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Purpose

Design, Methodology and Approach

Findings

The sports firmament in emerging markets is changing rapidly. Amongst 
the various changes that are impacting sports and its conduct, is the 
emergence of sports leagues. Historically, the experience of starting 
sports leagues is mixed, with failures as well as successes. The purpose 
of this white paper is to bring to light original research that identifies 
and brings to fore the factors that contribute to the success of sports 
leagues in emerging sports markets. By studying what worked and what 
didn’t, we propose to bring to light best practices in the formation and 
running of sports leagues in a manner that will make them successful…

Most of the work on development of leagues has happened in a US or a 
European context. This is possibly the first study of its kind which 
examines the success factors for leagues in emerging countries. 

The paper is a collaborative work between IIM Ahmedabad and GroupM. 
It uses a variety of approaches and its key inputs are the research in the 
field conducted by IIM Ahmedabad  and the insights combined by 
GroupM. As such, it brings together research rigour and contextual 
expertise in the domain. It combines both primary as well as existing 
secondary research in the field. Also, it leverages academic literature 
in the field as well as news articles and industry report.

The study advocates fan acceptability as a measure of success for new 
leagues1. Findings of the research indicate that the success of the 
league is dependent on factors such as the sport and its fan base, the 
performance of the national team for the sport, design of the league, 
initiatives to build the fan experience, relationship of the league with 
relevant sports associations and the involvement of celebrities in the 
league.  

1Reference: Tripathi, Sanjeev & Kapoor, Ankur (2015), Constituents of Successful Sports Leagues in Emerging Markets, IIM Ahmedabad, Working Paper No, 2015-03-02
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Today, sport is no longer an amateur, gentleman’s pastime. It is a 
business like any other. Sports league have a product that is “designed”, 
a market that is global, fans as consumers, and experts as opinion 
makers. These are mega events that are promoted on a global scale, 
with billions of dollars at stake. So while the ideals of the game, and its 
passion remain intact, there is a layer of business that has come into 
the running of the league. This paper explores successful best practices 
for running a sports league in a dispassionate and analytical manner. 

Key perspective to the white paper

The sports industry in 
both mature and 
emerging economies 
has been growing at 
a rate faster than the 
GDP. As of 2011, the 
size of the industry 
was estimated at 620 
million US$, growing 
at a rate of 6%. 

Sports - 
The game is changing
Over the past ten years, the sports firmament has changed 
fundamentally. There has been an increase in the marketing of sports as 
well as a rise in the use of sports for marketing purposes.

Research indicates that there has been a sharp increase in the governmental 
support to sports as it is believed to increase societal and economic welfare 
of the country as well as promote the nation on the global front.  Increased 
economic activity has also contributed to the growth of sports and its 
following. Today, sports serve two purposes, one to be a platform to create 
marketing opportunities for brands, and secondly to actually create value for 
sports fans. These twin purposes go hand in hand, and serve the business and 
industry as well as the sports fans. For brands and advertisers, it is a win-win 
situation, in so much as when they pay to sponsor or promote a sport; the 
sporting events o�er them a platform to reach their audience. 

As per an industry study report, the sports industry in both mature and 
emerging economies has been growing at a rate faster than the GDP. As of 
2011, the size of the industry was estimated at 620 million US$, growing at a 
rate of 6%. While the sports economy has always been strong in North 
America and Europe; in the recent past, it is experiencing a major push in 
emerging markets. The report further states that all the BRIC nations have 
shown impressive growth in sports (India – 17%, China – 20%, Brazil – 7% 
and Russia – 53%). The growth of sporting events in emerging markets has 
been accompanied with the rise of several sports leagues.

These leagues while promoting the sport, and providing entertainment for 
their fans are also creating new business and economic value for their 
stakeholders. 

