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In 1981 University of Chicago economist Sherwin Rosen wrote his famous paper “The
Economics of Superstars™ addressing the question why a small number of performers
are paid so much more than the average person in their field — far more than their close
competitors. Rosen’s paper provided a careful explanation of the superstar phenomenon
focusing on two distinct economic mechanisms: imperfect substitution among different
sellers of the service and the substantial scale economies of joint consumption
technologies. In 1985 Moshe Adler added an important insight to the superstar
discussion. Whereas Rosen’s imperfect substitution among sellers was based on
objective talent differentials, Adler pointed to the fact that perceived talent differentials
may be a result of past consumption and network externalities among consumers with
similar consumption capital. As a consequence, superstars could emerge among
performers of equal talent in a bandwagon process triggered by pure luck or media
strategies. The thesis of Stephan Niiesch picks up these classical superstar explanations
and tries to expand their scope by introducing an additional interaction benefit in the
consumption of a star’s performance. Debriefing the performance of a performer in the
family, with friends, workmates or acquaintances may generate additional value. In
contrast to the consumption benefit, the interaction benefit is not at all dependent on the
performer’s talent. A mere “gossip externality” suffices to give rise to the phenomenon
of celebrities who are basically known for their well-knowness. Casting shows, docu-
soaps or reality-based game shows are the common platforms of celebrity creation used

by the media industry.

The thesis contains both theoretical and empirical chapters covering the emergence and
creation of superstars and celebrities. Stephan Niiesch addresses questions like the
following: Which mechanisms drive the emergence of superstars and celebrities? What
marginal revenue are superstars able to generate? Why may “manufactured” celebrities

be more lucrative for the media than “self-made” superstars?
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The soccer industry serves as a labor market laboratory in this thesis. Stephan Niiesch

confronts the different theories of superstar formation with detailed soccer data.

Without going further into the details here, the book is recommendable both because of
its creativity and because it addresses a highly relevant real-world phenomenon.
Scholars interested in the application areas and techniques explored in the essays as well
as everybody else simply wondering about the superstar and celebrity phenomena in

everyday-life will find rich food for thought.
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