within the study, almost a 100 million users were reached. 

This showcases the potential for other football clubs, by adapting their fan engagement strategy 

and implementing digital entrepreneurship to join TikTok in a way that is relevant for their specific 

fanbase. Creating content on TikTok is not hard for football clubs, as seen by the example of 

MCFC, adapting an impression management behaviour by Yoshida et al. (2014), the users and 

audience are entertained on a non-promotional and more informal level, and many million people 

can be reached without the need of that many followers. In addition to this one of the great benefits 

of TikTok is it has no initial investment needed to start posting content on the channel, apart from 

the running costs of employing a social media operator to oversee the management of this which 

can be incorporated into the existing social media department. Especially displaying match 

highlights is content that is available for the team and does not require many resources to create 

this content. MCFC used half of their impression management behaviour posts to show the goals 

that have happened in a previous game. Furthermore, the findings from this study show that 

MCFC’s use of TikTok utilises the marketing tool of ‘word of mouth’ (Riegner, 2007) and 

integrates this within their posts, creating humorous and engaging content to loyal fans. Thus if a 

football club wishes to implement TikTok as one of their channels, they would have to ensure it 

has the content which has the potential to reach a large audience (go viral) through the use of UGC 

and PGC (Hong, 2007).  

 

In addition to this, other football clubs may find that the revenue generated directly from this 

channel may outweigh any potential indirect revenue it may receive. In explanation, MCFC chose 

to implement this channel in a specifically entertaining manner because this channel is geared 

more towards the younger, more informal crowds, whilst using language that is already known by 

loyal fans of the club. However, one important aspect to consider in relation to the success of this 

suggestion for other clubs depends on TikTok’s accessibility to the Creator Fund Programme, thus 

if they were to make it harder to join the programme or disband it completely, the direct revenue 
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opportunities from this channel would reduce significantly for football clubs (TikTok.com, 2019, 

2020). 

 

5.3 Adaptability  

Another discussion revolves around the content distinction between the two fan engagement 

channels. Even though both follow a strong impression management behaviour according to 

Yoshida et al. (2014). While TikTok displays more fun and engaging content, without any long 

analysis or highlights, YouTube engages more in a formal way with the fans in longer highlight 

videos and broadcasting pre- and post-game content. (Taprial & Kanwar, 2012)  

 

There is a requirement for clubs to distinguish what type of fan they want to engage with a given 

channel and what channel is most suited to this segment, in order to ensure it is implemented 

successfully and the content is relevant and entertaining for fans to consume. A study by 

Bornewasser & Bober (1987) supports the findings in this area highlighting that there are different 

levels of ‘fandom’ and the way in which a football club chooses to engage with their fans through 

digital channels can affect the levels of engagement, feelings of identification and aligning of 

values, goals and norms that come with the club. This concept is seen in this study and the MCFC 

case, with TikTok being used to engage with loyal, younger fans in a more informal manner; 

whereas YouTube has been used to attract a wider audience who are geographically spread out 

and maybe new to the club itself. A study from the ECA can help clubs to identify the types of fan 

they want to attract, and then use this as part of the decision-making process in choosing an 

appropriate digital channel (ECA, 2020).  

 

Additionally, these two channels have different demographics when it comes to the platform users. 

While TikTok is predominantly consumed by people younger than 30 and female (Doyle, 2021; 

Tankovska, 2021), YouTube on the other hand, whilst it is designed for wide usage among all age 

groups. Despite this, it is prominent with a younger audience with 71% of internet users aged 26-

35 use the channel on a daily basis as an alternative to regular TV options and other online options 

(Influencer Marketing Hub, 2021). This shows that even though on both channels MCFC uses the 

impression management behaviour by Yoshida et al. (2014), it is necessary to distinguish between 

each platform, to deliver content for the right target audience.  
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Simply put, this study shows a one size fits all approach does not work with fan engagement and 

digital channels, and this is also supported with the monetisation elements as a result of marketing 

activities within those channels. A study by Brodie et al. (2011) also supports this claim, with the 

three conceptualisations of engagement being: 1) cognitive 2) behavioural and 3) cognitive or 

affective or behavioural. As such, by applying channel choice and content strategy with 

conventional marketing strategy, a football club can build upon attachments, behavioural 

responses or a combination of these factors, in order to intertwine them with the core entertaining 

content fans want to see (Brodie et al. 2011). Naturally, by applying this concept, it will lead to an 

increase in revenue generation in an indirect manner such as increase in premium subscriptions or 

season tickets which are advertised digitally.  

