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Abstract

With digitization, social media has grown into an important channel among
marketers because of its reach and effectiveness. Companies utilizing social media
influencers in their marketing strategies, which enable them to do paid
collaborations and thereby reveal about their products and services. With the help
of social media influencers, it is possible to engage consumers to products,
because consumers like the real content they produce, and find it reliable.
Alongside with social media influencers, athletes can also do influencer marketing
during their own career.

The study was implemented in cooperation with the Finnish Olympic
Committee, and its purpose was to find out how top athletes can use influencer
marketing as part of sports sponsorship on Instagram. In the study was used
qualitative research as a research method, and research data was collected
through semi-structured interviews. The research was carried out by interviewing
eight top athletes in the active phase of their careers, who are actively doing paid
collaborations on social media. In order to improve the reliability of the research
results, two sports managers were also interviewed for the research.

The research showed that influencer marketing done in cooperation with
companies helps athletes build their own personal brand after finding a common
values, and this can help them with future employment after their sports career.
Social media collaborations were also maintained an important sources of income.
The number of social media followers and the athlete’s success in their own career
also have a strong influence on getting influencer marketing collaborations.
Athletes should take advantage of the possibilities of social media as part of their
own profession, either by themselves or with the help of others.
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Tiivistelma

Digitalisaation myo6td sosiaalinen media on kasvanut tdrkedksi kanavaksi
markkinoijien keskuudessa sen tavoittavuuden ja vaikuttavuuden vuoksi.
Yritykset hyodyntdvat markkinointistrategioissaan sosiaalisen median
vaikuttajia, joiden avulla he voivat tehda kaupallisia yhteistditd, ja kertoa sitd
kautta tuotteistaan ja palveluistaan. Sosiaalisen median vaikuttajien avulla
kuluttajia on mahdollista sitouttaa tuotteisiin, silld kuluttajat pitdvat heidan
tuottamasta aidosta sisdllostd, ja kokevat sen luotettavaksi. Sosiaalisen median
vaikuttajien ohella myos urheilijat voivat tehdd vaikuttajamarkkinointia oman
uransa aikana.

Tutkimus toteutettiin yhteistyossda Suomen Olympiakomitean kanssa, ja sen
tarkoituksena oli selvittadd, ettd miten huippu-urheilijat voivat hyodyntada vaikut-
tajamarkkinointia osana urheilusponsorointia Instagramissa. Tutkimuksessa
kaytettiin tutkimusmenetelmand kvalitatiivista tutkimusta, ja tutkimusdata ke-
réattiin puolistrukturoitujen haastatteluiden avulla. Tutkimus toteutettiin haas-
tattelemalla kahdeksaa uransa aktiivisessa vaiheessa olevaa huippu-urheilijaa,
jotka tekevaét aktiivisesti kaupallisia yhteistditd sosiaaliseen mediaan. Tutkimus-
tulosten luotettavuuden parantamiseksi tutkimukseen haastateltiin myo6s kahta
urheilumanageria.

Tutkimus osoitti, ettd yrityksien kanssa yhteistyossa tehty vaikuttajamark-
kinointi auttaa urheilijoita rakentamaan omaa henkilokohtaista brandid yhteisen
arvomaailman 16ydyttyd, ja tdma voi auttaa heitd tulevaisuuden tyollistymisessa
urheilu-uran jilkeen. Sosiaalisen median yhteistoitd pidettiin myos tdrkeind tu-
lonldhteind. Vaikuttajamarkkinointiyhteistdiden saamiseen vaikuttaa vahvasti
myos sosiaalisen median seuraajamddrd sekd urheilijan menestyminen omalla
urallaan. Urheilijoiden kannattaa hyddyntdd sosiaalisen median mahdollisuuk-
sia osana omaa ammattiaan joko itse tai muiden avustuksella.
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Research motivation

Digitization and the internet have brought new ways to influence and marketing
online. Web 1.0 enabled one-way sharing of information to consumers, while
Web 2.0 allowed for adding content and establishing a connection. With this, for
example, bloggers were able to display advertisements on their blog use content
marketing. Web 3.0 introduced apps and mobile devices that accelerated the
popularity of social media platforms such as Instagram and Facebook, allowing
anyone to build an online followership. (Leung, Gu & Palmatier, 2022.) Marketers
are increasingly using social media platforms to market products to consumers,
as social media has an estimated 3.6 billion active users who spend more than
130 minutes on social media every day (Koay, Cheung, Soh & Teoh, 2022). During
the COVID-19 pandemic, the role of digital marketing was further emphasized
when sports fans were engaged in stakeholder groups and sports events were
marketed. Fans were able to connect with each other by discussing and sharing
information through various social media platforms. (Byon & Phua, 2021.)
Companies utilize social media influencers (SMlIs) to promote product-related
information across multiple platforms (Koay et al., 2022). In 2020, influencer
marketing represented a $10 billion industry, which is why only few companies
launch marketing campaigns without collaborating on popular social media
platforms such as Instagram or TikTok (Haenlein, Anadol, Farnsworth, Hugo,
Hunichen & Welte, 2020).

Social media influencers are people who use social media channels and
have an established followership that follows the influencer regularly, finding
their content interesting and reliable. Social media influencers also often do paid
collaborations with different companies, whereby the influencer creates content
and publishes it on social media and receives compensation for it. (Stubb,
Nystrom & Colliander, 2019.) According to Gupta, Agarwal & Singh (2020),
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companies use social media influencers, for example, online celebrities, in the
same way as regular celebrities to spread information. This information may
consist of travel, entertainment, family, beauty, or healthy lifestyles. (Gupta et al.,
2020.) On the other hand, in the article by Heikkeri (2020) states that companies
are interested today in influencers with other companies do not yet cooperate.
The eyes of companies have turned to athletes, as many companies have not yet
realized how to utilize their potential in influencer marketing. Athletes are
demand partners because they often represent the company’s values as healthy,
unyielding, and gutsy. (Heikkeri, 2020.) Dasi¢, Ratkovi¢ & Pavlovi¢ (2022)
highlight that athletes who have built a good image of themselves have the
opportunity to use social media to advertise companies” products, in which case
the companies pay the athletes for the work done (Dasi¢ et al., 2022). According
to Doyle, Su & Kunkel (2020), social media is considered the most important
branding tool for athletes, because athletes advertise their sponsors there, as well
as their own personal brand. Athletes also maintain current and build new
relationships with consumers through social media. (Doyle et al., 2020.)
According to previous studies and platform of Instagram, article by Heikkeri
(2020), was mentioned that many athletes are social media influencers, and that
is a good thing, because there is more money in influencer marketing than in
collaborations between athletes and companies. Heikkeri emphasizes that social
media is a great asset for an athlete if they know how to use it correctly. Athletes
and their sponsorship contracts and social media partnerships have also been
highlighted in the media from time to time in a negative and positive sense.
(Heikkeri, 2020.)

"Samuli Samuelsson did not get a cooperation agreement with a supplement company,
because he had less than 10,000 active followers on Instagram"

In the news of Iltalehti Leinonen (2020) and Salomaa (2020) reported that
Samuli Samuelsson did not get the supplement company he wanted as his spon-
sor, because he had less than 10,000 followers on Instagram, which the sponsor
company considered the minimum number of followers (Leinonen, 2020; Sa-
lomaa, 2020). According to the Leinonen (2020) news, Samuli emphasizes in an
interview with Iltalehti that at the beginning of the 2000s, sponsor companies
would have competed to see who would be allowed to cooperate with a compet-
itor close to the Finnish record. Samuli highlighted that times have changed. He
had made an update on his own Instagram on Thursday, in which he told about
what had happened, and at that time Samuli had a little less than 2,500 followers,
but the number of followers grew explosively by Friday afternoon, when there
were already almost 24,000 followers. Samuli said that the ulterior motive behind
the publication was not increasing the numbers of followers, because being active
on social media does not feel natural to him. He wanted to raise the issue because
according to Samuli, there are several different athletes in the same situation and
also some who are even more successful than him. (Leinonen, 2020.) In the news
of Salomaa (2020), Samuli stated that it is not possible to get financial relief for a
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sports career by improving sports performances alone, but this also requires be-
ing active in social media (Salomaa, 2020).

"The German sports giant Puma approached Lotta Harala itself and asked her to be the
company’s advertising face"

Although Samuli Samuelsson did not get the partner he wanted, Kuisma (2018)
mentioned in Iltalehti’s news that, on the other hand, Lotta Harala has never had
to approach companies herself for sponsorship, but the companies have wanted
to cooperate with the hurdler and contacted her themselves. A few years ago, the
German sports giant Puma wanted Harala as its advertising face, even though
Puma has not sponsored Finnish elite athletes for decades. Harala said in the in-
terview that she has been branding herself strongly for years, creating content for
social media and gathering a network of tens of thousands of followers there.
Harala said that thanks to the sponsorship agreement, she was able to focus fully
on sports and did not have to, for example, refuse foreign camps, which are im-
portant for athletes’ careers. (Kuisma, 2018.) According to Saari (2020), Harala
has wanted to make herself an interesting brand that companies want as a part-
ner. She also sees it as important that collaborations are agreed upon only with
partners whose values match the athlete’s own values. This is in the interests of
both the athlete and the company. According to Harala, athletes always have dif-
ficult seasons, which can be transmitted to partners as bad visibility, but if an
athlete can provide social media content or visibility in the mainstream media, it
also removes the athlete’s own pressures during these times. (Saari, 2020.)

