Journal of Management, Education and Development in Digital Age

Submission Date: 2024-08-14 Revision Date: 2024-10-20 Accept Date: 2024-11-09 Publish Date: 2024-12-21

A Strategic Model of the Impact of Social Media on the Creation
and Development of Personal Sports Branding for Olympic Athletes

1. Mohsen Gholami Biveh Rah'®: PhD Student in Sports Management, Department of Physical Education and Sport
Sciences, Qazvin Branch, Islamic Azad University, Qazvin, Iran

2. Fariba Mohamadian*(: Assistant Professor, Department of Sports Management, Department of Physical Education

and Sport Sciences, Qazvin Branch, Islamic Azad University, Qazvin, Iran

3. Ahmadreza Matinfard®: Assistant Professor, Department of Management, Imam Hossein University, Tehran, Iran

*Corresponding Author’s Email Address: Faribamohamadian47 @gmail.com

Abstract:

This study aims to develop a strategic model for the impact of social media on the creation and development of personal sports branding
among Olympic athletes. A mixed-methods research approach was employed, incorporating both qualitative and quantitative methodologies.
The statistical population included 39 elite Olympic athletes from Mazandaran province, with 25 participants selected through purposive
sampling for the qualitative phase and 155 participants selected through convenience sampling for the quantitative phase. Data collection
involved semi-structured interviews and a structured questionnaire, analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics, including structural
equation modeling. The qualitative data were examined using grounded theory analysis with open, axial, and selective coding. The results
indicated that social media significantly influences the personal branding of Olympic athletes, with a strong correlation between social media
engagement and brand development. Managing opportunities and threats in digital spaces plays a crucial role in brand sustainability, and
effective social media use enhances fan interaction, marketability, and sponsorship potential. The findings also demonstrated that athletes
with strong personal branding are more likely to achieve financial success through digital marketing strategies. Structural equation modeling
confirmed that personal branding strategies positively impact the transition to global branding. The highest correlation was found between
digital branding strategies and financial gains, suggesting that social media presence is essential for brand monetization. Social media serves
as a powerful tool in developing and promoting personal sports branding, allowing Olympic athletes to enhance their visibility, engagement,
and economic opportunities. Implementing strategic branding efforts, managing digital presence effectively, and utilizing professional
marketing strategies can lead to greater success in both national and international markets. The findings emphasize the necessity of structured
approaches to digital branding for sustainable athlete branding development.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In today’s world, personal branding has become one of the most important components of success in the sports industry.
With the emergence of social media and its significant role in digital communication, athletes can create and develop their
personal brands more effectively than ever before. Personal sports branding not only influences fan engagement and popularity
but also plays a key role in commercial opportunities, sponsorship agreements, and financial value generation for athletes
(Weiser, 2021; Zheng & Xu, 2024). This is especially crucial for Olympic athletes, who compete at an international level, as
their success in global competitions directly impacts their brand recognition and connection with global audiences (Anderski

et al., 2024; Biz & Schubert, 2024; Hafiar et al., 2024).
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Personal branding in sports is shaped through various strategies, including advertising, sponsorship deals, media presence,
and philanthropic activities (Biz & Schubert, 2024). Among these, social media has emerged as one of the most influential tools
for athletes, allowing direct and unmediated interaction with fans (Christiani et al., 2023). Athletes who actively use social
media can significantly increase fan loyalty and influence purchasing decisions (Pazmino & Pack, 2022). This is particularly
relevant for professional and Olympic athletes, who are frequently in the public eye (Jiang et al., 2022).

Social media platforms provide athletes with control over their public image, enabling them to shape their personal and
professional identities (Sharifzadeh et al., 2021). Studies have shown that athlete-generated content, such as motivational posts,
daily life updates, and fan interactions, significantly enhance brand loyalty and appeal (Deliautaité et al., 2021). Additionally,
researchers emphasize the importance of brand trust among fans, highlighting that active social media presence strengthens
this trust. Conversely, proper social media management is critical for branding success, as authenticity and consistency in
messaging impact audience perception (Fianto et al., 2021). Research indicates that the credibility of promotional messages
posted by athletes directly affects fan acceptance, demonstrating the need for strategic brand management on digital platforms
(Nichols & Shapiro, 2023).

Despite the opportunities provided by social media for branding, certain risks exist that may negatively impact athletes’
reputations (Hasaan et al., 2024). Inappropriate behavior in digital spaces or the dissemination of controversial content can
lead to public distrust and loss of commercial opportunities (Johnson et al., 2023). Therefore, professional athletes must employ
strategic image management techniques to mitigate potential threats. Studies also suggest that athletes' level of social interaction
on digital platforms influences their branding success. According to Peng and Zheng (2024), social engagement and audience
interaction not only shape an athlete's brand image but also determine sponsorship and endorsement opportunities (Peng &
Jung, 2024).

