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ABSTRACT

Study aim(s): This study aims to examine the sports marketing literature using bibliometric analysis in order
to identify research trends, academic collaboration networks, and the conceptual structure of the field.
Methods: A total of 481 articles published in English between 2016 and 2025 were retrieved from the Scopus
database using the keywords “sport marketing” and “sports marketing.” Data were analyzed using VOSviewer
software. The analyses examined annual publication trends, the most cited countries, author co-authorship
networks, bibliographic coupling of documents, and keyword co-occurrence. The study selection and data
inclusion process followed the PRISMA guidelines.

Results: The findings indicate a steady growth in scientific output over the study period. The United States,
Germany, and the United Kingdom show the highest citation impact. Co-authorship analysis revealed
collaboration patterns among authors, while keyword co-occurrence analysis identified “sport marketing,”
“social media marketing,” “sponsorship,” “consumer behavior,” and “fan identification” as prominent themes.
Conclusions: The results show that sports marketing research is organized around behavioral, brand-oriented,
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and increasingly digital-focused themes. While behavioral approaches remain central, digital marketing and
athlete branding are emerging as distinct research directions. This study provides an overview of research
trends and thematic structures in the field, serving as a reference point for future research.
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INTRODUCTION

Sports marketing is a planned process that
focuses on how a sport brand is positioned and how
products and services are presented in ways that foster
connections with consumers [1]. The field includes
multidimensional  strategies sport
organizations such as teams, athletes, and events, and
it plays a significant role in shaping consumer culture

involving

[2]. Sports marketing is also defined as a marketing
approach that promotes both sport-related and non-
sport products and services through the use of sport or
sport-related elements [3]. In parallel with the
transformation of the sport industry over the past four
decades, sports marketing has evolved, with themes
such as brand equity, team loyalty, and fan culture
becoming central to marketing strategies [4].

Over the past two decades, research has shown
that spectator motivation is a key factor influencing
attendance at sport events [S]. While studies on the
international marketing of national leagues have
primarily focused on direct marketing activities [6],
the value co-creation perspective indicates that brand
meaning is not determined solely by sport
organizations but is co-created through interactions
among multiple actors, including fans, sponsors,
media, clubs, and athletes [7].

Brand equity is considered a core asset for
sustaining competitive advantage and comprises
components such as brand brand
associations, perceived quality, and brand loyalty [8].
The use of sport stars as brand endorsers helps

awarencess,

consumers form personal connections with brands,
strengthening brand love and loyalty. Consumers who
develop strong relationships with brands are more
likely to pay premium prices, share the brand, and
it to others [9]. Sport consumer
experiences are conceptualized as a multi-stage
structure, reflecting how consumers interact with sport
marketing, their thoughts and feelings, and their

recommend

subsequent behaviors [10].
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Today, athletes have become key actors in
international marketing due to their large social media
followings and sponsorship relationships [11]. The
emotional bonds that fans form with their teams shape
their responses to social responsibility messages [12].
Corporate social responsibility, which
integrating environmental, social, and economic
concerns into business strategies, is playing an
increasingly central role in sports marketing [13, 14].

involves

Sponsorship enables companies to reach wider
audiences in sports marketing, and associating brands
with major sporting events supports both corporate and
marketing objectives [15]. At the same time,
sustainable marketing integrates customer needs,
organizational goals, and environmental responsibility
[16]. In an increasingly competitive environment,
technology has become an important factor in helping
sport organizations achieve strategic advantage; with
digitalization, market structures have evolved based on
the collection and analysis of user data [17, 18].

The sports industry has widely adopted digital
technologies, both through the digitalization of
products and services and the transformation of
information sharing among stakeholders [19]. Digital
engagement platforms enable actors to communicate
directly on a global scale [20], while digital marketing
includes online tools such as social media, search
engine optimization, and content marketing [21]. The
rise of social media has allowed athletes to develop
their personal brands and has increased direct
interaction with fans and sponsors [22].

With globalization, sport brands aim to
position themselves within the global consumer
culture by maintaining continuous communication
with consumers through digital media [23 24]. The
sharing of fan experiences on social media [25] and the
increase in digital content production facilitate the
transmission of sponsorship messages, while online
technologies further enhance the importance of sport
sponsorship [26].
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Bibliometric research is a systematic literature
review approach that applies quantitative and
statistical methods to bibliographic data, offering a
more objective and comprehensive perspective
through database-driven measurements and software
supported by big data analytics and machine learning
[27]. This approach enables the identification of
research trends, citation patterns, collaboration
networks, key countries and institutions, and the
intellectual structure of existing literature [28].