"Enni Rukajdrvi wanted a new sponsor because the values no longer met with the old
sponsor"

Like Harala, Enni Rukajdrvi also emphasizes values in sponsor relations.
Accorging to Salonen (2017) the snowboarder ended with the international sports
drink brand Red Bull, and instead she chose a new cooperation partner with eth-
ics first. Rukajdrvi said that it is more pleasant to cooperate when the business
partner aims to improve the health of customers instead of selling addictions.
(Salonen, 2017.)

"Krista Piarmadkoski’s profile was closed on Instagram and her account completely
disappeared."

The importance of social media and Instagram, which is one of the most
well-known platforms, has been highlighted in the media among athletes.
Kemppi (2022) reported that Krista Parmékoski’s Instagram account was acci-
dentally hidden from her. The cross-country skier noticed it when she was about
to publish a series of nine pictures on her own profile in February, under the
Beijing Winter Olympics. Kristd Parmékoski’s manager commented in the news
that sometimes it might have taken weeks to restore the accounts, and that would
have been a disaster in this situation. Since Krista has more than 70,000 followers
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on her own Instagram and in the last month the account had reached more than
half a million users, the momentary disappearance of the account was a hard
place for the cross-country skier. Manager of Krista Parmékoski states that plat-
forms like Instagram play an important role in terms of fans and visibility, and
the importance of social media is really great. (Kemppi, 2022.)

"Camilla Richardsson’s Instagram account was deleted - without an Instagram ac-
count, the loss of financial lost can be really significant for the athlete"

Like Parmakoski, Camilla Richardsson’s Instagram account, which had
7,300 followers, was closed for no particular reason. According to Taipale’s (2021)
Iltalehti news, a brand-new way to cooperate with sponsors has opened up for
athletes through social media. Social media has become a new advertising
channel alongside traditional advertising channels, where individual
cooperation is worth thousands of euros. Athletes are used more and more in
influencer marketing and the athletes” earnings largely consist of social media
collaborations outside the competition season. (Taipale, 2021.)

Previous studies have shown that athletes use different social media plat-
forms to create and build their own personal brand while communicating with
different stakeholders there. According to the same study, athletes who are able
to engage their followers on social media are more valuable than those who have
more followers. The research also showed that posts connected to brands did not
get significantly as much engagement as posts that had no brand connected to
them. (Brison & Geurin, 2021.) It has also been shown that social media is seen as
an important channel among athletes for building their own personal brand and
as an important tool for obtaining and maintaining cooperative relationships be-
tween fans, customers and sponsors. Social media is also a big source of income
for athletes in addition to their own sports career, and if personal branding has
been handled well during athletes” career, they can get income through it even
after their sports career. When a social media influencers and brands collaborate,
the influencers publish a post on their own social media channel, for which they
receive a reward. (Dasi¢ et al., 2022; Stubb, Nystrom & Colliander, 2019.) Previ-
ous studies have found that endorsers who have won multiple major competi-
tions generate better returns for the brand. If the athletes have not won major
competitions, but are mentioned as top athletes, they can still generate significant
value for the brand. This is because they are well known and liked, and because
of their influence, companies are willing to pay them. Despite this, the sport that
the athlete represents can influence consumer acceptance. (Rascher, Eddy &
Hyun, 2017.)
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1.2 Research objectives and problems

More and more companies use influencer marketing as part of their own market-
ing strategy, the main research problem of the study is to find out how athletes
can utilize influencer marketing in sports sponsorship on Instagram. The re-
search wants to emphasize the making of influencer marketing on Instagram, be-
cause the theoretical framework of the research suggests that the platform works
well for making influencer marketing. Some athletes have done more paid col-
laborations than others, so this is believed to have a positive effect on the relia-
bility of the research. In addition to this, the study interviews the managers of
two top athletes, so that the results can be viewed from several different perspec-
tives and compared with the athletes” thoughts. Since more and more companies
use influencer marketing as part of their own marketing strategy, the main re-
search problem of the study is to find out how athletes can utilize influencer mar-
keting in sports sponsorship. The research is carried out as a qualitative study
using semi-structured interviews. The results obtained from the research are
compared to previous research results of the same topic, and they are analyzed
based on the theoretical reference framework. In order to answer the research
problem, the following research questions were set:

1. How does influencer marketing affect athletes during their career and af-
ter it ends?

2. What kind of methods can athletes use to maximize their influencer po-
tential in social media, especially on Instagram during their own sports
career?

3. Which factors influence the formation of athletes” paid collaborations in
social media, especially on Instagram?

1.3 Finnish Olympic Committee

The research was implemented in cooperation with Finnish Olympic Committee,
which is a national sports and exercise organization, and whose goal is to get
Finns to move more and succeed in competitive sport at the highest level. The
Olympic Committee, together with member organizations and regional sports
organizations, builds the vitality of sports and sports in Finland. In implementing
this, one of the most important things is social influence. The Olympic
Committee’s idea is that individuals alone do not achieve success, but that Finns
move and win together. Through the Olympic idea, can be taken care of the
preservation of human dignity in the international community and promote
social peace. Better opportunities for movement and sports are guaranteed for all
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Finns when the Olympic Committee forms one Finnish sports team and one voice
of sports in society. Olympic Team Finland acts as the face of the Olympic
Committee, where top athletes strive for international success. In social relations,
the Olympic Committee primarily aims to influence four goals, which are
strengthening cross-administration, strengthening the physical lifestyle,
developing the operating conditions for club activities and ensuring the
conditions for success in top sports. In its operations, the Olympic Committee
takes into account the ethical principles of Fair Play, for example, the sports
community, which are based on legislation and various international agreements,
such as the UN Sustainable Development Goals 2030. (Finnish Olympic
Committee, 2022.)

Y4 of the Olympic Committee’s income comes from companies and various
sponsors, they have around 30 active business partners with whom seamless
cooperation is carried out. Athletes also constantly collaborate with various
companies, for example through social media, which has become one of the
biggest channels for reaching large audiences and paid collaborations. (Finnish
Olympic Committee, 2022.)

12



1.4 Research structure

The study consists of six different chapters, the first of which contains the intro-
duction. The theoretical framework is discussed in chapter two, which is based
on sport marketing, and in chapter three, which tells more about social media,
influencer marketing and related important areas. The fourth chapter reviews the
research method and methodology. The fifth chapter describes the results ob-
tained from the interviews and interprets them. The sixth chapter contains the
conclusions, limitations of the study and suggestions for future research. The fig-
ure 1 below reflects the process of the study.

1. INTRODUCTION

/ \

3. 50CIAL MEDIA AND

2. SPORT TING INFLUENCER MARKETING

\ /

4. DATA AND
METHODOLOGY

5. RESULTS

l

6. CONCLUSIONS

FIGURE 1 Research structure.
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2  SPORT MARKETING

2.1 Special features of sport marketing

Sport is defined as an experience, business or activity related to well-being,
competitions, or events. Sports is an all-encompassing term that also includes
aspects related to business, management, and game implementation.
Consequently, sports do not always have to include a competitive situation, a
standard set of rules, and special equipment and facilities offered to participants.
Sports marketing, on the other hand, means a process in which consumers seen
as potential can be attracted with the help of services and products that are
related to sports and meet their wishes. In addition to business, management,
products and services, sports marketing also includes consumers and customers.
(Schwarz & Hunter, 2018.) Sports marketing can be used to promote the
consumption of sports-related products and services, and the approval given by
athletes can be used to increase consumption (Ratten, 2016). According to Scott,
Burton & Li (2021), sports marketing includes all those activities that meet the
needs and wishes of sports consumers through the exchange process. Sports
marketing has two purposes: it can be used to market products and services
directly to sports consumers, and the marketing of services and products through
the promotion of sports. (Scott et al., 2021.) According to Dasi¢ et al. (2022),
advertising the company through athletes representing the brand is a method
that is wanted to be used both for acquiring new customers and for maintaining
existing customer relationships. Athletes increase confidence in the company’s
products and evoke strong emotions in advertising. Athletes are considered a
very important marketing tool, because through them it is possible to expand the
understanding of marketed products from a sports perspective. (Dasi¢ et al.,
2022.)

There are always downsides to an athlete’s career, such as injuries, loss of
performance and falling into various scandals due to a public and interesting
reputation. In today’s sports market, agents and brand managers are responsible
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for maintaining athletes” personal image and long-term fan relationships. (Dasi¢
et al., 2022.) When talking about professional sports, it can be stated that it is a
short-lived profession, which is also accompanied by uncertainty. An athletes can
face various crises and violations during their career, which can have a negative
effect on the athletes brand and trust. Because of this, it is important that during
career breaks, the athletes” brands are maintained creatively and innovatively.
(Bredikhina, Sveinson & Kunkel, 2022.)

