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Abstract
In 2016, several prominent athletes kneeled or sat during the national anthem of their games to protest 
social injustice in America. For their activism, these athletes inconsistently experienced both positive and 
negative consequences from their sponsors and fans. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to investigate 
this phenomenon more closely by examining the effect of activism type and activism effort on a sponsor’s 
brand image and purchase intention of a product the athlete endorses, when controlling for brand famil-
iarity. Participants (N = 384) were randomly assigned into groups in a 2 (activism type: safe, risky) x 2 
(activism effort: low, high) experimental study. Results indicated brand image and purchase intention were 
negatively impacted by risky activism compared to safe activism, but activism effort had no effect on the 
two variables. Further implications and future research are expanded upon in the discussion.
Keywords: athlete activism, brand image, purchase intention, activism type, activism effort

On August 26, 2016, San Francisco 49ers quarterback 
Colin Kaepernick sat on the bench during the United 
States national anthem of a National Football League 
(NFL) preseason game (Clayton, 2016). After the game, 
Kaepernick spoke to the media proclaiming he refused 
to “stand up to show pride in a flag for a country that 
oppresses Black people and people of color” (Clayton, 
2016, para. 3). Despite rhetoric claiming Kaepernick 
was anti-patriotic, Kaepernick reiterated his desire 
to sit stemmed from the racial injustices in America. 
Since the preseason, no less than 13 NFL players joined 
Kaepernick in protesting Black oppression during 
the U.S. national anthem (Breech, 2016). Brandon 
Marshall, linebacker for the Denver Broncos, joined 
Kaepernick in his protests by kneeling during the 
national anthem of the first NFL regular season game 
(Villanueva, 2016).

Both Kaepernick and Marshall experienced 
negative and positive consequences for engaging 
in racially sensitive activism. Kaepernick received 
immense backlash from NFL players (Schilken, 
2016), NFL executives (Robinson, 2016), Republican 
Presidential Candidate Donald Trump (Wilder, 
2016), and San Francisco fans, who burned his jersey 
(Pleasance, 2016). Marshall also received backlash 
for kneeling, but in the form of a financial loss. Air 
Academy Federal Credit Union and CenturyLink, 
two organizations that sponsored Marshall, ter-
minated their endorsement agreements with the 
linebacker (Garcia & Dotson, 2016). Despite the 
backlash, Kaepernick and Marshall received benefits 
due to their actions. On September 6, 2016, Kaeper-
nick led the NFL in jersey sales (Heitner, 2016). 
Additionally, Marshall signed an endorsement deal 
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with RushCard, owned by music mogul Russell Sim-
mons (Crabtree, 2016). The aforementioned negative 
and positive consequences indicate inconsistent results 
for athletes engaging in racial activism.

The consequences for Kaepernick and Marshall’s 
activism could stem from more than just the issue they 
are protesting. As noted, Kaepernick and Marshall 
received immense backlash for engaging in physical 
activism. Shortly before Kaepernick’s activism, Car-
melo Anthony posted to social media about the racial 
divide in America. He was celebrated for his activism 
as he called on prominent athletes to use their status 
for activism in support of Black lives (O’Donnell, 
2016). The two demonstrations were about the same 
social issue, but the activism engagement differed. 
Kaepernick endured a tremendous amount of criticism 
by sitting during the national anthem, making many 
in the nation uncomfortable with his actions, while 
Anthony received praise for a social media post on the 
same issue. The aforementioned cases indicate the way 
in which the message is delivered may have an impact 
on the consequences of the activism for the player and 
accompanying organizations.  

The stories from the athletes above highlight a need 
to examine athlete activism in more detail based on 
varying responses, whether positive or negative. The 
impact of athlete endorsement on sponsor brand 
image has been studied previously (Gwinner & Eaton, 
1999; Seno & Lukas, 2007). However, while scholars 
have examined the impact of the individual athlete 
brand on sport brand image (Cunningham & Regan, 
2012) and even looked at the role of athlete transgres-
sions (Lohneiss & Hill, 2014), the impact of athlete 
activism on sponsor brand image has escaped empir-
ical examination. Further, given what is known about 
the impact of an athlete endorser on a sponsor’s brand, 
understanding the potential negative consequences 
of Kaepernick and Marshall’s activism is important 
since it is unknown if this represents a unique event or 
a sign of events to come for athlete activists engaging 
in potentially risky forms of activism. Additionally, 
the effort an athlete gives towards his or her activism, 
whether kneeling during an anthem, posting to social 
media, or other actions, could be an important factor. 
As mentioned, Kaepernick and Anthony spoke on the 
same issue, but were treated differently by society. Per-
haps the content of the message is less important than 
the medium through which the message is delivered. 
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to investigate 
the effect activism effort and activism type had on 
a sponsor’s brand image and purchase intention of 
a product the athlete endorses, when controlling for 
brand familiarity. 

Literature Review

Athlete Activism
General activism is defined as “extra-ordinary, 
extra-usual practices which aim, collectively or 
individually, institutionally or informally, to cause 
social change” (Bayat, 2005, p. 893–894). Focusing on 
sport, Kaufman and Wolff (2010) interviewed athlete 
activists who use sport to promote progressive social 
change. Aygemang, Singer, and DeLorme (2010) 
coined political activism as “organized and collective 
forms of protest and conflict” (p. 420) in their study of 
Black college athletes’ perceptions of activism. Based 
on previous literature of general activism and sport lit-
erature focusing on athlete activists, the definition for 
athlete activism used for this study was an amateur or 
professional athlete’s practices that aim, collectively or 
individually, institutionally or informally, to promote 
progressive social change (Presley, Shreffler, Hancock, 
& Schmidt, 2016).