Professional sports leagues like the MLB, NBA, NFL, EPL etc. have achieved 
great success in North America (US and Canada) and Europe. These leagues 
have gained worldwide popularity and following, and in turn inspired the 
setting up of similar sports leagues in emerging countries such as India, South 
Africa, Sri Lanka etc. In the case of India alone, in the past decade, we have 
seen the launch of about ten di�erent sports leagues across seven di�erent 
sports and another few are expected to start by 2015 (refer Table 1). These 
leagues o�er us mixed success rates, with some such as the Indian Premier 
League (IPL) enjoying tremendous success, while others such as the Indian 
Cricket League (ICL) and Premier Hockey League (PHL) have closed down. 
The other leagues have had varying levels of success in generating fan 
support, getting sponsorships, sustaining interest of team owners and in 
achieving financial sustainability and profitability. Sports leagues have been 
an important area of research, with interesting studies on league structures, 
revenue sharing models, brand relationships between leagues and teams, 
competitive balance etc.

An ideal study on sports leagues should study them through their life cycle 
from inception to maturation and compare leagues in the same 
environmental context. This report focusses at studying sports leagues in 
developing countries to identify factors that help drive the success of 
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these leagues amongst sports fans. In specific 
terms, it studies leagues in the initial stages of 
development  -    i.e.    from    design 
(conceptualization) stage to early maturity (less 
than 10 years of age). The study of leagues in the 
early stages is important because it is at this 
stage that any intervention can have a 
meaningful impact, and because it is at this stage 
that the perception of the league amongst fans, 
sponsors, media and players are shaped. The 
moot point is that if the league is not well 
received in the initial stages, its long-term 
success and growth are severely hampered. 
Conversely, once a league has reached a mature 
stage, interventions cease to have a large impact. 

With a number of new sports leagues that have 
been formed in the recent past, there is an 
interesting set of di�erences. Some of these 
leagues are in infancy, a few others are already 
defunct, and there are a few which seem to have 
attained some degree of maturity. Moreover, in 

India, di�erent sports have specific audiences 
and with each sport going towards the path of 
professional sports leagues at its own pace, it 
enables researchers to draw interesting insights 
across di�erent leagues. 

Moreover, as per an industry study, it is estimated 
that in India, the proportion of spending by 
average household on education and recreation 
will go from 5% to 9% from 2005 to 2025. This, 
coupled with the rise in middle-class segment 
(from 4% to 41% in 2005 to 2025), will present a 
huge opportunity for business of sports to cater 
to recreational needs of such a large population.

These factors make India a unique learning 
opportunity to understand the dynamics of 
sports leagues. 

A study of this nature undertaken in India will 
also be applicable to countries with similar 
socio-economic and sporting environments. We  

hope that this study will form a pivot to understand intricacies of 
sporting leagues in their early stages.

With a population of 1.2 billion, India is the second most populous 
country in the world and the 7th largest country by area. Such a large 
population has interests in varied sports. India is also home to a few 
traditional sports like Kabaddi, Kho Kho etc. Other sports that have a 
large fan following in India include Cricket, Hockey, Football, 
Badminton and Tennis. 

Interest in sports have increased with economic, educational and social 
advancement of the society. These trends underlie the development 
and popularity of sports leagues. A brief overview of the various leagues 
operating within sports in India is as follows:

As per an industry study, it is 
estimated that in India, the 
proportion of spending by 
average household on 
education and recreation will 
go from 5% to 9% from 2005 to 
2025. This, coupled with the rise 
in middle-class segment (from 
4% to 41% in 2005 to 2025), will 
present a huge  opportunity for 
business of sports to cater to 
recreational needs of such a 
large population.
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Hockey - Federation rivalry 
stymies the initial leagues

08

What spells success for Indian Leagues?

Hockey has a large fan following and is a popular game in India. For a long time, India was a 
dominant player in world hockey. In 1928, the Indian team won its first Olympic gold medal. 
From 1928 to 1956, the Indian men's team remained unbeaten in the Olympics, garnering six 
gold medals in a row. The popularity of Hockey began to decline from the 70’s due to the rise of 
cricket and the continued poor performance of the national team in International events. 