2.2 Sport sponsorship

According to Schwarz & Hunter (2018), sponsorship covers an agreement be-
tween a company and a sports organization, whereby the company pays the
sports organization to be associated with them in order to achieve the benefits of
the partnership (Schwarz & Hunter, 2018). Greenhalgh, Martin & Smith (2021)
claims, that by the exchange theory the price paid for the goods or services must
be at least as much as what was offered in exchange in order to be successful in
exchange theory. The usage of exchange theory is command belong sport spon-
sorships. (Greenhalgh et al., 2021.) Sponsorship may benefit the company to in-
crease its sales, increase awareness of the company and maintain positive rela-
tions with consumers (Schwarz & Hunter, 2018). According to Greenhalgh et al.
(2021) the sponsoring company can achieve the company’s goals through spon-
sorship. Achieving the goals is facilitated by the fact that sports can offer some
companies the opportunity to connect with exactly the fan base that the com-
pany’s customer segment covers. However, two factors are required for success-
ful sports sponsorship. The company must have a clear target market, and fans
of the sponsored sport must belong to the target market of the sponsoring com-
pany. (Greenhalgh et al., 2021.) Sponsorship also aims to build a brand image
(Maldonado-Erazo, Duran-Sanchez, Alvarez-Garzia & Rio-Rama, 2019). Spon-
sorship is one of the fastest growing forms of sales promotion (Scott et al., 2021).
According to Maldonado-Erazo et al. (2019), sport has become a social phenom-
enon whose production, consumption and financing correspond to economic cri-
teria, and which is called the Sports Economy. Sports has become an economic
activity that is integrated into the market economy through, for example, sports
equipment, service provision, advertising and sponsorship. The income from
sports consists of three different sources, which are spectators, various federa-
tions and top athletes, and sponsors. The goal of sponsorship is to achieve the
goals set for it in such a way that both parties benefit from the cooperation. Sports
sponsorship can be used to support both clubs and individual athletes. (Maldo-
nado-Erazo et al., 2019.) Sports sponsorship aims to influence people’s behavior,
which is why traditional shirt advertisements and advertisements on cars have
changed to a digital format (Singh, Bharwaj & Sudan, 2019).

According to Greenhalgh et al. (2021), sponsorship involves various goals,
which can be, for example, increasing awareness of the sponsoring company, in-
creasing sales, building a company image from the perspective of the target
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market, and changing the general perception (Greenhalgh et al., 2021). This is
also supported by Schonberner, Woratschek & Ellert (2021) article, where the
goal of sponsorship can be set in addition to these, as well as increased media
coverage, image improvement, building business relationships and participation
with the community (Schonberner et al., 2021). In the research, it has been found
that there are differences between different customer segments in remembering
sponsors and reacting to them, because men, educated people and young people
pay more attention and better remember the sponsors who were involved in
sports, while young people more often end up making purchase decisions about
the sponsor’s products or services (Greenhalgh et al., 2021).

2.3 Personal branding of athletes

Social media has become a platform to reach a large number of people and the
profiles can be called personal brands. With the increased use of social media, it
has been found that almost everyone should create their own personal brand,
whether they want it or not. (Lo & Peng, 2021.) When talking about an athlete’s
success, attention is no longer only focused on the activities that take place on the
field, but also the athlete’s own personality and the activities that take place off
the field. Therefore, people can also be brands. An athlete brand is defined as a
public figure who has created symbolic meaning and value in the market by
using his / her own name, face or other brand elements. (Sharifzadeh, Brison &
Bennett, 2021.) When talking about an athletes” personal branding, is talked
about a marketing tool that allows the athletes to achieve their own career goals
and present their own strengths to their target audience (Dasi¢ et al., 2022). With
the help of a successful and good personal brand, it is possible for celebrities to
benefit from positioning strategies that enable them to promote their own careers
(Lo & Peng, 2021). It is possible for athletes to create an image of themselves with
the help of their own personal brand and promote their own image in order to
improve their success in the future during and after their sports career
(Sharifzadeh et al., 2021).

The public image of the personal brand is clear, powerful and convincing,
and in its responsible behavior, direct communication with the public and public
relations are a priority. As athletes use the social network, its value increases even
more, even when the athlete’s career ends. There is a great need for building a
personal brand these days, because it increases the athlete’s attractiveness and
reputation, and it also allows the athlete to promote company brands. According
to the article, personal brand is considered the most valuable thing of all, and
social media is the place where influencers can create a personal brand. When
athletes do personal branding on social media, it simultaneously increases the
interest of companies to get involved from a sponsorship point of view. (Dasi¢ et
al., 2022.) Companies and sponsors are interested in public figures, the more fans
they have (Lo & Peng, 2021). Athletes’ qualities can create an emotional bond
with fans for a lifetime. With the help of social media, it is possible for athletes to
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share more of their own personality than in ordinary advertising tools, in which
case it works as part of the branding process and speeds it up. (Sharifzadeh et al.,
2021.) With the help of social media branding, it is possible for athletes to keep in
touch with fans, network in the sports community, and get sponsorship support
(Bredikhina et al., 2022).

The motivations that guide the construction of one’s personal brand can be
divided into two complementary areas, which are internal motivation and
external motivation. Internal motivation means showing true itself to others,
which makes it possible to build an ideal self-image. Individual differences in the
need for self-expression determine the magnitude of intrinsic motivation.
Extrinsic motivation, on the other hand, comes from outside and often involves
physical attributes such as financial benefits and career opportunities, as well as
virtual attributes such as satisfaction and goal achievement. The size of the
reward affects the magnitude of extrinsic motivation. (Lo & Peng, 2021.)

Behind the success of an athletes” personal brands is the athletes’ success in
their own careers, but it is also influenced by the athletes” appearances, the image
of the athletes” home countries, various personality traits and a scandal-free
family lives. Personal brand can be developed by participating in charity or
cultural activities. When building a personal brand, it is important to remember
the long-term and to be aware of one’s own strengths and areas for development.
The article highlights David Beckham as a good example, who has succeeded in
building his own personal brand, and after his own famous football career, he is
known worldwide as a father, husband and fashion icon, whose hairstyle and
fashion many want to copy for themselves. (Dasi¢ et al., 2022.)

2.4 Marketing during Olympics

The Olympics are the biggest and most well-known sports event in the world,
whose sponsorship price is so high that many companies cannot afford it (Jones,
2018). Over the past three decades, global partnership fees for international
sports have experienced a significant rise (Scott et al., 2021). Global attention is
linked to the Olympic Games, and these meaningful prestigious competitions
attract actors who want to profit from the reputation of the members of the
Olympic Team or the Olympians. Because of this, the Olympic movement must
pay special attention to the protection of its trademarks, so that financial
resourcing of the operators belonging to the Olympic movement is possible.
(Olympic Team Finland, 2020.)

241 Rule40

The Olympics are known all over the world, and therefore a big event also
attracts actors who want to benefit from the reputation of the Olympics without
their right (Finnish Olympic Committee, 2018). Rule 40 was developed to

17



regulate the trademark rights of the Olympic Games as well as the obligations
and rights of the persons participating in the honors competitions. These are
related to the fact that their names, voices, images, personalities, or performances
may not be used for commercial purposes during the Olympics. However, the
rule covers all commercial activities that can be carried out in various
communication channels. These communication channels include outdoor
advertising, television, print, digital media, media advertising and social media.
All persons who are accredited for the competition must follow Rule 40
throughout the competition. (Olympic Team Finland, 2020.) The Rule 40 is based
on the fact that athletes are given permission to focus on sports during
prestigious competitions, and commercial exploitation is handled by the people
who have the right to do so (Finnish Olympic Committee, 2018). Persons
accredited to the Olympic Games must follow the given instructions regarding
communication and marketing. Athletes have been given the authority to thank
their own partners once during the competition on a social media channel of their
choice, but the thank you messages must not contain commercial or official logos
of Olympic Games. Athletes can therefore produce content for their own social
media channels within the limits allowed by the Finnish Olympic Committee and
the International Olympic Committee. (Olympic Team Finland, 2018).

24.2 Ambush marketing

Ambush marketing refers to a practice where a competing company tries to steal
the public’s attention from the sponsoring company (Scott et al., 2021). A
company that does not own the marketing rights to the event uses ambush
marketing to create a connection. Its idea is to utilize the benefits of sponsorship
without the sponsor’s obligations (Nufer, 2016). The ambush company is not an
official sponsor of the Olympics, but tries to associate itself indirectly with the
event, in order to receive the benefits associated with an official sponsor. The
ambush company can use phrases, images or symbols to make people believe
that they are somehow related to the Olympics. A company engaged in ambush
marketing can, for example, appear in the event’s surroundings and thus divert
attention away from the real sponsor of the event (Nufer, 2016). The 1996
Summer Olympics, where Nike, which was not an official sponsor of the
Olympics, had a large waving logo on the building opposite the Olympic
Stadium (Jones, 2018). Ambush marketing can also be seen as an activity where
an unofficial sponsor takes advantage of awareness or attention without being
the official sponsor of the event (Nufer, 2016). At the 2000 Summer Olympics in
Sydney, many swimmers were seen in several photos wearing Adidas bodysuits.
Because the swimming team received a lot of publicity during the Games, Adidas
became the seventh most famous sports sponsor, even though Adidas was not
an official sponsor of the Olympics. (Jones, 2018.)
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3 SOCIAL MEDIA AND INFLUENCER MARKETING

3.1 Social media

During the year 2022, the number of social network users is expected to reach
3.96 billion users (Statista Research Department, 2022). Because of this, social
media marketing (SMM) can be considered as one of the most important
marketing strategies, and because of its interactivity, there is potential in building
relationships between the consumer and the brand. With these opportunities,
many luxury brands have increased social media communications to better
connect with consumers. (Cheung, Pires, Rosenberger & De Oliveira, 2020.)
Social media platforms offer new opportunities for personal brand management,
while athletes have the opportunity to develop deeper interactions with their
own fans. Social media platforms have been born in the last two decades and
their popularity is constantly growing. Well-known social media platforms
include Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Instagram and TikTok. Facebook allows
users to share content through photos, video stories and comments, while on
Twitter users express their own opinions and views on different issues. LinkedIn
is intended for companies or professionals, where users can express their own
expertise. In TikTok, which is popular with generation Z, it is possible to publish
short videos through someone’s own profile. Instagram, on the other hand,
shares visual content in the form of pictures, short videos, stories and live streams.
(Dasic et al., 2022.)

