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RESUMO 
 

O presente trabalho visa explicar como o comportamento de atletas 
patrocinados pode influenciar na percepção do consumidor sobre a imagem da marca 
patrocinadora. Mais especificamente, propõe-se que atletas patrocinados que jogam 
com as regras (vs. obedecem às regras) farão com que os espectadores tenham uma 
percepção mais negativa (vs. mais positiva) sobre a imagem da marca patrocinadora. 
Este efeito principal pode acontecer por conta da diferença de percepção de 
moralidade que existe no contexto dos esportes. O conceito de Moral Decoupling 
também será apresentado, pois ele pode ser um mediador deste efeito principal. Este 
tipo de racionalização moral pode ser o mecanismo empregado pelas pessoas para 
interpretar o comportamento dos atletas patrocinados que obedecem, ou jogam com 
as regras. A resposta que a marca patrocinadora dá a respeito do comportamento do 
seu atleta patrocinado, oferecendo suporte e apoio ao que joga com as regras foi um 
moderador proposto no modelo, porém não houveram resultados estatisticamente 
significativos que corroborasse essa atuação. A pesquisa foi dividida em 4 estudos. O 
primeiro estudo tem como objetivo investigar os efeitos principais propostos, através 
de um experimento 2x1, between-subjects. O segundo estudo é um experimento 2x1, 
between-subjects, de um caso real que busca validação para os efeitos principais, 
comparando médias dos grupos de pesquisa e fazendo uma mediação simples para 
o efeito da percepção da conduta do atleta na imagem da marca patrocinadora. O 
terceiro estudo faz uso de um cenário hipotético, em um experimento 2x1, between-
subjects, buscando validação para os efeitos principais, e começa investigar os efeitos 
do Moral Decoupling como variável mediadora. O quarto, e último estudo, é um 
experimento 2x2, between-subjects, o qual busca analisar o modelo completo, 
cobrindo todas as variáveis, com efeitos principais, mediação, e investiga o efeito de 
moderação da resposta da marca patrocinadora apoiando o jogador que joga com as 
regras.  
 
Palavras-chave: Patrocínio. Esportes. Imagem de Marca. Moral Decoupling. 

Comportamento de competição do atleta. 
 

 
 



 

ABSTRACT 
 

This study aims to explain how the behavior of sponsored athletes might 
of the sponsoring brand  image. More 

specifically, it is proposed that sponsored athletes who play with the rules (vs. play by 
the rules) will make spectators have a more negative (vs. more positive) perception of 
the sponsoring brand. This main effect might happen because of the different morality 
perception in the context of sports. The concept of Moral Decoupling will also be 
explained since it can be a mediator of the main effect. This type of moral 
rationalization might be the mechanism employed by people to interpret behaviors of 
sponsored athletes who play by or play with the rules. 
response in  of playing with the rules was a proposed 
moderator in the model, but there was no significant effect. The research was divided 
into 4 different studies. The first one aims to investigate the main effects proposed, 
through x1, between-subjects experiment. The second study uses a real-life case 
scenario through a 2x1, between-subjects experiment, looking for validation to the 
main effects, comparing group means and doing a simple mediation for the effect of 

The third study repeats the main effects and mediation analysis in study 2, but instead, 
uses a hypothetical scenario, in a 2x1, between-subjects experiment. This study also 
starts investigating the mediation power of Moral Decoupling. The fourth, and final, 
study uses a 2x2, between-subjects experiment, with the intention to analyze the whole 
research model, covering all variable. It analyses main effects, all mediations 

support to the athlete who plays with the rules.  
 

Keywords: Sponsorship. Sports. Brand Image. Moral Decoupling. 

Behavior. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

This study was inspired by a situation that occurred in a surfing competition. In 

the WSL surfing rule book, a surfing heat has a priority rule, which determines which 

surfer has the priority to catch the best wave at a particular moment. When other 

surfer  have priority, decide to catch the best wave alongside the opponent, 

that is called an interference. Basically, a surfer prevents the other from catching a 

wave by cutting him/her off (WSL, 2020). 

In a surfing heat, the individual result is calculated by the sum of scores of 

the best two waves. In case there is an interference, the surfer who broke priority rules 

is penalized in his final heat result: the second-best grade is removed from the 

final score, meaning that a surfer would have only one wave to guarantee the biggest 

score (WSL, 2020). 

Gabriel Medina is a famous Brazilian professional surfer. He has won the WSL 

world championship three times and is known for his traditional and progressive skills 

with a surfboard. In the year of 2019, during the WSL Championship Tour, Medina was 

penalized twice for using a questionable competitive strategy: he intentionally played 

with the rule book, wo 

different phases of the championship. The first time it happened was in the Portugal 

event, in Peniche. He interfered in the 

surfer), and because of the penalty, he lost the heat and did not reach  the quarterfinals 

of the event. Medina claims that it was not intentional and that he saw by the sea that 

he had priority, which was not the case (UOL, 2019). 

The second time was also in a heat against Ibelli, during the final event of the 

season in Pipeline, , and it was an intentional strategic move. Medina had to 

win to reach the quarterfinals of the event, which  led him to win the 

championship, and the world title. In the last five minutes of the heat, both surfers had 

relatively low scores

nal sum. So, he started to scream from the shore telling Medina to 

interfere in Ibelli Medina was penalized, but still won the heat 

(FAVERO, 2019). 

This move was questioned by the surfing and sports community and made the 

Rip Curl sponsored athlete one of the most talked-about surfers in the world, being 

perceived as someone who pushes his opponents, and an athlete who would do 
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anything to win (UOL, 2019). And even though Medina did not win the world 

championship in 2019, Rip Curl had great results coming from this sponsorship 

agreement, so much so that the brand decided to renew 

5 years (RIP CURL, 2020). 

But how this effect from Gabriel Medina to Rip Curl happened? According to 

Tsordia et al. (2017), sport enthusiasts engage with favorite teams and athletes in 

many ways, and that include sponsoring brand engagement through consumption of 

products, positive word-of-mouth (WOM), or even brand loyalty. Sponsorship literature 

affirms that sport fans are not only loyal to teams or athletes they like, but they tend to 

have positive attitudes towards the sponsoring brand of said team/athlete (CHEONG 

et al., 2018). 

Athletes are expected to follow rules and even be examples of morale (LONG 

et al., 2006). So, why would Rip Curl renew   

The sponsorship literature has focused a lot on presenting the effects that 

misbehavior has on the  on 

consumer behavior. Lee, Kwak and Moore (2015) argue that negative publicity of a 

celebrity athlete can attract unwanted media interest, can lead to public outrage, and 

can even make marketers consider discontinuing the relationship with said athlete.

However, these studies have focused on cases out-of-field, such as Tiger 

Woods infidelity cases, which made him lose most of his sponsorship deals for being 

considered a threat to the sponsoring brand. Other cases are related to tax evasion, 

racism, and even sexual assault (BHATTACHERJEE et al., 2013).  

Whereas the studies above have been giving great insights to marketers on 

the management of sponsorship contracts and deals, covering the consumer behavior 

in cases of morally questionable acts by the sponsored person, there is limited 

knowledge on the effects that an  has on the 

brand.  

Considering that consumers see sponsored athletes as an extension of the 

sponsoring brand, and the engagement that the consumer has with the brand depends 

on their perception of the athlete, 

brand image when it supports an athlete who plays in a morally questionable way. 

The purpose of the present study is to investigate the effects the behavior of a 

sponsored athlete while competing 

specifically, it aims to understand if a sponsored athlete playing with (vs. playing by) 
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the rules of a sport has a negative (vs. positive) effect on the consumer  

of  is 

affected by it.  

It is common to see athletes playing with the rules of sport. In 2015, the New 

England Patriots were accused of deflating footballs to make the grip easier, called the 

Deflategate case. Volleyball teams are accused of intentionally losing a particular 

match to enter an easier bracket in the next phase.  An even more common example 

is of soccer players committing fouls on every game to prevent opponents from scoring.  

Rule bending might be frequent, and sometimes almost encouraged by 

coaches, fans, and spectators. However, how far 

mindset will impact the perception of the athlete and, consequently, the sponsoring 

  

When a fan likes an athlete, that will transfer to the sponsoring brands as well. 

So, if a fan agrees with the sponsored athlete playing by the rules, this will positively 

impact the morally reprehends the 

sponsored athlete playing with the rules, this will negatively impact the sponsoring 

 

In the present research, it is demonstrated in four studies how a sponsored 

athlete playing with the rules (vs. playing by the rules) is perceived by consumers, and 

how this perception has a negative (vs. positive) 

image. Furthermore, it is investigated the mediation power of Moral Decoupling, which 

is a form of moral judgment process that people use to interpret morally questionable 

contexts, by separating the moral conduct judgements from performance judgements 

(BHATTACHERJEE et al., 2013). Finally, it was checked if 

response of support to the athlete who plays with the rules can invert the negative 

effect the of 

the athlete. 

This research makes the following contributions. First, it extends the 

sponsorship literature by focusing on the effects the behaviors of sponsored athletes 

ond, it aggregates to the 

Moral Decoupling theory, by using it in contexts of morally questionable acts on-field, 

while the athlete is competing, more specifically, playing with (vs. playing by) the rules. 

Third, marketers can use the results of this research to help them make decisions on 

which celebrity or athlete to invest on and close sponsorship agreements.  
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The remainder of this research is structured as follows. The next section will 

discuss theoretical background to corroborate the thesis and present the hypothesis. 

Then, it will present all four empirical studies to test the proposed hypothesis, divided 

into method, results and discussion, followed by a general discussion of results. Lastly, 

will be presented final considerations, theoretical and managerial contributions, 

limitations, and suggestions for future studies. 
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2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
 

This chapter will address all the theories necessary to understand and relate 

the proposed variables, proposed hypothesis, and conceptual model. It will start with 

an explanation of morality in sports and how moral reasoning in competitive contexts 

can be different from everyday life. Subsequently, it will be explained why competitors 

play by the rules, but also why would they play with the rules to gain advantages.

The next topic is going to be on sponsorship in sports and its importance, 

followed by the concept of brand image and how it relates to sponsorship theory. 

Lastly, it will be explained how an image transfer can happen between sponsoring 

brand and sponsored athlete, affecting the perception of consumers about a particular 

brand. This line of thought must be construed to understand the main effect, which will 

be summarized in the first hypothesis.  

After the explanation of the main effect, this study will address why Moral 

Decoupling might be employed as a moral reasoning strategy 

being a mediation variable in the conceptual model. Finally, will explain ho

response of support to the athlete who plays with the rules might invert the main effect. 

 

2.1 MORALITY IN SPORTS 

 

Sports are considered a highly effective enhancing morality instrument by 

society, because it integrates different people from various backgrounds, teaches them 

to follow rules and respect one another, transforming people into better citizens (LONG 

et al., 2006). Despite, Weiss & Smith (2002), in their study on sports psychology, 

suggest that being involved in sports does not necessarily build character in 

individuals, but depends on  moral reasoning.  

Moral reasoning is an individual cognitive process in which a person will reach 

moral decisions based on his or her perception of morality (HODGE, 1989). The moral 

reasoning theory of Haan (1977) says that our moral decisions are influenced by our 

social interactions, which means that context is key on developing critical thinking. The 

same person can have different levels of moral reasoning, depending on the situation 

in which he or she finds himself.  

According to  five 

different levels separated in three phases. The first phase (which develops levels 1 
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and 2) is assimilation, in which a person will take into consideration his or her self-

interest. This is an egocentric perspective; the person will be more self-centered and 

think about his or her needs only. The second phase is accommodative (levels 3 and 

4), which is an other-oriented perspective. The individual goes straight to the other side 

of the spectrum, this way he or she might give more than he/she receives if there is 

dialogue. The final phase is equilibration (level 5), in which an individual will be able to 

harmonize his or her needs and interest with the others, so a moral balance might be 

achieved (HAAN, 1977).  

In line with this research, Bredemeier and Shields (1984, 1986) found that 

people use higher levels of moral reasoning in everyday life situations, while athletes 

in a competitive context, use much lower levels of moral reasoning. As a result, game 

reasoning theory was created to explain the moral transformation that an athletic 

contest can cause in an individual, distinguishing it from everyday life.  

In these contexts, it is legitimate to have an egotistical and self-interested 

perspective on morality because of the pursuit a competitive goal. That is why game 

rules are necessary: to provide some external regulation, designating and delimiting 

appropriate action and interaction among competitors. The acceptance of a temporarily 

selfish behavior is called bracketed morality; where fundamental moral claims such as 

freedom and health are not negated, but egocentricity will not be considered an 

immature reasoning like in everyday life. Prioritizing oneself is respectable due to the 

competitive environment (BREDEMEIER AND SHIELDS, 1984, 1986). 

