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Introduction 
 
In recent years, the reputation of professional and international sport, and the credibility of major events, 
federations, and governing bodies, has repeatedly been brought in to question by myriad instances of athlete 
transgressions both on and off the field of play. Domestic violence, infidelity, doping, and countless other 
indiscretions have undermined athletes’ images and reputations, and affected consumers’ perceptions of the sports, 
events, and sponsoring brands, implicated. As a result, sponsors have increasingly been forced to evaluate their 
athlete partnerships, resulting in the high-profile terminations of major endorsement agreements for the likes of 
Tiger Woods, Lance Armstrong, and Ryan Lochte. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
 
The decision-making process behind the dissolution of athlete endorsements, however, remains largely unexplored 
within scholarly research. Fundamental to the academic study of athlete endorsements has been Ohanian’s (1990; 
1991) ‘source-credibility’ scale, which highlighted expertise, attractiveness, and importantly, trustworthiness, as 
central tenets of successful endorsers. From a brand strategy perspective, the strength of endorsements is in the 
increased awareness of a brand through association with the athlete or celebrity endorser (Charbonneau & Garland, 
2005). Athletes benefit from the consistent communication of values, thus creating a perception of trustworthiness 
which is integral to their success and value as endorsers or brand ambassadors (Ohanian, 1990; Erdogan, Baker & 
Tagg, 2001). 
 
However, the potential threat of negative image transference for endorsees, due to transgressive behaviours either 
on- or off-field, exists, potentially undermining the success of an endorser-endorsee relationship (O’Reilly & Foster, 
2008; Westberg, Stavros & Wilson, 2008). The extent to which such risks may impact brand strategy is dependent on 
a variety of factors, including the severity of the alleged indiscretion, the frequency of such behaviours, and the 
nature of the relationship between sponsor and sponsee (O’Reilly & Foster, 2008). To date, however, little extant 
research into the relational nature of endorsement partnerships exists. Indeed, Lee, Kwak & Moore (2015) highlight 
an important area of research yet to be covered: the impact and implications of athlete transgressions in 
endorsements for brand strategy and relationship management.  
 
This research thus seeks to examine the impact of athlete transgressions on endorsement decision-making and 
dissolution within the context of relationship marketing. The study provides new insight into how and why sponsors 
respond to athlete transgressions, providing the first such look into sponsor strategy and decision-making within the 
context of trust and commitment as determinants of relationship development and dissolution. 
 
Research Design 
 
The methods employed comprised three stages: first, the creation and analysis of a comprehensive database of 
transgressive behaviours in sport and sponsorship terminations was conducted, providing the research with an 
applied contextual basis. Second, six preliminary, exploratory interviews with sponsorship executives were 
undertaken, affording an opportunity to elaborate upon findings from phase one and to explore further the nature 
of endorsement relations. Finally, following the analysis of both initial stages, a series of fifteen in-depth, semi-
structured interviews with sponsorship industry executives were conducted. The interview analyses allowed for key 
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themes to emerge and responses to transgression in sport discussed. The interviews were recorded, transcribed and 
analysed using open, axial and selected coding techniques.  
 
Findings & Conclusion 
 
Ultimately, this research begins to address the managerial implications of sporting transgression for sponsors and 
analyses the relationship between the key stakeholders in the sponsorship relationship. Our findings suggest that key 
to sponsor decision-making when faced with such trigger events is the risk tolerance and awareness of the sponsor, 
and the appreciation of risk and vulnerability embedded within the relationship. This acceptance represents an 
important component of relationship management and commitment (Buhler & Nufer, 2010). Integrating within 
sponsorship relations the trust and commitment requisite to managing and addressing potential transgression is 
imperative to appropriately managing relations and sponsorship dissolution. 
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