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Abstract

Background: Via social marketing campaigns brands aim to tackle the societal issue of
gender inequality in sports and to improve their brand image. On social media platforms, they
use professional athletes as role models to reach their target group and create a transference
towards the brand via brand placement. However, highly visible brand placements increase
consumers’ persuasion knowledge and result in negative consumer responses. Furthermore,
various types of influencers are perceived differently regarding their trustworthiness and
expertise. Professional athletes might be perceived as expertise but might lack in
trustworthiness compared to amateur athletes as they are known for commercial cooperation
with brands.

Objective: This research aims to add scientific knowledge to social marketing research
by investigating the effect of influencer type and brand presence on consumer responses
related to gender equality in sports. In addition, it is aimed to give practical advice on how to
address the societal issue of gender inequality in sports.

Method: An online experiment was conducted, employing a 2 (type of influencer:
professional athlete vs. amateur athlete) x 2 (brand presence: prominent vs. less prominent)
between-groups design. 179 participants aging between 18 and 49 years were included.
Attitude and behavioral intention towards gender equality and brand image were measured.
Furthermore, conceptual and attitudinal persuasion knowledge such as influencer expertise
and trustworthiness were measured and added as mediators. In addition, demographic
variables such as age, gender, interest in sports, time spend on sports, and level of sports such
as Instagram usage and being a follower of a sports-related Instagram account were included.

Results: Contrary to the expectations, a significant negative effect between brand
presence and conceptual persuasion knowledge related to attitude and behavioral change was
found. Since no further significant effects were found, no prior formulated hypotheses are
confirmed.

Conclusion: The study serves as a starting point to investigate influencer marketing in
the context of social marketing. Future research should investigate consumer requirements
and relationships between influencers and consumers. Similarly, social marketing
professionals should focus on the consumer’s needs and interests. Hence, target groups need
to be defined separately when planning social marketing activities.

Keywords: gender equality, influencer marketing, social marketing, brand presence,
influencer type, trustworthiness, expertise, persuasion knowledge
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Introduction

Equality is one of the European values. It aims for equal rights for all citizens and states that
all European rights are based on equality between men and women ("The EU in brief |
European Union", 2020). Similarly, a fundamental value of sports is to give all people equal
opportunities to be involved in sports. However, a gap between opportunities for men and
women to perform sports under similar conditions exists (Brown, Mielke, & Kolbe-
Alexander, 2016; Calvo Ortega & Guitérrez San Miguel, 2016; Capranica, Piacentini,
Halson, & Myburgh, 2013; Kay, 2003; Krapf, 2019; Lagaert & Roose, 2016). To create
awareness for this societal issue, to change society’s attitudes and behavior towards the issue,
and to improve brand images, especially sports brands, such as Adidas and Nike, stand up for
gender equality by cooperating with professional athletes and creating online and offline
social marketing campaigns (see Braun, 2018; Harrison, 2019; Kantli, 2018; Khadem, 2019;
muskat, n.d.).

Social marketing activities aim to influence the target group’s attitudes and behaviors to
improve societal welfare and brands aim to improve or maintain a positive brand image
(Andreasen, 2002; Chattananon, Lawley, Trimetsoontorn, Supparerkchaisakul, &
Leelayouthayothin, 2007; Madill & O’Reilly, 2010). Although social marketing campaigns
differ from commercial campaigns in their overall objectives, similar tools and techniques are
used (Andreasen, 1994; Evans, 2008; Stead, Gordon, Angus, & McDermott, 2007).
Consequently, channels of Web 2.0 are increasingly used and social marketing professionals
take advantage of “the power, reach and influence of digital media” (Beall, Wayman,
D’Agostino, Liang, & Perellis, 2012, p. 109; Dooley, Jones, & Iverson, 2012). Focusing on
social media channels, existing studies address social marketing campaigns related to issues
such as healthy eating, alcohol consumption, smoking, and health behavior during the Covid-
19 pandemic (Al-Dmour, Masa'deh, Salman, Abuhashesh, & Al-Dmour, 2020; Dunlop,
Freeman, & Jones, 2016). They show that consumers can be inspired to prosocial and healthy
behavior via social media and that behavioral change is mediated by the availability of
information, options for engagement, and feedback on social media channels (Dunlop et al.,
2016; Razak et al., 2020).

As the evidence of the positive impact of social marketing campaigns is growing, more
research on how to improve such campaigns is required (Dunlop et al., 2016). Furthermore,
since most of the existing social marketing studies address societal health issues, studies that
go beyond the health sector are needed (Truong, 2014). Research in the field of social

marketing does not only hold theoretical but also practical relevance because prior research is



a relevant requirement for successful campaigns (Natividad, 2017; Sport England, 2020). A
tool that is increasingly used for commercial social media marketing, but rarely investigated
in social marketing contexts, is influencer marketing (Saima & Khan, 2020). Therefore, this
study paper combines influencer marketing with the previously introduced issue of gender
inequality in the field of sports.