Considering that moral reasoning is an extremely individual cognitive process, 

some studies with athletes also relate a low moral reasoning level with a high ego 

personality orientation, making someone be more self-centered and do not think about 

concerns of others (KAVUSSANU, ROBERTS AND NTOUMANIS, 2002; TOD AND 

HODGE, 2001).  

Based on these concepts, Long et al. (2006) categorized three different types 

of contextual factors that might influence moral functioning: the moral atmosphere, 

sport-specific framework of the rules, and competition rewards.  

The moral atmosphere is based on Bredemeier and Shields  (1986) study, 

which puts collective norms and team member conventions as central components of 

this factor. Competition rewards is related to prize size or importance to the competitor, 

which might strengthen a self-centered attitude. But the only factor which is not 

individualized is rules. Because of this specific nature of rules, and the important role 
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it assumes in this proposed model, the next topic will exclusively discuss it, and how 

athletes might go around them to achieve their goals.  

 

 

2.1.1 The role of Rules in Morality in Sports 

 

Rules are part of  daily lives, and to be part of a society, one must 

abide by them. For instance, a country has a constitution, there are traffic laws, civil 

laws, criminal laws, or even rules to submit articles and hand in papers and thesis. 

Rules are precise, not flexible, and are enforced without discussion.  

As much as people should follow rules, rule-breaking is also done by people 

in different contexts. For example, going above the speed limit in traffic, cheating in 

tests, practicing tax evasion. If someone is caught doing any of these practices, there 

are preestablished penalties.  

Sports are also regulated by rules, and each sport has its own rule book to 

control behavior. According to Long et al. (2006), rules control the field of play in sports, 

and once a game or heat starts, competitors will not need to think about anything else 

except playing the game, since their behavior will be under control of the rules they 

must follow. 

 

2.1.1.1 Why athletes follow rules 
 

Long et al., 2006 and Vallerand et al., 1996 argue there are many reasons why 

athletes should follow rules, such as the desire to win and do  harm teammates, or 

the moral atmosphere developed by the team, coaches, contest, and 

social environment.  

There are beliefs in sports values. The first value would be purity, which is 

related to conceptions of health and the rejection of doping. The second value is called 

effort ethic

for rules and the condemning transgressions. A third virtue is character development, 

which is embedded in society that the practice of sports teaches you fair play, respect 

for mates, opponents, referees, for the game itself, concern for social conventions and 

, that influences 

rules compliance by athletes, is a modern sport reward explained by social recognition, 
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which represents the shining image the athlete will show in the media coverage as an 

obedient winner (LONG et al., 2006, VALLERAND et al., 1996). 

These reasons for abiding by the rules go in line with what Bredemeier and 

Shields (1986) proposed, which are four-character elements that can be properly 

taught in structured sports programs  compassion, fairness, sportspersonship (there 

 

 

2.1.1.2 Why would athletes break rules? 
 

At the same time, Greve, Rudi and Walvekar (2019) say that rules in 

competitive contexts can create incentives for rule-breaking behaviors, because its 

enforcement sometimes is flawed, and it can provide rewards to the perpetrator. It is 

also more likely to occur when the likelihood of discovery or severity of the penalty is 

lower.  

It is uncertain whether rule-breaking behaviors are fully rational, especially 

because of influential factors such as psychological strain, interpersonal influence and 

cultural beliefs have been found to matter (GREVE, PALMER AND POZNER, 2010). 

Two studies (TSAI, LO AND KUAN, 2012; TSAI, WANG AND LO, 2014) have 

found that moral disengagement, or the act of defending, displacing or diffusing 

responsibility for misconduct to self-protect your character, to be strongly associated 

with rule transgressions, which can lead even to drug abuse or violence. 

Budziszewski et al. (2020) presents the term of Warfare Orientation for 

athletes, which relates the competitive personality trait of individuals with a warlike 

connotation, making athletes soldiers who can do anything in their power to win. This 

orientation makes rule breaking strategies and lack of fair play acceptable and could 

even lead to moral disengagement processes in the minds of spectators.  

In sports, rule breaking behavior can take many forms, such as interferences 

in surfing, or fouls in basketball or soccer, which can be translated into holding, pulling, 

or making others trip. These actions come with negative consequences, such as 

penalties (SCHILD et al., 2020). But they can also be transformed into advantages: 

strategic time-wasting in soccer games to secure a win (GREVE, RUDI AND 

WALVEKAR, 2019)  

All in all, strategic fouls or intentional rule-breaking are quite common, but the 

penalties and rewards need to be balanced to make this action worth it. Long et al. 
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(2006) argues that elite athletes recognize some forms of rule-bending as a legitimate 

tactic to use, and even consider rule-

of athlete excellence, combining skills and strategy.  

Duda, Olson and Templin (1991) and Dunn and Dunn (1999) have found that 

higher ego goal orientations and competitive goals in athletes are related to the 

approval of engaging in a 

justification for playing with the rules, also explained by the game reasoning theory. 

Individuals with high ego goal orientations are more concerned with what they can gain 

from a situation. They define their success based on others, so if the outcome serves 

them well, they will do anything to win and achieve their goal, including but not limited 

to playing with rules, dishonesty, and cheating actions. 

Long et al. (2006) says that another reason why someone would adopt rule-

breaking behaviors is social pressure and the moral atmosphere developed by 

the shore to the surfer, saying it was okay to interfere 

would win the heat, despite the penalty he would receive from judges.  

Athletes voluntarily break rules (or simulate rule-bending) because they felt 

mechanism to 

minimize their guilt 

disengagement, converting transgressions into a worthy action with the displacement 

of responsibility by blaming the coach (LONG et al., 2006). 

In the same study by Long et al. (2006), and controversially enough, reasons 

to follow and obey rules can also be underlying reasons for rule transgressions. Effort 

ethic, character development and team spirit were found to be justification for rule-

breaking behavior. Because of hard work spirit of athletes, rules violations can be 

rationalized within the game, making athletes and other people interpret them as 

excessively committed to the competition, putting together the desire to win and the 

athletic show broadcasted by media. Rule-breaking behavior is now uncontrolled 

passion, which is perceived as a positive behavior, making them more acceptable.

Regarding character development, if an athlete apologizes after committing a 

rule transgression that might have harmed his or her opponent, this is seen as fair play, 

which can be translated into the power of athletes that anything can be done, as long 

as it is followed by an apology (LONG et al., 2006). Again, this goes along with game 

reasoning and bracketed morality explained by Bredemeier and Shields (1986).  
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financial rewards) were also motives found by Long et al. (2006) for athletes to break 

rules. The rewards that can come from it, such as financial interest from sponsors, and 

the encouragement given by sports supporters also influence rule transgressing 

behavior. 

 

2.1.1.3 Playing by x Playing with rules 
 

This study will address this decision made by the athlete: to compete following 

game explicit rules or to compete by strategically playing with the rules. In this study, 

it is considered an athlete that occasionally breaks explicit rules to gain a competitive 

advantage, an athlete who plays with the rules. He knows he is breaking a norm and 

that he will be penalized, however, his desire to achieve his goal is bigger, making his 

behavior worth it.  

It is important to highlight that this behavior is distant to the moral reasoning of 

everyday life, and it is not related to severe moral breaks such as infidelity cases, 

vaccine scandals, or improper enrichment. This study addresses subtle competitive 

behaviors, in which the athlete might not be physically harming another player, but he 

is making it difficult for his competitor to win and trying to make it easier for him to 

achieve victory. 

It is proposed that an athlete playing by the rules will be better perceived by 

consumers than an athlete who plays with the rules. Even if the athlete played with 

rules to gain competitive advantages, achieve a win and gain rewards, consumers and 

spectators will still see as a bad behavior, leading to our first hypothesis: 

 

H1: An athlete playing with (x playing by) the rules will negatively (x 
positively) affect  perception of the athlete behavior. 
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2.2 SPONSORSHIP 

 

Sponsorship has turned into a necessary part of funding for a myriad of events, 

such as sports, artistic, philanthropic, or social gatherings (SPEED AND THOMPSON, 

2000). It can be defined as an investment, being made in cash or any other kind, in an 

activity, event, person, or even animals. In return, the company that invested money 

will get access to exploit the commercial potential associated with the sponsored 

activity, person, animal, and so on (MEENAGHAN, 1991).  

According to Tinaz (2017), sponsorship can be defined as a mutual 

the investing institution) /sponsee  

(the institution or person who will receive the cash, goods, or services). The sponsored 

entity has rights and benefits that will be passed on to the sponsor, and to obtain real 

results and sustain a long-term relationship, it is well established that both parties must 

be satisfied with the gains coming from this relation.  

Before closing a sponsorship agreement, it is important to establish a good fit 

sponsee , as the perceived credibility of this relationship is 

influenced by this congruence, aside from sponsor brand equity, which relates to brand 

image and reputation, and if the sponsoring brand is perceived as believable and 

trustworthy (WANG et al., 2011). Sponsorship offers a key difference for a brand in a 

cluttered market, while offering revenue and commercial expertise for the sponsee 

(GARLAND, CHARBONNEAU, AND MACPHERSON, 2008).    

Even though sponsoring activities have been viewed, for many years, similarly 

to advertising, Tinaz (2017) states there are clear differences in how advertising and 

sponsorship work, and the differences are perceived by the consumers. Consumers 

see advertising as a primary way of a brand to generate revenue and is considered a 

direct promotional method, whereas sponsorship is seen as an indirect promotional 

way, being a secondary concern for the consumer who is more interested in the 

sponsored activity or person. Sponsorship places more emphasis on benefit for 

society. 

Also, it has been shown in literature that sponsorship can lead to more 

sustainable and longer-terms competitive advantages (AMIS, SLACK AND BERRETT, 

1999; MEENAGHAN, 1999; CHAVANAT, MARTINENT AND FERRAND, 2009), and 

et al., 

2011). 
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Therefore, sponsorship can be a powerful strategic marketing tool for brands, 

enabling them to achieve multiple objectives. Garland, Charbonneau, and Macpherson 

(2008) argue that sponsorship can be widely used for building brands because it is as 

effective as any other element of the marketing mix. It offers marketers new 

opportunities to address new target audiences, to build and strengthen their brands, to 

enhance brand and corporate image, and to create brand associations and brand 

knowledge on consumers and spectators (CORNWELL, 2008). 

Melovic et al. (2019) say the power of sponsorship is so great that the simple 

engaging of a brand on sponsoring activities is enough to enhance its image and 

improve its reputation, even in scenarios where consumers are not interested in neither 

the company nor its products. The only step necessary to achieve this goal is to make 

individuals aware of the existence of the sponsorship relation, which later might be 

translated into influencing purchasing decisions.  

Two industries that uses this tactic to their favor are Tobacco and Alcohol, who 

sponsor many sport entities, while the government regulates more and more their 

packages and advertisements (MEERABEAU et al., 1991). 

Past research on sponsorship has mainly focused on conceptualizing the 

activity, identifying sponsor objectives, allocation of sponsorship opportunities, fit and 

congruence between the sponsor and the sponsee, and some effects sponsorship can 

have on brands, such as creating awareness (AMIS, SLACK AND BERRETT, 1999; 

MEENAGHAN, 1991, 1999; CORNWELL, 2008; GARLAND, CHARBONNEAU, AND 

MACPHERSON, 2008; TINAZ, 2017). Meanwhile, few studies focused on effects 

sponsorship can have on attitudinal and behavioral constructs on consumers and fans, 

and a few have been addressing the effects on brand image, which makes sponsorship 

still a large field of study (CHAVANAT, MARTINENT AND FERRAND, 2009; 

GARLAND, CHARBONNEAU, AND MACPHERSON, 2008; LEE, KWAK AND 

MOORE, 2015; ZDRAVKOVIC AND TILL, 2012).  

 

2.2.1 Sponsorship in sports 

 

Sponsorship activities can happen in many different areas. They range from 

supporting outdoor activities, events, sports, concerts, academic gatherings, buildings, 

social causes, research (ZDRAVKOVIC AND TILL, 2012). However, according to IEG 

Inc., sports represent about 70% of sponsorship investments (IEG, 2018), which 
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highlights the importance sports have on marketing strategies when it comes to 

sponsor activities.  

