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The dissertation examines the consumer perception of celebrity endorsement in the sportswear industry by conducting secondary research that includes market reports, industry data and evidence from multi-cases. The study was designed to counter some of the shortcomings found in the celebrity endorsement literature, which often treats key constructs like credibility and authenticity separately from one another, as well as celebrity–brand alignment and symbolic meaning. The research focus is to offer a more comprehensive view of the meaning consumers make of celebrity endorsement strategies in the current digital and social media landscape.
Chapter 1 presented the background on celebrity endorsement in the global sportswear industry, and how digital platforms are becoming increasingly significant in consumer attitudes, engagement and purchasing behavior. The chapter set out the research goal, objectives and research question, and pointed out the absence of context-sensitive and integrated research in sportswear branding. The literature review in Chapter 2 critically examined the previous research on celebrity endorsement and consumer perception. Four main themes were found: credibility and trust, celebrity–brand alignment, authenticity and consumer scepticism, symbolic meaning and consumer identity. The chapter also elaborated on a conceptual framework that shifted the perspective of endorsement messages from being passively received by consumers to being actively interpreted.
The methodological approach used in the study was discussed in Chapter 3. Qualitative secondary research methods, combined with an interpretivist philosophy, and abductive research approach, were employed. The multi-case study approach and thematic analysis facilitated the identification of the patterns that appeared repeatedly in the sportswear brands and endorsement practices. In Chapter 4 the results of five sportswear brands were presented – Nike, Adidas, Puma, Under Armour, and New Balance. The results revealed that credibility, cultural relevance, authenticity and symbolic identity construction are key factors to influence endorsement. Athlete-focused endorsements and performance credibility such as Nike and Adidas, and Puma's fashion-focused celebrity partnerships, were effective in building consumer confidence, and cultural authenticity and youth engagement. Under Armour, on the other hand, proved that being visible as a brand doesn't necessarily lead to positive consumer perception when the level of cultural relevance and authenticity is lower.
The findings were integrated with the literature and the original conceptual framework was further developed in Chapter 5. The analysis showed that endorsement effectiveness is multi-faceted and context-specific, and that consumer identification is an important link between celebrity attributes and brand outcomes. Lastly, Chapter 6 explored the theoretical and managerial implications of the results obtained, emphasizing the need for culturally appropriate, authentic and identity-oriented endorser strategies in digitally competitive sportswear markets, and recommended future research and study limitations.



[bookmark: _Toc230992263]Chapter 1: Introduction and Rationale
[bookmark: _Toc230992264]1.1 Research Background
Over the last few years, the sportswear and fashion industry has seen a tremendous growth in the world, largely because of the changing lifestyles of consumers, the rise in fitness activities and the popularity of athleisure wear. Athleisure is a term used to describe garments that are both athletic and ready to wear in everyday situations, allowing consumers to wear sports-inspired clothing for sporting or non-sporting activities.
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[bookmark: _Toc230992367]Figure 1: Global Athleisure Market Size Forecast (2025–2030)
Source: (Straits Research, 2025)
Recent industry reports estimate that the global athleisure market was valued at approximately USD 402 billion in 2024 and is projected to exceed USD 731 billion by 2033, reflecting sustained growth in demand for lifestyle-oriented sportswear products (Straits Research, 2025). Likewise, the global activewear market is projected to grow to a value of USD 677 billion by 2030, showcasing the sector's swift growth and the growing overlap between the performance wear and fashion markets (Grand View Research, 2024).
MarketLine also provides data that shows the commercial size of the broader sporting goods industry. The sports equipment retail market revenue came in at around $203.3 billion in 2022 and is expected to compound at 6.3% from 2017 to 2022, as the overall growth of sport-oriented consumer markets and demand for sport-oriented products (MarketLine, 2023). This has created more competition between global sportswear brands such as Nike, Adidas, Under Armour, Puma and New Balance. Businesses no longer compete just based on performance and innovation. Rather, brands are centered on identity, cultural relevance and emotional appeal. With sportswear symbolising lifestyle over athletic function, branding strategies are key for differentiation.
The sporting endorsement of celebrities has become an important marketing strategy in sportswear. Brands collaborate with athletes and influencers to improve brand awareness and aspirational connections. Endorsements shape consumer perceptions, attitudes and intentions by associating celebrity attributes with the brand (El Hedhli, Zourrig and Becheur, 2021). Responses are influenced by celebrity attributes such as expertise, attractiveness and trustworthiness (Amos, Holmes and Strutton, 2008). So, it is one of the best brand marketing strategies.
Celebrities are often hired to represent major sportswear companies like Nike, Adidas, Under Armour, Puma and New Balance. Nike is a well-known one among these, for example, because of its many high-profile relations with athletes.
Nike's approach is based on the endorsement of athletes. Collaborations such as Michael Jordan, Serena Williams, Cristiano Ronaldo, and LeBron James are responsible for brand identity and reach. These range from ads to innovation and storytelling. The Air Jordan line made shoes a cultural fashion icon, with endorsements creating stories. These relationships link products with excellence, achievement and aspiration, and serve as brand-building and relationship tools. But, as seen in the industry, the high dollar endorsement deals don't always pay off. For example, a contract worth of more than £20 million annually between Nike and the England national football team was signed to boost sales of the brand's sportswear and increase exposure of the brand but was negatively impacted by the team's poor performance and loss of fans' interest (MarketLine, 2016). This means that endorsement strategies are very dependent on consumer perception and situational variables as opposed to monetary investment.
Even in digital and social media, celebrity endorsement remains a key driver of consumer attitudes and behavioural reaction, especially when it comes to food.In digital and social media, celebrity endorsement still has a major impact on consumer attitudes and behavioral response, especially in the case of food. Recent studies have shown that people do not just consider celebrity endorsements but also the perceived credibility, authenticity and values of the celebrity brand (Halder, Pradhan and Chaudhuri, 2021; Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020). In modern times, the effectiveness of endorsement is driven by consumer perceptions of these cues, particularly because of the growing visibility on platforms like Instagram and TikTok, which has raised consumer scrutiny and scepticism (Appel et al., 2020; Leung, Gu and Palmatier, 2022). Therefore, it's crucial to gain insight into consumers' perception for effective branding strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc230992265]1.2 Research Rationale 
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Research on celebrity endorsements outlines the characteristics of endorsers that affect consumer perceptions and reactions to brands. In recent times, the literature indicates that credibility, expertise and trustworthiness continue to be core elements in the attitudes of consumers when predicting their behavioural intentions in a marketing context (Mookda et al., 2020; Halder, Pradhan and Chaudhuri, 2021). These aspects are more and more understood in digital environments as consumers try to assess the authenticity and transparency of endorsement messages, which can be perceived as genuine or commercial (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020). This implies that the effectiveness of endorsements is not just about the celebrity but depends on how consumers see the credibility and authenticity of the message. In addition to credibility, research highlights the match-up between the endorser and the brand, noting that consumers' perceptions of a good match-up positively impact their attitudes and purchase intentions (Schouten, Janssen and Verspaget, 2020; Jun et al., 2023). Moreover, celebrity endorsement is viewed as a symbolic meaning construction process where consumers make sense of endorsements via identity, lifestyle associations and emotional connections (Halder, Pradhan and Chaudhuri, 2021). Together, these views suggest that endorsement effectiveness is a multi-dimensional phenomenon, consisting of credibility, alignment and symbolization.
However, there are some restrictions in the current literature. First, key constructs like credibility, authenticity, and endorser-brand fit are known, but have been studied separately, leaving a lack of understanding of how they work together to influence consumer evaluations of endorsements (Halder, Pradhan and Chaudhuri, 2021; Jun et al., 2023). Second, the existing studies have mostly been quantitative, and they have tended to investigate relationships between variables, resulting in limited insights into consumers' active processing and meaning making of endorsement messages in real-life context (Dwivedi et al., 2021). Third, digital and social media have revolutionised the meaning and impact of endorsements, raising the bar for authenticity and raising doubts about commercialised endorsements (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020; Schouten, Janssen and Verspaget, 2020). But existing research has not adequately explained the ways in which these dynamic relationships influence the interpretation of the consumer in various contexts. Further, much of the literature considers celebrity endorsement as a generalized marketing approach, whereas a more specific approach, like sportswear, where identity and symbolic consumption are particularly significant, is considered less. Moreover, the literature treats the concept of celebrity endorsement as a generalised marketing approach, with less attention being paid to the specific industry context like sportswear, where identity and symbolic consumption is of particular importance (El Hedhli, Zourrig and Becheur, 2021).
Thus, there is a need for an integrated understanding of the interpretation of celebrity endorsements in the sportswear context. Specifically, the relationship between credibility, authenticity and symbolic sense in a single approach has been largely overlooked (Halder, Pradhan and Chaudhuri, 2021; Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020). This restriction limits the theoretical development as it does not allow a full understanding of the role of multiple endorsement attributes in affecting consumer perception in the modern branding context. Furthermore, the narrow industry-specific context limits the value of the findings, as in sportswear, for example, where identity expression is a key aspect (El Hedhli, Zourrig and Becheur, 2021). This is therefore important to fill the gap in theoretical understanding. In addressing this limitation, the present study employs a secondary qualitative method in order to explore the meaning that consumers give to celebrity endorsement in sportswear branding.
[bookmark: _Toc230992267]1.2.2 Practical Justification 
The above identified research gap also has managerial implications. One of the most widely popular marketing trends that global sportswear brands employ is celebrity endorsement, and they dedicate a significant amount of financial resources to this approach. These endorsements are intended to help make the brand more visible, but also to establish symbolic links with values like achievement, lifestyle and aspirations.
Yet, there is a high financial and reputational risk in these partnerships. For example, the top sportswear companies invest billions of dollars a year in marketing and endorsements to hold competitive positions in the international sportswear sector. While these partnerships can help build brand identity and impact consumer loyalty, the success of such partnerships can also be contingent on consumer perceptions of authenticity and credibility of the endorsement.
In addition, endorsement strategies have become more complex due to the emergence of the digital and creator economy. Social media platforms enable consumers to monitor and assess celebrity-brand connections more closely, which brings more pressure and expectations of authenticity to the relationship. According to industry reports, investing in creator-led advertising is continuing to increase in significance, and is continuing to evolve as a strategy in brand communication (IAB, 2025). This makes it important for marketing managers to choose endorsers that fit the brand's values and to be mindful of threats such as celebrity controversies, reputational spillovers, and skepticism of overly commercial relationships.
If it is not possible to grasp consumer perceptions, there can be big opportunity costs. Poorly matched or inauthentic endorsements can lead to a loss of brand credibility, consumer trust, and marketing investment effectiveness (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020; Spry, Pappu and Cornwell, 2011). Thus, it is essential for the organisations to understand the nature of the consumer's perception of the celebrity endorsement to create effective branding strategies. This study is designed to build on existing research on consumer perception of endorsement strategies to offer insights that can aid in the informed decisions of sportswear marketing and brand management.
This is also reflected in the industry through evidence. For instance, in the sportswear industry, multi-million pound sponsorship deals were made, for example, Nike signed a £20m a year deal with England national football team, where it was thought that the sponsorship would boost sales but, due to poor performance and a lack of consumer engagement, this was not the case (MarketLine, 2016). This shows the dilemma managers experience when assessing endorsement strategies and the unpredictability of ROI. If marketers don't understand what consumers think is authentic and credible, they could be wasting their marketing dollars and not getting the results they need. Therefore, the lack of a proper assessment of endorsement strategies is a considerable opportunity cost because as highly saturated and brand driven markets, firms can lose potential competitive advantage.
[bookmark: _Toc230992268]1.3 Research Contribution and Motivation
This study is a step towards filling the gap in the research on celebrity endorsements by building a more comprehensive consumer perception of endorsement strategies in the sportswear sector. Previous studies have identified the significance of credibility, authenticity and endorser–brand congruence, but the effects of these dimensions are studied separately, thereby providing limited insights into the interplay between these dimensions in consumer perception. This research builds upon existing research by consolidating these factors and investigating them in combination in a given industry context. The study adds to the ongoing research on endorsement by improving the understanding of the combined effect of endorsement attributes on consumer interpretation in digital and brand-based contexts (Halder, Pradhan and Chaudhuri, 2021; Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020).
The study also adds to the literature by building on previous research on endorsement effectiveness by adding an additional level of analysis beyond outcome measures like attitude and purchase intention. Instead, it has been argued that consumers treat endorsements as symbolic and identity-related cues, which rely on meaning construction, authenticity and contextual congruency to influence brand perception (El Hedhli, Zourrig and Becheur, 2021; Jun et al., 2023). This offers a more comprehensive perspective on the efficiency of endorsement in the sportswear industry, where lifestyle, identity and cultural relevance play a significant role in influencing consumer behavior.
In an empirical way, the research is secondary qualitative, on the basis of industry reports, market insights, and already existing academic studies. They are analyzed in a cross-sectional perspective to reveal the pattern of consumer interpretations of celebrity endorsements. This approach is helpful to overcome the limitations of the existing research that has been conducted in a quantitative and variable-based approach (Dwivedi et al., 2021). The study combines evidence from various sources to offer a more comprehensive and contextually rich analysis of endorsement effectiveness, specifically in terms of authenticity, trust, and celebrity–brand congruence.
On a practical level, the study provides useful insights for the sportwear industry's marketing managers. With the large investment budgets that are to be allocated for celebrity endorsement campaigns, organisations should understand the consumer perception of endorsement credibility and authenticity better. The results underscore the significance of authenticity and symbolic fit in fostering trust and long-term brand relationships (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020; Schouten, Janssen and Verspaget, 2020). Thus, the study can assist with informed decisions on endorser selection, brand alignment, and campaign design, as well as minimise risk with regards to ineffective endorsement strategies.
This study is original because it combines the concepts of credibility, alignment, authenticity, and symbolic meaning in the context of sportswear, and it is based on secondary data. It combines these constructs into a unified examination of consumer perception and presents a new understanding of celebrity endorsements as complex, interpretative brand signals in online contexts, in contrast to previous work which has looked at them one by one.
[bookmark: _Toc230992269]1.4 Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
This dissertation is guided by a clearly defined research aim, objectives and research question derived from the gaps identified in celebrity endorsement literature, particularly within the sportswear branding context. The study focuses on synthesising interpretive insights from existing academic research in order to enhance understanding of how consumers perceive celebrity endorsements in contemporary branding environments.
Research Aim: To explore how consumers perceive celebrity endorsement in the sportswear industry through secondary research using market reports, industry data and case study sources.
Research Objectives
1. To identify recurring patterns in secondary data that reflect consumer perceptions of celebrity endorsement within the sportswear industry.
2. To analyse how factors such as credibility, authenticity and celebrity–brand congruence influence consumer attitudes toward sportswear brands.
Research Questions
1. How do consumers perceive and interpret celebrity endorsement in the sportswear industry?