Kaufman and Wolff (2010) provided some of the first 
literature on athlete activism in their investigation of 
the links between activism and sport. After interview-
ing several athlete activists, the researchers identified 
four main dimensions sport fosters in athlete activists: 
social consciousness, meritocracy, responsible citi-
zenship, and interdependence. Athlete activists are 
socially conscious, meaning they have an awareness 
of the surrounding structural reality and an ability to 
positively impact the lives of others utilizing their plat-
form. Meritocracy is the belief that trying hard, doing 
good deeds, and being talented will lead to happiness 
and prosperity. Athletes see meritocracy every day in 
athletics, one of the only places meritocracy exists, and 
question why the construct cannot be applied outside 
sport. Athlete activists also believe they need to be 
responsible citizens. Responsible citizenship off the 
field is akin to good sportsmanship on the field, one of 
the first lessons in athletics. Finally, interdependence 
is the athletes’ recognition that they could not succeed 
without the help of others and their help may be 
needed to help others succeed. The athletes also noted 
engaging in sport shared many of the same character-
istics as working for social change. 

Despite the links between activism and athletics, 
negative perceptions for athlete activism surround 
athletes. Agyemang, Singer, & DeLorme (2010) noted 
Black athletes believed race and racism remain an 
issue in athletics. The athletes recognized the deeds 
from Muhammad Ali, John Carlos, and Tommy 
Smith, but were unwilling to engage in activism in to-
day’s society. The athletes were unwilling to engage in 
controversial forms of activism for perhaps a number 
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of different reasons. It is known that athletes engaging 
in activism risk backlash from the media, coaches, 
teammates, and their fans (Kaufman, 2008), as well 
as the financial backlash from a loss of a sponsor or 
team contract (Agyemang et al., 2010). In the case of 
Black athletes, specifically, the lack of activism from 
one of the most influential athletes of all time, Michael 
Jordan, may have discouraged recent athlete activism 
(Agyemang, 2011). 

Activism Type
In their investigation of activism risk, Cunningham 
and Regan (2012) noted financial backlash in the form 
of endorser fit might not be impacted by controversial 
forms of activism. Their study explored athlete activ-
ism’s effect on endorser fit between activism type of 
an athlete and a sport organization and sport product. 
The researchers investigated activism related to a con-
troversial issue (Anti-War) and well-received activism 
(Anti-Childhood Obesity) using experimental design 
with hypothetical scenarios. Their findings indicated 
no difference between the controversial activism and 
well-received activism on the trustworthiness of the 
athlete and endorser fit. The findings countered the 
perceptions current Black athletes have about the risks 
of engaging in activism by noting athletes engaging 
in potentially controversial forms of activism did not 
negatively impact consumer perceptions about the 
organization or product.

Activism Effort
Athletes utilize a large spectrum of effort levels for 
their activism (Sanderson, Frederick, & Stocz, 2016; 
Schmittel & Sanderson, 2015). Towards the high end 
of the effort of activism spectrum lie physical acts 
of protests or attempts for change, like Kaepernick’s 
demonstration. In 2014, five Black NFL players for the 
St. Louis Rams held their hands in up a “hands up, 
don’t shoot” pose during their pre-game introduc-
tions. Their protest symbolized the pose utilized by 
protestors in Ferguson, Missouri because of Michael 
Brown’s death. For their physical activism before the 
NFL game, the athletes were subjected to racial abuse 
(Sanderson et al., 2016). The St. Louis Rams organiza-
tion also received negative consequences as fans were 
organizing Facebook groups and hashtags to boycott 
the Rams organization. Clearly, the physical activism 
and message of the players combined to have a detri-
mental impact on the St. Louis Rams organization. 

On the low end of the activism effort spectrum is 
slacktivism, a type of activism NFL players engaged in 
during the Trayvon Martin case in 2014 (Schmittel & 
Sanderson, 2015). Slacktivism equates to lazy activism, 
such as posting on social media (Lim, 2013). This type 

of activism has garnered backlash as slacktivism can 
be seen as a token effort to enhance the perception of 
kindness and selflessness in the individual performing 
the slacktivism without sufficient cost or effort from 
the activist (Christensen, 2012; Kristofferson, White, & 
Peloza, 2014; Lim, 2013). Additionally, Lim (2013) not-
ed slacktivism could backfire if the message represents 
non mainstream or risky ideologies. 

