
|rom deodorant to
double-glazing, many
brands turn to celeb-
rities raise their pro-

file and increase sales. But
few have made a bigger
splash than Major League
Soccer, the US's leading
association football league.

When it emerged in Janu-
ary that David Beckham, the
former England captain, was
to join the MLS club Los
Angeles Galaxy in summer,
the announcement immedi-
ately boosted the club's pro-
file around the globe.

The deal is one of the
most lucrative in profes-
sional sport and it is thought
it could pave the way for
the 31-year-old to earn as
much as $250m over five
years.

As the new US season pre-
pares to kick off at the start
of next month - with Beck-
ham scheduled to arrive
mid-season - the marketing
and sponsorship world is try-
ing to assess whether the
benefit of the club's strategy
can outweigh its potential
pitfalls.

MLS has in the past con-
sciously avoided spending
money on outsized player
contracts. Moreover, ageing
superstars such as the Bra-
zilian Pele failed to popular-
ise the sport sustainably in
the world's richest market in
the 1970s.

"As a sporting nation, the
Americans know what they
like," says Philip Patterson,
account director at Karen
Earl Sponsorship, a consul-
tancy. "And whilst Beck-
ham's presence may raise
the profile of the game (and
LA Galaxy itself), it is doubt-
ful whether it will create a
new army of truly commit-
ted fans."

Others, though, believe
that since the Beckham
brand represents more than
sporting prowess, his arrival
should help football reach

beyond America's die-hard
sports fans, as well as
expanding the US League's
international appeal.

"It takes their ability to
market football to a whole
new level," says Nigel Cur-
rie, director of Brand Rap-
port, a sports marketing spe-
cialist. "They can use him to
get to not just a football
market, but an entertain-
ment/fashion market,
whereas if you are, say,
Wayne Rooney, you are just
a footballer. That's Beck-
ham's big appeal."

Don Garber, the MLS com-
missioner, has no doubt the

'Celebrity marketing
does help brands, but
only if your strategy
chimes with the
public's perception of
what feels right'

investment will pay off. "We
are working very closely
with 19 Entertainment
[Beckham's personal man-
agement agency] to make
sure that the whole is
greater than the sum of the
parts," he says.

Beckham's presence is
likely to make Galaxy's
Home Depot Center, at least
fleetingly, one of the places
to be seen for Hollywood's
beautiful people. But though
the Englishman should
invest this underexploited
outpost of planet football
with a greater sense of
style and align it more with
the sport's European main-
stream, the league's gamble
will really pay off only
if his impact outlasts this
initial buzz among first-time
spectators.

THREE STEPS TO CELEBRITY MARKETING

• Get your timing right.
Major League Soccer believes it
has laid sufficiently solid
foundations to take bigger risks
in pursuit of faster growth.
This is why it changed strategy
by paving the way for the
arrival of big-name players such
as David Beckham from this
season. It remains to be seen
whether the extra revenues will
justify the outlay needed to
bring him to California.

• Tie the right face to
the right product.
Beckham is a global fashion
icon whose image supersedes
sport. There is reason to think
that this star quality makes
him a good choice for a team

based in the world's
entertainment capital. A team
based in Texas might be better
advised to seek out a star
player of Hispanic nationality; a
team from Chicago, an east
European.

• Gear the celebrity's
rewards to your returns.
A portion of Beckham's annual
earnings is expected to depend
on the extra revenues he
generates for his new club, via
income streams such as replica
shirt sales. If things go well,
he stands to make a
tremendous amount of money,
as he should," says Alexi Lalas,
LA Galaxy's president and
general manager.

Alexi Lalas, the former US
international footballer who
is now LA Galaxy's presi-
dent and general manager,
says it will be up to him and
his colleagues to "feed that
curiosity and turn it into a
passion that lasts well
beyond the time of David
Beckham". •

Mr Patterson for one
believes they will have
to work hard and imagina-
tively to achieve that
goal: "There is no doubt that
celebrity marketing
does help brands, but usu-
ally only if your strategy
chimes well with the pub-
lic's perception of what feels
right."

Existing trends bode well.
For Mr Garber, Beckham's
imminent arrival - made
possible by an easing of the
league's strict salary cap - is
an important sign of MLS's
growing maturity as it gets
ready for the start of its 12th
season on April 7.

"We are entering the sec-
ond phase of our growth," he
says, listing a string of rea-
sons for optimism about soc-
cer's future in the land of
baseball and gridiron. These
range from encouraging US
viewing figures for last
year's World Cup final
between France and Italy
to the increasing
number of MLS
teams playing „ ,:l:mjs(
in soccer-:
specific sta^sl
diums. AiHl̂ ll!
he adds, it. |j|
still one ._.,„.,
the cheapesJB
forms of enter-1

tainment in LA.
"All those things work-

ing together give us a sense
that it is time for us
to . . . begin to take a bit
more risk and accelerate the
growth of the league," he
says. "America is rapidly
becoming a soccer nation."

In that context, raising
product quality by
importing stars such as

Beckham looks a good stra-
tegic call. As LA Galaxy now
appreciates, however, top
talent does not come cheap,
with salaries in the biggest
European markets under-
pinned by fabulously rich
television deals.

While MLS has some way
to go before its TV rights
prove as lucrative as those
for top European leagues, it
is another sign of MLS's
progress that its latest round
of rights deals will see it
receive fees for the first
time. "Over the term of
those agreements, which are
eight years, the television
rights total several hundred
million dollars," Mr
Garber says. "It is minuscule
compared with the other
major leagues in America,

but it is certainly a good
start from where we were."

The club has found other
sources of revenue to justify
the fancy price tag on its lat-
est star acquisition.
Reported details of the struc-
ture of Beckham's deal sug-
gest that LA Galaxy's man-
agement has sought - sensi-
bly - to link the player's
earnings to the financial
results of the club.

