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Rule 40 of the International Olympic Committee’s (IOC) Olympic Charter states, “Except as permitted by the IOC 
Executive Board, no competitor, team official or other team personnel who participates in the Olympic Games may 
allow his person, name, picture or sports performances to be used for advertising purposes during the Olympic 
Games” (International Olympic Committee, 2015, p. 79). Per this rule, athletes are restricted from posting any 
content on social media featuring a non-official Olympic sponsor from a time period of nine days before the 
Opening Ceremony until three days after the Closing Ceremony (International Olympic Committee, n.d.). 
Therefore, athletes who have personal sponsors that are not official sponsors of the Olympic Games cannot use 
social media as a platform by which to promote or thank their personal sponsors during the so-called blackout 
period. According to the IOC (n.d.), the purpose of this rule is to prevent over-commercialization of the Olympic 
Games, to keep the Games’ focus on athletes’ performances, and to preserve the IOC’s funding sources, of which a 
large portion is made up of sponsorship revenues.  
 
Prior to the most recent 2016 Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, the IOC announced a relaxed version of 
Rule 40, which allowed athletes to make social media posts about non-official Olympic sponsors as long as they did 
not make any references to the Olympics in those posts (Chavez, 2016). At the Rio Olympics, the media were quick 
to report on some athletes who found subtle ways around Rule 40. For example, U.S. track and field athlete Emma 
Coburn won a bronze medal in the 3,000-meter steeplechase, and immediately removed her New Balance shoes, tied 
the laces together, and draped them around her neck so that the brand’s logo was visible in all photos and video 
footage of her post-race celebration (Allen, 2016). This move garnered national and international media attention for 
both Coburn and her personal sponsor. 
 
Within the sport management and marketing literature, research on Rule 40 is scant. Chanavat and Desbordes 
(2014) examined the rule under the lens of ambush marketing following the 2012 London Olympics, and concluded 
that despite existing ambush marketing laws, brands increasingly used this type of marketing during the London 
Games. Similarly, Ormond (2014) stated, “Instead of Rule 40 effectively preventing ambush marketing, these efforts 
have led to creative attempts by non-official sponsors to ensure their presence at the Games” (p. 185). Ormond 
(2014) also recommended that the IOC revise Rule 40 to allow athletes to be more expressive during the Games. 
Under the current policy, some athletes do not feel comfortable using social media during the Games due to fear of 
inadvertently violating the rule and being punished for it. If athletes were given more freedom to use social media 
during the Olympics without fear of repercussions, Ormond (2014) argued that they would draw more attention to 
and generate more public interest in both themselves and the Olympic Games. 
 
Finlay (2016) examined the topic of athlete social media use during the Olympic Games from a nationalistic 
perspective, arguing that athletes’ voices are often constrained by their perceived obligations to their country during 
the Olympics. Using three case studies from the London 2012 and Sochi 2014 Olympics, Finlay (2016) concluded 
that social media provides a platform by which athletes’ voices can be heard, but “athletes are increasingly reticent to 
exercise their social media-enabled autonomy” (p. 17) due to restrictions from the IOC as well as their own nations.  
 
Similar to Finlay’s assertion that social media can serve as a valuable platform for athletes, Grady and McKelvey 
(2015) explained that social media also allows athletes to build their own brands, and that the relaxed Rule 40 
offered athletes greater commercial opportunities. Despite these opportunities, Grady (2016) noted that it was 
unclear whether lesser-known athletes would benefit from the rule change, as their primary concern might be 
gaining more personal sponsorships rather than promoting existing ones. 
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While previous research on Rule 40 provided recommendations regarding the rule, pointed out its restrictiveness, 
and identified opportunities the relaxed rule provides athletes, to date no known studies have actually examined 
content posted by athletes before, during, and after the Rule 40 blackout period. An examination of athletes’ content 
would contribute to a greater understanding of how Olympic athletes used social media during these time periods. 
Therefore, the purpose of this study is to examine U.S. Olympic athletes’ social media posts before, during, and after 
the blackout period from the 2016 Rio Olympic Games. The findings will assist sport marketers in better 
understanding any strategies used by athletes in Rio to highlight their own sponsors. Examining their content before 
and after the blackout period will also be useful in understanding how athletes’ content changed, if at all, during the 
blackout period. This information can assist athletes in future Olympic Games to understand how they can best 
utilize social media effectively during the Games, while still following the IOC and USOC’s rules relating to sponsor 
content. Additionally, it offers insights to sport organizations such as national governing bodies of sport (e.g., USA 
Swimming, USA Track & Field), which often provide social media training to athletes prior to the Olympic Games. 
 
This study will utilize a content analysis method to examine the Instagram posts made by U.S. Olympians one week 
prior to the blackout period, during the blackout period, and one week after the blackout period from the 2016 Rio 
Olympics. This represents a six-week time period from which data will be collected. Instagram was chosen as the 
social media platform for analysis due to its blend of visual content (photographs and videos) with written content 
(captions for photos or videos). It is thought that the use of visual content provides athletes with a greater platform 
by which to showcase their personal sponsors, as it does not require athletes to list sponsors by name, as is the case 
with solely written content. The previous example of steeplechase athlete Emma Coburn draping her New Balance 
shoes around her neck for photo opportunities illustrates this point. A codebook for quantitatively analyzing 
Instagram photos was developed based on the codebooks of Geurin-Eagleman and Burch (2016) and Smith and 
Sanderson (2015), which both used content analysis to study athletes’ self-presentation on Instagram. Additionally, 
the captions of each photo will be qualitatively analyzed. The sample for this study includes 100 randomly selected 
U.S. Olympians with verified official Instagram accounts. The sample includes equal gender distribution. 
 
At the time of this submission the research is still underway, therefore no results are available to include within this 
abstract. The research will be completed prior to the 2017 SMA Conference, however, and results and implications 
for both sport marketing academics and practitioners will be presented should this abstract be accepted for the 
conference.  
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