One of the primary benefits of personal branding is the ability to generate income through advertising campaigns,
sponsorship contracts, and collaborations with various brands (Taniyev & Gordon, 2022; Taniyev et al., 2022). Research has
shown that athletes with strong personal brands are more likely to attract commercial partnerships and secure lucrative financial
deals (Vincent et al., 2024). Social media plays a crucial role in this process, allowing athletes to directly engage with fans and
enhance their influence in the advertising market (Taniyev & Gordon, 2022). Furthermore, Kian and Zimmerman (2023) found
that athletes who utilize social media effectively can unlock new commercial opportunities and establish their brands among
fans and corporate sponsors (Kian & Zimmerman, 2023). Based on these insights, some scholars argue that female athletes, too,
can leverage digital branding strategies and self-presentation theories to develop their brands and access new economic
opportunities (Peng & Jung, 2024).

To successfully establish a global personal brand, athletes must employ a combination of effective branding strategies.
Sanchez-Torres et al. (2024) highlight the importance of targeted advertising strategies, sustained audience engagement, and
brand credibility enhancement through social and cultural initiatives (Sanchez-Torres et al., 2024). Additionally, Akoglu et al.
(2024) emphasize that consumers and fans tend to favor athletes who endorse luxury and prestigious brands, thereby influencing
their popularity and brand power (Akoglu et al., 2024). Moreover, Jiang et al. (2022) demonstrated that athletic performance is
a crucial determinant of branding success, as there is a direct correlation between sporting achievements and brand perception,

ultimately influencing fan interactions and brand engagement (Jiang et al., 2022).
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Given the significance of personal sports branding and the increasing role of social media in this process, the present study
aims to develop a strategic model for the impact of social media on Olympic athletes' personal brand creation and development.

Methods and Materials

This research employs a mixed-methods approach, integrating both qualitative and quantitative methodologies. The study
aims to develop a strategic model for understanding how social media influences personal branding among Olympic athletes.

The statistical population comprises 39 elite Olympic athletes from Mazandaran province. In the qualitative phase, 25
participants were selected through purposive sampling to provide in-depth insights. In the quantitative phase, 155 athletes were
selected through convenience sampling to ensure a broader representation.

Data collection involved semi-structured interviews and a structured questionnaire. In the qualitative section, grounded
theory analysis was used, consisting of three coding stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. For the quantitative
analysis, data were examined using descriptive and inferential statistics, including structural equation modeling (SEM). The
software used for analysis included SPSS and SmartPLS.

Findings

The demographic analysis of participants indicated that 105 (66.2%) were male and 50 (33.8%) were female. Among them,
21 participants (13.5%) were under 30 years old, 40 (25.4%) were between 26-35 years old, 60 (39.3%) were between 36-45
years old, and 34 (21.8%) were above 45 years old.

Educationally, 15 participants (9.8%) held associate degrees or lower, 95 (62.5%) had bachelor’s degrees, and 45 (27.7%)
possessed master’s or doctoral degrees. Regarding work experience, 34 participants (21.8%) had less than 10 years of
experience, 67 (42.9%) had between 10-20 years, and 53 (35.3%) had over 20 years.

Structural equation modeling results confirmed that social media usage positively impacts athletes’ brand development. The
strongest correlation was observed between digital branding strategies and financial success. SEM analysis showed that brand
engagement directly enhances marketability and sponsorship potential. Moreover, managing digital risks and opportunities was
identified as a crucial factor in sustaining an athlete’s brand.

The study categorized findings into five key dimensions: (1) social media engagement, (2) audience interaction, (3) digital
branding strategies, (4) marketability enhancement, and (5) sponsorship acquisition. Results demonstrated that athletes with
structured digital strategies were more likely to achieve long-term brand sustainability and financial success.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings highlight the pivotal role of social media in the creation and development of personal branding for Olympic
athletes. Strategic digital branding efforts significantly enhance fan interaction, sponsorship attraction, and financial success.
Athletes who engage with audiences effectively through personalized content experience greater brand loyalty and
monetization opportunities.

The results align with previous research emphasizing the necessity of structured digital branding strategies. Social media
serves as a powerful tool for increasing visibility, enhancing engagement, and expanding commercial prospects. However, the
study also underscores the risks associated with improper digital presence, emphasizing the need for athletes to implement
professional media management practices.

This research contributes to the growing literature on sports branding, providing a comprehensive model for integrating

social media strategies into athlete brand development. Future studies should explore cross-cultural differences in branding
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effectiveness and examine the role of emerging technologies, such as artificial intelligence, in optimizing social media-driven
branding strategies.

For practical application, athletes, sports managers, and marketers should prioritize strategic brand management and
audience engagement techniques to maximize social media benefits. Implementing targeted branding approaches and
leveraging digital marketing tools can ensure long-term success in both national and international markets.
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