As stated in the introduction, the research focuses on the use of influencer
marketing on the Instagram platform. Next are discussed why Instagram is a
good platform for paid collaborations. According to Herzallah, Mufioz-Leiva &
Liébana-Cabanillas, (2021) Instagram is a place where things happening in the
world are published for everyone to see. In addition to creating social media
content, Instagram allows to send messages, add hashtags, react to other people’s
posts and make video calls. Instagram has also become an important trading
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platform for companies when the application launched a shopping option for
consumers in June 2018. Through the application, consumers can see the detailed
information of the products and their prices and can even buy the products.
Because of these features, Instagram has also become an important place for
companies, where they can market their own products, and engage consumers
four times better than on Facebook. According to the article, companies should
focus on publishing images on Instagram that give a good first impression and
arouse the consumers’ interest. (Herzallah et al., 2021.) According to January 2022
statistics, the leader of social media market platforms is still Facebook, which has
2.91 million monthly active users. The table 1 below describes globally known
social media channels and their active monthly user numbers in millions.
(Statista Research Department, 2022.)

TABLE 1 Globally the most popular social media platforms by active monthly users (Statista,
2022).

GLOBALLY THE MOST POPULAR SOCIAL
MEDIA PLATFORMS BY ACTIVE
MONTHLY USERS

FACEBOOK 2,910
YOUTUBE 2,562
INSTAGRAM 1,478

TIK TOK 1,000

TWITTER 0,436

Instagram is one of the most famous applications worldwide, with the largest
user base being users under the age of 35, many of whom follow celebrities
through their accounts (Dixon, 2022). Cristiano Ronaldo is the world’s most
followed athlete on social media and in June 2022 his account had a total of 455
million followers. Like Ronaldo, many other athletes also represent brands
through which they receive additional income through sponsored content and
social media marketing. (Dixon, 2022.) The use of Instagram in influencer
marketing is an important tool for marketers due to its visuality (Belanche,
Flavian & Ibafiez-Sanchez, 2020).



3.2 Influencer marketing

Influencer marketing refers to product placement and recommendations given
by influencers, which are implemented on social media. Due to the reach of social
media, many companies cooperate with influencers, because it is possible to
marketing the company’s products to large audiences through a well-known
influencer. In addition to visibility, influencers can engage consumers and
influence the purchasing decisions of millions of consumers through social media
platforms. Instagram is considered the most popular influencer marketing
platform, but TikTok has also grown in popularity as an influencer marketing
platform. (Statista Research Department, 2022.) According to statistics, influencer
marketing has become the most effective and popular means of online marketing,
as millions of internet surfers use social media channels to find inspiration,
product recommendations and entertaining content. Year after year, the size and
value of influencer marketing platforms continue to grow, while influencer
referrals develop as an industry. In 2022, the influencer marketing market size
was 16.4 billion US dollars. This makes collaboration between companies and
influencers more profitable than ever before. (Statista Research Department, 2021;
Statista Research Department, 2022.) The table 2 below describes the growth of
the influencer marketing market between 2016 and 2022 in billions of US dollars
(Statista Research Department, 2022).

TABLE 2 Global market size of influencer marketing between years 2016-2022 (Statista,
2022).

GLOBAL MARKET SIZE OF INFLUENCER
MARKETING BETWEEN YEARS 2016-2022

2022
2021
2020
2019
2018
2017

2016




Investments in influencer marketing have grown in recent years, as several
marketing professionals have adopted influencer marketing. This is explained by
the fact that many consumers use social media platforms in their purchase
decision processes. Consumers also consume more content created by influencers
and are more reserved towards brand-produced content. Influencer marketing is
mainly implemented on different social media platforms, such as Facebook,
Twitter and Instagram. (Martinez-Lopez, Anaya-Sanchez, Giordano & Lopez-
Lopez, 2020.) Online influencer marketing (OIM) refers to a strategy where the
company encourages influencers to engage their followers with the company’s
products on social media. Through this, the company’s goal is to improve their
own performance. Influencers use their personal stories to showcase the
company’s brands, which makes the content more authentic. (Leung et al., 2022.)
Consumers also perceive content as less commercial (Martinez-Lopez et al., 2020).
Anecdotal evidence suggests that online influencer marketing can achieve higher
sales and ROI than traditional marketing (Leung et al., 2022). Companies pay
influencers when they market the companies” products on social media and
engage consumers to use the products (Leung et al., 2022). Social media
influencers (SMlIs) can create their own channels and pages to share entertaining
content about different products and brands while interacting with their
followers worldwide privately or publicly (Koay et al., 2021).

According to Haenlein et al. (2020), influencer marketing is also more than
making posts on Instagram, as a few individual posts lead to an increase in sales.
Because there are strong interactions between sales promotion, advertising and
influencer marketing, influencer marketing must be included as part of a larger
marketing plan. (Haenlein et al., 2020.) The ultimate purpose of influencer
marketing is to balance the needs of the influencer, the followers and the brand
(Stubb et al, 2019). Influencers must both produce content and share it on their
own social media. They should also take into account exclusivity, for example,
the fact that they do not collaborate with competing brands in the short term.
Exclusive partnerships are created when a brand and an influencer make a long-
term collaboration, which is usually 3-12 months. In order for an Instagram post
to be authentic, the influencers must adopt the products of the advertised brand
and also use them themselves. Influencers must reach the target group using the
products in their own social media channels. (Haenlein et al., 2020.)

3.21 Brand engagement on social media

When talking about brand engagement, it can be thought of it as a consequence
of brand trust, which has an important role in influencing the consumer’s
purchase decision (Osei-Frimpong, McLean & Famiyeh, 2019). Previous studies
have shown that social media channels are also used to engage customers and
the brand, and sharing information plays an important role in engaging
customers and improving the brand relationship (Hanaysha, 2021). In addition
to engagement, social media channels can also be used to improve visibility,
because when a brand gets new fans on social media platforms, it also increases
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its own visibility (Yang, Lin, Carlson & Ross Jr, 2016). According to Naraine,
Bakhsh & Wanless (2022), engagement is very important in the social media
environment because it emphasizes the interactive actions of the consumer,
which can increase the consumers’ loyalty and influence their purchase intention
(Naraine at al., 2022). Brand commitment is important in long-term customer
relationships, because committed customers want to maintain a good
relationship with the brand. Engagement can also be improved with interactive
and entertaining content, as it has been found to have positive effects on the
consumer’s willingness to buy. (Hanaysha, 2021.) According to Belanche et al.,
(2020), influencers promote interaction through their own accounts because it
increases user engagement with the influencer (Belanche et al., 2020).
Engagement means the customer’s engagement to the brand, in which case
there is a two-way interaction between the customer and the brand. Engagement
is considered a psychological state of the customer and a psychological process.
Brand engagement, on the other hand, arises from a strong relationship between
the brand and the customer, and it involves the customer’s passion for the brand,
as well as the customer’s pride. (Goyal & Verma, 2022.) Brand engagement can
be talked when consumers are ready to invest their own personal resources in
addition to the resources needed to buy or consume the brand. The consumer’s
time, money and energy can be considered personal resources. (Goyal & Verma,
2021; Osei-Frimpong et al., 2019) However, engaged customers spend more time
looking for the company’s products and services, and also share their opinions
on social media related to the topic. Engaged customers also spread a positive
impression of the brand with the help of WoM and recommend the brand’s
products to other consumers. (Hanaysha, 2021.) Consumers also have the
opportunity to view the opinions of other users through social media platforms,
where users have engaged on their own experiences with the product or service.
This function has a direct impact on the brand engagement of other users (Yang
et al., 2016). Brand engagement can also be improved with the help of online
behavioral targeting. Online behavioral targeting (OBT) is a term that aims to
produce advertisements tailored to consumers on mobile platforms. The purpose
of the operating model is to collect consumers’ preferences through website visits
and search terms and use it to produce personalized advertisements for

consumers in different channels. This increases the effectiveness of advertising.
(Wang, Tan, Yuang, Ooi & Dwivedi, 2022.)

3.2.2 Halo effect theory

The halo effect theory is based on the fact that something that has a positive
feature that attracts attention is also associated with other positive features.
Consumers evaluate the product based on the review they receive from the
product user. Brands use public figures to create a positive image of a certain
product, to create a halo effect. (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017.) When talking
about the halo effect, it can be considered a kind of cognitive bias, on the basis of
which people form positive or negative opinions about the properties of products
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towards another attribute. This means that the evaluation of some properties may
have an effect on other properties. (Nicolau, Mellinas & Martin-Fuentes, 2020.)
The halo effect works in two directions, whereby positive information produces
positive thoughts and negative information leads to the evaluation of negative
things. In marketing communications, public figures are used as help to create a
halo effect. When a celebrity talks about a new product, the celebrity’s good
image is transferred to the advertised product, and through that, consumers get
the impression that the advertised product is also believable. (Nufer, 2019.)
Public figures are also used in advertising because of the halo effect, as it is easy
to create a positive image with them. When a public figure everyone knows talks
about a product, it creates an image in people’s minds that the advertised product
is also good, because the positive image of the public figure is transferred directly
to the advertised product. (Yuan & Gao, 2022.) The halo effect can also be talked
about in the context of sports. Fans can also show loyalty to the sponsors of the
sports clubs they support through the halo effect, which leads to positive
attitudes towards the sponsor’s brand. (Nufer, 2019.) As stated above, the halo
effect can not only have a positive effect, but also a negative one. If the athlete
loses the game, it can also have a negative effect on the reliability or competence
of the less well-known sponsoring company in the manner of a halo effect. (Yuan
& Gao, 2022.)