Sports is one of the main industries to rely on sponsorship deals, and that is 

why endorsements are considered an important part of the marketing mix of 

companies, its practice has been rising along the years (CHAVANAT et al., 2009). The 

investment in sports sponsorship is estimated in $65,8 billion around the world 

(DELOITTE, 2019). 

Considering the economic importance of this industry, its main role in 

marketing strategies, and the power it gives to athletes to establish their careers, the 

study of sponsorship relations and its dynamics becomes crucial.  

Corporate sport sponsorship has evolved over the years. It started with 

corporate donations to teams and became an important part of the marketing mix in 

major corporations, to add brand value and obtain competitive advantage 

(HENSELER, WILSON AND WESTBERG, 2011). It also became a valuable income 

stream for professional teams and athletes (BÖHLER, HEFFERMAN, AND HEWSON, 

2007).  

Sport sponsorship works as a sport entity receiving monetary support and/or 

any other kind of resource needed to improve its performance, handle managerial 

implications, while the sponsor will get tangible and intangible benefits of being 

associated with said entity (CHEN AND ZHANG, 2011; YANG, SPARKS, AND LI, 

2008).  

According to Speed and Thompson (2000), major sporting events have 

become dependent on sponsorship investments. For example, the 1996 Atlanta 

Olympic Games raised about $540 million in investment from companies, the Sydney 

Olympic Games Organizing Committee had a sponsorship budget of about $830 

million, and the funds are rising each year (IEG, 2018).  

Sports importance on sponsoring strategies is also highlighted by the 

increasing amounts of money paid for broadcasting rights to events, such as 

basketball, soccer, and football tournaments, or even the high number of sports talk-

shows on TV and radio (GWINNER AND SWANSON, 2003).  

According to Cui, Lee, and Jin (2019), sports sponsorship is one of the most 

important types of sponsorship, and sport events can be a field-oriented 

communication channel, which is why so many companies have turned to this kind of 

marketing investment. The reason why this happens is because sports are global and 
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widespread. The type of marketing sports can offer is one that transcends cultural 

barriers in an increasingly competitive world economy.  

Sport is a natural area for sponsorship because it can carry extraordinarily 

strong images, appeals to all classes, and has a massive international audience 

(ABRATT, CLAYTON, AND PITT, 1987; FERRAND AND PAGES, 1996).  

The main objectives on sport sponsorship are to build corporate reputation, 

establish a relationship with media corporations, become involved in the sports 

community, reach new target audiences, attract positive brand awareness and positive 

brand image, 

link with a particular sport, team, or athlete. By enhancing awareness, reputation and 

uenced, since it can be a 

powerful persuasive promotional tool (ALRECK AND SETTLE, 1999; GWINNER AND 

EATON, 1999; CHADWICK AND THWAITES, 2004; CORNWELL AND COOTE, 2005; 

KO et al., 2008).  

Apostolopoulou and Papadimitriou (2004) declare that the objective might be 

to boost sales and market share through gained brand loyalty, which translates into 

brand protection against competitors, and gaining hospitality opportunities. It also 

facilitates staff recruitment, helps improve employee morale, and orients consu

preferences towards sponsor brands and products (BARROS AND SILVESTRE, 

2006). 

Cornwell et al. (2001) and Gwinner and Eaton (1999) state that sport 

sponsorship can be a way to grow your brand equity. Considering the massive 

et, it is important to establish a good and differentiated 

image to achieve profit goals and promote market change, which can happen through 

the positive effects 

purchase intentions (CUI, LEE, AND JIN, 2019).  

brand to consumers, and opens more access to products among sport fans, providing 

an opportunity to bring closer stakeholders who once were distant (CUNNINGHAM, 

CORNWELL AND COOTE, 2006).  

Parker and Fink (2010) argue that global brands make use of this strategy 

because of the emotional bond that fans have with their favorite teams or athletes, and 

this bond can be transferred to emotional support to sponsor brands, meaning that 
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once the bond is made between fans and sponsor brands, the sponsor becomes a 

member of a tight network of fans. 

Sport fans are usually exposed to a great number of sponsor brands and 

corporations, from different markets and industries (CHAVANAT et al., 2009), and they 

want the same positive reactions fans have towards the team directed to them 

(MADRIGAL, 2000). However, considering the amount of stimulus during a sport 

person possess (ROY AND CORNWELL, 2004).  

This is in line with Wakefield and Bennett (2010), who suggested the more the 

prominence of a brand and its relatedness with the entity being sponsored, the better 

the response they will get from consumers and fans.  

It is important to highlight that whether a sponsorship is effective and can 

achieve its goals or not, depends on the congruence between the sponsor and its 

attitude, the event or entity being sponsored, the impression of consumers on the 

AND THOMPSON, 2000.).  

Madrigal (2000) also pointed out that sponsors will be more attracted to 

investing in sport teams or athletes who have a stronger bond with their fans, because 

, 

increasing the likelihood of purchase intentions of products.  

I Biscaia et al. (2014) found out 

that sponsorship awareness is higher among consumers 

is on team  jerseys than logos around a stadium, and that season ticket holders are 

also more aware of sponsorships than those individuals who do not watch the games 

regularly.  

Melovic et al. (2019) have discovered 

sponsorship and sponsorship perceptions have a strong positive impact on purchasing 

decisions when it comes to products of the sponsor. This study uniquely found an effect 

of sport sponsorship on promotion of socially responsible companies and their brands, 

while having a positive impact on education of consumers about the importance of 

sustainable practices to further develop society. In other words, sport sponsorship is a 

powerful tool to promote sustainable changes in consumers and the world.  

Another particularity about sports sponsorship is the identification with the 

team, player, or athlete. Two different studies have concluded that the greater the 
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identification a consumer has with said team or athlete, the greater the positive attitude 

towards a sponsor, creating higher purchase intentions, even when the consumer is 

not necessarily interested in a certain product category (IRWIN et al., 2003; 

KORONIOS et al., 2016).  

s argue that both sponsor and sponsee 

relevant information to have before selecting and deciding 

to close a sport sponsorship agreement, and on deciding on sponsorship-leveraging 

strategies. In this line of thought, it is important for sponsors to promote the sponsor-

sponsee fit, as well as sponsor sincerity.  

protective of their agreement, specially by policing ambush marketing. Also, being 

engaged in a big number of sponsorship deals might harm  perspective about the 

brand (SPEED & THOMPSON, 2000). 

 

 

2.3 BRAND IMAGE 

 

Keller (1993) defines brand image a

memory that are linked to the brand. The conceptualization of brand image is broad in 

the literature, but this definition by Keller goes in line with the associative network 

memory model of brand knowledge.  

It is consistent with Herzog (1963) and Newman (1957), who argue that brand 

image can be explained as perceptions about a brand reflected by brand associations 

that are clutched in the a

memory there are informational nodes connected to brand nodes containing the 

meaning of the brand for consumers and creating brand associations.   

Aaker (1991) defines brand associations as anything linked in memory to a 

brand, forming a category of brand assets and liabilities. The author explains how they 

are important to consumers because it helps them process, organize, and retrieve 

information from memory to help them come to conclusions, form attitudes, and make 

purchase decisions. It is also important for marketers for brand positioning, 

differentiation, and the creation of positive attitudes and feelings towards a brand, as 
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they can use brand associations to suggest attributes or benefits of purchasing and 

using a specific brand. 

According to Low and Lamb (2000), brand image consists of functional and 

symbolic brand beliefs, and is correlated, by definition, to brand association as it is a 

construct linked in memory to a brand. It is the first consumer brand perception 

identified in the marketing literature and can be related to the proposed model that 

brands have an overall character or personality, which consumers give more 

importance to than plain technical facts about a product or service being offered 

(GARDNER AND LEVY, 1955). The brand image construct can also be defined as 

reasoned or emotional perceptions consumers have and attach to specific brands, 

consisting of functional and symbolic brand beliefs linked in memory by associations 

(DOBNI AND ZINKHAN, 1990). Keller (1993) and Aaker (1991) says that brand 

awareness and brand image constitute brand image. 

These subjective perceptions of a set of associations about a brand create a 

base and help consumers ascribe a persona or an image to the brand. Illustrating such 

thoughts, people might associate Lexus with luxury and status, Volvo might be 

they can have fun, or even be associated with the Golden Arches symbol (NANDAN, 

2005). 

Keller (1993) says these associations constitute of bits of information held by 

consumers, which comprehend three major categories of scope. The first category is 

attributes, which can be product-related, descriptive features that categorize a product 

or service, what a consumer thinks the product or service is or has. Attributes can also 

be non-product-related, which comprise external aspects of the product or service that 

are related to the purchase or consumption, such as price information or usage 

imagery. The second category is brand attitudes, that can be defined as overall 

evaluations of the brand, which form the basis for consumer behavior, like brand 

choice.  

Lastly, the third scope is related to benefits, which are personal values 

consumers attach to product/service attributes. In other words, what consumers think 

the product/service can do for them. They can be functional, which are commonly 

correspondent to product-related attributes and are linked to basic motivations, such 

as problem removal or safety needs. Experiential benefits are what it feels like to use 

a certain product or service, like cognitive stimulation or sensory pleasure. Benefits 
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can also be symbolic, which corresponds to non-product-related attributes, and are 

linked to extrinsic advantages of the product/service such as personal expression, 

enhancing self-esteem or needs for social approval (KELLER, 1993).  

It is possible to conclude that brand image is a result of the brand positioning 

strategy, and the perception consumers have of this position the brand is trying to 

occupy. If a company broadcasts a message filled with appropriate associations, it will 

depict the brand image and resonate to consumers, providing value to the firm 

(ZDRAVKOVIC AND TILL, 2012). 

As put by Herzog (1963), brand image is the result of the sum of impressions 

consumers receive from different sources that combined, forms a brand personality. It 

is not about single traits of a product or service, but the overall impression of the 

company in the minds of consumers (DITCHER, 1985). 

brand or product category, experiences offered to consumers, product attributes, 

pricing, promotional communications, packaging, usage occasions and user imagery, 

such as a typical brand user (KELLER, 1993). 

Yoo et al. 

is based on multiple experiences, facts, episodes, and exposures to brand information, 

which implies it may take a long time to be established. Thinking of this long-term 

process, brands should invest in ways to develop, shape, and manage its image, with 

a clear objective in all fronts, increasing brand associations, brand equity and forming 

a desirable image for the brand.  

According to Keller (1993), companies usually use advertising as the main 

front of forming brand image, but sponsorship has been more commonly used to 

enhance brand image, because brand associations can be influenced when it is linked 

with a celebrity or public figure through endorsements, sporting events and others. 

 

 

2.3.1 Brand Image and Sponsorship 

 

The endorsement of celebrities, athletes and public figures is a practice well 

known for bringing positive results for the sponsoring brands, such as, the 

enhancement of the perception of trust by consumers, their desire, and even persuade 

them to buy the sponsee represented products (FREIDEN, 1984).  
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According to Wang & Kim (2019), this type of sponsorship catches the 

of the brand and enhances brand presence, it also shapes 

through the identity and personality of the sponsee, which can be transferred to sales 

of merchandise.  

When it comes to the relation of sponsorship activities and brand image, the 

literature has investigated brand image as a cognitive outcome of sponsorship, the 

interactions between sponsor and sponsee, measuring the effectiveness of image 

sponsorship, fit between sponsor and the event or sponsee (CHAVANAT, 

MARTINENT & FERRAND, 2009; FERRAND & PAGÈS, 1996; GROHS & 

REISINGER, 2005; GWINNER & EATON, 1999; SPEED & THOMPSON, 2000). 

Academic research regarding brand image and sponsorship can be divided in 

three spectra: image creation, image transfer and effects of perceived image fit on 

et al., 2010). 

Cornwell, Roy and Steinard (2001) studied how company managers evaluate 

their sponsorship activities over time and found out that sponsoring can be used to 

differentiate the brand from its competitors and add financial value to the brand.

image has on 

, and they found out that a sponsor with neutral image can 

penalize the sponsee. This means there should be a pursuit to a better fit among 

sponsor and sponsored, and the sponsorship activity effectiveness is based on two 

organizations benefiting from synergy effects, capitalizing on a positive image 

transferring process between the parties involved.  

 

2.3.1.1 The process of image transferring 
 

According to Chavanat et al. (2010), brand image represents one of the crucial 

goals in sponsorship, and the sponsee  image can influence the sponsoring brand 

image. Their study focused on analyzing how a consumer perceives brand images in 

a context of exposure to multiple sponsorships during events, such as, the 2006 FIFA 

Soccer World Cup in Germany. They found out that multiple sponsorship consists in a 

useful tool for brand management, as there is interaction between sponsor and 

sponsee, as well as interaction between sponsees of the brand.  
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about the sponsor brand image, and the perceptions of the sponsee brand image, to 

compare its relevance with the sponsorship objectives and positioning strategy. They 

also measured its success rate. In events, they also claim the importance of marketers 

measuring each brand  image of each organization involved in the context, as it might 

influence their own brand image perception (CHAVANAT et al., 2010).  