[bookmark: _Toc230992270]1.5 Dissertation Structure
This dissertation is organised into six chapters to systematically address the research aim and objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc230992374]Table 1: Dissertation Structure
	Chapter
	Title
	Description

	1
	Introduction and Rationale
	Introduces research background, rationale, research gap and study objectives.

	2
	Literature Review
	Critically analyses celebrity endorsement theories, consumer perception literature and sportswear’s branding context.

	3
	Methodology
	Explains research philosophy, secondary qualitative design and thematic analysis procedures.

	4
	Findings
	Presents thematic patterns emerging from the literature.

	5
	Discussion
	Interprets findings and links them to theory and practice.

	6
	Conclusion
	Summarises contributions, limitations and recommendations for future research.
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This chapter examines critically the academic literature on celebrity endorsement and the impact it has on consumers' perception in the sportswear industry. Celebrity endorsement has a significant impact on brand attitudes, purchase intentions, and engagement, especially in digital and social media settings (Halder, Pradhan and Chaudhuri, 2021; Dwivedi et al., 2021).
The literature, however, tends to analyze the concepts of credibility, authenticity, endorser–brand congruence, and symbolic connotation and meaning separately, resulting in a lack of integration of the interpretation of endorsements. Therefore, this chapter aims to blend the latest research to create a more holistic understanding of consumer perception, particularly in digital environments where consumers are more focused on assessing authenticity, credibility, and relevance (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020; Schouten, Janssen and Verspaget, 2020).
The review is organised into four themes – credibility and trust, celebrity–brand alignment, authenticity and scepticism, and symbolic meaning and identity. These themes provide the foundation for the conceptual framework guiding the analysis in later chapters.
[bookmark: _Toc230992273]2.2 Thematic Overview of the Literature
This section presents a thematic synthesis of the literature on celebrity endorsement and consumer perception. Based on the debates that emerged from this, the review is structured around four interrelated themes: credibility and trust, celebrity–brand alignment, authenticity and consumer scepticism, and symbolic meaning and consumer identity. These themes not only capture the key theoretical elements developed in the literature to account for endorsement effectiveness, but also reveal the lack of integration in the literature, in which these dimensions have been investigated separately. This thematic organization of the literature allows for a critical comparison of the viewpoints and the uncovering of important restrictions and gaps, leading to a more holistic understanding of the consumer's perception of the use of celebrity endorsement in the context of sportswear.
[bookmark: _Toc230992274]2.2.1 Credibility and Trust in Celebrity Endorsement 
Credibility in celebrity endorsement is defined as how much an endorser is believed to be credible, knowledgeable and reliable. It is a key determinant in consumer attitudes toward brands and evaluation of marketing messages. In the digital world, consumers are more likely to believe in a brand if they view the endorsement content as genuine and transparent, with a high degree of intent (Halder, Pradhan and Chaudhuri, 2021; Dwivedi et al., 2021).
The research in the recent years has shown again and again the positive effect of credibility on consumer responses. In the context of social media, for instance, Lou and Yuan (2019) demonstrate that the credibility of messages has a positive effect on consumer trust and purchase intention. Likewise, Sokolova and Kefi (2020) conclude that both perceived credibility and parasocial interaction contribute to enhancing consumers' purchase intention for endorsed products. This is further supported by more recent studies by Alcántara-Pilar et al. (2024) which show that the credibility of influencers can directly affect loyalty and behavioural intentions in digital platforms like TikTok.
But, this link does not hold true for all. On the other hand, Kim and Kim (2021) believe that the consumers are becoming more skeptical about influencer marketing as the promotions are becoming more and more commercialized and planned. This means credibility is no longer a given, it depends on the perception of authenticity and intent by the consumer. Likewise, Halder, Pradhan and Chaudhuri (2021) state that the credibility effect is situationally, contextually and perceptively dependent and not fixed, meaning that trust is not static.
One of the main drawbacks of previous studies is the method used. The majority of literature is based on survey-based and experimental designs, where credibility is considered as a standalone factor (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Sokolova and Kefi, 2020). This restricts the perception of credibility within the context of other symbolic and contextual factors. However, the concept of credibility is not sufficiently established as part of other concepts, such as authenticity and meaning, which are especially prominent in sportswear branding where identity and lifestyle are of key importance. It brings up the demand for a more comprehensive and interpretative perspective of the effectiveness of endorsement.
[bookmark: _Toc230992275]2.2.2 Celebrity–Brand Alignment 
Celebrity–brand alignment is the match between the image of a celebrity and the identity, values, or symbolic meaning of the brand that they sponsor. This alignment is deemed as significant as it relates to the consumer's beliefs of the endorsement's authenticity, relevance and persuasiveness. Sportswear branding is highly connected with performance, lifestyle and identity, therefore alignment is a crucial factor in consumer perception.
Recent research indicates that alignment boosts endorsement effectiveness through increases in trust and brand evaluations. Schouten, Janssen and Verspaget (2020) show that a close fit between a product and an endorser positively impacts on credibility and identification, which in turn boosts the effectiveness of the advertisement. Likewise, Jun et al. (2023) conclude that brand associations and celebrity characteristics are positively related to consumers' attitudes and purchase intentions when the celebrities are similar. In line with this, Belanche et al. (2021) demonstrate that the congruence of influencers, products and consumers improves persuasion and behavioural results in social media marketing. In the field of sport, Rai et al. (2021) also suggest that endorser–brand congruence increases purchase intention via brand credibility and image transfer processes.
Although alignment does not function uniformly in all contexts. However, Breves et al. (2019) state that perceived fit is not the same as objective similarity as it is a subjective interpretation by consumers. This means that to be effective the alignment must not be the only factor. Furthermore, congruence effects could be different across platforms, audience, and type of endorsers, suggesting a context dependency of congruence.
Although there is a great deal of literature on the subject, it has its own set of drawbacks. However, alignment is frequently considered a static relationship, assessed by structured questionnaires, neglecting the dynamic and evolving nature of consumer perception (Breves et al., 2019; Belanche et al., 2021). Furthermore, the issue of alignment is seldom studied in conjunction with other important concepts like authenticity and symbolic meaning. Therefore, previous studies do not fully capture the consumer's meaning of congruence in complex branding context like sportswear where identity expression and cultural meaning are important. This suggests the need for more contextually and integrated research.
[bookmark: _Toc230992276]2.2.3 Authenticity and Consumer Scepticism 
Authenticity in Celebrity Endorsement is the degree to which consumers see an endorser or message as sincere, honest and real. It conveys a feeling of “realness” that tells whether an endorsement is based on a personal belief or just business. In digital marketing contexts, authenticity is becoming an essential criterion in building consumer trust since they are more aware of the existence of sponsored content and strategic brand partnerships (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020; Appel et al., 2020).
The importance of genuine endorsement in boosting consumer trust and engagement has been highlighted in recent literature. Audrezet, de Kerviler, and Moulard (2020) make the point that authenticity is realized when the influencers are moving beyond the controlled self presentation and are showing consistency between their identity and the product they promote. Likewise, Vrontis et al. (2021) emphasize that authenticity is among the key components of the success of influencer marketing, as it improves perceived credibility and relational trust. This is not always as simple as it sounds, though. However, Campbell and Farrell (2020) propose that as the influencer marketing industry becomes more commercialised, consumers become more sceptical about endorsements that are too strategic or monetised. Similarly, Leung, Gu and Palmatier (2022) state that the effectiveness of influencer marketing depends on consumers' awareness of their persuasive intent, which may lead to a decrease in consumers' trust in the influencer when they doubt their authenticity.
One of the most difficult aspects of this literature is the subjectivity and context of the definition of authenticity. Perceptions of authenticity can vary by audience, based on cultural, social and platform-specific contexts (Appel et al., 2020; Harrigan et al., 2021). Moreover, most of the studies focus on authenticity as a standalone construct without providing a link to the wider processes of identity construction and symbolic interpretation. As a result, there is still relatively little knowledge of the relationship between authenticity and symbolism and consumer identity, especially in the context of sportwear brands where lifestyle and self-expression play a major role. This underscores the need for a more holistic approach to endorser interpretation.
[bookmark: _Toc230992277] 2.2.4 Symbolic Meaning and Consumer Identity 
Consumer or brand symbolic meaning is the meaning consumers attach to brands and products by using them to communicate their identity, values and lifestyle. When it comes to celebrity endorsements, brands are judged not just on their utilitarian qualities, but on the symbolic meaning that is carried over via the endorsers. Endorsements can be seen as a form of representation of identity, aspiration and social positioning by consumers, especially when a brand is associated with a lifestyle and self-expression, as in the case of sportwear brands (El Hedhli, Zourrig and Becheur, 2021).
Recent studies indicate that endorsement is a factor in the formation of symbolic meaning and consumer identification. El Hedhli, Zourrig and Becheur (2021) shows that celebrity endorsement impacts consumer attitudes through internalisation and identification, in which consumers identify themselves with the symbolism of the endorser. Likewise, Harrigan et al. (2021) note that influencers are important agents of digital identity as consumers interact with content that is congruent with their desired digital image. This indicates that there are ways in which endorsement strategies can generate associations beyond functional value.
But the meaning of the symbols is not consistent. Vrontis et al. (2021) posits that the reactions of consumers to influencer-generated content are highly contextual and depend on motivations, social context and platform dynamics. Endorsements can be effective at communicating aspirational messages but the success of these messages relies on how consumers receive and internalise the message. In addition, Campbell and Farrell (2020) point out that consumers are becoming more cognizant of the commercial nature of these endorsements, which may taint the symbolic nature of the endorsement if it is viewed as inauthentic.
However, the symbolic meaning is not fully explored in particular industry contexts, e.g. sportswear. There is a considerable amount of literature which discusses identity and meaning in general marketing contexts, but does not take into account how identity and meaning function in the context of credibility and authenticity. Consequently, there is no comprehensive explanation from previous studies on the meaning that consumers attach to endorsement as a mix of trust, authenticity and symbolic meaning. This is a clear area of need for a more robust and nuanced picture of the effectiveness of endorsement.
[bookmark: _Toc230992278]2.3 Theoretical Foundation 
This study takes an interpretive consumer perception approach to look at how people perceive and evaluate celebrity endorsement in sportswear branding. In contrast to the traditional marketing research that focuses on consumers as passive recipients of marketing stimuli, current research focuses on consumers actively interpreting, negotiating and constructing meaning from endorsement messages based on their personal experiences, social context and identity (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020; Leung, Gu and Palmatier, 2022). This view is in line with the evolution of linear models of consumer persuasion in the digital age to more dynamic and context-driven understandings of consumer behaviour.
Recent literature has revealed that consumer reactions to endorsement are not limited to the simple factors of attractiveness and visibility, but are influenced by the interpretation of both in terms of authenticity, credibility, and relevance. In this respect, the need for a more comprehensive analytical approach is further highlighted by the fact that endorsement effectiveness is dependent on multiple factors and not just on individual factors as pointed out by Halder, Pradhan and Chaudhuri (2021). Likewise, Appel et al. (2020) stress that digital and social media has changed the way consumers interact with the marketing communication, which allows them to evaluate and be skeptical of the message. Endorsements are evaluated by consumers on the informational value as well as for their symbolic and relational value within this context.
Moreover, new studies indicate that consumer perception is constructed through meaning construction, as endorsement messages are seen as identity, lifestyle and cultural relevance signals. The authors of Vrontis et al. (2021) note that perceptions of authenticity and relational closeness are important factors in determining the effectiveness of influencer marketing, and Harrigan et al. (2021) point out that social media has a significant impact on identity-based engagement with brands. The results suggest that endorsement is not a one-dimensional process of message transmission, but rather one that includes credibility, authenticity, and symbolic interpretation.
Based on this perspective, the current study makes a novel contribution by combining the concepts of credibility, authenticity, and symbolic meaning in a single analytical framework. These constructs are not analyzed separately, but instead how they interact to influence consumer perception is explored in a specific context – the sportswear brand, where identity expression and lifestyle association are especially relevant. This holistic approach delivers a more in-depth understanding of the effectiveness of endorsement and overcomes the shortcomings of previous research that tended to be either lacking in interpretation or in context.

