Guys want to be Like Mike, but Women want Mia (Hamm) to be Like Them: Exploring the Challenges Facing Female Athletes as Endorsers
Abstract


The purpose of this exploratory study was to investigate why female athletes have less endorsement opportunities than male athletes and to determine if female athlete endorsers are not viewed as being attractive across any or all of the three dimensions in the Source Attractiveness Model developed by (Tellis, 1998) or credible as defined by Ohanian (1990). Results indicate that female consumers do not find female athletes credible as endorsers and this lack of credibility can be traced to lack of visibility and attractiveness variables of similarity, familiarity and liking as defined by Tellis (1998). 
Introduction


The use of athletes to promote and endorse products has been a common and successful strategy by brands. It has been estimated that corporations spend close to $900 million on endorsers (Sports Business Journal 2007) and Thomaselli (2004) reported that Nike alone spent $192 million annually on athlete endorsements.  Erickson & Hakansson (2005) stated that celebrity endorsers have the ability to create and maintain consumer attention and thus enables advertisements to stand out from the surrounding clutter. (Petty, Cacioppo & Schuman (1983) reported that customers will have more positive brand attitudes towards celebrity endorsed products and Agrawal & Kamakura (1995) reported that customers are more likely to choose those products. McCracken (1989) stated that celebrities offer meanings that can not be found anywhere else (e.g. excellence, reliability, wholesomeness, etc) and it is because of these meanings and that they have been presented in the public arenas that athletes are so effective as endorsers. 

In study conducted almost 15 years ago, Turner, Bounds, Hauser, Motsinger, Ozmore & Smith (1995) reported that sports figures were used as endorsers in 98 of the 872 (11.9%) television commercials but only 3% of the advertisements used female athletes as endorsers. With this in mind, Miller (1997) predicted that with the growth of women’s sport around the globe, that there would be an increase in endorsement opportunities for female athletes but it appears that the opportunities for females to serve as endorsers of products continue to be less than those offered to male athletes. The 2007 Forbes Annual List of top endorsers in sport had only one female listed that being golfer Michelle Wie. 

This is interesting for it has been reported that women purchase or influence the purchase of 80% of all consumer goods including stocks, computers and automobiles and 85% of all brand purchases are made by women (sheconomy, 2008). It would seem logical that with the heightened awareness of women’s sports and female athletes combined with the purchasing power of females would create a perfect positive storm for female athletes as endorsers. 

One is left to wonder why the female athlete endorsers trail their male counterparts. Is it the case that brand managers have not seen a return on the investment of paying the female athletes to endorse products and thus have decided not to use them on a regular basis? If this is the case, is this failure to see a sufficient ROI rooted in lack of response from the targeted audience of female consumers to female athlete endorsements in general. Or, is it the case that even though there may be a fit between the female athlete and a product, the athlete is not known well enough or considered credible enough to be effective or if used is there a disconnect in meaning created between product and consumer based on how the female athlete is used to endorse a product.
Purpose


The purpose of this study was to investigate the lack of use of female athletes as endorser and to explore if the root is based on female athlete endorsers not being attractive across any or all of the three dimensions in the Source Attractiveness Model developed by Tellis (1998) or if they lacked being, “well known, well liked and recognizable” by female consumers which Martin (1996) considered essential in an endorser or lack the credibility that Ohanian (1991) stated impacted intention to purchase. 
Literature Review


Boyd and Shank (2004) looked at gender and fit with product and found women rate endorsers as more expert when there is a fit between the endorser and product (e.g., when the endorser uses the product in their sport), but they did not examine if that fit impacted their purchase decision.  Where as Peetz, Parks and Spencer (2004) found that female consumers were significantly less likely to identify a sport endorser than males. Along with this Peetz et al (2004) found that gender differences also existed in participants' perceptions of endorsers' expertise and influence on purchase intentions.

The Meaning Transfer Model Developed by McCracken (1989) explains the meaning movement and endorsement process. In Stage 1 of the model meaning exists in the athlete. In Stage 2 the meaning of the athlete is transferred to the product. In Stage 3, that meaning is transferred from the product to the consumer. McCracken (1989) communicates that if at any point there is disconnect between the meaning and the consumer, the endorsement is not effective. 