Sponsored athletes become representations of the endorser brand and can 

even go through an image transfer process, with the possibility of being even more 

present in the sports industry. When sports fans are loyal to an athlete or team, they 

tend to have positive attitudes towards the sponsor brand of said athlete/team 

(CHEONG et al., 2018). 

In a study by Grohs & Reisinger (2010), the authors documented the power 

that sponsorship have on transferring meanings and reinforcing the brand image. Their 

results prove that this happens independently from recency of exposure to the 

sponsored event, or from the involvement the consumer has with the activity in 

question, which means sponsorship can be used to transfer associations from an 

activity among target groups, resulting in better perceptions of brand image.  

The study conducted by Zdravkovic and Till (2012) suggested the sponsor-

sponsee perceived image fit contributes to stronger associative links between the 

sponsorship partners, and again, it reinforces that the amount of exposure to the 

mean better results to the strategy, which implies sponsorship 

effectiveness on enhancing brand image despite the frequency effect.  

Keller (1993) already suggested that brand associations are influenced by the 

linkage of the said brand with celebrity endorsers or sporting events, stating that pre-

existing associations of the sporting event, athlete, or celebrity 

become linked in memory with the sponsoring brand, and vice-versa. Which means, 

d 

 

This goes in line with McCracken (1989), who argues that celebrities and 

athletes are individualized and complex bundles of cultural meaning, and this results 

in an image transferring process that goes beyond the functional aspects of adding 

value to products and enhancing sales.  

The image transferring process is culturally established and starts with what 

the sponsee represents to the consumer, built upon an individual assessment of the 



33

 

public image of said sponsee. After, the sponsee image is transferred to the sponsor 

brand and its endorsed products, and finishes with the actual consumption of the 

product, transferring meaning to its user (McCRACKEN, 1989).  

 

2.3.2 Brand Image and the n 

 

In the study by Gwinnner & Eaton (1999), the authors concluded that 

consumers derive meaning from the type of sporting event, its characteristics 

can act in analogous ways to celebrity/athlete endorsers, as consumers can associate 

th  

Tsordia et al. (2017) |argues that sports enthusiasts in general engage with 

favorite teams and athletes in many ways, such as the engagement with the sponsor 

brand through product consumption, positive word-of-mouth (WOM), better perception 

of brand image, or even brand loyalty. Hence the brands deciding to close huge 

sponsorship deals thinking of the financial gain via rise in sales. 

Grohs & Reisinger (2010) affirm the modern sponsorship can change or 

lack of 

 and out of the job, making the 

endorsement practice risky. 

Brand managers who intend to build positive images for their brands should 

consider partnering with entities, celebrities, athletes, or events which are positively 

is primarily driven by similarities between sponsor and sponsee (fit), and not on 

frequency, exposure, and repetition (ZDRAVKOVIC & TILL, 2012). 

Considering that sponsored athletes become an extension of the sponsoring 

brand (PARKER & FINK, 2010), and that the sponsoring brand image might be 

influenced by actions taken by the sponsored athlete, improving or harming the 

2009), this study proposes the following main effect (H2) and third hypothesis (H3): 

 

H2: An athlete playing with (x playing by) the rules will negatively (x 
positively) affect the  
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H3: The  athlete  will negatively 

 

According to Wilson, Stavros & Westberg (2008), if a brand is linked to 

athletes, celebrities or events which are negatively perceived, the relationship 

becomes a red flag to the sponsorship activity. When the sponsee commits an immoral 

act in life, the nature of the act

put on the spotlight, because of this image transferring process. It is believed that the 

 of business and the sponsoring 

preexisting relationship might influence the outcomes of the image transferring process 

and the success of the sponsorship strategy.  

Cases in the sponsorship literature will recommend the termination of the 

sponsorship deal in cases of transgressions, to avoid being attached to scandals and 

to avoid negative associations regarding the brand in the minds of consumers, making 

(MESSNER & REINHARD, 2012; 

ROEHM & TYBOUT, 2006), however, these studies mostly focus on moral 

transgressions off-field.  

Usually, off-field transgressions, especially moral and ethical ones (such as 

rape cases) are harder to deal with and might end with the sponsorship deal, as they 

might heavily affect However, on-flied transgressions are 

easier to deal with, and might even be seen as player strategies to win, which is an 

image the brand might want to strengthen (WILSON, STAVROS & WESTBERG, 

2008). 

If the transgression happened on-

like the ones proposed in this study, this might reinforce values defended and adopted 

by the sponsoring brand (LEE, KWAK & MOORE, 2015), such as being a brand who 

supports winners and the best players.  

In addition, when companies decide to continue sponsorship deals and 

continually support the athlete, they presume the scandal will either be temporary, fans 

will be able to know when and who to lay blame (ROBERTSON, 2015), or they know 

some spectators will use strategies of moral reasoning such as moral rationalization or 

moral decoupling, and they knowingly will continue to support the sponsoring brand 

and athlete (LEE, KWAK AND MOORE. 2015).  
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This action taken by the brand can invert the main effect proposed in H1, because it 

reinforces that the athlete is not intentionally harming others, but is adopting winning 

strategies, reinforcing . Therefore: 

 

H4 response of support of the playing with the 
 behavior acts as a moderating variable of the effect of the 

conduct on the perception of said athlete. 
 

 

2.4 MORAL DECOUPLING 

 

This final construct to be presented is related to our moral reasoning strategies. 

It has been discussed in past paragraphs about moral reasonings in sports, and how 

this context might influence people to be more accepting of bad behaviors when 

athletes are competing. Moral reasonings are of extreme relevance in sponsorship 

context, as it has been presented here the complex nature of the strategy and how the 

perception of the sponsee  because of the image 

transferring process. 

The compliance or approval of questionable behavior is only capable of 

happening due to the existence of moral reasoning strategies. Individuals might use 

different cognitive processes of moral judgements according to the context in which it 

is being analyzed (LEE, 2020).  

Moral psychology theories propose that people will engage in moral reasoning 

strategies to build justifications while interpreting and evaluating misconducts of others 

(CUSHMAN, YOUNG & HAUSER, 2006; HAIDT, 2001, PAXTON & GREENE, 2010). 

Wang & Kim (2019) argue that this is an even bigger dilemma when it comes 

to celebrities, athletes, and public figures, especially for those who have developed 

some type of attachment to this famous person, for they might struggle to balance their 

own moral integrity with their affection for the person who committed a transgression. 

When a sponsored athlete puts an individual moral standard at stake, a 

cognitive dissonance is created, and people are obligated to employ a moral reasoning 
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strategy to deal with the psychological problem caused and attenuate the dissonant 

effect (BHATTACHARJEE et al., 2013). 

  Considering this, it can be said that individual perceptions and attitudes 

towards an athlete and the sponsoring brand are highly influenced by the type of moral 

reasoning strategy activated in the moment of the transgression and the processing of 

information (LEE & KWAK, 2015; TSANG, 2002).  

Research have been empirically demonstrating the existence and effects of 

different types of moral reasoning, and the four main types are moral decoupling, moral 

rationalization, moral coupling and moral disengagement (BANDURA et al, 1996; 

BHATTACHARJEE et al., 2013; BUDZISZEWSKI, GRAUPENSPERGER & 

VIERIMAA, 2020; LEE & KWAK, 2016).  

Moral disengagement is a subconscious process in which a person justifies 

unethical behaviors to protect individuals from self-condemnation. They convince 

themselves that an ethical standard 

behaviors as morally acceptable (BUDZISZEWSKI et al., 2020). 

Moral rationalization refers to a process of discounting negative information, 

and reconstruing immoral actions as less immoral to maintain support for the immoral 

actor, so it is essentially a form of justification for what was wrongly done to reduce 

uncomfortable dissonance (LEE, KWAK & BAGOZZI, 2020).  

In addition, Moral coupling is used by people who have difficulties to justify or 

to separate immorality when processing a transgression. So, people integrate 

judgements of morality and performance, which makes them include an immoral action 

performed by a celebrity as part of who he or she is, possibly creating greater effects 

when judging transgressions.  

The strategy to be demonstrated in this study is Moral Decoupling, which refers 

to the separation of performance judgements from morality judgements of a celebrity 

or athlete (LEE, KWAK & BAGOZZI, 2020). 

Moral decoupling is a moral reasoning strategy proposed by Bhattacharjee et 

al (2013). The authors explain that this way of processing information happens when 

there is no condemnation of improper behavior, such as an athlete transgression. 

Consumers, then, continue to support the athlete and the sponsoring brand, because 

there is a psychological separation of moral judgments and performance judgements, 

separating the athlete, as a figure, from the person he or she is.  
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Moral judgements are dissociated from performance judgements, so this 

reasoning works by selectively altering the way someone views moral actions as 

associated with performance in each domain. In cases where an athlete commits 

immoral actions outside of their job, moral decoupling can enable people to 

acknowledge that the public figure has engaged in an immoral act, but this should not 

influence people on judging his or her performance while doing his or her job 

(BHATTACHARJEE et al., 2013).  

The authors also proved that moral decoupling is prevalent and freely chosen 

to generate support for public figures who have transgressed in my different settings, 

and it feels less wrong and easier to justify than moral rationalization. 

However, in cases the transgression is related to performance, and the context 

in which the situation happened is sports, studies have already shown people tend to 

use low levels of moral reasoning, and many behaviors are already justified by their 

context in which they must win at all costs (BREDEMIEER AND SHIELDS, 1984; 

1986). 

This study proposes that moral decoupling can be used to judge performance 

transgressions by athletes, such as behaviors of playing with rules, attenuating the 

effects of what can be considered a bad behavior while competing, as this is not 

considered who he or she is as a person, but as something that is part of their job. 

As individuals must employ some type of moral reasoning strategy to interpret 

a playing with rules behavior, this study assumes people will use the Moral Decoupling 

strategy, as it separates moral judgements from performance judgements, and the 

inevitable and 

part of the game, making it acceptable.  

 
H5: The c with (vs. 

playing by) the rules act will make spectators employ Moral Decoupling as a 
strategy of moral reasoning. 

 
H6: Moral Decoupling will make people dissociate moral judgements 

from performance judgements, so the sponsored brand image will be positively 
affected by this moral reasoning strategy. 
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2.5 RESEARCH MODEL

Combining what has been stated so far, the following research conceptual 

model proposed for this study is:

FIGURE 1 RESEARCH CONCEPTUAL MODEL

SOURCE: LETCHACOSKI, 2022.

a) Independent Variable: Sponsored athlete Playing with vs. Playing by the rules

b) Dependent Variables: Sponsorin

C conduct (negative vs. positive)

c) Moderating Variable:
f the sponsored athlete.

d) Mediating Variable: conduct and Moral 

Decoupling.
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3 OVERVIEW OF EXPERIMENTAL STUDIES 
 

The next chapters aim to demonstrate how the present research was 

conducted. They will follow the guidelines for experimental research and will explain 

the experiment, highlighting experimental design, samples, variables, and scenarios.

The experiments in this study counted on the help of the online platform 

QualtricsXM for the application of questionnaires, and generally, the experiments had 

two settings as a base, to which participants would be randomly allocated to one or 

another. The first setting presents a context in which a sponsored athlete knowingly 

plays with rules, to win a game or heat, or to prevent the competitor from winning, and 

nd setting presents regular 

performances of athletes, playing by the rules, and the brands who sponsor the athlete 

in the scenario.  

This study proposes four experiments, so it will bring a greater power of 

generalization to results, as well as assuring reliability and validity.  

The first experiment had the primary objective of testing the main hypothesis 

(H1) and, in which we see the effects a behavior of playing by (vs. playing with) the 

rule 

specifically if this effect is positive (vs. negative). Later, it was tested how this 

perception   

The second experiment replicated the tests for the main effects in H1 and H2 

and tested the simple mediation of t

on the effect the playing by (vs.  on the sponsoring 

 This study was performed using a real-

case in 2019), to provide initial evidence of external validity.  