[bookmark: _Toc230992279]2.4 Conceptual Framework 
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[bookmark: _Toc230992368]Figure 2: Conceptual Framework of Consumer Perception in Celebrity Endorsement
(Compiled by Author)
To get a complete picture of the relationship between celebrity endorsement and consumers' perceptions and brands' outcomes, the key themes that were identified in Section 2.2 are synthesised within the conceptual framework presented in Figure 2. The framework consists of four key elements: contextual factors, celebrity endorser attributes, mechanisms of consumer perception, and brand outcomes.
From the contextual perspective, the digital and social media context, as well as theoretical frameworks of interpretation, influence the communication and evaluation of endorsement messages (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020; Appel et al., 2020). Drawing from the literature, the three attributes which are the key signals that affect consumers' interpretation are credibility, authenticity, and celebrity–brand alignment (Halder, Pradhan and Chaudhuri, 2021; Jun et al., 2023).
These characteristics do not necessarily influence the outcome directly, but instead influence the consumers' perception mechanisms like trust, scepticism, identification and symbolic meaning. It mirrors the literature that focuses on consumers being active interpreters, creating meaning in terms of identity and contextual relevance (Harrigan et al., 2021; Vrontis et al., 2021).
Finally, these interpretative mechanisms drive brand outcomes including attitude, purchase intention and loyalty, emphasizing the importance of an integrated, context-specific brand endorsement effectiveness understanding.
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[bookmark: _Toc230992280]2.5 Summary of Key Literature
This section summarises the main theoretical perspectives, constructs, methods and findings of the key studies examined in this chapter in a structured manner that emphasises the theory relevant to celebrity endorsement and consumer perception. The table collates literature across the four key themes found in Section 2.2: credibility, celebrity–brand alignment, authenticity and symbolic meaning. It provides a unified presentation of these studies so that the results can be compared in order to better understand the differing ways that researchers think about and study endorsement effectiveness. Further, the table identifies methodological trends, including the predominance of quantitative methods, and some of the methodological weaknesses, including the lack of contextual specificity and fragmented analysis. The synthesis confirmed the main research gap in this study, which lies in the lack of comprehensive integration of important constructs in a single framework, specifically in the field of sportswear branding and modern digital surroundings.
[bookmark: _Toc230992375]Table 2: Summary of Key Literature
	Author(s) & Year
	Theory/Framework
	Key Constructs/Themes
	Methodology
	Key Findings
	Limitations/Gaps
	Relevance to the  Study

	Halder et al. (2021)
	Source Credibility Theory
	Credibility, trustworthiness
	Literature review
	Credibility strongly influences consumer attitudes
	Treats constructs separately
	Supports role of credibility in perception

	Lou & Yuan (2019)
	Influencer Marketing Model
	Message credibility, trust
	Survey-based
	Credibility increases purchase intention
	Quantitative focus
	Links credibility to behavioural outcomes

	Alcántara-Pilar et al. (2024)
	Influencer Credibility
	Credibility, loyalty
	Empirical study
	Credibility drives loyalty and engagement
	Platform-specific
	Shows modern digital relevance

	Kim & Kim (2021)
	Trust Theory
	Scepticism, trust
	Empirical
	Consumers sceptical of commercialised endorsements
	Context-dependent findings
	Introduces scepticism concept

	Schouten et al. (2020)
	Match-Up Theory
	Endorser–brand fit
	Experimental
	Fit improves credibility and effectiveness
	Ignores symbolic meaning
	Supports alignment construct

	Jun et al. (2023)
	Brand Association Theory
	Alignment, brand perception
	Empirical
	Alignment improves brand attitude
	Limited context variation
	Strengthens alignment importance

	Belanche et al. (2021)
	Congruence Theory
	Influencer-product fit
	Empirical
	Fit enhances persuasion
	Focus on social media only
	Supports alignment in digital context

	Breves et al. (2019)
	Fit Theory
	Perceived congruence
	Experimental
	Fit is subjective and context-dependent
	Over-simplified measurement
	Shows limitation of alignment

	Rai et al. (2021)
	Brand Transfer Theory
	Congruence, brand image
	Empirical
	Alignment impacts purchase intention
	Limited generalisability
	Links alignment to outcomes

	Audrezet et al. (2020)
	Authenticity Theory
	Authenticity, trust
	Qualitative
	Authenticity drives trust and engagement
	Context-specific
	Core to authenticity construct

	Campbell & Farrell (2020)
	Persuasion Knowledge
	Scepticism, commercial intent
	Conceptual
	Commercialisation increases scepticism
	Lacks empirical testing
	Explains scepticism mechanism

	Leung, Gu and Palmatier, (2022)
	Influencer Marketing Theory
	Persuasion detection
	Review
	Effectiveness depends on perceived intent
	Broad scope
	Links authenticity to scepticism

	Harrigan et al. (2021)
	Identity Theory
	Identification, identity
	Empirical
	Influencers shape identity-based engagement
	Limited industry focus
	Supports symbolic meaning

	Vrontis et al. (2021)
	Influencer Framework
	Authenticity, relationships
	Review
	Authenticity drives relational trust
	Lacks integration
	Links authenticity to perception

	El Hedhli et al. (2021)
	Meaning Transfer Theory
	Identity, symbolic meaning
	Empirical
	Endorsement shapes identity and attitudes
	General context
	Supports symbolic meaning construct







[bookmark: _Toc230992281]2.6 Conclusion
The literature reviewed in this chapter has been examined critically under the four themes of credibility, celebrity–brand alignment, authenticity and symbolic meaning. Together, these themes illustrate that endorsement effectiveness is a multi-dimensional phenomenon, not only because of content characteristics of the endorser, but also because of consumers' interpretation of the endorsers' signals in specific contexts. The findings demonstrated that credibility and alignment had an impact on trust and persuasion, and authenticity and symbolic meaning introduced the notion of identity, sincerity and meaning construction in the new digital world.
It did find, however, that there are some gaps in the current literature. Most studies focus on these constructs individually, leading to a disjointed consumer perception picture. Further, a prevalent quantitative emphasis of methodologies fails to capture consumer active interpretation of endorsement messages. Additionally, there is little attention given to the industry-specific context, such as sportswear, where identity and lifestyle associations play a major part.
To overcome these gaps, this study takes an interpretive consumer perception perspective that focuses on the role of consumers as active meaning makers and not on the role of the consumer as a passive receiver of marketing messages. This theoretical perspective can facilitate a more comprehensive understanding of the interplay of credibility, authenticity, alignment and symbolic meaning in consumers' interpretation processes.
The framework presented in this chapter integrates these elements into a comprehensive model to offer a framework for understanding endorsement effectiveness. This framework will be used to direct the empirical investigation in the next chapter. In Chapter 3, the methodological approach will be explained and the use of secondary data and a case study analysis in examining these relationships in practice will be outlined.



