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Celebrity endorsers (e.g., celebrity athletes) increase the attention drawn to brands, thereby improving 
consumers’ brand awareness, brand attitudes, and intentions to purchase the brand (McCormick, 2016). 
Additionally, consumers’ brand attitudes, intentions to purchase the brand, and attitudes toward advertisements are 
positively affected by high endorser-brand congruence (Koernig and Boyd (2009). The term “congruence” 
represents the similarity between a brand and other body, such as product categories, other brands, or individuals 
(Till & Busler, 2000). 

 
While Koernig and Boyd (2009) found several benefits of endorser (i.e., athlete)-brand congruence, 

subsequent findings were inconsistent (Lee & Thorson, 2008; Törn, 2012). For example, Fleck and Maille (2010) 
revealed that incongruence between an endorser and the endorsed brand affected positive attitudes toward the 
advertisement and the brand. Based on these conflicting conclusions, the theoretical mechanism of endorser-brand 
congruence does not seem to explain all facets of successful celebrity endorsement effects. Misra and Beatty (1990) 
argued endorser-brand congruence should reflect the innate and distinctive characteristics (e.g., authenticity) of the 
endorsers and the core meaning of the brand. This is because the characteristics of endorsers play a critical role in 
persuasive communication (Moulard, Garrity, & Rice, 2015). Thus, consumers are more likely to pursue meaningful 
associations with celebrity (e.g., athlete) endorsers and recognize them as authentic when the endorsers have built 
their own public image (Tolson, 2001).  

 
The concept of authenticity was first applied to the celebrity literature (Moulard et al., 2015). Individuals are 

considered to be authentic if they are assumed having sincere responsibility for their behaviors (Heidegger, 1962). In 
other words, those who are seen as participating in endorsements for personal financial gain are more likely to be 
considered inauthentic (Fine, 2003). Given that Koernig and Boyd (2009) found positive effects among “athlete” but 
the other studies show opposite effects based on “celebrities”, the current study could further demonstrate the 
effects of the authenticity since actors are trained to pretend and athletes are not. Therefore, this study examines the 
interaction effects between two independent variables: endorser-brand congruence and endorser authenticity.  

 
 The current study further examines four outcome variables including brand authenticity, self-brand 
connection, attitude toward the brand, and purchase intention based on the Meaning Transfer Model (MTM). The 
MTM (McCracken, 1989) represents symbolic meanings associated with an endorser that can be transferred to the 
endorsed brand, and subsequently to consumers as they decide whether to purchase the brand. Based on this logic, a 
celebrity athlete’s perceived authenticity will be transferred to the endorsed brands via celebrity endorsements, which 
would result in positive consumer responses.  
 

The first outcome variable is brand authenticity. As authenticity provides a brand with a unique brand 
identity (Beverland, 2005) and forms a strong association (Keller, 1993), it is a pivotal concept to build and maintain 
a successful brand, especially in the highly competitive marketplace such as the sport industry. The second outcome 
variable is the self-brand connection, which presents the formation of strong connections between a brand and a 
consumer (Escalas, 2004). Given that consumers are more likely to construct their self-concept by using symbolic 
properties of celebrity endorsers, they create strong self-brand connections with brands endorsed by authentic 
celebrities (Escalas & Bettman, 2003). Finally, attitude toward the brand and purchase intention are included as the 
third and fourth outcome variables, respectively. 
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Method 
This study will use a 2 x 2 between subject design to assess the proposed hypotheses based upon different 

combinations between endorser-brand congruence and endorser authenticity. Four stimulus materials will be created 
based on results through pre-test phases. Eight hundred U.S. residents will be recruited via an online data-collection 
service (i.e., Mturk) to serve as study participants. The participants will be assigned to one of the four questionnaires 
(i.e., 200 participants per group). A preliminary analysis will be performed to ensure appropriate manipulations for 
use in the main study. Using a 7-point semantic differential scale, participants will assess the level of endorser-brand 
congruence with Kamins and Gupta’s scale (1994). Using Moulard et al.’s scale (2015), endorser authenticity will be 
measured.  

 
In the main test, collected data will be analyzed to ensure whether the operationalized manipulations are 

appropriately applied to the four experimental conditions using one-way ANOVA. Brand authenticity will be 
measured from Bruhn, Schoenmüller, Schäfer, and Heinrich (2012); Self-brand connection will be measured from 
Escalas and Bettman (2003); and scales of MacKenzie and Lutz (1989) and Putrevu and Lord (1994) will 
operationalize to measure the attitude toward the brand and purchase intention, respectively. Then, the four 
outcome variables will be entered into a multivariate analysis of variance. 

 
Expected Results  
 This study will demonstrate the theoretical mechanism of the MTM by empirically examining relationships 
between the interaction effects and the outcome variables. Based on this logic, an endorser’s perceived authenticity 
will be directly transferred to the endorsed brands that will lead to positive consumer responses. Therefore, we 
expect the effect of the endorser-brand congruence on the four outcome variables to be statistically significant under 
the high endorser authenticity condition relative to its low condition. Moreover, the results could demonstrate that 
consumer evaluations to the four outcome variables will be maximized when the endorser-brand congruence 
interacts with the endorser authenticity compared to separately examined effects. 
 
Discussion/Contribution 
 The current study will contribute to the literature in the endorsement context. First, this study will help 
practitioners and scholars better understand how to maximize endorsement effects. In particular, practitioners and 
scholars will understand whether it is easier to transfer the effect of endorser-brand congruence to the endorsed 
brand when the endorser is perceived as authentic. Second, marketing practitioners and scholars could benefit from 
utilizing authentic athlete endorsers as effective tools as missionaries by facilitating the emotional connections between 
the endorsed brand and consumers (e.g., self-brand connection). Third, as modern-day consumers are more likely to 
look for authentic experiences in their consumption behaviors, which are predicated on authenticity, the results of 
this study will provide marketing practitioners with critical insights into how to best develop and manage their 
endorsers as authentic brands. 
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