Influencer marketing is popular because by embedding branded content in the personal
accounts of influencers, consumers recognize fewer persuasive attempts and consequently
develop less persuasion knowledge and resistance (Fransen, Verlegh, Kirmani, & Smit, 2015;
Hwang & Zhang, 2018; Lou, Tan, & Chen, 2019). Brand identifiers, such as products, logos,
and sponsorship disclosures, are depicted in such sponsored content to transfer the post's
messages and the influencer's emotions and image towards the brand (Hudders, De Jans, &
De Veirman, 2020). However, depending on the prominence of these identifiers, they
increase consumers' persuasion knowledge which in turn leads to consumer resistance
(Boerman, van Reijmersdal, & Neijens, 2014; Gupta & Lord, 1998). Similarly, not all
influencers are equally effective for influencer marketing purposes due to different levels of
trustworthiness and expertise. The trustworthiness and expertise of a brand endorser
determine its persuasive power and consequently the success of the social marketing strategy
(Chekima, Chekima, & Adis, 2020; Eisend & Langner, 2010; Hudders et al. 2020; Jin &
Sung, 2010; Lou & Youan, 2019; Ohanian, as cited in Erdogan 1999; Till & Busler, 2000).
As current social marketing campaigns in the field of sports mostly use professional athletes
as role models to reach the target group, this research is questioning, whether amateur
athletes might be more effective at persuading consumers as they might be perceived as more
trustworthy than professional athletes.

Expecting similar effects in social marketing campaigns, the following research question
will be addressed: “How do influencer type and brand prominence affect the effect of
influencer marketing on consumer attitude and behavior as well as brand images in the
context of gender equality in sports?”

Previous research shows that micro-influencers, who are comparable to amateur athletes
in this research, are perceived as more trustworthy and authentic than macro-influencers, who
are comparable to celebrities such as professional athletes (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017;
Jin, Mugaddam, & Ryu, 2019; Schouten, Janssen, & Verspaget, 2020). In contrast, expertise
is determined by the receiver’s perception of the sender’s knowledge and skills (Wiedmann
& Mettenheim, 2020). Thus, because of professional athletes’ achievements in sport, they

might be perceived as having more expertise in the context of sports than amateur athletes. In



this study, a fictitious Instagram account from a fictitious athlete is used to compare the
effects of amateur athletes with the effects of professional athletes.

Furthermore, it is expected that brand identifiers affect the effectiveness of social
marketing content depending on how prominently they are placed in the content. Previous
research shows that more prominently placed logos increase the viewer's persuasion
knowledge which in turn leads to more negative responses (Boerman et al, 2014; Gupta &
Lord, 1998; McCarty, 2004). Further, more prominently placed brand identifiers are shown to
affect how the influencer is perceived by the viewer regarding trustworthiness (Djafarova &
Rushworth, 2017; Jin et al., 2019; Lou & Yuang, 2019; Schouten et al.; 2020; van
Reijmersdal & van Dam, 2020). A logo of a fictitious sports brand “Sportone” was created to
test the effect of brand placement in social marketing content.

In sum, this study investigates the role of influencer type and brand presence on
consumer attitude and behavior towards gender equality with respect to perceived influencer
trustworthiness and expertise as well as persuasion knowledge in the field of social influencer
marketing. To this end, a two (influencer type: professional athlete vs amateur athlete) x two
(brand presence: low vs high brand presence) between-subjects design was employed to
study consumer responses toward social marketing strategies aiming to change consumers
attitude and behavior towards gender equality in sports and to create a favorable brand image.

This thesis proceeds with a theoretical framework where the current situation regarding
gender equality in sports is elaborated and examples of how brands relate to the issue are
presented. Further, relevant constructs for this study are presented and hypotheses are
introduced. Subsequently, the research design, the population, the stimulus material, and the
measurement are described in the method section. Afterward, the outcome of the hypothesis
testing is provided in the results section. Thereupon, the overarching research question is
answered and discussed with respect to research limitations and ethical considerations, and
practical as well as theoretical implications are elaborated on. The thesis ends with a

conclusion summarizing the most important findings.



Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework is divided into two parts. First, background knowledge is provided
including current insides related to the context of gender equality in the field of sports are
presented and examples of brands’ impact on gender equality are given. Furthermore, a
common understanding of the term ‘social marketing’ is defined and the role of influencer
marketing in social marketing is elaborated.

The second part relates to the hypotheses of this research study. Here, the assumed
effects of influencer type and brand presence are presented based on previous research.
Furthermore, the assumed mediation effects of perceived influencer trustworthiness and
influencer expertise, as well as persuasion knowledge, are elaborated. Finally, assumed

interaction effects between brand presence and influencer type are presented.

Theoretical Background

Gender equality in sports

Grounded in societal gender stereotypes, sports are viewed as masculine. This perception
results in women being less visible, less welcome, and less supported in the male-dominated
sport contexts (Paul, Steinlage, & Blank, 2015; Pfister, 2010). Although one might assume
that these beliefs are out of date, inequalities between genders in sport persist to this day.

Studies show that in general, sports play a smaller role in women’s life than in men’s live
(Kay, 2003). Men are more likely to attend sports events as an audience and show higher
physical activity in their free time than women (Brown et al., 2016; Kay, 2003; Lagaert &
Roose, 2016, Women in Sport, 2020).

Although, participation in sports seems to be an individual choice, cultures, structures,
and institutions are also reasons for inequalities amongst men and women in sports (Brown et
al., 2016; Natividad, 2017; Pfister, 2011). Examples are masculine stigmatizations of sports,
missing female role models and support, and religious dress codes and cultural taboos in
some regions (Brown et al. 2016; Natividad, 2017; Women in Sport, 2019).

