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Athlete-driven influencer marketing is a crucial tool for global brand building, and 

leveraging an athlete's authentic personal brand is vital for its success. Brands and athletes 

utilize various elements on social media to shape this perception, but the strategic emphasis 

of these elements can differ significantly based on a brand's market position and origin. 

Sports brands must understand that a holistic strategy, rather than a focus on a single 

element, is necessary to build genuine brand equity. 

The aim of this research is to identify how the dimensions of athlete brand image are 

utilized in the social media messaging of a non-Western brand entering a Western market. 

The study is conducted through a case study of ANTA Sports and NBA athlete Kyrie 

Irving, with the data consisting of Instagram posts from the campaign launch of the ANTA 

KAI 2 signature shoe. It is hoped that the research will provide a framework for 

understanding the strategic choices available to emerging market brands. 

The study was carried out as a qualitative single-case study, employing reflexive thematic 

analysis to examine the data through the lens of the Model of Athlete Brand Image 

(MABI). The theoretical framework integrated literature on influencer marketing, athlete 

branding, and global branding challenges. From the results of the study, it can be 

concluded that ANTA's strategy involved a deliberate de-emphasis of athletic performance 

in favour of marketable lifestyle and culturally grounded product symbolism, offering a 

distinct model for non-Western market entry.  
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Urheilijavetoinen vaikuttajamarkkinointi on keskeinen työkalu globaalissa 

brändinrakennuksessa ja urheilijan autenttisen henkilökohtaisen brändin hyödyntäminen on 

oleellista sen onnistumisen kannalta. Brändit ja urheilijat hyödyntävät sosiaalisessa 

mediassa erilaisia elementtejä muovatakseen tätä kuvaa, mutta näiden elementtien 

strateginen painottuminen voi poiketa merkittävästi brändin markkina-aseman ja alkuperän 

mukaan. Urheilubrändien on ymmärrettävä, että aidon brändiarvon luomiseen tarvitaan 

kokonaisvaltainen strategia, eikä keskittymistä vain yhteen elementtiin. 

Tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena on selvittää, miten Model of Athlete Brand Imagen 

ulottuvuuksia hyödynnetään ei-länsimaisen brändin sosiaalisen median viestinnässä heidän 

tullessa läntisille markkinoille. Tutkimus toteutettiin tapaustutkimuksena, jossa analysoitiin 

ANTA Sportsin ja NBA-urheilija Kyrie Irvingin yhteistyötä. Aineisto koostui Instagram-

päivityksistä ANTA KAI 2 -kengän kampanjajulkaisun ajalta. Tavoitteena on, että 

tutkimus tarjoaa viitekehyksen nousevien markkinoiden brändien käytettävissä olevien 

strategisten valintojen ymmärtämiseen. 

Tutkimus toteutettiin laadullisena tapaustutkimuksena, jossa aineistoa analysoitiin 

refleksiivisen teema analyysin keinoin Athlete Brand Image (MABI) -mallin 

viitekehyksessä. Teoreettinen viitekehys integroi kirjallisuutta vaikuttajamarkkinoinnista, 

urheilija brändäyksestä ja globaaleista haasteista brändäyksessä. Tutkimustuloksista 

voidaan päätellä, että ANTAn strategia sisälsi tietoisesti urheilullisen suorituskyvyn 

minimoimista, suosien markkinoitavaa elämäntapaa ja kulttuurisesti perusteltua 

tuotesymboliikkaa, tarjoten näin erottuvan mallin ei-länsimaiseen markkinoille 

sisäänpääsemiseen. 
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1  Introduction 

The global marketplace is constantly changing due to technological innovation and 

consumer expectations. An important evolution in this area is the digitization of marketing, 

which provided consumers more power than brands and where brand communication is 

more interactive forms to fuel this power (Kumar & Mirchandani, 2018). The importance 

of traditional advertising has been declining, and in many cases has been replaced by 

marketing strategies that focus on authenticity, community, and engagement, which has 

amplified influencer marketing as a high-profile contemporary brand advancement through 

power wielded by an individual with a definite social media following and can affect brand 

perception and consumer engagement (Djafarova & Bowes, 2021). 

This change in marketing includes athlete branding as a modern-day strategy. While using 

athletes to endorse products is established practice, the digital age has evolved athletes 

from simply being a spokesperson, to complex layers of personal brands and influential 

power (Thomson, 2006). Athletes can now curate their brand and communicate directly to 

millions of followers via social media platforms such as Instagram, and link athletic 

narratives, attractive images, and marketable lifestyles into strong commercial identities 

(Arai et al., 2013). This study will absorb into plans that maximize branding while using 

those plans in a framework that recognizes the challenges of maintaining authenticity with 

commercial intent and the risk of their public persona. 

Using models such as the Model of Athlete Brand Image (Arai et al., 2013), as well as 

consumer-based brand equity (Aaker, 1991), it will examine how athletes and brands 

develop co-created value in a digital and global marketplace. Notably, this is significant for 

non-Western brands originating from emerging markets, since their efforts take on added 

complexity in terms of overcoming preexisting biases about quality and establishing 

cultural relevance in foreign markets (Sheth, 2011; Zhou & Belk, 2004). Their approach to 

drawing value through athlete-driven influencer marketing and resonance of values likely 

differs from the entrenched Western model, which resolves further issues related to 

storytelling and risk management. 
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For marketers, understanding the dynamics of athlete branding is essential in leveraging 

the influential power of sports, enabling them to build deeper emotional equity with 

consumers and achieve key brand consumption objectives. So, this thesis wants to address 

a gap which clearly exists in contemporary literature, which tends to focus on the strategies 

employed by Western corporations. This study will explore the strategies that tail non-

Western brands who are proactively pursing athlete-driven influencer marketing rationally, 

which enables them to gain any foothold and then build relevancy in the Western market. 

The research will qualitatively explore this process using cases. 

Each part of this thesis is organized in a logical manner. First, in the Background section, it 

will give a broad overview of the changing landscape of marketing. The Literature Review 

and Theoretical Framework will take a systematic approach towards understanding 

influencer and sports marketing, which leads to the final element of the Model of Athlete 

Brand Image (MABI) as the fundamental conceptual framework. The Research 

Methodology will describe the qualitative case study method. The Analysis will stage a 

clean empirically driven account delineated by the MABI. The Discussion and Conclusions 

will examine the findings, answer the research questions, and explicate the theoretical and 

practical contributions made. 

 

1.1  Background 

The modern marketing landscape has undergone a significant shift, moving away from the 

one-way, interruptive model of mass-media advertising towards more engaging, digital, 

and community-oriented marketing approaches. This shift is pushed by social media that 

has fundamentally altered the brand-consumer relationship by allowing more direct 

interactions, providing user-generated content, and allowing marketers to target micro-

niche audiences (Kumar and Mirchandani, 2018). Within this environment, influencer 

marketing has become a powerful marketing force. Influencer marketing operates on the 

premise of leveraging people's ability and willingness to sway audience behaviour and 

attitudes using their trusted networks and credibility (Djafarova and Bowes, 2021). 

Influencer marketing exploits increased consumer demand for authenticity and peer-based 
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recommendations. Unlike the typical and traditional celebrity endorsement, the influencer 

model is a better source of relatable and trustworthy persuasion (Audrezet et al., 2020). 

 

A particular and powerful segment of influencer marketing is represented by sports 

marketing. Marketing has a long history with sports, but social media has changed the 

game with incredible reach and effectiveness. Athletes have gone from being a 

spokesperson who might appear in a television commercial as part of a marketing 

campaign, to being a full-fledged media entity and personal brand (Filo et al., 2015). Social 

media, particularly Instagram that is so visually and interactively based, is the present 

space for this transition. They provide athletes with the tools to take control of their 

narrative, demonstrating not only their athletic performance but also their attractive bodies 

and marketable lifestyle, and developing parasocial relationships with fans via the behind-

the-scenes access and direct interaction (Doyle et al., 2020; Jin et al. 2019). This has 

resulted in a move away from endorsement relationships as transactional agreements, to 

partnerships co-creating content and brand identity (Thomson, 2006). 

What social media marketing has brought to the field of sports marketing, is a new depth 

and immediacy. Social media marketing has not only introduced new content like Stories 

and Reels, which create the types of improvised and authentic moments, allowing 

marketers to depart from the curated perfection of traditional advertising (Marwick, 2015), 

but also now allows for a more integrated form of promotion with elements of the gear in 

an athlete's daily use, reflecting their lifestyle as well as values, hopefully in a fashion that 

creates sustainable consumption and mindful consumerism based on inspiration rather than 

persuasion. The value of the brand is created and built upon engagement and loyalty over a 

prolonged period of time and inherent in the athlete's personal brand story. 

The influencer marketing and athlete branding dynamics have been researched 

significantly but primarily relate to the practical considerations of established Western 

corporations. The literature does not address how non-Western brands navigate influencer 

driven athlete- branding. Non-Western Brands face complexities, typically needing to 

overcome negative preconceived ideas of quality, before they can even begin to establish 

cultural meaning making in foreign markets (Zhou & Belk, 2004; Sheth, 2011). Therefore, 

their influencer driven athlete branding research would likely look different than Western 
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Brands, and as such would require new considerations for storytelling, risk and value co-

creation. 

 

As such, this study aims to produce new evidence in this unclear area. This study will 

examine the mitigation strategies used by a brand in the non-Western world to leverage 

athlete driven social media marketing to gain entry into a competitive Western market. 

This research study will draw from the various dimensions of an athlete's brand image, 

looking at the ways in which these dimensions are strategically used in digitally-driven 

content to establish brand equity, create awareness and ultimately connect with consumers 

in an ever-evolving digital space, where even the notion of "global branding" has a new 

meaning in a digital world. 

1.2  Preliminary literature review and theoretical framework 

The ongoing development of marketing has compelled a progression from traditional 

forms of advertising to forms of marketing focused on engagement, authenticity, and a 

local community with the emergence of influencer marketing as a core aspect of today's 

brand strategy. Influencer marketing is traditionally defined as brands working with 

individuals with specific social followings, possessing the potential to sway how an 

audience perceives a brand, communicates about a brand, or behaves regarding the brand. 

Utilizing influencer marketing is incentivized by the public's interest and inclination 

toward peer-like recommendations over organizationally driven messaging (Dagmar, 2024; 

Glenister, 2021). The efficiency of influencer marketing is contingent upon the authenticity 

attributed to the influencer as well as the parasocial relationships the influencers develop 

with their audience, where consumers develop one-sided emotional feelings toward 

influencers interpreting curated content as real endorsement rather than an advertisement 

(Jin et al., 2019; Audrezet et al., 2020). The visual platforms utilized primarily by 

influencers (e.g. Instagram) represent particularly effective or evaluative spaces for this 

exchange, specifically because the curated, relatable nature of visual content can create a 

sense of intimacy and trust in and with the influencer (Djafarova & Trofimenko, 2019). 
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The digital influencer paradigm has significantly transformed sports marketing. Sports 

marketing has largely developed by depending on the appearance of athletes in traditional 

broadcast and print media. Athletes are now among the strongest influencers and are able 

to utilize their new fame and platforms to build comprehensive personal brands unlike 

before because of the merging of entertainment and sport into one experience (Filo et al., 

2015). Social media has provided a new layer of immediacy and substance to sports 

marketing, thus changing the role of the athlete from a passive endorser to a dynamic brand 

co-creator and content distributor (Thomson, 2006). Athletes on platforms such as 

Instagram are able to promote a more holistic identity, integrating athletic performance, 

attractive appearance and marketable lifestyle directly to their fans. This direct approach 

provides for a more sustainable consumption mode, as the fans are invited into an 

aspirational lifestyle, leading to more mindful purchasing from genuine inspiration rather 

than traditional persuasion. This integrated promotion of sportswear in the context of an 

athlete's training, values, and life, has the potential to deepen the connection and loyalty to 

a brand. 