Over time, there have been several attempts to set up Hockey Leagues. The Premier Hockey 
League was started in 2005, but folded up by 2008. World Series Hockey was started in 2012. 
These leagues have been able to attract fans as they presented a more exciting format of the 
game through minor modification of the rules (Rules were modified for penalty shoot outs and 
for having four quarters instead of two halves in the game). However, they failed to sustain 
interest in the game and the reasons for the failure can be attributed to the fact that there are 
two rival national hockey federations which were involved in disputes and this impacted the 
participation of players in the leagues. 

Now, we have the Hockey India (National Federation) which has started the Hockey India 
League that has run two seasons and has performed better than the two earlier avatars.  Cricket -

Success after a 
false start 

It is often said, that India is a country that is divided 
by religion, languages and castes, but united by 
cricket. Cricket is the Grand National obsession of 
the country and often times, when the country 
reaches the World Cup, the nation comes to a 
standstill. 

The professional league trend in cricket began with 
the launch of the Indian Cricket League, which was 
started by Zee Group, a television broadcast 
company. The BCCI in its wisdom did not endorse 
ICL and banned players contracted with BCCI from 
playing in ICL matches. It also exerted pressure on 
the International Cricket Council, the international 
cricket federation to stop other national 
federations from supporting ICL. With this 
concerted denial of support, ICL folded up in 2008, 
three years after it opened shop. 

BCCI then launched IPL (Indian Premier League) in 
2008 and forever changed the face of professional 
leagues in the country. IPL has attracted the best of 
the best international players from across the 
globe. It is now an important fixture in the 
cricketing calendar of the world. Given the hectic 
international season, one of the concerns related to 
IPL has been its scheduling so as to allow cricketers 
from various countries to participate.  IPL’s 
schedules have also been interrupted by elections 
and ensuring security concerns but have managed 
to shift venues, and survive while maintaining its 
popularity. 
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Badminton – 
Shuttling towards 
increased popularity

10

Badminton started becoming increasingly popular in India and attracted 
huge following with the emergence of some world-class players. The 
Indian Badminton League is managed commercially by a sports manage-
ment firm and has the backing and support of the Badminton Association 
of India. It started the competitive games in 2013, and was fairly popular 
as it was able to attract some foreign players, including the world’s #1 
player. It failed though to get some of the best Chinese players. The 
Indian Badminton League has recently been facing issues related to 
scheduling due to the existing other international tournaments. 

Kabaddi – The Indian contact sport 
that has touched the heart of 
millions
Kabaddi is a contact sport that originated in the Punjab region. For the same reason majority of 
players who played for India and Pakistan came from same Punjab region.  It has gained 
popularity in neighboring countries and is now the national game of Bangladesh, and it is also 
the state game of Indian states of Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra, Bihar, Andhra Pradesh, Telangana 
and Punjab. It has now spread to Japan, South East Asia and Iran. 

The Pro Kabaddi League (PKL) was started in 2014 with eight teams from di�erent cities. The 
league is supported by the national and international Kabaddi federations. The teams follow the 
system of salary caps and its owners are personages from the industry, movies, and sports 
business. The first season of PKL enjoyed unprecedented viewership and fan following. Another 
league –  The World Kabaddi League  which began at around the same time as PKL could not 
duplicate the success of the latter, even though it had a number of film stars as owners of 
teams in their league.



Overview of the Professional sports leagues in India, their inception 
and progress The academic literature on sports and more specifically sports leagues is su�ciently rich. The research has covered a 

number of topics in this field. 
Table 1 presents a summary of professional sports leagues in India
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Name of Sports League (Sports)     Year of Inception  Status 

Premier Hockey League (Hockey)               2005  Closed in 2008 after three seasons 

I-League (Football)               2007  Finished 8 seasons 

Indian Cricket League (Cricket)               2007  Defunct 

Indian Premier League (Cricket)               2008  Finished 8 seasons 

Super Fight League (Mixed Martial Arts)        2012  One season held 

World Series Hockey (Hockey)               2012  Closed in 2013 before the second season 