In competitive sport, women often cannot finance their living with sport and earn
significantly less money than men (Brosel, Metzner, & Schmitt, 2021; Capranica et al., 2013;
Krapf, 2019). Respectively, also media coverage of female sports is low compared to male
sports (Kay, 2003; Pfister, 2011). Talking about a “gender show gap”, it is shown that TV

coverage of female athletes mostly appears in case of national or international success and



when the focus lies on the person rather than on the sports (Brosel et al., 2021; Calvo Ortega
& Guitérrez San Miguel, 2016).

Calvo Ortega and Guitérrez San Miguel (2016) conclude that such unequal media
coverage leads to the public assumption that female athletes are not relevant and that the
overall sphere of sports is dominated by men. Thus, sport is generally associated with
masculinity, and limited visualization of female athletes as role models results in girls’ low
interest in sport (Kay, 2003; Pfister, 2011). Furthermore, due to the popularity of sports,
gender equality in sport is not only relevant in this area but has an impact on the public
opinion and how gender is perceived in society apart from sport (Pfister, 2011).

Whereas various actors and organizations make progress in addressing and tackling the
issue of gender inequality in sports, “these initiatives have been working in relative isolation,
leading to missed opportunities of learning and scaling the best practices” (UN Women,
2020, para.6). Consequently and to break the circle, female athletes and spectators demand
more attention and recognition (Atkins, 2019; Brosel et al., 2021). Similarly, next to specific
recommendations for action for sports organizations, Pfister (2011) suggests to “raise
awareness about gender hierarchies” (p. 44) and thus, to tackle the issue of gender inequality

in sports.

Branded social marketing campaigns

To create awareness for the societal issue of gender inequality in sports and to potentially
change societies attitudes and behavior towards the issue, especially sports brands such as
Adidas and Nike stand up for gender equality in the field of sports.

For example, in 2018 Adidas started the campaign ‘#CreatorsUnite’. In this context, they
launched the initiative ‘She Brakes Barriers’ in cooperation with various female top athletes
and musician Pharrell Williams. Adidas aims to support female athletes to overcome
obstacles that might hinder them to perform professional sports (Braun, 2018). Therefore,
they created various image videos the athletes shared and published on social media
(Harrison, 2019; Khadem, 2019). Similarly, Nike launched videos in the Middle East,
Turkey, and Russia, to create awareness about discrimination against women and their fear to
do sports (Kantli, 2018; Natividad, 2017). For the campaign ‘Believe in more’ they worked
with professional but also everyday athletes.

Although no official evaluations of the above presented social marketing activities are
present, the Instagram profiles of the participating athletes show positive consumer reactions

in content views, likes, shares, and comments. Especially the user comments show that users



perceive the athletes as inspirational role models (see Harrison, 2019; Khadem, 2019).
Furthermore, the amount of blog posts and news articles related to those campaigns indicates
that the campaign created media awareness for the topic (see App, 2019; Braun, 2018;
Exchange4media, 2019; Kantli, 2018; Smith, 2019; Tehini, 2018).

The campaign ‘This girl can’ executed in the UK shows that social marketing activities
do not only generate awareness but can also influence the attitude and behavior of a target
group. Through online and offline adverts as well as social media content, this campaign
aimed to reduce the gap between the number of men and women doing sport. One year after
the start of the campaign “2.8 million women aged 14-40 were more active [...] as a result of
seeing the campaign” (Sport England, 2020, p. 22). In addition, Sport England (2020) points
out that viewers of the campaign indicated to feel more motivated to do sports after seeing
the campaign, and Women in Sport (2019) show that teenage girls can especially be reached
through social media.

As presented in the examples above, brands have an impact on the awareness of societal
issues as well as the on the target’s attitude and behavior related to the issue through social
marketing campaigns. Therefore, they hold corporate social responsibility to tackle the issue

of gender inequality in sport.

Social marketing

As the concept of social marketing is defined differently in literature, a common
understanding of how social marketing in the context of this study is required.

Social marketing aims to influence behavior and attitudes to contribute to societal
welfare (Andreasen, 2002). Consequently, “social marketing can be applied in any situation
in which a socially critical individual behavior needs to be addressed for a target audience”
(Andreasen, 2002, p. 8). However, social marketing objectives are increasingly paired with
traditional commercial objectives (Madill & O’Reilly, 2010). Hence, social marketing
activities not only have an impact on attitudes and behavior related to societal welfare but are
also shown to have a positive effect on the brand image (Chattananon et al., 2007).

To challenge motivational, opportunity related and ability related barriers that hinder
society to act in accordance with a desired behavior, the role of social marketing is to create
awareness for behavioral opportunities and its benefits, to provide communication tools for
outreach, and to urge stakeholders to motivate others and to support change (Andreasen,
2002). Thus, social marketing goes beyond mere education and thereby differs from

educational and information campaigns (Madill & Abele, 2007).
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In this paper, social marketing incorporates the organizations’ activities to achieve
organizational and societal benefits. Consequently, when referring to social marketing in this
study, overall marketing goals relate to prosocial attitude and behavioral change to improve
societal welfare as well as the improvement of brand image. Hence, in the context of gender
equality in sports, social marketing activities may enable sports brands on the one hand to
change consumers’ attitudes and behavior towards gender equality and thereby improve
societal welfare and on the other hand to improve brand image.