To systematic study this complex phenomenon, the present study adopts the Model of 

Athlete Brand Image (MABI) (Arai, Ko, & Kaplanidou, 2013) as a foundational theoretical 

framework. The MABI provides a systematic way to analyse an athlete's brand by breaking 

it down into three major constructs. The first construct is athletic performance. This 

dimension is product related, and fully inclusive of the athlete's competitiveness on the 

field, including athletic ability, unique competitive style, sportsmanship, and competitive 

rivalries. Athletic performance is also elemental to developing any athlete-brand 

collaboration's credibility (Braunstein & Zhang, 2005; Gladden & Funk, 2002). The 

second construct is appealing appearance; this dimension considers the non-product related 

attributes of appearance in terms of physical attractiveness, personal symbols such as logos 

or unique style, and body fitness. This dimension is vital to aspirational consumer value 

and visual branding (Ohanian, 1990). The third construct is marketable lifestyle; this 

dimension captures the off-field person, including athlete life story, hero/role model status, 

and relationship building with a fan base. This dimension is key to building emotional 

connections and narrative depth with the audience (Jowdy & McDonald, 2002; Thomson, 

2006). 
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MABI represents Keller's (1993) Customer-Based Brand Equity model, that the strength of 

the athlete brand is the unique brand association in the consumer's mind. MABI connects 

larger influencer marketing research and the narrow lens of athlete branding research. The 

study of athlete branding in previous research has tended to focus more on how athletes 

endorse products, the MABI framework puts the analytical lens to examining athletes as 

fully developed brands. This focus is important for assessing how non-Western brands can 

pursue strategic partnerships that evolve beyond simply endorsing a product, but rather 

true co-creating of value, identity, and cultural narratives in the global digital marketplace. 

For any brand trying to penetrate and establish a new brand in a competitive market, 

purposely utilizing these MABI dimensions in the social media space through an athlete's 

audience provides a pathway to build brand equity leveraging an athlete's unique 

credibility, appeal, and important narrative. 

1.3  The global challenge for Non-Western brands 

The current global market offers unique and daunting obstacles for non-Western brands 

trying to enter mature Western markets; and that is the primary concern of the actors in this 

case study. Many examples of research identify significant barriers these non-Western 

brands must overcome. First, they are facing often well-entrenched perceived quality gaps 

and worth consumers from Western markets may hold preconceived ideas to being inferior 

compared to entrenched Western competitors whether the strength of their products is 

warranted (Zhou & Belk, 2004). For this perceived quality gap, they are also facing 

cultural barriers, as aesthetic, values and communication differences can create distance 

with the brand and the new audience, which can limit emotional link and brand relevance 

(Akaka & Alden, 2010). Additionally, the competition often stems from powerful 

resource-rich Western giants with long standing histories and brand equity, thus not 

offering new entrants from developing countries a good chance of entry into the market 

(Sheth, 2011). 

These barriers indicate a need to find ways to overcome traditional marketing systems. 

Non-Western brands cannot use the Western playbook, but they need to develop 

alternatives that build credibility and relevance. Sheth (2011) notes, brands from emerging 

markets usually have a challenge of building credibility since they usually have limited 
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historical brand legacy. Thus, they will inherently need to work harder to create authentic 

narratives and associations. Moreover, they either need to leverage some unique cultural 

assets or partner in a way that quickly provides source credibility in order to create means 

of cultural capital quickly. The dilemma becomes how to find different or innovative 

channels to establish consumer trust and bypass natural brand authority with marketing 

pathways that don't rely on conventional cues of authority or symbolic authority. But rather 

conceptualizing authenticity, cultural relevance and value co-creation in the process to 

creating meaning and differentiation heading into the market. This challenge and need for 

innovation is what creates the critical context to discuss the strategic choices non-Western 

brands, like ANTA, encounter with global branding and marketing challenges. 

1.4  Definition of the key concepts 

Influencer marketing is when companies work with people or groups who have a good 

following and a lot of impact on a specific group of people (Dagmar, 2024). Nowadays, 

brands are using influencer marketing as a key plan. This shows that shoppers are trusting 

endorsements and reviews from others more, as seen by the rise of online rating places. 

Influencer marketing lets regular people connect with their audiences in a real way, making 

it a useful way for brands to get shoppers involved (Glenister, 2021). 

Athlete brand image is how people see a professional athlete, shaped by their 

performance, actions, and personality (Arai et al., 2013). In sports, athletes are not only 

seen as competitors but also as brands that can get shoppers involved and stay loyal. A 

strong athlete brand is built on things like athletic skill, looks, and lifestyle, which together 

make the athlete appealing to the market (Arai et al., 2013). For example, athletes like 

LeBron James and Serena Williams have used their brand to secure profitable endorsement 

deals and make lasting connections with fans. As athletes become more important in 

marketing, understanding and handling their brand image is vital for both athletes and the 

brands they work with (Braunstein & Zhang, 2005). 

Instagram began in 2010, and it has become a main social media site around the world, 

with over 1.4 billion active users each month as of 2023 (Statista, 2023). Known for visual 

content, Instagram lets users share photos, videos, stories, and reels, which makes it a good 

place for brands to get their audiences involved. The site focuses on visual stories and 
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interactive features like polls, quizzes, and direct messaging. It lets brands make interesting 

experiences for their followers (Kumar & Mirchandani, 2018). For brands, Instagram is a 

strong tool for building a brand, promoting products, and getting shoppers involved. It is 

helpful, mostly when working with influencers and famous people who can spread brand 

messages to their followers (Djafarova & Bowes, 2021). When it comes to athlete 

branding, Instagram has become a key site for athletes to connect with fans, show their 

personal brand, and promote partnerships with sportswear brands just like ANTA Sports. 

By using Instagram's features, brands can make real and visual content that connects with 

their audience, making it main part of present digital marketing plans. 

A non-Western brand means companies from areas outside the traditional economic 

spots of North America and Western Europe, like those from Asia, Africa, the Middle East, 

and Latin America. In the world of marketing, these brands often face problems. People 

may think the quality is not as good, there may be culture barriers, and they have to 

compete with Western companies that are already popular and highly reputable (Zhou & 

Belk, 2004). The increase in non-Western brands shows changes in the world economy, 

where new markets are becoming main through digital ideas and local branding plans 

(Sheth, 2011). Non-Western brands often needs to use new ways to compete, like ANTA 

working with NBA athlete Kyrie Irving. This plan shows how non-Western brands are 

changing what people around the world think by mixing culture with present marketing 

ways (Akaka & Alden, 2010). 

1.5  Research questions 

This study centers on analysing how ANTA Sports utilizes Kyrie Irving's Instagram 

content as part of its athlete-driven influencer marketing strategy to enhance its brand 

positioning in the US sportswear market. The research uses the Model of Athlete Brand 

Image (MABI) (Arai et al., 2013) as its primary analytical framework. While athlete 

endorsements have gained significant importance in digital marketing, there remains 

limited research on how non-Western brands strategically collaborate with controversial 

high-profile athletes to enter competitive Western markets. This study examines how the 

three core dimensions of MABI - athletic performance, attractive appearance, and 
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marketable lifestyle - manifest in Irving's Instagram content and contribute to ANTA's 

brand development strategies. 

The main research question this study addresses is: 

How can the dimensions of athlete-driven influencer marketing be characterized through 

social media messaging? 

This primary question is supported by the following sub-questions: 

How to utilize the MABI framework to evaluate athlete-driven influencer marketing 

messages? 

How do athletic performance dimensions translate into brand credibility building in social 

media content? 

How does attractive appearance dimension contribute to product differentiation and 

cultural symbolism? 

How does marketable lifestyle dimension facilitate emotional connection and controversy 

management? 

To comprehensively address the main research question regarding the dimensions of 

athlete-driven influencer marketing, this study will first establish the theoretical foundation 

for understanding how the MABI framework can be applied to social media content 

analysis. The research will then examine how ANTA leverages Irving's personal brand on 

Instagram to communicate its brand values and cultural identity while navigating cross-

cultural interpretations and potential controversies. 

The study further seeks to understand how the different components of the MABI 

framework interact and reinforce each other within Irving's Instagram content for ANTA. 

This requires analysing how ANTA strategically employs these dimensions to create 

compelling brand narratives that resonate with US consumers. By examining each MABI 

component and their interrelationships, the study aims to provide deeper insights into how 

non-Western brands can build their presence through athlete-driven social media 

marketing. 

Through systematic investigation of these questions, this research aims to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of how athlete-driven influencer marketing dimensions 
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operate in social media contexts, particularly showing how non-Western brands 

strategically collaborate with controversial athletes to enter and compete in Western 

sportswear markets. 

1.6  Research methodology 

The nature of the research problem which is exploring how the dimensions of athlete brand 

image are strategically utilized in social media messaging needs an approach capable of 

capturing nuanced and qualitative insights. Therefore, this study employs a qualitative 

research design, which is particularly appropriate for examining complex phenomena in 

depth and understanding the underlying motivations and strategies that shape social media 

content (Braun & Clarke, 2022). To investigate the specific case of ANTA Sports' market 

entry strategy, an instrumental single-case study approach was adopted (Stake, 1995). This 

design is especially valuable when the objective is to gain theoretical insight into a broader 

issue through the detailed examination of a particular instance, making it highly suitable 

for analysing the ANTA-Kyrie Irving partnership as a strategic example of non-Western 

brand positioning in Western markets (Yin, 2018). 

The research is situated within an interpretive paradigm, acknowledging that social media 

content represents constructed meaning that requires understanding within its specific 

context. The primary data for this analysis were drawn from Kyrie Irving's official 

Instagram account, selected because it serves as the main platform for the visual and 

narrative expression of the athlete-brand partnership. The data were analysed using 

reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2022), a method chosen for its 

theoretical flexibility in identifying both explicit and implicit patterns across the dataset, 

particularly when examined through the conceptual framework of the Model of Athlete 

Brand Image (MABI).   
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2  Literature review 

This chapter provides the theoretical basis for the thesis by critically analysing the 

literature that shapes the study of athlete-driven influencer marketing. The reason for 

taking this approach was to provide clarity on the conceptual pathway from the broad 

trends in marketing to the theoretical lens that underpins this the thesis. This chapter is 

framed in a logical funnel format, starting at the top with the evolution of marketing from 

traditional marketing to digital and social marketing, then to where influencer marketing 

trends in the digital marketing age, followed by the evolution of sports marketing, then 

focusing on the confluence of the two fields, before introducing the Model of Athlete 

Brand Image (MABI) as the analytical framework (Arai et al., 2013) before ultimately 

synthesizing this information to demonstrate the research gap which this thesis targets, and 

ultimately focusing on the uniqueness of non-Western brands and how to leverage 

globalization. This funnel approach enables an understanding of the theoretical context 

before applying the framework to an empirical case study. 

2.1  From traditional to digital and social marketing 

The marketing landscape has changed in unimaginable ways in recent decades. It has 

progressed from the primarily monologic, interruption-based paradigms of mass media 

communication that supported one-way traffic of messaging from brand to consumer, to 

sequel narrative strategy of dialogic, participatory, online, or specifically, digitally native 

ways. This change is not simply a change of medium, but it is a dramatically 

reconfiguration of power in the brand-consumer relationship (Keller, 1993). Traditionally, 

marketing has been linear, one-way, and mass mediated, with brands controlling all aspects 

of the message, when it aired and its exposure, as it communicated with consumers via 

television ads, print advertising and billboards. The brand-consumer relationship in this 

model has been largely a passive one, with consumers receiving these brand messages, 

with little chance to provide feedback or engage. 
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The recent digital revolution dismantled this top-down architecture and created a new 

marketing ecosystem based in conversation, engagement and dynamic two-way 

relationships. Digital marketing is not simply marketing via digital technologies, it is the 

shift that integrates the digital technologies into all the multi-faceted marketing activities 

carried out by brand and firms that has shifted how brands consider how value is created, 

communicated and delivered (Kumar & Mirchandani, 2018). Social media like Instagram, 

Facebook, and X (formerly Twitter) initiated a growth of digital marketing space, creating 

an unprecedented level of digital space to engage with brands and communicate between 

consumers and brands, where consumers have been empowered to become active 

participants. Consumers have become more participatory by liking, sharing, commenting, 

and importantly, co-creating content, fundamentally changing their relationship with 

brands and moving consumers from passive to active (Djafarova & Trofimenko, 2019). 

This change of marketing communication has profoundly disrupted the former, linear 

trajectory of marketing messaging where brands controlled the message, to a situation 

where brands must now create conversations and promote communities (Kumar & 

Mirchandani, 2018). Along with this, the focus has now shifted from targeting each broad 

demographic to utilizing first-party data to personalize messaging and create rational 

messaging to engage niche audiences on a more personal and meaningful level. This new 

reality has created a responsibility for brands to develop new competencies in managing 

digital data, creating complex digital content, and managing complex community 

management. 