Hockey India League (Hockey)               2013  Completed 3 seasons 

Indian Badminton League (Badminton)         2013  One season completed 

Pro Kabaddi League (Kabaddi)               2014  One season completed

Indian Super League (Football)               October 2014  One season completed

International Premier Tennis League             November 2014  One season completed 
(Lawn Tennis)  

World Kabaddi League (Kabaddi)               2014  One season completed 

Pro Basketball League (Basketball)               September 2015*  First season to start
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Open and closed league formats. 
Researchers have investigated the 
di�erences between open and 
closed system of leagues and stud-
ied the impact of structure on 
overall economic outcomes. 

Major and minor leagues. 
Research has shown that that 
consumers of major and minor 
leagues have di�erent preferences 
and the leagues need to recognize 
this and use it to be more e�ec-
tive. 

Revenue sharing and competitive balance. 
Impact of various revenue sharing policies on 
competitive balance has also been studied 
where researchers have emphasized the 
relation between competitive balance and 
revenue sharing. 

Competitive dynamics in 
leagues. Research has suggested 
that competitive dynamics across 
leagues influence fans loyalty and 
fans substitute preferences across 
leagues. 

Sports leagues v/s industrial 
organizations. Researchers have 
compared sports leagues with 
industrial organizations from the 
perspective of market structure, 
labor, compensation etc. Revenue 
sharing is an important aspect of 
the league’s financial structure. 

Social contributions of leagues. There is 
also research on the extent of social 
welfare created by profit-maximizing and 
win-maximizing leagues. 

Marketing aspects of sports leagues. 
Researchers have studied the brand 
relationships between the parent league 
and associated teams. The research 
emphasizes the need for complementary 
association between brands of leagues and 
teams. 

Merchandising sports. There are studies 
that have investigated various revenue 
streams specifically merchandising. 
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Studies done in past…

Sports marketing. Models proposed by 
several researchers have investigated salary 
caps, revenue sharing, competitive balance, 
economic competition etc.

09

Cartelization of the game. Models of 
revenue sharing between league and teams 
have been studied by researchers and they 
highlight the cartelization of game by 
successful leagues. 

10

Overinvestment in the sports. League 
structures can also lead to problems of 
overinvestment (and hence poor financial 
management), depending upon balance of 
competition, exogenous prizes etc. 
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A series of changes has been impacting the worldwide sports industry. These changes are reflected in the reportage about 
sports in various journals and magazines. The following represent a sample of the news about the changing firmament of 
sports globally.

01 Sports impact tourism, human 
development and economic 
infrastructure. 
The impact of sports on tourism, 
human capital development and 
infrastructure has been studied by 
many researchers.

02 Sporting and economic 
success are intertwined. 
Studies indicate links between 
national sporting successes 
and its economic impact. 

05 Sports have entertainment and 
socio-economic significance. 
Apart from providing common 
appeal to mass public, sports 
business also add significant 
economic and societal value.

04 Sports contribute to nations in their 
economic, social, cultural and 
political developments.

03 Sporting success is a barometer of a 
society’s prowess. Because of such 
variety of influences, the governments 
have actively sought sports as a means 
of development and a way to highlight 
nation's capability.

Sports are a mature business. It 
has also been emphasized that 
sports (as a business) has now 
matured to be systematically 
studied and should not be 
relegated only to sociology or 
psychology. 

Sports business growth driven through 
digital and social engagement. Apart 
from being consumed traditionally through 
in-stadia experience and on-air broadcast; 
sports has developed a strong and thriving 
ecosystem in the form of online LIVE 
telecast, content sharing and fan 
engagement.

Stakeholders are changing. 
Globalization has fuelled a shift 
in dynamics of sports industry, 
with the rise of developing 
countries as major stakeholders. 06 Sports promote globalization. 

Sports provide a unique opportunity 
for internationalization as it 
surpasses the barriers of verbal 
communication and provide common 
language for communication. 

