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Abstract
With a focus on African American male athletes as product endorsers, the purpose of this 
study was to examine the influence of activism type and level of racial identity on perceptions 
of trustworthiness and athlete-product fit. Participants (N = 73 White undergraduate students) 
participated in a 2 (activism type: anti-obesity, anti-war) × 2 (level of racial identity: low, high) 
experimental study. Results indicate that perceptions of trustworthiness were highest when 
the athlete was engaged in non-controversial activism and had a strong racial identity. These 
perceptions were significantly associated with endorser-product (i.e. New Balance shoes) fit, 
even beyond the effects of activism type, level of racial identity, and athlete attractiveness. Results 
are discussed in terms of theoretical and practical implications.
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From Paul Robeson to Muhammad Ali to Arthur Ashe, African American men have his-
torically represented some of the most noteworthy athlete activists (Henderson, 2009; 
Powell, 2008; Rader, 1999).1 In support of this contention, Agyemang et al. (2010) note 
that ‘deeds of activism can hardly be discussed without mentioning the role black male 
athletes, both amateur and professional, played throughout the Civil Rights Movement in 
America’ (p. 420). Male athletes of color spoke out against many of the most pressing 
social ills of their day, including racism, poverty, war, and HIV/AIDS, not to mention 
sport-specific dilemmas, such as debates about free agency. One of the most noteworthy 
forms of activism came from Tommie Smith and John Carlos during the 1968 Olympics. 
In response to a lack of equality in the United States, Olympic Project for Human Rights 
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leader Harry Edwards (see Edwards, 1969) had called for African American Olympians 
to either boycott the Olympics or protest in the way they best saw fit (Rader, 1999). 
Consequently, during the medal ceremony, both Smith (the gold medal winner) and 
Carlos (the bronze medal winner) bowed their heads and raised their gloved fists, remi-
niscent of the Black Power salute. As Smith later recalled, ‘it was done in the name of 
pride, freedom, and equality’ (as quoted in Powell, 2008: 26).

Despite this legacy, athlete activism by African Americans is less common today 
(Agyemang et al., 2010; Powell, 2008; Rhoden, 2006). There are notable exceptions, such 
as the efforts by Etan Thomas, Craig Hodges and Adonal Foyle (see Jackson, 2006; Powell, 
2008), all of whom engaged in activism during their playing careers. However, by and large, 
today’s professional African American athletes remain silent on prevailing social and politi-
cal issues, or wait until their playing careers have finished. Why is this the case? From one 
perspective, changes in social norms and legal mandates have lessened the effects of many 
of the social ills prevalent in the 1960s and 1970s (e.g. overt racism); thus, the need for 
counter-narratives has potentially diminished, too. Similarly, it is possible that athletes today 
perceive that their primary duty is to engage in athletic excellence, not be an advocate for 
social change (see also Kaufman and Wolff, 2010). However, a third possibility is that con-
temporary athletes believe they have too much to lose by speaking out against social ills 
(Henderson, 2009; Powell, 2008; Rhoden, 2006). As Cunningham (2007) notes, discussing 
hot-button issues and fighting for persons who are marginalized can be polarizing and cost 
the athlete endorsement monies. Michael Jordan perhaps best epitomizes this view: in 
explaining why he failed to endorse an African American democrat running for a Senate 
seat, Jordan noted ‘Republicans buy sneakers, too’ (as cited in Powell, 2008: 27). Thus, 
while Jordan’s comments can perhaps be taken as reflective of a business-savvy strategy, an 
alternative perspective is that he resisted activism because of the financial risks involved. 
Indeed, historians (Henderson, 2009), sports columnists (Jackson, 2006; Rhoden, 2006), 
professionals athletes, such as Adonal Foyle (see Powell, 2008), and collegiate athletes 
(Agyemang et al., 2010) all recognize the financial risks associated with being an activist.

But is this really the case? That is, do consumers penalize athletes who speak out against 
national and social issues, as reflected by viewing them as ill-suited to be a product endorser? 
Or, is this simply an excuse athletes use for not being more actively involved. The purpose 
of this study was to examine this issue in greater depth. Specifically, in drawing from the 
match-up hypothesis, we investigated the degree to which the type of activism in which the 
athlete engaged (i.e. anti-obesity or anti-war) influenced perceptions of the athlete as trust-
worthy, and ultimately, a good fit as the spokesperson for New Balance. In drawing from 
prejudice-distribution theory (Kaiser and Pratt-Hyatt, 2009), we also expected that the link 
between type of activism and trustworthiness would be moderated by the perceived racial 
identity of the athlete. These predictions were tested through an experimental design. In the 
following sections, we present our theoretical framework and specific hypotheses.