 

5.4 Content Balance (Entertainment value vs Monetisation Value) 

The findings from this study provide an interesting discussion point, because clubs need to ensure 

they are addressing fan engagement by utilising digital channels only by maintaining the constructs 

between entertainment value and advertising value. Research conducted from Checchinato, 

Disegna & Gazzola (2015) supports this idea by understanding fan’s preferences towards digital 

content within the football industry, whilst implementing marketing potential. MCFC implements 

these two concepts within their posts through a scheduling process, whereby a regular programme 

of digital posts can be anticipated by fans who subscribe to the channel. In essence, the club has 

more room to implement more marketing content to increase their indirect monetisation potential. 

This is because the end product is longer and more frequent content which includes advertising in 

a diluted manner, which still maintains the entertainment value rather than becoming a nuisance.  

 

Furthermore, the club does not necessarily need to use the sport related behaviour to create revenue 

from TikTok or YouTube. The findings showcased that even with an impression management 

behaviour revenue can be generated from direct sources, such as creator payments by the platforms 

(Google.com, 2021; TikTok.com, 2020) and also by promoting products of sponsors and partners 

(Influencer Marketing Hub, 2019). But also indirectly, by wearing merchandise and reaching 

people, to stick the brand MCFC in the mind of football fans, that can lead to sales of tickets, 

merchandise and other premium subscriptions (Nicholson, 2021; Sartori, 2018; Seb, 2020). The 
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advantage of the impression management behaviour lies in the goal to entertain the audience and 

not sell them something. This generates followers, reaches thousands of people even without a 

large follower base, because the TikTok algorithm does not limit the users from a large reach 

(Martín, 2021). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



42 

6. Conclusion 

 

This study set out with the purpose of contributing to the theoretical exploration of how football 

clubs can implement fan engagement strategies through digital utilisation, with a view of 

generating revenue both directly and indirectly. The four fan engagement behaviours derived from 

Yoshida et al. (2014) and the monetisation definitions of direct and indirect derived from Dellea 

et al. (2014) helped create the parameters within a single case study approach, to discover in great 

detail how a top professional football club such as MCFC can contribute towards solving the 

research question. The main purpose of this study was to create a framework for club management 

in the wider football industry to use (see figure 2 for proposed framework), thus allowing them to 

potentially benefit from the opportunities digital utilisation possesses on their fan engagement 

strategy and subsequent revenues.  

 

One of the key findings was that TikTok, a newer social media platform compared to many more 

established channels, offers great potential for a new innovative form of fan engagement which 

can include opportunities for significant revenue growth, if implemented in the correct manner. 

TikTok is still a new innovation within the football industry, and because of the ease associated 

with creating and managing the channel, it can be implemented quickly and efficiently within a 

club’s fan engagement channel options. This study found that the impression management 

behaviour was used to enrich the informal relationship between the club and fans, thus building 

strong and coherent relationships which build the base for future monetisation indirectly. 

Furthermore, the study also found that if clubs can participate within the TikTok’s Creator Fund 

Programme (TikTok.com, 2019, 2020), significant direct revenue can be obtained directly from 

these posts.  

 

The study also highlights the main concepts around entertainment value versus advertisement 

exploitation. Additionally, the fan base demographics between TikTok and YouTube differentiate 

slightly and thus require a different form of content. Simply put, this study shows a one size fits 

all approach does not work with fan engagement and digital channels, meaning each individual 

channel needs to be strategically operated according to the merits of that channel respectively. In 

essence, the inputs of the channel need to be carefully selected according to the channel’s intended 
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audience, strengths and weaknesses in order offer a balance between providing entertaining 

content, alongside the revenue generation potential. However, this study focuses solely on TikTok 

and YouTube, and many variations can be found in other channels which are outside the remit of 

this exploration and thus needs to be treated with caution in terms of implementation. The findings 

from the data stand in support of the study undertaken by Brodie et al. (2011), who acknowledges 

three conceptualisations of engagement being: 1) cognitive 2) behavioural and 3) cognitive or 

affective or behavioural. As such, football clubs may see improved results when satisfying these 

conceptualisations of engagement which run in parallel with fan engagement. This then provides 

the basis for revenue opportunities both directly, and indirectly.  