Sporting success 
equals national 
pride. 
Performance in 
sports at 
international level 
has become a matter 
of national and 
political prestige. 

Sports are a business that promotes 
innovation and value creation. Apart 
from being an economic engine, sports 
business also provides opportunity for 
entrepreneurial ventures by providing 
platform for innovation and value 
creation. 

Sports are a business that promotes 
experiential programs through grassroots 
engagement.
The aspirational value attached to sports provides 
opportunity for commercial ventures to generate 
business by creating experiential programs at 
grassroots level.

Trends in the world of sports

15
From the section on literature review and the present trends, it can be 
inferred that while the leagues have been studied in some detail, there is a 
lack of systematic research on the factors that can make leagues 
successful. Also, the recent trends indicate an increasing democratization 
of sports and more commercialization of sports in emerging countries and 
evolution of leagues. Hence, it is important to investigate the factors that 
impact the success of leagues in emerging economies such as India.
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Fan acceptability of Leagues 

Rather than financial viability, fan acceptability seems 
to be a better measure of predicting future success of 
leagues. To sports leagues and businesses, sportsmen 
and others who are investing their time, e�ort and 
money in sports leagues, this is an important parameter 
to track and follow-up with concerted action to improve 
the chances of success. 

Choice of Sports

The choice of sports can impact the success of a league. 
Higher the fan base of a sport, the more the fan base of 
the leagues in that sport. Also, better the performance 
of the national team, in a particular sport, the higher is 
the acceptability of the league in that sport. Managers, 
sports persons and sponsors investing in a league will 
benefit from analyzing the two factors mentioned 
above, even as they analyze the probable future of the 
sporting league. Starting a league for a sport that has a 
large fan following and a national team that is 
performing at par may be a way to ensure its early 
survival and growth. 

Design of the League 

The design of the league, more specifically the salary 
structure can impact the success of the league. Salary 
caps tend to distribute talent across teams, and lead to 
more intense competition which has a positive e�ect on 
the success.

Team Location 

Building regional teams can help in building team 
character. Thus, regional team locations enable 
association with fans of that particular region resulting 
in a captive fan base, while providing a competitive 
spark with respect to other regional teams. 

Game Format and Scheduling 

Fans respond positively to minor changes in the game 
format, but are alienated by major changes. The timing 
and scheduling of games can impact the success of the 
league. 

Fan Experience 

The more the social media initiatives by the league, the 
more the fan acceptability. Improve the TV viewing 
experience through engaging broadcast and improve fan 
acceptability. Employ greater in–stadia engagement for 
higher fan acceptability of the league. 

Players

When top regional players, famous foreign players and 
world class sportsmen participate in the league games, 
what happens is a cascading of their respective 
following into the league following. So each of these 
people are stakeholders in enhancing fan engagement 
and acceptance. 

Findings

The relationship between the league and the federation 
can impact the success of the league. Starting a league 
in harmony and full cooperation with the federation 
that controls the game is almost a hygiene factor for 
the success of the league.

League – Federation
Relationship
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Celebrity involvement 

Celebrity involvement is a key factor in increasing 
acceptability and marketability of the league. Stars in 
the game and stars outside the game are a good 
combination for league success. 