Theoretical framework

Match-up hypothesis

The match-up hypothesis provides an ideal framework for understanding how various 
characteristics influence endorser fit (Kamins, 1990). According to this perspective, 
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endorsers are considered credible and a good fit for a product when they are deemed to 
be an expert in that particular area, trustworthy, and attractive (Ohanian, 1990, 1991). 
These evaluations are important because persons who are considered credible (Ohanian, 
1991) and an appropriate match for the product (Till and Busler, 1998) are deemed more 
effective as product endorsers than persons who do not have those characteristics. From 
this perspective, a body builder might be seen as a better endorser of a weight lifting 
apparatus than would a movie star, and the differences in credibility would be a function 
of the body builder’s experience and expertise in that area.

Associative learning theory speaks more to these processes (Klein, 1991). According 
to this theory, concepts are linked in people’s minds to form associated networks of 
memory. Once these concepts become connected, the gathering of one concept brings 
about the elicitation of the other (Anderson, 1983; Till and Shimp, 1998). Consequently, 
when endorsers are used to promote a given product, a consumer’s experiences and feel-
ings toward both are summoned, thereby developing a link. As time passes, the product 
and endorser become part of the memory’s association set, such that when one is men-
tioned, the other comes to mind (Till and Busler, 2000). The strength of this association 
depends largely on the shared schema, or the degree to which the two concepts fit with 
one another (Lynch and Schuler, 1994; Till and Busler, 2000).

A number of studies have offered support for these dynamics. Various researchers 
have shown that attitudes toward athlete endorsers are most positive when they are 
endorsing sport-related goods and services (Boyd and Shank, 2004; Charbonneau and 
Garland, 2006; Veltri et al., 2003). Furthermore, endorsing an ‘inappropriate’ product 
can damage an athlete’s image, particularly when that product is a health risk (Till, 2001). 
Estimates of fit are important, as they are reliably linked with subsequent behaviors and 
behavioral intentions (Cunningham et al., 2008; Fink et al., 2004).

While most of the match-up hypothesis research has examined the specific products 
endorsed, there are also antecedents that impact attributions made of the endorser and 
perceptions of fit. Researchers who have examined these possibilities have predominantly 
focused on the demographics of the rater (e.g. Boyd and Shank, 2004) and athlete endorser 
(e.g. Peetz et al., 2004). In the current study, we seek to extend this understanding by also 
considering the type of activism in which the athlete engages. As previously noted, ath-
letes might fear becoming involved with potentially controversial social movements 
because of the backlash such activities have on their endorsement deals. In line with this 
rationale, we suspect that the type of activism might impact the degree to which the athlete 
is seen as trustworthy. Ohanian (1990, 1991) noted that endorsers are considered trustwor-
thy when they are perceived as dependable, honest, and sincere. Speaking out on contro-
versial issues, such as the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, racism, or poverty, might 
negatively impact the degree to which these attributions are made to the athlete. On the 
other hand, other forms of activism, such as engaging in efforts to reduce obesity or pro-
viding aid following natural disasters, are likely to be viewed positively, and as such, 
notions of dependability, honesty, and sincerity will likely increase. As an illustrative 
example, athletes such as Alonzo Mourning were praised for their efforts to provide relief 
to those negatively affected by 2010 earthquake in Haiti (CBCSports.com, 2010); how-
ever, athletes such as Craig Hodge and Etan Thomas were roundly condemned for their 
criticism of the US wars in the Middle East (Jackson, 2006; Powell, 2008). Thus, all else 
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equal, athletes involved in controversial forms of activism might be perceived as less 
trustworthy, and hence less credible and a poorer fit as an athlete endorser, than athletes 
who do not speak out on social issues or who advocate for generally well-received causes.

Prejudice-distribution theory

We also drew from Kaiser and Pratt-Hyatt’s (2009) prejudice-distribution theory. 
According to this theory, interactions with racial minorities are likely to vary as a func-
tion of how highly identified they are with their race, such that highly identified minori-
ties experience more prejudice and discrimination than their weakly identified 
counterparts. These differences are a function of status legitimizing worldviews. 
Specifically, Whites are prone to perceive highly identified racial minorities as rejecting 
conventional beliefs and as holding status-delegitimizing worldviews. Such beliefs call 
into question ideas of a just world, the Protestant work ethic, and individual mobility – 
all of which privilege Whites. Thus, a rejection of these principles serves as an affront to 
Whites. On the other hand, weakly identified racial minorities are thought to hold status-
legitimizing worldviews, and thereby seemingly see eye-to-eye with Whites.

