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Abstract

Brand, branding and its management are not new in sports management, but the concept
of athlete brand and its management is a topic that has recently attracted the attention of
researchers. Therefore, the purpose of this descriptive and correlational study was to
examine the role of managing the characteristics of the athlete brand in psychological
commitment and behavioral loyalty to the athlete. All students of the University of
Kurdistan who are Crist Ronaldo fans were selected as the statistical population. The
measurement tools included athlete brand image questionnaire with 30 questions (Arai et
al, 2013), psychological commitment questionnaire with 3 questions (Vé&atdinen &
Dickenson, 2018), and behavioral loyalty questionnaire with 4 questions (Bauer et al,
2008). The content validity of the questionnaires was confirmed by experienced professors
and their internal conformity was approved by Cronbach's alpha test. In addition, a
structural equation model was used to test the hypotheses. The results showed that the
athlete brand characteristics: Athletic expertise (0.81), Relationship effort (0.75), Role
model (0.70), Sportsmanship (0.71), Lifestyle (0.56), Physical attractiveness (0.52),
Competition style (0.44), Rivalry (0.40), Symbol (0.39) and Body fitness (0.32) had the
most effect on fans' psychological commitment directly, and their behavioral loyalty
indirectly. Moreover, psychological commitment with a regression coefficient of 0.71
affected behavioral loyalty. This research can provide a coherent insight into the
management of athlete brand characteristics, for sports team managers, athlete program
managers, sports marketers and the athletes themselves. It also provides a wide range of
management actions necessary for better managing athletes' brand, creating a strong
brand, creating a desirable image and its desirable association, and finally developing fans'
psychological commitment and loyalty to athletes and enjoying the benefits and results
from them.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

Brand, branding and its management is not a new issue in sport management, but
athlete's brand concept and its management is a topic that recently has attracted
the attention of researchers. Arai et al. (2013) represented the first understanding
of an athlete’s brand image by the use of a higher-level model (third-level model).
While recent measurement theory suggests that multiple structures should be
reviewed in dimension levels- because this method is a clear, potential and
concrete way for research models (Lee and Codogan, 2013, 80). For this reason,
researchers should use reflective standards in the structural equation model as
much as they can (Lee and Chamberlain, 2016, 106). In this way, the purpose of
this study was to examine the role of managing the characteristics of the athlete
brand (first level model and reflector) in psychological commitment and
behavioral loyalty to the athlete.

Methodology

In this descriptive and correlational study, the statistical population was all
students of Kurdistan University that are fans of Cristiano Ronaldo. In order to
measure athlete’s brand image, Arai et al.’s (2013) questionnaire with 30
questions, Vatanin and Dickenson’s (2018) mental obligation questionnaire with
3 questions and Baer et al.’s (2008) behavioral loyalty questionnaire with 4
questions in 5-point Likert scale ( I totally disagree = 1, | totally agree = 5) were
used. Experts and specialists’ opinions were used for its face validity, and
Cronbach’s alpha test was used for its consistency. The questionnaires were
designed in an online form and its link was sent to several telegram groups and
channels related to the University of Kurdistan, and only Ronaldo’s fans were
asked to answer the questionnaire. After about one month and several requests to
answer the questionnaire, 290 questionnaires were returned. It is worth
mentioning that 21 questionnaires were not evaluated because they were not
legible. Thus, 269 questionnaires were evaluated. When 269 intact questionnaires
were counted, the response rate was 92%. Since the response rate was >85%, the
said illegible questionnaires did not pose any threat to the present study ( Jordan
et al., 2011, 234). The advantages of using online questionnaires were reduction
of data collection time, saving money, enough time for respondents, fast and
useful publication and so on (Marticotte & Arcand, 2017, 2). Descriptive statistics
and, in the inferential part, structural equation model tests were used to organize
and summarize the raw data. Data were analyzed using SPSS and Amos.
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Findings