Bibliometric studies typically employ two
main analytical techniques: performance analysis,
which evaluates productivity and impact across
authors, journals, and institutions, and science
mapping, which uncovers knowledge clusters and
relational structures within a field, facilitating the
identification of core themes, emerging trends, and
collaborations [29]. Sport marketing research has
expanded rapidly in recent years, encompassing
diverse thematic areas. However, recent bibliometric
studies that simultaneously examine the overall
structure of the field, thematic directions, and
academic interactions remain limited. Therefore, this
study conducts a bibliometric analysis of the sport
marketing literature. Specifically, it aims to identify
publication trends, country-level academic impact,
author collaborations, and keyword-based thematic
structures, thereby providing an overview of the field,
clarifying conceptual directions, and offering a
reference framework for future research.
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METHODS

This study adopted a quantitative and
descriptive research framework, applying scient metric
techniques and  network-based
bibliographic records extracted from the Scopus
database. VOSviewer software was used to generate

analyses on

and visualize bibliometric maps [30]. The analysis
focused on sport marketing publications published
between 2016 and 2025, a period selected to capture
recent trends and contemporary research directions
within the field.

The PRISMA guidelines (Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses)
were followed during data collection and refinement to
ensure a systematic and transparent selection process
[31]. The PRISMA procedure involves four stages:
identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion.

To obtain the research data, the Scopus
database was searched on 6 February 2026 using the
keywords “sport marketing” and “sports marketing.”
These keywords were selected to map the sport
marketing field at a core level, preserving the overall
structure of the field and enabling prominent themes
and research topics to emerge through the analysis.
The initial search yielded 686 records. Filters for
publication year (2016-2025), English language, and
article type (articles only) were then applied, resulting
in 481 studies. Titles and abstracts were screened to
confirm that the studies were directly related to sport
marketing. Following this screening process, no
studies were excluded, leaving a final dataset of 481
articles. The selection process is illustrated in Figure 1
using the PRISMA flow diagram.




a Open Access

KOSALB International Journal of Human Movements Science, Vol: 5, No: I,
2026, p 22-36, DOI: 10.70736/2958.8332.kosalb.76 | ISSN: 2958-8332 |

Published: 25.06.2026

KOSALB

Literature review

Tdenti- Records identified via Scopus database
fication Keywords: "sport marketing” OR "sports marketing" - (n = 686)
\ !
p
. Records retained after inclusion criteria
Screening Years 2016-2025 - English language - Article type - (n = 481)

!

Y ' 0
Eligibili Relevance screening — title and abstract
1gibility No records excluded - (n = 481)
\ !
o e N
Records included for bibliometric analysis
Included
(n =481)
~ @@ - J

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram.

To reveal the current structure of the field,
analyses were conducted on annual publication trends,
most  cited author  co-authorship,
bibliographic coupling of documents, and keyword co-

countries,

occurrence.
To assess countries’ contributions and citation
impact, a country-level citation analysis

conducted using VOSviewer. After importing the data

was

from Scopus, country names appearing in different
forms (e.g., United States and USA) were standardized
to ensure consistency. During the study period, 67
countries had at least one publication, and when a
minimum citation threshold of one was applied, 62
countries were included in the analysis. Country and
citation counts were obtained and visualized. For
publications involving authors from multiple
countries, each country was counted once, following

the default counting method in VOSviewer.

VOSviewer was configured to perform a co-
occurrence analysis using the following parameters:
type of analysis (co-occurrence), counting method
(full counting), and unit of analysis (all keywords).
The analysis included a total of 481 documents,
resulting in 1,453 keywords. Of these, 31 keywords
met the predefined threshold of a minimum of five
occurrences.

Prior to analysis, similar terms extracted from
the database were merged. For example, Al and
artificial intelligence; fans and fan; sponsoring and
sponsorship;  behavior and behaviour; team
identification and fan identification; and CSR and
corporate  social responsibility were unified.
Additionally, football and soccer were combined
under football, and sport and sports were merged as
sport. Conceptually distinct terms, such as brand
management and branding, were not merged to

preserve conceptual clarity. To reveal the core
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structure of the field, the keywords “sport,” “sports,”
“marketing,” and “management,” along with country
names and research methods used as keywords, were
excluded from the co-occurrence analysis.