Various reviews have offered support for this theory (Major et al., 2002; Schmitt and 
Branscombe, 2001), but Kaiser and Pratt-Hyatt’s (2009) research provides the strongest 
evidence for the specific dynamics. Across six experimental studies, with various racial 
targets (i.e. African Americans and Latinos) and methodological approaches, the authors 
demonstrated that Whites’ reactions to racial minorities vary as a function of the minori-
ties’ racial identity. These findings have implications for the current study, as, ceteris 
paribus, athlete endorsers who are believed to be highly identified with their race might 
be rated more negatively than their less highly identified peers.

Current study

In the current study, we drew from the match-up hypothesis and prejudice-distribution 
theory to examine White consumers’ reactions to African American athlete endorsers. 
Participants took part in an experiment in which they reviewed documents related to a 
potential endorser for New Balance shoes. This product was chosen because of the link 
between the endorser (an athlete) and the product (an athletic shoe). The athlete was a 
fictitious African American male Olympian who had won medals in international com-
petitions. We then varied the type of activities in which he was involved (volunteer for 
either the Stop the War Coalition or the Obesity Society) as well as his racial identity. 
Participants were asked to review the materials and then rate his trustworthiness and the 
degree to which he was a good fit as an endorser for New Balance.

We developed several hypotheses for the study. As previously noted, the type of activ-
ism in which the athlete is involved should impact consumers’ reactions to him as an 
endorser, particularly their assessments of his trustworthiness. Thus, we predicted that the 
athlete involved anti-war activism would be perceived as less trustworthy than the athlete 
involved in anti-obesity activism (Hypothesis 1). Furthermore, prejudice-distribution 
theory suggests that Whites’ attitudes toward racial minorities vary as a function of the 
minority’s racial identity. Thus, we hypothesized that the athlete with a strong racial 
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identity would be perceived as less trustworthy than an athlete with a low racial identity 
(Hypothesis 2).

We also expected that the type of activism and level of racial identity would interact 
to predict trustworthiness. For instance, it is possible that the positive effects of advocat-
ing for a well-received cause (i.e. fighting obesity) would be mitigated if the athlete is 
highly identified with his race, and likewise, a low-identifying athlete might still be 
judged negatively for activism related to a controversial issue (i.e. the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan). However, perceptions of trustworthiness should be highest when the ath-
lete does not strongly identify with his race and is active in a well-received cause. Thus, 
we hypothesized that cause type and level of racial identity would interact to predict 
trustworthiness (Hypothesis 3).

Finally, the match-up hypothesis holds that an endorser who is perceived as trustwor-
thy should also be considered a good fit for the product (see Ohanian, 1990). Thus, we 
hypothesized that trustworthiness would be positively associated with endorser-product 
fit (Hypothesis 4).

Method

Participants

White undergraduate students (N = 73) at a large, public university in the southwest 
United States participated in the study. The sample consisted of 43 women (58.9%) and 
30 men (41.1%), and the mean age was 20.60 years (SD = 1.48; range 18–26 years). The 
students came from various academic majors (38 in all). Thus, at least with respect to 
gender, age, and academic pursuit, the sample was relatively heterogeneous.

Procedures

We tested the hypotheses by devising a 2 (activism type: anti-war or anti-obesity) × 2 
(racial identity: high or low) experiment. All participants received a packet which con-
tained a cover letter explaining the purpose of the study, which was described as ‘research 
to understand people’s attitudes toward athlete endorsers’, the study materials, and a 
questionnaire. The participants were enrolled in various physical activity classes at the 
university (two such courses are required for all university students), and all voluntarily 
consented to participate.

The first page of the study materials read ‘New Balance Spokesperson Search’ at the 
top, and then provided information about and a photograph of the potential spokesper-
son, Charles Smith. The photo was of an African American USA track and field athlete 
dressed in a warm-up suit, but we provided a fictitious name. We did not provide a well-
known professional athlete because rater attitudes toward such athletes could confound 
the results. An introductory paragraph read, ‘New Balance, in seeking to strengthen the 
brand image of its high performance running shoes, is seeking to add a new spokesper-
son. To do so, they have gathered information about various nationally-recognized track 
and field athletes. This includes their accomplishments, personality information, and the 
community engagement in which the athletes are involved. Please review the material 
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provided on the following pages and, after doing so, provide your assessment about how 
well the athlete would fit as the new spokesperson for New Balance.’ Participants then 
read information about the potential endorser’s athletic accomplishment: 800 m runner; 
2009 NCAA Outdoor 800 m champion; second at 2009 USA Outdoor Championships; 
sixth at World Outdoor Championships; three-time NCAA All-American. This material 
was included in all conditions.

