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Throughout the 2016 United States presidential election, prominent athletes and sport industry stakeholders 

found themselves swept up in the intense, highly polarized political environment. Two of the most notable 

American professional athletes—LeBron James and Tom Brady—became involved in the campaign through their 

words and actions. On September 16, 2015, Brady stated a Donald Trump presidency “would be great” when asked 

to clarify the appearance of a “Make America Great Again” hat in his locker (Zaru, 2017). On October 2, 2016, 

James publicly endorsed Hillary Clinton in a widely-circulated newspaper editorial (James, 2016).  Since President 

Trump’s election to office, the championship teams, athletes, and coaches that are invited to appear at the White 

House find themselves in a sort of political “litmus test” (Whack, 2018, para. 1). Some have accepted (e.g., Clemson 

University Football, New England Patriots), while others have declined (e.g., Golden State Warriors, Philadelphia 

Eagles; Whack, 2018). 

 Columnist Dave Zirin (2016; 2017) has observed the renewed spirt of athlete activism, although Magnusen, 

Robinson, and Kim (2017) cautioned athletes or sport sponsors that choose to wade into political waters. While 

liberals and conservatives are equally likely to be sports fans, the latter are more likely oppose the politicization of 

sports (Thorson & Serazio, 2018).  However, two positions typically associated with conservative political 

ideology—the belief that economic success is attributable to individual effort and zealous support for the military—

were significantly related to sport fandom (Thorson & Serazio, 2018). Political science (Bennett, 2012) and 

marketing (Matos, Vinaules, & Sheinin, 2017) scholarship have revealed the ways political values can affect 

consumer decisions. To that end, the purpose of this study was to examine the cases of James and Brady to further 

explore how the publicly-espoused political values of professional athletes were related to sport fans’ consumption 

behaviors. 
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 As the internet provides greater access to “Big Data”, scholars are increasingly interested in how global 

search engines may reflect patterns in consumer behavior (Dinis, Costa, & Pacheco, 2017). Researchers using these 

data can potentially identify important temporal and spatial trends (e.g., disease, unemployment) in real time, rather 

than waiting on governments or institutions to harvest it months or even years later (Ginsberg et al., 2009). Here, 

Google Trends search data were used to operationalize consumer behavior. Google Trends estimates Google 

searches in a geographic location over time, expressed as a standardized value from 0-100 (Avilez, Zevallos-Morales, 

& Taype-Rondan, 2017). A variety of studies of sport consumers have used Google Trends in their analyses. For 

example, Vredenburg and Giroux (2018) found that Google searches for brands that had sponsored embattled 

swimmer Ryan Lochte spiked immensely in the days after the companies broke off their relationships with him. 

Wilde and Pope (2013) used Google search data to track worldwide trends in recreational fishing and found that, 

overall, interest in the sport appeared to decline by about 40% between 2004 and 2011. 

 In this study, the researchers developed four search terms related to James-Clinton and Brady-Trump 

(LeBron James jersey, Tom Brady jersey, LeBron James Hillary Clinton, and Tom Brady Donald Trump). These 

terms were developed to address the following research question: How did searches for the athletes’ jerseys trend 

after their public statements of support? The search terms were entered with both quotation marks and without. A 

total of two time periods were examined for each search: +/- 52 weeks from the expression of support and +/- 14 

days. Thus, a total of 16 (4 × 2 × 2) Google Trends searches across time were conducted.  Descriptive statistics 

and visual inspection of the Google Trends graphs suggested that, for the short-term period, searches for Brady’s 

jersey were lower on September 16, 2015, while searches for James’ jersey were higher October 2, 2016. Thus, while 

researchers must exercise caution in making any causal claims, nationwide, Brady’s statement in favor of Trump may 

have negatively impacted interest in purchasing his jersey, while James’ very strong endorsement of Clinton may 

have had a positive relationship with fan interest in his jersey. Interestingly, searches for the combinations of 

candidates and athletes appeared to spike the day after the endorsement was made, rather than on the date itself. It 

is possible that the athletes’ statements may have taken a day to break into the mainstream (i.e., non-sport) news 

cycle. 

 Single-sample t-tests were performed on the 16 term-time combinations to determine if the number of 

searches were significantly higher around the time the athlete made his statement of support. Not surprisingly, for 
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both time periods and all name combinations, searches on the day after the endorsement were significantly higher 

than the mean for the time period. This makes sense, as it is unlikely that there would ordinarily be many searches 

combining these athletes and politicians, absent some media event. For the long-term period, searches for the exact 

phrase “Tom Brady jersey” were significantly higher than average on the week of his endorsement of Trump. All of 

the short-term searches for LeBron James jerseys were significantly higher the day of the endorsement, while neither 

of the long-term searches were significant. This suggests that the influence of Brady’s statement may have been 

stronger when viewed from a more long-term perspective, whereas James’ endorsement was more impactful within 

the short term. 

 Graphical representations of the Google Trends results will be provided during the presentation. Further 

analyses, including examination of metropolitan and state-level trends and controlling for other relevant variables, 

will also be presented. For instance, searches for Tom Brady jerseys are normally concentrated within his New 

England home fanbase. However, Utah, South Carolina, Ohio, and Pennsylvania—all states that voted for President 

Trump in 2016—emerged at the top of the search rankings in the days that followed Brady’s public support for 

candidate Trump. Such a response may reveal political consumption motives of sport fans in those states.  

 

 