3.2.3 WoM and eWoM

Communication between customers is considered credible, which is why many
customers would rely on the experiences of others in moments of uncertain
choices. Consequently, WoM affects customer engagement, because it has an
impact on what kind of attitudes customers develop, as well as how they behave.
(Goyal & Verma, 2021.) Personal conversations shape consumer expectations,
increase presuppositions and perceptions of after using a product or service
(Jalilvand, Esfahani & Samiei, 2011). WoM can be considered more influential
than regular media channels because positive WoM can lead to long-term
customer relationships, while negative WoM can lead to more dissatisfied
customers (Goyal & Verma, 2021). Consumers therefore share information and
opinions with each other, and these shared issues lead buyers to products, brands
and services, or alternatively away from them (Jalilvand et al., 2011). Traditional
WoM, or word-of-mouth, has played a large role when looking at customers’
purchase decisions (Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh & Gremler, 2004). With the
development and increased use of Web 2.0 technology, information has started
to be shared more and more online, on the basis of which the new term eWoM or
electronic word-of-mouth has been born (Wandoko & Panggati, 2022).

EWoM is defined by Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) in the article that it is any
opinion made visible via the Internet to a number of people or companies,
whether positive or negative, originating from a previous, current or potential
customer, and related to a company or product. Communication related to
eWoM can be carried out in discussion forums, newsgroups or web-based
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opinion platforms. (Hennig-Thurau et al, 2004.) Sharing opinions and
information between companies and consumers is easy via Internet (Jalilvand et
al., 2011). According to Wandoko & Panggati (2022), companies use digital
influencers in their business to share product information through eWoM
Wandoko & Panggati, 2022). According to Uzunoglu & Kip (2014), digital
influencers” own experiences and opinions, which are shared using eWoM, can
be considered more reliable than the company’s own communication (Uzunoglu
& Kip, 2014). Factors influencing positive eWoM in social media include self-
expression, relationships with other users, and brand-related relationships (Choi,
Thoeni & Kroff, 2018). It has also been found that social media influencers can
create positive eWoM towards a brand (Choi et al., 2018; Khan, Zaman, Khan &
Musleha, 2022). Passive users of social media have been transformed into active
participants who communicate with their own networks and share images,
videos or written texts. Since the sharing of one’s thoughts on social media has
grown recently, eWoM has an increasingly greater influence on consumers’
purchasing decisions. (Leon, Loi & Woon, 2022.) EWoM is now considered as
reliable as brands” own websites (Jalilvand et al., 2011).

3.3 Social media influncer

Influencers are individuals or groups of individuals whose opinions are
considered important in a self-built network of followers on social media.
Influencers create content from their everyday lives, share their own experiences
and interact with their own followers. (Leung et al., 2022.) Some of the influencers
have built such a large following that they are considered public figure. However,
they differ from public figures in that they have not been authenticated through
a formal institution, as public figures are. (Leung, Gu, Zhang & Palmatier, 2022.)
Social media influencers (SMI) can be considered micro-influencers who engage
consumers and have a large following on social media (Delbaere, Michael &
Phillips, 2020). The purpose of influencers is to share content and thereby gather
followers for themselves, as well as increase brand support through their
personal stories and messages. This results in content that appears authentic and
provides consumer value. (Leung et al., 2022.) In the article by Jin, Mugaddam &
Ryu (2019) also were mentioned social media celebrities who have become
tamous for their presence on social media. According to the article, traditional
celebrities have become famous through sports, music or movies before they
have been involved in advertising. Social media celebrities are considered more
relatable than traditional celebrities. (Jin et al.,, 2019.) These social media
celebrities are called instafamous personalities, because they have skills to
transform unknown brand into known brand (Gupta et al., 2020). Consumers
also want to imitate them, which leads to a higher purchase intention of the
products they promote (Jin et al, 2019) According to Haenlein, Anadol,
Farnsworth, Hugo, Hunichen & Welte (2020), it is not the number of social media
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followers that matters, but the fact that influencers can connect with their own
community and inspire them to act on recommendations. Important factors in
the selection of influencers are the number of followers and the degree of
engagement. A significant number of followers is 10,000 followers and an
engagement rate of over 10%. This means that an influencer with 10,000 followers
should have 1,000 comments, shares or likes per post. A good influencer has a
community where their opinion matters and influences consumer behavior.
Therefore, the number of followers is not always a decisive factor when choosing
influencers. (Haenlein et al., 2020.) A larger number of followers can also have an
impact on how consumers feel about the trustworthiness of the brand.
Consequently, the more reliable and attractive a brand is, the more likely the
consumer will make a purchase decision on the products or services of that brand.
(Sesar, Martincevi¢ & Boguszewicz-Kreft, 2022.)

In the article by Uzunoglu & Misci Kip (2014), the two-step flow theory was
presented, where digital influencers are seen as opinion leaders, and where the
relationship between influencers and consumers is examined. Opinion leaders
are defined in such a way that they adopt innovations of products or services at
an early stage, as well as being effective in spreading negative or positive ones
among other people. Opinion leaders also have more know-how and knowledge
about recent developments, which makes them want to consume media content.
(Uzunoglu & Misci Kip, 2014.) According to Bamakan, Nurgaliev & Qu (2018),
information is transferred from the mass media to the public through opinion
leaders. The birth of new digital technologies has also led to the birth of digital
influencers. These digital influencers can spread messages in the online
environment like opinion leaders. (Bamakan, Nurgaliev & Qu.) From the point
of view of marketing communication, influencers can play a key role in
introducing products to new markets or launching new products, when they are
perceived as opinion leaders (Uzunoglu & Misci Kip, 2014). The figure 2 below
shows the two-step flow theory.
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FIGURE 2 Two-step flow theory.

3.4 Paid collaboration

Social media collaborations between companies and influencers have grown over
the last few years, as they make it possible to increase the effectiveness of the
message in a commercial sense (Ibafez-Sanchez, Flavidn, Casalé & Belanche,
2021). In collaborations between a social media influencer and a brand, the aim
is to produce sponsored content for social media. The influencer creates and pub-
lishes a product recommendation post on their own channel and receives a re-
ward in return. When it is a paid commercial partnership, the author of the pub-
lication must inform about it in connection with the post in order to avoid mis-
leading. Consumers usually engage with social media posts for non-commercial
reasons. Therefore, subtly announcing paid advertisements can irritate consum-
ers and cause them to have negative feelings. This creates challenges for social
media influencers, as their income may be completely dependent on collabora-
tions with brands. Many influencers have said on their own social media chan-
nels that they do paid collaborations so that it is possible for them to offer quality
content to their followers, and so that they receive income. By collaborating with
a social media influencer, companies want to increase their sales and increase a
positive brand attitude. (Stubb et al. 2019.) Ibafiez-Sanchez et al. (2021) were men-
tioned in the article, when an influencer cooperates with a brand that is well-
known, more positive effects have been observed from the consumer’s point of
view. In this case, a well-known influencer and a well-known brand strengthen
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each other, making marketing through social media more effective. (Ibafiez-
Sanchez et al., 2021.)

According to Belanche et al., (2020), consumers can be divided into two
groups when examining the effect of their participation in collaborative publica-
tions. Involved consumers are more interested in learning about products and
seek information to facilitate decision-making, while less involved consumers
simplify their own selection process. Engaged consumers pay more attention to
advertised messages and do not perceive commercial content as a negative thing.
On the other hand, less engaged consumers do not pay as much attention to com-
mercial messages and are not affected in the same way. Therefore, when there is
a connection (fit) between the influencer and the consumer, the participation and
interest of the followers increases. Active followers of influencers are more inter-
ested in the products advertised in collaborations when the publications coincide.
Consistent and regular content publishing by influencers causes positive activity
in followers. Consequently, active followers believe in influencers and follow
their advice also in paid collaborations. Followers who use products are more
active in searching for information about advertised products and follow influ-
encers’ accounts on social media because they have a positive attitude towards
paid collaborations. It is important that the company and the influencer cooper-
ate strongly and create a story behind the advertised product. (Belanche et al.,
2020.)

28



3.5 Research model

With the help of a theoretical frame of reference, it is easier to approach and out-
line the subject to be investigated in the research. In the table below, central
themes from the point of view of the research have been compiled, as well as the
relationships between them, which are believed to have effects in terms of the
research question. The figure 3 below ties together the theoretical framework and
the goal of the research.
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4 DATA AND METHODOLOGY

4.1 Qualitative research

Qualitative research can be used to describe real life, and it aims to study the
subject as comprehensively as possible (Hirsjarvi, Remes & Sajavaara, 2014, 160-
161). The features of qualitative research can be described as participation, where
the researcher participates in the lives of the researched. However, this is not
considered a prerequisite for qualitative research, but research can be carried out
using several different methods. (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, 1) The target group of
the study is selected according to purpose (Hirsjdrvi et al., 2014, 160-161) and
discretionary (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, 1) and the study uses inductive analysis
so that the researcher can examine the material in detail. Qualitative research
aims to find or reveal facts, and not so much to verify an already existing truth
(Hirsjarvi et al., 2014, 160-161; Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, 1.) The research
population of qualitative research is smaller than the sample of quantitative
research, which is why qualitative research focuses on quality instead of the
number of subjects. Due to the basic characteristics of qualitative research, the
sample is usually small, but it does not have an immediate effect on the success
of the research. In qualitative research, the material can be considered sufficient
at the point when the analysis of the results no longer produces new information.
In this case, we talk about saturation of the material. However, it is not the scope
of the research sample but the depth of its analysis that is essential. Delimitation
of qualitative research material and its interpretation is important. In this case,
we get the best possible picture of the extensive material, which makes it easier
to start interpreting it. (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, 1.) The purpose of qualitative
research is to describe and understand the studied phenomenon, as well as to
interpret and analyze it throughout the data collection process (Kananen, 2008,
24). Qualitative research aims to build theoretical perspectives from the material,
which is why the purpose of the research is not just to relate about the material
(Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, 1). Qualitative research provides a new way of
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understanding the studied phenomenon, and it is best suited to situations where
is wanted to get a deep insight and a good picture of the phenomenon, and if
there is no previous research or information about the phenomenon (Kananen,
2008, 24). The basic features of qualitative research also include the absence of
hypotheses, which means that the researcher has not made certain prior
assumptions about the research results. However, before carrying out the
research, the researcher can develop guesses about future research results.
Instead of precise hypotheses, the researcher should be surprised by the answers
he receives during the research, in which case the researcher has the opportunity
to find new perspectives on the matter under investigation. (Eskola & Suoranta,
1998, 1.)