[bookmark: _Toc230992282]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc230992283]3.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the methodological approach the researcher has used to aim his research in exploring the perception of consumers on celebrity endorsement in the sportswear industry, and justifies his choice of approach. This chapter outlines the philosophical and methodological decisions made in this study based on the research question that is focused on understanding the consumer interpretation. The research is an extension of the theme of the previous chapters, focusing on consumer perception of celebrity endorsement in the context of credibility, authenticity, alignment and symbolism in today's branding world.
The design of the study is a qualitative research design and the data sources are secondary data sources and the structured method is multi case study using the leading sportswear brands. This is suitable because the study has an interpretive nature and is not intended to measure causal relationships, but rather to interpret the meanings that are experienced subjectively.
The chapter then outlines the research philosophy, approach and strategy, and a justification for the case study design. It then outlines the criteria for case selection, the types of data sources and data collection methods used, and the analytical method, rigor, and ethics of the study.
[bookmark: _Toc230992284]3.2 Research Philosophy, Approach, and Design 
[bookmark: _Toc230992285]3.2.1 Research Philosophy 
The interpretive research philosophy is used in this study, which assumes that reality is socially constructed and that knowledge is socially constructed through subjective interpretations. Interpretivism is an ontological approach that takes into account that social reality is not fixed but rather it is formed by the individuals' experiences and interactions. Epistemologically it stresses that knowledge comes from the understanding of meanings and not from the discovery of objective truths.
Interpretivism emphasizes understanding the meaning, perception, and context over measurement and prediction, focusing on how people interpret and make sense of their social world (Pervin and Mokhtar, 2022). This view is especially relevant to this research because it focuses on the consumer's perception of the authenticity, trust and symbolism of celebrity endorsement. Unlike positivist methods, which aim at testing hypotheses and establishing causal relationships, interpretivism provides a better approach for studying subjective experiences of consumers and is therefore better suited for the research question.
[bookmark: _Toc230992286]3.2.2 Research Approach
The approach used in this study is abductive, a research approach that is mixed between inductive and deductive approaches. The research starts from a conceptual framework based on the review of the literature that serves as a theoretical basis for the understanding of key constructs such as credibility, authenticity and symbolic meaning. This is followed by the examination of real world case evidence, with patterns and insights gaining from the data.
The abductive method is an iterative process that alternates between theory and data, continually developing understanding based on the new knowledge that is gained (Timmermans and Tavory, 2012). This flexibility is especially useful in interpretive research, which is used to describe and explain complex social phenomena that cannot be fully described using pre-established research hypotheses. Abductive reasoning is a method that allows for a more comprehensive and contextual analysis than deductive reasoning, which is theory-driven, or inductive reasoning, which has no theoretical basis.
[bookmark: _Toc230992287]3.2.3 Research Strategy 
The research employs a case study approach that allows for detailed analysis of the use of celebrity endorsement in sportswear branding situations. Case study research is well-suited to understanding complex phenomena in which the distinction between the phenomenon and its context is not well-defined, and a detailed and contextualized understanding of processes and relationships is desired (Yin, 2018).
A multi-case design is used to make comparisons across the different sportswear brands, patterns and variations in endorsement strategies and consumer responses can be identified.
3.2.4 Research Design Framework (Research Onion)
This study is organized according to Saunders et al.'s Research Onion, a systematic way to organize the decisions of research design starting from philosophical assumptions to data collection and analysis. The model shows how each methodological choice is interconnected and how each is connected to the research aim, making the research design coherent and logically structured (Stevens, 2024).
[image: https://aesanetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Res-onion-page0001-990x700.jpg]
[bookmark: _Toc230992369]Figure 3: Saunder's Research Onion
(Source: Adapted from Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019; Tengli, 2020)
These layers of the Research Onion that guided this study are research philosophy, research approach, and research strategy which are followed by the choice of method, time horizon, and data collection and analysis. The current study employs a mono-method qualitative design with secondary data sources and a cross sectional time horizon in connection with the current practice of endorsement.
[bookmark: _Toc230992288]3.3 Justification for Case Study Methodology
The choice of case study methodology is directly related to the research question that wants to understand the perception of consumers about the celebrity endorsement in the sportswear industry. Case study research is especially suited for “how” and “what” questions and allows for a detailed study of current phenomena in their real-life context (Schlunegger, Zumstein-Shaha and Palm, 2024). This is appropriate for the study of consumer interpretation, which is a socially produced meaning rather than an objectively measurable one.
One of the strengths of the case study method is that it allows for a rich context and relevance to the real world. It enables the analysis of complex and interrelated concepts, such as authenticity, identity, and trust, that are hard to analyze with quantitative techniques. Case studies also contribute to theory development and refinement by providing contextually relevant insights into how these constructs work together in real life (Busetto, Wick and Gumbinger, 2020).
This is further supported by the use of secondary data as this allows access to real-life organisational evidence from high-profile companies including Nike, Adidas, Under Armour, Puma and New Balance. Secondary data allows for incorporation of multiple data sources and provides longitudinal information and minimizes access barriers. Importantly, triangulation across different sources increases the credibility of findings because it provides cross-verification of evidence (Schlunegger, Zumstein-Shaha and Palm, 2024).
A multi-case design is used to allow for comparison between cases and to better identify patterns and draw analytical generalisations. The number of cases presented will vary, but three to five cases is a good balance of depth and comparability. Some of these constraints should be recognized, such as the possible bias in secondary data, lack of researcher control, and differences in the depth of data across sources.
[bookmark: _Toc230992289]3.4 Case Selection and Sampling Strategy
[bookmark: _Toc230992290]3.4.1 Sampling Strategy 
The sampling method used in this study is purposive (theoretical) sampling which is a sampling method that selects cases that are relevant to the phenomenon of research and is not random. In qualitative research, purposive sampling is a common method since it allows for the selection of information-rich cases that can yield valuable insights into the research topic (Ahmad and Wilkins, 2024). This study focuses particularly on the choice of cases to examine consumer perception of celebrity endorsements in sportswear branding environments.
Unlike probability sampling that strives for statistical generalisation, purposive sampling is used for analytical generalisation, in which results are used to build theory, not make inferences about a population.
[bookmark: _Toc230992291]3.4.2 Case Selection Criteria 
The selection of cases is based on well-defined criteria in order to guarantee relevance and analytical rigour. The first is that cases need to be directly linked to the celebrity endorsement in the sportswear sector in the UK, and fit the research focus. Secondly, the information has to be rich; selected cases must offer enough publicly disclosed information to enable detailed analysis.
Third, diversity is regarded as a way to compare various brand strategies, positioning, and endorsement strategies. This enables patterns and variations in consumer perception to be identified. Fourth, cases are chosen for their level of currency – that is, they are drawn from the past five to ten years so that they are relevant to current marketing practices. Last but not least, credible information is sought based on reliable and verifiable sources, such as company reports, industry analyses and academic research.
[bookmark: _Toc230992292]3.4.3 Case Profiles 
The study is based on five popular sportswear brands: Nike, Adidas, Puma, Under Armour and New Balance, which are well known for their celebrity endorsement approach. These organisations are in the highly competitive brand driven market, where positioning, identity and performance are key elements of the consumer perception. Selected cases offer contexts that provide information-rich opportunities for analysing the implementation of celebrity endorsement in different strategic approaches. A summary of the selected cases is presented in Table below:
[bookmark: _Toc230992376]Table 3: Case Profiles
	Case
	Company
	Industry
	Geography
	Key Focus
	Data Sources

	1
	Nike
	Sportswear
	Global
	Athlete endorsement strategy
	Reports, media

	2
	Adidas
	Sportswear
	Global
	Brand collaborations & endorsements
	Reports, media

	3
	Puma
	Sportswear
	Global
	Lifestyle and celebrity partnerships
	Reports, media

	4
	Under Armour
	Sportswear
	Global
	Performance-based endorsements
	Reports, media

	5
	New Balance
	Sportswear
	Global
	Emerging celebrity partnerships
	Reports, media



[bookmark: _Toc230992293]3.4.4 Justification of Case Diversity 
The inclusion of diverse cases enables comparison across different branding strategies and market contexts. This variation supports cross-case analysis, allowing identification of patterns and differences in consumer perception. Such diversity enhances analytical robustness and contributes to theory development.
[bookmark: _Toc230992294]3.5 Data Sources and Data Collection 
[bookmark: _Toc230992295]3.5.1 Types of Secondary Data Sources 
A variety of secondary data sources are used to provide a thorough and reliable analysis. While industry reports offer more general market information and consumer behavior, they often do not have a lot of contextual information. Brand strategies and performance can be found in company reports and official publications, but this may be a positive organisational spin.
Business media and trade publications offer independent and critical views on industry news, although may not be as thorough or reliable. Market analytics platforms offer quantitative information and benchmarking data, which aides in understanding but may not include qualitative information. Academic studies are important because they provide theory and empirical studies on the subject of celebrity endorsement and consumer perception, but sometimes may not be the most current in industry practices.
Multiple sources allow for triangulation, which is generally acknowledged as an effective method to increase the validity in qualitative case study research by combining different views (Schlunegger, Zumstein-Shaha and Palm, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc230992296]3.5.2 Data Collection Process 
The data were gathered by systematically searching the literature and using the keywords: “celebrity endorsement,” “sportswear branding,” “consumer perception,” and “authenticity.” The sources that were selected were relevant to the research topic, recent to provide current perspective and credibility of the data source.
The collected data were structured around the cases and then sorted them thematically, according to the conceptual framework set out in Chapter 2. This was a structured approach which allowed patterns and relationships to be identified across cases and ensured a transparent and systematic analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc230992297]3.6 Data Analysis Approach 
[bookmark: _Toc230992298]3.6.1 Analytical Framework 
The conceptual framework created in Chapter 2, which brings together important constructs such as credibility, authenticity, celebrity–brand alignment, and symbolic meaning, guides the data analysis in this study. The analysis also draws on thematic analysis principles proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006), which provide a systematic approach for identifying, analysing, and interpreting recurring patterns across qualitative data. The method is abductive, with a process of moving between theory and empirical data to enhance understanding. This method is well suited for qualitative research that relies on case studies, because it allows for the synthesis of observation and theory (Timmermans and Tavory, 2012).
The analysis is organised in a case-based template, which provides a consistency across the cases and flexibility in interpretation. The framework constructs are used to analyse each case, giving a systematic and theory-informed analysis of consumer perception.
[bookmark: _Toc230992299]3.6.2 Within-Case Analysis 
All cases (Nike, Adidas, Under Armour, Puma, and New Balance) are examined separately to gain a thorough understanding of endorsement strategies and consumer perceptions. The analysis is organized into three parts, namely, brand background, endorsement strategy and consumer response.
Each case uses multiple secondary data sources, such as company reports, industry analysis and news reports. The triangulation is used to strengthen the analysis by verifying the results with other sources (Singh et al., 2021). This strategy allows for a holistic understanding of the use of celebrity endorsement by each brand and the interpretation of this strategy within the context of the consumer.
[bookmark: _Toc230992300]3.6.3 Cross-Case Analysis 
After in-case analysis, cross case comparison is carried out to find patterns, similarities and differences among the brands selected. This stage is concerned with the functioning of key constructs (credibility, authenticity, symbolic meaning) in various contexts and strategies.
Across case analysis helps to identify common themes and variations, which can help to develop more generalisable insights (Safari, McKenna and Davis, 2023). The results of this step provide the basis for a discussion in Chapter 5, covering the theoretical implications and contributions.
[bookmark: _Toc230992301] 3.7 Research Quality and Rigour 
Several factors are taken into consideration to guarantee the quality and rigour of the research, such as construct validity, internal validity, external validity and reliability.
To increase the construct validity, multiple sources of data are used to facilitate triangulation and limit reliance on one source of data to the exclusion of others. Key constructs are defined, based on the conceptual framework, to further enhance the accuracy of measurement (Nowell et al., 2017).
Internal validity is established by a systematic and transparent analysis, where the data and interpretation are connected in a logical way. Structured analytical framework and case comparison increases the credibility of findings.
Analytical generalisation is used to deal with external validity, in which findings are related to theoretical constructs instead of statistical populations. The multiple cases approach further enhances this, as patterns that are seen across cases increase the confidence in the results (Czosnek et al., 2022).
Reliability is achieved by clear documentation of the data sources, selection criteria, and analytical procedures, so that the research process can be replicated and evaluated by others.
[bookmark: _Toc230992302] 3.8 Ethical Considerations 
Ethical risk is kept to a minimum as this study only uses secondary data which is publicly available. Ethical issues are still relevant in the conduct of responsible research, however.
All data sources are cited correctly and original authorship is acknowledged in order to ensure academic integrity. Care is taken to accurately represent findings without misinterpretation or selective reporting. Multiple sources also minimize the risk of bias because they offer different points of view. Furthermore, the study follows the institutional ethics guidelines such as transparency, honesty and accountability in research. A special emphasis is placed on plagiarism and correct use of sources.
The study upholds ethical standards and guarantees the trustworthiness and credibility of research by adhering to these practices.
[bookmark: _Toc230992303]3.9 Chapter Summary 
The methodological approach used in this study has been mentioned and explained in this chapter. It has shown the appropriateness of a secondary data case study design to examine the consumer perception of celebrity endorsement in the sportswear industry. The chapter discussed the research philosophy, the abductive approach and the case study strategy along with data collection and analysis process.
The use of a structured analytical framework, along with within-case and cross-case analysis, results in a systematic and theory-based analysis of the research problem. Research quality and rigour have also been explored, assuring the trustworthiness and validity of the results.
In general, the methodology is coherent and suitable to fulfil the research objective. The empirical results are presented below in line with the selected cases and thematic constructs.