Celebrity Endorsement
Extensive research has been conducted on celebrity 
endorsement (see Erdogan, 1999). Organizations use 
celebrity endorsements as a means to drive favorable 
attitudes towards products or events. For instance, 
Silvera and Austad (2004) noted positive attitudes 
towards endorsers and inferences towards endors-
ers predict attitude towards products. Simply put, 
the more favorable view of the endorser, the more 
favorable view of the product. Within sport, a large 
portion of this celebrity endorsement research has 
identified what qualities or characteristics lead to 
predicting effectiveness of celebrity endorsements 
(Cunningham & Bright, 2012; Cunningham & Re-
gan, 2012; Cunningham, Fink, & Kenix, 2007; Fink, 
Cunningham, & Kensicki, 2004; Kamins, 1990; Kim 
& Na, 2007; Lohneiss & Hill, 2014; Ohanian, 1990). 
Multiple characteristics that may impact effectiveness 
of a message include source attractiveness, match-up 
hypothesis (celebrity-product congruence), and source 
credibility (Kim & Na, 2007). Kamins (1990), through 
match-up hypothesis, proposed endorsers are more 
effective when there is a relationship between the 
product and the endorser. In addition, Ohanian (1990) 
argued expertise can impact purchase decision more 
than any other factor. Fink and colleagues (2004), in 
their empirical study, acknowledged expert knowledge 
might trump attractiveness, as they found in the case 
of an expert softball player and an attractive softball 
player promoting an event and future purchase 
intentions. Hence, one of the main factors in generat-
ing positive views (such as brand image and purchase 
intention) is the association between the product and 
the endorser. Additionally, the expert knowledge of the 
athlete towards the product can also generate positive 
views. Empirical studies have also shown athlete ce-
lebrity endorsement can be reliably tested with brand 
image (Lohneiss & Hill, 2014) and purchase intentions 
(Cunningham et al., 2007; Cunningham & Regan, 
2012; Fink et al., 2004).

Brand Image
Brand image is defined as the “perceptions about a 
brand as reflected by the brand associations held in 
consumer memory” (Keller, 1993, p. 3). According 
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to his framework, Keller posits brand image is deter-
mined by a set of linkages a consumer holds from his 
or her memory to a particular brand, otherwise known 
as brand associations. Specifically, these associations 
may comprise strong, favorable, and unique beliefs 
concerning the brand (Biehal & Sheinin, 2007). Fur-
ther, from a controllability standpoint, brand image is 
more malleable when compared to other uncontrolla-
ble elements, such as team performance and the results 
of sport contests (Bauer, Stokburger-Sauer, & Exler, 
2008). Bauer et al. (2008) contend that these associ-
ations should not be overlooked since they are not 
only capable of affecting consumer beliefs about the 
product, but they are also instrumental in influencing 
consumer behavior and engagement. Among elements 
that can impact the perception of an overall sport 
team brand image, athletes are consistently recognized 
as one of the strongest and most unique associations 
(Bauer et al., 2008; Gladden & Funk, 2001; Ross, 
James, & Vargas, 2006).

McCracken (1989) noted a celebrity endorsement, 
like one from a successful athlete, transfers its image 
onto a brand when the two are paired. Organizations 
utilize this transference of image with a celebrity to 
build, strengthen, or alter their brand image through 
sponsorship agreements (Gwinner & Eaton, 1999; 
Seno & Lukas, 2007). From the product’s perspective, 
Del Rio, Vázquez, and Iglesias (2001) noted a positive 
brand image, specifically for athletic shoes, led to a 
consumer’s willingness to pay a premium price for the 
brand, willingness to accept a brand extension, and 
willingness to recommend a brand. Additionally, a 
stronger brand image may help organizations increase 
their fans’ loyalty and consumption behaviors (Bauer 
et al., 2008). However, if consumers perceive the ath-
lete endorser in a negative light, brand image is likely 
negatively affected (Lohneiss & Hill, 2014). 

Purchase Intentions
While brand image investigates the perception of a 
brand, purchase behavior investigates the behavioral 
action of the participant. Spears and Singh (2004) 
defined purchase intentions as an “individual’s con-
scious plan to make an effort to purchase a brand” 
(p. 56). Purchase intention, while not necessarily a 
predictor of actual purchase behavior, is an expected 
indicator of an individual’s motivation to purchase 
the specific product/service (Dees, Bennett, & Ville-
gas, 2008). This is important for sport organizations 
as purchase intentions can be a useful indicator of 
future sales (Crompton, 2004). The belief stems from 
Ajzen’s (1985) Theory of Planned Behavior as purchase 
intention moderated the relationship between attitude 
and behavior. If consumers highly regard the endorser, 

the desire to purchase may increase in the consumer’s 
mind. Goldsmith, Lafferty, and Newell (2000) noted 
organizations can use high endorser credibility to 
build the purchase intent of their products. Negative 
information surrounding an athlete endorser, however, 
could hurt the purchase intention of an organization 
the athlete is endorsing (Lohneiss & Hill, 2014; Murray 
& Price, 2012). Therefore, measuring the purchase 
intention of an activist athlete has a profound impact 
on the organization because intention to purchase 
stems from favorable perceptions of products and ser-
vices, whereas a less favorable intent to purchase could 
decrease actual purchase behavior for an organization 
(Spears & Singh, 2004). 

Hypothesis Development
The current study’s aim was to investigate the impact 
of athlete activism type and effort on a sponsor’s brand 
image and purchase intention of a product, when 
controlling for brand familiarity. The researchers 
utilized an experimental design to satisfy the purpose 
of the study. Hypotheses were developed to test the 
experiment. These hypotheses were developed from 
past literature, with a focus on studies utilizing athlete 
activists. 

Negative perceptions of athlete endorsers can hurt 
the brand image of an organization and purchase 
intention of a product (Lohneiss & Hill, 2014). Howev-
er, Cunningham and Regan (2012) specifically studied 
an athlete’s engagement with risky and safe activism. 
They found no statistical difference between risky and 
safe activism on perceptions between the athlete and 
the organization the athlete was endorsing. Therefore, 
the following hypotheses were derived:

H1:	 There will be no statistical difference 
in perception between risky activism 
and safe activism on brand image of a 
sponsor, when controlling for brand 
familiarity. 