At the heart of this shift is a more fundamental change in consumer expectations. Today's 

consumers, particularly those of younger demographics, are younger consumers 

increasingly distrustful of traditional, brand controlled advertising and consumer messages. 

They are demanding far higher levels of authenticity, transparency and value from the 

brands they choose to identify with and support. This need for meaningful connections is 

the core driving force behind the explosive growth of influencer marketing. Consumers do 

not simply want products, they want belonging, identity and validation from communities 

built on shared values and storytelling. It has been under these conditions driven from trust 

in corporate messaging that influencer marketing found traction, allowing brands to 

communicate less like a broadcast but rather in a way that feels more like a 

recommendation from a trusted friend. As such, this need for genuine community is not 
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merely a by-product of the digital age, it is the very reason that influencer marketing has 

become such an important and reliable tactic in a modern marketer’s arsenal. 

2.2  The rise of Influencer marketing 

In the newly developed digital marketing world, influencer marketing is one of the most 

powerful practices that has emerged. Influencer marketing is when brands partner with 

credible people with a dedicated following on social media to communicate products, 

services, or causes to their audiences (Dagmar, 2024). The importance of influencer 

marketing in today's world speaks to the increased consumer skepticism of traditional, 

brand-controlled advertising. Today's audiences, especially young audiences, want organic 

and authentic messages more than corporate messages and influencer partnerships can help 

break through the saturation and chaos of the digital world (Glenister, 2021). 

A key feature of the efficacy of influencer marketing is dependent on authenticity and 

perceived trust. Unlike traditional celebrities, influencers create a relatable persona, 

curating parts of their lives and sharing their opinions to establish a sense of genuine 

connection with their following (Audrezet et al., 2020). While consumers also expect 

brands to be authentic, their perceived authenticity translates into trust making it much 

easier to accept their brand endorsements as personal recommendations rather than paid 

advertisements. This trust is compounded by the development of parasocial relationships 

(Horton & Wohl, 1956; Jin et al., 2019), the one-sided emotional bonds that followers have 

with influencers based on their exposure to their content (Jin et al., 2019). Followers also 

develop a level of intimacy with influencers through consistent interaction with their posts, 

stories, and comments which build a sense of familiarity. Followers are inclined to see 

influencers as trusted friends or authority figures when influencers express their opinions, 

and their followers think they are credible. 

Given this, influencer marketing is now the dominant marketing strategy for two important 

reasons. One, influencer marketing authentically responds to the popular distrust of 

traditional ads as consumers will trust an individual they relate to more than a brand. Two, 

influencer marketing responds to the authentic desire for peer recommendations as 

influencer marketing leverages social proof in its most modern and scalable format 
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(Djafarova & Bowes, 2021). By working with influencers, brands can confidently tap into 

the trust and relationship influencers have developed with their community for better 

engagement, deeper resonance, and ultimately more effective persuasion in the crowded 

digital marketplace. 

2.3  Authenticity and trust in influencer marketing 

In light of the new consumer expectations for authenticity and community, influencer 

marketing has become one of the most powerful and defining approaches in the digital 

marketplace. Influencer marketing occurs when brands team up with individuals who have 

established and engaged followings on social media to communicate messages about their 

products, services, or causes to their audience (Dagmar, 2024; Glenister, 2021). This 

emergence is a response to the scepticism consumers have for traditional, made-for-brand 

advertising and is an opportunity for brands to break through the competition in the virtual 

marketplace and offer a perceived layer of authenticity under the guise of peer 

endorsement. 

Three connected core principles underpin the power of influencer marketing: authenticity, 

trust, and parasocial relationships. Influencers are not the same as traditional celebrities. 

Traditional celebrities are well-known, but they often have a curated and distant persona 

(Audrezet et al., 2020). While traditional celebrities rely upon using a trusted iconic 

identity, the influencers rely upon building more plausible and relatable identities as they 

are creating and curating certain things and ideas to establish a relatable connection 

between their identity and the identities and experience of their consumers. In fact, the 

influencers' authenticity is the currency of trust, which positions their advertised product 

endorsements as less of a paid advertisement and more of a personal, credible 

recommendation. In addition, trust is often coupled with parasocial relations, which 

involves an emotional and emotional connection that is established between an influencer 

(exposer) and the subjects of their curation (followers), as a result of the repeated and 

chronic exposure to proclivities such as curated content, curated narratives, curated stories, 

and curated interactions. As a result of the constant and intimate access, followers 

experience moments of familiarity and kinship, and often come to think of each person, or 
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influencer, as an authority even to the level of what they think or say will have a significant 

impact upon someone. 

 

The influencer approach is the unlikely sister to that of a traditional celebrity. While both 

use some type of famous identity, the traditional celebrity is often transactional and 

disruptive. The celebrity generally has no tangible or relatable connection to the product 

and is the borrowed face communicating a scripted message that has been written and 

implemented by the brand and their agencies. However, this is different with influencers. 

Influencers indicate a more organic entire experience of advertising as it relies on 

integration and curation, more specifically, "curated authenticity" (Marwick, 2015). The 

influencers are curating into a real-life scalar range of performance that is perceived as 

more realistic. The influencers contribute content that appears personal and spontaneous, 

even if it includes a commercial motivation. The blurring between organic content and 

advertising is prevalent as product placement is equals of whose lives and lived narratives 

that occur around their daily lives, which assist the influencers marketing strategy and 

goals. The real link is not in the mass, impersonal reach, but in the ability to leverage social 

proof to a specific and familiar trusting community. By leveraging influencers, brands 

interject a reservoir of trust and trustworthiness into their analysis of the influencer as a 

means to achieve greater interaction, connectivity, and persuasion in a saturated digital 

market. 

2.4  The transformation of sports marketing and the athlete’s role 

The domain of sports marketing, while traditionally defined by the power of athlete 

endorsements, has undergone a similarly significant digital disruption. This shift has 

profoundly altered the path brands take, but most importantly, it has disrupted the role of 

the athlete within that marketing ecosystem. Sports marketing used to consist of 

transactional endorsements where an athlete would lend their recognizable face and peak 

credibility to a television ad, magazine advertisement or billboard (Erdogan, 1999). The 

athlete was a passive endorser who acted as a charismatic vehicle delivering a scripted 

message created exclusively by the brand and its advertising agencies. The value of the 
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athlete was understood through reach and star power with no involvement in the creative or 

messaging roles. 

As social media emerged, growing in user engagement and becoming a regular part of 

everyday as in-home entertainment and news sources, the traditional sports marketing 

model of "gatekeepers" to media (networks, publishers, agencies) was broken down. 

Athletes now had the ability to "talk" to their global fanbase in real-time (Stavros et al., 

2014). Along with the emerging social media platforms, athlete content underwent a 

significant change from a passive endorser to a more active, independent media entity and 

brand co-creator (Thomson, 2006; Filo et al., 2015). Athletes were not just the face of the 

endorsement campaign, they were now different media channels, as they began to create 

their own personal brand story and engage their audience in a direct-to-fan audience 

communication model that bypassed the old-school media process. 

This empowerment offers the opportunity to provide a total representation of an athlete 

that combines professional performance and personal lifestyle, to create a more relatable 

and compelling personality. Images and video are inherently visual and interactive 

experiences so a platform like Instagram becomes a perfect avenue to feature this content. 

Athletes are not only able to show their athletic ability but promote their creativity, 

personal values, and activities outside of their sport. As they provide followers with 

behind-the-scenes access to their lives and perceived direct interaction, they can build 

deeper emotional connections (Doyle et al., 2020; Jin et al., 2019). Therefore, brand 

partnerships have evolved beyond transactional endorsement contracts to more 

collaborative marketing partnerships that involve co-creation of storytelling and 

development of shared identities. The value of the athlete partner is ultimately determined 

by their ability to create genuine engagement that drives depth of story, not simply their 

data and stats on the field. This transition ultimately prepares the path to combine the 

principles of general influencer marketing with the unique world of sports industry 

partnerships to create the niche market of athlete influenced marketing. 

2.5  Athlete-driven influencer marketing 

The shift in marketing toward digital marketing through engagement, the emergence of the 

influencer as a trusted voice, and transformation of the athlete into a media entity have 
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created a unique strategic convergence. These areas converged to create an emerging and 

identifiable new paradigm of marketing: athlete-driven influence marketing. This hybrid 

model is an example of the full saturation of core principles of influencer marketing into 

sport where the athlete becomes more than an endorser and becomes a central active 

participant within the branding process. 

Athlete-driven influencer marketing is defined as a brand partnership, whereby an athlete 

engages in a collaborative strategy, and the athlete uses their personal social media to 

create and share authentic content to endorse the brand. This content comprises the 

intentional integration of an athlete's professional athletic identity, personal lifestyle, and 

product endorsement (Doyle et al., 2020). This is more than just a value-added, 

transactional sponsorship agreement and also amplifies the partnership of having the 

athlete in charge of the brand integrations effectively shifting sport marketing to a 

partnership where the athlete's creative contributions and personal brand builds the 

authenticity of the campaign and ultimately the outcome. (Hutchins & Sanderson, 2017). 

The strength of this convergent model applies the benefits of social media in a unique way 

that is particularly compounded through the lens of an athlete's life. One mark of this is 

immediacy. Social media platforms like Instagram and X (previously Twitter) allow 

athletes to show moments as they are unfolding, whether it is a game-winning play, a 

training session, or the instant use of a product. This capacity for immediacy and platforms' 

inherent nature to create relevance and excitement positions the audience to be engaged, in 

what is primary and fleeting, authentic and engrossing. 

Moreover, this approach gives fans a new level of behind-the-scenes access; it allows for a 

curated peek into the athlete's world outside of the public spectacle. This access plays a 

pivotal role in creating a greater sense of intimacy and presence, meeting fan curiosity, and 

establishing a narrative around the athlete's life beyond sport. This curated representation 

of relatability and "realness" is what some scholars refer to as curated authenticity 

(Marwick, 2015). This is a performance that feels more genuine and trustworthy than the 

polished presentation of traditional advertisements. 

Finally, the extenuating circumstances platform-native formats usually take place in; think 

Instagram Stories and Reels creates an ‘in-the-moment’ and less-produced communication 

style. This spontaneous and unintentional nature of the content is viewed as being truer and 
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more authentic by audience than more orchestrated commercials. The unpolished 

sensibility of social media content is in line with modern consumer habits prioritizing 

inspiration and organic discovery, instead of plain persuasion where the promotion feels 

more of a normal part of the athlete’s narrative rather than an interference. 

In conclusion, athletes-influencer marketing creates a seamless experience of performance, 

lifestyle, and promotion, noted as one cohesive narrative. It lends itself to an athlete 

demonstrating the performance, through the display of their intrinsic self (identity) and 

branding in partnership with the organizations/brands with which they are aligned. This 

shifts the marketing paradigm by repositioning the athlete from a passive sponsor to an 

authentic curator and co-creator of the brand, in the digital space. This complex agreement 

allows for a more substantive description of its components to be deconstructed and 

analysed as this logically leads to the development, per the analytical lens, of the Model of 

Athlete Brand Image (MABI) as the analytical lens for this study. 

 

2.6  The model of athlete brand image (MABI) as a theoretical framework 

In order to systematically analyse the complicated athlete-driven influencer marketing 

process that has been described above, this thesis will use the Model of Athlete Brand 

Image (MABI) as the main theoretical foundation of this research project. The MABI 

framework is a way of understanding the different facets of an athlete's personal brand, 

which they use in their digital partnerships, and was developed by Arai, Ko, and 

Kaplanidou (2013). 
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework 

The MABI framework derives its theoretical underpinnings from Keller's (1993) brand 

equity model, Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE). Keller suggests that the power of a 

brand comes from the unique, favourable, and strong associations that consumers hold in 

their memories about the brand (or athletes in this case). However, the MABI proposes that 

an athlete's brand equity is composed of the specific associations to the athlete that people 

and consumers create about them. As a result, an athlete's brand picture is comprised of the 

associations that occur at a moment in time and can be managed and used for commercial 

and communicative ends (Arai et al., 2013). 