Identifying countries with the highest citation
impact provides insight into the geographical
distribution of academic influence in sports marketing
research. This helps to reveal patterns of knowledge
production and can guide future international
collaborations. Co-authorship analysis
understanding of collaboration structures and the level

field.
analysis

offers an

of scientific connectivity within the
Additionally, bibliographic  coupling

contributes to understanding the thematic structure and
research trends by highlighting intellectual similarities
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between studies. Based on these analyses, the
following research questions were formulated to
examine the development and current structure of the
sports marketing field:
e How has publication output in
marketing evolved over time?

sports

e  Which countries demonstrate the highest
citation impact in sports marketing research?

e What are the co-authorship patterns among
authors in the field?

e What are the bibliographic
relationships among publications?

e  What are the main thematic structures in sports
marketing research?

coupling

72

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025
Year

Figure 2. Annual scientific production

gradual increase in the number of publications. In
grown more

Figure 2 presents the annual publication trends
in sports marketing. Although some fluctuations are
observed over the years, the overall trend shows a

particular, publication output has

noticeably since 2019.
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Figure 3. Total citations by countries

Figure 3 presents the total citations by country in
sports marketing research. During the study period, 67
countries contributed at least one publication, of which
62 countries with at least one citation were included in
the citation analysis. The United States ranked first
with 2,478 citations, followed by Germany (638), the
United Kingdom (514), South Korea (500), and
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Australia (353). The country-level citation analysis
was conducted to reveal the geographical distribution
of academic influence in the field. The findings
indicate that academic influence in sports marketing
research is concentrated in a relatively small number
of countries.
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Figure 4. Author Co-Authorship.
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Figure 4 presents the co-authorship analysis of
authors. To identify the most connected and
collaborative authors, a network map was generated
using minimum thresholds of one publication and one
citation. The analysis included 200 authors grouped
into 21 clusters, with a total of 405 links. The five most
connected authors are James Jianhui Zhang (8

Bibliographic Coupling of Documents
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documents), Brian S. Gordon (7 documents), Natasha
T. Brison (6 documents), Joe B. Cobbs (6 documents),
and Gregg R. Bennett (6 documents). This analysis
reveals the collaboration network within the field and
identifies leading authors,
framework for future academic collaborations.
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Figure 5. Bibliographic coupling of documents.

Figure 5 presents the bibliographic coupling
analysis of documents. Bibliographic coupling
assesses the similarity between articles based on the
number of shared references. Articles citing similar
sources are assumed to share a conceptual foundation,
with a higher number of shared references indicating a
stronger connection within the bibliographic network
[32]. In the bibliographic coupling map generated
using VOSviewer, node size reflects citation counts,

while links indicate the strength of relationships

between articles based on shared references. Articles
positioned closer together share more references and
are therefore more closely related.

Based on the criterion of at least one citation,
337 connected documents were included in the
analysis, resulting in 15 clusters, 3,061 links, and a
total link strength of 3,450. The documents with the
highest bibliographic coupling included Vale (2018)
with 262 citations, Woisetschldger (2017) with 127

citations, and Annamalai (2021) with 110 citations.
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The documents with the highest total link strength
were Mahmoudian (2021), Park (2018), and Merten
(2024).
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Figure 6. Keyword Co-occurrence analysis

Figure 6 presents the network map based on literature and maintains strong connections with other

the keyword co-occurrence analysis. The results
indicate that the sports marketing literature is
structured around 31 keywords grouped into eight
clusters, with the number of clusters determined
automatically by VOSviewer. The network map shows
that sports marketing occupies a central position in the

thematic clusters. Based on keyword frequency
analysis, the most frequently used concepts in the
literature during the examined period were sport
marketing (259), social media marketing (66),
consumer behaviour (56), sponsorship (53), and fan
identification (31).
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Table 1. Results of the keyword co-occurrence analysis
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Cluster Keywords of the clusters Occurrences Total links strength
sport marketing 259 261
sport management 21 34
motivation 8 10
Cluster 1 professional sport 5 8
purchase intention 12 8
fan behaviour 5 7
segmentation 7 7
social media marketing 44 66
football 18 33
fan loyalty 16 29
Cluster 2 fan engagement 15 28
satisfaction 8 11
sports events 8 11
brand management 12 20
marketing strategy 14 19
brand image 8 16
Cluster 3 brand equity 8 11
marketing mix 5 10
nostalgia 5 4
sponsorship 41 53
fan 18 32
Cluster 4 branding 19 30
technology 5 5
artificial intelligence 5 4
consumer behaviour 36 56
Cluster 5 attendance 6 12
sports consumption 5 4
Cluster 6 fan identification 22 31
corporate social responsibility 15 25
Cluster 7 athlete branding 5 4
Cluster 8 digital marketing 5 9