The third experiment tested both mediation effects proposed by the model, a 

simple mediation effect of H1 and H2, a simple mediation of H4 and H5, and the double 

mediation model proposed in the research. However, study 3 is based on a 

hypothetical controlled scenario, in contrast with study 2 that used a real-life example 

of an athlete playing with the rules. This was performed to assure internal validity for 

the results. In this study, it was checked if spectators employed Moral Decoupling as 

a moral reasoning strategy to interpret the playing by (vs. playing with) 

behavior, and if it has a positive effect over the sponsoring brand image. 
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The fourth study sought confirmation for the whole research model. The last 

study tested H1 to H5, including the moderating effect of the sponsoring

response of support of the . Just as in study 2, it used a 

real-life case of a sponsored athlete playing with the rules (Gabriel Medina in 2019), 

with the same purpose of bringing evidence of external validity. It differentiates from 

other studies because it used a sample of people who identify with the sport (surfing). 

It was mandatory that they watch the championships and know the rules of the sport. 

Some even practice surfing as a hobby or job. This attribute of the sample is important 

to address in-group and out-group effects that might be an alternative explanation.

The samples used in each experiment have different characteristics. Each 

setting for the studies had approximately 30 participants each and was done with 

people who know the sport in the scenario (surfing fans), but also addressed to the 

general public, using the Prolific platform.  
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4 STUDY 1  
 

The goal of this first experiment is to examine the main effect proposed in the 

research model, examining whether a behavior of a sponsored athlete playing with (vs. 

playing by) the rules has a negative (vs. positive) 

the estigate if the athlete has an 

, like expressed in H1 and H2.

To achieve this, a hypothetical case on a soccer competition was created to 

It is 

anticipated that a participant exposed to a scenario of a sponsored athlete playing with 

(vs. playing by) the rules would have a more negative (vs. positive) perception of the 

athlete, and this perception will negatively (vs. positively) 

image. 

 

4.1 METHOD 

 

Participants and Design. This study consists of a sample of 102 people from 

the Prolific platform panel. Prolific is a paid online research panel, so every participant 

was paid for their response. The sample was composed of 47.1% of women, 52% were 

from Mexico, and 72.5% between 18 and 26 years old (the mean age is 25 years old). 

This sample was equally distributed between people who know rules of soccer, and 

. During the application of the questionnaire in the Prolific platform, 

three tion check, but the platform offered three other 

 

2x1, between-subjects, to which participants 

were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions of behavior of a sponsored athlete 

playing by vs. playing with the rules. 

Procedure. Participants were informed they would participate in a study about 

sponsoring brand perceptions, in the context of sports sponsorship. First, participants 

responded to 3 filter questions to see if they were familiar with soccer game rules (Do 

you play soccer?; Do you watch soccer games? Are you familiar with soccer rules?). 

After the initial filter, participants were randomly assigned to one of two experimental 

conditions. In each condition, they read a hypothetical scenario in which the athlete 
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decided to play by the rules vs. play with the rules. 

 

 

Read the following hypothetical scenario: 

John is a 25-year-old professional European soccer player. He has been 

competing for major leagues, as part of the team XYZ Soccer. He has won 

many prizes for being one of the best soccer players of all time. John is 

sponsored by major brand Nike, which supports him in and out of the field, 

while he offers publicity and has his name on many soccer products. 

On a determined game of the league, XYZ was playing against biggest rival 

ABC, and it was a tough game that was tied 1-1. In the last five minutes of the 

second half, ABC was performing a great move close to the goal area, and 

huge potential to score. John, without thinking twice, committed a serious foul 

to prevent his team from losing. However, the judge saw his attitude as bad 

and gave him a red card, expelling him from the game. John knew about the 

risk of being expelled, but to him it was worth it, because it prevented his 

opponent from scoring a goal. 

 

text: 

Read the following hypothetical scenario: 

John is a 25-year-old professional European soccer player. He has been 

competing for major leagues, as part of the team XYZ Soccer. He has won 

many prizes for being one of the best soccer players of all time. John is 

sponsored by major brand Nike, which supports him in and out of the field, 

while he offers publicity and has his name on many soccer products. 

On a determined game of the league, XYZ was playing against biggest rival 

ABC, and it was a tough game that was tied 1-1. In the last five minutes of the 

second half, ABC was performing a great move close to the goal area, and 

huge potential to score. XYZ players, including John, were trying their best to 

prevent ABC from scoring. By the end of the move, ABC's player missed the 

goal, and the game ended a tie.  
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After reading the scenario, participants were then asked to rate their 

perception of the sponsored brand image, on two 7-point scales (LASSAR, 1995 and 

AAKER, 1996,  = 0.932), ranging from Completely Disagree (1) to Completely Agree 

a Likert 7-point scale by Choi & Rifon (2007), ranging from Completely Disagree to 

Completely Agree (  = 0.800). For more details on all scales, see Appendix B.

 

4.2 RESULTS 

 

Manipulation Check. First, twelve (12) participants were removed for not 

passing the manipulation check. 

with the rules of soccer, in a direct question Do you agree that John played with the 

 asked right after the . This left a final 

sample of 90 respondents, being 30 for each condition. 

 A one-way ANOVA was 

made, putting the perception of the sponsored athlete as a dependent variable, and 

both experimental conditions and the control scenarios as the independent groups. 

As expected, the experimental conditions in which the athlete played with the 

rules had lower means for the Mplaywithrules = 4.65, 

SDplaywithrules = 1.14, Mplaybyrules = 5.33, SDplaybyrules = 0.88; F (2, 88) = 4.68, p = 0.012; 

see chart 1). I also tested if there was a direct effect 

but there was no significant difference (Mplaywithrules = 4.86, SDplaywithrules = 0.78, 

Mplaybyrules = 4.99, SDplaybyrules = 0.88; F (2, 88) = 1.33, p = 0.592; see table 1). 

 

TABLE 1  STUDY ONE DESCRIPTIVE DATE FOR ONE-WAY ANOVA 

Dependent Variable Condition N Mean SD F p

Perception of Sponsored 
 

Playing by the rules 30 5,3333 0,87538 
4,683 0,012 

Playing with the rules 30 4,6452 1,14159 

Image 
Playing by the rules 30 4,9944 0,96339 

1,333 0,592 
Playing with the rules 30 4,8583 0,78270 

SOURCE: LETCHACOSKI, 2022. 

 

A simple regression was performed to verify if the 
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significant effect and a positive correlation between constructs, being that the 

perception of the athlete predicts the spon [F (1,88) = 35.108, p 
< 0.001; R2 = 0.285].  

 

TABLE 2  STUDY ONE REGRESSION DATA 

Modela B Beta t Sig.

Constant 2,647 - 7,155 0,000 

y the consumer 0,545 0,534 5,925 0,000 
a. Dependente Variable: Brand Image 

SOURCE: LETCHACOSKI, 2022. 

 

[BI = 2,647 + 
0,545(PERCATH)]. For more details, check table 2 above. 

 

 

4.3 DISCUSSION 

 

By the obtained results, it is possible to infer that the consumer sees the 

, as respondents in the 

competing conduct.  

At the same time, there 

conduct (playing by vs. playing with the rule After 

the regression test, it was possible to see a positive effect of the perception of the 

 So far, it is possible to say that 

there is evidence to H1, and some evidence for H2.  

Considering there was no direct effect of 

the athlete playing with (vs. playing by

Study 2 will test this main effect again, but using a different sport context. 
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5 STUDY 2 
 

This study aims to provide confirmation for the effects proposed in H1 and H2, 

like in Study 1, but testing this relationship in a simple mediation model. This 

experiment will use a real-life case of a sponsored athlete playing with the rules 

e sport).  

 

5.1 METHOD 

 

Participants and Design. This study consists of a sample of 64 people from the 

Prolific platform panel. The sample was composed by 46.4% of women, 36.2% of 

Mexicans and 11.6% of Portuguese, 79.7% between 18 and 29 years old (the mean 

age is 26 years old) -subjects, to which 

participants were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions of behavior of a 

sponsored athlete playing with vs. playing by the rules. During the application of the 

questionnaire, 

platform provided four other respondents in place. 

Procedure. Participants were informed they would participate in a study about 

sponsoring brand perceptions, in the context of sports sponsorship. First, participants 

responded to 3 filter questions, to see if they were familiar with surfing rules and the 

WSL championship (Do you surf?; Are you familiar with the WSL Championship Tour? 

Are you familiar with WSL surfing rules?). After the initial filter, participants were 

randomly assigned to one of two experimental conditions. In each condition, they read 

a real news article about Gabriel Medina in a competition and saw a picture of Gabriel 

Medina wearing his Rip Curl jersey

 

Read the following news article about a surfing competition, published on 

Surfer Today on December 21, 2019. 

"WSL: Medina's interference on Ibelli was "intentional but not 
unsportsmanlike" 
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The World Surf League (WSL) announced that Gabriel Medina's controversial 

interference on Caio Ibelli at the 2019 Pipe Masters was "intentional" but "not 

deemed unsportsmanlike."  

The history of competitive surfing had never seen anything like that. But let's 

take a look at the facts. Medina and Ibelli were battling it out on Round of 16 

at the 2019 Billabong Pipe Masters. Medina had to win the event to clinch his 

third world title. With 50 seconds on the clock, Caio takes on a wave with 

enough scoring potential to send him through to the quarterfinals. But Gabriel 

purposely drops in on his opponent.  

The crowd is in awe. The commentators are baffled. Gabriel Medina has just 

been given an interference penalty for his action. 

"This might be one of the cleverest tactical maneuvers we've ever seen in the 

history of the sport. While we feel it was an absolute disaster or brain snap, it 

might consolidate his win," said Barton Lynch while commentating the episode. 

 

An Intentional Interference  
The truth is that Gabriel knew what he was doing. Medina's stepfather, Charlie 

Rodrigues, had yelled at him from the beach, saying: "burn him! you can burn 

him!" Charlie was aware of the math. He knew that it was okay for Medina to 

drop in on Ibelli.  

"I just played the game. I wasn't sure [if Caio would have gotten the score] - 

that's why I went. Sometimes, if it's in the rules, you got to play the game," 

Medina explained later. 

Caio also had a few words for his opponent. 

"The heat was slow, and I couldn't find any waves. I heard his stepdad telling 

him to burn me. I had never heard that before. So, he actually went on the 

wave and burned me," said Ibelli. 

"It shows what kind of competitor he is. He plays hard, he plays dirty and does 

anything to win - that's the mindset of a champion. But next time, I want to get 

him." 

... 

"The maneuver was deemed as gamesmanship and did not pose a safety risk 

to either competitor," O'Connell added. 
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As a result, Gabriel Medina's action won't have practical consequences. 

However, if the rules remain untouched, a new precedent has been set for the 

future." 

 

text: 

Read the following news article about a surfing competition, published on 

Surfer Today on May 25, 2021.  

"Gabriel Medina and Sally Fitzgibbons win 2021 Rip Curl Rottnest Search 
Gabriel Medina and Sally Fitzgibbons have taken out the 2021 Rip Curl 

Rottnest Search in Western Australia.  

The fifth stop on the 2021 World Surf League (WSL) Championship Tour (CT) 

concluded in four-to-six-foot waves at Rottnest Island. Medina used his 

forehand power and rail-to-rail surfing skills to annihilate the firing left-handers 

pumping down the line at the famous Australian surf break. The two-time world 

champion ended up defeating rookie Morgan Cibilic, who only caught two 

waves in the final.  

 "Rottnest Island was a new special place for me, and I loved it. We had great 

waves the whole time, and I was able to surf the way I want," expressed 

Gabriel Medina. 

The Brazilian secured the second Rip Curl Search event of his career, nearly 

ten years after clinching the Rip Curl Search San Francisco. With this result, 

Medina almost guaranteed a spot in the season finals that will take place in 

Lower Trestles, Southern California, in September 2021." 

 

After reading the scenario, and looking at Medina

Curl jersey, participants were then asked to rate their perception of the sponsored 

-point scale by Choi & Rifon (2007), ranging from 

Completely Disagree to Completely Agree (  = 0.839). After, they were asked to 

 on two 7-point scales (LASSAR, 1995 and 

AAKER, 1996,  = 0.871), ranging from Completely Disagree to Completely Agree. 

For more details on all the scales, see Appendix B. 
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5.2 RESULTS 

 

Manipulation Check. First, one (1) participant was removed for not passing the 

manipulation check, 

rules of surfing, answered in a direct question (

 by the end of the questionnaire, right 

after the brand image scale. This removal left a final sample of 63 respondents.