H2:	 There will be no statistical difference 
in perception between risky activism 
and safe activism on purchase 
intention of a sponsor’s product, when 
controlling for brand familiarity.

With a focus on activism effort, literature has shown 
backlash for athletes engaging in high effort (i.e., phys-
ical protests; Sanderson et al., 2016) and low effort (i.e., 
slacktivism; Lim, 2013). For this reason, the following 
hypotheses were also derived:

H3:	 There will be no statistical difference 
in perception between high effort 
activism and low effort activism 
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on brand image of a sponsor, when 
controlling for brand familiarity.

H4:	 There will be no statistical difference 
in perception between high effort 
activism and low effort activism on 
purchase intention of a sponsor’s 
product, when controlling for brand 
familiarity.

Method

Sample
Participants were recruited from Amazon’s Mechan-
ical Turk (M-Turk), an “online labor market where 
requesters post jobs and workers choose which jobs to 
do for pay” (Mason & Suri, 2012, p. 1). Despite M-Turk 
being relatively new for behavioral research, research-
ers have legitimized its use for psychology and other 
social sciences (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Goslin, 2011). 
Specifically, Buhrmester et al. (2011) noted M-Turk us-
ers were more demographically diverse than standard 
Internet and American college samples, and the data 
obtained was at least as reliable as data obtained via 
traditional methods. Additionally, M-Turk allows the 
researcher to only request “M-Turk Masters,” an elite 
group of workers who have demonstrated a proficient 
history of accuracy for M-Turk jobs. The researchers 
in this study enabled this selection in order to increase 
the validity of the sample. M-Turk Masters workers 
received $0.25–0.40 (U.S. Dollars) for participation in 
and completion of the survey. 

Initially, 384 individuals participated in the study. 
A total of 305 participants remained in the study after 
eliminating 43 surveys that were not completed and 36 
for failing to answer the captcha survey item correctly. 
The participants were mostly Caucasian/White (n = 
181), while others were Asian (n = 65), African Amer-
ican/Black (n = 30), Hispanic (n = 223), and Native 
Indian/Alaska Native (n = 6). The sample was also 
mostly male (n = 186) with an average age of 36.85 
years (SD = 10.40), ranging in age from 19 to 72.

Procedures
Before initiating the actual experiment, the researchers 
conducted two pilot focus groups. Responses from 
these groups helped to determine (a) what constitutes 
high and low effort activism, (b) what constitutes risky 
versus safe social issues for an athlete to engage in, and 
(c) a typical product and accompanying organization 
an athlete would endorse. The main study incorpo-
rated these findings. The focus groups derived from a 
convenience sample of college students from a large 
Southern metropolitan university. The students were 
part of a class focusing on issues and ethics in sport. 

This class was specifically selected as the students were 
aware of major societal trends in sport. The total focus 
group sample included three Black females, six Black 
males, two White females, and three White males. 
The students’ class ranged from freshmen to juniors, 
with a mean age of 20.07 (SD = 0.62). The groups were 
separated into two representative groups of seven 
to allow for more opinions from the participants 
(Creswell, 2014). The pilot focus groups lasted roughly 
20 minutes each and were recorded for playback. The 
researchers came together to interpret the results of 
the focus groups. Based on the frequency of the focus 
group responses, the following were included in the 
main study: (a) high effort level of activism—creating 
an organization, (b) low effort level of activism—post-
ing on social media, (c) risky social issue for an athlete 
to engage in—racial equality, (d) safe social issue for an 
athlete to engage in—anti-childhood obesity, and (e) an 
athlete product endorsement—a Nike athletic shoe.

After the data from the focus groups were collected 
and incorporated into the final survey instrument 
(Appendix A), the instrument was uploaded to Am-
azon M-Turk. From September 27, 2016 to November 
17, 2016, respondents took part in the study. Once the 
participants completed the study, they were given an 
alpha-numeric code to enter so the researchers would 
know the individual completed the survey and could 
eliminate any response without the proper code. The 
main survey instrument consisted of three sections: 
introduction and covariate response, experimental 
manipulation, and final measures. Participants re-
ceived a letter informing them of the study’s purpose, 
benefits, risks, Internal Review Board approval evi-
dence, contact information for the investigators, and 
consent to participate in the study. After reading and 
agreeing to the consent form, participants were asked 
about their brand familiarity for the organization, 
Nike. Brand familiarity was used as the covariate for 
the final analysis.

After the initial page, the participants moved onto 
the next page and were greeted by the following 
introductory paragraph: 

In attempting to strengthen the brand image of its 
high performance athletic shoe, Nike is seeking to 
add a new spokesperson. To do so, it has gathered 
information on a nationally recognized track and 
field athlete. This includes his accomplishments, 
personal information, and the community en-
gagement in which the athlete is involved. Please 
review the material provided on the following 
pages and, after doing so, provide your assessment 
of your attitudes towards Nike. (Appendix A)
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Information on the athlete was given on the same 
page, including a fictitious athlete’s name (Charles 
Smith), sport (Track and Field), event (800m distance), 
and accomplishments (1st place: 2016 NCAA Outdoor 
800m, 3rd place: 2016 USA Outdoor Championships, 
5th place: 2015 World Outdoor Championships, and 
three time NCAA All-American). The researchers’ use 
of an introductory paragraph and biography of the 
athlete was similar to the introductory paragraph and 
biography utilized in Cunningham and Regan’s (2012) 
study.