The MABI structure organizes these associations into three key dimensions that 

collectively describe the athlete's brand framework. The first dimension, athletic 

performance, includes product-related dimensions directly linked to the athlete's main 

profession. This dimension centres on the actual on-field performance of the athlete 

comprised four components: athletic ability, which describes the athlete's degree of 

proficiency in their sport; performance style, which captures the athlete's individual way of 

performing and unique style; sportsmanship, which encompasses the athlete's behaviour 

and respect for the game; and rivalry, which represents the competitive relationship 

between the athlete and their competitors that create interesting stories (Arai et al., 2013; 

Gladden & Funk, 2002). 
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The second dimension, attractive visual, details a non-product-related visual aspect of the 

athlete brand. This dimension concerns the athlete's external identity, and included 

physical appearance which is the first measure of consumer perception; symbolic elements 

such as one-of-a-kind personal style, logos, and characterisation, or other visual identifiers 

that can communicate a distinct brand; and body fit, which shows athlete discipline, 

commitment, and professionalism as communicated through their fitness (Gladden & 

Funk, 2001; Arai et al., 2013). 

The third dimension, marketable lifestyle, relates to the off-field identity of the athlete that 

allows for emotional connections with the fan base. Keeping in mind, this dimension 

includes the athlete's life experience; their personal background history and their story of 

challenge and success that engages relatability; their role model status, as shown through 

ethical behaviour and social responsibility reliance on achieving their symbolic value; and 

their relationship effort, which utilize athletic competition with fans and public attention 

that generates loyalty engagement and desired attachment (Arai et al., 2013). 

The particular strength of the MABI framework for this thesis is that it can present a 

comprehensive way of viewing the athlete branding process. The MABI framework moves 

away from looking at athletes as simple endorsers or conduits of a brand message, as these 

athlete brands represented complexities of being a brand themselves (Arai et al., 2013). By 

providing this structural identification, the MABI presents an immensely valuable way of 

examining how athletes present their content on social media, how brands evaluate 

approaches to partnership with athletes according to what associations they want to create, 

and most importantly, how specific dimensions of an athlete's brand can be translated or 

leveraged by a partner brand to build equity in consumer's minds. The MABI framework 

also provides the structural categories needed to analyse the strategic partnership MABI 

framework approach of an athlete's influence, about a non-Western brand, in influencer 

marketing, which unpacks the influencer marketing message to what effect it has on brand 

meaning and place in the market. 
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2.7  Dimensions of MABI 

Additionally, to the main dimension of the MABI framework, MABI also breaks down every 

main dimension into more precise subdimensions. Next, all the main dimensions and 

subdimensions will be explained through shortly. 

Athletic performance relates to what an athlete does on the field that is tied directly to their 

sport. This part is seen as a product-related feature in Keller’s (1993) CBBE framework 

because it deals with the core job of the athlete, which is performing well in their sport.  

Athletic expertise looks at the athlete’s skill level, success, and how good they are at their 

sport. It is key in building an athlete’s trustworthiness and success, which are big factors in 

how valuable a brand is (Braunstein & Zhang, 2005; Gladden & Funk, 2002). 

Competition style catches the special way an athlete competes, including how they play, 

their charisma, and the excitement they are able to create during their games. It shows the 

athlete’s personality and thoughts about how to perform, which can connect with fans and 

consumers (Ross et al., 2006). 

Sportsmanship talks about the athlete’s actions on the field, including playing fair, 

respecting opponents, and being honest. Sportsmanship is a symbolic feature that improves 

the athlete’s brand image by matching the values linked to sports (Sessions, 2004). 

Rivalry shows the competitive links an athlete has with other well-known athletes. Rivalries 

can boost an athlete’s brand image by making exciting stories that bring in fans and the 

media. Rivalries between teams and players are one of the most important things in sports 

marketing in today’s world. (Richelieu & Pons, 2006). 

Attractive appearance is a feature not tied to the product that focuses on the outside parts 

of an athlete’s brand. This part is key in athlete branding because how attractive they are, 

and their style are often big factors in how the public sees athletes.  

Physical attractiveness looks at the athlete’s physical features, like their face, body, and 

overall looks. Physical attractiveness has been shown to affect what consumers think and is 

a key part of celebrity endorsements (Ohanian, 1990). 
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Symbol sub-part catches the athlete’s personal style, fashion, and any special features that 

make them different. Symbols could be logos or special fashion choices, which can act as 

strong brand identifiers (Gladden & Funk, 2001). 

Body fitness talks about the athlete’s physical state and how well their body fits their sport. 

Body fitness is not just about looks but it also shows dedication, discipline, and 

professionalism, which are highly important for athlete’s brand image (Braunstein & Zhang, 

2005). 

Marketable lifestyle is about the off-field features of an athlete that help boost their brand 

image. This part catches the athlete’s personal story, social behaviour, and how they connect 

with fans, which are becoming more important in today’s media-driven culture. There are 

three sub-parts in the marketable way of life. 

Life story points to the athlete’s personal background, including their history, struggles, and 

wins. A good and interesting life story can improve an athlete’s brand by making emotional 

links with fans (Jowdy & McDonald, 2002). 

Role model shows the athlete’s moral behaviour, social duties, and what they give back to 

society. Athletes who are seen as good examples can make their brand image stronger by 

matching positive social values (Ohanian, 1990). 

Relationship effort points to the athlete’s connections with fans, including what they do to 

connect with the public and appreciate their supporters. Building strong relationships with 

fans is a important key for growing brand loyalty and connection (Thomson, 2006). 

The MABI framework gives a full model for understanding how athlete brand image is built 

and how it affects what consumers think. In this study, the MABI framework will be used 

as the base for looking at the brand image of athletes, with a focus on how the three main 

parts (athletic performance, attractive appearance, and a marketable lifestyle) and their sub-

parts help add to the overall brand value of athletes. By using the MABI framework, this 

study wants to give ideas on what makes consumers connect to athlete brands and how these 

factors can be used in brand management plans. 
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3  Research methodology 

This chapter discusses the research design and methods for examining the dimensions of 

athlete-driven influencer marketing on social media. It identifies the study's philosophical 

approach, case study strategy, data collection methods, and analysis approach, and 

provides a rationale for these choices. The thesis adopted a qualitative research design to 

explore the multifaceted nature of social media branding. Qualitative research is the best 

option here because it allowed researcher to examine the deeper nuances of underlying 

reasons, opinions, and motivations, to enable a rich understanding of the how and why of 

the phenomenon being studied (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Due to the qualitative context, a 

single-case study approach was adopted. 

A case study is a type of empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon 

within its real-life context. It is especially useful in situ where the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clear (Yin, 2018). A single-case study design offers 

distinct advantages to address the research questions for this study as it is able to develop a 

detailed, holistic, and contextual analysis of a single case (the ANTA-Kyrie Irving 

partnership) to investigate the more general phenomenon of how non-Western brands use 

an athlete-driven influencer marketing approach. The case study is regarded as 

instrumental (Stake, 1995), meaning the specific case study is used to gain insights into a 

particular issue (the strategic use of MABI dimensions on social media) and not to 

understand the case itself exclusively. 

The case being analysed in this study is the digital partnership between the non-Western 

sportswear brand ANTA Sports and the NBA athlete Kyrie Irving as exhibited through 

Irving's Instagram content promoting the ANTA KAI 2 signature shoe line. This case was 

selected for a number of reasons. First, this is a revelatory case (Yin, 2018), providing an 

uncommon and strategic view into the efforts of a significant Chinese brand to enter the 

US market using an athlete (and very high-profile, controversial athlete) that has been 

perpetuated in a Western influenced phenomenon. Secondly, this is an information-rich 

case (Patton, 2002) as Irving is the Creative Chief Officer, and his active, culturally loaded 

Instagram account creates a situationally dense and practically hosted concentration of 

richly relevant data as an athlete-driven influence marketing action within the MABI 
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framework. Lastly, the selection of this case is practical as it was public and permits data 

collection for analysis from an ethical standpoint. 

 

3.1  Data collection 

The primary data source of this case study is the official Instagram account of Kyrie Irving 

(@kyrieirving). Instagram was selected because it is the athlete's primary and most-active 

social platform, and the visual-centric modality is the strategic focal point of ANTA's 

marketing efforts (Statista, 2023). 

The data collection focused on all posts (images and Reels) published on @kyrieirving that 

had explicit ANTA branding/products, and in particular, the KAI 2 shoe, that were made 

during a defined (campaign) period. The campaign period used for this analysis was from 

February 18, 2025, which is the launch date of the ANTA KAI 2 signature shoe, to May 2, 

2025. This period of 11 weeks was selected to capture the initial and high frequency of 

promotional activity around the product launch, to create a coherent and bounded dataset 

for analysis. Using this sampling period provided a data set that was current, relevant & 

representative surrounding a specific strategic initiative. A method was followed to 

determine relevant posts. The Instagram account was reviewed, and any posts were 

included according to the following inclusion criteria: visual presence of ANTA products 

(e.g., shoes, clothing); as well as captions or hashtags that were explicit mentions of ANTA 

(e.g., #ANTAbasketball, #KAI2); and were captioned under content branded as an explicit 

collaborative campaign compared to other branded posts. Following this process, 11 posts 

were found as the final dataset for analysis. 

In terms of representing data authenticity in the study, all data was used from the official 

verified Instagram account. Since this study only examines content posted from the 

verified official account, this risk of fake data is removed from the data set. Fake or non-

official representations of the partnership and/or product would have been excluded from 

the analysis. However, no fake/inauthentic posts were observed in the data set. 
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3.2  Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using reflexive thematic analysis as outlined in the six-phase 

framework provided by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2022). Thematic analysis is an approach 

for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data. Thematic analysis 

was selected due to its theoretical flexibility in that it can be utilized within essentialist and 

constructionist paradigms and is suitable for analysing the manifest content of the posts 

(i.e., visible MABI elements), as well as latent meanings and cultural contexts they are 

constructing (Braun & Clarke, 2022). This is particularly suitable for visual and textual 

social media data that allows for a rich, comprehensive and complex account of the data. 

Analysis took place in Microsoft Excel and was done repeatedly through the following 

phases. First, the data familiarization phase involved reviewing all 11 Instagram posts 

multiple times, examining captions, visuals, and hashtags to develop a comprehensive 

understanding of the dataset. The next step was generating initial codes, where systematic 

coding was applied across the entire dataset. As an example of this process, Post #1 (the 

"Artist on Court" KAI 2 shoe) was coded with multiple initial codes that captured different 

MABI dimensions. For the attractive appearance dimension, codes such as 

“Style/aesthetics” and “design innovation” were applied. For the marketable lifestyle 

dimension, codes like “creative identity narrative” and “artist on court” were generated. 

Notably, this particular post received no codes related to the athletic performance 

dimension. This coding process was repeated for all posts, generating a set of initial codes 

such as “reference to All-Star game”, “Native American symbolism”, “behind-the-scenes 

design process”, and “community initiative mention” across the entire dataset. Once the 

initial codes were developed, the next step was searching for themes. The initial codes 

were collated and the coded data identified potential overarching themes that captured 

significant patterns in the data set. These themes were developed in relation to both the 

existing MABI framework and new ideas that were not fully captured by the existing 

MABI framework. Reviewing themes occurred after this, as potential themes were checked 

against the coded data and entire data set in order to ensure they were coherent patterns. 

This included refining the specifics of each theme and developing a thematic map. The 

final steps were defining and naming themes, while conducting ongoing analysis in order 

to determine the essence and boundaries of each theme, so that clear names and detailed 
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definitions could be developed for each final theme. The analysis was then put together as 

a narrative, while selecting vivid, compelling extract examples from the data in order to 

illustrate the key themes and perspectives in relation to the research questions. 

This exacting process ensures the analysis is systematic and transparent and is ultimately a 

strong foundation for the findings and discussion that follows. 

 

4  Analysis  

This chapter presents the findings received from the collected Instagram data, analysed 

using a reflexive thematic analysis. The analysis is structured to systematically unpack the 

strategic dimensions of ANTA's campaign. First, a general characterization of the entire 

dataset is provided, outlining the overarching themes and strategic tone of the ANTA KAI 

2 launch campaign on Kyrie Irving's Instagram. The chapter then proceeds to a detailed 

analysis, which is done one dimension at a time. It begins by examining the usage of the 

athletic performance dimension, investigating its role in the campaign. Following this, the 

analysis looks into the attractive appearance dimension. Finally, the findings about the 

marketable lifestyle dimension are presented in full, detailing its function in the launch 

campaign. 
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Figure 2. Results of the Analysis. 

