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Abstract

Purpose – Sport is an important economic activity, and understanding the role of teams and managers is
necessary, yet managers – specifically their brand personas – have been the subject of limited research. The
purpose of this research is to explore the brand persona of a football manager, using Ars�eneWenger as a case.
Design/methodology/approach – Due to the exploratory nature of the study, qualitative methods were
used to explore the brand-building activity. Media reports and images that centred on Ars�eneWenger’s words
covering a three-year period were analysed. In total, 1364 articles and 23 images were analysed in NVivo, using
both a priori and emergent codes.
Findings –The findings show the construction of the brand persona in three main dimensions pertinent to his
role as amanager. The first is the performance in themanagerial role in whichArs�eneWenger is appointed, the
second is associated with the person (including emotions and self-expression) and the third is the context (i.e.
football) in which the manager operates.
Research limitations/implications – The research focused on one manager while he was managing a
premier league club and is limited to England.
Practical implications –While proposing a theoretical model, this study proposes football clubs understand
a manager’s persona in relation to the club’s brand and the interactive effect. The support of the club on the
persona is also indicated.
Originality/value –Football managers have received some research attention, but there has been no analysis of
their brand personas. This study expands the understanding of the contribution of themanager to the club brand.
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Introduction
Sport is a significant global economic activity, which was worth approximately US$620bn
(Qara, 2019) with the revenue of English Premier League (EPL) teams exceeding £5bn in the
2018/2019 season (Ajadi et al., 2020). Football clubs can use branding strategies to connect
with supporters and differentiate them from competitors (Anagnostopoulos et al., 2016;
Bridgewater, 2010; Koenigstorfer et al., 2010). Clubmanagement is part of the club’s branding
strategy, including executive managers like the owners, directors and manager
(Anagnostopoulos et al., 2016).

Managers like Ars�eneWenger (AW) and J€urgen Klopp are the human faces of the football
club brand and facilitate the team’s performance on the pitch (Morrow and Howieson, 2014).
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Themanager is employed by the club to develop the strategy and fulfil numerous tasks, such
as interacting with stakeholders (Kunkel and Biscaia, 2020), but primarily acting as the head
coach (Kunkel and Biscaia, 2020; Morrow and Howieson, 2014), which is this study’s focus.

Branding is not limited to products and services, but includes people (Kotler and Kotler,
2012). Human brands have been studied in numerous contexts, including academia
(Close et al., 2011), artists (Mu~niz et al., 2014; Schroeder, 2005), chief executive officers (CEOs)
(Andreini et al., 2020; Bendisch et al., 2013; Chen and Chung, 2016, 2017) and politicians
(Speed et al., 2015). In sport, studies have been conducted on the individual athlete (Arai et al.,
2014; Lobpries et al., 2017), teams (Bauer et al., 2008) and leagues (Koenigstorfer et al., 2010;
Kunkel et al., 2014).

Published research on football managers has focused largely on their leadership and
management skills (Bridgewater et al., 2011), their tenure length (Hughes et al., 2010) and their
dismissal from their managerial position (Arnulf et al., 2012). Research on managers has
examined dress style (Br�ehon et al., 2018) and the managers in relation to media (Carter, 2007)
or as celebrities (Wagg, 2007). The impact football managers have on team success (and by
implication, the club) (Wilson et al., 2019) and the players (Bridgewater et al., 2011) makes
them a suitable study object, yet they have not been investigated personally or as the
managerial representatives of the football club brand (Morrow and Howieson, 2014). Thus,
this paper seeks to explore the brand persona of an EPL football manager – with AW as a
case – using the brand identity theory, specifically personal, corporate and CEO branding
(Abratt and Kleyn, 2012; Chen and Chung, 2017; Fetscherin, 2015; Montoya and Vandehey,
2009; Urde, 2013).

This study contributes to human branding and sports marketing literature. It identifies
pertinent areas to assist in understanding the development of a human brand identity
(specifically brand personas) – a concept that requires further research (Kapferer, 2012)
within a football context. While managing a club brand has become increasingly important
(Bouchet et al., 2013), themanager’s brand identity has not been researched, despitemanagers
impacting club perceptions and branding (Taniyev and Gordon, 2019).

This paper reviews perspectives on human brands and personas, after which the
methodology and findings are presented. The paper concludes with a discussion,
implications and future research.

