
Beyond The Pitch​
Sporting achievement creates attention, but cultural legacy determines what endures. 

Professional sport is unusually good at making people visible and unusually bad at preparing them for what 
visibility feels like when that spotlight begins to fade. 

An athlete can spend twenty years being watched by millions and reach retirement without a public 
identity that belongs to them. Their achievements are recorded from every conceivable angle, but the 
person can remain comparatively unknown. 

For some, perhaps, this is a relief. A sweet reprieve from the media magnifying glass. For many others, 
however, the things that made them legible — the name on the back of their shirt or a teamsheet, the weekly 
cycle of performance and dissection, action and reaction — disappear almost overnight. 

This post-career vacuum is often treated as a can to kick down the road. One to worry about only when 
your boots are hung up. It is why so many conversations about an athlete's future arrive dressed as 
diversification: investments, media work, perhaps a foundation. Each can become meaningful. Each can 
also feel like a second career assembled at speed, with little consultation with the person in whose name it 
appears. 

A cultural life develops differently. It grows through attention, taste, relationships, and sustained 
participation. Art can play a significant part in that development, creating a visible record of an athlete's 
perspective and values. Over time, that record can change what they are understood to represent and 
establish an identity they can carry beyond sport. 

Borrowed visibility 

The personal-brand era is always evolving. 

It has run from the sporadic star-athlete-cum-entrepreneurs of the mid-century, hawking steak restaurants 
and household goods to families huddled around the wireless to Michael Jordan turning a signature shoe 
into an identity large enough to stand alone, from David Beckham using fashion to plough his own tabloid 
furrow to our current age, when social media encourages self-presentation as an always-on commercial 
practice. 

This evolution has prompted athletes to think beyond performance, but frequently offers a narrow set of 
ways to do so. Commercial partners supply the campaign, the language, and much of the surrounding 
cultural meaning. Scripts are written for them. Their stories are told by someone else. The athlete brings 
attention, but it is the brand that builds the world around them. 

There is nothing inherently wrong with this exchange. Endorsements create income and can lead to 
enduring creative relationships. Michael Jordan seems like he's doing just fine. The limitations appear when 
almost every public expression of an athlete's interests only seem to arrive through someone else's campaign. 
Their relevance away from sport remains borrowed from the brands paying to place them there. When the 
sponsorship disappears, so can the identity built around it. 



Taste works more slowly. Unlike a campaign, it belongs to the athlete. It is their story to tell to the world. 

From attention to influence 

Attention is one of an athlete's most abundant assets, but also one of their most perishable. It rises and falls 
with selection, form, injury, and the crushing rhythms of a sporting calendar. Influence begins when that 
attention becomes attached to a more durable idea of who the athlete is beyond sport and what they care 
about. 

Performance provides scale. Cultural participation gives that scale meaning. The artists an athlete 
champions, the work they celebrate and commission, the institutions they develop relationships with, the 
communities they support and the ideas they discuss create meaningful associations over time. They allow 
audiences and potential partners to understand the athlete through a lens other than results. 

A player whose taste becomes discerning and publicly legible occupies a different position in our culture. 
Each project — large or small — provides context for the next, turning a series of individual choices into an 
established curiosity and point of view. Taste becomes a body of work. The athlete moves from simply 
appearing in culture to participating in it. 

That distinction has powerful commercial consequences. Sponsors buy access to audiences, but also the 
worlds an athlete can credibly enter. A distinctive cultural identity broadens the range of stories that can be 
authentically told, and with it the spectrum of brands, institutions, and creative partners for whom the 
athlete feels like a meaningful collaborator. 

It is one thing to be a wealthy athlete known for owning art. It is quite another to be an athlete known for 
caring enough to learn about it. They do not need to present themselves as an expert. The journey can itself 
be compelling because curiosity and judgement develop visibly over time. An audience can be along for the 
ride, growing and learning in tandem.  

Beyond the binary of a career judged in wins and losses, and an industry around it that often reduces 
sportspeople to archetypes and name recognition, that cultural depth gives audiences and potential partners 
something real to engage with, without asking a creative agency to invent a story on the athlete's behalf. 

