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Charitable activities made by sport organizations (e.g., NFL, NBA, MLB, and teams) are not new practices (Babiak 
& Trendafilova, 2011). In addition, these types of philanthropic engagement have emerged at the individual athlete 
level. For instance, a PGA player Jordan Spieth has run his foundation to support special needs youth and military. 
Moreover, Serena Williams, WTA tennis player, has leveraged her brand to engage in pro-social work. Although the 
fundamental purpose of these efforts is to make societal contributions to make a better world, the previous 
organization research has found that those engaging in pro-social acts can also expect insurance impacts from the 
unexpected negative publicity. For instance, scholars have found significant buffering impacts of philanthropic 
efforts at the organizational level on mitigating negative responses from the public when organizations are centered 
into unexpected negative publicity (Godfrey, 2005; Porter & Kramer, 2006). However, the insurance impacts of 
good deeds have not been empirically explored at the individual athlete level. Thus, several questions remain 
unanswered such as (1) does this philanthropic engagement protect the image of the troubled athlete? (2) if so, what 
kind of boundary conditions can moderate the magnitude of the buffering impacts? To answer those questions, this 
study presents an experiment incorporating two domain-specific boundary conditions such as (1) commitment level 
of an athlete to a charitable act (own a foundation vs. simple philanthropic support/contribution) and (2) fit 
between an athlete and a cause (high vs. low).  
 
Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development 
 
Literature has suggested that, when celebrity athletes engage in scandals, their misbehavior can cause adverse 
impacts on consumer perception of the wrongdoers (e.g., Till and Shimp, 1998; Lohneiss & Hill, 2014). However, as 
mentioned earlier, corporate prosocial acts have been known to protect organizations against unforeseen negative 
publicity (e.g., Godfrey, 2005; Porter & Kramer, 2006). In light of this, we predict that a celebrity athlete with a 
positive reputation formed by charitable behavior will be protected by his/her previous good deeds against negative 
impacts of transgression. Thus, we propose a hypothesis as below. 
 
H1. Philanthropic activity by celebrity athletes will buffer consumer perceptions against negative impacts of 
transgressions. 
 
We also consider commitment level of athlete to a charitable act as a domain-specific variable. Barone and others 
(2000) suggested that a simple commitment is not enough to obtain consumer support. That means the more an 
athlete is involved, the more consumers will support the athlete. Thus, we predict as below. 
 
H2: Deeper commitment to philanthropy will generate better-buffering impact for athletes than shallow 
commitment.  
 
Although researchers have found that fit can positively affect various consumer perceptions (e.g., Cornwell et al., 
2005), a recent body of studies has also warned about risks (such as consumer skepticism) that can be caused by 
high fit (e.g., Aksak et al., 2016). This work has found that consumers experience skepticism when a negative 
reputation is combined with high-fit CSR information. Thus, we hypothesize as below. 
 
H3. Greater fit between a troubled athlete and a cause will have more negative impacts on consumer attitude toward 
the athlete compared to lower fit between troubled athlete and cause.  



2018 Sport Marketing Association Conference (SMA XVI) 

Dallas, TX October 24-26, 2018 

  

 

Methods 
 
An experiment with a 3 (commitment level: own/simple support/control) x 2 (athlete-cause fit: high/low) between-
subjects design was conducted. A doping was identified from a pretest (n = 62) as a transgression most commonly 
associated with an athlete in real-life. Moreover, another pretest (n = 52) identified two different causes: (1) 
children’s health-related cause as the high-fit cause and (2) animal rights as the low-fit cause. An online survey 
program (i.e., Qualtrics.com) was utilized to develop the survey for the main study. A total of 285 respondents were 
recruited from an online penal service (i.e., mturk.com). After consenting, the participants were randomly assigned 
to one of five conditions (low commitment – low fit; low commitment – high fit; high commitment – low fit; high 
commitment – high fit; without pro-social activity) and then read a scenario containing a fictitious athlete’s 
outstanding career, the athlete’s charitable behavior, and transgression information that were created based on 
pretests. The participants then completed a survey measuring attitude toward a troubled athlete (3 items from 
MacKenzie & Lutz, 1989; included in all conditions; α = .87), attitude toward the charitable organization (3 items 
from Webb, Green, & Brashear, 2000; not included in the without-prosocial-activity condition; α = .79), personal 
involvement with the given cause (4 items from Mittal, 1995; not included in without-prosocial-activity condition; α 
= .93), and manipulation checking items (i.e., perceived commitment level of the athlete with the cause; perceived 
global fit between the athlete and the cause).  
 
Results and Discussions 
 
The results from a series of independent-samples t-test and ANCOVA controlling personal involvement level with a 
cause as a covariate confirmed our prediction. The results showed that athlete philanthropy prior to a transgression 
can actually mitigate consumers’ negative responses to the athlete (t(283) = 2.45, p < .05; H1 supported). Moreover, 
the results also confirmed that the deeper commitment to a charitable foundation can offer better protection against 
adverse impacts from the scandal than the simple support (F(1, 222) = 5.24, p < .05; H2 supported) while the 
personal involvement with the cause had no significant impact as a covariate (p = .133). Lastly, the present study 
uncovered the negative impacts of athlete-cause fit in a situation where the athlete is engaged in immoral behavior 
(F(1, 222) = 6.97, p < .01; H3 supported) with a significant impact of the covariate (p < .05). 
 
The present study further extends the literature on the insurance impacts of pro-social acts at the organizational 
level by empirically testing the impacts at the individual athlete level. Moreover, this study also contributes to the 
athlete transgression literature by showing how athletes’ pre-scandal behaviors can affect sport consumers’ post-
scandal responses. The current study also empirically tested the modulating impacts of athlete commitment level and 
perceived fit between an athlete and a cause as boundary conditions of the insurance impacts of charitable activities 
prior to a transgression. Managerial implications will be further discussed during the presentation.  
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