Theoretical framework
People as brands
A brand is a name and/or symbol used to distinguish a product, service or organisation from
its competitors, being extended to include people like celebrities, journalists, CEOs (Gad and
Rosencreutz, 2002; Lair et al., 2005; Lunardo et al., 2015) and athletes (Arai et al., 2014;
Kristiansen and Williams, 2015).

Various terms that reflect diverse perspectives have been used to describe people as
brands, including a personal brand, human brand and celebrity, all of which could be
appropriate when discussing football managers. A personal brand describes the creation of
an identity using “your values, personality, your expertise that makes you unique” (Montoya
and Vandehey, 2009, pp. 4–5), with football managers having experience, education and a
driving passion for football (Morrow and Howieson, 2014). “Human brand” also describes a
football managerwho acts as a spokesperson to endorse various brands (Arai et al., 2014; Koo,
2009; Lunardo et al., 2015). A celebrity is “an individual whose name has attention-getting,
interest-riveting and profit-generating value” (Rein et al., 2006, p. 17), with managers being in
the spotlight (Carter, 2007), and their actions being analysed by the media
(Bridgewater, 2010).
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The brand persona
A brand identity is transmitted through a brand persona, reflecting an individual’s
relationship with society (Dion and Arnould, 2016). The persona is where a person’s private
life becomes public (Tolson, 2001) and is associated with a specific role rather than the actual
person (Dion and Arnould, 2016) or their personality (Osorio et al., 2020). Individuals create
their brand persona through their activities, decisions and actions, and language (Centeno
and Wang, 2017; Schroeder, 2005). They publicly present their values, personal style and
other visible representations (Centeno and Wang, 2017; Rein et al., 2006). In this study,
persona is used to describe what “the human brand wishes to project” and what is
communicated (Speed et al., 2015, p. 141).

The football manager as a brand persona
The term “manager” has been used in football to describe the person responsible for
“determining the sports strategy” (Kunkel and Biscaia, 2020, p. 8). The manager is employed
with the primary responsibilities of coaching the first team’s performance on the pitch
(Morrow and Howieson, 2014) and delivering results (Wilson et al., 2019), although these
responsibilities may vary between clubs (Schyns et al., 2016) and leagues in different
countries. The team performance enables qualification for lucrative competitions, impacting
the club’s profitability and reputation, putting pressure on the managers (Wilson et al., 2019).
Managers may fulfil numerous other tasks, such as interacting with stakeholders (e.g. the
media (Bridgewater, 2010), depending on the club’s managerial model (Morrow and
Howieson, 2014; Schyns et al., 2016)).

Perspectives used to research the brand persona
Various streams of brand identity literature can assist in understanding a football manager’s
brand persona, including personal, corporate and CEO branding literature (Chen and Chung,
2016; Fetscherin, 2015; Gad and Rosencreutz, 2002). These perspectives are outlined below.

The personal branding perspective focuses on the individual characteristics used to
differentiate a person and is associated with personal skills, motivation and interest (Chen
and Chung, 2017; Lair et al., 2005; Montoya and Vandehey, 2009) in labour (or career) market
(Gorbatov et al., 2018) and social networks (Osorio et al., 2020). This perspective presents each
individual as the CEO of “Brand You”, namely, that each person is a brand (Gad and
Rosencreutz, 2002). McNally and Speak (2011, p. 44) identified three dimensions of a personal
brand – brand roles, brand standards and brand style. A brand role suggests that diverse
roles require different actions, resulting in different personas. Brand standards reflect the
performance levels necessary for the various roles (i.e. how well it is carried out) to support a
perception of competence, while the brand style reflects the communication and interaction
style used, including language and clothing (Br�ehon et al., 2018).

The corporate branding perspective views a corporate brand as “the sum of the values”
(Tarnovskaya and Bertilsson, 2017, p. 46) and features used by an organisation to create a
unique identity, serving as its external representation through its behaviour and
communication (Kapferer, 2012; Van Riel and Balmer, 1997), consequently building trust,
loyalty and commitment. Corporate branding research (Abratt and Kleyn, 2012; Van Riel and
Balmer, 1997) identifies various components of corporate brand identity, including the
strategy, culture and structure (strategic choices), and corporate expression (e.g. visual
identity and brand promise) (Abratt and Kleyn, 2012; Balmer and Gray, 2003).