On the next page, the participants received the 
experimental manipulation with the following state-
ment: “Nike is also taking into consideration Charles 
Smith’s community engagement activities. Please 
review the below information on Smith’s community 
engagement.” As per Cunningham and Regan (2012), 
this study used community engagement as a synonym 
for activism. Every participant next received one of the 
following statements which outlined the community 
engagement for Charles Smith. 

The statement representing low effort/risky activism 
read, “Charles Smith spends time occasionally posting 
tweets about Black Lives Matter. This is an organiza-
tion with the primary aim of advancing the under-
standing of the causes, consequences, and prevention 
of racial inequality.” 

The statement representing high effort/risky activ-
ism read, “Charles Smith created a regional chapter 
for Black Lives Matter. This is an organization with 
the primary aim of advancing the understanding of 
the causes, consequences, and prevention of racial 
inequality.” 

The statement indicating low effort/safe activism 
read, “Charles Smith spends time occasionally posting 
tweets about Healthy Kids Community. This is an 
organization with the primary aim of advancing 
the understanding of the causes, consequences, and 
prevention of childhood obesity.” 

The statement for high effort/safe activism read, 
“Charles Smith created a regional chapter for Healthy 
Kids Community. This is an organization with the 
primary aim of advancing the understanding of the 
causes, consequences, and prevention of childhood 
obesity.”

Of note, Black Lives Matter and Healthy Kids 
Community are actual organizations. The researchers 
specifically utilized real organizations to provide 
context for the athlete’s community engagement.

Next, participants responded to a series of survey 
items. The questionnaire included the following 
measures: brand image of Nike with Charles Smith as 
an endorser, purchase intention of Nike with Charles 

Smith as an endorser, a captcha question, and two ma-
nipulation checks. The items addressing brand image 
and purchase intention of Nike with Charles Smith 
endorsing determined the effect Smith’s activism effort 
and social issue had on the participants’ perceptions 
of Nike. The survey instrument included the captcha 
question, “Please select somewhat disagree,” to ensure 
participants paid attention to questions and did not se-
lect one answer to get through the survey. Mason and 
Suri (2012) strongly suggested using captcha questions 
when conducting behavior research on M-Turk. Those 
who failed to select strongly disagree from the captcha 
question were dropped from the study to ensure high 
quality responses. The survey instrument also included 
two manipulation checks to ensure the effort level and 
level of risk of the activism effort were appropriate. 
Finally, the study concluded with demographic items 
assessing race, age, and gender. 

Measures
The experiment asked participants to respond to 
various measures including brand familiarity, brand 
image, and purchase intention. The mean scores were 
used for the final score for all variables. For instance, 
brand familiarity’s mean score was calculated to 
provide a brand familiarity total score for each partic-
ipant. The same method was used for brand image and 
purchase intention. 

Brand familiarity. Brand familiarity of Nike served 
as a covariate for the study. Brand familiarity is the 
consumer’s level of direct and indirect experience with 
a product (Alba & Hutchinson, 1987). In theory, indi-
viduals who are less familiar with a brand will have a 
greater range of attitudes and purchase intentions than 
those who are more familiar with a brand (Carrillat, 
Lafferty, & Harris, 2005). An individual who is less 
familiar with Nike could have a more volatile response 
to the athlete’s activism than an individual who is 
more familiar with Nike and their products. Thus, 
brand familiarity was used as a control variable to 
minimize its impact on the measured outcomes and 
similarly used by the study performed by Lohneiss and 
Hill (2014). Brand familiarity of the organization was 
measured using a three-item, seven-point semantic 
differential scale. Participants were asked to respond 
to their views of Nike as an organization. The response 
anchors included: Familiar/Unfamiliar, Inexperi-
enced/Experienced, and Knowledgeable/Not Knowl-
edgeable (Kent & Allen, 1994). The items received a 
Cronbach’s alpha of α = 0.85 in 1994 (Kent & Allen) 
and more recently a score of α = 0.71 (Lohneiss & Hill, 
2014). The current study yielded a Cronbach’s alpha 
score of α = 0.87.
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Brand image. Brand image of Nike with Charles 
Smith endorsing the product was the first dependent 
variable for the current study. The construct was 
a modified version created by Martínez and Pina 
(2009). The authors reported a Cronbach’s alpha of α 
= 0.85. The items were slightly modified for this study 
to read: “Nike endorsed by Charles Smith is a brand 
that is of high quality,” “Nike’s products endorsed by 
Charles Smith have better characteristics than that 
of the competitors,” “Products of competitors are 
usually cheaper than Nike’s products endorsed by 
Charles Smith,” “Nike endorsed by Charles Smith is 
a nice brand,” “Nike endorsed by Charles Smith has a 
personality that distinguishes itself from its competi-
tors,” “Nike endorsed by Charles Smith is a brand that 
does not disappoint its customers,” “Nike endorsed by 
Charles Smith is one of the best brands in the sector,” 
and “Nike endorsed by Charles Smith is very consoli-
dated in the market.” The items were measured using 
a 7-point Likert scale from strongly disagree to strongly 
agree. The scores combined to create an average score 
of the brand image of Nike. The current study yielded 
a Cronbach’s alpha score of α = 0.94.

