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In today’s politically polarized society, there are varying opinions on whether athletes should use their platforms to 
speak out against social injustice. While some believe athletes should just “shut up and dribble,” others understand 
that sports are a microcosm of society and have never been wholly separated from politics. In one recent, infamous 
example of athlete activism, Colin Kaepernick chose to kneel during the national anthem to protest police brutality 
and inequality against racial minorities in America. There have been different reactions to Kaepernick’s activism 
efforts. The actions of an athlete, activism-related or otherwise, have the potential to impact the attitudes of 
consumers toward an endorser. How one views the actions of an endorser can impact how one views the product 
being endorsed. Thus, it is imperative to examine the relationship between controversy surrounding an endorser and 
attitude toward the product being endorsed. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to investigate the impact a 
controversial situation surrounding an endorser has on brand image and purchase intentions of the endorsed 
product. 
 

Review of Literature and Hypotheses 
Athletes as Brand Endorsers  
The goal of organizations in using a celebrity or athlete endorser is to build, strengthen, or alter their brand image 
(Gwinner & Eaton, 1999; Seno & Lukas, 2007). Seno and Lukas (2007) suggested the athlete endorsement process 
has the potential to activate an associative link that leads to a transfer of information from the athlete to the brand. 
Thus, if a consumer has a favorable attitude toward the endorser, the favorable attitude can transfer to the 
brand.  Conversely, Murray and Price (2012) found when athlete endorsers were involved in transgressions, purchase 
intentions decreased. The present study aimed to examine the impact of the controversial information surrounding 
Kaepernick in his activism efforts and how the use of him as an endorser of Nike products impacted brand image 
and purchase intentions. Based on the aforementioned literature, the following hypotheses were formed.  
 
H1: Controversial information surrounding Colin Kaepernick will decrease the brand image of Nike.  
 
H2: Controversial information surrounding Colin Kaepernick will decrease consumers’ purchase intentions of Nike 
products. 
 
Levels-of-Processing Theory  
In an effort to understand the reactions of consumers to controversial information surrounding an athlete endorser, 
Craik and Lockhart’s (1972) levels-of-processing (LoP) theory can be utilized. LoP theory suggests consumers’ 
responses can vary due to different mental operations that result from varied amount of cognitive activity and the 
meaningfulness people give to a particular stimulus. Understanding how one processes controversial information 
about an athlete endorser is important for organizations that utilize these endorsers in the branding of their 
products. LoP theory offers two levels of information processing in memory: shallow, or short-term memory, and 
deep, or long-term memory. Information processed concerning sensory surface qualities is likely to be found in 
lower levels of memory and stored in short-term memory. Information processed from an abstract or symbolic 
standpoint, on the other hand, is likely found in deeper levels and stored in long-term memory. Examining the LoP 
of consumers on a somewhat controversial topic is important as researchers have suggested emotional reactions, or 
attitudes, serve as intervening factors in the relationship between cognition and actual behavior (Ko, Cho, & 
Roberts, 2005). Attitude toward an advertisement can be used to predict the attitude toward the brand (Lee, Byon, 
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Ammon, & Park, 2016). In using the LoP theory to examine the impact of Kaepernick’s advertising on the brand 
image of Nike and purchase intentions of consumers, the following hypotheses were formed:  
 
H3: A hierarchical order for processing controversial information surrounding Colin Kaepernick will exist with the 
deepest level having the greatest effect on brand image.  
 
H4: A hierarchical order for processing controversial information surrounding Colin Kaepernick will exist with the 
deepest level having the greatest effect on purchase intentions.  
 

Method 
 
Participants were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (M-Turk). The instrument was administered via 
Qualtrics and began with questions to address the brand image of Nike and participants’ past purchase behavior of 
Nike products. The survey continued by asking participants to list three thoughts about Colin Kaepernick. 
Participants were next asked to address their familiarity with Kaepernick before responding to items on their attitude 
toward the Nike brand, as well as future purchase intentions of Nike products. Finally, the instrument concluded 
with Mehrabian’s (1996) conservatism/liberalism index and other demographic items. 307 useable responses were 
deemed suitable for analysis. 
 
A correlation analysis revealed a significant positive relationship between LoP and brand image (r = .136, n = 307, p 
= .017) and between LoP and purchase intentions (r = .142, n = 307, p = .012). These results demonstrate that the 
earlier respondents acknowledged the controversy around Colin Kaepernick, which represented deeper levels of 
memory, the more positive brand image and purchase intent became for them.  
 
Manipulation checks were conducted on familiarity, gender, and age for those who did and did not acknowledge the 
controversy surrounding Kaepernick, as well as those who processed the controversy as different levels of 
processing. The manipulation checks did not reveal any significant differences regarding acknowledgment or 
processing of the controversy in relation to key demographic variables. The results suggest Kaepernick's 
endorsement created a decrease in both brand image and purchase intention of Nike's products. Overwhelmingly, 
the simple fact of Kaepernick's endorsement led to these decreases. Acknowledgement of the controversy was a 
significant predictor of changes to brand image, but was not a significant predictor of changes to purchase intent. 
LoP was not a significant predictor of changes to brand image or purchase intent. The interaction between 
Kaepernick as an endorser and a respondent's political stance had a significant effect on the way they viewed brand 
image and purchase intent. The interaction between Kaepernick as an endorser and respondent's familiarity with 
Kaepernick was significant for explaining brand image responses, but not purchase intent responses.  Specific 
results, including practical and theoretical implications, will be discussed at the conference if accepted for 
presentation.  
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