 

4.1  The athletic performance dimension 

The analysis indicates that explicit emphasis on athletic performance was not the primary 

theme of the ANTA KAI 2 campaign. Only 3 of 11 posts (27%) featured direct highlights 

of Kyrie Irving's gameplay. When an athletic performance dimension was included in the 

campaign there was an emphasis on athletic performance through implication and 

associative cues, rather than overt depiction of any sporting skill. 

A common technique that was identified was embedded expertise, where Evans' identity 

and status as an elite athlete was simply presented as an assumed fact and not something he 

needed to demonstrate. For example, one post (#2) featured short snippets of Irving 

playing in the NBA All-Star game. The persuasive value in this content was not coming 

from demonstrated athletic ability. The effect is different; the presumed idea that playing in 

that event is a measure of elite athletic performance is presupposed in the minds of viewers 

without the need for proof. Another example, a Reel (#9) featured a claim that by using 

animated text overlay on an impactful image as it was warranted when the text claimed 

that '...born like this...getting better with time', which again presupposed that viewers had 

previous knowledge of his reputation without documenting or presenting any new visual 

proof. 
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Figure 3. Post #2 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 

 

The four categories of the Athletic Performance construct appeared in varying frequencies. 

The notion of athletic expertise in any form or shape, however explicit or implied form was 

identified in 5 posts (45%). However, this expertise acted as a secondary backcloth to the 

larger narrative to which most posts were focusing on personal style or lifestyle. The sub-

dimensions of sportsmanship and rivalry rarely appeared in the dataset. Each appeared in 

only 2 posts (18%).  
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Figure 4. Post #9 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 

 

The instances of each category were nominal. A conceivable mention of ‘contesting rivals’ 

was made in word for word, posted in Reel #9 but not naming any specific moral opponent 

nor being able to see any visual comparison. Notably, fitness (body fitness) the often 

prominent 'depiction' of body fitness (think of the classic images of shirtless athletes 

training) was also absent from any campaign content (0% posts). 

4.2  The attractive appearance dimension 

The dimension of attractive appearance was a major point of focus for the campaign as in 

the data the attractive appearance was pointed in 6 of the 11 posts (55%). But in the 

findings, there was a clear strategic alteration, moving away from the athlete’s body and 

bringing focus to the aesthetic and symbolic character of the ANTA product in these posts. 

The most common way this dimension was seen and expressed was through product design 

sophistication and symbolic intentions, arguably all six of the attractive appearance posts 
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had this theme capture this theme; 100%. For example, Post #1 focused on the "Artist on 

Court" KAI 2 shoe, and highlighted the shoe's unique purple tone, textural and artistic 

details, and colour blends and combinations like fuzzy accents, and painterly details that 

framed the sneaker as wearable art. Similarly, in #10- titled "Power of…Tribe" focuses on 

the shoe, showing only close-ups of the shoe's intricate stitching, which purposely 

showcased a pattern of Kyrie Irving's Native American heritage in the shoe, thus making it 

a symbol of cultural identity. 

 

Figure 5. Post #1 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 

 

This intention of product-focused aesthetics is also demonstrated by using strategically 

released colourways, as demonstrated in Post #3, where the "Dallas" colourway, was 

debuted in a blue and white scheme that not only presented Irving's then-team's colours, 

but subtly included ANTA's brand colours as well. 
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Figure 6. Post #3 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 

Interestingly, overall, traditional markers of athlete attractive appearance markers, 

including the focus on the athlete's body fitness (e.g., imagery depicting the person as 

shirtless or athletic training to emphasize their physique) did not exist in the dataset (0% of 

posts). Rather, the idea of "symbol" as in either culturally, personal branding ("Artist on 

Court"), or city allegiance were only and highly dominant sub-dimensional forms for this 

category. Moreover, in a few instances where Irving's person was most focused on, again, 

in Reel (#8), while he was the center of attention in the visual frame with the creative role 

and focused on design samples, it was not for appeal to his physicality for attractiveness. 

4.3  The marketable lifestyle dimension 

The marketable lifestyle dimension was the most visible and used dimension in the ANTA 

KAI 2 campaign, identified in 8 of the 11 posts (73%). The posts in this dimension were 

largely focused on Kyrie Irving's life story, culture, and off-court persona, rather than his 

identity merely as a basketball player. 
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Figure 7. Post #10 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 

One common and unique element was cultural storytelling, which was identifiable in 7 posts 

(64% of the dataset). This involved a combination of Irving's Native American identity with 

more general (and universal) themes of community and belonging. The most direct example 

is Reel #10, Power of Tribe, which explicitly linked to his heritage. A more frequent theme 

emphasized gathering the community together and included behind-the-scenes content 

depicting Irving's hands-on role within the product as a designer and as Chief Creative 

Officer, effectively illustrating "relationship effort" sub-dimension by unveiling the creative 

process (Reel #8). 
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Figure 8. Post #8 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 

 

Figure 9. Post #11 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 
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In analysing the marketable lifestyle category's MABI sub-dimensions, the posts 

demonstrated certain focuses. The examples that specifically emphasized Irving's life story 

and role model status were ascribed to 4 unique posts (36%).  

 

Figure 10. Post #6 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 

 

The life stories were sometimes tied to specific, and culturally significant campaigns. For 

example, Mother's Day (Post 6) used a global `holiday' as the basis to share a story about 

Irving's mother. Similarly, "relationship effort" content that engages fans and community 

interactions is another important element and attribute ascribed in 4 posts (36%). An 

example of this was found in the sneaker room foundation giveaway (Post 11), which framed 

the partnership in terms of community engagement, as opposed to just initiating a sale. 
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5  Discussion and conclusions 

The aim of this thesis was to explore the strategic function of athlete-driven social media 

branding for non-Western brands engaged in global business, by studying the case of 

ANTA Sports and Kyrie Irving. The main aim was to examine how the dimensions of the 

Model of Athlete Brand Image (MABI), are used in Instagram messaging as part of 

ANTA’s strategy to gain a presence in the highly competitive US sportswear market. The 

previous analytical chapter presented a thorough and systematic empirical account of the 

findings, which showed a clear and intentional strategic pattern that highlighted marketable 

lifestyle and culturally filled attractive appearance, while downplaying traditional athletic 

performance messaging. 

This chapter will now integrate those findings to answer the research questions posed 

initially and also translate their significance in relation to the broader contexts of sports 

marketing, global branding, and digital media theory. The degree to which these findings 

confirm or contradict on existing literature will be analyzed, especially in regard to similar 

studies of Western athlete endorsements and the MABI model. This discussion will also 

explain the theoretical contribution of this work, suggesting necessary developments to 

athlete branding models for the digital age, as well as the implications for emerging market 

brands' marketing managers. Lastly, this chapter will discuss the limitations of this study's 

bounds and methods and use them as a basis to propose useful and practical future 

directions for research. By critically reflecting on the successes and limitations of this 

research, this conclusion intends to both summarize the research and stress its importance 

for understanding the changing and increasingly globalized environment of digital athlete 

branding. 

5.1  Summary of key findings 

This study aimed to examine Kyrie Irving's Instagram content in relation to his partnership 

with ANTA through the theoretical framework of the Model of Athlete Brand Image 

(MABI). The thematic analysis of 11 posts made during the KAI 2 launch campaign period 

(February 18 to May 2, 2025) found a specific and intentional strategic plan that placed 
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much more emphasis on a marketable lifestyle and image with cultural enthusiasm and 

attractiveness than on messaging focused on athletic performance. This reflects a shift 

away from the normal playbook of dominant Western sportswear brands. 

The analysis illustrated a clear hierarchy of MABI's core dimensions in the anticipated 

order of importance. The marketable lifestyle dimension was clearly the most important 

aspect of the strategy, as seen in 8 out of 11 posts (73%). This was more than an 

aspirational off-court persona and took two key forms in notable strategic execution: 

cultural storytelling and co-created authenticity. The cultural storytelling is clearly 

illustrated in the "Power of Tribe" narrative (Reel #10) which sharply linked Irving's 

Native American ancestry to the design and identity of the brand, whereas the co-created 

authenticity was the behind-the-scenes (Reel #8) footage which described Irving's 

involvement as a Chief Creative Officer with a real and transparent engagement with the 

user experience, as a transparent partnership. 

The attractive appearance dimension was well presented as well with a total of 6 posts 

(55%); however, the dimension was not clearly expressed. There was a huge shift away 

from Kyrie Irving’s body as none of the traditional markers of body fitness appeared in any 

of the posts, 0%, to the aesthetic and symbolic qualities of the product itself. The campaign 

always presented the KAI 2 sneaker as a cultural artifact, where the KAI 2 had its value 

based within its design story (e.g. the "Artist on Court" narrative in Post #1) and culture 

embedded symbols (e.g. Native American symbolism), which all result from anything 

apart from a physical idealize athlete attach to it. What is outlined here indicates a planned 

strategy where the KAI 2 was being framed as a cultural material and the athlete as 

secondary, which become the primary focus of brand identity and attraction. 

Conversely, any mention of athletic performance as a dimension was not really 

represented, only appearing in small number of 3 posts (27%). Even when it did occur, it 

was not as an athletic feat or selling point but was more of an embedded type of expertise 

or implied credibility. For example, in Post #2, footage of the recent NBA All-Star game 

was shown, relying on the audience to derive the status of the event and for them to 

presume Irving's elite status, arguably not showcasing a single athletic skill. These two 

sporting sub-dimensions, sportsmanship and rivalry, were insignificant as each dimension 

appeared in an even less frequent 18% of the posts, and neither could support the brand 

departing from any narratives of competitive scouting. 
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Therefore, the results provide a clear picture of the empirical findings: ANTA's entry 

strategy for market presence was to not directly compete with Western market giants on 

their own terms (e.g. athletic performance) but to intentionally change the rules of the 

game entirely. By taking advantage of Irving's position not just as an athlete but also 

cultural storyteller and creative director, ANTA built brand equity on authentic, culturally 

relevant, and community-distributed content through a strategy using the MABI 

framework, effectively executing an advanced form of influencer marketing beyond 

traditional endorsements. This introductory summary paves the way for a more solid 

discussion regarding what these implications mean, why this type of approach is 

successful, and how it dismantles existing theoretical models. 

5.2  Answers to research questions 

This is the main discussion section, where the findings from chapter 3 can be interpreted 

and brought together to address the research questions that framed the research. The 

analysis of Kyrie Irving's Instagram posts serves as an empirical foundation from which to 

better understand the ways in which athlete influencer marketing is implemented by a 

brand outside of the Western world. Each sub question will be gone through with in turn, 

leading up to an overall answer to the main research question about how ANTA is using 

athlete influencer marketing to establish a presence in the US market. The answers will be 

based on the data relating to the Model of Athlete Brand Image (MABI), moving from the 

more abstract theoretical conception to the negotiable and accountable dimensional 

strategies. 

 

5.2.1  Redefining the athlete-influencer role 

The application of the Model of Athlete Brand Image (MABI) to the ANTA-Kyrie Irving 

case reveals that the framework serves not only as a diagnostic checklist for categorizing 

content, but as a powerful analytical lens for uncovering strategic intent. While Arai et al. 

(2013) present the three dimensions athletic performance, attractive appearance, and 

marketable lifestyle as foundational and broadly equal components of an athlete's brand 
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equity, the empirical findings demonstrate an intentional and calculated imbalance in their 

deployment. This strategic rebalancing is the key to understanding ANTA's market entry 

playbook. The MABI framework is utilized not just to describe what brand associations are 

present, but to unwrap why certain dimensions are emphasized over others, revealing a 

brand's underlying strategic calculation in a competitive landscape. 

The analysis indicates a fundamental shift in the role of the athlete-influencer, moving 

decisively away from the traditional model of the passive endorser. This historical model, 

as detailed by Erdogan (1999), positioned the athlete as a charismatic instrument for a pre-

packaged brand message, lending their fame but little of their authentic persona. In the 

ANTA campaign, Kyrie Irving exceeds this role to become an active co-creator and 

cultural translator. This transition is very much in line with the idea of a “human brand”, 

developed by Thomson (2006), where the consumer establishes deep, personal bonding 

with the celebrity that is simply predicated on their view of holistic authenticity based on 

values, stories and personas, not just their professional accomplishments. 