Purchase Intention. Purchase intention was the 
second dependent variable in the current study. The 
items were slightly modified from the purchase inten-
tion scale used by Kwon, Trail, and James (2007). The 
authors originally reported a Cronbach’s alpha score 
of α = 0.93. Purchase intention was used in this study 
to measure the effect of the athlete activist endorser. 
The items read: “I would purchase Nike athletic shoes 
endorsed by Charles Smith,” “I would consider buying 
Nike athletic shoes endorsed by Charles Smith,” and 
“The probability that I would consider buying Nike 
shoes endorsed by Charles Smith is high.” The Cron-
bach’s alpha score for purchase intention was α = 0.98.

Data Analysis
An analysis of variance (ANOVA) was utilized to 
determine the adequacy of the manipulations before 
examining the hypotheses. The manipulation checks 
ensured groups that received risky/safe or high effort/
low effort believed their activism’s appropriate level 
of risk and effort. Hypothesis 1–4 were tested using a 
2 (activism type: risky and safe) x 2 (activism effort: 
high and low) multivariate analysis of covariance 
(MANCOVA). The independent variables were the 
activism type (safe and risky) and activism effort (low 
and high). The dependent variables were brand image 
and purchase intention for the organization Nike with 
Charles Smith endorsing Nike athletic shoes. Brand 
familiarity served as the control. 

Results

Sample and Group Breakdown
The number of participants split relatively evenly 
between the four groups: low effort/safe activism 
(n = 82), high effort/risky activism (n = 78), low effort/
risky activism (n = 76), and high effort/safe activism 
(n = 69). The total mean for brand familiarity was 6.17 
(SD = 1.01). Brand familiarity means per group were 
broken down further into low effort/safe activism 
(M = 6.28, SD = 0.790), high effort/risky activism 
(M = 6.11, SD = 1.20), low effort/risky activism 
(M = 6.14, SD = 1.01), and high effort/safe activism 
(M = 6.15, SD = 1.04).

Manipulation Checks
The survey instrument included several manipulation 
checks to ensure the manipulation measured low 
versus high effort and safe versus risky activism. To 
ensure participants had the correct perception of safe 
and risky activism, each individual was presented with 
the following statement, “people generally support the 
cause for which the athlete volunteers his time.” The 
statement was similarly utilized by Cunningham and 
Regan (2012). Participants were asked to respond on a 
seven-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree 
(1) to strongly agree (7). The results of the ANOVA 
revealed a statistically significant difference between 
the group that received the risky activism surveys and 
those receiving the safe activism surveys F(1,303) = 
83.019, p < .000. Respondents viewed safe activism 
(M = 5.85, SD = 0.922) as more favorable than risky 
activism (M = 4.40, SD = 1.73). 

Similarly, a manipulation check was used to deter-
mine if a difference existed between high level and low 
level efforts of activism. The statement read, “the ath-
lete gave a high level of effort towards his social cause.” 
Once again, a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 
one (strongly disagree) to seven (strongly agree) was uti-
lized. Another ANOVA was conducted to determine 
whether a statistical difference existed between the two 
means. The ANOVA revealed a statistical difference 
between high and low effort F(1,301) = 28.974, p < .000. 
Respondents viewed high effort (M = 5.50, SD = 1.47) 
as more intense than low effort (M = 4.45, SD = 1.87). 
Thus, participants perceived risky activism to have 
more risk than safe activism for the athlete and high 
effort as more intense than low effort activism for the 
athlete.

Research Hypotheses
The mean scores and standard deviations for the 
variables of the interest can be found in Figure 1 and 
Figure 2. 
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TABLE 1. Results of the MANCOVA.

Effect Pillai’s Trace F Sig. η2

Brand Familiarity .104 16.307 .000* .104

Effort (High/Low) .006 .827 .438 .006

Type (Risky/Safe) .067  10.034 .000* .067

Effort x Risk .003 .419 .658 .003

* Denotes significant relationship at the .05 level

A 2 x 2 MANCOVA was conducted with brand 
familiarity as the covariate, group (low/risk, high/risk, 
low/safe, and high/safe) as the independent variable, 
and brand image and purchase intention as the 
dependent variables. The interaction effect between the 
level of risk and the level of effort was non significant 
[F(2,281) = 0.419, p > .05; See Table 1]. 

There was a main effect for level of risk [F(2,281) = 
10.03, p < .05, η2 = .067]. Further analysis indicated 
safe activism (M = 5.30, SD = 0.109) yielded a higher 
brand image score than risky activism (M = 4.62, 
SD = 0.105). Therefore, H1, indicating that level of risk 
would have no effect on brand image, was rejected. 
Additionally, purchase intention of the product was 
higher in safe activism (M = 5.01, SD = 0.154) than 
in risky activism (M = 4.29, SD = 0.149). H2, which 
suggested there would be no difference in level of risk 
on purchase intention, was also rejected. There was 
no significant main effect for level of effort [F(2,281) 
= 0.4827, p > .05]. Thus, the authors failed to reject H3 

and H4 (there was no significant difference between 
level of effort on brand image and purchase intention, 
respectively).

Discussion
Athletes such as Colin Kaepernick, Brandon Marshall, 
and Carmelo Anthony, to name a few, utilized their 
platform as sport celebrities for activism in 2016. Their 
messages differed on topic and intensity, but all had 
consequences. For Kaepernick and Marshall, their 
activism brought public backlash and a loss of spon-
sors for their physical acts of defiance against racial 
oppression. Carmelo Anthony, on the other hand, 
was celebrated for his Instagram post about the same 
issue. As athlete endorsement deals reach enormous 
heights (Weber, 2016), organizations should be wary 
of the impact an athlete engaging in activism could 
pose on their brand image and product’s purchase 
intention. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to 
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investigate the effect activism type (risky and safe) 
and activism effort (high and low) had on a sponsor’s 
brand image and purchase intention of a product the 
athlete endorses, when controlling for brand familiar-
ity through an experimental design. While the results 
indicated activism effort did not impact brand image 
and purchase intention, activism type did have an 
impact on the same variables. An athlete engaging in 
risky activism is more likely to negatively impact an 
organization’s brand image and product’s purchase 
intention, when compared to an athlete engaging in 
safe activism.  