On the following page, we offered our experimental manipulations. The first section 
of the page contained an ‘athlete personality inventory’ in which his responses to various 
items are provided. All items were clustered into specific grouping, and the groupings 
were labeled ‘group identification’, ‘extraversion’, and ‘agreeableness’. Items in the lat-
ter two groupings were only filler items, included to disguise the study’s purpose. 
Consistent with Kaiser and Pratt-Hyatt (2009), we used the supposed ‘group identifica-
tion’ responses to manipulate the athlete’s level of racial identity. The items read: ‘The 
racial group I belong to is an important reflection of who I am’, ‘I strongly identify with 
my racial group’, and ‘the racial group I belong to is irrelevant to my sense of what kind 
of person I am’. The athlete in the high racial identity conditions had supposedly 
responded by circling 7, 6, and 1 on a seven-point Likert scale to each of those items, 
respectively. On the other hand, the athletes in the low racial identity conditions had sup-
posedly responded to those items by circling 1, 2, and 6, respectively. These methods 
mirror those of Kaiser and Pratt-Hyatt, who demonstrated that this technique serves as an 
effective manipulation of one’s racial identity.

On the second half of that page, we provided information about the athlete’s ‘commu-
nity engagement’, and this information was used as the type of activism manipulation. We 
included the following information in the anti-obesity conditions: ‘Charles Smith spends 
considerable time volunteering for the Obesity Society. This is a non-profit organization 
with the primary aim advancing the understanding of the causes, consequences, preven-
tion and treatment of obesity in order to improve the lives children and adults around the 
world. Smith has spoken at healthy living conferences across the nation and is also a 
spokesperson for the organization.’ On the other hand, the anti-war conditions contained 
the following: ‘Charles Smith spends considerable time volunteering for the Stop the War 
Coalition. This is a non-profit organization with the primary aim of stopping the war cur-
rently declared by the United States and its allies against ‘terrorism.’ Smith has spoken at 
anti-war protests across the nation and is also a spokesperson for the organization.’

After reviewing all of this information, participants were asked to turn to the final 
page of the study packet, which contained a questionnaire. After completing the ques-
tionnaire, the participants were debriefed as to the purpose of the study.

Measures

The questionnaire requested participants to provide their demographic information and 
to then respond to items designed to measure endorser attributions and perceived fit with 
the product. We used the item mean as the final score for all the variables.

Demographics. Participants provided their race, gender, age, college classification, and 
academic major.
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Trustworthiness. We measured trustworthiness by using Ohanian’s (1990, 1991) scale. 
Specifically, participants provided ratings on a seven-point semantic differential scale of 
the degree to which the endorser was ‘undependable-dependable’, ‘dishonest-honest’, 
‘unreliable-reliable’, ‘insincere-sincere’, and ‘untrustworthy-trustworthy’. Ohanian 
(1990) reported a reliability of .90, and in this study, the reliability (α = .86) was also high.

Fit. In drawing from Fink and colleague’s work (Cunningham et al., 2008; Fink et al., 
2004), we measured fit with four items: ‘I think the athlete is an appropriate endorser of 
New Balance’, ‘I think the combination of this athlete and New Balance goes well together’, 
‘I think the combination of this athlete and New Balance is a good fit’, and ‘I think the 
athlete is a suitable endorser of New Balance.’ Items were anchored by a seven-point scale 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Cunningham et al. reported high scale reli-
ability (α = .96), and we observed similar consistency in this analysis (α = .96).

Control. Past researchers have shown that attractiveness is related to perceived fit  
(Cunningham et al., 2008; Fink et al., 2004); thus we used perceived attractiveness as a 
control in the analysis. This variable was measured using Ohanian’s (1990, 1991) five-item 
semantic differential scale. Items included ‘unattractive-attractive’, ‘not classy-classy’, 
‘ugly-beautiful’, ‘plain-elegant’, and ‘not sexy-sexy’. The reliability (α = .71) was accept-
able, though lower than the reliability observed in Ohanian’s (1990) research (α = .90).