Number of keywords: 31; Number of clusters: 8, Total links strength: 429

Table 1 presents the clusters derived from the
keyword co-occurrence analysis. The clusters were
named based on the core keywords with the highest
total link strength and frequency of occurrence within
each cluster [33]. The sports marketing cluster
includes the keywords sport management, motivation,
professional sport, purchase intention, fan behaviour,
and segmentation, containing those with the highest
total link strength and reflecting frequent co-
occurrence within publications. The social media
marketing cluster is structured around football, fan

loyalty, fan engagement, satisfaction, and sports
events. The brand management cluster represents
studies in which marketing strategy, brand image,
brand equity, marketing mix, and nostalgia co-occur,
while the sponsorship cluster includes fan, branding,
technology, and artificial intelligence.

The consumer behaviour cluster comprises
attendance and sports consumption, with consumer
behaviour serving as the central node directly
connected to these concepts. The fan identification
cluster encompasses documents in which corporate




a Open Access

KOSALB International Journal of Human Movements Science, Vol: 5, No: I,
2026, p 22-36, DOI: 10.70736/2958.8332.kosalb.76 | ISSN: 2958-8332 |

KOSALB

Published: 25.06.2026

social  responsibility  appears alongside fan
identification. Finally, athlete branding and digital
marketing form single-keyword clusters,
corresponding to the seventh and eighth clusters,
respectively.

These clusters illustrate how key concepts in
sports marketing research are grouped based on their
co-occurrence in the literature. The central position of
sports marketing reflects its strong connections with
behavioural and managerial concepts, while social

athlete branding

.
marketingstrategy "
“  spo

brand mapagement

motivation

Literature review

media marketing, brand management, and sponsorship
form distinct thematic groupings. Consumer behaviour
and fan identification appear as focused clusters linked
to attendance, consumption, and corporate social
responsibility. Athlete branding and digital marketing
emerge as standalone clusters, indicating that these
topics are addressed more independently within the
existing literature.

To examine temporal changes in keyword
usage, an overlay visualization was performed.
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Figure 7. Keyword Co-occurrence: Overlay visualization

Figure 7 presents the overlay visualization of
keyword co-occurrence. This analysis shows the
temporal distribution of themes within the sports
marketing literature. In the overlay map, the color
scale reflects the periods in which keywords are
concentrated based on publication year: darker tones
represent earlier studies, while lighter and yellow tones

indicate more recent research trends. The overlay
visualization indicates a recent shift in sports
marketing research toward digital marketing, social
media marketing, and consumer behaviour.
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DISCUSSION

This study analyzed articles published in the
field of sport marketing between 2016 and 2025 using
bibliometric methods. The findings reveal the
structural characteristics of the field, its prominent
themes, and its current research trends. The
bibliometric results show that sport marketing research
has steadily increased in recent years and that
publication output continues to grow. Citation
analyses indicate that research output is concentrated
in a limited number of countries, with the United
States, Germany, the United Kingdom, South Korea,
and Australia having the highest citation counts. Co-
authorship analysis shows that the field is shaped
around specific researchers. These findings are
consistent with Shekhar and Shah (2023), who
demonstrate a growing publication trend in sport
marketing and the prominent role of United States-
based academic production [4]. Bibliographic
coupling results further indicate that studies rely on
similar sources and have become thematically closer.

Co-occurrence analysis of keywords shows
that the sport marketing literature is structured around
eight clusters. The clusters were named based on the
keywords with the highest occurrence and total link
strength within each group.

The centrally positioned sport marketing
includes sport management, motivation,
purchase intention, fan behaviour, segmentation, and
professional sport. The keywords in this cluster
indicate that a substantial portion of the literature

cluster

focuses on behavioural processes and consumption-
related outcomes. The presence of motivation,
purchase intention, and segmentation within the same
cluster reflects research that addresses different fan
profiles and decision-making processes.

