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Professional athletes attract an ever-increasing attention from their fans as well as substantial interest from the 
general public. The public’s interest in sport provides athletes with a prominent position in society and allows them 
to add to their earnings through endorsements and sponsorships (Doyle, Pentecost, & Funk, 2014; Fink, Parker, 
Cunningham, & Cuneen, 2010). However, if athletes are to maximize such opportunities, they need to manage and 
build their brands strategically (Arai, Ko, & Ross, 2014). 
 
One key area of opportunity for athletes to build their brands today is through the use of social media platforms. 
Social media enable athletes to instantaneously share content with large volumes of fans in a personal manner. 
Additionally, athletes’ social platforms have become a popular promotional channel for brands to use to promote 
their products and services, often at substantial prices. For example, Opendorse valued a single Tweet by LeBron 
James (due to his number of followers and projected “media value”) at nearly $140,000 (Rovell, 2015). Research 
indicates that a brand’s presence on social media can lead to more exposure, facilitate a stronger connection with 
consumers, and lead to a greater commitment to the brand (Vires, Gensler, & Leeflang, 2012). Such research has 
begun to examine how athletes can strategically use Twitter and Facebook for branding purposes, but opportunities 
remain to examine the use of newer platforms. Thus, in this research we focus on examining how athletes use the 
image-based social platform Instagram to market and brand themselves.  
 
As “Image advertising promotes the general perception of a product or service rather than its function or purpose” 
(Kaser, 2013, p.276), athletes can use Instagram as an image-based branding tool. Arai et al.’s (2014) research argued 
that an athlete’s brand image consists of three categories, and provides the conceptual framework for our study. The 
first category is athletic performance and the four subcategories include expertise, rivalry, competition, and 
sportsmanship. The second category discussed is attractive appearance. The pillars of attractive appearance 
encompass an athlete’s physical attractiveness, body fitness, and symbols to the general public. The third category is 
marketable lifestyle. An athlete with an appealing lifestyle and has a strong relationship with his/her fans is 
considered to be a role model and is more marketable than other athletes. However, it has yet to be determined how 
athletes promote themselves and which categories drives consumers’ engagement. Thus, we examine the following 
research questions: 
 
RQ1: How do athletes use images representing athletic performance, attractive appearance, and marketable lifestyle 
characteristics on Instagram?  
 
RQ2: How do images representing athletic performance, attractive appearance, and marketable lifestyle 
characteristics contribute to an athlete’s brand development and their consumer engagement on Instagram? 
 
This study focuses on athletes from Major League Soccer (MLS), because MLS players need to build their personal 
brand to attract sponsors if they want to make a comfortable salary. We analyzed 2062 photos from 289 different 
MLS players over the course of four weeks. Pictures were examined by two independent coders. Qualitative coding 
of pictures was based on the three categories in Arai et al.’s (2013) framework. Additionally, we coded the following 
control variables: picture quality, tagged team-mates, use of hashtags, picture descriptions, number of likes, number 
of comments, and number of followers.  
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Of the 2062 pictures, 12% were coded as athletic performance, 18% as appearance, 48% as lifestyle, and 22% did 
not fit any category. Performance had an average engagement rate of 8.8% with a minimum of 1.3% and a 
maximum of 38.3% for likes per follower, and an average engagement rate of .2% with a minimum of 0% and a 
maximum of 3.2% for comments per follower. Appearance had an average engagement rate of 8.8% with a 
minimum of 1.3% and a maximum of 38.3% for likes per follower, and an average engagement rate of .2% with a 
minimum of 0% and a maximum of 3.3% for comments per follower. Lifestyle had an average engagement rate of 
7.1% with a minimum of .1% and a maximum of 61.2% for likes per follower, and an average engagement rate of 
.2% with a minimum of 0% and a maximum of 6.3% for comments per follower. 
 
Regression analyses revealed a significant effect (R2 = .034) of the examined variables on fan engagement (i.e., likes 
per follower and comments per follower). Of the three categories, only athletic performance had a significant 
positive effect on fan engagement (b = .10, p < .001). Of the control variables, only tagging team-mates has a 
significant positive effect on fan engagement (b = .08, p = .001), whereas the use of hashtags had a significant 
negative effect on fan engagement (b = -.13, p < .001).  
 
The results of this research indicate that athletes are currently using Instagram mainly to share content related to 
promoting their lifestyle and neglect to promote their performance and appearance characteristics. Such findings 
suggest that the sample adopted an ad-hoc approach to using Instagram and do not follow the strategic approach 
suggested by Arai et al. (2013). From a brand building perspective, this is an oversight, as performance-related 
content generated significantly higher fan engagement than the other two categories. Given that athletic 
performance represents the core product of the athlete, this finding is not surprising. Tagged team-mates in pictures 
also increased fan engagement, potentially as this action increased the points of attachment in the pictures (e.g., 
Trail, Robinson, Dick, & Gillentine, 2003). Tagging team mates may have also positioned them as socialization 
agents, allowing the poster’s images to access their network of fans. Interestingly, the use of hashtags had a negative 
effect on fan engagement. Given that hashtags are increasingly exploited for commercial use; fans may perceive that 
content is being ‘sold to them’ rather than being generated organically. Consequently, fans may have perceived this 
online relationship building process as less authentic, and therefore, less engaging.  
 
Implications for athletes follow from this study. It is recommended that athletes adopt a strategic approach to their 
brand development efforts via Instagram. This approach should focus on posting a higher percentage of content 
that is performance-related and resolve to integrate team-mates in this content wherever possible. Athletes who 
want to leverage the benefits of hashtags, which help users to discover content related to their interests, should post 
these hashtags as a comment on their own content instead of the description of the picture. Overall, adopting a 
strategic approach to Instagram branding will help athletes to solicit engagement that is attractive to sponsors, and 
will assist them to monetize their brands. 
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