The CEO branding perspective views CEOs as brands (Andreini et al., 2020; Bendisch et al.,
2013), with a successful CEO brand improving the brand value (Chen and Chung, 2017). The
CEO brand consists of two main parts: brand reputation (prestige and performance) and the
brand image (persona and personality) (Fetscherin, 2015). In this literature, brand reputation
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refers to stakeholder perceptions (Bendisch et al., 2013), specifically prestige and
performance. Prestige is the reputation the CEO has among stakeholders, while
performance refers to a CEO’s financial (e.g. return on investment, profits) and non-
financial (e.g. motivational impact) results (Fetscherin, 2015) and the competencies that
improve organisational efficiency (Chen and Chung, 2016). Brand image includes the CEO’s
power and impression (“look”), while the personality denotes the CEO’s traits and the effect
they have on the organisation (Bendisch et al., 2013; Chen and Chung, 2016).

Integrating the perspectives: the approach in this study
The three theoretical perspectives of human brands are relevant in exploring human brands,
as reflected in Table 1. Integrating these perspectives allows for the understanding of the
complexity and richness of brand personas and their components as they highlight different
aspects of the human brand. The personal branding perspective presents the person
undertaking a specific role (Gad and Rosencreutz, 2002) focusing on the individual’s personal
characteristics (Osorio et al., 2020). Corporate branding suggests that people can become
corporate brands that they own and manage (Pihl, 2013). It highlights the values and culture
that reflect “who we are” (strategic choices) in the development of brand identity (Abratt and
Kleyn, 2012; Balmer and Gray, 2003; Rein et al., 2006) and is evidenced in behaviour (Van Riel
and Balmer, 1997). The CEO branding literature identifies the transfer of the CEO’s
characteristics to the brand, which, in this instance, is the person and how these
characteristics affect the brand persona (Scheidt et al., 2018). Visual and verbal
expressions, including language, appearance and clothing, are evidenced in all the
perspectives, using diverse terms to describe them (Bendisch et al., 2013; Van Riel and
Balmer, 1997). A football manager has personal characteristics (personal branding) that they
use to build their overall brand (corporate brand) while making brand decisions as the CEO
(owner) of their human brand.

Methodology
Similar to other research (Kristiansen and Williams, 2015), a case study analysis was
implemented, enabling the investigation in one context (Flyvbjerg, 2011). A case is used to
discover unique insights where limited research has been conducted (Streb, 2010), making it
relevant to answer the research purpose.

Selection of the context
The first step in the selection of the context (Flyvbjerg, 2011) was to identify a suitable league,
club and manager. The EPL was selected from the world’s football leagues as it has the
highest revenues, with ten of the 20 top clubs being from this league (Boor et al., 2018). The
ownership of clubs in the EPL was examined, and an American-owned club was selected as

Personal branding perspective
Corporate branding
perspective CEO branding perspective

Performance standards (i.e. how it is done) Strategic choices (e.g. culture,
values and mission)

Brand reputation (i.e.
prestige and performance)

Brand style (i.e. communication and
interaction, including language and dress)

Expression (i.e. visual
identity)

Brand image (i.e. person and
personality)

Role played (such as manager or coach)

Source(s): Abratt and Kleyn (2012), Fetscherin (2015), McNally and Speak (2011), Urde (2013)

Table 1.
Integrating the diverse
perspectives identified
in the literature
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these owners have invested in other sports teams, which impacts their management
philosophy, with a focus on profitability (Rohde and Breuer, 2017). Arsenal is one of the most
successful clubs in the EPL, having won 45 trophies and experienced managerial stability in
recent years, making AW a suitable case for further investigation.

The case – Ars�ene Wenger
As Arsenal’s manager, AWwas one of the longest serving managers in the EPL. He initially
played football for amateur clubs and then went on to play for Strasbourg in the French
league. In 1981, he completed his coaching qualifications and was appointed at Cannes,
Nancy and later Monaco. AW was recruited to Arsenal while coaching in Japan and arrived
as a relatively unknown manager in 1996, bringing a scientific approach to training. During
his time at Arsenal, the club won three EPL titles and seven Football Association (FA) Cups.
In 2004, the team (nicknamed “The Invincibles”) was unbeaten throughout the season. AW
left Arsenal at the end of the 2017/2018 season (Associated Press, 2018; Daily Mail, 2018).