To fulfill its role, similar tools and techniques are used for social marketing and
commercial marketing (Andreasen, 1994; Evans, 2008; Stead et al., 2007). Hence, as
commercial marketers create value for customers via branding, social marketers create value
by combining positive associations with prosocial behaviors (Evans, 2008). In fact, social
marketing campaigns that are evaluated to be most successful, are those that are most similar

to commercial marketing campaigns (Stead et al., 2007).

Influencer marketing

In commercial marketing, social media influencer marketing is shown to be successful in
shaping an audience’s attitude and behavior, creating brand and product awareness, building
brand reputation, and selling products (Freberg, Graham, McGaughey, & Freberg, 2011;
Hudders et al. 2020; Kirwan, 2018; Saima & Khan, 2020; Stubb, Nystom, & Colliander,
2019). To do this, influencers integrate product and brand recommendations into their
personal social media content. Since this form of marketing adapts the visual appearance of
the platform, it is also categorized as native, covered, or embedded advertising (Hudders et
al., 2020).

Advantages of influencer marketing are the influencers established credibility and reach
as well as their contact and relationship to the target group (Freberg et al., 2011; Hudders et
al. 2020; Kirwan, 2018; Stubb et al., 2019). In addition, by integrating branded messages into
a medium’s editorial content, consumer resistance towards persuasive messages can be

avoided (Fransen et al., 2015; Hwang & Zhang, 2018; Lou et al., 2019).

Hypotheses development

Effect of influencer type

In the context of sports, it is common that famous athletes are used as brand ambassadors on

social media (see Braun, 2018; Gnarby, n.d.; Harrison, 2019; Khadem, 2019; Kantli, 2018;
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Evans, n.d.; Nurse, n.d.). Bush, Martin, and Bush (2004) show that athletes serve as
influential role models, especially for teenagers. Therefore, professional athletes are used as
communicators to demonstrate favorable behavior (Stinson & Pritchard, 2014). For example,
basketball star Earvin Johnson successfully promotes safe sexual behaviors in the context of
HIV and AIDS education (Brown & Basil, 1995). Hence, by using athletes’ popularity for
marketing efforts, the athletes serve as social media influencers (Kay et al., 2020).

Although Kay, et al. (2020) make a distinction between celebrities and influencers, the
boundaries are blurred. Professional athletes are popular because of their achievements in
sports and can therefore be described as celebrities, but some are also active on social media
and generate high numbers of followers and likes such as influencers.

Kay et al. (2020) distinguish between macro- and micro-influencers and define the two
groups by means of likes. Precisely, macro-influencers are those who generate at least
100,000 likes, whereas micro-influencers reach between 1,000 to 100,000 likes. Looking at
athletes which are used as sport brand ambassadors, several of them generate more than
100,000 likes (see McKennie, n.d.; Nadal, n.d.; Williams, n.d.). Thus, when categorizing
professional athletes in the above-presented influencer categories, they can be defined as
macro-influencers. When defining them according to their popularity, professional athletes
can also be viewed as celebrities (Jin et al., 2019). In contrast, amateur athletes that generate
more than 1,000 likes, can be categorized as micro-influencers. According to Boerman
(2020), micro-influencers, and consequently amateur athletes, can be viewed as ‘normal’
people.

When comparing the influential power of macro-influencers with the influential power of
micro-influencers, it appears that micro-influencers hold more power. Carter (2016) reasons
that the influencer engagement, being the relationship between the influencer and the
follower, is more relevant than the number of followers (Carter, 2016). Also, Hudders et al.
(2020) point out that, next to expertise and intimacy, authenticity is the most crucial
influencer characteristic to create a high impact on followers’ decision-making. Although
micro-influencers have a smaller reach, they score high in authenticity and intimacy,
resulting in higher persuasive impact (Campbell & Farrell, 2020). Furthermore, consumers
interpret more persuasive attempts by macro-influencers than by micro-influencers and since
it is common to use professional athletes as brand ambassadors, consumers are expected to
hold high persuasion knowledge about this marketing tactic (Hibbert, Smith, Davies, &
Ireland, 2007; Kay et al., 2020). Therefore, marketers tend to avoid obvious celebrity

12



endorsement on social media with influencers that are known for product and brand

promotion (Carter, 2016).

H1: The exposure to Instagram content from amateur athletes will lead to a) more positive
attitudes towards gender equality, b) more positive behavioral intentions related to gender
equality as well as c¢) more positive brand image compared to the exposure to Instagram

content from professional athletes.

Consumers’ positive attitude towards gender equality is represented when, inter alia, they
agree that all genders should be treated according to their requirements and when they value
gender equality as important. Favorable behavioral intention towards gender equality would
be for example, consumers being willed to support women in sports in online and offline
settings. This could include political activism but also liking and sharing of female
empowerment social media content. Brand image can be described as positive when
consumers think the brand is good and pleasant. Further, brand image related to gender

equality is favorable when consumers think that the brand does care about the societal issue.

Influencer type mediated by trustworthiness

The trustworthiness of an influencer seems to be an important factor that determines the
influencers’ persuasion power. In fact, Wiedmann and von Mettenheim (2020) found that
trustworthiness is the most important influencer requirement of the Source-Credibility Model
by Hovland, Janis, and Kelley (1953) as it has strong effects on brand trust, brand image, and
brand satisfaction. The Source-Credibility Model states that “to be credible, a source should
encompass the requirements: attractiveness, expertise, and trustworthiness” (Wiedmann &
von Mettenheim, 2020, p. 3). In line with this, Hudders et al. (2020) report that to be
successful, influencers need to be considered trustworthy and need to provide branded
content authentically.

