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Abstract 
 
Since 2012, the percentage of adults in the United States (U.S.) identifying as professional football fans is down 10 
percent (Jones, 2017). National Football League (NFL) viewership has steadily declined six percent among American 
adults from 2006 to 2017 (Norman, 2018). These decreases in fandom and viewership occur amid political 
controversy. Player protests during the national anthem, followed by criticism of those protests from U.S. President 
Donald Trump, have prompted even more protests by NFL players. The main sources of revenue for the NFL are 
the sales of sponsorships, licensing merchandise, and the broadcasting rights for its games (Belzer, 2016). 
Considering the value of sport sponsorship and viewership to both the NFL and its sponsors, an examination of the 
impacts of political polarization in athletes’ social media use on fandom, purchase intentions, and sport viewership is 
worthwhile and valuable. The purpose of this study is to examine the impact of professional athletes’ political tweets 
on 1) sport fandom, 2) fan purchase intentions, and 3) sport viewership. 
 
According to Fishbein and Ajzen (1975), a personal attitude is generated from a person’s most important beliefs. 
Consistent with this finding, Koo, Ruihley, and Dittmore (2012) found as an individual is exposed to an athlete’s 
negative performance his or her perception of said athlete’s endorser is likely to decrease. This allows reason to 
believe fans who dislike or disagree with comments made by a professional athlete can negatively impact a 
sponsorship. Sponsors who are unfamiliar are more susceptible to the association between beliefs and attitudes and 
a celebrity endorser (Till & Shimp, 1998). Sponsors associate with athletes with the intention of using the athletes’ 
brand to create a positive image for the company.  
 
The joint activation of brand and athlete provides an opportunity for the evaluation of the athlete to transfer to the 
brand (Till & Shimp, 1998). One can infer that fan attitudes about athlete’s political opinions can impact the brand 
image. One player on a NFL roster has the ability to impact the entire brand image. Leading into this study’s 
purpose, how does brand image impact merchandise sales, viewership, and overall fandom.  
There are three important theories for this study: theories of attitude (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) give understanding to 
how an individual’s beliefs influence his or her attitudes, social conflict theory (Dahrendorf, 1958) explains why 
people talk about controversial issues, and stereotype threat theory (Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 2016) focuses on why 
political issues are common and why some might not want to listen to public figures. Theories of attitude 
demonstrate people are driven by emotion. If a potential fan does not approve of a brand image then these theories 
postulate potential fans will have a higher chance of his or her opinion of the brand being negatively swayed. Social 
conflict theory (Dahrendorf, 1958) contemplates a dynamic view of society and social relations; the conflict is a 
source and a cause of social and systemic changes (Szczecinska-Musielak, 2016). Social conflict theory draws on Karl 
Marx's theories, referred to as Marxism. Marxism is a body of theory that was originated and crafted for social 
movements of the class system and economic crises (Nilsen, 2009). Athletes using social media, or any other 
platform, to voice political stances are hoping to create conflict in order to create a change. This study is designed to 
explore the relationship between athletes voicing personal opinions on controversial topics and how that may 
influence fan behavior change. At what point, if any, are public figures expected to keep opinions to themselves for 
the potential benefit of their organization? Stereotype threat theory occurs when a person is concerned about being 
judged or treated negatively based on the stereotype (Spencer, Logel, & Davies, 2016). This theory applies as race 
and ethnicity are common political issues in the media. Further, athletes are being stereotyped as the entertainer, 
rather than a citizen exercising First Amendment rights. 
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Created by recent politically charged events, this research is a logical next step in furthering the associated literature 
in this area. This study will provide insights into professional athlete political social media usage that will prove 
valuable for sport sponsors, sport marketing professionals, sport media professionals, and professional athletes. The 
results of this study may also be used to influence future policy regarding social media usage in professional sports.  
 
A between-group experimental design will be used to evaluate the differences in fandom, purchase intentions, and 
sport viewership based on fan perception of a professional athlete’s social media political activity. The measurement 
instrument is a survey using the Sport Fandom Questionnaire (Wann, 2002), Intentions for Sport Consumption 
Behavior Scale (Trail, Fink, & Anderson, 2003), and questions to measure viewership. Face validity for the questions 
assessing viewership will be established by a panel of experts. A pilot study will be performed on students at a 
university (n=50) to determine reliability and validity of the survey to be administered. After participants identify as 
NFL fans, they will be prompted to enter demographics information and then complete the survey as a baseline 
measure. Next, participants will be randomly assigned one of two treatments: a fictitious social media profile of a 
professional football player with politically active tweets or a fictitious social media profile of a professional football 
player with neutral tweets. The participants will then respond to the survey again to determine any changes in 
behavioral intentions.  
 
Data will be analyzed with IBM SPSS 23 using independent t-tests and multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) 
to determine any differences in fandom, purchase intentions, and sport viewership based on fans perception of 
professional athlete’s social media political activity.  
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