The results of the study indicated no statistical 
interaction effect between effort and risk. Despite no 
statistical difference, the means for brand image and 
purchase intention were the most favorable for high 
effort and safe activism and were the least favorable for 
low effort and risky activism (See Figures 1 and 2). Ad-
ditionally, there was no statistical difference between 
high and low activism effort. To the participants, 
brand image and purchase intention were not affected 
by an athlete’s occasional tweet or by the athlete creat-
ing a regional chapter for his activism. Sanderson et al. 
(2016) noted a tremendous amount of backlash for the 
St. Louis Rams when a few of their players performed 
physical activism against racial injustice. The results 
of this study note that racial injustice may make more 
of an impact than the medium in which the athlete 
activists use to perform their activism. Thus, athletes 
who wish to engage in activism through social media 
to control the message (Schmittel & Sanderson, 2014) 
should understand their activism effort is not viewed 
differently from someone engaging in a high-level 
effort activism, per this study’s results. 

The results also indicated a statistical difference 
between risky and safe activism types. The partici-
pants who had the safe activism manipulation (an-
ti-childhood obesity) viewed Nike in a more favorable 
light in terms of brand image and purchase intention 
than the risky activism (racial equality). While this 
does not directly contradict the study performed by 
Cunningham and Regan (2012), who noted no differ-
ence between safe and risky activism type in endorser 
fit, it provides inconsistent results surrounding the 
impact potentially risky athlete activism has on the 
athlete and representative organization. Perhaps the 
appropriateness of the activist athlete and the endorse-
ment is not in question, but the actual representation 
of the organization when the athlete is an endorser. 
The results could potentially confirm an athlete’s fear 
of financial backlash for speaking out against a social 
injustice (Agyemang et al., 2010). If organizations were 
to understand that their athlete was engaging in risky 

forms of activism, it could hurt their brand image and 
purchase intention of a product the athlete endorses. 
This, in turn, may prevent the organization from using 
the athlete as a representative in the first place, thus 
limiting an athlete’s earning potential. 

While it is important to note the statistical dif-
ference between safe and risky activism type, the 
means between the two are both favorable. Despite 
risky activism having a more detrimental impact 
on brand image than safe activism, both reflected at 
least a slightly favorable view of the brand image for 
Nike. The same can be seen in purchase intention of 
a Nike shoe. Therefore, despite the decrease in brand 
image of Nike and purchase intention of Nike athletic 
shoes when risky activism is involved rather than safe 
activism, both outcomes are still favorable for Nike. 
Similar findings can be found in Lohneiss and Hill 
(2014), who investigated the impact Tiger Woods’ 
transgressions had on the brand image of Nike. The 
researchers noted a decrease in the brand image of 
Nike when Tiger Woods’ transgressions were acknowl-
edged, but the views of Nike were still favorable when 
comparing Tiger Woods’ endorsing Nike and Woods 
not endorsing Nike. In other words, respondents may 
be willing to discount negative information about the 
athlete when evaluating the brand image of the organi-
zation (Lohneiss & Hill, 2014). Therefore, there is 
potential for the organization to actually benefit from 
the activism, even if there is less benefit derived from 
the risky activism, compared to the safe activism. 

Conclusion
There are numerous implications that can be drawn 
from this study. First, and most obvious, is the de-
crease in brand image of Nike and purchase intention 
of Nike products from an athlete who engages in risky 
activism as opposed to safe activism. Athletes’ fear of 
financial backlash from sponsors or teams (Agyemang 
et al., 2010) may be warranted. This finding may 
provide another reason for athletes to not engage 
in particularly risky forms of activism (Kaufman, 
2008; Kaufman & Wolff, 2010; Sanderson et al., 2016). 
From the sport manager standpoint, an organization 
should be cautious when building a relationship with 
an athlete who may be involved in particularly risky 
forms of activism. 

Another implication from this study is derived from 
the lack of a statistical difference between high and low 
effort towards activism. Athletes wishing to engage 
in activism should take solace in knowing the brand 
image of the organization and purchase intention of 
a product the athlete represents may not be hindered 
based on if the athlete is tweeting about the social 
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cause or creating a regional chapter. Thus, whether 
athletes decide to use social media for their activism 
(Schmittel & Sanderson, 2014) or perform physical 
activism (Sanderson et al., 2016), there is no difference 
on brand image and purchase intention between the 
two types of activism.

A third implication derives from the combination 
of risk and effort on the means for brand image 
and purchase intention. The high effort/safe athlete 
was viewed as the most positive for both dependent 
variables, while the low effort/risky athlete was the 
least positive. This finding is supported by Cunning-
ham and Regan (2012), who noted activism type does 
predict perceptions of athlete trustworthiness. Perhaps 
activism effort also leads individuals to question the 
trustworthiness of athletes. When engaging in activ-
ism, sponsors would be better suited finding an athlete 
who will engage in safe activism in a high effort way. 
For instance, Cam Newton, NFL quarterback for the 
Carolina Panthers, has received praise for volunteer-
ing at elementary schools and donating money for 
children to buy Christmas presents for themselves and 
their parents (McManus, 2015).