Data collection
Similar to Br�ehon et al. (2018) andWagg (2007), to examine the public persona, media articles
and materials on AW were collected from leading online newspapers (e.g. Daily Mail, The
Independent) using the name “Ars�ene Wenger” as the search term, enabling content analysis
(Bowie, 2019). Media articles analysed were authored by press agencies (e.g. Associated
Press, Reuters) and independent sports journalists (e.g. Mokbel, Mann-Bryans). Articles from
the past three years of AW’s EPL career (1 August 2015 to 30 June 2018) were selected for
analysis to gain a comprehensive view and collect rich data to explore how AW described
himself as a brand owner using his own words. Initially, the plan included the use of social
media (e.g. Facebook and Twitter specifically), but there were 114 AW Facebook pages all
claiming to be “the original Ars�ene Wenger”, and a similar situation was identified on
Twitter. Consequently, the decision was made to exclude social media.

Initially, 17,383 results covering three EPL seasons (2015–2018) were downloaded and
analysed. Duplicate articles andmatch reports or articles not containing quotes (or the words)
of AW (the brand owner) were removed, resulting in 1,364 unique documents and 23 images.
The images included AW at training sessions, pre- and post-match press conferences, and
pitchside during matches.

Data analysis
All media pages were analysed using NVivo as PDF documents or images. Coding involves
compiling defined codes and then “judging a segment of text whether a specific code is
present” (Hruschka et al., 2004, p. 308). Two a priori codes (strategic choices and expression)
were created initially based on the literature review, but the analysis of the material resulted
in the expansion of these codes and the identification of emergent codes. For example, the
strategic choices code was expanded to include player management, tactics, management
philosophy and the club. Furthermore, issues like external factors (e.g. the FA and
supporters) were developed as emergent codes. A coding framework (Table 2) was developed
to assist in ensuring the validity of the data (Barbour, 2001), which contains the various codes
and their definitions.

All the unique pages were coded by the researcher. An independent coder was used to
verify the coherency and accuracy of the coding (Marquardt et al., 2017). The coder was
briefed on the purpose of the study, the draft coding sheet was discussed and a pilot coding of
ten articles was completed after which the coder verified a random sample of 10% of the

Brand persona
of a football

manager

213



articles (Lombard et al., 2002). This was done to evidence credibility and trustworthiness of
the coding process. Inter-rating agreement of 85% was achieved, and disagreements were
resolved through discussion (Campbell et al., 2013). The quotes provided in the findings
reflect the informant-centric terms used to develop second-order themes and provide clarity
on the various themes and patterns in the data (Lingard, 2019).

Findings
AW’s role has a brand constructed in a specific professional area – i.e. in sport, coaching
various teams. It impacts theway inwhich he constructs his brand, and the analysis indicates
his awareness to build and manage his persona. For example, when talking about his
personality trait (humour), AWdescribes it as being “something that I obviously cannot do in
front of the media” (cited in Snowball, 2015), reflecting the awareness of the public nature of
his role.

Using the a priori and emergent codes (e.g. player management, tactics and supporters),
three dimensions of the football manager persona were identified. These dimensions – the
performance (management of the players and team), person (expressions) and context in
which the persona is constructed – are used to organise and report the findings. Additional
quotes are presented in Table 3.

Performance – strategic choices (management philosophy, player management philosophy
and tactics)
Performance refers to the role of a manager and is reflected in the managerial approach used
to exploit the talents of players and support staff and evaluate them, as summarised in AW’s
managerial philosophy:

A priori
(theoretical)
codes Definition

Expanded (emergent
codes) Nature of themes

Strategic
choices

Themanagement style, values and
strategy that comprise the
manager’s job (Abratt and Kleyn,
2012), i.e. performance

Managerial
philosophy

Team management,
including underlying
philosophies and values

Player management
philosophy

The approach to interacting
with the athletes who form
part of the team

Tactics The style and approaches to
play

The club Finances, club management
and transfer policy

Expression Includes verbal and visual
expression (self-presentation) and
personality (Abratt and Kleyn,
2012; Br�ehon et al., 2018)

Personality Individual characteristics
Emotions The range of emotions

(feelings) reflected in
carrying out their task

Expressive style The words used,
communication and the
clothing worn

The environment and external
factors (i.e. the context of the task)

Supporters
External parties (e.g.
professional bodies,
media)

Club fans
Parties that impact team
management

Table 2.
Coding framework
used in the data
analysis
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There are three main elements to management. The first is the style of play and the results. The
second is the individual development of the players . . .Thirdly, the structure and values youwant to
integrate into the club (cited in English, 2018).

