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Abstract 

Based on a comprehensive review of literature and research in the field of social identity 

theory, consumer behavior, and sports marketing, this research explores how the identification 

with a professional athlete impacts the consumer behavior of sports fans. With a participation 

rate in individual sports reaching 34.6% in 2016 and only 23.6% in team sports in the U.S. 

(Participation Report, 2017), it is unclear why research on consumer behavior and sponsorship 

outcomes concentrates mainly on team sports. Additionally, with surfing gaining more 

exposure due to becoming an Olympic sport in 2020, it is a great example of individual sports 

worthy of investigation.  

Social identity is part of one’s identity, which is based on “the relation between the 

individual and his/her surroundings” (Heere & James, 2007, p. 67). Therefore, athlete 

identification is a perception of an individual’s psychological connection with a specific athlete, 

including experiencing the athlete’s successes and losses as their own experiences 

(Cunningham, 2016). By integrating consumer behavior with social identity theory, a model 

was examined, which tested both identification-based sponsorship outcomes as well as factors 

that are not identification-based, which allow the prediction of sports fans’ consumption.  

Methodology 

To learn about the consumer behavior of surf enthusiasts, an analysis was performed by 

retrieving the data gathered via a web survey, which resulted in a sample of N = 491 

respondents, who filled out the questionnaire entirely. The questionnaire consisted of eight 

different sections. First, the principal component analysis (PCA) was conducted to reduce and 

regroup components in this study using the SPSS Statistics. Next, a confirmatory factor analysis 

(CFA) was performed to show the relationships between latent variables and their indicators. 

Last, structural equations modeling (SEM) was performed to assess the overall model fit and 

evaluate the hypothesized relationships. The CFA and the path model were assessed using the 

AMOS 22. This approach allowed to analyze a model of complex relationships such as indirect 

effects, moderation as well as multi-directional effects of variables adequate for this study. 

Findings 

The results suggest that identification with an athlete is a significant variable in predicting 

consumer behavior. Identification with an athlete directly positively influences variables such 



as attitude toward sponsor and passive participation (competitions watched or attended). Those 

variables generate, directly or indirectly, higher spending on surf-related products in general 

and, even more importantly, spending on products of the favorite surfer’s sponsor. Hence, the 

results show that identification with an athlete is a significant variable in sponsorship 

effectiveness measuring. Not all hypotheses could be confirmed; certainly, the model revealed 

more indirect impact paths (instead of direct) than initially assumed. The author believes that 

this is due to the fact that this study investigated the actual act of purchase instead of purchase 

intentions, that were the main focus of previous research. A direct effect of identification with 

an athlete on spending could not be confirmed. However, this study contributes to the research 

by showing that the higher the identification with the athlete, the more favorable the sport 

consumer’s attitude toward the sponsor that directly translates into higher spending on the 

sponsor’s products. 

Practical Implications 

The managerial implications of this study suggest that marketers may use the established 

model as an important diagnostic tool to establish strategies to segment sports’ consumers and 

seek out the sport consumers whose identification with an athlete leads to spending on the 

sponsor’s products. Sports marketers can use this study’s results to propose a segmentation of 

sport consumers according to their level of identification and attitude toward sponsors. 

Furthermore, marketers should specially target millennials, as they come into money and are 

able to purchase more expensive clothes, accessories and shoes that reflect their passions and 

interests. Advertisements aired during sports competitions should be explicitly aimed at high 

performing and active sports enthusiasts, as among all examined subgroups, regular surfers’ 

viewership of surf competitions significantly translates into higher spending of surf-related 

products in general. Sponsoring firms should incorporate tailored marketing approaches toward 

older sport consumers that are based on non-identification purchase factors such as quality. This 

study’s findings show that perception of the brand is crucial for generating sales. Sponsors have 

to choose athletes whom they want the brand to be represented by extremely cautiously due to 

the fact that it will possibly influence the perception of their brand. Having said that, marketers 

need to be also aware of the fact that sponsorship activities alone don’t necessarily trigger 

increased revenue. The sponsors marketing endeavors should incorporate activities to develop 

a positive perception and likable image of their brand, since it’s the positive attitude toward the 

sponsor that generates higher sales. 

 



Research Limitations/Future Research 

Due to the limitations of this study, this research project concentrated mainly on 

mainstream surfers, who participated in the WSL Championship Tour 2018. Further research 

should incorporate all types of relevant professional surfers in order to have a full picture of 

sport consumers in the surf context. This study investigated surf brands; hence, future 

sponsorship research should include a wider and diverse range of non-surfing related sponsors. 

By integrating both team sports and individual sports in a study, a complete picture of 

identification in the sport context would be possible. This study’s findings show a discrepancy 

between past results on purchase intention and this study’s findings on actual spending. It is 

proposed that future research concentrates primarily on the actual purchase rather than the 

intention and that it examines the intention-behavior gap further. Future research should also 

concentrate on spending on the sponsor’s products as a sponsorship outcome. Additionally, 

areas that would also benefit from further investigations due to possible effect on sponsorship 

outcomes include socio-demographic and geographic factors as well as sustainability of the 

products offered by surf brands. Lastly, items that showed weak effects in this study, such as 

passive and active participation and particular non-identification based purchase factors need 

to be further researched. 

 

 


