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The use of celebrity endorsements is a popular marketing strategy. One single company, Nike, has committed to 
spending $475 million annually on endorsing athletes (Sokolovska, 2016). Twenty percent of all advertisements in 
the United States feature a celebrity endorsement with 60% of those ads in partnership with celebrity athletes 
(Carlson & Donovan, 2008), but the endorsement industry may be heading towards turbulent times. 

There are problems associated with the use of a celebrity endorser. Authenticity has been scrutinized by big brands 
such as Unilever CMO Keith Weed (Greiwe, 2018). Greiwe (2018) notes that a celebrity’s follower count is not 
important if those followers are not inspired to act. However, superstar athlete endorsers are still commanding 
exorbitant payments totaling as much as $750,000 for a single social media post from Cristiano Ronaldo (Kenmare, 
2018). 

Authenticity is important to consumers and it has historically played a role in advertising strategy. Authenticity is key 
to connecting with audiences and in turn providing for successful business endeavors (Buchanan, 2018). This 
construct can be assessed by a consumer in various ways including authenticity of the message and authenticity of 
the messenger. Social media provides a third opportunity to assess authenticity through post engagement. A post 
with very low engagement in the form of likes, comments, and sharing is typically deemed inauthentic while a post 
with heavy engagement may be viewed as authentic (Gilpin, Palazzolo, & Brody, 2010). 

The authenticity of celebrity athletes has not been studied and this is important as more brands are turning to social 
media as the medium of choice when leveraging their endorsement relationships. Additionally, there are many 
athletes that will create and endorse their own products, but the research on authenticity in this context is limited. 
Therefore, the purpose of this study is to determine how the perceived authenticity of celebrity athletes’ social media 
posts influences purchase intentions towards a brand. This study aims to develop a deeper understanding of the 
celebrity athlete’s brand as it relates to authenticity when engaged in a commercial partnership utilizing social media. 
The following hypotheses were developed to test the role of authenticity in this context: 

H1: Consumers will be more likely to purchase a product in response to a celebrity athlete post perceived as 
authentic compared to inauthentic 

H2: Consumer engagement with celebrity athlete social media posts will moderate the relationship between 
perceived authenticity and purchase intention 

H3: Consumers who perceive stronger levels of fit between a brand and its celebrity athlete endorser will be more 
likely to purchase a product. 

We are currently in the data collection process for this study.  An experimental design will be used to test these 
hypotheses. We will execute three studies to empirically examine authenticity of a celebrity athlete’s social media 
post promoting specific brands. The first study will test the baseline effect a celebrity athlete social media post has 
on consumers’ perceptions of authenticity (H1). The second study extends the baseline findings of the first study by 
assessing the impact of engagement through manipulation of likes and retweets within a post (H2). Study 3 further 
extends the baseline findings of study 1 by manipulating the promoted product to a stronger perceived fit to the 
celebrity athlete (H3). 

Participants, limited to sports fans who live in the United States and use Twitter, will be recruited from Amazon’s 
Mechanical Turk for all three studies. Participants for each of the three studies will be randomly assigned to different 
groups that will be exposed to promoted tweets by celebrity athletes.  Authenticity, level of engagement, and 
brand/endorser fit will be manipulated within these studies.  
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Participants will then be asked about their feelings towards the brand (Spears & Singh, 2004), authenticity of the 
celebrity-athlete (Ilicic & Webster, 2016), attachment to the celebrity athlete (Thompson, 2006), purchase intentions 
(Spears & Singh, 2004), and perceptions of authenticity of the message (Cornelis & Peter, 2017). All attitudes and 
intentions will be measured through multi-item, 7-point Likert type instruments. 

The findings for these three studies will advance our knowledge of the role endorser authenticity plays in consumer 
behavior within the context of social media marketing.  The presentation will offer implications for both the 
manager of the celebrity athlete’s brand as well as the manager of the promoted product. Managers of the celebrity 
brand as well as the product brand managers will find value in the research as they will be better equipped to 
facilitate their endorsement promotions related to sponsored posts. The celebrity athlete will be encouraged to 
develop a tone and text that is true to his or her self in order to maintain or improve endorsement value.  The 
promoted product brand will be able to require or simply justify the need for the celebrity athlete to be authentic 
when promoting social posts. 

Questions have yet to be answered regarding the role of authenticity in today’s digital age. What role does an athlete 
endorser’s authenticity and the authenticity of their message play on consumer’s attitudes and behaviors toward a 
promoted product? Does the level of social media engagement on a promoted post mitigate the role of authenticity? 
What is the effect if an athlete is endorsing a product with a better perceived fit? Answering these questions will 
advance our knowledge on the role of authenticity in endorsement strategy. 
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