 A t-test was made, putting the 

perception of the sponsored athlete as a dependent variable, and the experimental 

(playing with the rules) and control (playing by the rules) conditions as the independent 

groups. In line with Study 1, the condition in which the athlete played with the rules had 

lower means for the perception of the Mplaywithrules = 3.78, 

SDplaywithrules = 1.31, Mplaybyrules = 5.49, SDplaybyrules = 1.01; F (1, 61) = 5.782, p = 0.000). 

Study 1, it presented a significant difference (Mplaywithrules = 4.20, SDplaywithrules = 0.67, 

Mplaybyrules = 4.71 SDplaybyrules = 0.92; F (1, 61) = 2.533, p = 0.014). For more details on 

the descriptive data, see table 3 below. 

 

TABLE 3  STUDY TWO DESCRIPTIVE DATA FOR T-TEST 

Dependent Variable Condition N Mean SD t Sig.
Perception of 

Conduct 

Playing by the rules 32 5,4896 1,00531 

5,782 0,000 
Playing with the rules 

31 
3,7849 1,30965 

Image 

Playing by the rules 32 4,7188 0,92893 
2,533 0,014 

Playing with the rules 31 4,2016 0,67521 

SOURCE: LETCHACOSKI, 2022. 

 

 After, a simple regression was performed to verify 

showed 

a significant effect and a positive correlation between constructs, being that the 

perception of the athlete predicts [F (1,62) = 34.113, p 
< 0.05; R2 = 0.355]. 

[BI = 2,889 + 
0,393(PERCATH); see table 4 below.].  
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TABLE 4 STUDY TWO REGRESSION DATA

Modela B Beta t Sig.

Constant 2,889 - 10,378 0,000

0,393 0,596 5,841 0,000

a. Dependente Variable: Brand Image

SOURCE: LETCHACOSKI, 2022.

Mediation Analysis. Finally, a simple mediation test (model 4; 5000; Hayes, 

2018) was performed with the condition groups as independent variable, the 

conduct as a mediator. Results, as seen in figure 2, showed a significant and negative

total effect (Effect = -0.5473, SE = 0.1950, 95% CI [-0,9368, -0,1579], p = 0.0066), a 

non-significant direct effect (Effect = 0,0610, SE = 0.2149, 95% CI [-0,3683, 0,4903], 

p = 0.7775), and a significant and negative indirect effect (Effect = -0,6083, SE = 

0.1650, 95% CI [-0,9807, -0,3381]).

As for the indirect path, there was an effect of the conditions (playing with x 

playing by conduct [F (1,62) = 38.7701, p 

< 0.01; R2 = 0.3736; = -1.7848, p = 0.000], and an effect of the perception of the 

[F(1,62) = 15.9021, p < 0.01; R2 = 

0.332; = 0.3408 , p = 0.000].

FIGURE 2 STUDY TWO FIRST SIMPLE MEDIATION MODEL
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SOURCE: LETCHACOSKI, 2022. 

5.3 DISCUSSION 

 

From the results, we can once again conclude that H1 was proven to be 

correct, as the sponsored athlete playing with (vs. playing by) the rules negatively (vs. 

positively) affected the perception consumers have on his/her competition conduct.

Unlike Study 2, there was a statistically significant difference between the 

sponsoring brand of the athlete who plays with the rules was negatively affected by the 

sponso in line with H2 and the 

research model. 

The first simple mediation was significant, meaning that the 

 

(playing by vs. playing with the rules)  

It is important to highlight that this was an experiment using a real-life cases 

and brands, and personal opinions of respondents regarding Gabriel Medina or Rip 

Curl might have influenced their responses in this study.  

This limitation will be addressed in Study 3, which will once again test main 

effects proposed, repeat the simple mediation performed in study 2, and include Moral 

Decoupling in the analysis, performing a double mediation test of variables. 
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6 STUDY 3 
 

The goal of this third experiment is to examine the effects proposed in H1 and 

H2 in the research model, as well as the mediation effect, like in Study 2, including the 

double mediation effect of the model. However, this time it presented hypothetical 

scenarios of an athlete playing by vs. playing with the rules. The imaginary scenario 

brings internal validity for the study, removing effects Study 2 might have had because 

of personal opinions people have on Gabriel Medina and the brand Rip Curl. 

To obtain research that followed protocol, a hypothetical case on a surfing 

behavior of the athlete. It is anticipated that a participant exposed to a scenario of a 

sponsored athlete playing with (vs. playing by) the rules would have a more negative 

(vs. positive) perception of the athlete, and this perception will negatively (vs. 

positively) 

The first analysis examined whether a behavior of a sponsored athlete playing 

with the rules has a negative  conduct, 

The second analysis tested both mediations, including the effect of Moral 

Decoupling to explain why the better the perception of the conduct of the sponsored 

athlete plays with the rules to gain advantages.  

 

 

6.1 METHOD 

 

Participants and Design. This study consists of a sample of 68 people from the 

Prolific platform panel. The sample was composed of 49.2% of women, with people 

from all over the world, and 81.5% were between 18 and 29 years old (mean age is 27 

years old)

the attention check. 

 

-subjects, to which participants 

were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions of behavior of a sponsored athlete 

playing with vs. playing by the rules.  
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Procedure. Participants were informed they would participate in a study about 

sponsoring brand perceptions, in the context of sports sponsorship. First, participants 

responded to 3 filter questions, to see if they were familiar with soccer game rules (Do 

you surf?; Do you watch WSL surfing competitions? Are you familiar with the WSL 

surfing rules?). After the initial filter, participants were randomly assigned to one of two 

experimental conditions. In each condition, they read a hypothetical scenario in which 

the athlete decided to play with the rules vs. play by the rules. For example, the 

experimental condition (Playing with the rules) read (for all the scenarios, please check 

Appendix A): 

Professional Surfer Luke wins heat in Australia by playing with Priority 
Rules, and advances to the quarterfinals of the Pro Gold Coast 
competition; 
Sunday morning was full of emotions, as professional surfer sponsored by 

Billabong Luke Smith played with priority rules in order to secure a win during 

the WSL Pro Gold Coast competition, in Australia. Luke was competing 

against Liam Brown, and wave conditions were not the best. Luke was winning 

the heat, because the sum of his best two waves (A 3.00 and a 1.06) scored 

him a 4.06, while Liam sum score was only a 2.95 (his best two waves were a 

2.5 and a 0.45).  

In the last two minutes of the heat, Luke saw a potentially good wave coming 

to shore, but his opponent Liam had the priority to catch it, which would give 

Brown a higher score and likely the win. Luke, knowing of the rules, and 

knowing that his first wave score was enough to beat Liam in his sum score of 

2.95, decided to break priority rules and interfered with Liam's last wave of the 

heat.  

The Billabong sponsored athlete was penalized according to the WSL rule 

book and had his second-best wave score removed from his final result, giving 

him a final total of 3.00. But Liam's sum score of 2.95 was still not enough to 

win the heat, and Billabong athlete Luke Smith managed to go through the 

next phase of the competition, right to the quarterfinals. 

 

After reading the scenario, participants were then asked to rate their 

 = 0.908) on a Likert 7-point scale by Choi & Rifon 

(2007), ranging from Completely Disagree to Completely Agree. Then, they were 
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s image, on two 7-point scales (LASSAR, 1995 and 

AAKER, 1996,  = 0.928), ranging from Completely Disagree to Completely Agree.  

Finally, participants responded to the Moral Decoupling scale (  = 0.733) by 

Bhatacharjee et al. (2013) For more details, see Appendix B. 

 

6.2 RESULTS 

 

Manipulation Check. First, three (3) participants were removed for not passing 

the manipulation check using 

the same direct question in Study 2, leaving a final sample of 65 respondents.

 A t-test was made, putting the 

perception of the sponsored athlete as a dependent variable, and the experimental 

(playing with the rules) and control (playing by the rules) conditions as the independent 

groups. Going in line with what has been showed in Study 1 and 2, the condition in 

which the athlete played by the rules had higher means for the perception of the 

conduct (Mplaywithrules = 3.97, SDplaywithrules = 1.20, Mplaybyrules = 5.56, SDplaybyrules 

= 0.85; F (1, 63) = 6.193, p = 0.000). In addition, it was verified if there was a direct 

a non-

significant difference (Mplaywithrules = 4.32, SDplaywithrules = 1.11, Mplaybyrules = 4.47, 

SDplaybyrules = 1.03; F (1, 63) = 0.539, p = 0.592). For more details on the descriptive 

data, see table 5 below. 

 

TABLE 5  STUDY THREE DESCRIPTIVE DATA FOR T-TEST 

Dependent Variable Condition N Mean SD t Sig.
Perception of 

Conduct (PERCATH) 

Playing by the rules 32 5,5625 0,85273 

6,193 0,000 
Playing with the rules 

33 
3,9697 1,19711 

Image (BI) 

Playing by the rules 32 4,4687 1,03191 
0,539 0,592 

Playing with the rules 33 4,3251 1,11619 

SOURCE: LETCHACOSKI, 2022. 

 

Image. After, a simple regression was performed to verify 

a significant effect and a positive correlation between constructs, being that the 
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perception of the athlete pre [F (1,62) = 5.948, p < 
0.05; R2 = 0.088]

[BI = 3,358 + 
0,257(PERCATH); see table 6 below.]. 
 

TABLE 6  STUDY THREE REGRESSION DATA 

Modela B Beta t Sig.

Constant 3,358 - 7,553 0,000 

 0,257 0,296 2,439 0,018 

a. Dependente Variable: Brand Image 

SOURCE: LETCHACOSKI, 2022. 

 

Moral Decoupling and Mediation Analysis. Two mediation tests were performed, 

experiment, and the second a double mediation analysis of the whole research model 

proposed.  

The simple mediation test (model 4; 5000; Hayes, 2018) had the perception of 

dependent variable, and moral decoupling as a mediator. Results, as seen in figure 3, 

showed a significant total effect (Effect = 0.2179, SE = 0.095, 95% CI [0.0283, 0.4076], 

p = 0.025), a non-significant direct effect (Effect = 0.0636, SE = 0.0989, 95% CI [-

0.1338, 0.2611], p = 0.5221), and a significant indirect effect (Effect = 0.1543, SE = 

0.0588, 95% CI [0.0444, 0.2729]). 

conduct on Moral Decoupling [F (1,63) = 17.3242, p < 0.01; R2 = 0.2054;  = 0.3495, 
p = 0.0001] [F 

(1,63) = 8.9773, p < 0,01; R2 = 0.2139;  = 0.4413, p = 0.0010]. 
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FIGURE 3 STUDY THREE FIRST SIMPLE MEDIATION MODEL

SOURCE: LETCHACOSKI, 2022.

The final mediation test was of the double mediation proposed by the research 

model (model 6; 5000; Hayes, 2018), using the conditions (playing by vs. playing with

variable, and 

mediators, as shown in figure 4. 

FIGURE 4 STUDY THREE DOUBLE MEDIATION MODEL RESULTS

SOURCE: LETCHACOSKI, 2022.
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Results showed a non-significant total effect (Effect = -0.1437, SE = 0.2668, 

95% CI [-0.6769, 0.3896], p = 0.5922), a non- significant direct effect (Effect = 0.0131, 

SE = 0.3158, 95% CI [-0.6185, 0.6446], p = 0.9671), and a non-significant total indirect 

effect (Effect = -0.1568, SE = 0.2384, 95% CI [-0.6437, 0.2908]). 

As for the indirect paths, the first one starting in the conditions (playing with x 

[F (1,63) = 

37.9627, p < 0.01; R2 = 0.376;  = -1.5928, p = 0.000], and finalizing in the sponsoring 

[F (1,63) = 4.7109, p < 0.01; R2 = 0.1881; = 
0.0556, p = 0.4279] was not significant (Effect = -0.0885, SE = 0.2384, 95% CI [-

0.5416, 0.3518]). 

The second path starting in the conditions (playing with x playing by the rules) 

going to moral decoupling [F (1,63) = 5.9213, p < 0.01; R2 = 0,1604;  = 0.46, p = 
0.1310] and then going [F (1,63) = 4.7109, p < 0.01; 

R2 = 0,1881;  = 0.4221, p = 0.002] was also, overall not significant (Effect = 0.1942, 

SE = 0.1290, 95% CI [-0.0545, 0.4585]). 

The third path, which is a complete indirect path starting in the conditions 

[F 

(1,63) = 37.9627, p < 0.01; R2 = 0,376;  = -1.5928, p = 0.000], passing on moral 

decoupling [F(1,63) = 5.9213, p < 0.01; R2 = 0,1604;  = 0.3904, p = 0.0013], and then 

going to the [F +(1,63) = 4.7109, p < 0.01; R2 = 0.1881;  = 
0.4221, p = 0.0020] was the only significant result (Effect = -0.2624, SE = 0.1137, 95% 

CI [-0.4931, -0.0482]). 