Trustworthiness is defined as “the degree to which a perceiver believes the source will
tell the truth as s/he knows it” (Nafees, Cook, & Soddard, 2020, p. 392). According to
Erdogan, Baker, and Tagg (2001) trustworthiness relates to “the honesty, integrity, and
believability of an endorser” (p. 40). Higher influencer trustworthiness leads to higher brand
awareness, purchase intention, brand satisfaction, brand trust, and trust in the branded content
as well as more positive brand attitude and brand image (Chekima, et al. 2020; Lou & Yuan,
2019; Schouten et al., 2020; Wiedmann & van Mettenheim, 2020; Xiao, Wang, & Chan-

Olmsted, 2018). Also, sources that are perceived as trustworthy, are more likely to change a
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consumers’ opinion (Hovland & Weiss, 1951). All in all, the trustworthiness of an influencer
enhances its persuasive power (Martensen, Brockenhuus-Schack, & Zahid, 2018).

Several researchers compare the trustworthiness of celebrity brand endorsers with the
trustworthiness of influencer brand endorsers. Consensus exists confirming that social media
influencers are more trustworthy than celebrities (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017; Jin et al.,
2019; Schouten et al.; 2020). One reason might be, that endorsers become less trustworthy
when promoting too many different products and the link between the brand and the celebrity
ceases to be distinctive (Mowen & Brown, 1981). Although Mowen and Brown (1981) tested
brand endorsers in print media, their findings are applicable to online media.

As mentioned before, professional athletes can be viewed as celebrities whereas amateur
athletes on social media can be categorized as (micro-)influencers. Thus, one can assume that

amateur athletes are perceived as more trustworthy than top athletes.

H2: Amateur athletes are perceived as more trustworthy compared to professional athletes.

H3: Influencer trustworthiness mediates the effect of influencer type on a) users’ attitude
towards gender equality and b) users’ behavioral intention related to gender equality as well

as c) the brand image.

Influencer type mediated by expertise
Various researchers state that sources who are perceived as experts are more persuasive than
others (Aaker, 1997; Andersen & Clevenger, 1963; Horai, Naccari, & Fatoullah, 1974;
Martensen et al., 2018; Ohanian, as cited in Erdogan 1999). In marketing contexts, expertise
is shown to have positive effects on brand attitude and brand satisfaction as well as product
attitudes and purchase intention (Eisend & Langner, 2010; Jin & Sung, 2010; Till & Busler,
2000; Ohanian, as cited in Erdogan 1999). Consequently, marketing professionals use
athletes and portray them as experts to influence their target group (James, 2010).
According to Wiedmann and Mettenheim (2020), expertise is a source’s knowledge level
which is defined by experiences and problem-solving skills within a certain domain. They
further state that hard work and training are required to become an expert. Whether experts
are recognized as such depends on their achievements and their activities. Wiedmann and
Mettenheim (2020) also stress also that perception of expertise can be manipulated by
academic titles. This is also described in Cialdini’s (2001) persuasion principle of authority.

Hence, rather than the person’s actual skills and knowledge, the consumers’ perception
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makes an expert of somebody (Ohanian, 1990). Consequently, Erdogan (1999) defines
expertise “as the extent to which an endorser is perceived to be a source of valid assertions”
(p- 298).

Considering these definitions, one can assume that professional athletes, who spend
much time practicing to achieve high goals, are perceived as experts in their field of sport.
Whereas amateur athletes may spend much time practicing as well, the professional status of
top athletes underlines their expertise. In addition, Schouten et al. (2020) as well as Breves,
Liebers, Abt, and Kunze (2019), found that a product-endorser fit positively affects perceived
influencer expertise. Hence, assuming that professional athletes are more strongly associated
with sports and related topics, one can expect that professional athletes are perceived to hold

more expertise than amateur athletes.

H4: Professional athletes are perceived to hold more expertise compared to amateur athletes.

HS: Influencer expertise mediates the effect of influencer type on a) users’ attitude towards
gender equality and b) users’ behavioral intention related to gender equality as well as c) the

brand image.

Effect of brand presence

When marketing professionals decide to use influencer marketing for their social marketing
campaigns, they do not only need to choose the right influencer but they also need to consider
how to create a connection between the sponsored content and their brand.

In sponsored social media posts brand identifiers such as logos and products, are
depicted so that transference from the post message and the influencer’s personal emotions
and image towards the brand can be created (Hudders et al., 2020). In general, the advantage
of product or brand placement is that “the communication is not usually identified explicitly
as a persuasion attempt” (McCarty, 2004, p. 48). However, such brand placements vary in
their level of prominence and consequently may lead to different levels of recognition and
persuasion knowledge. Prominent brand placement is when the “brand identifier is made
highly visible by size and/or position on the screen” (Gupta & Lord, 1998, p. 49). In contrast,
less prominent brand placement is when the brand identifier is not in the focus and less
visible by virtue of size and position. This might be small placements in the background

(Gupta & Lord, 1998).
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In the context of product placement in television programs, prominent brand placement
leads to higher brand recognition and higher skepticism regarding the brand (Boerman et al.,
2014; Gupta & Lord, 1998). As such, prominent brand placement results in higher brand
memory, but more negative attitudes towards the ad. This is because prominent brand
placement is perceived as an interruption, especially when the viewer is familiar with the
message context. In contrast, viewers who are less familiar with the context, are more likely
to develop a positive brand attitude after being exposed to prominent brand placement but do
not recognize subtle brand placement (Liu, Chou, & Liao, 2015). Hence, regardless of the
brand familiarity, positive attitudes towards the brand are developed, when brand placement
1s not perceived as disturbing (Cowley & Barron, 2008). Because of the ads’ disturbing
character, viewers prefer product placement instead of traditional television advertising
(McCarty, 2004). Hence, when the brand presence sticks out and viewers perceive brand
presence as disturbing, it can be expected that they consciously recognize the brand presence,
and consequently developed persuasion knowledge that leads to negative responses.