 

Finally, it is clear from the study that digital innovation can pave the way for success from already 

established channels available at the club's disposal. The way in which a club uses a channel to 

communicate specifically to their fans needs can be classified as digital innovation, thus allowing 

them to grow channels which provide revenue potential in the future. Furthermore, a football club 

can face the potential of being left behind in the industry, if it does not keep up to date with new 

innovations within the digital outlook, as seen with the TikTok analysis which MCFC has 

implemented to a high degree of success. This study differentiates itself from the study of Plumley 

& Ramchandani (2018), because digital innovation does not fall within the main outset of the 

study, in helping clubs ‘mind the gap’ financially. On the contrary, this study highlights the 

importance of digital innovation as a core element of staying ahead of the game, both in terms of 

fan engagement and the revenue opportunities that comes from direct and indirect monetisation 

from various channels.  

 

This study shows that other football clubs can be as successful as MCFC if they take into account 

the core initiatives from the framework which includes the inputs which is concerned with content 

approach, and outputs as the fan engagement behaviours and resulting monetisation opportunities. 

The concept of there not being a ‘one size fits all’ approach for management of different fan 

engagement channels was found to be a key area and something football clubs should pay attention 

to when adding new channels into their offering. Furthermore, the costs associated with 

incorporating the findings from this study are minimal, especially because of the fact neither 

TikTok nor YouTube require an upfront investment to create an account (Doyle, 2021; Influencer 
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Marketing Hub, 2021). However, running and maintaining the channel requires ongoing financial 

support, in order for the channels to be managed sufficiently, however this can be incorporated 

within the marketing budget to seek efficiencies. Finally, our research shows that these channels 

can still be run profitably whilst balancing entertainment value and advertising opportunities, if 

they manage to acquire a certain reach, alongside a series of commercial partnerships.  

 

6.1 Future Research  

This single case study focused on one organisation and two of their fan engagement channels. A 

reasonable suggestion for the future research would be to undertake a multiple case study across 

different countries, with different teams taking into account cultural variations. This research was 

limited to the English Football culture, and especially to MCFC. Furthermore, the multiple case 

study could run for a longer period of time, to enable a more comprehensive and information reach 

research result. An extended study period also does not limit the data collection to a short period 

of time. Additionally, the focus of this single case study has been on two fan engagement channels, 

to get a better and deeper understanding of the whole fan engagement process, it would make sense 

to cover more than those two channels, or on channels which are being utilised in other sports, 

which can potentially be transferred over to the football industry. This single case study is trying 

to close a gap in the research, by exploring the fields of monetisation as a result of fan engagement 

channels, and digital innovation of football clubs. Further research needs to be conducted in this 

field, as the whole field of football clubs, the connection to fans, and the monetisation of fans is 

not explored to its full extent and deserves higher academic attention.  

 

Research could also be extended in the field of digital innovation and new mediums to engage 

with the fans. Some academia has focused on e-Sports, and even this single case study consisted 

of data that featured e-Sports. However, e-Sports can be explored as an own tool of fan 

engagement. The same applies for blockchain technology whereby crypto currency has potential 

to bring new digital innovation possibilities, in order to engage with fans and increase revenue 

opportunities. While this field has not been addressed in this study, in the data collection process, 

the research team found evidence of fan engagement tools and channels that are based on a 

blockchain technology. This field has not had a lot of attention by researchers and could be a 

suggestion to build upon and analyse this study. 
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The digital era of fan engagement has only been in place for a relatively short period of time, and 

the potential is not fully reached and understood. There are plenty of valuable examples and 

research gaps out there, that emerge through and with the digital innovations. In the field of digital 

fan engagement, the research field can be explored to a higher extent. 
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Appendix 1: Data Collection Database YouTube 
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Source: (YouTube.com, 2021).  
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Appendix 2: Data Collection Database TikTok 

 

 

Source: TikTok.com, (2021).  
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Appendix 3: YouTube Revenue Calculator 

 

 

Source: (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2016) 
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Appendix 4: TikTok Revenue Calculator 

 

Source: Influencer Marketing Hub (2019) 
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