Results

Manipulation checks

We conducted several checks to ensure the efficacy of the manipulation. First, partici-
pants responded to the following item designed to measure the controversial nature of the 
activism: ‘People generally support the cause for which the athlete volunteers his time.’ 
Those in the anti-obesity condition had higher scores on this item (M = 5.62, SD = 1.33) 
than did persons in the anti-war conditions (M = 4.64, SD = 1.39), F (1, 71) = 10.51, p < 
.01. Thus, as expected, participants perceived the anti-war activism as more controver-
sial than the anti-obesity activism. In addition, participants responded to a single item, 
‘based on his responses, the athlete is strongly identified with his race’, using a seven-
point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). This provided a check of the 
racial identity manipulation. The mean score for persons in high racial identity condi-
tions (M = 6.43, SD = 1.17) was significantly higher than the score for those in the low 
racial identity conditions (M = 2.06, SD = 1.14), F (1, 71) = 255.66, p < .001. These 
results provide strong evidence for the efficacy of the experimental manipulations.

Hypothesis testing

Hypotheses 1–3 were tested by way of a 2 (activism type: anti-war or anti-obesity) × 2 
(racial identity: high or low) analysis of covariance (ANCOVA), with attractiveness 
serving as the control and trustworthiness serving as the dependent variable. We pre-
dicted that the athlete involved anti-war activism would be perceived as less trustworthy 
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than the athlete involved in anti-obesity activism (Hypothesis 1), and that an athlete with 
a strong racial identity would be perceived as less trustworthy than an athlete with a 
weak racial identity (Hypothesis 2). These hypotheses were not supported, as results 
indicate that neither the type of activism, F (1, 66) = .03, p = .87, nor the level of racial 
identity, F (1, 66) = 1.65, p = .20 were significant.

We also expected that the type of activism and level of racial identity would interact 
to predict trustworthiness (Hypothesis 3). We did observe a significant type of activism 
× level of racial identity interaction, F (1, 66) = 5.89, p < .05, partial η2 = .08 (see Figure 1). 
The effect size is moderate (Cohen, 1988). When engaged in anti-war activism, the level 
of racial identity did not influence perceived trustworthiness: low racial identity mean = 
5.57 (SD = .62); high racial identity mean = 5.34 (SD = .78); Cohen’s d = .32. However, 
when engaged in anti-obesity activism, the athlete highly identified with his race was 
perceived as more trustworthy (M = 5.78, SD = .81) than the person who was not (M = 
5.16, SD = .85), Cohen’s d = .75. Though the interaction was significant, the pattern of 
findings was contrary to what we expected; thus, Hypothesis 3 was not supported.

Hypothesis 4 predicted that trustworthiness would be positively associated with per-
ceived fit. We used hierarchical regression analysis to test this possibility, with attractive-
ness, activism type, and racial identity serving as the controls, trustworthiness serving as 
the independent variable, and fit serving as the dependent variable. The variance infla-
tion factors were all less than 1.08, and the condition index was 21.94. These values are 
less than the recommended cutoff values of 10 and 30, respectively, suggesting that 
multicollinearity was not a concern (Hair et al., 2006).

Results of the correlation analysis are presented in Table 1, and results of the regres-
sion are presented in Table 2. The controls accounted for 21 percent of the variance (p < 
.001), with attractiveness holding a significant, positive association with fit (β = .42, p < 
.001). After accounting for these effects, trustworthiness contributed an additional 10 
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percent unique variance and was positively associated with fit (β = .33, p < .01). Thus, 
Hypothesis 4 was supported.

Discussion

Though African American athletes have historically been at the fore of civil rights and 
social movements, contemporary athletes are less likely to engage in such activities. 
Critics, historians, and even other athletes point to the potential financial risks associ-
ated with being linked with controversial forms of activism (Agyemang et al., 2010; 
Henderson, 2009; Powell, 2008; Rhoden, 2006). That is, engaging in activism, particu-
larly of controversial topics, might be off-putting to consumers, and as a result, com-
panies might be less likely to offer product endorsement deals to the athletes. This is 
particularly noteworthy given the extravagant endorsement monies many professional 
athletes receive today (Freedman, 2010). As such, the purpose of this study was to 
examine the efficacy of this belief by investigating how African American athletes’ 
activism type and level of racial identity influenced the perceptions consumers devel-
oped about their fit as a product endorser. Results of our experiment indicate that while 
activism type and level of racial identity did not have direct effects, they did interact to 
predict perceptions of athlete trustworthiness. Such estimations were important, as 

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations

Item 1 2 3 4 5

1. Activism –  
2. Racial identity .02 –  
3. Attractiveness .13 -.09 –  
4. Trustworthiness .04 .11 .20 –  
5. Fit .15 -.13 .44** .38* –
M (%) .47 .54 4.73 5.47 5.60
SD – – .73 .78 1.04

Notes: Activism type: 0 = anti-war, 1 = anti-obesity; racial identity: 0 = low racial identity, 1 = high racial 
identity. *p < .01; **p < .001.