Although part of the $50m
a year headline figure is
thought to relate to sponsor-
ship deals independent of
the club, he is also expected
to earn a share of revenue
increases from sales of items
such as replica shirts, for
which he is deemed partly
responsible.

"There is a method to any
perceived madness," says Mr
Lalas. "If and when the Gal-
axy does well, David Beck-
ham will do well. We would
expect a huge increase [in
replica shirt sales] and obvi-
ously a huge interest in a
David Beckham Galaxy jer-
sey. But that wasn't the rea-

son that this deal was done.
That is the cherry."

If any MLS club can make
a success of its investment
in Beckham, it is probably
LA Galaxy. Though it is
coming off what Mr
Lalas describes as "a disap-
pointing season" in 2006
on the field of play, it has
been consistently profitable
- unlike some other MLS
clubs - and is one of three
MLS teams controlled by
Anschutz Entertainment
Group, which has pre-exist-
ing ties with Beckham
through his international
football academies.

So are US sports fans now
ready to embrace the world's
most popular sport as enthu-

siastically and obsessively as
their counterparts abroad?
An appetite for high-quality
football clearly exists but
part of Mr Career's problem
is channelling it towards
MLS, rather than non-US
competitions.

Yet it is easy to be
sceptical about Mr Garber's
assertion that "our goal
is not to be anything
more than one of the great
soccer leagues around the
world" - particularly when
US investors are pumping
money into the English
Premiership.

Beckham or no Beckham,
such high ambitions for US
soccer will take a long time
to realise.

ONLINE SHOPPING

One click gets
you in touch
with an expert
A new application senses when internet
shoppers might welcome some help from
a real person, writes Jonathan Birchall

"¥"Y Then online custom-
\t\/ ers become con-
V V fused over Bank of

America's credit card offer-
ings on its US website,
Kathy in Phoenix, Arizona,
is ready to help.

If a potential client aban-
dons an on-screen applica-
tion, a pop-up invitation
offers a chance "to chat now
with a credit card special-
ist," through "a secure live-
chat session".

Up comes Kathy, ready to
answer typed questions
about APRs, annual fees and
the arcane arts of the bal-
ance transfer.

The application, provided
by LivePerson, a listed soft-
ware applications company,
could mark a significant
advance in online retailing,
by bringing the experience
of shopping on the web
closer to that of a conven-
tional store with knowledge-
able salespeople.

"We've been able to
change the dynamics of
online shopping. Finally the
web isn't functioning as an
automat, but as a store,"
says Robert LoCascio,
LivePerson's founder and
chief executive.

The service is the latest
version of the "click to chat"
or "click to talk" concept in
which a user in need of
assistance clicks on an on-
screen button and either
begins a text messaging
session or invites a direct
telephone call from a sales
agent.

Unlike other such services,
LivePerson's on-screen appli-
cation appears only in
response to specific behav-
iour online, such as aban-
doning a credit application,
or pulling out of an online
purchase halfway through.

When it first appeared, the
"click to chat" concept sup-
posedly offered retailers the
chance to turn more brows-
ers into sellers. But Lauren
Freedman of E-tailing
Group, an e-commerce con-
sultancy, says it has strug-
gled to win over retailers.

"Every year I wait for the
tactic to explode, and every
year it doesn't," she says,
noting that 29 out of 100
online retailers surveyed by
her firm were using the tac-
tic in 2006, only two more
than in the previous year.

Part of the reason, she
argues, is that customers
who want to deal with a
knowledgeable expert can
find themselves speaking to
a poorly trained sales agent
or operator. "The person
who calls this wants the
right answer . . . and some-
one who moves to 'live' help
has to be really desperate,
so you have to be more
[accurate]."

Mr LoCascio argues that
LivePerson's rules-based
approach allows the retailer
to direct trained experts at
the most potentially lucra-
tive customers - in effect

mimicking the behaviour of
a traditional sales assistant

The company has aboin
200 clients using iu
rules-based Timpani system,
ranging from Neiman Mar-
cus, the luxury retailer, to
the home improvement
retailer Home Depot, as well
as the UK's Royal Bank of
Scotland and HBOS banks
Chrysler has also used the
system to market its Dodge
Nitro SUV.

Javad Ra'ed, an online
executive at Home Depot,
says the retailer initially
used the rules-based system
to support sales of high-cost
home appliances, and then
extended it to support sea-
sonal sales of items such as
garden furniture, grills and
tractors, training its opera-
tors in each sector.

"These are items that are

The experience of
shopping on the web
is brought closer to a
conventional store
with knowledgeable
salespeople

traditionally regarded as
hard to sell online," he says.

He adds that the percent-
age of customers who make
a purchase after using
online chat support is about
three times higher than the
rate for those who are not
given the option. Similarly, a
live-chat intervention man-
aged to salvage about 30 per
cent of sales that customers
were abandoning for various
reasons after starting the
check-out process.

An operator, he says, can
usually handle two customer
interactions at once, and
sometimes three. If there are
not enough operators availa-
ble, the system stops issuing
more invitations.

Mr LoCascio says one rea-
son his business has-grown
fast - it is now used for
about 3.5m chats a month -
is that retailers are under
greater pressure to improve
their online conversion
rates. At the same time,
internet users are more com-
fortable with instant messag-
ing chat techniques.

"People used to say that
chat was for early adopters,"
says Mr LoCascio. "That
isn't the case any more."

Ms Freedman at E-tailing
Group remains cautious
about whether rules-based
help will end up delivering a
service that goes beyond
generic answers. "The ques-
tion is whether the operator
is really just another
another generic operator,
who really doesn't know
more than any other opera-
tor. It's all in the training."
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