A case study can be defined as a study in which a current phenomenon is
studied in its real environment, and in which the analyzed material forms a
whole (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, 3). Qualitative research was used in this study
because it was desired to gain in-depth information about the topic, and it had
not been extensively studied before.

4.2 Ethics in research

Ethical questions guide the conduct of research, and the researcher faces them
when conducting research and reporting the results. Ethical questions also
include quotes from other researchers, research bias and the silencing of other
researchers in the research community. Research ethics regulations change at the
same time as new questions and regulations arise in society. (Eriksson &
Kovalainen, 2008, 6.) According to Eskola and Suoranta (1998), five different
issues can be considered as ethical problems in research, the first of which is the
questions related to the research permit, which means that permission must be
obtained from the research subjects to conduct the research. Another issue that
arises is the problems surrounding the collection of research material, which
means that the researcher must not hide the fact that he is recording the answers.
From the subject’s point of view, the subject must answer the questions honestly,
but if the subject does not answer the questions, it may also be related to ethical
problems, such as overly sensitive questions. The third problem is the
exploitation of the research results in connection with something other than the
research itself, while the fourth problem is the aspects related to participation,
which means the influence of the researcher on the researched. The fifth problem
raised is informing about the research, in other words, how research information
is communicated to the research subjects and reported to the research without
the research subjects being able to be identified. In addition to these, the
following issues must be taken into account in research ethics. There must not be
a dependency relationship between the researcher and the subject that could lead
to incorrect research results. The research must respect human dignity, the
subjects must only be asked questions that are relevant to the research problem,
the data must be treated confidentially, and the anonymity of the subjects must
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be protected throughout the research and when the data is published. (Eskola &
Suoranta, 1998, 2.)

4.3 Conducting interviews

Qualitative interviews are an established research method that allows the
researcher to find central themes for understanding the research question
(O’Gorman & MacIntosh, 2015). Interviews, which are always voluntary, can be
considered the most common data collection method in qualitative research. An
interview is a conversation that takes place at the researcher’s initiative (Eskola
& Suoranta, 1998, 3). The interview is carried out in such a way that the
interviewer asks the interviewees a question, to which the interviewees answer
(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, 9). The interview is planned in advance, and the
interviewer guides the conversation and maintains it. In addition, the
interviewers must know their own role and the interviewee must trust that the
information collected from the interviews will be treated confidentially. (Eskola
& Suoranta, 1998, 3.) The good aspects of the interview can be considered that
the topics can be regulated, the topic can be discussed more widely than expected
and the answers can be interpreted more freely. The problem with the interview
may be that it may take a lot of time, the interviewee does not give truthful
answers, which may weaken reliability, and because the interview is context-
bound, the interview situation may be discussed differently than in other
situations. (Hirsjdrvi et al., 2014, 204-206.)

Reviewing the interviews includes three different phases, which are pre-
interview, interview and post-interview. The pre-interview includes choosing
the type of interview, preparing the interview questions, and whether the
interview will be conducted face-to-face, over the phone or via video. The
interviewees must be told before the interview what the collected data will be
used for, how it will be recorded, how long the interviews will last and how many
interviews will be conducted. It should also be mentioned that the interviewer
evaluates the information obtained confidentially and without judging it.
(O’Gorman & Maclntosh, 2015.) The first contact with the interviewees can be
made by mail or e-mail instead of by phone. At the same time, the interviewee
must be told about the organization conducting the research, why the particular
interviewee has been chosen as the subject of the research, the purpose of the
research and its confidentiality must be emphasized, the time spent on the
interview must be mentioned, and interview permission must be presented if
necessary. (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, 3.) When conducting interviews, the
interviewer must be polite, listen to the interviewees and value the time given by
the interviewees (O’Gorman & MacIntosh, 2015). Trust can be considered a key
factor when conducting interviews, because the outcome of the interview
depends on whether the interviewer gains the interviewee’s trust. It may be
difficult for different genders to tell things to the opposite gender, while age may
affect the correctness of the answers. These socially determined factors may be
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an obstacle to the communication process. (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, 3.) In the
post-interview phase, the interviewer transcribes the recordings and organizes
the answers received for analysis and interpretation (O’Gorman & Maclntosh,
2015). Transcription means converting interviews into text so that the
information in the interviews can be studied, analyzed, grouped and classified
better (Vilkka, 2015, 137). With the help of transcription, it is possible to find
things in the text that are important for interpretation (Kananen, 2008, 89). The
interviewer needs time to decode the answers. The more precisely the
transcription is done, the more time it takes to decipher the opponents (Eskola &
Suoranta, 1998, 4). The accuracy of transcription depends on the goal of the study.
If the material were to be studied using discourse analysis, the transcription
should be done very accurately, while the phenomenological approach allows
for a milder transcription accuracy. Transcription is also possible as a partial
transcription according to the themes of the research. Regardless of the
transcribing method, transcribing should be done in such a way that the speech
of the interviewees and its meaning must not be changed, because the accuracy
of transcribing is a matter of trust. In transcription, transcription symbols can also
be used to reflect, for example, the emphasis of words, the length of pauses or
abbreviations. (Vilkka, 2015, 137-140.)

In their book, Adams, Khan & Raeside (2014) are mentioned various biases
and errors that can cause distorted interview results. These can be, for example,
a misunderstanding of a question or an answer or an incorrect answer given by
the interviewee in order to please the interviewer. Mistakes and mistakes can be
avoided by clarifying and explaining questions, reflecting and giving ideas to the
interviewee without introduction. (Adams et al., 2014, 148-149.) The interviewee
must also build trust and good relations with the interviewee in order to achieve
realistic results. When choosing the interviewees, attention should be paid to the
fact that they should have a similar world of experience in relation to the matter
under investigation, they are interested in the research, and they should have the
author’s knowledge of the problem under investigation. Interviews should be
tested before conducting the actual interview, so that the practical issues can be
refined, different discussions can be prepared for, and the recording can be tested
in advance. Recording must be agreed in advance with the interviewee, and if
the interviewee refuses to record the interview, the interviewee should think
about whether it is worth abandoning the interview (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, 3).

4.4 Different forms of interviews

O’Gorman & MacIntosh (2015) are mentioned in the book that interviews can be
carried out in three different ways. The structure and progression sequence of
the structured interview, for example, the form interview, is fully defined, a
larger sample is used for it, and the information obtained is rather superficial.
(O’Gorman & MaclIntosh, 2015.) Hirsjarvi et al. (2014) mentioned in their book
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that a structured interview is carried out using a ready-made form, and it is easy
to carry out once the drafting and organization of the questions has been carried
out (Hirsjarvi et al., 2014, 208-209). Structured interview is carried out in such a
way that the order of the questions remains the same for everyone, and the
answers must be chosen from the preset options (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, 3).
Open interview provides rich information, it is time-consuming and unknown
themes may emerge during it (O’Gorman & MacIntosh, 2015). Hirsjdvi et al. (2014)
points out that an open interview does not have a fixed framework, which is why
the interviewer must guide the interview and therefore requires more skills than
other forms of interview. Open interviews are also called in-depth interviews,
free interviews and unstructured interviews. (Hirsjdrvi et al.,, 2014, 209-212.)
Open interview is similar to an ordinary conversation, where the questions are
based on a pre-determined topic, but not all themes are covered during the
interview (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, 3). Hirsjdrvi et al. (2014) mentioned in the
book that a semi-structured interview, for example, theme interview, is an
intermediate form of these two interviews, where the topics or themes are known
in advance, but the exact form and order of the questions are missing (Hirsjarvi
et al., 2014, 208-209). O’Gorman & Maclntosh (2015) remind that in this form of
interview the interviewer must stay on topic, and the questions are open to the
interviewer’s prejudices (O’Gorman & Maclntosh, 2015). According to Eskola &
Suoranta (1998), in this interview model, the questions remain the same for
everyone, but instead of ready-made answer options, the interviewee must
answer the questions in their own words (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, 3). According
to Tuomi & Sarajdarvi (2013), pre-selected themes are discussed in a themed
interview and more detailed questions are asked. In the interview, people’s own
interpretations and the meanings they give to different things play a central role.
The questions must be based around the research problem, and semi-open
questions and open questions are used in the interview. (Tuomi & Sarajarvi, 2013,
74-77.)