In line with the above-presented findings, research related to the mere-expose effect,
defined by Zajonc (1968), shows that the mere-exposure effect is stronger when viewers are
unaware of their exposure to a stimulus object (Zajonc, 2001). According to the mere-
exposure effect, repeated exposure to a stimulus object results in a positive evaluation of this
object (Zajonc, 1968). Consequently, the findings by Zajonc (2001) strengthen the
assumption that more favorable responses appear when viewers are exposed to less
prominent brand placement. Thus, it is not remarkable that McCarty (2004) suggests that “the
stealth nature of product placement is one attribute that might be important in making it
[product placement] work as a promotional tool.” (p. 49). Furthermore, regardless of product
placement, Erdelyi and Zizak (2004) state that subliminal communication often leads to more
favorable behavior than conscious messages, which in turn may result in rejection.

In sum, when considering the above-presented studies, the chance for resistance is higher
when a persuasive intent is more likely to be recognized. Although the above-presented
studies mostly investigate the effect of brand placement in television advertising and its effect
on brand attitude, deductions towards the effect of brand placement in social media content
on attitude and behavior towards societal issues as well as its effect on the brand image are

made.
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H6: Prominent brand presence has a negative effect on a) users’ attitude towards gender
equality and b) users’ behavioral intention related to gender equality as well as c) the brand

image as opposed to less prominent brand placement.

Brand presence mediated by persuasion knowledge

According to the persuasion knowledge model (PKM), people develop knowledge that guides
them in evaluating whether a message has a persuasive intention and on how to respond to
the message. This knowledge is based on three knowledge structures: persuasion knowledge,
agent knowledge, and topic knowledge. Persuasion knowledge relates to the awareness of
being persuaded and “the knowledge consumers have about various advertising and
marketing-related issues such as their beliefs about messages, senders’ goals and tactics and
their appropriateness, as well as their own coping goals and mechanisms” (Chen & Cheng,
2019, p. 190; Friestad & Wright, 1994). In contrast, agent knowledge consists of the beliefs
about the communicator’s competencies and goals, and the topic knowledge relates to the
consumer’s beliefs about the subject (Friestad & Wright, 1994).

Rozendaal, Lapierre, van Reijmersdal, and Buijzen (2011) apply the PKM in the context
of advertising and distinguish the conceptual and the attitudinal dimensions of persuasion
knowledge. The first dimension relates to the recognition of a message as being advertising.
The latter one is linked to consumers' evaluation of a message and their critical attitude
towards it. To activate attitudinal persuasion knowledge, conceptual persuasion knowledge is
required (Boerman, van Reijmersdal, & Neijens, 2012). Boerman, Reijmersdal, Rodenzaal,
and Dima (2018) distinguish between components of persuasion knowledge related to the
conceptual dimension of persuasion knowledge and components that relate to the attitudinal
dimension. They explain that “the first four conceptual components reflect people’s basic
understanding and recognition of sponsored content, its intent, its source, and tactics”
(Boerman et al., 2018, p. 674). The fifth component is about consumers’ understanding that
brands pay for branded content and reveals the consumers’ understanding of the marketing
industry. The final component related to the conceptual dimension is about the consumers’
beliefs about the advertising’s effectiveness. Additionally, Boerman et al. (2018) present
three attitudinal components, which are “evaluative in nature” (p. 675). Those components
relate to the consumers’ skepticism towards sponsored content, (dis)liking of sponsored
content, and perception of advertising appropriateness.

Both Friestad and Wright (1994) and Isaac and Grayson (2017) stress that persuasion

knowledge is not necessarily linked to skepticism and mistrust. However, most studies show
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that higher persuasion knowledge leads to increased skepticism, resulting in resistance
strategies related to the persuasion attempts which negatively influence attitudes towards
brands and brand endorsers (Chen & Cheng, 2019; Evans, Phua, Lim, & Jun, 2017; van
Reijmersdal & van Dam, 2020).

As mentioned in the previous section, prominent brand presence results in a higher
probability that advertisings are recognized and messages are perceived as persuasive
attempts (Boerman et al, 2014; Gupta & Lord, 1998; McCarty, 2004). Hence, a more
prominent brand presence results in higher conceptual and attitudinal persuasion knowledge.

Therefore, it is expected that increased conceptual and attitudinal persuasion knowledge
mediate the effect of brand placement on consumer responses. In the context of this study, the
conceptual dimension of persuasion knowledge relates to users’ recognition that an athlete’s
social media post related to gender equality aims to influence the user’s attitude and behavior
towards gender equality and towards the cooperating sports brand. The attitudinal dimension
is the user’s evaluation of whether this persuasive intent is appropriate, likable, and

trustworthy (Boerman et al., 2018).