There are several theories that address the desired traits for an endorser of the product. One of the earliest was the VisCAP model of source effectiveness, introduced by Percy and Rossiter in 1980. VisCAP is an acronym for visibility, credibility, attractiveness and power, the main source characteristics in communication.  Ohanian (1990) conceptualized source credibility as having three distinct dimensions: expertise, trustworthiness, and attractiveness and in another study Ohanian (1991) found that credibility is linked to intention to purchase products. The Source Attractiveness Model Developed by Tellis (1998) delves specifically into the attractiveness variable and states that attractiveness is not restricted to physical attractiveness but includes similarity, familiarity and liking. Tellis (1998) further states the similarity is based on resemblance between endorser and consumer; familiarity is based on previous knowledge of the endorser by the consumer and liking is based on affection for the endorser in terms of physical appearance behavior or other traits.  
Methodology

Focus groups combined with three surveys were used to collect data for this exploratory study. Three groups, college-aged students (n = 40), high school-aged students (n = 30), and adults (n = 9) participated in four separate focus groups. Participants did not know what the topic of discussion would be - only that it would involve advertising. Before any discussion, each participant was asked to complete three questionnaires in the following order.  The first asked them to list as many celebrity endorsers as they could recall.  The second was similar to the first, except they were asked to list only endorsers from sports. The final task included a list of 30 brands and product categories along with a list of 61 male and female athletes. The products and brands were reviewed by three judges to determine if each was more likely to be viewed as having a male, female, or neutral "personality". The list of athletes included approximately half males and half females.  

An effort was made to include well-known athletes from each sport. Participants were asked to select which athlete they believed to be the best choice to endorse each product/brand. After completing the surveys participants were asked a series of questions as to why they matched the athletes to a particular product, what athletes would have the most impact on them to purchase a product and what that product would be. Questions were also directed at why certain athletes were not as effective as other athletes as endorsers.
Results


In Survey One, the mean number of male celebrities listed by males was significantly greater than those mentioned by females (8.79 vs. 4.42, p=.000) though males and females did not significantly differ in terms of the total number of celebrities listed (11.5 vs. 9.92, p=.207).  Males listed far more men from sports than did females (7.04 vs. 2.67, p=.000) and females reported significantly more female celebrities than did males (5.46  vs 2.71, p=.002).  However, not only were the number female athletes mentioned extremely low, but also there was little difference in the number of female athletes listed by both males and females (.46 vs .42, p=.877). Females did, however, report far more non sport women endorsers than did males (5.04 vs. 2.25, p=.001).  Overall, it was very clear that celebrities from men's sports completely dominated those mentioned from female sports for both male and female respondents.

The results from survey two were similar to the first and clearly illustrates the disadvantage female athletes have in comparison to their male counterparts. Respondents were told to list only sport celebrities that might be used for endorsements. The total number listed by male respondents was significantly greater than females (14.55 vs 10.35, p=.006) and the difference between the number of male and female athletes listed was rather dramatic.  Males listed an average of 13.25 males and only 1.3 females.  Female respondents listed 7.85 males and 2.59 females. The total mentioned by all respondents was an average of 9.89 males versus 2.11 

female athletes.  All differences between male and female respondents were 

significantly different.
Results from survey three illustrated the difficulty sponsors must experience in trying to select the best match between an athlete and a brand.. Of the 30 products/brands listed only 14 had 10% or more of respondents agreeing on a good match.  At a 15% criterion, there were 6 that reached this goal: 1) Brita Water Filters – Michael Phelps (32%), 2) Levis Jeans – David Becham (27%), 3) Disney Theme Park – Tony Hawk (18%), 4 – 6), Honda CRV – Danica Patrick, Lipitor – Cal Ripkin, Reebok Clothing – Lebron James with each obtaining 15%. The results which designated whether a male or female would be the best selection as an endorser proved to be the most interesting and surprising.  For all respondents, 26 of the products/brands had more male selections than females while only three had more females than males (United Way, Brita Water Filters, and United Way).  Even when only responses from females were analyzed, 22 brands/products had more male than female endorsers and five had more females than males.  Even for products that were judged to have more of a female personality, males still were selected much more often than female endorsers.  For example, Dirt Devil had 63% males and Soft Scrub had 70% males.  Even J&J Baby Shampoo had an equal split with 50% for each males and females.  


