Football has gone into overdrive this
summer, with transfer deals approaching
levels that seem almost vulgar and squad
sizes that do not fit the position of the teams.
To put this into context, instead of
purchasing Ronaldo, Kaka and Karim
Benzema, Real Madrid could have
legitimately offered a deal to fund the country
of Tonga. In actual fact, Real would have
come away with change, as the combined
total of these three players is £10million more
than the GDP of Tonga at £157million.
Manchester City hasn’t exactly been shy
at throwing its money about either, with over
£100million spent on players so far and
counting. The prices of season tickets have
slowly declined, with Premier League clubs
stating they are on the fans’ side. In reality,
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only a handful of clubs ever saw this
message through - some now
struggle to fill their stadia. The
strongest advocator of this move was
Sunderland, which dropped its under-
16s tickets to £1.

Big deals

There were rumours that Nike was on
the verge of signing a deal with
Ronaldo for £6million a year for
endorsing the company’s products.
Clearly, Ronaldo is currently the
number one ticket in football, but
there are several high-profile players
who will want to cash in on these
ever-increasing deals. adidas and Nike
have long focused the core of their
energies on football, with the benefits
of these icons driving forward the
overall brand perception and sales.
The loyalty a supporter shows to their
team and players can then be
transferred to the brand sponsoring
them, which helps to generate loyalty
in other areas of the business.

So does this investment reflect
what the consumer is prepared to pay
for football goods? Using NPD’s
Online Consumer Panel, we see that
for the 12 months to March 2009 the
British public spent £662million (or
eight Ronaldos) on football footwear
and apparel. The majority of this is
replica Kits, as the ever-loyal fans
purchase new shirts every year to
prove allegiance to their team. Replica
sales of all types are increasing, with
branded shorts and socks becoming
ever-popular. Non-replica football
apparel is currently on the decline,
particularly when it comes to tops,
declining over 15 per cent to
£55million - it appears that the
average player is happy to train in a
replica shirt rather than a generic one.

What level of importance do
consumers place on football boots?
The top brands spend millions a year
making sure they have the right
players for their image wearing their
boots. David Beckham has been
plying his trade at adidas-backed
clubs ever since he left Manchester
United, while Ronaldinho at his
greatest would wear Nike for club
and country when playing for
Barcelona and Brazil. It will be
interesting to see how adidas and
Nike pitch Ronaldo now that he
wears both brands separately on body
and foot.

Endorsement

But does the average player, who
turns out on a sodden pitch every
weekend, give a second thought to

who endorses the boots he or she
wears? It would seem so to a certain
extent, as NPD’s Online Consumer
Panel reveals that for 12 months to
March 2009 the third highest reason
for purchasing football footwear was
brand driven, behind comfort and
style. According to a Sport England
survey, which monitored participation
levels in sport, 2.1million people take
part in football at least once a week,
whether this is outdoor, indoor, 11-a-
side or five-a-side. As this survey
covered England only, this figure
represents four per cent of the
population. That’s a huge market to
pitch to, so a good marketing strategy
is clearly key.

The volume of boot sales has
remained at similar levels to 2007,
indicating that consumers are still
purchasing new goods, but as
manufacturer’s profits are down they
may be purchasing discounted
ranges. NPD’s figures have football
boots sold in Britain for the 12
months to March 2009 reaching a
value of £175million, a figure that’s
down by two per cent, but at almost
six million units volume has stayed at
a constant level.

The strategy employed by Sports
Direct goes a long way to explaining
why prices are falling, as this retailer
takes a significant proportion of
football sales compared to the rest of
the market. As the Mike Ashley-owned
outfit pushes high volumes of sales
over price, it makes it hard for niche or
new brands to enter the sector and
create a footprint, which also makes it
difficult knowing how to price them.

Concave boots entered the British
market in time for the 2008 football
season via an exclusive agreement with
JIB. Advertised as the new product to
change the face of football, there were
high hopes for this brand. Almost a
year on, these boots were sadly caught
up in the JJB upheaval and are now in
the clearance bins.

It is perhaps unfortunate that no
more than five-six brands can take
hold of the football market, but as
consumers are feeling the pinch they
will keep on purchasing what they
know, rather than take a gamble with
something they’re not used to. The
big brands will continue to take
advantage of this situation, whether
they're facing an economic crisis or
not - boots on feet are imperative for
building awareness and loyalty. Keep
an eye out for the latest football
adverts and you will see that they
will not miss a trick in the lead-up to
the FIFA World Cup in 2010. B

The NPD Group monitors the sales of
sports footwear and sports apparel in
many countries around the world. For
more information contact The NPD
Group sports team on 01932 355580.
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