ANTA operationalized this evolved role by formally planting Irving into their corporate 

structure as Chief Creative Officer. This was not just a symbolic title as it can be told 

through their social media content that showcased his genuine involvement in the design 

process of the KAI 2 line. This strategic move elevates the partnership beyond simple 

endorsement into the theoretical realm of value co-creation (Akaka & Vargo, 2013). In this 

model, value is not created independently by the firm and consumed by the customer but is 

created together through the integration of resources and experiences from multiple actors 

as in this case, the brand and the athlete. The product itself becomes a concrete result of 

this collaboration, merging Irving's creative vision and cultural identity directly into its 

design, which then enhances its authenticity and perceived value in the eyes of the 

consumer. 

The MABI framework was also very useful at measuring and validating this shift. By 

systematically coding for the "marketable lifestyle" dimension enabled to capture the 

nuanced stories of creative partnership and cultural storytelling that dominated the 

campaign. At the same time the framework's structure allowed to identify the strategic de-

emphasis of the "athletic performance" dimension, a finding that stands in strong contrast 

to the typical messaging of market leading Western sportswear giants. This contrast is the 

core of the theoretical contribution here as the MABI framework reveals that for a non-
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Western market entrant, the strategic necessity is not to only copy the dimensional 

weighting of established players, but to purposely alter the model to create a unique and 

defensible market position. The significance of this finding lies in demonstrating that the 

MABI dimensions are not static attributes but more of a dynamic lever that can be 

strategically pulled to navigate specific market challenges, such as the liability of origin 

and the need for cultural relevance (Sheth, 2011; Zhou & Belk, 2004). The MABI 

framework is utilized in this context as a strategic blueprint, enlightening the pathway 

through which a non-Western brand can leverage an athlete partnership to co-create value, 

translate culture, and ultimately potentially reconstruct the rules of the game in a mature 

and highly competitive market. 

 

5.2.2  Athletic performance as subtle credibility 

The data presents a notable and insightful finding: for a non-Western market entrant like 

ANTA, athletic performance builds credibility specifically through its strategic lack of 

emphasis. This finding suggests a sophisticated approach to leveraging an athlete's brand 

equity in the face of significant market barriers, which could challenge the traditional 

understanding embedded in much of the existing athlete branding literature 

The MABI framework clearly identifies athletic performance as a core product-related 

dimension, which is essential for building an athlete's brand equity (Arai et al., 2013). This 

dimension, which consists of athletic expertise, competition style, sportsmanship, and 

rivalry, is often viewed as the foundation of an athlete's credibility and by extension, the 

related value an athlete brings to an endorsement (Gladden & Funk, 2002). In the Western 

sportswear brand strategy playbook, this dimension is always the priority. Marketing 

campaigns from giants like Nike and Adidas are filled with explicit displays of supreme 

athletic skill, game-winning moments, and great success stories of victory and dominance, 

directly linking product performance to athletic excellence. 

In contrast, ANTA's campaign featured direct and clear emphasis on athletic performance 

in only 27% of the analysed posts. More revealing than this low percentage is the nature of 

its inclusion. When it was included, it relied almost entirely on what this study terms 
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embedded expertise. This concept describes the practice of citing an athlete's elite status 

through associative leads and pre-established narratives, rather than through demonstrating 

new or specific elements of skill. A prime example from the data is the use of footage from 

the NBA All-Star game as the persuasive power of this content lies not in showcasing a 

new highlight crossover or a clutch shot, but in the audience's pre-existing knowledge that 

participation in such an event is itself a clear evidence for elite performance. The 

credibility is borrowed from the institution of the All-Star game, not built from the ground 

up within the campaign itself. This finding directly challenges the conventional knowledge 

that athletic performance must be the primary focus of all brand messaging.  

This strategic minimization is not an oversight but rather may be understood as a direct and 

rational reaction to the origin liability and intense competition faced by non-Western 

brands entering mature Western markets (Sheth, 2011). For ANTA, attempting to go toe-

to-toe with Nike or Adidas on their home court, the heritage of athletic innovation and a 

century of sports marketing built on performance would be a strategically unsustainable 

position. These established players possess what Sheth describes as "brand legacy," a form 

of credibility that ANTA, as a new entrant, naturally lacks. Therefore, ANTA's strategy 

reflects a conscious decision to treat Irving's elite athletic status as a given, a foundational 

layer of credibility that is assumed rather than argued. This approach lines up with the 

broader insight that emerging market brands must often innovate and bypass traditional 

pathways to build credibility and relevance (Zhou & Belk, 2004). 

By ignoring clear performance messaging, ANTA strategically frees itself from a direct 

feature-for-feature comparison. This allows the brand to be agile and compete on the more 

culturally nuanced, less saturated, and in their case more defensible grounds of marketable 

lifestyle and product symbolism. The analysis of the MABI sub-dimensions further 

supports that the almost total absence of "sportsmanship" and "rivalry" narratives (each at 

18%) indicates a clearly considered avoidance of the competitive storylines that dominates 

the Western sports marketing. These narratives inherently invite comparison, which ANTA 

was smart to avoid. 

 

The significance of this finding is in showing of a recalibrated model of credibility-

building. For ANTA, the athletic performance dimension of the MABI framework does not 
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translate into brand credibility through active demonstration, but through subtle 

association. It functions as the essential, yet hidden, foundation upon which a more 

complex and culturally resonant brand identity is built. It is for them a way to get around a 

prescribed unwinnable battles on performance heritage and instead build equity on a 

distinct and powerful set of values centered on cultural authenticity, co-creation, and 

community, a strategic move that the MABI framework, through its structured dimensional 

analysis, is uniquely positioned to reveal. 

5.2.3  Product symbolism as the new attractive appearance 

The analysis reveals not just a different emphasis, but a fundamental conceptual 

redefinition of this MABI dimension. The traditional understanding of "attractive 

appearance," as articulated in the foundational literature, centres on the athlete's physical 

attributes which are their bodily fitness, physical attractiveness, and the symbolic elements 

directly associated with their persona, such as a unique celebration or signature style 

(Ohanian, 1990; Arai et al., 2013). As a sudden departure, this traditional focus was 

entirely absent from the ANTA campaign, with precisely 0% of posts featuring images 

focused on Irving's physique, such as shirtless training shots or poses emphasizing athletic 

conditioning. Instead of that, the entire emphasis of "attractiveness" was strategically 

transferred from the athlete's body to the product itself and the cultural narrative embedded 

within its design. 

This finding means a significant departure from the pattern of Western sportswear 

advertising, which has long leveraged the idealized athletic body as a central aspirational 

symbol. ANTA’s campaign consistently framed the KAI 2 sneaker not as a piece of high-

performance equipment, but as a cultural artifact. Posts highlighting the "Artist on Court" 

theme focused intently on the shoe's aesthetic details, its unique purple colour, textural 

finishes, and imaged accents elevating it to the status of wearable art. Similarly, the "Power 

of Tribe" narrative used close-ups of very complicated stitching and patterns explicitly 

linked to Irving's Native American heritage. In this context, the product's aesthetic is not 

only about visual appeal, but it becomes a tool for storytelling and a symbol of cultural 

identity and heritage. 
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This strategic move resonates deeply with the principles of cultural branding (Holt, 2004). 

Holt argues that brands become iconic not by focusing on functional benefits but by 

aligning themselves with powerful national narratives and identity myths, acting as 

channels for cultural expression. ANTA's campaign does precisely this as it uses the 

product's design to tap into broader, resonant cultural currents of artistic expression, 

heritage, and community belonging. The "attractive appearance" is this way redefined from 

a static, ideal physique to a dynamic, culturally charged narrative. This approach also 

reflects a sophisticated understanding of the platform, Instagram, where visual storytelling 

and authentic, relevant content often generate deeper engagement than generic aspirational 

content. 

For a non-Western brand like ANTA, this redefinition of the MABI's attractive appearance 

dimension works as a powerful and necessary tool for differentiation and market entry. By 

decisively removing "attractiveness" from the athlete's physique and connecting it with 

culturally resonant product design, ANTA creates a unique competitive space that 

established Western players are not well-positioned to control. Competitors like Nike and 

Adidas have decades of brand equity invested in a model that glorifies the peak human 

physique as the ultimate expression of performance. They cannot easily replicate the 

authentic, co-created cultural narrative that a partnership with a figure like Kyrie Irving 

provides for ANTA. This strategy directly addresses the cultural barriers that non-Western 

brands often face, as identified by Akaka and Alden (2010). Instead of trying to fit into 

Western aesthetic standards, ANTA uses product symbolism as a bridge, creating 

relevance and emotional appeal through shared values, artistic expression, and authentic 

storytelling. The significance of this finding lies in the fact that it demonstrates that a key 

dimension of an established model can be radically redefined to turn a brand's cultural 

origin from a potential liability into its most compelling asset, this way constructing a 

distinctive and defensible brand identity in a crowded marketplace. 

. 
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5.2.4  Marketable lifestyle for connection and controversy navigation 

The empirical data provides a compelling answer for this question, confirming that this 

dimension was the undeniable cornerstone of ANTA's strategy, present in 73% of the 

analysed posts. Its function, however, extended far beyond the aspirational off-court 

persona described in the original MABI framework. In this case, the marketable lifestyle 

dimension was constructed into a sophisticated, dual-purpose tool, a primary engine for 

building deep emotional connection and a strategic mechanism for the proactive navigation 

of controversy. 

The MABI framework views marketable lifestyle as athlete's life story, role model status, 

and relationship-building efforts with fans (Arai et al., 2013). ANTA’s campaign did not 

only use these sub-dimensions but actively expanded and connected them into a powerful 

tool for cultural storytelling and community building. The emphasis on Irving's Native 

American heritage in the "Power of Tribe" narrative and the intimate sharing of his 

personal family story in the Mother's Day post also served a critical function. These were 

not just random personal details, as they were selected to build deep, emotional 

connections based on universal values of heritage, family, and belonging. This strategic 

sharing boosts a sense of intimacy and authenticity, effectively strengthening what 

academic studies refer to as parasocial relationships (Jin et al., 2019). By inviting followers 

into these culturally and personally significant parts of his life, Irving (and also ANTA) 

develops a one-sided emotional bond where consumers feel a deeper, more personal 

connection to the brand, transforming a commercial transaction into a relationship built on 

shared values. 

More innovatively this selected value driven lifestyle provided a solid strategic framework 

for managing the significant reputational risk associated with Kyrie Irving's controversial 

public history. Instead of ignoring past controversies or issuing reactive statements, a 

strategy often filled with difficulty ANTA proactively labels the potential liability within a 

broader, positive, and overwhelming narrative of personal growth, cultural pride, and 

community responsibility. Initiatives like the Sneaker Room Foundation giveaway were 

not just charitable acts, but they were concrete content pieces that reinforced a narrative of 

Irving as a community champion and a creative partner, actively reframing his public 

persona from a controversial athlete to a complex cultural storyteller and philanthropist. 
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This reflects a sophisticated understanding of Situational Crisis Communication Theory as 

discussed by Coombs (2007), where strengthening the brand's reputation through positive 

actions and a consistent, right-minded narrative can build resilience and really help the 

brand against potential damage. 

The importance of this finding lies in demonstrating how the marketable lifestyle 

dimension can be strategically used for reputational management within an influencer 

marketing context. ANTA's campaign shows that by consistently and authentically 

highlighting specific aspects of an athlete's lifestyle, a brand can use significant control 

over public perception. This represents a more advanced and strategic application of the 

MABI framework than is typically observed in less challenging market contexts. For a 

non-Western brand facing the dual challenge of market entry and a high-risk partnership, 

the marketable lifestyle dimension became the central strategic lever. It allowed ANTA to 

build emotional equity that was flexible and strong enough to withstand potential 

controversy, this way transforming a potential weakness into a core component of an 

original and defensible brand identity. This case illustrates that in the complex landscape of 

digital branding, marketable lifestyle is not only about being likable, but about constructing 

a narrative so compelling and authentic that it can actively reshape and manage a brand's 

most complex perceptions. 

5.2.5  A reconstructed MABI framework for market entry 

Combining the answers to the sub-questions leads to a comprehensive response to the 

primary research question: How can the dimensions of athlete-driven influencer marketing 

be characterized through social media messaging? The analysis of the ANTA-Kyrie Irving 

case reveals that for a non-Western brand, these dimensions are characterized by a strategic 

reconstruction of the MABI framework. This is not a passive or neutral application of the 

model to describe an athlete's brand, but it is an ongoing and adaptive, purposeful and 

contextual refashioning and reworking of the basic components of MABI to overcome the 

very real and substantial challenges of entry into a saturated Western consumer market. 