AW is determined to give his best to the team and the club to enable it to succeed, reflecting
what he considers his first principle of management, with managerial decisions and actions
taken to deliver the best results (i.e. wins). While winning is his goal, AW knows this is not
always possible, as defeat is part of sport. He describes losing as “suffering” (cited in
Langshaw, 2018) or “a scar for life. Each will forever be a great disappointment” (cited in
English, 2018).

A player management philosophy refers to the approach used with the players and the
team, with the manager employing football players’ skills on the pitch to deliver the desired
results. The squad system means that some players will not be selected, resulting in
disappointed players: “When you work with a 25-man squad, it’s basically making 14 people
unemployed every Saturday or Tuesday” (cited in English, 2018). AW also defends his
players from criticism from the media and does not criticise them publicly: “you have to
control what you say” (cited in PA Sport, 2017).

The tactics are planned prior to a match and then implemented on the pitch. Determining
the style of play is a primary coaching task and involves the development of the team’s
mental and physical attributes. AW suggests it is about players’ mental beliefs, which are
reflected in the style of play (physical). The outcome of this positivity is seen in the style of
play, asAWpoints out: “Weare an attacking side . . . I do not think you can pretend to be a big
club and say we only want to defend” (cited in Callow, 2016).

The club employs the manager, and the owners provide support to the manager, which is
necessary for any manager (Mokbel and Morshead, 2017). The club has objectives that the

Performance
Managerial philosophy “I am accountable on the results of my team and the way they play football”

(Cross, 2015)
Player management
philosophy

“Inmy line ofwork, we are constantlymaking decisions that punish people, while
making others happy” (English, 2018)

Tactics “That is our structure of the team, to attack. If you get our players to defend then
I do not think we will be so efficient. We have to play every time we can”
(Grohmann, 2015)

The club “I am appointed to perform and do the best for my club. It’s all I focus on”
(Bretland, 2016)

Person – expression
Personality “I have no doubt, no, because I am committed. When I do something I do it 100

percent. I am always committed to give my best as long as I am at the club”
(Bretland, 2016)

Emotions “I’ma passionate guy and I believe that I am completely committed inmy job and
want to win football” (EPSN Staff, 2017)

Expressive style “In life, I look at what people do, not at what they say. [. . .] You ask me my
commitment, and my attitude is dictated by what I did in my life, not by what
I say in a press conference” (Hytner, 2018)

Context
The supporters “I always say when you wake up in the morning and you can go to a football

game, you hope it can be a moment of happiness in your life. We have to try to
give that to people” (Lawrence, 2018)

External parties “. . .people who comment, their job is to comment, so you have to live with that”
(Mokbel and Williams, 2018)

Table 3.
Representative

quotations underlying
second-order themes
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manager is employed to achieve, such as winning league and competition trophies, which
affect financial performance. Arsenal experienced financial pressure moving to a new
stadium, The Emirates (Moore, 2018), which impacted the ability to sign new players and the
need to sell players to reduce wages. This caused friction with supporters, as new players
were not added to the squad. AW described it as follows: “We had to sell our best players
every year to survive, but we did not do three years out of five in the Champions League”
(cited in PA Sport, 2016a). Responding to structural changes within the club and the possible
appointment of a director of football, AW said: “As long as I am the manager of Arsenal
Football Club I will decide what happens on a technical front” (cited in Barlow and
Mokbel, 2017).

Person – expression (personality, emotions and expressive style)
The second area identified is the person (AW) who fulfils the role, reflecting the expressive
aspects of his person, including personality, emotions and communication. AWdescribed his
personality, specifically his competitive nature as follows: “You have seen the real Ars�ene
Wenger, one aspect of me, which is a desperate guy who wants to win football games” (cited
in Mann-Bryans, 2018; cited in Press Association, 2018). AW’s personality traits include a
high level of commitment and identification with the club, integrity, honesty, resilience,
passion and loyalty. He indicated that he would not write a book while in active management

First-order concepts Second-order themes Aggregate dimensions

The importance of winning

Coming back from the disappointment of defeat

The importance of attitude on the pitch

Player selection

Getting the best out of the players on the pitch

Protecting them from external criticism

Beliefs and attitudes of players reflected in their play

Reputation for a style of play (attacking side)

Specific tactics (defending, attacking, holding the ball)

Heritage  

Management and strategic goals

Transfer policy

Finances 

Competitive nature

Personality traits (integrity, honesty, loyalty)