In the descriptive statistics section, for the gender variable, the number of male
students (161 (60%)) was higher, for the academic degree variable, an
undergraduate degree was highest (181 (67%)), and for the age variable, the
number of the 20-25-year-old persons (154 (57%)) was highest. Cronbach’s alpha
test result showed that the degree of similarity of questionnaires’ questions was
sport expertness=0.87, competition-style=0.89, chivalry=0.90, rivalry=0.86,
attractiveness=0.88, symbol=0.93, body fitness=0.90, life story=0.87, role
model=0.88, public relations=0.90, mental commitment=0.90 and behavioral
loyalty=0.93. Since the inner degree of conformity in the questionnaires was all
>0.70, it could be stated that the variables had suitable inner conformity. The
result of conformity factor analysis of the products showed that all questions had
a factor load of >0.6, so none of the questions was deleted. In addition, the
correlation test among model variables demonstrated that the most correlation was
between mental commitment variables (0/815), and the least correlation was
between symbol and chivalry variables (0/110). In addition, the results of the
model’s fitness indicators represented that X2/df ratio indicators (<3), which was
2.158 were suitable, and CFI, IFI, TLI, GFI, RFI, NFI indicators were all >0.9,
RMSEA indicator was 0.08 which was 0.05 at an ideal level. That indicated the
present study’s model had an ideal fitness and the factor structure considered for
that was acceptable, and in other words, research data supported and approved the
study theoretical model. On the other hand, the results of paths and regression
coefficients of research model assumptions are presented below.

Tablel- Regression coefficients of research model paths

Regression .
Path Weights Estimate SE. C.R P
AfilEie e PREIDEYEE] g 335 009 23223 ¥k
expertise > commitment
competition  --- psychc_)loglcal 438 780 091 8574
style > commitment
sportsmanship Emg?:%geﬁfl 710 498 024 19526 #x
Rivalry E?rﬁr?ﬁt'%ge'rff" 339 790 098 7.250
physical ---  psychological 599 774 096 10044 ***
attractiveness >  commitment ' ' ' '
symbol N Exmt'%%rff' 390 798 102 7.221  Hex
Body fitness - Psychological - 5, 868 163 5337
> commitment
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psychological

X .562 721 080 12.232 *#**
> commitment

life style

Tablel- Regression coefficients of research model paths

Regression .
Path Weights Estimate S.E. C.R P
psychological ook
Role model > commitment .700 .500 .028 19.134
Relationship  --- psychc_)loglcal 753 413 011 21046 #*
effort > commitment
psychological --- psychological 712 499 025 19526 #*

commitment > commitment

The findings show that athlete’s brand features including sport expertness (0/81),
public relations (0/75), role model (0/70), chivalry (0/71), life story (0/56),
physical attractiveness (0/52), competition style (0/44), rivalry (0/40), symbol
(0/39) and body fitness (32) had the most effect on fans’ mental commitment,
respectively. Moreover, mental commitment was effective in behavioral loyalty
with a 0.71 regression coefficient.

Implications

This research can provide sports managers and athletes with a coherent view of
managing athletes' brand characteristics and identify a wide range of necessary
management actions for better athlete brand management, creating a strong brand,
and ultimately developing and expanding the loyalty of athletes' fans and
leveraging their benefits. The national athletes and sport managers suffer from a
lack of awareness and education in the field of branding and athlete branding and
are unable to create a strong brand for themselves on either an international or a
national level. To some extent, the results of this study solved this problem
through the analysis of Cristiano Ronaldo as a brand athlete and as a role model
for other professional athletes in the country. In the end, the athletes, program
managers and their advisors can identify the weaknesses and strengths of their
brand and athlete and incorporate some effective solutions and strategies into their
work to at least create and manage a strong brand for themselves on a national
level so that not only they but teams and clubs can benefit from the consequences.

Keywords: Athlete Brand, Crist Ronaldo, Athlete Brand Characteristics,
Psychological Commitment, Behavior Loyalty.
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Figure 1 - Conceptual Model of Research
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