 

 

6.3 DISCUSSION 

 

The results of this study, as seen in previous result patterns, provide evidence 

for H1 and H2, implying the perception of the sponsored athlete in the playing by the 

rules setting was better than in the condition in which he played with the rules of surfing. 

Unlike Study 2, there was no direct evidence of the with (vs. 

playing by  

In addition, there was a po

 in the regression test, meaning H2 is true. The 
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regression positive correlation results between the perception of the sponsored athlete 

and the perception of the spons

image. 

a predicting variable of 

better perceived by the consumers. This most likely happened because, even though 

athletes are allowed to do anything to win, their actions while competing can still be 

perceived as bad conduct. 

As for the mediation effects, the first conclusion is that Moral Decoupling can 

conduct 

that showed Moral Decoupling working only in contexts of evaluation of conduct out of 

competition settings, this study shows that this strategy of Moral Reasoning works in 

evaluating behaviors of performance. The results of this study enable Moral 

Decoupling as an explanation on how the effect of the perception of the athlete affect 

 

Interestingly, although the athlete in the playing with the rules setting was 

judged as poor behavior, Moral Decoupling works a mediating variable because 

subjects were able to separate the moral judgement in competition from their work as 

. 

The second analysis is related to the double mediation model proposed. It is 

possible to see that, after the condition of the sponsored athlete playing with vs. playing 

conduct and moral decoupling as mediators, 

dependent variable, there is an overall negative indirect effect, as people still evaluates 

even morally reprehensible. This affected the other results. However, as the indirect 

effect is the only statistically significant, it is possible to consider there was a partial 

double mediation. Next study will address the limitation of the direct effect of the 

whole research model proposed in the beginning. 
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7 STUDY 4  
 

This final study aimed to provide confirmation for the effects expected in H1, 

H2, H4 and H5 that were tested in Studies 1, 2 and 3, and provide evidence for H3, 

the rules. Again, this study was based on a real-life case of a sponsored athlete playing 

, but unlike Study 2, used a specialized 

sample of surfers and surfing enthusiasts who understand surfing competition rules 

and follow championships.  

 

7.1 METHOD 

Participants and Design. This study consists of a sample of 190 people from 

the south of Brazil. Of the 190 respondents, 49 were excused from the analysis 

a part of a surf school located in Curitiba, and the other 51 were from different beaches 

in the south of Brazil. The responses were collected using the QualtricsXM platform, 

and the questionnaire was promoted using the surf school studen

database. All 141 participants are familiar with surfing rules and competitions, and 90% 

are active surfers. design 

consists in 2x2, between-subjects, to which participants were randomly assigned to 

one of the four conditions of behavior of a sponsored athlete playing by rules vs. 

playing with the rules, in which were presented (or not) a response from the brand of 

support to the athlete. 

Procedure. Participants were informed they would participate in a study about 

sponsoring brand perceptions, in the context of sports sponsorship. First, participants 

responded to 3 filter questions, to see if they were familiar with surfing rules and the 

WSL championship (Do you surf?; Are you familiar with the WSL Championship Tour? 

Are you familiar with WSL surfing rules?). Participants that did not fit the filter were 

thanked for their time and excused from the research.  

After the initial filter, participants were randomly assigned to one of four 

experimental conditions. In each condition, they read a real news article about Gabriel 

Medina in a competition, just like in Study 2. This time, there was a real news article 

about Rip Curl supporting Medina, and renewing his sponsorship contract after his 

performance of 2019, on two conditions (playing by the rules + brand response and 
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playing with the rules + brand response). For complete scenarios, please check 

Appendix A.  

Respondents answered the same questions and scales used in Study 3. First, 

 = 0.904), then 

 and 

Aaker scales (  = 0.935), and then the moral decoupling scale (  = 0.756). Participants 

athlete, in a scale adapted from MacKenzie and Lutz (1989), as used by Lee, Kwak 

and Moore (2015), the scale reliability was checked (  = 0.963). Finally, there were 

demographic questions. Participants who wanted to, provided their e-mail and 

telephone number to enter a draft of a surfing kit. As another incentive for respondents, 

it was donated to a surfing social project the amount of money in Brazilian reais the 

equivalent number of total of responses. 

 

7.2 RESULTS 

 

Manipulation Check. First, nine (9) participants were removed for not passing 

the attention check, leaving a final sample of 132 respondents. Following the pattern 

of results so far, the condition in which the athlete played with the rules had lower 

Mplaywithrules = 4.89, SDplaywithrules = 

1.39, Mplaybyrules = 5.58, SDplaybyrules = 0.91; F (1, 130) = 3.381, p = 0.001). I also tested 

 in agreement with 

previous studies, it presented a non-significant difference (Mplaywithrules = 5.26, 

SDplaywithrules = 0.98, Mplaybyrules = 5.53, SDplaybyrules = 0.80; F (1, 130) = 1.580, p = 0.117).  

. A two-way ANOVA was 

performed, with a dummy variable representing the conditions (0 = Play by the rules, 

1 = Play with the rules), and another dummy variable representing the sponsoring 

in

as dependent variable. This analysis still demonstrated participants better perceived 

the athlete who played by the rules, than the one who played with the rules 

(Mplaywithrulesnobrandresponse = 4.68, SDplaywithrulesnobrandresponse = 1.20, 

Mplaywithruleswithbrandresponse = 4.88, SDplaywithruleswithbrandresponse = 1.55, Mplaybyrulesnobrandresponse 
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= 5.49, SDplaybyrulesnobrandresponse = 0.97, Mplaybyruleswithbrandresponse = 5.68, 

SDplaybyruleswithbrandresponse = 0.85; F (1, 131) = 4.831, p = 0.003; see figure 5).  

 

FIGURE 5  TWO-WAY ANOVA MEAN RESULTS 

 

 

SOURCE: LETCHACOSKI, 2022. 

 

Looking at mean results, the groups in which had a brand response had slightly 

higher means, but follow-up analysis revealed a non-significant interaction between 

the perception of the sponsored 
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response of support [F (1, 131) = 0.415, p = 0.521, ² = .003], bringing no evidence 

for H3. 

 After, a simple regression was performed to verify 

a significant effect and a positive correlation between constructs, being that the 

[F (1,130) = 27.940, p 
< 0.01; R2 = 0.204]. 

[BI = 3.714 + 
0.321(PERCATH)].  

Moderation test. An additional test was performed to test the moderating power 

of the spo

no significant effect for the interaction of the variables (perception of the athlete and 

, which means H3 is incorrect [F (1,130) = 

12.3410, p = 0.000; R2 = 0.2625;  = 0.0057, p = 0.882]. For more details, check table 

7 below. 

 

TABLE 7  STUDY FOUR REGRESSION DATA 

Modela B Beta t Sig.

Constant 3,714 - 11,411 0,000 

y the consumer 0,321 0,452 5,286 0,000 

Int_PerceptionAthletexBrandResponse 0,0057 0,0383 0,1487 0,8820

a. Dependente Variable: Brand Image 

SOURCE: LETCHACOSKI, 2022. 

 

Mediation Analysis  Moral Decoupling. Two mediation tests were performed. 

The first one was a simple mediation test (model 4; 5000; Hayes, 2018) with the 

condition groups as inde

non-significant total effect (Effect = -0.2680, SE = 0.1711, 95% CI [-0.6071, 0.0711], p 

= 0.1202), a non-significant direct effect (Effect = -0.0544, SE = 0.1608, 95% CI [-

0.3731, 0.2644], p = 0.7359), and a significant indirect effect (Effect = -0.2136, SE = 

0.0826, 95% CI [-0.3927, -0.0664]). 

As for the indirect path, there was an effect of the conditions (playing with x 

 conduct [F (1,130) = 8.3346, p 
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< 0.01; R2 = 0.0710; = -0.6781, p = 0.0047], and an effect of the perception of the 

[F (1,130) = 13.9136, p < 0.01; R2

= 0.2049; = 0.3150, p = 0.000]. For all details, see figure 6 below.

FIGURE 6 STUDY FOUR FIRST SIMPLE MEDIATION MODEL

SOURCE: LETCHACOSKI, 2022.

The second was another simple mediation test (model 4; 5000; Hayes, 2018) 

showed a significant total effect (Effect = 0.3284, SE = 0.0608, 95% CI [0.2079, 

0.4488], p = 0.000), a significant direct effect (Effect = 0.2903, SE = 0.0698, 95% CI 

[0.1520, 0.4286], p = 0.0001), and a non-significant indirect effect (Effect = 0.0380, SE

= 0.0360, 95% CI [-0.0299, 0.1125]).

conduct on moral decoupling [F (1,130) = 34.6973, p < 0.01; R2 = 0.2432; = 0.4133, 
p = 0,000], and a non-

image [F (1,130) = 15.2455, p < 0.01; R2 = 0.2218; = 0.0921, p = 0.2712].

Double Mediation Model. To see if there is an effect of Moral Decoupling, a third 

and final test was performed to check if the double mediation model proposed is correct 

(model 6; 5000; Hayes, 2018). It used the conditions (playing with vs. playing by the

rules) as independent variable, sponsoring brand image as the dependent variable, 
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showed a marginally significant total effect (Effect = -0.1546, SE = 0.0850, 95% CI [-

0.3229, -0.0138], p = 0.0716), a non- significant direct effect (Effect = -0.0578, SE = 

0.0745, 95% CI [-0.2055, 0.0898], p = 0.4394), and a significant total indirect effect 

(Effect = -0.0967, SE = 0.0520, 95% CI [-0.2121, -0.0093]), as shown in figure 7.

FIGURE 7 STUDY FOUR DOUBLE MEDIATION MODEL RESULTS

SOURCE: LETCHACOSKI, 2022.

As for the indirect paths, the first one starting with the conditions (playing with x 

[F (1,130) 

= 5.9493, p < 0.05; R2 = 0.0488; = -0.2633, p = 0.0162], and finalizing in the 

[F (1,130) = 16.3680, p < 0.01; R2 = 0.3011; = 0.2699, p
= 0.0004] proved to be significant (Effect = -0.0711, SE = 0.0377, 95% CI [-0.1555, -

0.0104]).

The second path starting with the conditions (playing with x playing by the rules) 

going to moral decoupling [F (1,130) = 24.4500, p < 0.01; R2 = 0,2984; = 0.0148, p
= 0.8605] [F (1,130) = 16.3680, p < 

0.01; R2 = 0.3011; = 0.2286, p = 0.0068] was not significant (Effect = 0.0034, SE = 

0.0198, 95% CI [-0.0426, 0.0406]).
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The third path, which is a complete indirect path starting with the conditions 

[F 

(1,130) = 5.9493, p < 0.05; R2 = 0.0488;  = -0.2633, p = 0.0162], passing on moral 

decoupling [F (1,130) = 24.4500, p < 0.01; R2 = 0,2984;  = 0.4824, p = 0.000], and 

[F (1,130) = 16.3680, p < 0.01; R2 = 

0.3011;  = 0.2286, p = 0.0068] was significant (Effect = -0.0313, SE = 0.0217, 95% 

CI [-0.0824, -0.0003]). 

 

7.3 DISCUSSION 

 

This final experiment showed results that corroborate with what has been seen 

so far. First conclusion is that consumers perceive the playing with the rules conduct 

as something bad, and even morally reprehensible, as seen by the results of the first 

analysis. The conditions in which the athlete played by the rules was better seen and 

evaluated by the public, then the ones in which he played with the rules.  

Another conclusion is that the brand  response of support lacks effect in both 

situations. The sponsoring brand supporting the actions of the athlete, playing by, or 

in making the athlete being better 

perceived by consumers and spectators. Even in the case in which the athlete playing 

with the rules with the support from the sponsoring brand being significantly different 

from the case in which the athlete playing by the rules with the support from the 

sponsoring brand, the latter still had a higher mean of the perception of the athlete, 

bringing no evidence to say H3 is true.  

The mediation analyses proved the double mediation model proposed was 

correct, presenting significant results. Therefore, the path from the sponsored athlete 

competing conduct of playing with vs. playing by the rules, going to the evaluation of 

must go through, first the 

, and then the interpretation of the context using 

Moral Decoupling. With that, a p

formed.  

There is indication the moral decoupling can be a mediator of the effect of the 

perception of athlete

This means that, moral decoupling acts as a moral reasoning strategy not only in cases 
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of morally reprehensible acts in scenarios outside the work field of the athlete, but also 

in scenarios in which the athlete is doing his/her job competing.  