[bookmark: _Toc230992304]Chapter 4: Findings
[bookmark: _Toc230992305]4.1 Introduction 
The results obtained from the analysis of secondary data are presented in this chapter, particularly the effect of the use of celebrity endorsement strategies on consumers perception in the sportswear industry. The results are presented in five case studies of major sportswear players from around the world including Nike, Adidas, Puma, Under Armour and New Balance. A multi case study approach enables a discussion of branding in actual situations in various organizational settings, and offers insights into branding endorsement strategies and their interpretations by consumers.
The information provided in this chapter comes from reliable and public sources, such as company annual reports, investor communications, authoritative financial news providers (e.g. Bloomberg), industry reports (e.g. from Statista and MarketLine). These sources help to identify patterns of brand strategy, brand endorsement and brand performance.
In the sportswear industry, celebrity endorsement is a common marketing tactic that has a significant impact on consumer attitudes, brand perception, and purchasing decisions, including factors like credibility, attractiveness, and brand–celebrity alignment (Mirabi et al., 2021). The case studies presented here show the use of endorsement strategies in order to influence consumers' perception in competitive and identity-based markets.
[bookmark: _Toc230992306]4.2 Case Study 1: Nike
[bookmark: _Toc230992307]4.2.1 Background
Nike Inc. is a sportswear company that's active in the Nike, Jordan and Converse brands worldwide. Nike generated revenues of US$51.4 billion in fiscal 2024, of which US$49.3 billion (Nike, 2024b) came from the Nike Brand. It has a plan to go after performance and lifestyle, with Jordan Brand and Converse. The Nike brand is one of the most iconic and motivational in the world, with its slogan “Just Do It” ingrained in the minds of many athletes and sports enthusiasts (Nike, 2025).
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[bookmark: _Toc230992370]Figure 4: Nike’s Revenue worldwide (from 2017-2025)
Source: (Statista, 2026)
The Nike's global revenue has increased steadily from 2017 to 2024, reaching over USD 49 billion, with a slight dip in 2025, indicating market challenges (Statista, 2026).
Nike is the market leader in the UK with 25% of the market in 2021, followed by Adidas and Under Armour with sales of £2.75 billion and £1.9 billion respectively (Greenway, 2025). The reason behind this dominance is Nike's endorsement of football, lifestyle and athleisure.
[bookmark: _Toc230992308]4.2.2 Challenge
The problem that Nike faces is keeping up with the relevance in saturated sportswear market. Nike's fiscal 2024 earnings were disappointing, despite strong global growth, and despite the company's Nike Direct (Nike, 2024b) revenue, which had been on the rise, declining (Nike, 2024a). Consumers and rivals such as On (Financial Times) and Hoka were putting pressure on the Financial Times. Nike is not the only brand to have to differentiate in the UK, with Adidas accounting for 20% of the market and Puma 5% (Greenway, 2025), it is imperative that they do so through sustainability and local endorsements.
[bookmark: _Toc230992309]4.2.3 Approach and Implementation
Nike's strategy is based on endorsements from athletes, storytelling of their brand and positioning in culture. It leverages athletes as a means of creating excitement and making performance and lifestyle go hand in hand (Nike, 2024a). Greatness is redefined for younger athletes in the 2025 “Why Do It?” campaign (Nike, 2025). Nike's online strategy is effective, with 1.5 million monthly searches making it the top competitor in the UK followed by Adidas with 823,000 searches (Lucia, 2025). This is a multi-channel approach which is successfully building Nike's UK customer base.
[bookmark: _Toc230992377]Table 4: Nike Endorsement Strategy Summary
	Endorsement focus
	Evidence from sources
	Consumer perception role

	Athlete credibility
	Nike states that elite athletes help drive the energy and excitement of sport (Nike, 2024a).
	Builds performance credibility and trust.

	Legacy endorsement
	Nike’s portfolio includes Jordan Brand, which is positioned separately within its product structure.
	Supports cultural identity and symbolic meaning.

	Storytelling campaign
	Nike’s “Why Do It?” campaign reintroduces “Just Do It” to younger athletes (Nike, 2025).
	Strengthens emotional connection and relevance.

	Multi-channel reach
	Campaign activity includes live sports, social, streaming, cinema and out-of-home channels (Kelly, 2025).
	Expands consumer engagement across touchpoints.



[bookmark: _Toc230992310]4.2.4 Outcomes and Results
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[bookmark: _Toc230992371]Figure 5: Most Valuabe & Strongest Apparel Brands 2025
Source: (Brand Finance, 2025)
Nike's brand is also well-known as a result of endorsements, which contribute to its robust commercial performance, generating US$51.4 billion in revenue for 2024 (Nike, 2024b). According to a study by Brand Finance, Nike was the strongest Apparel brand in 2025 with 94.7/100 (Brand Finance, 2025). Nike's dominance in the market is evident in the UK, where it accounts for 1.5 million searches per month for shoes compared to Adidas and other brands (Lucia, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc230992311]4.3 Case Study 2: Adidas 
[bookmark: _Toc230992312]4.3.1 Background
The Adidas AG sportswear is one of the leading companies in the world for sportswear and a competitor in the global sportswear market, based in Germany. Total revenues for Adidas have risen by around 11% in 2024 compared to 2023, reaching €23.68 billion in 2024 (Adidas, 2024). Adidas has an estimated 20% market share in the United Kingdom, with an estimated 2021 sales of £2.2 billion, and is very closely rivaled by Nike (Greenway, 2025). The company's sports sponsorship of major clubs and international competitions in UK and its lifestyle products Originals and collaborations give it a strong presence in the football sector and lifestyle markets (Adidas, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc230992313]4.3.2 Challenge
The ongoing issue for Adidas is how to compete with the market leader Nike and retain authenticity of its partnerships. The end of the Yeezy partnership put pressure on the finances and reputation, as it lowered revenues and necessitated strategic repositioning (Adidas, 2024). While Adidas holds a commanding 20% market share in the UK, there is an ongoing competitive pressure from the market leader Nike (25% market share) and other brands such as Puma and Under Armor, thus making it urgent for Adidas to build its brand and consumer engagement strategies (Ken Research, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc230992314]4.3.3 Approach and Implementation
To overcome these challenges, Adidas has been emphasizing athlete endorsements, collaborations with influencers, and brand alignment to enhance the credibility of its performance and lifestyle appeal (Adidas, 2024). In the UK, collaborations with Manchester United and other celebrities, such as Stormzy, have led to increased footwear sales and digital interactions (Jiang, 2023). Furthermore, Adidas's multi-channel approach successfully garnered the most media attention for UEFA Euro 2024, highlighting the power of its strategy and the significant impact it has on consumer engagement (Arshadi, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc230992315]4.3.4 Outcomes and Results
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[bookmark: _Toc230992372]Figure 6: Actions Taken by Adidas and Nike’s Current Customers After Noticing Sponsorship
Source: (YouGov, 2024)
Adidas' endorsement approach has raised the engagement of consumers, with 27% looking for more information following the exposure to the Adidas brand and 23% using word of mouth (YouGov, 2024). 18% of consumers bought the advertised product offline and 21% bought it online. Adidas achieved double-digit revenue growth in 2024, with a robust performance in the football and lifestyle categories, and a resounding success in Euro 2024 (Chen, 2023; Adidas, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc230992316]4.4 Case Study 3: Puma
[bookmark: _Toc230992317]4.4.1 Background
The Puma SE is a worldwide sportswear brand that falls under the category of sports performance and lifestyle fashion. The brand has created a unique “sportstyle” brand image by incorporating performance with fashion, enabling the brand to play in both the performance and lifestyle markets (Puma, 2024). Puma's share in the sportswear market is estimated to be 5% in the UK, coming after the two leading brands of Nike and Adidas, which dominate the sportswear market in the UK (Greenway, 2025). While Nike and Adidas emphasize on creating products based on sports performance, Puma has a strong emphasis on sport and culture, with an emphasis on the fashion and style of the sport. To take advantage of this, Puma's marketing in the UK has focused on high-profile celebrity alliances, such as the Fenty x Puma line with Rihanna, and leveraging influencers to target younger consumers in the UK (Mark Hub24, 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc230992318]4.4.2 Challenge
The company is beset with serious problems because Puma's market share is quite small compared to other leading companies like Nike and Adidas. The brand has been suffering from positioning issues, especially after making a heavy shift towards lifestyle products and losing its credibility in terms of performance. The scale of Puma's operations is also smaller than its competitors, which is evident in the company's strategic documents, which reveal a strategy of brand elevation that focuses on building emotional bonds and expanding market share (Puma Annual Report, 2024). To this end, the company has also been investing more in marketing and brand positioning to ensure it reaches consumers, especially the younger generation, who are at the heart of UK sportswear trends.
[bookmark: _Toc230992319]4.4.3 Approach and Implementation
To tackle these issues, Puma has taken a strategy that focuses on celebrity partnerships, influencers marketing and fashion and sports. One notable partnership is with Rihanna, who was appointed as the creative director for the Puma X Rihanna series, which reimagines the brand's "image in the street" and fashion landscape (PUMA, 2023). This alliance was an important one to help Puma become a culturally relevant brand. Puma also bolstered its presence in the UK by opening a flagship store in Oxford Street, London, indicating its commitment to the UK market. The 40% rise in the brand's marketing budget in 2024 is aimed at Gen Z (Briggs, 2025).
Puma also leverages a combination of well-known celebrities and athletes and micro-influencers to connect with younger consumers. #DoYou achieved more than 2.5 million engagements and 30 million impressions, showcasing the effectiveness of digital engagement and brand visibility (julie, 2025). The multi-layered endorsement approach enables Puma to engage various audience segments, both via world-class celebrities and local influencers.
[bookmark: _Toc230992378]Table 5: Puma Endorsement and Collaboration Strategy
	Strategy focus
	Evidence
	Consumer perception role

	Celebrity collaboration
	Fenty x Puma with Rihanna (PUMA, 2023)

	Enhances cultural relevance

	Athlete endorsement
	Partnerships with athletes such as Usain Bolt.
	Builds performance credibility

	Influencer marketing
	2.5 million engagements and 30 million impressions from campaigns (julie, 2025)
	Increases digital engagement


 
[bookmark: _Toc230992320]4.4.4 Outcomes and Results
The Puma endorsement and collaboration has helped to make the brand more relevant and popular to the younger generation. The collaboration with Rihanna greatly transformed Puma's brand identity, giving it a significant presence in the streetwear and lifestyle industry (Mamba, 2024). Besides, influencer marketing has resulted in a lot of engagement with the pages, with the brand getting more than 57% of engagement on social media pages (julie, 2025). Puma's footwear segment generated more than €4.73 billion in sales in 2024, marking a 13% increase, as the brand continued to build on its celebrity collaborations and digitally savvy marketing tactics to appeal to younger consumers, such as in the UK market (Mann, 2025).
The results show that Puma's strategy of celebrity marketing, fashion tie-ups and digital marketing has helped it reposition its brand effectively and make it more attractive to younger consumers.
[bookmark: _Toc230992321]4.5 Case Study 4: Under Armour
[bookmark: _Toc230992322]4.5.1 Introduction and Background 
Under Armor Inc. is a U.S.-based sportswear manufacturer, as well as a producer of footwear and accessories. Under Armour has an estimated 5% market share in the UK, trailing behind Nike and Adidas, but ahead of a few niche competitors (Greenway, 2025). The position offers an opportunity and a challenge as UK sportswear consumers are increasingly wearing sportwear for lifestyle. Under Armour’s UK presence includes sports focused marketing, retail partnerships and targeted campaigns to enhance brand relevance. 
[bookmark: _Toc230992323]4.5.2 The Challenge or Opportunity 
One of the main challenges facing Under Armour in the UK is the competition with major brands like Nike and Adidas, which dominate consumers' attention and retail market share (UK Money, 2025). While Under Armour is known to be a significant player in the sportswear market in the UK, its market share is still relatively small compared to these competitors and at global level it's about 2.16%, against the 20.4% of Nike and the 17.3% of Adidas (CSIMarket, 2025). Meanwhile, the brand has been pushing its retail footprint in UK cities, with new direct-to-consumer stores opening in Liverpool, London and Stratford, showing that bricks-and-mortar is also on the agenda as part of its efforts to counter its competitive vulnerability (Briggs, 2023). In addition, as the UK consumer are more interested in trendiness, digital community and celebrity influence in sportswear purchases, the credibility of performance needs to be matched by lifestyle value, and that is where Under Armour must strive to position itself. 
[bookmark: _Toc230992324]4.5.3 The Approach and Implementation 
To overcome these, Under Armour has adopted a more athlete-centric, story-driven approach to marketing, fostering emotional engagement and brand recognition in competitive environments, such as the UK. One key element is the “Be The Problem” football campaign, which redefines ‘competitive sports’ as a ‘mindset’ and is rolling out across the UK, France and Spain with high profile global football talents such as Antonio Rüdiger and Ferran Torres appealing to UK football fans and youth culture, showcasing multi-channel engagement where the brand has used AI to create motivating content, featuring UK based footballers like Trent Alexander Arnold, driving sporting competitiveness as an empowering mindset (Marketing Beat, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc230992379]Table 6: Under Armour Social Media & Campaign Engagement Metrics
	Platform / Metric
	Value