Art is not a shortcut to cultural credibility 

The most familiar image of an athlete entering the art world is also the least interesting. You can already 
picture it: A wealthy young man buying expensive objects to furnish an expensive home they rarely sleep in. 
Collecting collapses into investment or decoration. “Culture” becomes just another luxury category 
through which success can be displayed. 

Price does not turn ownership into engagement. A recognisable signature on a canvas signals purchasing 
power, but says little about the person who bought it. Cultural credibility cannot be acquired as cleanly as 
the object itself. 

Collecting becomes meaningful through the practice around it. Learning how an artist's work developed, 
their background and influences, visiting studios, and building relationships as well as the business around 
it, such as understanding primary and secondary markets, considering provenance, and how future value 



may be judged. Many advisers can provide access and protect a client from poor decisions. The most 
valuable will help the collector develop judgement of their own. 

Elite sport rewards an extreme narrowing of attention. Everything from diet to sleep is organised around 
performance, often from childhood. Their life becomes a temporal bento box. Their hours portioned just 
so for ultimate effect. Culture can be a release. Art offers a space in which the athlete is allowed to be 
uncertain, change their mind, and value something without immediately needing to master it. And what’s 
more, they can create an enduring legacy beyond the fickle nature of the sports field. 

However, turning an athlete into a collector and calling the job done would miss the point. Collecting can 
be a rewarding part of a cultural life. But it cannot stand in for one. 

From ownership to participation 

Some athletes will become committed buyers. Others may find more meaning in commissioning new work, 
supporting an artist or institution, or developing a project connected to their community. Each route 
depends on the story the athlete is trying to tell and will create a range of different responsibilities. 

Commissioning asks an athlete to accept an outcome that cannot be predetermined. Patronage moves the 
emphasis away from mere possession. Collaboration is the most visible route but perhaps the easiest to 
mishandle: The strongest collaborations emerge from an affinity between athlete and artist; the weakest 
begin with two large audiences and work backwards towards a reason for putting their names together. 

The appropriate form depends on the athlete's interests, appetite for visibility, and willingness to commit 
time. A cultural strategy should create direction without turning curiosity into another performance plan. 
It should instead begin with what the athlete cares about and build from that baseline. 

It should be noted that making an athlete's cultural life legible does not require them to turn their 
collection or their home into content. For high-profile players, doing so creates real security risks. Their 
schedule is public and their families already live with unwanted attention. 

Considered visibility takes other forms. They might discuss an artist whose work has affected them, speak 
publicly about what they are learning, or support a project with a clear relationship to their own life. 
Patronage or support for a gallery or particular exhibition may be the clearest route here. The public 
expression can be selective while the underlying engagement remains largely private. 

This restraint is useful. Cultural capital does not compound just because every acquisition is posted. 
Excessive visibility can flatten a developing interest into lifestyle content, easily dismissed as purely for 
financial gain, such as football’s boom-bust obsession with NFTs.  

The cultural work has to exist for reasons beyond publicity or immediate monetary value. Once it does, 
communication can help audiences understand what the athlete sees in it and give the artist or cause a larger 
audience. If done with care, consideration for both athlete and artist changes, and a rising tide lifts all boats. 

The second career starts during the first 

Sporting success offers extraordinary access, but it has a brutal expiration date.  



An athlete who begins early can enter retirement with relationships already in place, interests that structure 
their time, communities in which they participate, and a reputation no longer wholly dependent on current 
performance. Cultural engagement may introduce future collaborators or create the foundations for a 
future business, institution, or philanthropic project. More importantly, the public already understands 
how that next phase connects to the person they have been watching. 

This cultural shift does not need to be sold as a reinvention. It should be part of a continuation the public 
already recognises. Much as investment in an asset compounds over time if correctly handled, an audience's 
investment in an athlete’s story can too. 

But that only works if the interest is real. This connection can grow, but must do so from a genuine 
interest. Culture cannot become a jet-hose for the athlete’s reputation, a holding pen for their relevance, or 
just a stage set for whatever comes next. It has to begin with genuine care: a desire to learn and participate, 
using the scale and means sport has provided to enrich the culture around them. 

The pitch gives the athlete a platform. What they help make possible beyond it can become part of what 
they leave behind. 

 

 