Table 2. Results from hierarchical regression predicting fit

Step B SE b R2 ΔR2

Step 1 .21 .21**
 Attractiveness .59 .16 .42**  
 Activism type .17 .23 .08  
 Racial identity -.23 .23 -.11  
Step 2 .31 .10*
 Trustworthiness .44 .14 .33*  

Notes: Activism type: 0 = anti-war, 1 = anti-obesity; racial identity: 0 = low racial identity, 1 = high racial 
identity. *p < .01; **p < .001.
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they were reliably associated with beliefs that the athlete was a good fit for the product, 
New Balance.

While we did observe a type of activism-by-level of racial identity interaction, it 
was in a different pattern than we anticipated. Recall that prejudice-distribution the-
ory (Kaiser and Pratt-Hyatt, 2009) holds that highly-identified racial minorities are 
likely to experience more prejudice from Whites than are their counterparts. In this 
study, however, the athlete was perceived as most trustworthy when he was actively 
involved in fighting childhood obesity and had a high racial identity. It is possible that 
authenticity contributes to this. That is, while race and racial identity is frequently 
taken-for-granted among Whites, this is not necessarily the case for persons of color 
(McIntosh, 1990). As such, there might be an expectation among Whites, even implic-
itly, that racial identity should be an important part of who African Americans are. 
When these expectations are not met, then Whites might negatively evaluate the 
African American in question, a notion consistent with expectancy disconfirmation 
theory (Oliver, 1980).

Note, too, that our position does not necessarily contrast prejudice-attribution theory. 
That is, it is possible for people to simultaneously (and perhaps paradoxically) hold 
racial minorities in high regard and still express prejudice (Son Hing et al., 2008). 
Hughey’s (2008) work related to authentic racial identities illustrates this point. In com-
menting on how Whites see African Americans, in general, and Black fraternities and 
sororities, specifically, one of the participants in his qualitative analysis noted:

It’s a funny thing, when it comes to Black Greeks … We are demonized for our pledging and 
hazing, even called ‘educated gangs,’ and then hailed as heroes of the Civil Rights Movement 
and praised for our community service and social humanitarian programs today. We must 
navigate a strange territory between things, but not just the good and the bad, but between who 
people think we are and how we see ourselves. (pp. 528–529)

These sentiments are also applicable to the current discussion: Whites can perceive 
highly identified racial minorities as trustworthy (particularly when they are volunteer-
ing for a noteworthy cause) and consider them a good fit for a product, and yet still har-
bor prejudice and exhibit discrimination in subtle ways.

Additionally, we found that trustworthiness – a key element of endorser credibility 
(Ohanian, 1990) – was significantly associated with endorser-product fit. While 
Ohanian (1990, 1991) conceptualized this relationship, relatively few authors empiri-
cally tested it, instead focusing on other characteristics, such as attractiveness (e.g. 
Cunningham et al., 2008; Fink et al., 2004). We observed, however, that trustworthi-
ness predicted fit perceptions even beyond the effects of attractiveness, thereby illus-
trating the primacy of attributes such as dependability, honesty, reliability, and sincerity – all 
item indicators of the larger trustworthiness construct. Medal of Freedom recipient Bill 
Russell is illustrative of this. In addition to being a pivotal part of the Boston Celtic’s 
success in the 1960s, he was well-respected for his racial equality and human rights 
advocacy. In commenting on his life and receiving the Medal of Freedom, Russell 
noted, ‘It's very flattering because I've tried to live my life doing what I think is right 
and for the right reasons and one of the reasons was never to get accolades or honors’ 
(as cited in Zillgitt, 2011).
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Implications, limitations, and future directions

There are several implications for the study. We recognize the hazard of making broad 
generalizations based on one experiment. That caveat notwithstanding, the findings from 
this study suggest that athlete engagement in potentially controversial forms of activism 
does not, in and of itself, result in negative consumer perceptions. Thus, concerns from 
athletes (Agyemang et al., 2010; Kaufman and Wolff, 2010; Powell, 2008) and sponsors 
(Powell, 2008) may be overblown or unfounded. Second, participants in this study 
seemed to value authenticity and trustworthiness, regardless of whether the athletes’ ide-
als might run counter to the participants’ worldviews (Kaiser and Pratt-Hyatt, 2009); 
thus, athletes should seek to convey such genuineness.