	Instagram Followers (Global)
	8.11M

	Avg Instagram Likes per Post
	~56 likes

	Avg Instagram Comments per Post
	~5 comments

	Be The Problem Campaign Features (UK presence)
	Football stars & Arsenal/ManU target


Source: (InsTrack.app, n.d.; UA Newsroom, 2025)
Under Armour has a strong social media presence and has more than 8.1 million followers on Instagram, achieving regular engagement on posts (Table 6). While there are fluctuations in average likes and comments, this is the base on which campaign messages, like the Be The Problem football campaign that saw world-class players from major European leagues, including UK-based clubs (InsTrack, 2026; Under Armour, 2025), can be amplified. This endorsement and community building strategy extends across multiple channels, and this engagement capacity is a core part of that strategy. 
These efforts reflect Under Armour's approach to seamlessly synthesize performance authenticity with cultural relevance, appealing to UK consumers who prioritize both athleticism and lifestyle significance.
[bookmark: _Toc230992325]4.5.4 Outcomes and Results
The strategy of celebrity endorsement has helped to keep Under Armour relevant and visible to consumers in the UK. Under Armour's sales in the UK are supported by strategic partnerships despite the revenue slowdown in the rest of the world, which saw sales fall 4% in the fourth quarter of 2026. The company is making significant efforts to expand its presence in the UK, with plans to open new flagship stores in key cities such as London (Briggs, 2023).
The brand's market share in the UK was 5% but the campaigns with athletes such as Anthony Joshua and footballers gave the brand a lot of engagement. But Under Armor's stock price has declined by 18%, due to the competition and tariff issues (Wolf, 2026). The results indicate that Under Armour's campaigns using endorsements continue to be seen, but that the growth is hindered due to the competition it faces from Nike and Adidas, particularly in the retail value and consumer loyalty aspects.
[bookmark: _Toc230992326]4.6 Case Study 5: New Balance
[bookmark: _Toc230992327]4.6.1 Introduction and Background 
New Balance is a leading international sportswear company, specializing in performance-based products, such as running shoes and sportswear. New Balance is seeing an upward trend in sales in the UK, with sales in 2024 surpassing £1 billion, an increase from previous years (Robinson, 2025). New Balance is a significant player in the sportswear industry, accounting for 5% of the market, and is mainly targeting athletic performance and lifestyle segments in the competitive sportswear market in the UK (Greenway, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc230992328]4.6.2 The Challenge or Opportunity
New Balance are finding it to be tough in the British sportswear market, where they are battling global giants such as Nike and Adidas, despite their strong growth. It has a low market share of 5%, and thus not the same level of visibility in the market. Moreover, it has to stand out in a space where fashion and lifestyle endorsements are the norm, which means it must be more emotionally and culturally resonant. The recent market growth enables leveraging its history of performance credibility, and with fashion and celebrity culture. 
[bookmark: _Toc230992329]4.6.3 Approach and Implementation
New Balance has been looking to build cultural relevance through athlete endorsements and collaboration with celebrities to address its challenges in the UK. The brand has also been making a significant effort to enhance its footprint in the UK, with some notable endorsements, including athlete collaborations with Mo Farah and James Harden. Additionally, New Balance carefully jumped on fashion partnerships with international celebrities such as Kanye West (YEEZY line) to connect performance with streetwear culture, resonating with younger, fashion-forward consumers. Additionally, New Balance has increased its presence in the UK by opening new stores in key cities such as London, to better reach customers and increase direct sales. Its targeted campaigns such as “Fearlessly Independent” have been well received by UK audiences, with performance and lifestyle (SIIT 2025). The campaigns have been designed to harness the power of their stars and to hone in on UK trends, making them more engaging for their younger target groups.
[bookmark: _Toc230992330]4.6.4 Outcomes and Results 
With this strategy, New Balance has seen strong sales in the UK, with sales of over £1 billion in 2024, a 13% increase from 2023 (Robinson, 2025). Although it may not be as popular as Nike and Adidas, the brand has managed to gain visibility through fashion collaborations and celebrity endorsements. With 5% of the UK market, the brand has been able to take advantage of athleisure, offering a chance for further growth in the future as there is a rising need for performance and lifestyle products.
[bookmark: _Toc230992380]Table 7: New Balance UK Sales and Market Share (2021–2024)
	Year
	UK Sales (£)
	Market Share (%)

	2021
	£413.5m
	4%

	2022
	£679.7m
	4.5%

	2023
	£882.1m
	5%

	2024
	£1.02bn
	5%


Sources: (Robinson, 2025)
[bookmark: _Toc230992331]4.7. Summary of Cross-Case Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc230992332]4.7.1 Recurring Triggers Across Cases
Repeatedly, the five companies face challenges such as the intensity of competition, evolving customer requirements, and the need for digital transformation. In addition, both companies were plagued by market saturation as Nike was constrained in its growth during 2024 (Nike, 2024b) and Adidas was under pressure with regards to product innovation (Financial Times, 2024). New Balance (5% market share), however, faced this dilemma of increasing visibility and engagement with consumers, like Nike and Adidas (Greenway, 2025). Another key issue covered by the companies was the lack of long-term capacity, including in sustainability, market positioning and digital engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc230992333]4.7.2 Common Response Patterns
Every company was using multiple strategies including celebrity endorsement, influencers and digital strategies to tackle these triggers. This is exemplified in Nike's multi-channel storytelling (Nike, 2025), Adidas' partnership with Stormzy (Jiang, 2023), and Puma's emphasis on fashion and culture through their Rihanna’s Fenty x Puma collaboration (PUMA, 2023). Similarly, New Balance leveraged celebrities such as Mo Farah and James Harden to create its UK presence (SIIT, 2025). The typical strategy was to balance out strategic marketing with internal changes within the organization, for example, Adidas repositioned after Yeezy and Puma increased their marketing spend (Briggs, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc230992334]4.7.3 Major Differences Among the Five Cases
There was variation in the size, resource capacity and time for the companies to implement. While Nike and Adidas' global domination strategies were effective, Puma, Under Armour and New Balance adopted a more targeted approach and local endorsements. (Greenway, 2025) For instance, although Nike has a larger share of the UK market at 25% (Greenway, 2025), New Balance has a smaller market share in the UK at 5% (Greenway, 2025). The differences affected the complexity of execution and the visibility of results.
[bookmark: _Toc230992335]4.7.4 Emerging Relationship Between Execution and Results
Brands that are well-executed in their sequencing and KPIs like Nike (Nike, 2024b) and Adidas (Adidas, 2024) achieved more compelling results. For example, Nike's endorsement strategy resulted in 1.5 million searches per month in the UK (Lucia, 2025). On the other hand, firms with less-than-excellent execution, such as Under Armour, had more modest outcomes, as a result of constraints on resources and competition (Wolf, 2026). The company says it has sold £1 billion worth of products and seen sales rise by 13%, which suggests that New Balance has been more successful in repositioning its brand and engaging with culture.
[bookmark: _Toc230992336]4.8. Chapter Summary
This chapter analysed the strategies adopted by five sportswear brands who are in competition and dealing with changing consumer demands. Brands that were able to connect their strategic initiatives with KPIs and digital engagement had better results, irrespective of the scale of their initiatives or the speed of execution. Localised relevance and celebrity endorsements were both popular winning tactics. The results of this research are used as a basis for further analysis and discussion in Chapter 5.