Passionate 

Control of emotions

Range of emotions

Communication and visual style

Relationship with supporters

Getting behind the team and the club

Professional bodies (FA, UEFA, FIFA)

The media/pundits and commentators

Other clubs

Supporters/Fans

External parties

Managerial 

philosophy 

Context

Expressive style

Player management 

philosophy

The Club

Tactics

Personality

Emotions

Performance

Person

Figure 1.
Data structure
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as his honesty “would land him in trouble” and, as he states, “I do not like to talk and not tell
the truth” (cited in Al-Samarrai, 2017). His commitment to the club is evident in his approach
to his job: “What is most important is that I give my best every day I work for the club I love”
(cited in Bretland, 2016). Knowing he was to depart fromArsenal, AW expressed the desire to
leave the club in a position that would enable it to succeed in the future:

My great pride will be to be able to say the day that I leave, that I am leaving behind a good team, a
healthy situation and a club capable of performing in the future (cited in Godden, 2015).

Emotions for football and the club (Arsenal) are detailed in this theme. AW describes himself
as a passionate person, reflected in his commitment to the role. Despite this passion, he
describes the need to control the emotions as part of his survival, which enabled him to do his
job. “I’m very passionate and at a very young age, I realised that if I wanted to survive in this
job, I had to get control of my emotions or I would not survive”, describing it as controlling
“the animal that is inside you” (cited in Mann-Bryans, 2018; cited in Press Association, 2018).
Other emotions identified include regret, sadness and frustration associated with defeats and
events on the pitch: “I was sad and upsetmore by the result than by the individual reactions of
people, which I can understand” (cited in PA Sport, 2016c).

Expressive style, including communication and the visual style, were identified in how
AW interacts with others. His communication is built on honesty, but also on an awareness
that the persona presented in public needs to bemanaged, thus determiningwhat information
should be shared – “I do not have to give you all the information regarding my decisions”
(cited in Cross, 2015). AW believes that actions rather than words are important:

I do not worry what you say about me or what fans say about me. I try to do my job in a proper way
and with full commitment. After that everybody has the right to have an opinion (cited in Press
Association, 2016).

The importance of the tone in communication in addition to the words were mentioned and
that “yelling these days will get you nowhere” (Al-Samarrai, 2017).

An analysis of the images indicates amanager who dresses to support his role. At training
and pre-match conferences, AWappeared in tracksuits (or activewear), supporting the role of
a coach. By contrast, whenwatching games, AWwore a formal shirt, a tie and trousers.While
the shirt was white or blue, he always wore the red Arsenal tie and a jacket with the club’s
emblem, even inwarmweather. In colder weather, AWdonned an official Arsenal puff jacket.

Context (supporters and professional associations)
The third area is the context, which presents challenges to the football manager, such as
pressure from supporters and regulatory bodies as stakeholders who observe how AW
performs his role. These contextual aspects influence howAWcarries out his role asmanager
and may impact the persona.

The club supporters are important from financial and non-financial perspectives,
purchasing tickets and merchandise and contributing to stadium atmosphere. AW
acknowledges his impact on the supporters as a point of connection to the club: “That
gives a club a responsibility. You have people who you know will go home and cry when you
lose a game, who will suffer when you do not play well” (cited in Lawrence, 2018). Their
dissatisfaction with AWwas acknowledged to impact his decision whether (or not) to sign a
contract extension: “Yes, fans’ opinion will have an impact on my decision, you consider
everything. It will not be the most important factor, but of course, you consider it” (cited in
Mokbel, 2017c).

Football is managed by various professional associations (e.g. the FA, UEFA) and
external parties, and in the role of a football manager, these external parties impact the way

Brand persona
of a football

manager

217



AW implements his role. The FAmanages the game in England by appointing andmanaging
referees and implementing rule changes. AW’s attitude is that “they (referees) are
professionals” (cited in Robinson, 2016), yet managers do not always agree with the
referees’ decisions. For instance, when Arsenal played a match against Burnley in 2017, AW
reacted angrily to the referee’s decision, which resulted in AW being sent off and later
disciplined by the FA (Mokbel, 2017b). Other external parties include the media and the
commentators reporting on the games, who serve as the link between the manager and
various stakeholders. The media channels what AW says to a broader audience and is then
able to use this to influence external stakeholders’ perceptions. AW is aware that a football
manager is a “public-facing job” (cited in English, 2018) that attracts media attention. The
media comments on the manager’s decisions, including criticism and publishing stories that
may not be true, which happened when AW arrived in the EPL: “They ran a lot of stories.
A lot of lies” (cited in English, 2018). Nevertheless, AW acknowledges that he is not surprised
by the criticism (PA Sport, 2016b).