The discussion that followed the completion of the surveys provided considerable insight into participants’ views on endorser selection. Perhaps most significant was that that male athletes are much more visible since male sports receive so much more attention from the media, especially on TV broadcasts. The NFL, MLB, and the NBA all have significant network contracts that guarantee wide and consistent exposure while female athletes have relatively few opportunities to be seen in the media.  While females participating in golf, and especially tennis were mentioned as having reasonable exposure, there was wide agreement that the primary opportunity to observe female athletes was during the Olympics which are seen only every two years or four years for summer and winter games.  When asked why they believed female sports received so little attention, the most common response was that most female sports are much less interesting to watch and essentially, “no one cares about female sports”. 



Both male and female subjects were much more familiar with male athletes than female athletes.  This was not just being more aware of them, but also, they believed that they had a better understanding of their personalities and the type of person they are.   Females communicated that female’s athletes lacked credibility to endorse products beyond those associated with their respective sports. Both male and female subjects felt male athletes had more credibility and that they were more likely to pay attention to what they had to say. Females, across all demographics, communicated a preference for female athletes that appeared to be more similar to them and/or the respondent being able to relate to the female athlete in order for her to impact their purchase decision. 


Another issue that captured considerable interest and discussion was the use of the female athlete as a “sex object” or primarily relying on physical appearance versus other personal characteristics.  The responses to this issue were surprisingly similar among both males and female subjects: using female athletes in this manner was not viewed as a good idea and, in fact, was seen as a major negative by many, especially the adults.  For example, the Got Milk ad of Dara Torres in a skimpy bathing suit showing off a body of a super model did not impress; actually the sentiment was that this was a very poor image for this outstanding athlete. The belief that her portrayal as a “soccer mom” or similar would be far more effective.

Discussion 

The fact that the opportunities for female athletes to benefit from endorsements have not increased even with the control of purchasing power of females and the increase in sport opportunities for females can possibly be tied to the lack of consistent public attention to create the visibility necessary to be effective endorsers.  

Along with this it appears that most female athlete lack the credibility with the female consumers to impact the intention to purchase products. Ohanian (1990) conceptualized source credibility as having three distinct dimensions: expertise, trustworthiness, and attractiveness. Based on the focus groups’ responses, this lack of credibility could be traced to the attractiveness variable.  Tellis (1998) included similarity, familiarity and liking in attractiveness. Females across all focus groups communicated that they would be more influenced by a female endorser who was more similar to them than one they could not relate. With that being said, the wisdom in highlighting the sex appeal or physical characteristics in the use of a female athlete to impact the purchase intentions of females consumer can be called into question. Rather highlighting the similarities between the endorser and the targeted consumer is the more effective strategy.


If this is true, then a disconnect does occur in Stage Three of the Meaning Transfer Model Developed by McCracken (1989). In Stage 2 the meaning of the athlete is transferred to the product but in Stage 3, that meaning is not being transferred from the product to the consumer because of the disconnect related to credibility and specifically the attractiveness variable. For example, would it be better to highlight the fact that Danica Patrick has achieved excellence in a male-dominated field through hard work and determination be more effective in impacting the purchase decision of a female consumer than highlighting her physical attractiveness. Or would high-lighting the fact Dara Torres is a middle-aged working mother who is able to balance her family with work commitments be more effective than highlighting her physical attractiveness at age 40. Is how the female athletes being used causing the disconnect that leads to female athletes not being effective as endorsers? 

In expanding this study, the researchers want to examine this disconnect in more detail. In doing so they want to explore the information processing of female consumers in order to make recommendations on how best to utilize female athletes as endorsers for the purpose of increasing opportunities for them.  
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