In addition to individual interviews, the interview can also be conducted in
groups, in which case is spoken of a group interview. In this case, several
different interviewees arrive at the same time, and the purpose is to discuss the
topics and themes chosen by the interviewer. Group interviews can be used in
situations where the interviewees are so excited, and when it is thought that
individual interviews would not be a functioning event. Group interviews can
also be used alongside individual interviews, in which case the help received
from the group may bring out new aspects related to the matter under
investigation. In a group interview, things are less likely to be forgotten and
misunderstood, and things may come to the interviewees” mind, even if they are
not specifically asked. Group interviews are suitable for situations where the
interviewees have, for example, a common hobby, or are united by membership
in a certain group. Group interviewing is also considered an effective
interviewing method. However, in a group interview, coordinating schedules is
perceived as problematic, as well as recording interviews and transcribing them,
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if the interviewees speak at the same time or have the same voice. (Eskola &
Suoranta, 1998, 3.)

4.5 Data collection and practical implementation

Qualitative research was used in the study, because it was desired to get in-depth
information on the topic, and it had not been extensively studied before
(Kananen, 2008, 24-25). Qualitative research is best suited to this situation.
Hirsjdrvi et al. (2014) also stated in their book that qualitative research aims to
uncover facts from the research group (Hirsjarvi et al., 2014, 160-161). According
to Eskola & Suoranta (1998), the research population of qualitative research is
usually quite small (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, 3). In this study, the research was
conducted as ten different semi-structured interviews, two of which were
conducted via telephone, and eight via Zoom. In eight interviews, top athletes
representing their own sport in the active phase of their careers were interviewed
individually, and in two, managers of top athletes. It was decided to conduct the
interviews remotely so that every athlete had the opportunity to participate in
the interview regardless of location. The remote interview was also decided due
to the COVID-19 pandemic. Since the interviews were conducted anonymously,
each interview was conducted as an individual interview. A semi-structured
interview was decided because the interview wanted to get answers around the
researched theme. According to Tuomi & Sarajarvi (2013), semi-structured is
suitable for this situation, because in a thematic interview one learns about
people’s own interpretations around certain themes. The interviews were
recorded, after which each interview was transcribed verbatim into its own
document without transcription marks. There were a total of 80 pages of
transcribed text. After that, the finished data was analyzed and interpreted.
Regarding the interviews, good interviewing practice was followed and ethical
aspects were also taken into account during the research. (Tuomi & Sarajarvi,
2013, 72-77.)

Each interviewee was asked the same questions, and in some situations the
interviewees were also asked more detailed questions related to the themes. Since
the study used a semi-structured interview, the interview questions were also
presented in a different order in some interviews than in others. The interview
framework used in the study and the questions related to it can be found in the
appendix 1 of this study. According to Tuomi & Sarajdrvi (2013), this is one of the
features of a semi-structured interview (Tuomi & Sarajarvi, 2013, 74-77). The
interviewees were asked eight main questions, four of which contained detailed
sub-questions based on the research problem.
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4.6 Data analysis

The analysis of the data has been considered the most problematic thing in
conducting qualitative research, because the purpose of the analysis is to clarify
the data and find new information from it. The material should be described
looking for resemblance and similarities, but it should also be interpreted
through differences and diversity. (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, 4.) In the material,
interviewer has to find the things relevant to the research question and interpret
them. Mere referencing of material does not produce a high-quality end result
(Glinther, Hasanen & Juhila, 2021). According to Tuomi & Sarajdrvi (2013),
qualitative analysis can be carried out in two ways, inductively or deductively.
Inductive analysis, for example, data-oriented analysis, means that a general
theoretical entity is created from individual research data. Previous information
or theories are irrelevant, as the analysis is assumed to be based on the collected
material. Deductive analysis, for example, theory-based analysis, means that a
single model is created from a general theory, in which case the phenomenon
under study is defined according to a known theory. With the help of deductive
analysis, a new model can be tested in a completely new context. (Tuomi &
Sarajdrvi, 95-97.) According to Kananen (2008), research can also be analyzed
using abductive analysis, which can be considered a combination of inductive
and deductive. Abductive analysis means that the analysis begins by examining
the material without excluding the use of theory. (Kananen, 2008, 23.) In this
study, inductive analysis is used as an assistance, whereby general observations
are formed from individual observations without pre-defined hypotheses.

The data can be analyzed using several different methods. Content analysis
is the basic analysis method of qualitative research, which can be considered as a
single method, but its use can also be applied to different analysis entities (Tuomi
& Sarajdrvi, 2013, 92). Content analysis focuses on the speech of the interviewees,
the themes that emerged and the content, and it can be used, for example, to
analyze interviews and recorded speech. Content analysis is based on systematic
coding. This means that the material is searched for mutually supporting aspects
around the same themes. (Vuori, 2021.) Theming, coding and typing are tools of
qualitative research, as well as forms of content analysis (Gtinther, Hasanen &
Juhila, 2021). With the help of thematization, the material is searched for things
that are relevant to the research problem, features that often come up and central
issues. With it, the material can be organized into an easily interpretable form.
Direct quotes collected from the material are usually included in the research
report to illustrate the research results and what the theme is based on. (Juhila,
2021.) According to Tuomi & Sarajdarvi (2013), in theming, the material is
organized according to different topics. If a theme interview has been used in the
interview, organizing the material is relatively easy because of the themes used
in the interview. (Tuomi & Sarajdrvi, 2013, 93.) Content analysis was used as an
assistance in this study, and the transcribed interviews were themed for
interpretation.
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5 RESULTS

This chapter presents the results of the study and interprets the data collected
from the interviews. The results of the research are based on the key concepts
and marketing models presented in the theoretical framework. In addition to this,
this chapter discusses the empirical findings, and answers the research question
set for the study. To help illustrate the results, direct quotes from the interviewees
are used, which are presented as indented texts in the paragraph.

5.1 Background information of the interviewees

The study interviewed eight top athletes who are in the active phase of their own
careers and do influencer marketing and paid collaborations on Instagram. Some
of the interviewed athletes did more cooperations on social media than others,
whose answers from the interviews gave a broader picture of the use of
influencer marketing in social media. In addition to the top athletes, two different
sports managers were interviewed for the research, so that the research results
also received a perspective from outside the athletes. The genders of the
interviewees were divided in such a way that both sport managers and six
athletes interviewed were men, the rest of the interviewees 40%, were women.
Since the genders were evenly distributed, it can be thought that it also affects
the reliability of the research result positively. The table 3 below shows the
background information of the athletes and managers who participated in the
interview.
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TABLE 3 Background information of the interviewees.

Interviewee Gender Profession Number of Number of Contact Interview
paid followers method  duration
collaborations on (min)

on Instagram  Instagram

Respondent 1 Woman Athlete Few <10000 Zoom 18:45
Respondent 2 Man Athlete Plenty <10000 Zoom 27:01
Respondent3  Woman Athlete Plenty >10000 Zoom 23:43
Respondent4  Woman Athlete Plenty > 10000 Zoom 29:40
Respondent5  Woman Athlete Plenty >10000 Zoom 30:28
Respondent 6 Man Athlete Plenty > 10000 Zoom 33:02
Respondent 7 Man Athlete Plenty > 10000 Phone 19:57
Respondent 8 Man Athlete Few > 10000 Zoom 19:42
Respondent 9 Man Manager Zoom 36:22
Respondent 10 Man Manager Phone 54:00
Total: 10 - - - - 293 min

5.2 The importance of paid collaborations implemented during
the career of athletes in the profession of the future

As can be seen from the interviews, many top athletes actively do paid
collaborations on social media and above all on Instagram. The athletes are then
actively in contact with their sponsors and cooperation partners, and constantly
create new relationships with various companies through sponsorship contracts
or influencer marketing. Because of this, the study wanted to find out whether
the paid collaborations made during the sports career have an effect on the
athletes” future profession after their sports career ends. The interviews showed
that, except for one, all of them were of the opinion that the paid collaborations
carried out during their sports career are important in their future profession
after their sports career ends. Cooperation with target companies was considered
important, because then the athlete can learn about the companies and network
with them. Two athletes also stated in their interviews that they have already
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received job offers from their partners, which they can use in their working life
after their sports careers.

R1: “Yes, I believe that it has a positive effect, that there has been some
collaboration with someone, and there might be some suggestions even for the
future.”

R2: “(--) yes, I say that it would certainly be useful for many athletes. I do not know
if in my case (--) the business field is not necessarily my own thing, but I feel that
for many it could be (--). After all, every athlete is a kind of CEO here. Marketing,
what you have to do, and sell yourself, yes, it will be useful in the future (--).”

R3: “I believe that I can continue to do paid collaborations after my sports career,
that when you have enough followers on Instagram, you can do them even if you
are not an athlete (--).”

R8: “Yes, I believe that, especially since I am currently acting as my own manager,
I do not in practice use external services to conclude these cooperation agreements,
so I feel that I learn about their process, (--) business practices and certainly also
about these target companies, which I work with. I have already received job offers
from a few companies after my career, that in a certain way a verbal agreement
already exists, if you want to work there, then the position is available. I feel that
it is a place where you can learn and network and in a certain way show your own
expertise during your sports career to that cooperative company.”

R4: “(--) I believe that in my case, I have done them quite regularly and there are
already quite a lot of contacts in that area. I believe that it will also help me after
my career to build paid collaborations when I am no longer an athlete.”