Discussion
This research’s purpose was to explore the brand persona of a football manager to
understand a specific human brand, usingAWas a case. Various branding lenses can be used
to understand the construction of a human brand, but while previous research has suggested
some critical areas for a persona (Chen and Chung, 2016; Dion and Arnould, 2016; Fetscherin,
2015), the brand identity of football managers has not been explored.

Individuals are unaware of their brand (Murray, 2017), yet analysis of the case shows an
awareness of the need to present an identity in public, specifically as there are issues not
brought into the public domain or discussed, similar to Br�ehon et al. (2018). This suggests
that, in this role, there is a conscious and deliberate effort to build a persona.

This study has identified three aggregate dimensions – the performance, the person and
the context within the role being carried out. As suggested in the literature (Bendisch et al.,
2013; Close et al., 2011; Dion and Arnould, 2016; Wilson et al., 2019), the importance of
performance was acknowledged by AW, who identifies the need to win games as important
to him, the club and the supporters. Performance was established as a vital dimension of the
personal brand and CEO brand (Chen and Chung, 2017; McNally and Speak, 2011), and the
importance of the team’s performance is evident among football managers (Bridgewater,
2010; Herskedal, 2017). Managerial decisions, such as team management and tactics,
contribute a range of outcomes, including finances, stadium atmosphere and fan enthusiasm
(Wilson et al., 2019), as suggested by the corporate branding perspective. For example, with
Arsenal not qualifying for the Champions League in 2017, the club reduced the price of season
tickets for the following season (Mokbel, 2017a). Performance also impacts the brand
associations of stakeholders (Andreini et al., 2020), the attraction and loyalty of fans (local and
distant) (Bauer et al., 2008; Bodet et al., 2020) and sponsorship arrangements (Koenigstorfer
et al., 2010). The owners’ impact on the decision to support or dismissmanagers is identified in
previous research (Br�ehon et al., 2018; Herskedal, 2017; Rohde and Breuer, 2017) and
acknowledged by AW.

Similar to Bendisch et al. (2013), Carter (2007) and studies into CEOs (Chen and Chung,
2016; Fetscherin, 2015), this study identifies the importance of the person in the development
of identity. Personality traits have been identified as factors in amanager’s role, together with
a passion for football and a desire to be involved with it (Herskedal, 2017; Koo, 2009). The role
of emotions within a human brand has been highlighted in this study and requires further
research because of its significance in this context. For example, “passion” towards football
was identified by AW. This refers to the “strong inclination toward an activity that people
like, that they find important, and in which they invest time and energy” (Vallerand et al.,
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2003, p. 757). This supports the view of Anagnostopoulos et al. (2016), who suggested that
passion among those working in team sports is part of their identity. Visual expression
(clothing) reflects various roles (manager, coach), and analysis of the images supports the
findings of Br�ehon et al. (2018) and their categorisation of football managers. AW’s
professional approach to the game is reflected in the clothing (a suit), which is described by
Br�ehon et al. (2018) as a style known as “the boss”. The demographics of AW (age and
nationality) could impact his clothing decisions and a desire to create a perception of
competence among supporters, as these are personal choices (Br�ehon et al., 2018).

Concerning the context, the dynamic and complex nature of supporters, sports
organisations (Anagnostopoulos et al., 2016) and the media also contribute to AW’s brand
persona. From a financial perspective, the significant role of supporters (purchasing tickets
and merchandise) and AW’s acknowledged role in this relationship supports the research of
Wagg (2007). The FA affects managerial decisions, including the number of foreign players
who can play for a team (Pitt-Brooke, 2018), and managerial comments, acknowledged by
AW. The media communicates the managers’ brand persona, presenting them as celebrities
(Carter, 2007; Herskedal, 2017), influencing stakeholder perceptions.

Implications for theory and practice
The study contributes to human branding, specifically personal and CEO branding, by
reflecting the importance of the person when carrying out a specific role (McNally and Speak,
2011), yet extends this perspective to include the identification of external factors. The
importance of emotions is also seen in the data. The role of corporate branding is seen in the
mission, values and culture of the brand owner (AW), including the verbal and visual style,
which are reflected in his presentation (Harris and de Chernatony, 2001).While the theoretical
perspectives (specifically personal and CEO branding) acknowledge the role of performance,
emergent codes show the importance of team and player management as specific
performance areas. Using these diverse streams of literature, thus, encourages viewing
identity from a long-term perspective (Lobpries et al., 2017).