[bookmark: _Toc230992337]Chapter 5: Discussion and Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc230992338]5.1 Purpose and Positioning
This chapter uses the theories, constructs, and empirical knowledge presented in Chapter 2 to reinterpret the results of Chapter 4. The aim is to draw conclusions on the cross case findings and discuss them in the context of the literature, in particular on the topics of celebrity endorsement and consumer perception in the sportswear sector. This chapter will not resell the storylines of the case studies, but rather make comparisons between the main lessons, and connect them to the theories presented in the previous chapter. This analysis will be based on the effects of celebrity–brand alignment, credibility and authenticity on consumers' perceptions and purchasing decision making in the UK market. This synthesis will be guided by the Celebrity Endorsement Theory, Consumer Perception Theory and Symbolic Meaning Theory. The chapter will evaluate the effectiveness of endorsements in improving brand relevance and consumer loyalty from the case studies, and discuss the results of this assessment. The aim is to combine the theoretical knowledge with the practical results obtained from the analyzed brands, in order to deepen the knowledge of the effectiveness of endorsement.
[bookmark: _Toc230992339]5.2 Analytical Framework and Logic 
The theoretical lenses and conceptual models developed in Chapter 2 are used for analysing the findings in this chapter, primarily those of Celebrity Endorsement Theory, Consumer Perception Theory and Symbolic Meaning Theory. The Celebrity Endorsement Theory emphasizes that the credibility, authenticity and congruence of celebrities have a significant impact on consumer attitudes and behaviors (Schouten et al., 2020). Consumer Perception Theory highlights the importance of consumer identity, authenticity and trust in brand perception (Halder et al., 2021). Lastly, Symbolic Meaning Theory investigates the messages that endorsements communicate with cultural and identity aspects, affecting consumer loyalty and brand resonance (El Hedhli et al., 2021).
The analysis is presented through a mixture of theoretical constructs and cross case themes which structure the discussion. The findings will be compared across the five case studies, with themes from Chapter 2: credibility, celebrity–brand alignment, authenticity and symbolic meaning guiding the comparison. Themes will be examined regarding the consumer engagement, competitive pressures and positioning of each brand. This will enable to assess the effectiveness of celebrity endorsement strategies and how they affect the brand perception in the UK sportswear market.
5.3 Cross-Case Synthesis: Compare and Contrast with Literature
[bookmark: _Toc230992340]5.3.1 Credibility and Trust in Celebrity Endorsement
Credibility of celebrity endorser is defined as the level of trust, knowledge, and reliability that the endorser will be perceived as (Halder et al., 2021), which is an important factor in shaping consumer trust and purchase intention. The digital era has made authenticity and transparency a cornerstone of credibility, particularly in the digital marketing sphere where customers judge the authenticity of the message they are being endorsed for (Audrezet, de Kerviler & Moulard, 2020). According to Sokolova & Kefi (2020), credibility is not only the image of the endorser, but also the authenticity of the message they send, which is directly related to consumers' purchase intentions.
In Chapter 4, the authors give specific examples of how celebrity endorsements are used to increase credibility, such as in the case of Adidas and Puma. The UEFA Euro 2024 campaign proved to be a testament to how athlete and celebrity endorsements can strengthen the brand and create higher consumer engagement, with Adidas seeing a 27% increase in consumer engagement after exposure to sponsorships (YouGov, 2024). Similarly, Puma leveraged Rihanna’s Fenty x Puma collaboration to boost its credibility, especially with fashion-conscious youth, generating 2.5 million engagements and 30 million impressions, showcasing the power of celebrity-driven credibility (Julie, 2025).
The results of Adidas and Puma are consistent with the results of Sokolova & Kefi (2020) that celebrity credibility leads to consumer engagement and trust. The two brands differ, however, in how they go about it. Adidas' emphasis is on sport-based credibility, with athletes taking the endorsement role to appeal to sports fans, whereas Puma is working on fashion-based credibility, with Rihanna's star power, appealing to fashion-conscious consumers. The strategies are dependent on the audience's expectations and the credibility each brand is seeking—Puma's credibility is fashion and is effective with younger people, while Adidas's credibility is through athletes and is effective with sports fans.
In addition to being essential to consumer trust, credibility can be used to achieve varying goals, such as performance or cultural relevance, as seen with the strategy of Adidas and Puma, respectively, and the need to align the endorser credibility with the audience's preferences.
[bookmark: _Toc230992341]5.3.2 Theme 2: Celebrity-Brand Alignment 
Celebrity-brand alignment is the perceived alignment of the celebrity's image with the brand's values or identity. This congruence is more likely to help the endorsement to achieve its intended goals, including consumer trust, brand evaluation and purchase intentions (Schouten et al., 2020). The study by Jun et al. (2023) proves that the better the celebrity is matched with the brand, the better the consumer's attitude towards it is, and the higher the intention to buy. Breves et al. (2019) state, however, that the term perceived fit is subjective and may be subject to consumer interpretation, audience preference, and/or the context of the endorsement.
As demonstrated in Chapter 4, Nike and New Balance use athlete endorsements to create a strong alignment between their brands and celebrities. The alignment with LeBron James strengthens Nike's reputation as a performance brand, as his image is synonymous with performance, which adds to its US$51.4 billion in revenue for fiscal 2024 (Nike, 2024b). Likewise, New Balance leverages Mo Farah's endorsement to build its trust in the sports industry, enabling the company to make £1 billion in sales in 2024 (Robinson, 2025). The two endorsements help build both the performance and the consumer appeal of the brands and their products, and are both considered to be authentic in the context of sportswear.
Although both Nike and New Balance use the concept of athlete alignment in their branding to enhance the brand's credibility, there are differences. While Nike has a more global approach with the focus on big-name athletes such as LeBron James, New Balance goes the opposite route with its niche athletes such as Mo Farah, which helps its regional focus. Nike can align itself more globally, whereas New Balance can align in a more specific manner in certain markets.
Celebrities can help enhance the credibility and trust of brands, but this depends on how well the brand is known and the athlete's worldwide or regional popularity.
[bookmark: _Toc230992342]5.3.3 Theme 3: Authenticity and Consumer Scepticism
Authenticity in celebrity endorsement is the level of genuineness and sincerity of the celebrity's association with the brand, which plays an important role in winning consumer trust (Audrezet, de Kerviler & Moulard, 2020). In the age of growing commercialisation of endorsements, audiences may become suspicious of the endorsement's motives and question its authenticity (Campbell & Farrell, 2020). Leung et al. (2022) found that consumers are more inclined to interact with endorsements they believe to be genuine and that authenticity has a significant impact on purchase intentions.
Even when you have high-profile athletes like Anthony Joshua, as Under Armour shows, authenticity can be questioned. Despite these endorsements, Under Armour continues to be besieged by doubts that are becoming evident in its global sales drop of 4% in 2026, primarily from its rivals Nike and Adidas (Wolf, 2026). By contrast, Puma leverages the authenticity of Rihanna, playing the part of cultural relevance in its endorsement approach. The partnership with Rihanna is a perfect fit for Puma's target audience, resulting in 2.5 million engagements and 30 million impressions, highlighting the impact of authenticity in celebrity fit on engagement (Julie, 2025).
Both Puma and Under Armour are using celebrity endorsements to create authenticity, which is where convergence comes in. But, consumer suspicion has been a problem for Under Armour due to its lack of cultural fit, and Puma has been doing well with its fashion-forward and true-to-brand partnership with Rihanna. Puma's authenticity in fashion versus UAA's in sports suggests authenticity might need to be more culturally relevant, especially in lifestyle endorsements.
Authenticity is a key factor in consumers' trust, but it is not all the time effective if the celebrity is not a part of the brand's cultural context and audience.
[bookmark: _Toc230992343]5.3.4 Theme 4: Symbolic Meaning and Consumer Identity 
Consumer behaviour symbolic meaning is the way that a brand or product can help a person to communicate his identity, values and lifestyle (El Hedhli, Zourrig & Becheur, 2021). Celebrity endorsement involves more than just assessing functional properties of a brand, it involves assessing the symbolic properties that are transferred from the celebrity to the brand. Harrigan et al., (2021) reveal that celebrity endorsements can affect consumer identity by evoking aspirational and identity links to the brand. Cultural relevance also comes into play since Vrontis et al. (2021) state that symbolic meaning can impact consumer engagement, especially if it resonates with the consumer's self-concept or lifestyle.
Nike's “Just Do It” campaign establishes a powerful symbolic connection with the brand, which conveys the idea of “performance” and “aspiration” to the consumers who associate themselves with the athletic identity (Nike, 2024b). In the same way, Puma's partnership with Rihanna is an amalgamation of fashion and sports, increasing the brand's relevance in the youth culture and creating 30 million impressions (Julie, 2025). New Balance's connections with athletes including Mo Farah help to associate the brand with sports excellence, which resonates with consumers who are looking for a sporty identity and accounts for £1 billion in sales (SIIT, 2025).
Celebrity endorsements are used to create symbolic meaning for all three brand Nike, Puma, and New Balance, which are related to consumer identity. But, Nike's branding of athletic identity differs from Puma's branding based on culture and lifestyle, that appeals to fashion conscious consumers. New Balance takes a dual-approach, pairing performance credibility with cultural relevance, engaging both athletes and aspirational identity seekers.
Nike's positioning focuses on achievement and athletic identity, while Puma's positioning targets fashion-forward consumers and New Balance's positioning is a mix of performance and lifestyle, appealing to a wide range of consumers.
[bookmark: _Toc230992344]5.4 Integration to Conceptual Model 
The linking of the conceptual framework presented in Chapter 2 with the results of the case studies presented in Chapter 4 will be discussed in this section. Based on the conceptual model developed in Chapter 2, the relationships among the attributes of the celebrity endorser, mechanisms of consumer perception, and outcomes of the brand were established. The role of credibility, authenticity, celebrity-brand alignment, trust, scepticism, identification and symbolic meaning on brand attitude, purchase intentions and loyalty was key.
From the empirical results presented in Chapter 4, it is clear that credibility and celebrity-brand alignment are key factors in the development of consumer trust and engagement. For example, Nike employs athlete endorsements like LeBron James and Cristiano Ronaldo to back the model's claim that credible endorsers positively impact consumer attitudes (Nike, 2024b). Likewise, Puma's partnership with Rihanna highlights the power of cultural resonance in engagement, resulting in 30 million impressions (Julie, 2025). The results confirmed the conceptual pathway of the model, which relates the attributes of celebrities to consumer perception mechanisms, such as trust and identification.
Yet, as seen with Under Armour's difficulties convincing consumers of its authenticity despite the endorsement of athletes, the authenticity is dependent on the endorsement process (Wolf, 2026). The case partially challenges the anticipated model relationship, arguing that there is a need to have a better fit between authenticity and cultural relevance for effectiveness, particularly in lifestyle-driven endorsements.
Based on these results, the conceptual model needs some adjustments. Consumer identification is a more dynamic factor in determining brand outcomes than was first suggested, and so is celebrity fit and authenticity. Hence, the revised conceptual pathway indicates that there is a need to make contextual relevance, authenticity and celebrity fit more explicit in the framework, specifically for brands targeting particular consumer identities and preferences.
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[bookmark: _Toc230992373]Figure 7: Revised Conceptual Model of Celebrity Endorsement in Consumer Perception
[bookmark: _Toc230992345]5.5 Robustness Considerations 
The results from the case studies are interesting, but other interpretations and competing theories need to be considered. For instance, although celebrity influence has a significant effect on brand results, factors like trust, authenticity and celebrity-brand connection may not be as significant to consumers in all market segments. Brand performance may also be explained by other factors, such as regional differences, brand positioning or changing cultural trends. Secondary data, such as vendor materials and publicly available reports, can be useful for drawing some conclusions but can also contain biases such as publication bias or attribution bias that can affect the conclusions that can be drawn from it. These biases are reduced by triangulating from multiple sources including cross-referencing case study data. The cross-referencing of data from various sources such as consumer surveys and sales data further enhances the credibility of the results and provides a balanced and meaningful picture of the endorsement effectiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc230992346]5.6 Practical Synthesis
1. Celebrity Endorsement Credibility: Invest in credible endorsers that align with brand values, particularly in sportswear. Evidence from Nike and Adidas indicates that athlete endorsements and cultural fit boost consumer trust and engagement. 
2. Cultural Alignment: For brands like Puma, celebrity collaborations should focus on cultural relevance, especially with younger, fashion-conscious consumers. These endorsements, such as Rihanna's collaboration, drive higher engagement rates. 
3. Authenticity in Endorsements: Focus on authenticity to build trust. Under Armour’s challenges with consumer scepticism underline the importance of ensuring authenticity, especially in lifestyle-driven segments. 
4. Platform-Specific Engagement: Brands must tailor endorsement strategies to the platform. Adidas achieved significant visibility through UEFA Euro 2024, showing that high-impact events can drive engagement when well-executed. 
5. Localized Campaigns: For brands like New Balance and Under Armour, local endorsement strategies that resonate with national or regional identity are effective in driving brand loyalty and recognition. 

[bookmark: _Toc230992347]5.7 Chapter Summary 
The chapter examined how the celebrity endorsement affects consumer perception in the sportswear industry by linking the findings from the five case studies (Nike, Adidas, Puma, Under Armour, and New Balance) with the theoretical model presented in Chapter 2. The results are mostly consistent with previous literature, especially the importance of celebrity credibility, alignment, and authenticity in influencing consumer trust, attitudes, and purchase intentions. The use of athlete endorsements by Nike and Adidas is consistent with theories that have already been established, thus emphasizing the need for credibility in performance based segments. The fact that Puma is known for its cultural partnerships (such as Rihanna) though, does suggest the importance of the celebrity–brand match in markets driven by fashion, thus providing a new understanding of the importance of lifestyle and identity in brand positioning. Authenticity was seen as a problem at Under Armour, with consumer doubts reducing the effect of athlete endorsements. Authenticity is an important part of the endorsement effectiveness but it is very context specific and dependent on cultural relevance of the endorser. The chapter also shows how the symbolic meaning and consumer identity are significant factors in engagement, particularly in lifestyle segments. The theoretical and construct improvements will be applied to the managerial and theoretical implications in Chapter 6, which will take the improvements from theory to practice.