Despite the contributions, there are potential limitations of this work. Some might ques-
tion the sample characteristics and size. We counter such concerns by noting that college-
age students represent one of the prime markets for athletic shoe companies, and thus, may 
serve as the ideal sample for such an analysis. Further, though the sample was small, its size 
is consistent with other experimental studies (e.g. Kaiser and Pratt-Hyatt, 2009), and that 
we observed significance even with the relatively small sample points to the robustness of 
the findings. Finally, we categorized racial identity as either high or low, but one’s racial 
identity can fall upon various gradients. For that matter, some have suggested that African 
Americans’ racial identity can take different forms (see Cross, 1995; Sellers et al., 1997). It 
is possible that such conceptualizing racial identity in this way would allow for a different 
pattern of findings – something future researchers should explore.

Finally, we see several avenues for future research. First, additional work is needed 
with varied product offerings. Further, athlete characteristics could vary, as researchers 
should consider examining the effects of gender or presumed sexual orientation. 
Additional research approaches, such as focus group interviews, might prove fruitful. 
From a different perspective, we argue that the lack of activism is financially driven, but 
there are also other potential explanations (see Rhoden, 2006). Future researchers should 
explore these possibilities further by interviewing athletes about their activism or lack 
thereof. Indeed, given the need and desire for social activism and engagement (Kaufman 
and Wolff, 2010; Powell, 2008), additional efforts to understand the outcomes of such 
activities is needed.
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Notes

1. We recognize that athletes of all ages, races, genders, and sexual orientations have engaged in 
activism. Our focus on African American men is not meant to diminish the efforts of others; 
rather, we concentrate on this group of athletes for two reasons. First, as we outline in the arti-
cle, while many African American men were historically among the most outspoken critics 
of social injustices, there is evidence that such is not necessarily the case today, particularly 
among the elite athletes. Our second reason rests with methodological considerations, as we 
have a more parsimonious examination by focusing on a single group of athletes.



668 International Review for the Sociology of Sport 47(6) 

References

Agyemang K, Singer JN and DeLorme J (2010) An exploratory study of black male college ath-
letes’ perceptions of race and athlete activism. International Review for the Sociology of Sport 
45: 419–435.

Anderson JR (1983) A spreading activation theory of memory. Journal of Verbal Learning and 
Verbal Behavior 22: 261–295.

Boyd TC and Shank MD (2004) Athletes as product endorsers: The effect of gender and product 
relatedness. Sport Marketing Quarterly 14: 82–93.

CBCSports.com (2010) Athlete donations to Haiti keep pouring in, 15 January. Available at: http://
www.cbc.ca/sports/story/2010/01/15/sp-haiti-donations.html, accessed 9 February 2011.

Charbonneau J and Garland R (2006) The use of celebrity athletes as endorsers: Views of the 
New Zealand general public. International Journal of Sports Marketing and Sponsorship 7: 
326–333.

Cohen J (1988) Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences, 2nd edn. Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum.

Cross WE, Jr (1995) The psychology of nigrescence: Revising the Cross model. In: Ponterotto JG,  
Casas JM, Suzuki LA and Alexander CM (eds) Handbook of Multicultural Counseling. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE, 93–122.

Cunningham GB (2007) Diversity in Sport Organizations. Scottsdale, AZ: Holcomb-Hathaway.
Cunningham GB, Fink JS and Kenix LJ (2008) Choosing an endorser for a women’s sporting 

event: The interaction of attractiveness and expertise. Sex Roles 58: 371–378.
Edwards H (1969) The Revolt of the Black Athlete. New York: The Free Press.
Fink JS, Cunningham GB and Kensicki LJ (2004) Using athletes as endorsers to sell women’s 

sport: Attractiveness versus expertise. Journal of Sport Management 18: 350–367.
Freedman J (2010) The 50 highest-earning American athletes. SI.com. Available at: http://sportsil-

lustrated.cnn.com/specials/fortunate50-2010/index.html, accessed 16 March 2011.
Hair JF, Jr, Black WC, Babin BJ, Anderson RE and Tatham RL (2006) Multivariate Data Analysis, 