The social media marketing cluster is
structured around football, fan loyalty, fan
engagement, satisfaction, and sports events. This
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configuration shows that social media—based studies
are frequently conducted in football contexts and
engagement, satisfaction, and loyalty
together. The inclusion of sports events indicates that

examine

digital platforms are analyzed in relation to match and
event experiences. This finding is consistent with
Pérez-Romero et al. (2025), who emphasize the central
role of social media in sport marketing strategies [34].

The brand management cluster comprises
marketing strategy, brand image, brand equity,
marketing mix, and nostalgia. This cluster indicates
that brand-related constructs are examined together
with strategic marketing elements. The presence of
nostalgia suggests that studies also address past
experiences and emotional associations in sport
branding.

The sponsorship cluster includes fan,
branding, technology, and artificial intelligence. This
structure indicates that sponsorship studies incorporate
branding perspectives alongside technological tools.
The inclusion of artificial intelligence reflects the
increasing attention to data-driven applications within
the sponsorship context. The consumer behaviour
cluster is organized around attendance and sports
consumption, with consumer behaviour as the central
concept. This cluster reflects a continued focus on
participation and consumption patterns in sport
contexts. The fan identification cluster is positioned
together with corporate social responsibility,
indicating that studies addressing fan identity
frequently appear alongside organizational social
responsibility practices.

Athlete branding emerges as a separate cluster
with relatively limited connections, indicating that
research focusing on athletes as individual brands
constitutes an independent line of inquiry within sports
marketing. Similarly, digital marketing appears as a
standalone cluster, suggesting that it currently operates
as a distinct research stream and has not yet formed
strong connections with other thematic areas.
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Bibliometric studies in the field of sport
management also show that sport marketing holds a
prominent thematic position within the broader
literature.  Gholampour et al. (2019) and
Hammerschmidt et al. (2024), in their bibliometric
analyses of sport management research, identify sport
marketing and sponsorship among the most frequently
co-occurring themes [35, 36]. These findings indicate
that sport marketing constitutes a recognizable
research stream not only within its own domain but
also within sport management scholarship.

The overlay visualization shows that in more
recent publications, social media marketing, digital
marketing, and consumer behaviour are represented
with lighter colors, indicating that these keywords are
more frequently associated with recent studies. This
pattern aligns with the expert-based study of Ladik et
al. (2025), which demonstrates that changes in the
digital environment and fan experience are likely to
occupy an important position in future sport marketing
research [37].

Taken together, the clusters show that sports
marketing research is distributed across behavioural
processes, brand management, sponsorship practices,
and emerging digital themes. The central sports
marketing cluster integrates behavioural and
managerial concepts, while the brand management and
sponsorship clusters represent applied marketing
domains. Athlete branding and digital marketing show
more limited connections and appear as distinct
research areas within the literature.

CONCLUSIONS

This study examined research published in the
field of sports marketing between 2016 and 2025 using
a bibliometric approach based on data obtained from
the Scopus database. The findings indicate a steady
increase in publication output over the selected period.
Keywords co-occurrence analysis identified eight
distinct clusters.
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The inclusion of fan identification and
corporate social responsibility within the same
network structure indicates that identity-oriented and
socially responsible approaches may be jointly
considered in sport policies and club practices. The
relatively limited connections of the athlete branding
and digital marketing clusters indicate that studies
addressing these areas with other themes could be
further developed. The presence of social media
marketing and brand management concepts within the
same literature structure indicates that digital channels,
fan engagement, and brand-related elements can be
jointly addressed in practice-oriented contexts.
Moreover, the inclusion of technology and artificial
intelligence within the sponsorship cluster indicates
that data-driven tools may play an increasing role in
sponsorship practices.

Several limitations should be acknowledged.
First, the analysis is limited to the Scopus database,
which may restrict the generalizability of the findings.
Future studies could benefit from incorporating
additional databases to provide broader coverage of
the literature. Furthermore, as this study employed a
bibliometric approach, relationships among themes
were identified through network structures, and causal
relationships were not examined. Accordingly, future
qualitative and quantitative studies could further
deepen the current findings by directly examining the
relationships among digital marketing, sponsorship,
athlete branding, and fan behaviors.
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