This reconstructed model emerges as a direct strategic response to the liabilities of origin, 

intense competition, and cultural barriers documented in global marketing literature. 
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The findings from this single case study suggest a potential reconstructed model as a 

strategic response to the liabilities of origin, intense competition, and cultural barriers 

documented in global marketing literature. First of all, the dimension of Athletic 

Performance is strategically repositioned as "Embedded Credibility." Contrary to its 

traditional role as the lead messaging platform in Western sportswear marketing, this 

dimension is minimized and shifted from a primary, actively demonstrated feature to a 

foundational, assumed background element. The athlete's elite status is treated as a pre-

established fact, a form of borrowed credibility that lends essential legitimacy without 

inviting direct and unfavourable comparisons with the deep performance heritage of 

already established brands like Nike and Adidas. This allows the brand to avoid a battle it 

cannot win on the grounds of technical performance heritage. 

On the contrary, the dimension of Attractive Appearance is fundamentally redefined as 

"Product Symbolism." In a radical departure from the model's original focus on the 

athlete's physique and personal style, the focus on attractiveness is transferred entirely to 

the product and its narrative. The sneaker is transformed from only an athletic equipment 

into a cultural artifact, where its aesthetic like its colours, textures, and design details 

serves as a tool for cultural storytelling and symbolic meaning. This redefinition leverages 

principles of cultural branding, creating differentiation not through a universal ideal 

physique but through authentic, co-created narratives that are difficult to copy for 

competitors. 

Most significantly, the dimension of Marketable Lifestyle is elevated to the central role of 

a "Strategic Narrative Tool." This dimension is promoted from one of three pillars to the 

dominant pillar of the entire strategy. It evolves beyond showcasing an aspirational off-

court life into a sophisticated, multi-functional instrument. It becomes the primary tool for 

cultural translation, community building through parasocial relationships, and proactive 

reputational management. By consistently highlighting the athlete's role as a cultural 

storyteller, creative partner, and community champion, the brand builds deep emotional 

equity and constructs a strong narrative capable of navigating complexity and controversy. 

Collectively, this reconstruction of the three dimensions results in what this study terms the 

Cultural Equity Model for market entry. In this model, the value of the athlete-influencer is 

fundamentally reimagined. They are leveraged not primarily for their athletic capabilities 

or their physical appeal, but for their unique value as a cultural intermediary and co-
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creator. This allows the non-Western brand to build equity on a platform of cultural 

authenticity and emotional resonance, effectively allowing it to compete on a different 

strategic level than established Western rivals, who often remain locked into a model of 

performance and physique. The originality of this characterization is its demonstration that 

established branding models are not static but are strategically adaptable frameworks. The 

findings show that out of necessity, non-Western brands can and do engage in strategic 

dimensional re-engineering to reframe the rules of engagement. This provides a new 

framework for understanding global market entry in the digital age, suggesting that success 

is not only depending on overcoming liabilities, but on the innovative capacity to redefine 

the very sources of brand value and consumer connection. 

5.3  Theoretical and practical implications 

The unique strategic patterns seen in ANTA's campaign have powerful implications that go 

beyond the particular case study and contribute in a meaningful way to academic 

discussion and professional practice in marketing. This section will explain how the 

findings from this study challenge and extend existing theories (in particular, the Model of 

Athlete Brand Image, or MABI) and translate findings into actionable takeaways for the 

range of stakeholders in the industry. Furthermore, as I reflect on the broader impact of the 

research, its potential value to understand the changing dynamics of global sportswear 

branding can be seen, in the digital landscape in particular. 

 

5.3.1  Contextual adaptation to the framework 

The following discussion proposes potential adaptations to the MABI framework based on 

the strategic patterns observed in this single case study. These insights should be viewed as 

contextual and suggestive rather than as a definitive recalibration of the model. The 

implication from this research offers a careful re-evaluation and expansion of a Model of 

Athlete Brand Image (MABI) framework, encouraging to think of a model with potentially 

better-grounded contexts in relation to the complexities of digital branding and non-

Western market entry. The MABI established a firm framework through which to analyse 
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athlete branding referencing three strong pillars (athletic performance, attractive 

appearance, and marketable lifestyle), however, the application of the MABI to the ANTA 

case, suggests a degree of refinement of the framework, to keep it relevant to contemporary 

create spaces. 

This research, primarily, challenges the indirect Western influence both built-in in the 

structure of the original model, but also in a somewhat contemporary conception of a 

market where the brand can regard to have established legitimacy and offer competition on 

the basis of functional athletic performance attributes. Further is presented a (two) major 

de-emphasis of athletic performance, and a somewhat radical re-conception of attractive 

appearance, which was no longer related to the athlete’s body image to suggest that the 

meaning and weighting of these dimensions may not necessarily be collective but could be 

managed, relative to a brand's standing in market, as influenced by also its cultural origins. 

In this study it’s argued for the proper recognition of cultural storytelling as a critical sub-

dimension of marketable lifestyle. In fact, typically attributing Irving's Native American 

heritage was such an extending throughout its representation not just an aspect of his life 

story but was the primary story-telling mechanism to build brand meaning and legitimate 

differentiation. The original MABI does not really consider the conscious use of cultural 

heritage as a key branding tool. This is an important tactic for authenticating a non-

Western brand for emotional connection in a foreign market. In addition, this suggests that 

the dimensions of MABI need to incorporate platform for specific authenticity as a 

moderating variable in the way that all the MABI dimensions are demonstrated. The heavy 

reliance on Instagram Reels in the campaign for behind-the-scenes material created 

collaboratively, shows that the digital platform is not neutral but a co-creator of brand 

meaning. The MABI framework was created at a time when social media was not as 

widely used as it is today. Therefore, an athlete’s perceived authenticity on social media is 

shaped by how well they use the unique formats and communication styles of each 

platform.  

Additionally, this research suggests that the MABI framework must better account for the 

interactive and co-creative nature of the dimensions. In the case of ANTA, the attractive 

appearance was not a standalone, but it the product aesthetics were included into the 

marketable lifestyle narrative with the shoe’s visual appeal emerging from its cultural 

story. This relationship demonstrates that the dimensions do not stand alone but form an 
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interactive system were focusing on one dimension has the potential to increase or 

decrease the dimensions involved. As a result, this research presents that MABI framework 

should shift from an unresponsive model of brand image components to a responsive, 

strategic model that recognizes that brands, especially emerging market brands, that will 

intentionally alter the ratio of dimensions in order to function in different competitive 

structures or cultural realities. This recalibration recognizes the MABI could be more than 

a coding tool for measuring athlete brand equity, but a strategic template for knowing how 

athlete brand equity is created in the global digital marketplace. 

5.3.2  Strategic blueprints for market entry 

The empirical results from this case study offer potential strategic considerations for 

stakeholders in the global sportswear industry, providing an informative example of how 

athlete-driven influencer marketing can be practiced in the context of cases similar to this 

case study. In particular, the study shows a promising potential route to market entry for 

non-Western brands supported by well-documented market barriers associated with 

established brand heritage and quality inferiority. The ANTA model illustrates that brand 

legitimacy is not achieved by competing with the West on the West's terms that are 

technical athletic performance and sports entertainment, but rather through a well-crafted 

move towards cultural innovation and authentic storytelling. The actionable outcome is to 

seek partnerships that aren't just transactions for endorsements but find athletes who can be 

true creative partners and cultural translators. It calls for real creative freedom (the role of 

CCO is an example) to help the athlete leverage their cultural story and personal brand 

authenticity as the primary tools for developing emotional equity. This strategy 

reconceptualizes the brand's "non-Western" origin as a potential disadvantage into a unique 

advantage of cultural authenticity and interest, providing the opportunity for engagement 

around values and identity rather than specific product. 

For marketing managers and brand strategists in the global sportswear industry, this study 

provides a key strategic move for implementing and leveraging the MABI framework. The 

practical output is the need to conduct a holistic audit of an athlete's brand aspects beyond 

athletic stats. The campaign's high dominance of marketable lifestyle content shows that 

the highest value in an athlete partner may be their off-court story, cultural experience, and 
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creative intention. Therefore, brands must strategically emphasize certain MABI 

dimensions over others. They should even de-emphasize athletic performance when 

necessary to highlight more unique aspects like cultural storytelling and co-created 

aesthetics. 

 Similarly, the results suggest a platform first content strategy. The data on the domination 

of Instagram Reels indicates that brands' marketing spends must incorporate platform-first 

content created for intimacy and authenticity and is not content that is just clipped down 

from television commercials or photo shoots. This means that use of resources and 

development of behind-the-scenes access, collaborative design process, and cultural stories 

in ways which are made for the interactivity and visuality of social media feeds. 

For athletes and their representatives, this research illustrates how the value of building a 

multi-dimensional personal brand transcending sports performance is growing in 

importance. The practical insight is the need to be intentional and disciplined to build and 

manage marketable lifestyle content, including cultural history, creative interests, and 

community support, as these dimensions are becoming primary levers of partnership value 

for brands that want to drive deep cultural connections. One way to do this, is to build 

strategies around athlete ownership of their brand engagement, creative engagement and 

participant role from being a statue in a brand campaign to becoming a designer for the 

brands products and campaigns. 

While the collaborative approach also creates greater credibility for the promotion, it also 

establishes a unique and defensible long-term partnership model that is based on shared 

creative work, not just momentary athletic notoriety. 

Overall, from the perspective of the broader sportswear sector, this study represents a 

change in the way a competitor engages with the marketplace. The ANTA case 

demonstrates that cultural capital and an agility in the digital space can set the tone for 

what were previously normally high-advertising spending environments and a long-

standing sports market. The practical takeaway for well-funded and stable established 

western brands is to think beyond legacy and find authentic, co-created and culturally 

relevant partnerships to mitigate this new common competitive landscape. For all actors, 

the findings demonstrate that there is a future for developing athlete branding as a process 

related to collaborating on stories that are compelling and authentic to a shared global 
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audience interested in authenticity, community, and cultural significance, not as a 

bandwagon for associations with winners. 

The findings of this study not only provide key stakeholders with practical insights but also 

provide a framework to take action and adapt marketing strategies as global sportswear 

marketing matrices evolve. For marketing managers, this study showcases the potential 

path to transition from a simple endorsement model to a more complex branding 

dimension. The findings reveal that impactful partnerships occurred as a result of 

numerous strategic investments across all dimensions of MABI instead of the less strategic 

default of emphasizing athletic performance. Marketing teams must thoroughly audit 

potential athlete partners in all three dimensions, not just their athletic performance 

credentials, but also the potential of their cultural narrative, visual appearance, and their 

lifestyle as well. The research also emphasized the need of developing content strategies 

for a specific platform, particularly native formats (like a short form reel for Instagram) 

which help to relay more of the behind-the-scenes collaboration and cultural storytelling of 

the partnership. Thus, marketing managers should find ways to shift resources away from 

traditional performance advertising, and towards content that tells stories demonstrating 

co-creation processes, cultural authenticity, and community engagement (for example) as 

they found the most emotional connection-building content stories with the target 

audience. 

For athletes and their representatives, the study indicates that as the value athlete brands 

become multi-faceted and accessed for many different purposes beyond their athletic 

ability, athlete's value increases. This study clearly indicates that athletes who build strong 

marketable lifestyle dimensions (cultural roots, creative endeavour, community 

engagement) increased their value to brands looking for authentic partnerships. Athletes 

should capture and create an archive of documenting and sharing their interests outside of 

their sport, along with their disciplines, cultural orientation, and creative processes. The 

key is to create and share this narrative in social media and build an archive, as opposed to 

just short game's highlights footage. The research suggests that when possible, athletes 

should ask for creative control and collaboration arrangements within partnerships, as there 

will be more authenticity to the content, and a brand will see the longer-term value. 
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For their part, when athletes get experience and visibility outside their sport, they can build 

more sustainable career experiences and partnerships that brands will want to retain after 

the athlete performance has peaked. 

These implications indicate a potential larger transition in the industry of moving from a 

transactional endorsement model to more holistic partnerships. In this case, marketing 

managers would need to learn how to see and leverage the full continuation of an athlete 

brand value, while athletes will need to learn how to see and develop their multi-faceted 

marketability. These strategies represent the emergence of a new model of athlete brand 

partnerships devoted to authentic storytelling, culturally relevant narratives of co-creation, 

and meaningful crafting of both long-term partnerships and sustained partnerships that 

generate the biggest impact. Such partnership opportunities create bigger more impact 

driven campaigns, and better resources for greater partnerships with impact over time. 