H7: Prominent brand placement results in higher a) conceptual persuasion knowledge and b)

attitudinal persuasion knowledge compared to less prominent brand placement.

HS8: Conceptual persuasion knowledge mediates effect from brand presence on a) users’
attitude towards gender equality and b) users’ behavioral intention related to gender equality

as well as c) the brand image.

HO: Attitudinal persuasion knowledge mediates effect from brand presence on a) users’
attitude towards gender equality and b) users’ behavioral intention related to gender equality

as well as c) the brand image.

Interaction between Influencer type and brand presence

In the previous sections it is argued that celebrity endorsers and macro-influencers, hence
professional athletes, are less persuasive compared to micro-influencers, hence amateur
athletes, because of their trustworthiness, authenticity, and contact to the target group
(Campbell & Farrell, 2020; Carter, 2016; Hibbert et al., 2007; Hudders et al., 2020; Kay et
al., 2020). It is also argued that the presence of brand indicators decreases the persuasive

effects of messages the more prominent they are placed because of increasing recognition of
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persuasive intents (Boerman et al., 2014; Gupta & Lord, 1998; McCarty, 2004). Combining
these two variables, namely influencer type and brand presence, one can expect that the effect
of influencer type on consumer responses decreases with the degree of brand placement.
Hence, it is assumed that the status of the communicator becomes irrelevant for the consumer
responses, as consumers’ persuasive knowledge is activated due to the presence of a brand.
This means that, especially when brand recognition is high, consumers become skeptical
about the persuasive message and its communicator (Choi, Bang, Wojdynski, Lee, & Keib,
2018).

De Jans, Cauberghe, and Hudders (2018) show for example that the effect of advertising
disclosure in sponsored vlogs evokes negative attitudes towards the advertising followed by
lower influencer trustworthiness. De Jans et al. (2018) explain this effect with the transfer
mechanism, which suggests that “attitudes towards the advertising format can be carried over
to brand attitude through an unconscious mechanism” (p. 4). In addition, “followers may feel
manipulated by the influencer and thus evaluate the influencer as less credible” (De Jans, Van
De Sompel, De Veirman, & Hudders, 2020, p. 5). Furthermore, an endorser who publishes
branded content because of intrinsic motivation evokes more positive responses than an
influencer who is doing this for commercial reasons (Tabellion & Esch, 2019). When brand
identifiers are placed prominently, the probability may increase that consumers think that the
influencer has commercial intentions. Consequently, followers become more skeptical
regarding the influencer’s trustworthiness and expertise and followers and are assumed to

show negative responses, regardless of the influencer type.

H10: Prominent brand placement negatively affects the relationship between influencer type

and a) perceived influencer trustworthiness and b) perceived influencer expertise.
H11: Prominent brand placement negatively affects the relationship between influencer type

and a) users’ attitude towards gender equality and b) users’ behavioral intention related to

gender equality as well as c) the brand image
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Conceptual Research Model

The previously formulated hypotheses are presented in the following research model

(Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Conceptual research model
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Method

Research Design

To answer the previously formulated overarching research question, an online experiment
with a two (type of influencer: professional athlete vs. amateur athlete) x two (brand
presence: prominent vs. less prominent) between-groups design was conducted. The
participants were randomly assigned to one of the four condition groups. An overview of the
condition groups is shown in Table 1. The participants were exposed to a fictitious Instagram
profile according to their condition group including a profile description, a profile overview,
and a selection of Instagram posts from this profile. The participants answered an online

survey afterward.

Table 1

Overview of the four experimental conditions and the number of responses per condition

Condition Influencer type Brand presence l(l}\e,si)(;l;;e)s
1 Professional athlete Less prominent 43
2 Amateur athlete Less prominent 43
3 Professional athlete Prominent 49
4 Amateur athlete Prominent 44

Respondents

The target population can be narrowed down to potential sports brand customers which are
also potential users of the social media platform Instagram.

The definition of the target population is based on German customer data of the biggest
sports brands, Adidas, Puma, and Nike, collected in 2019. For all three brands, the gender of
the customers is balanced between male and female (VuMA, 2019a; VuMA, 2019b; VuMA,
2019c¢). Diverse genders will be included as well. The age group represented highest amongst
the customers of all three brands is between 20 and 49 years (VuMA, 2019d; VuMA, 2019e;
VuMA, 2019f). Comparable age groups are found for the users of social media platforms.

Hence, most German Instagram users are between 14 and 49 years old (ARD & ZDF, 2020).
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However, due to ethical considerations, no underage participants are included in this
research. Therefore, the population this research relates to consists of people being between
18 and 49 years old. Apart from the age and sufficient language skills in English, no further

characteristics are required for participation.

Sampling procedure

The sample was selected via snowball sampling to obtain a sufficient sample size. Thus,
potential participants were approached via social media, messengers, and personal contact.
They received a link to the questionnaire and were asked to share this link with others. In
addition, the survey was published on SONA, an online platform where students from the
University of Twente are asked to participate in various research studies. Since the
respondents themselves decided to participate, the sample is a so-called convenient sample
(Dooley, 2009).

To motivate participants to complete the survey, one euro per completed survey was
donated to the charity organization arise e. V.. To avoid bias, the chosen organization did not
relate to the research topic. Furthermore, to avoid personal biases, the participants were
placed into the four experimental groups with an online random generator, ensuring a random

assignment (Dooley, 2009).