As with any study, there are several limitations 
present. First, the use of a hypothetical athlete with-
out a photograph of this individual may impact the 
findings. The use of a hypothetical athlete was derived 
from Cunningham and Regan (2012) who previously 
utilized this format. The decision to withhold a picture 
from the packet may have impacted respondents’ 
views of the athlete. Without a picture or identified 
racial identity, the respondent was able to visualize 
any male individual in track. This may have impacted 
the results. However, this study did not investigate the 
impact of race or physical appearance, but the impact 
of high/low and risky/safe activism. Additionally, the 
focus groups and study sample were not similar. The 
focus group was surveyed using a convenience sample 
consisting of a mostly male and Black sample with an 
average age of 20 years old. The study sample consisted 
of mostly White males with an average age of 37. This 
limitation was addressed by the researchers, who uti-
lized manipulation checks to ensure the focus groups 
and study sample agreed on what constituted high 
and low effort of activism and safe and risky forms of 
activism. An additional limitation is using only brand 
familiarity as a covariate. Research suggests there 
are multiple influencers of the celebrity endorser that 
impact the effectiveness of the endorsement (Kim & 
Na, 2007). Brand familiarity was chosen due to its 
use in Loheniess and Hill (2014), which was used as a 
guide for the current study. 

	 Future research should investigate the athlete 
activist and the impact activism has within the sport 
industry. The year of 2016 saw a stark resurgence 
in athlete activism that was silenced in the 1990s 
(Agyemang, 2011). Athletes, now more than ever, feel 
empowered to stand up against the social injustices in 
this world. As such, the sport industry is being im-
pacted from marketing and social standpoints. From 
a marketing standpoint, LeBron James and several 
National Basketball Association (NBA) players wore I 
Can’t Breathe shirts during pre-game warm-up shirts 
in 2014. Despite the players breaking the rules by 
wearing non-Adidas shirts for warmups, NBA com-
missioner Adam Silver did not fine the players (Boren, 
2014). While this move may seem admirable by Silver, 
it could have a detrimental impact on the sponsorship 
value between Adidas and the NBA. Perhaps, however, 
the move is increasing the value, as the goodwill 
towards the NBA and Adidas for not punishing the 
players may be off setting the loss in value from the 
sponsorship. From a social standpoint, society’s views 
and behaviors towards athletes using the field for 
political protest could be examined. There is a widely 
held belief that sport is neutral and exists without the 
political realms of sport (Sage, 1998). However, with 
prominent athletes like LeBron James, Colin Kaeper-
nick, Megan Rapinoe, Serena Williams, and many 
more, the notion that sport is neutral to the political 
realm simply may not be true. As researchers continue 
to investigate the impact and effects of activism within 
athletics, a clearer picture can be presented for organi-
zations, athletes, and potential sponsors.
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Appendix A

Survey Instrument

Nike’s sponsor search
Nike, in attempting to strengthen the brand image of its high performance athletic shoe, is seeking to add a new 
spokesperson. To do so, it has gathered information about various nationally-recognized track and field athletes. 
This includes their accomplishments, personal information, and the community engagement in which the athletes 
are involved. Please review the material provided on the following pages and, after doing so, provide your assess-
ment of your attitudes towards Nike.

Regarding the organization Nike, are you:
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Unfamiliar	 Familiar

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Inexperienced	 Experienced

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Unknowledgeable	 Knowledgeable

Please rate your views of the organization Nike:
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Not good	 Good

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Low quality	 High quality

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Inferior	 Superior

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Not beneficial	 Beneficial

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Unfavorable	 Favorable

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Negative	 Positive
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1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Strongly Dislike	 Strongly Like

Please rate your views towards Nike’s athletic shoes

I would purchase Nike shoes:
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Strongly Disagree	 Strongly Agree

I would consider buying Nike shoes:
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Strongly Disagree	 Strongly Agree

The probability that I would consider buying Nike 
shoes is high:
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Strongly Disagree	 Strongly Agree

Athlete: Charles Smith
Sport: Track and Field
Event: 800m distance
Accomplishments:

-1st Place- 2014 NCAA Outdoor 800m
-3rd place- 2014 USA Outdoor Championships
-5th Place- 2014 World Outdoor Championships
-3 time NCAA All-American

Community Engagement:
Charles Smith spends considerable time posting tweets for Black Lives Matter. This is a non-profit organization 
with the primary aim of advancing the understanding of the causes, consequences, and prevention of racial 
inequality.

People generally support the cause for which the 
athlete volunteers his time:
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Strongly Disagree	 Strongly Agree

The athlete gave a high level of effort towards com-
batting the social cause: 
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Strongly Disagree	 Strongly Agree

Please rate your views on the organization Nike with 
Charles Smith endorsing its product:
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Not good	 Good

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Low quality	 High quality

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Inferior	 Superior

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Not beneficial	 Beneficial

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Unfavorable	 Favorable

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Negative	 Positive

1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Strongly Dislike	  Strongly Like

Please rate your views towards Nike’s athletic shoes. 

I would purchase Nike shoes:
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Strongly Dislike	 Strongly Like

I would consider buying Nike shoes:
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Strongly Dislike	 Strongly Like

The probability that I would consider buying Nike 
shoes is high:
1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7
Strongly Dislike	 Strongly Like