5.4  Limitations and boundary conditions 

While this study offers useful insights into athlete-driven influencer marketing strategies 

aimed at non-Western brands, it is critical to recognize a number of evidence and 

conceptual limitations that delimit the conditions of interpretation and generalizability of 

the findings. These limitations primarily concern data collection scope, time frame, and 

research design, and provide directions for future research, as well as situating the current 

study's contributions. 

The first limitation, and the most severe, is platform specificity, as this study only 

examined content from Instagram. While Instagram is a strategically highly relevant 

platform for visual branding, influencer marketing and athlete branding is inherently cross-

platform, leveraging the distinct features and audience expectations of different social 

media ecosystems. For instance, the visual storytelling and aesthetic curational 

enhancement demonstrated by ANTA's approach on Instagram may visually resonate 

differently on other platforms like TikTok that uses prioritization through algorithmic 

ranking with visually produced content, and X (formerly Twitter), where more 

contextualized activity can happen through text to the audience in real time. Therefore, the 

findings related to content strategies and dimensional emphasis do not capture the 

approach brands use often in a holistic, cross-platform context (if you consider how brands 
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increasingly define success related to engagement as well as audience engagement and 

community building), and may overlook important parts of audience engagement that are 

happening in other social spaces. 

A second limitation is related to the timeframe, as the current study only investigated the 

launch period of the campaign (and used data collected) and only viewed the time period 

of February to May 2025. While the time frame noted above captured the concentrated 

branding efforts that accompanied the release of KAI 2 shoes, it cannot account for how 

branding strategies might evolve throughout the detailed product lifecycle or during 

different seasonal campaigns. The focus on cultural storytelling and lifestyle content 

during this period surrounds a potential market entry strategy that could shift into more 

performance-driven communication where the brand has been established. Likewise, the 

findings cannot speak to the long-term sustainability of this process or account for how 

audience perception may change over time, especially in response to athletic success, 

controversy, or broader market shifts. Additionally, the selected number of posts at 11, 

could be considered as a somewhat low number of posts.  

A final limitation of the study relates to the analytical unit of a single-case study, 

particularly the ANTA-Kyrie Irving partnership. While this provided opportunity for deep 

qualitative analysis of the partnership, it does not extend the reach of the findings across 

different types of non-Western brands, athlete profiles, or product categories. For example, 

the specific emphasis placed on cultural heritage and creative identity by ANTA may be 

unique to this specific partnership and may be irrelevant to other athlete partnerships, 

partners, or market contexts. As such, the findings are best viewed as examples of potential 

strategic paths rather than as best practices for all non-Western brands entering Western 

markets. 

Moreover, the methodological scope of the study on owned content (i.e. creator content 

rather than paid or earned media) represents another boundary condition. The analysis 

focused on Irving's owned Instagram account content and did not include paid advertising 

analytics, consumer engagement data, or sales data that could paint a more detailed picture 

of campaign effectiveness. Although the qualitative angle of the research offers rich 

narratives on content directions and brand semantics, it cannot speak to the actual financial 

impact or ROI of the strategies observed. 
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In conclusion, the limitations noted above indicate that while the research offers insights 

on how non-Western brands can leverage strategic dimensional emphasis in athlete 

partnerships, the findings should be framed and conceptualized as context-specific 

illustrations rather than prescriptive best practices. The separately established boundaries 

by analytic scope, time frame, case study unit, and methodology draw attention to the need 

for complementary research design approaches to develop a more holistic understanding of 

global sportswear branding strategies in the digital era. 

5.4.1  Temporal limitations of campaign-focused analysis 

While the investigation purely examined the branding at the initial KAI 2 campaign launch 

period (February - May 2025) this limitation greatly restricts our ability to assess long-term 

brand strategy development. While the period studied effectively captured the concentrated 

branding period for ANTA's KAI 2 footwear system in an important market-entry moment, 

it is restricted in evaluating how ANTA's branding may adapt into the lifecycle of the 

product across distinct subsequent seasonal campaigns. The heavy emphasis on cultural 

storytelling and lifestyle branding in this initial launch period may reflect a distinct market-

entry tactic which could integrate more performance messaging over the course of the 

brand becoming established and recognized. But importantly this could not consider how 

consumer perceptions might resonate into future athletic success, possible controversy, or 

continuing shifting trends in the athletic footwear landscape, thus leaving the long-term 

viability of this branding approach a future research question. 

5.4.2  Constraints of single-case study design 

While the in-depth analysis of the partnership between ANTA and Kyrie Irving certainly 

provided a depth of qualitative data, it nonetheless limited the extent to which the findings 

could be generalized to other contexts. On the whole, the particular activities, especially 

those related to Irving's cultural heritage and creative freedom are likely to be influenced 

by the particular nature of this partnership and thus, may not be applicable to other athlete 

partnerships, or even contexts within the market space. It is not inconceivable that Irving, 

as a controversial and culturally relevant athlete with a passion for design, is a case in and 
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of itself and does not represent the possibilities that other non-Wester brands may pursue 

with other athletes. In a similar subject, ANTA's identity as a Chinese Sportswear 'giant' 

might affect the chances of these findings, or at least this point of view to be applied, 

especially by smaller or less resourced brands in emerging markets. This study suggest that 

the findings be viewed as possible, strategic options, rather than best practices that could 

be applied in any context. 

5.4.3  Methodological boundaries of qualitative analysis 

While the qualitative approach used in this study is well-suited to exploring content 

strategies and brand positioning, it imposes essential constraints on what kinds of claims 

can be made regarding the effectiveness of the campaign. By studying owned content and 

using thematic analysis, the study reveals a great amount of insight to understand how 

ANTA and Irving built their brand story, but it does not provide statistical measures of 

commercial impact nor any insights into how audiences received the brand. While it were 

able to see 2 of 3 posts (an unknown number of owned posts were likely created on other 

channels) with engagement analytics on Instagram, the lack of sales information, brand lift 

data, or full engagement analytics suggests that it can only claim that the campaign had a 

tactic of strategic roles by aligning its time to brand. Along with the inevitable restrictions 

in focus on owned social media content that excluded other potential marketing channels 

and contact points that could have contributed to brand perceptions holistically, this 

suggests that the study has more to say about content strategy and brand positioning rather 

than an overall understanding of marketing effectiveness or return on investment. 

When characterized as such, the limitations taken in consideration suggest that though the 

study provides some really rich insights into how non-Western brands can leverage athlete 

partnerships in connection with strategic emphasis on their reach, the results of this study 

serve as contextually grounded illustrations rather than universally applicable 

prescriptions. The delimitations based on the temporal scope of study, case study 

specificity, and focus on qualitative methodology together indicate the importance of 

developing other research approaches to explore and unpack brand global sporting brand 

strategies in a digital landscape. 
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5.5  Future research directions and concluding reflections 

The results and limitations highlighted in this study quite obviously create several 

opportunities for future research that may elaborate and extend our understanding of 

athlete-driven influencer marketing across global contexts. These activities will help 

overcome the limitations of the current study and study new phenomena in both digital 

branding and cross-cultural marketing. 

 

5.5.1  Future research directions 

Expanding on the limitations identified in this case study, future research should pursue a 

number of strategic efforts to better inform understanding of global sportswear branding 

practices. First, a comparative platform analysis would provide insight on how athlete 

branding practices will be different across social media contexts. An examination of how 

the same campaign is adjusted across Instagram, TikTok, Twitter/X, and upcoming 

platforms would provide information about how benefits of different platforms and 

audiences expectations of MABI dimensional expression produces practice, possibly 

leading to a more implicated theory of platform, branding strategy (explored as) sensitive. 

Second, researchers should start longer studies exploring athlete-brand partnerships across 

adoption cycles and seasons of campaigns. Such study could explore how the emphasis on 

particular dimensions changes as brands transition from entering the market to positioning 

within the marketplace, and how consumers respond to product extensions over time. This 

would be particularly useful in understanding how non-Western brands navigate the 

transition from importing credibility to maintaining relevance within competitive 

environments. 

Third, this qualitative study establishes a foundation for future quantitative validation. 

Large-scale research should measure the impact of specific MABI dimensions, particularly 

the cultural storytelling on performance outcomes such as purchase intent, brand 

sentiment, and engagement to statistically test the relationships proposed here. 



 

 

63 

Fourth, future studies should consider cross-case comparative analysis to see how different 

non-Western brands embodies athlete partnerships across various context and product 

categories. Research where multiple brands from different emerging markets (e.g., China 

vs. Indian or Brazilian sportswear brands) compare strategies would help distinguish 

elements of the observed strategy that are replicated across context and what is conditional 

on elements of specific culture and/or market conditions. 

Finally, the research should study consumer perception, to see how sport and culture 

storytelling strategies from non-Western brands are interpreted and received by Western 

audiences. Knowing how consumers recognize and distinguish between authentic portrayal 

of cultural representation and cultural appropriation, in the context of athlete branding, 

would help brands with more empirical guidance through complex, cross-cultural 

marketing environments. 

5.5.2  The importance of cultural aspects in global branding 

This thesis provides a unique framework for how non-Western brands can enter established 

Western markets. It demonstrates that success now depends on leveraging digital athlete 

partnerships to build cultural connections and media-driven credibility, rather than relying 

on traditional, linear marketing models. By applying the Model of Athlete Brand Image to 

ANTA-Kyrie Irving case study, this research provided a theoretical understanding of (what 

is probably) a new marketing phenomenon that directly challenges existing orthodox 

branding strategies within the sportswear category. 

The significance of this thesis is in the clarification of the important role cultural capital 

can play when properly leveraged on digital platforms which, by serving as a kind of 

validator can provide a basis of competition to decades of brand legacy and very high 

levels of marketing spend. ANTA mitigates the liability of foreignness by strategically 

reworking the MABI dimensions as it treats athletic performance as a given, transforms 

attractive appearance into product symbolism, and roots its marketable lifestyle in cultural 

storytelling. Moreover, it offers a theoretical framework from which to understand how 

athlete partnerships evolve in marketing function terms not as endorsements but as cultural 

translation where the athlete is positioned not as a brand but as a cultural intermediary and 

co-creator. 
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In addition, the research contributes to our understanding of digital platforms and the 

impact on brands strategies as it describes how usability of Instagram, namely Reels and 

behind-the-scenes content, to provide forms of authenticity and cultural storytelling that 

traditional media cannot parallel. It also illustrates important considerations particularly in 

relation to the modern idea that digital platforms provide only distribution capacity to 

content produced and shared on those platforms, as digital platforms are often indicators 

and activate narratives of brand meaning and relationships with consumers in an agile 

manner that acknowledges the nature and privileges certain authenticities and types of 

stories. 

In a dynamic global sportswear market characterized by deepening digital integration and 

cultural hybridization, the strategic options identified in this study will hold relevance for 

brands regardless of their origin. The notion of a cultural equity model implies that it may 

be observing the start of a wider transition to a new marketing model in world branding 

that embodies cultural intelligence as a complement to digital agility in competition with 

traditional scale, advertising and brand legacy. This research offers a theoretical and 

practical framework for examining this evolution while gesturing towards many areas of 

inquiry to consider in this new dynamic and strategically relevant industry of marketing. 

In conclusion, this thesis establishes that only having a technical high-quality product or 

athletic endorsement is insufficient to capture market entry campaigns in the current global 

sportswear market as these campaigns need to demonstrate cultural relevance and authentic 

storytelling with platform native engagement strategies for brands to produce emotional 

connections that engage beyond functional benefits. More specifically, this thesis offers the 

ANTA case as both a guide/map for global expanded opportunity for other like-minded 

brands but also a possible warning for current established brands that have continuing 

reliance on traditional athlete branding may quickly approach becoming outdated when 

faced with more digitally and culturally sophisticated competition. 
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Figure 1: Theoretical framework 

 

Figure 2. Results of the Analysis. 
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Figure 3. Post #2 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 

 

Figure 4. Post #9 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 
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Figure 5. Post #1 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 

 

Figure 6. Post #3 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 
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Figure 7. Post #10 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 

 

Figure 8. Post #8 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 
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Figure 9. Post #11 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025). 

 

Figure 10. Post #6 (Kyrie Irving, Instagram 2025).   
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