Sample

In sum, 231 responses to the online questionnaire were obtained. However, participants that
did not agree to the terms of condition, did not fit the age group, or completed the survey in a
period of time that indicated that they did not consciously complete the survey, were
excluded. It was expected that participants would need at least five minutes to consciously fill
out the questionnaire. Thus, the final sample consists of 179 participants. In Table 2 the
distribution of demographic characteristics per condition is presented.

With regard to the distribution of the participants, a one-way analysis of variance
revealed no relation between age and the conditions (F(3, 175) = 1.515, p = .212).
Furthermore, a chi-square test showed that the research subjects were equally distributed
based on gender (y2 (9) = 6.45, p = .694), interest in sports (y2 (18) = 22.59, p =.207), how
much time participants spent performing sports (y2 (15) = 12.28, p = .658) and participants
level of sports (y2 (6) = 4.53, p = .605). In addition, there was no relation between the
conditions and how often participants use Instagram (y2 (18) = 18.01, p = .455) and between
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the conditions and whether participants follow a sports related Instagram account (y2 (6) =

2.44, p = 876).

Table 2
Demographics per condition (age, gender, interest in sport, time spend for sport, level of

sport, Instagram usage, follower of a sports-related Instagram account)

Condition 1 Condotion 2 Condition 3 Condition 4
Professional Amateur athlete Professional Amateur athlete
athlete + less + less prominent athlete + + prominent
prominent N=43 prominent N=44
N=43 N=49
Age M=27.93 M=26.73 M=2582 M=128.34
SD=17.16 SD =6.52 SD=5.85 SD =5.96
Gender
Female 65.1% 74.4% 63.3% 75.0%
Male 30.2% 23.3% 32.7% 25.0%
Non-binary 4.7% 2.3% 2.0% 0.0%
Not specified 0.0% 0.0% 2.0% 0.0%
Interest in sport
Very interested 34.9% 41.9% 34.7% 38.6%
Interested 41.9% 16.3% 29.1% 31.8%
Rather interested 4.7% 27.9% 16.3% 15.9%
Neither interested 2.3% 7.0% 2.0% 6.8%
nor not interested
Rather not 11.6% 4.7% 14.3% 4.5%
interested
Not interested 2.3% 2.3% 0.0% 0.0%
Not interested at 2.3% 0.0% 0.0% 2.3%

all
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Table 2
Continued

Time spend on
sport

Everyday 2.3% 2.2% 12.2% 6.8%
Several times a 65.1% 65.1% 61.2% 63.6%
week

Several times a 20.9% 20.9% 18.4% 18.2%
month

Several times a 11.6% 2.3% 6.1% 4.5%
year

Once a year 0.0% 0.6% 0.0% 4.5%
Never 0.0% 0.0% 2.0% 2.3%
Level of sport

Competitive 26.2% 30.2% 16.7% 23.8%
Fun & Health 73.8% 69.8% 83.3% 76.2%
Professional 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%
Instagram usage

Several times a day  58.1% 58.1% 49.0% 45.5%
Everyday 9.3% 18.6% 20.4% 22.7%
Several times a 4.7% 2.3% 4.1% 13.6%
week

Several times a 4.7% 2.3% 6.1% 0.0%
month

Several times a 2.3% 0.0% 4.1% 0.0%
year

Once a year 4.7% 0.0% 4.1% 2.3%
Never 16.3% 18.6% 12.2% 15.9%
Follower of a

sports-related

Instagram

account

Yes 51.4% 62.5% 56.8% 44.7%
No 48.6% 37.5% 43.2% 55.3%
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Procedure

Utilizing the survey tool ‘Qualtrics’, an online experiment was created (see Appendix A).
After clicking on the study link, the respondents were directed to a study introduction. This
contained an experiment description including the procedure of the study and information
about the data collection. Furthermore, the participants had to agree to a consent form
indicating that they understood and agreed to the presented information. With the agreement
of the consent form the study started.

The participants answered some demographic questions and questions concerning their
interest in sports and Instagram usage first. The participants were then exposed to the
research intervention according to their condition group. The intervention was either a
fictitious Instagram profile description, profile overview, and posts from a made-up
professional athlete or the same content from a fictive amateur athlete. Furthermore, the
intervention included either prominent or less prominent brand placement. The participants
were asked to read the profile description carefully and to take time to look at the Instagram
profile and posts. The participants were allowed to take as much time as they want and to go
back and forth to look at posts again. Thus, concerning time and intensity, participants had
the same opportunities to look at the fictive Instagram content as if they would use their own
device. Afterwards, the respondents were led to a final questionnaire. At this point, the
participants were not able to go back to the intervention. Using this questionnaire the
respondents’ persuasion knowledge, the perceived influencer trustworthiness and expertise,
the brand image as well as the respondents’ attitude and behavioral intention towards gender
equality in the field of sports were measured. Finally, the respondents were directed to a
debriefing section of the online experiment where they were thanked for their participation.
Personal contact information of the researcher was provided for the case of any requests.
Furthermore, participants were informed about the real purpose of the research and that the
exposed Instagram content was fictitious. Participants were able to leave the online

experiment at any time.

Pretest

To test whether the interventions represent the intended type of influencer (either
professional athlete or amateur athlete) and type of brand placement (less prominent or

prominent), a pretest was conducted in which pictures of two potential athletes that may serve
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as influencers were collected and different Instagram profile mock-ups were created (see
Appendix B).

In semi-structured interviews six participants, three men and three women between the
age o