The contribution to sports marketing is in the analysis of the manager’s (or sender’s)
perspective of a brand. Previous research has examined branding of individual athletes
(Hasaan, 2016; Kristiansen andWilliams, 2015; Lobpries et al., 2017), and with the importance
of themanagers’ brands both to the individual and to the club, three focus areas formanagers’
branding are suggested.

Practical implications can be drawn from this research for managers, clubs, and sports
marketers. For managers, an awareness of their brand persona and its management can
influence a range of choices. These include how their person (e.g. personality and passion) can
be used to build their brand as they can assist in transferring positive brand perceptions
(Scheidt et al., 2018). For example, how the manager discusses team and player management
issues impacts stakeholder perceptions. As clothing and other symbols (e.g. glasses) together
with verbal expression can impact stakeholder perceptions of managerial competence and of
the team (Koo, 2009), these need to be carefully considered. Managers can be trained and
supported in how to build an effective brand persona (Wilson et al., 2019) including the skills
to enable them to deal with pressure in difficult times, such as poor performances. Moreover,
the management of a brand strategy requires the monitoring the brand persona as changing
football seasons and club and team matters can impact fan perceptions. Social media has
become vital in the management of the relationship between the club and fans (Pu and James,
2017), and professional assistance in managing the brand persona is recommended.

For sports teams and sportsmarketers, the manager’s persona impacts the club’s branding
strategy, and this can be used to strengthen and improve the club identity (Keshtidar et al.,
2018) as the manager forms a part of the “product” aspect in the club’s branding strategy
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(Koo, 2009). This includes managing media exposure as this impacts brand communication
(Kristiansen and Williams, 2015). The manager’s brand can also be used to develop the
relationship with existing fans (e.g. fan identification) and attract new fans (Hasaan et al.,
2016). This can be done via advertising and public relations campaigns to make the manager
more identifiable (e.g. by providing events to meet the manager). Managers serve as a symbol
to a local community (Heere and James, 2007), thus using themanager to implement corporate
social responsibility activities (e.g. at Christmas) can contribute positively to the club brand
(Koo, 2009). The club strategy (e.g., finances and goals) impact the actions and decisions of the
manager and recognition of this interdependence and its impact on both brands is necessary.
Coherence between the brand persona of the manager and club is a further practical
implication of this study. Employing amanager whose persona is inconsistent with the club’s
brand identity can cause brand conflict, which will be disadvantageous for both parties.

Conclusion, limitations and future research
The study’s limitations include the use of one manager in one industry (Kristiansen and
Williams, 2015), i.e. Arsenal, the EPL and AW and his subsequent departure from Arsenal.
The use of online sources is a further limitation. Newspapers (both online and offline) can
serve as an effective research tool as they cater for specific audiences (Bowie, 2019), yet it is
not possible to verify whether they are similar or different from print editions (Schafraad
et al., 2006). Reports were only taken from English online sources due to the location of the
chosen club and access to AW. Furthermore, images from AW’s private life were not
analysed as they were not connected with his task at the club. Social media is important in
branding, but these platforms were excluded from analysis due to the multiple accounts, the
owners of which could not be verified.

This study has numerous future research opportunities. For instance, the identified
dimensions could be evaluated in various leagues and countries and in other human brand
contexts (e.g. higher education). Including other football managers from the EPL and other
leagues can facilitate comparison and the development of archetypes and the impact of the
context on the development of brand personas. Comparisons between football managers and
managers in other leagues and sports (e.g. baseball and ice hockey) reflect opportunities for
developing sport-specific models for understanding sports managers’ brands. Private lives
are increasingly considered newsworthy (Summers and Morgan, 2008); hence, future
research can investigate the impact on the football manager’s brand identity. Examining how
other stakeholders, such as supporters and ex-players, perceive these human brands will
indicate the coherence of the manager’s brand persona among diverse audiences.

Noting football’s importance to the economy and the significance of football clubs within
society, it is necessary to understand how football managers construct their brands in this
dynamic context. By analysing written and photographic evidence of one manager, this
study has identified the performance, person and context as key aspects of a brand persona.
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