[bookmark: _Toc230992348]Chapter 6:  Conclusion

[bookmark: _Toc230992349]6.1 Introduction
The dissertation is concluded in this chapter, which synthesises the main findings and assesses their implications in the sportswear industry context of celebrity endorsement. The study sought to gain insight into the perception of the consumers about the celebrity endorsements in the sportswear industry through secondary data research involving market reports, industry data and sources of case study. The study employed an interpretative perspective and a multi-case study approach to investigate the effect of the concepts of credibility, authenticity, celebrity–brand alignment and symbolic meaning on consumers' perceptions in the case of Nike, Adidas, Puma, Under Armour and New Balance. In the light of the analysis provided in chapters 4 and 5, this chapter presents theoretical and managerial implications, various limitations of the study and recommendations for further research.
[bookmark: _Toc230992350]6.2 Brief Summary of Key Findings
The results of this study indicate that the perception of celebrity endorsement in sportswear is a result of the interplay of endorsement characteristics (credibility, celebrity–brand alignment, authenticity and symbolic meaning), not endorsement characteristics alone (Halder et al., 2021; Schouten et al., 2020; Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020). Credibility was a factor identified across cases that had an impact on trust, engagement and consumer response. The use of athlete endorsement, sponsorships, and multi-channel campaigns proved to be effective in creating a sense of performance credibility and enhanced positive perception of the brand from the consumers' side (Nike, 2024b; YouGov, 2024).
The findings also showed that the brand–celebrity congruence has a significant influence on enhancing the consumers' brand–celebrity identification and brand–celebrity loyalty (Schouten et al., 2020; Jun et al., 2023). Nike and New Balance were able to successfully marry the athlete with the performance-based brand identities while Puma linked the celebrity athlete to fashion and youth culture to build the cultural relevance of the brand (Nike, 2024b; Julie, 2025; Robinson, 2025). The study also revealed that authenticity is context specific, though. Puma's association with Rihanna created a significant resonance with its audience, as it resonated well with their identity and lifestyle, while Under Armour had a more muted impact with athlete-focused campaigns (Julie, 2025; Wolf, 2026).
Lastly, it was found that symbolic meaning has a significant influence on the identity-based consumer behaviour (El Hedhli, Zourrig and Becheur, 2021; Harrigan et al., 2021). In the context of digitally focused sportswear markets, consumers seemed to see celebrity endorsements as more than just promotional items; they were also seen as symbols of aspiration, lifestyle and self-expression.
[bookmark: _Toc230992351]6.3 Theoretical Implications
[bookmark: _Toc230992352]6.3.1 Endorsement Effectiveness as a Multidimensional Process
This study builds on the literature of celebrity endorsements by proving that endorsement effectiveness in the sportswear industry is multidimensional and not solely based on individual variables. Previous studies tended to focus on each of the four dimensions of consumer perception of credibility, authenticity, celebrity–brand congruity, and symbolic meaning (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020; Halder et al., 2021; Schouten et al., 2020), which fragmented the understanding of consumer perception. The results, however, suggest that these dimensions are not independent but rather they influence each other in consumer interpretation processes.
Nike's endorsement approach included athlete credibility, emotional storytelling, symbolic aspiration and good brand–celebrity alignment, which generated US$51.4 billion in sales and a 25% share of the UK market (Nike, 2024b; Greenway, 2025). Likewise, Adidas leveraged football sponsorships, celebrity partnerships, and digital engagement tactics to drive meaningful sponsorship-driven engagement, which was observed during UEFA Euro 2024 (YouGov, 2024). It appears that the effectiveness of endorsements is not dependent on any one characteristic of endorsement but rather on the relationship among endorsement credibility, cultural relevance, trust, and symbolic association. The study thus seeks to fill the gap of fragmentation identified in Chapter 2 and proposes that the perception of consumers in the sportswear branding is dynamic and contextually connected.
[bookmark: _Toc230992353]6.3.2 Authenticity as Context-Dependent and Culturally Contingent
The second theoretical implication is related to authenticity in celebrity endorsements. Previous studies have indicated that authenticity increases consumer trust and engagement, as audiences see it as an endorsement that is sincere and authentic (Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020; Leung, Gu and Palmatier, 2022). But the results show that authenticity is not enough to ensure endorsement effectiveness. Rather, authenticity seems to rely on the cultural relevance, consumer identity and lifestyle congruence.
This is clearly seen with Puma and Under Armour. The partnership with Rihanna created 2.5 million engagements and 30 million impressions as consumers felt the partnership was culturally authentic and Puma's fashion positioning (Julie, 2025). Under Armour's athlete-focused marketing, on the other hand, failed to achieve a similar impact despite featuring genuine sporting icons, resulting in a 4% drop in global sales in 2026 (Wolf, 2026). The results support Campbell and Farrell's (2020) theory about persuasion scepticism, as they found that consumers consider the commercial intent, but also the cultural and symbolic appropriateness. Thus, the concept of authenticity is a context-dependent and audience- and culturally dependent construct.
[bookmark: _Toc230992354]6.3.3 Symbolic Meaning as a Mediating Mechanism
The results also indicate that symbolic meaning is a mediating factor in endorsement effectiveness. Consumers' identities have been previously linked to the power of celebrity endorsements via aspirational symbolism and lifestyle association (Harrigan et al., 2021; El Hedhli, Zourrig and Becheur, 2021). In this work, these arguments are expanded to demonstrate that celebrity endorsements are seen as an expression of self-expression and identity by the consumer, not simply as persuasive communication.
Nike's “Just Do It” positioning is tied to performance and a goal toward success, and Puma's partnership with Rihanna is rooted in individuality and youth culture. Likewise, New Balance used lifestyle-based branding along with athlete endorsements, resulting in the UK sales of the brand surpassing £1 billion in 2024 (Robinson, 2025). The present results suggest that endorsement effectiveness involves symbolic interpretation and consumer identification, not as much as persuasion. This highlights the symbolic value of the sportswear brands in the interpretive consumer perception perspective adopted in Chapter 2, and emphasizes the importance of symbolic value in sportswear branding environments in which lifestyle and identity expression are significant.
[bookmark: _Toc230992355]6.3.4 Refinement of the Conceptual Model
Lastly, the study provides a theoretical contribution in improving the conceptual framework outlined in Chapter 2 and 5. The initial model suggested that celebrity's characteristics impact consumer perception mechanisms which in turn affect brand outcomes like trust, purchase intention, and loyalty. The results, however, show that these relationships are not as context-free as they were conceived.
The updated conceptual model emphasizes more on contextual relevance, consumer identification and authenticity moderation. The results of both Puma and Under Armour suggest that authenticity and celebrity–brand alignment is more about cultural fit, audience expectations and positioning in lifestyle than being universally effective constructs. Consumer identification was also found to be a more robust mediator, especially for brands that were able to tie endorsements into the ideas of aspiration and identity-based involvement.
The new framework thus surpasses the traditional endorsement models by integrating context-related contingency in the endorsement process and offers more interpretive understanding of the effectiveness of celebrity endorsement in the digitally oriented sportswear branding context.
[bookmark: _Toc230992356]6.4 Managerial Implications
[bookmark: _Toc230992357]6.4.1 Select Endorsers Based on Audience Identity
This study's results have several practical implications for sportswear brands in digitally dominated consumer markets, relying on celebrity endorsement strategies. Firstly, managers need to choose endorsers who are more relevant to the culture and more identifiable to the audience than celebrities. The results showed that the endorsements are more effective when they reflect the lifestyle aspirations and self-image of the consumers. In addition to being a celebrity, the partnership between Puma and Rihanna was also a reflection of youth culture and fashion identity, which contributed to its high level of engagement and reached 30 million impressions (Julie, 2025). The implication here is that managers need to consider the identity fit, cultural relevance and community resonance of the audience before choosing the endorsers. Key performance indicators (KPIs) such as engagement rates, social sharing, audience sentiment, and brand mentions can be used to measure endorsement effectiveness beyond simple reach metrics.
[bookmark: _Toc230992358]6.4.2 Prioritise Athlete Credibility for Performance Brands
Second, the sportswear brands need to give utmost importance to the credibility of the athletes, which can lead to build consumer trust and brand legitimacy. Athlete endorsements were shown to be very effective when combined with performance positioning and sporting achievement by Nike and Adidas. Nike's branding and storytelling centered on the athletes has resonated well with consumers, who engage with the brand through its 25% share of the UK market and 1.5 million monthly searches (Greenway, 2025; Lucia, 2025). Likewise, Adidas had a strong performance in terms of football engagement and athlete visibility, which helped to drive the UEFA Euro 2024's sponsorship-related engagement (YouGov, 2024). For performance-driven brands, endorsements, then, should be matched with athletic abilities, competition exposure, and sporting credibility. Measuring the effectiveness of a campaign can be done through KPIs like brand recall, engagement with the sponsorship, increase in online search and purchase intention.
[bookmark: _Toc230992359]6.4.3 Emphasise Cultural Authenticity for Lifestyle Positioning
Thirdly, lifestyle-oriented sportswear companies must focus on cultural authenticity and not just on traditional celebrity endorsement. The results indicated that consumers are more attuned to the authenticity and cultural relevance of celebrities' endorsements. Puma managed to connect fashion, lifestyle and sport in a successful way with Rihanna's partnership, while Under Armour's efforts that focused on the athlete had less of an impact resonating with its sports alliances. This means there is a need for managers to focus on endorsers who fall into the audience culture, fashion identity and digital behaviour pattern. Consumption sentiment, authenticity perceptions and community involvement may be tracked to assess the trust or scepticism that is being built through endorsements.
[bookmark: _Toc230992360]6.4.4 Integrate Multi-Channel Storytelling
Fourth, sportswear companies need to adopt multi-channels storytelling to make their consumers more involved in digital environments. The Nike "Why Do It?" campaign, in 2025, used social media, streaming platforms, live sports, cinema and outdoor advertising to ensure continuity of brand messages across various channels. (Nike, 2025). This strategy helped to reinforce the emotional bond and symbolic value by enabling customers to interact with endorsement content over and over again on various platforms. Managers should, therefore, create integrated campaigns, with the stories, endorsements and brand identity maintained across all communication channels. Effectiveness can be measured using a variety of KPIs, including digital impressions, search volume growth, the percentage of clicks, and cross-platform engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc230992361]6.4.5 Monitor Scepticism and Engagement Metrics
Finally, managers should continuously monitor consumer scepticism and endorsement effectiveness through measurable engagement indicators. The results show that end results vary significantly with context and can change based on consumer interpretation, cultural context and market trends. However, as found in New Balance's 13% growth in the UK, there is a balance to be struck between performance credibility and lifestyle relevance and audience identification (Robinson, 2025). But, as in Under Armour's case, a high visibility of an endorsement doesn't necessarily mean good consumer perception. Therefore, managers need to continue analysing data, listening to the audience and monitoring engagement to assess the effectiveness of endorsement and when scepticism is beginning to develop, before it becomes a problem for brand perception and brand loyalty.
[bookmark: _Toc230992362]6.5 Limitations and Future Research
[bookmark: _Toc230992363]6.5.1 Limitations
There are a number of limitations in this study that need to be recognized in the interpretation of the findings. 
The first one is that the research was conducted using only secondary data that was obtained from various company reports, market studies, financial publications and industry articles. These sources offered general knowledge of celebrity endorsement strategies and consumer perception but may have publication or attribution bias especially when organisations report positive branding results. 
Secondly, the study focused on the sportswear market in the UK, which reduces the generalisability of the results to other cultural and/or geographical contexts. However, there are factors that might influence the reaction of consumers to celebrity endorsement that vary between countries which include cultural values, media consumption, and sport preferences. 
Furthermore, the study lacked primary qualitative interviews and direct contact with consumers, which resulted in a lack of direct consumer experience in the results. 
Lastly, because of the nature of the study (interpretive and secondary data), the study is not able to make direct causal links between celebrity endorsement strategies and consumer behaviour outcomes. 
[bookmark: _Toc230992364]6.5.2 Future Research
Future research could focus on these limitations, include primary qualitative interviews and consumer surveys to better understand how people interpret celebrity endorsements in other contexts. Comparative cross-country research might also investigate the effect of cultural differences on endorsement. Moreover, future studies could be more specific in their examination of influencer marketing and platform-specific endorsement methods, especially on TikTok and Instagram, where the dynamics of consumers' engagement with influencers are still evolving. Longitudinal research on changes in the perception of consumers over time would also have a more substantial understanding of the evolution of authenticity, trust and symbolic significance in digital sportswear branding.
[bookmark: _Toc230992365]6.6 Closing Statement
The dissertation builds on the literature on celebrity endorsements by offering an integrated perspective of the role of credibility, celebrity–brand congruence, authenticity, and symbolic meaning to consumer perception in the sportswear industry. The multi-case secondary-data method used in this study goes beyond the study of isolated endorsement constructs and emphasizes the need to interpret endorsement in context and via identity perspective in modern digital markets. The results are both theoretical and management implications for sportswear companies that want to create more culturally relevant, consumer-oriented and authentic endorsement strategies.
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