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Professional athletes’ careers have become intertwined with their personal lives and persona, effectively evolving 
them into human brands (Williams, 2015). For decades, sport marketers have capitalized on athletes’ brands, by 
utilizing athletes as endorsers. Athlete brands are valuable to marketers because they stimulate likeability, 
trustworthiness, and persuasiveness (Sato, Ko, Park & Tao, 2015). Melnick and Jackson (2002) suggest that the 
affection for athletes extends beyond admiration to influencing “beliefs, values, self-appraisals, and behaviors” (p. 
429). However, the athlete brand could be affected by an athletes’ actions, potentially resulting in irreparable harm to 
both the athlete and its endorsers. For example, Denver Broncos linebacker Brandon Marshall lost two 
endorsement deals (CenturyLink and Air Academy Credit Union) after kneeling during the national anthem in the 
Bronco’s 2016 season opener (Legwold, 2016), and Colin Kaepernick, the leader of the kneeling movement, remains 
unemployed (Dickey, 2017). Given the apparent new paradigm of athlete activism, it is necessary to evaluate the 
potential impact that such actions will have on an athlete’s brand image. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to 
add to the extant literature by examining fan attitude toward athlete activism and its effect on athlete brand image.  
 
Social identity theory explains that individuals have both a personal identity and a social identity (Fink, Parker, Brett 
& Higgins, 2009). Sport fans often identify with an athlete or team, where the fan experiences a oneness or 
perceived connection with the athlete or team (Mael & Ashforth, 1992). Athlete identification has been 
demonstrated to positively correlate with consumer behaviors and cognitive behaviors, although the strength of an 
individuals’ identification level directly influences the effect of athletes’ actions on consumer behavior (Swanson & 
Kent, 2015). For instance, highly identified fans, when presented with negative information regarding the athlete, 
will respond differently than fans with lower levels of identification (Cohen & Garcia, 2005; Ellemers, Spears & 
Doosje, 2002; Fink et al. 2009). Previous research has shown that an athlete’s deliberate actions may result in an 
adverse response by highly identified individuals because the intentional action may be hard for the individual to 
defend and justify (Sato et al., 2015).  
 
Similarly, social psychology research introduced the concept of “vicarious shame,” where highly identified 
individuals may feel embarrassed or ashamed by certain athlete behaviors, despite not personally committing the 
behavior (Lickel, Schmader, Curtis, Scarnier, & Ames, 2005). Sanderson and colleagues (2016) investigated fan 
responses to five St. Louis Rams players displaying the “hands-up” gesture as they were introduced at a home game, 
in protest of the police shooting Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri. The study revealed three themes regarding 
fan responses to the athletes’ protests: (1) renouncing fandom, (2) punishment commentary, and (3) racial 
commentary (Sanderson, Frederick, & Stocz, 2016). Such harsh criticism can generate obvious implications for 
athletes, including loss of fans, consumers, endorsers, and even employment. Given this study’s purpose, the 
following research questions were developed: 
 
RQ1: Does attitude toward athlete activism effect athlete brand image? 
RQ2: Do significant differences exist among highly identified and lowly identified individuals’ attitudes toward 
athlete activism and athlete brand image?  
RQ3: Does the issue being highlighted moderate the relationship between attitude towards athlete activism and 
athlete brand image? 
 
To address the research questions, a survey will be administered using MTurk. First, the survey will measure 
participants’ identification levels using a 6-item scale adapted from Gwinner & Swanson (2003). Next, participants 



2018 Sport Marketing Association Conference (SMA XVI) 

Dallas, TX October 24-26, 2018 

  

 

will be asked to respond to a 7-point Likert scale measuring their attitude towards athlete activism using a scale 
adapted from Oliver and Bearden (1985). Lastly, athlete brand image will be measured using the athlete brand image 
scale adapted from Arai et al. (2014).  
 
Theoretically, the current study extends the literature on social identity theory and athlete identification by 
examining the effects of athlete activism. This research will provide insight regarding the effects of certain types of 
athlete activism and/or issues on athlete brand image. From a practical perspective, athlete brand managers and 
sport marketers can understand the impact of certain athlete activism behaviors and how best to manage athlete 
activism efforts.  
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