6th edn. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson.
Henderson S (2009) Crossing the line: Sport and the limits of civil rights protests. The International 

Journal of the History of Sport 26: 101–121.
Hughey MW (2008) Virtual (Br)others and (Re)sisters: Authentic Black fraternity and sorority 

identity on the Internet. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 37: 528–560.
Jackson S (2006) Etan Thomas’ voice is one worth listening to. ESPN.com, February, available at: 

http://sports.espn.go.com/espn/blackhistory/news/story?id=2343032, accessed 1 March 2006.
Kaiser CR and Pratt-Hyatt JS (2009) Distributing prejudice unequally: Do Whites direct their 

prejudice toward strongly identified minorities? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 
96: 432–445.

Kamins MA (1990) An investigation into the match-up hypothesis in celebrity advertising: When 
beauty may only be skin deep. Journal of Advertising 19(1): 4–13.

Kaufman P and Wolff EA (2010) Playing and protesting: Sport as a vehicle for social change. 
Journal of Sport and Social Issues 34: 154–175.

Klein SB (1991) Learning: Principles and Applications. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Lynch J and Schuler D (1994) The matchup effect of spokesperson and product congruency: A 

schema theory interpretation. Psychology and Marketing 11: 417–445.
Major B, Quinton WJ and McCoy SK (2002) Antecedents and consequences of attributions to dis-

crimination: Theoretical and empirical advances. In: Zanna MP (ed.) Advances in Experimental 
Social Psychology. New York: Academic Press, 251–303.

McIntosh P (1990) White privilege: Unpacking the invisible knapsack. Independent School 49: 
31–36.



Cunningham and Regan, Jr 669

Ohanian R (1990) Construction and validation of a scale to measure celebrity endorsers’ perceived 
expertise, trustworthiness, and attractiveness. Journal of Advertising 19(3): 39–52.

Ohanian R (1991) The impact of celebrity spokespersons’ perceived image on intention to pur-
chase. Journal of Advertising Research 31(1): 46–54.

Oliver RL (1980) A cognitive model of the antecedents and consequences of satisfaction deci-
sions. Journal of Marketing Research 4: 460–469.

Peetz TB, Parks JB and Spencer NE (2004) Sport heroes as sport product endorsers: The role of 
gender in the transfer of meaning process for selected undergraduate students. Sport Marketing 
Quarterly 13(2): 141–150.

Powell S (2008) Souled Out? How Blacks are Winning and Losing in Sports. Champaign, IL: 
Human Kinetics.

Rader BG (1999) American Sports: From the Age of Folk Games to the Age of Televised Sports, 
4th edn. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Rhoden WC (2006) Forty Million Dollar Slaves. New York: Three Rivers Press.
Schmitt MT and Branscombe NR (2001) The meaning and consequences of perceived discrimi-

nation in disadvantaged and privileged social groups. In: Stroebe W and Hewstone M (eds) 
European Review of Social Psychology, vol. 12. Chichester: Wiley, 167–199.

Sellers RM, Rowley S, Chavous TM, Shelton JN and Smith MA (1997) Multidimensional 
Inventory of Black Identity: A preliminary investigation of reliability and construct validity. 
Journal of Social and Personality Psychology 73: 805–815.

Son Hing LS, Chung-Yan GA, Hamilton LK and Zanna MP (2008) A two-dimensional model that 
employs explicit and implicit attitudes to characterize prejudice. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology 94: 971–987.

Till BD (2001) Managing athlete endorser image: The effect of the endorsed product. Sport 
Marketing Quarterly 10(1): 35–42.

Till BD and Busler M (2000) The match-up hypothesis: Physical attractiveness, expertise, and the 
role of fit on brand attitude, purchase intent, and brand beliefs. Journal of Advertising 29(3): 
1–14.

Till BD and Shimp TA (1998) Endorsers in advertising: The case of negative celebrity informa-
tion. Journal of Advertising 27(1): 67–82.

Veltri FR, Kuzman AT, Stotlar DK, Viswanathan R and Miller JJ (2003) Athlete-endorsers: Do 
they affect young consumer purchasing decisions? International Journal of Sport Management 
4: 145–160.

Zillgitt J (2011) Celtics legend Bill Russell receives Medal of Freedom. USA Today, 15 February. 
Available at: http://www.usatoday.com/sports/basketball/nba/celtics/2011-02-14-bill-russell-
medal-of-freedom_N.htm, accessed 16 February 2011.