This study also obtained results using a real-life scenario, just like in study 2. 

But this time, it was proven that there is no effect of in-group identification. This study 

was performed in a sample in which people identifies with the surfing community, being 

surfers or enthusiasts, watching competitions and knowing about surfing rules. Results 

obtained were in line with the previous studies performed in this research, that had 

samples of out-
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8 GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 

This research investigated if people have different morality settings when it 

comes to sports and competitions. It was expected, and corroborated by theory, that 

athletes would be negatively perceived by the public when they play with the rules of 

the sport (DUDA, OLSON AND TEMPLIN, 1991; DUNN AND DUNN, 1999; GREVE, 

RUDI AND WALVEKAR, 2019; LONG et al., 2006). After, the perception of the 

perceived by consumers (CHAVANAT, MARTINENT & FERRAND, 2009; PARKER & 

FINK, 2010; ZDRAVKOVIC & TILL, 2012), and moral decoupling would be used as a 

moral reasoning strategy to explain how this positive effect might happen 

(BHATTACHARJEE et al., 2013; WANG & KIM, 2019).  

There was a consistent pattern of results in all four studies performed. Study 

1 gave initial evidence for H1, that with 

conduct as something bad or harmful, and players who play by the rules are better 

seen by the public. Study 1 also provided evidence for H2, meaning there was proven 

to be a positive effect  

perception  

Study 2 corroborated with evidence on the main effects proposed, again 

 This study 

the 

In addition, it proved that the 

image. Unlike 

Study 1, it provided this evidence by using a real-life case scenario. 

Study 3 had a similar pattern of results as study 1 and study 2 Again, the 

athlete playing by the rules was better perceived by the public, and the effect of the 

per This 

study added analysis on Moral decoupling, which proved to be a mediator of the effect 

In addition, it tested the double mediation model proposed in the research, which was 

proven to be significant. This time, the experiment used a hypothetical scenario to 

control variables, address limitations in Study 2, and provide internal validity. 
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Finally, study 4 replicated the effects in Study 3, but this time the real-life 

scenario was used in a sample of people who identifies with the sport (surfing), being 

considered in-groups. The pattern of results was the same as in previous studies with 

out-group samples, which means there is no effect of group identification in the model 

proposed. Also, it tested the moderation effect proposed in H3. It was expected that a 

response from the sponsoring brand of support to the athlete who played with the rules 

could invert the main effect in H1, making this athlete better perceived by the public. 

However, analysis showed no significant effect of this variable, meaning H3 is not 

correct. 
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9 FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 
 

negative (vs. positive) 

effect of a sponsored athlete playing with (vs. playing by) the rules while competing on 

There is theoretical corroboration for the thesis that rule-

breaking behaviors, such as playing with the rules, might be interpreted as something 

positive (DUDA, OLSON AND TEMPLIN, 1991; DUNN AND DUNN, 1999; GREVE, 

RUDI AND WALVEKAR, 2019; LONG et al., 2006), but four empirical studies found 

that people still see rules as something to be followed, not played with or to be broken, 

providing evidence for H1.  

In addition, all four studies proved that there is a positive relation between the 

 

image. This means, the better the athlete is perceived by consumers while he/she is 

image. These results assert H2 to be valid.  

There is also theoretical evidence to suggest the act of the sponsoring brand 

issuing a response to the public supporting the athlete in his competing strategies, 

especially if a rule was broken to ensure a win or prevent a loss (LEE, KWAK & 

MOORE, 2015; ROBERTSON, 2015; WILSON, STAVROS & WESTBERG, 2008). 

However, H3 was not proven to be right, study 4 showed that this act by the brand 

 

Finally, there is evidence to corroborate H4 and H5. Studies 3 and 4 showed 

that Moral Decoupling can be used as a moral reasoning strategy to interpret contexts 

of competition, and the behaviors adopted by sponsored athletes. 

 

9.1 THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

 

The main theoretical contribution of this work is the expansion of the sport 

sponsorship theory and moral decoupling theory, and how they relate to the brand 

image theory. 

Morality in sports 

conduct. There is a line of thought in which people are much more flexible to judge 

. 

People can use lower levels of moral reasoning on athletes and allow them to break or 
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play with the rules, just to gain competitive advantages, and achieve their goals, with 

a line of thought of winning at all costs (BREDEMEIER AND SHIELDS, 1984, 1986; 

BUDZISZEWSKI et al., 2020; LONG et al, 2006).  

This research gave evidence to say that this does not happen all the time. 

Even though there is theoretical evidence for it, the empirical results in these studies 

showed that sponsored athletes who play by the rules and act according to the book 

are better perceived than the ones who play with the rules to gain competitive 

advantages. This goes in line with what Long et al. (2006) says that there is theoretical 

evidence to corroborate with athletes being examples of human conduct in and out of 

competitions, always following and respecting rules.  

Sponsorship and its effects on brand image. This study contributed with the 

theory of sponsorship 

 the image-transferring process among sponsored 

person and sponsoring brand, and how sponsored and sponsee depends on one 

another to obtain effects on the consumer (GWINNER & EATON, 1999; ZDRAVKOVIC 

& TILL, 2012). This research provided empirical evidence to show that the consumer 

only has a perception of the sponsoring brand

perception on the athlete (or person) who represents said brand. Since there were no 

significant effects  

(except on Study 2), we can say the image transferring process discussed in literature 

depends on both the perception the public has on the athlete and his/her conduct and 

the sponsoring brand.  

Moral Decoupling. The moral reasoning strategy proposed by Bhattacharjee 

et al., 2013 says that people can separate moral judgments from performance 

judgments, and the literature had tested this effect on scenarios in which the athlete or 

sponsored celebrity commits a morally reprehensible act outside of their workplace, 

focused on personal life, such as adultery cases, tax evasion cases, and even sexual 

assault (BUDZISZEWSKI, GRAUPENSPERGER & VIERIMAA, 2020; LEE & KWAK, 

2016; LEE, KWAK & BAGOZZI, 2020). This study contributed to the moral decoupling 

theory by giving empirical evidence that this moral reasoning strategy can be used in 

scenarios in which people judge moral acts inside the sponsored workplace, more 

specifically in sponsored athletes committing questionable acts (such as playing with 

the rules to gain competitive advantages). Moral decoupling works as a mediator to 
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9.2 MANAGERIAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

 

The findings of the current research suggest for brand managers and 

sponsorship managers that, even though some people might be more forgiving 

towards athletes during competition settings, most consumers are not. This means that 

questionable acts, such as playing with the rules of the sport to gain advantages might 

harm the sponsoring brand image

worse than the ones who play by the rules. It can be assumed that sponsoring brands 

should encourag and encourage 

them to follow the rules of the sport, as it can be beneficial for both the athlete and the 

sponsoring brand. 

Brand and sponsorship managers should really think about their sponsees 

conduct, not only outside of their job, but while performing as well. Wang et al., 2011 

has been stating the importance of closing good sponsorship deals that covers all 

basis, including the behavior of the sponsee while the contract is valid. The findings of 

this research suggest sponsorship contracts cover the basis of competition behavior 

to protect the brand image and the brand relationship with consumers. 

It is also important to highlight that the brand issuing some type of response of 

support to the athlete after the 

. 

Instead, brands should not comment about it and let it go, as it might be forgotten in 

the next game, match, or heat.  

Or, if the act of playing with the rules is a bit more severe (for example: turning 

into something more violent), brands and the athlete will gain more by taking 

responsibility for the actions, expressing empathy towards the other, and quickly 

apologizing (FRIZZO, 2020). 

 

9.3 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH  

 

This research has limitations, which opens opportunities for future research. 

First, further research can use scenarios of athletes playing with the rules in other 
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sports, besides surfing and soccer. There are many ways athletes can play with rules, 

in many different sports, and this might lead to different results. For example, 

researchers could investigate volleyball teams who decide to lose a game just to be 

classified in a determined bracket, as an easier way to reach the finals. Another real-

life case that could be used is the Deflategate  case of the New England Patriots 

deflating the balls, making them easier to catch during the AFC Championship in 

December of 2015.  

Second, future research could also compare the implications questionable acts 

in and out of the job of sponsees have on the sponsoring brand image. Researchers 

could use real-life cases such as Gabriel , which committed 

different questionable acts, that can be morally reprehensible, and compare the 

mage. Further research could 

also replicate the studies performed in much bigger samples, which might bring 

different results. 

Third, while the present research focuses on Moral Decoupling as the moral 

reasoning strategy used to explain effects, further research could use other strategies 

explained in theory to see if any of them are also utilized to explain effects the act of 

playing by (vs. playing with) 

image. Moral Rationalization could be a 

potential mediator, as people create justifications for bad behaviors (LEE, KWAK, AND 

BAGOZZI, 2020). Moral Disengagement might also be a mediator, because makes 

people reframe harmful behaviors as morally acceptable (BUDZISZEWSKI et al., 

2020). Moral Coupling can possibly intensify results that have been found in this 

research.  

As a fourth suggestion, researchers could investigate the effects the playing 

by (vs. playing with) the rules have on the consumer

products that are endorsed by the sponsored athlete.  

Finally, it would be interesting to find a new moderator for the effects, specially 

one that could revert the negative effect found of the playing with the rules act on the 

One can assume that a mindset of competitiveness 

might change these results, considering that a more competitive person might identify 

, and even achieve all the proposed results this 

research presented in the beginning. 
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APPENDIX A  MANIPULATION AND CONTROL SCENARIOS
 

The following scenarios were created and showed in the QualtricsXM platform. 

 

STUDY 1 
a) Playing by the rules 

b) Playing with the rules 
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STUDY 2 
 

c) Playing by the rules 
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d) Playing with the rules 
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STUDY 3 
 

e) Playing by the rules 

f) Playing with the rules 
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STUDY 4 
 

g) Playing by the rules 
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h) Playing by the rules + brand response of support 
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i) Playing with the rules 
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j) Playing with the rules + brand response of support 
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APPENDIX B  SCALES USED IN THE STUDIES 
 

a) Brand Image Scale, adapted from Lassar (1995) and Aaker (1996). Both are 
7-point scales, ranging from Completely Disagree to Completely Agree. The 
statements evaluated from Lassar (1995) are 1-11 and from Aaker are the 
statements 12-18: 

 

1. I expect the sponsoring brand to have superior performance. 

2. The sponsoring brand matches my personality. 

3. I would be proud to own a product by the sponsoring brand. 

4. The sponsoring brand is well-seen by my friends.  

5. When it comes to status and style, the sponsoring brand matches my 

personality. 

6. I consider the sponsoring brand and the people who represent it 

trustworthy. 

7. The sponsoring brand thinks about the interest of its consumers. 

8. I believe the sponsoring brand does not take advantage of its consumers.

9. I have personal positive feeling towards the sponsoring brand. 

10. The sponsoring brand offers a good value for money. 

11. 

competitors. 

12. The sponsoring brand has personality. 

13. The sponsoring brand is interesting. 

14. 

products. 

15. The sponsoring brand is an organization I can trust. 

16. I admire the sponsoring brand and organization.  

17. People associated with the sponsoring brand have credibility. 

18. The sponsoring brand differentiates itself from its competitors. 

 
b) . 

1. A semantic 5-point scale by Ohanian (1990), including adjectives to 

describe the athlete such as safe-insecure, sophisticated-simple, 

experienced-inexperienced 
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2. A Likert 7-point scale by Choi & Rifon (2007), ranging from Completely 

Disagree to Completely Agree, using the following statements: 

I. I believe the athlete was wise about his on-field behavior.

II. I would feel comfortable around the athlete in a competition.

III. He/She is a sophisticated athlete. 

 

c) The scale to 
measure the moderating variable will be adapted from MacKenzie and Lutz 
(1989), as used by Lee, Kwak and Moore (2015). 

1. It is a semantic 7-point scale of three items measuring the attitude 

towards the athlete (bad-good; unfavorable-favorable; negative-

positive). 

2. A

response (bad-good; unfavorable-favorable; negative-positive).

 

d) Moral Decoupling Scale, to measure its mediation effect. The scale utilized 
is by Bhattacharjee et al. (2013), in which 7 statements evaluated in 7 points 
ranging from Completely Disagree to Completely Agree. The statements are: 

1. The athlete is among the best in the world in his/her sport. 

2. The capacity of the athlete to achieve victory is a stelar conquer. 

3. The athlete is a superior competitor.  

4.  

5. 

his performance. 

6. Judgments of performance should be kept separate from judgments of 

morality. 

7. 

performance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