S. No.   Name  Profession  League 

1           Shahrukh Khan  Film Star  Indian Premier League 

2           Priety Zinta  Film Star  Indian Premier League 

3           Juhi Chawla  Film Star  Indian Premier League 

4          Shilpa Shetty  Film Star  Indian Premier League 

5          Abhishek Bachchan  Film Star  Pro Kabaddi League / Indian Super League 

6          Akshay Kumar  Film Star  World Kabaddi League 

7          Sonakshi Sinha  Film Star  World Kabaddi League 

8          Honey Singh  Singer, Composer, Film Star  World Kabaddi League 

9         Nagarjuna  Film Star  Indian Badminton League 

10        John Abraham  Film Star  Indian Super League 

11        Ranbir Kapoor  Film Star  Indian Super League 

12        Hrithik Roshan  Film Star  Indian Super League 

13        Sanjay Dutt  Film Star  Super Fight League 

14        Mithun Chakraborty  Film Star  Indian Cricket League 

Implications

One of the major contributors to the multibillion dollar 
sports business is creation and sustenance of successful 
sports leagues. But the mechanics of running a 
successful sports league can be complex and 
multifaceted given the number of extraneous factors 
that can impact its viability and success. The takeaway 
for practitioners is to consider the multiple factors 
highlighted in this study that can improve the chances of 
success of sports leagues in varying degree, depending on 
the immediate context and other specific variables of the 
particular sport league. 

Conclusion
Sports Leagues have contributed significantly to the 
development of sports today. This paper adds to current 
literature on sports management by identifying factors 
that contribute to the understanding of successful 
sports leagues, especially in emerging sports markets like 
India. This study suggests that in early stages of a sports 
league, the acceptability amongst fans can be a good 
measure of the league’s success. The research also 
identifies a number of factors that can help improve the 
acceptability of leagues. It was found that some of the 
crucial factors include the sport and its fan base and the 
performance of national team in that sport. Other crucial 
factors include design variables of league like salary caps 
for teams, team locations and format of game, 
involvement of top class players (National, International 
and Regional), and initiatives by the league and the 
teams to improve fan experience. Lastly, collaboration 
with federation and involvement of celebrities also play a 
crucial role in the success of the league. 
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About GroupM ESP

Uniquely positioned at the intersection of media and marketing, GroupM ESP focusses on building their 
client’s business through strategic consulting and creative ideations in the field of Films, Sports and 
Content. GroupM ESP, an Entertainment and Sports Partnership (ESP) consultancy within GroupM, the 
world’s leading network of media agencies under the aegis of WPP Group.

About GroupM

GroupM is the leader in global media investment management operations. It serves as the parent company 
to WPP media agencies including Mindshare, Maxus, MEC, MediaCom and Motivator in India. Our primary 
purpose is to maximize the performance of WPP’s media communications agencies on behalf of our clients, 
our stakeholders and our people by operating as a parent and collaborator in performance-enhancing 
activities such as trading, content creation, sports, digital, finance, proprietary tool development and other 
business-critical capabilities. The agencies that comprise GroupM are all global operations in their own right 
with leading market positions. The focus of GroupM is the intelligent application of physical and intellectual 
scale to benefit trading, innovation and new communication services, to bring competitive advantage to our 
clients and our companies. 

About IIM Ahmedabad (IIM-A)

The Indian Institute of Management Ahmedabad (IIM Ahmedabad or IIM-A) is a public business school 
located in Ahmedabad, Gujarat, India. Established in 1961, the institute o�ers Post Graduate Diploma 
Programme in Management and Agri-Business Management, a Doctoral (Fellowship) Programme and a 
number of Executive Training Programmes. 

IIM-A has consistently been ranked as the number one management school in the country year after year in 
the last several years. In its latest ranking, The Economist has ranked IIM-A at 56 among the top 100 
international B-schools in the world that o�er full time MBA. The Financial Times (FT) has ranked the 
two-year post graduate programme in management (PGP) of IIM-A in the top ten programmes in the 
category of Masters Programmes in Management that do not require work experience as pre-requisite for 
admission. FT reported that this was the first time that any Indian B-school was not only included in the 
survey but also achieved such high ranking. The Financial Times has also ranked the one-year post graduate 
programme in management for executives (PGPX) among the top MBA programmes globally. The two post 
graduate programme in management with specialization in agri-sector (PGP-ABM) is ranked at number one 
among comparable programmes globally by Eduniversal.

In 2008, IIM-A also became the first business school in the country to be awarded EQUIS (European Quality 
Improvement System) accreditation. This accreditation awarded by the EFMD (European Foundation for 
Management Development) certifies that the quality of IIM-A’s academic processes and programmes are on 
par with the best business schools globally that have similar accreditation.
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