A significant thing that emerged from one interview was how the importance of
paid collaborations in relation to the profession of the future changes during an
athlete’s career. In the early stages of a career, paid collaborations were
considered more as financial support for athletes, with which athletes can finance
their own training and related costs, such as various camps and hotels. However,
the importance of paid collaborations takes on a new purpose at the point when
the athlete approaches the maximum of their own performance in terms of sports
performance and effectiveness. As publicity grows, one’s own opinions and the
values of commercial partnerships should be better taken into account. At this
point in the athlete’s career, paid collaborations can and should be important.

R10: “If you consider that in the early stages of a career, an athlete seeks support
specifically to be able to enjoy and practice their own sport, so that they can
enhance and maximize their sports performance. That money is sought specifically
because the coach can be paid, the camps can be paid, the high-level training stuff
can be paid, all the hotels can be paid and the like. At that point (--) I do not think
it will affect that future profession, there at the beginning of the career. Then, when
the athletes go forward in their own doing, and starts to approach (--) their own
maximum performance, at that point it can be imagined that the athletes are within
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the scope of their own (--) sports performance, but also within the scope of their
own effectiveness in their own life. (--) When the value of one’s own publicity
increases, at that stage the values and principles of one’s own opinions and one’s
commercial partners must be taken into account better than when one was
younger, when the need for economy was different. In that case, it is and should
be important in my opinion after the future sports career, where you go to work,
or how you form your own career. Then you create your own values, what you
represent and what you want to do.”

The interviews also revealed the importance of building one’s own athlete brand
when talking about future employment. Building one’s own brand was
considered important in the selection of partners, as partners were strongly
associated with the image of the athlete brand and the direction in which one’s
own athlete brand will take shape. Based on the interviews, many thought that
commercial partnerships can also influence the construction of one’s own brand
and image. If athletes choose their partners carefully according to their own
values, paid partnerships can have a positive effect on building the athletes’
brand and future employment. In addition, the way one stands out from other
athletes was considered important.

R9: “I believe, it really is. (--) There are two options. Your brand also helps you in
working life when you are looking for a job. It matters a lot what you have said,
how you have said it, whether you have said it, whether it has reached the crowd.
The difference is whether you want to use social media after your career. Even if
you close social media after your career, it has been important that what you have
done on social media before (--).”

R4: “Now I sell such an athlete brand, but I believe that this has given me so much
experience and relationships that I would be able to continue these for a while after
my career. (--) especially after a sports career, I feel that it is important to stand out
in some way from the big crowd (--).”

R5: “Yes, I believe. (--) I myself have tried to think more broadly throughout my
sports career about the sports brand, the brand that is associated with my name. I
think very strongly and a lot in choosing my partners and in everything, in which
direction they shape my own athlete brand. I include athlete collaboration
partnerships as separate things, while social media work, such individual paid
collaborations, which all influencers do. My own goal and aspiration have always
been that I would largely make these sports partnerships more than individual
paid collaborations. I feel that it increases the focus on one’s own sports career and
maybe it can create a stronger brand image in the direction one is aiming for. It is
often more athlete friendly. (--) Each collaboration (--) shapes your athlete brand
in a certain direction in people’s minds. (--) Yes, it affects what kind of image
people have of you and your brand in the future job market.”

R6: “Yes, I think probably two routes. (--) the second route is that with them you

can probably partly influence your own brand and image, which is then
correspondingly relevant in that job market. It also matters what kind of partners
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you have had, and what you agree to do or want to do and what you want to be
associated with (--).”

Based on the interviews, paid cooperation alone did not play a role in getting a
future profession, but the degree studied naturally also influenced it. A degree
in the business field and cooperation with different companies was considered a
good thing when talking about future professions. If the studied field was
something different, it was thought that partnerships are not important in
choosing a future profession.

R6: “(--) The first is, of course, to get contacts from those partners. However, to
some extent, it is quite common that athletes then get a job through their contacts.
For me, the commercial sector is probably quite likely for future employment after
a sports career, so of course it is clear that there are probably a lot of potential
companies out there, where you can start asking with a slightly lower threshold,
than with completely unknown companies.”

R7: “I would see that at this point it is not necessarily that my education and
profession are such that I do not feel that at least in the current partnerships what
I have done, they have a lot of meaning and benefit from the point of view of my
future profession.”

5.3 The effect of the number of social media followers in acquir-
ing a sponsor

Many companies consider the number of social media followers to be an
important factor when entering into paid collaborations, as the introduction also
shows. The research wanted to find out what kind of effects the number of social
media followers has on sponsor acquisition or influencer marketing. The majority
of the interviewees brought up the fact that the number of followers on social
media would have an effect on sponsor procurement. The issue emerged more
strongly among athletes who have more followers than others. In addition, some
stated that the number of followers has an effect on sponsor procurement, but
even more so on shorter-term influencer marketing on social media. Companies
monitor the number of followers of athletes, but still start to support athletes to
some extent in long-term sponsorship with a smaller number of followers. If the
companies have stayed by the athlete’s side for a long time, the number of
followers no longer has that much weight. At this point, it can be thought that
the athlete and the company have grown together, in which case the values of
the sponsoring company are passed on to the athlete, and the sponsored athlete
comes to mind from the company. The athletes are also considered interesting on
social media if they have followers there. One of the interviewees pointed out
that the number of followers on social media has too much influence on the lives
of athletes today. As it became clear from the introduction, one athlete had not
received the paid cooperation athlete wanted because athlete did not have
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enough followers on social media. However, the number of followers doubled in
a day on athlete’s Instagram account when the athlete raised the issue on athlete’s
own channel. Due to its scope, social media reaches a large number of people,
regardless of the number of followers, because one post can spread on the
internet very quickly. While companies reach a lot of consumers through social
media by sponsoring top athletes with large followings, companies may reach
the same number of people in the long run by sponsoring athletes who are not
yet as well known. However, the matter should be looked at more long-term
from the company’s point of view.

R1: “It probably has a bigger meaning, what I know. I have had a pretty small one
myself throughout my sports career, when I have only focused so much on sports
and then I have only been able to focus on that. I have only taken the essentials
there. (--) The number of followers has an effect (--) I know when I look at who else
has a lot of followers, it has a big meaning yes. They monitor the number of
followers, those companies and partners.”

R3: “(--) It is just the number of followers, which affects most of them. (--) all the
time it feels like more. I also do sponsor collaborations separately and paid
collaborations separately. (--) When you do purely paid collaborations, the number
of followers certainly has an effect on them, that really the only thing that has an
effect is the number of followers and the activity of the followers.”

R4: “It has a bigger meaning in influencer marketing, but I feel that it is
surprisingly a lot nowadays in sponsorship contracts. That number of followers is
asked in that consultation. If I think about my own partners, they are really long-
term, that they have started to support even with a smaller number of followers. I
do not feel that it affects our cooperation anymore (--).”

R7: “Certainly in some cases it matters. I think that some of the partnerships follow
them more closely (--).”

R9: “Of course, companies are interested, if you have a certain number, such a basic
level of followers, then in general you are interested in some way (--).”

R2: “Well, let’s just say that, in my opinion, it has too much importance in the
modern sports world (--).”

From one interview, it became clear that in addition to the number of followers,
the visibility of the athlete in other media and the athlete’s conspicuousness also
affect sponsorship cooperation. As it turned out in the theory part, a large part of
the world’s people uses social media, but it is not possible to reach every person
through it. Therefore, traditional media also play an important role. It is
important to note that if visibility also comes through traditional media, it also
increases the interest of the athlete’s social media. Because of this, athletes should
not be compared to other social media influencers in this matter, because athletes
bring value and visibility to the company also outside of social media and
traditional media. Companies should therefore look at this matter more
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comprehensively, because if athletes have less than 10,000 followers on their
social media channel, but they compete in value competitions, where viewers
describe them on social media and tag the athlete in photos, they are written
about in magazines and interviewed on television and radio, the athletes will
reach significantly more people than what social media suggests.

R6: “Of course it matters. (--) The amount of interest can probably be more
proportional to how much visibility you have in traditional media, and how well-
known you are. Even people who are not very active on social media, so if that
visibility comes through other means, then there can be a lot of interest in that
social media collaboration as well. The value they have, and the kind of contract
sums we are talking about, of course visibility and the audience that can be reached
are of greater importance. Yes, there is always some kind of correlation in them,
that the number of followers relates about it, but that may not be completely true
in the world of sports, because it is compared to people for whom social media is
the only visibility channel. (--) That value is partly also based on the fact that
person is known through other means than social media. Athletes are perhaps in
a slightly different position than purely social media influencers (--).”

The number of social media followers alone does not influence sponsorship
acquisition, as companies want to see that the athlete’s followers are engaged
followers rather than having purchased social media followers for themselves. It
is easier for an athlete to promote a product on their social media channels if the
customer segment is just right. In addition to this, a relationship of trust between
the followers and the athlete is also required for cooperation to occur, which
makes it easier for the athlete to act as an influencer, promote the product on their
social media channels and do influencer marketing that really works for the
target audience, and generates financial benefit for both the athlete and the
company. This is achieved by the fact that the athletes create interactive content
on social media, and appear there as themselves, bringing out their own
personality.

R5: “(--) yes, I see that nowadays it is of great importance that the more you are
able to show that followership, especially engaged followership. (--) For example,
a company or service or product whose target group happens to be exactly what
you have followers, even if it is a few tens of thousands, then of course it definitely
matters. But I claim that perhaps even more important is the kind of relationship
of trust the follower has developed with that athlete or influencer, (--) and that
athlete has not lost such reliability and credibility, in which case it is more long-
term work than, for example, someone buying 50,000 followers and would get
partnerships more easily. (--) I feel that there are really a lot of other things that
affect social media, namely statistics and the kind of interaction, the trust you have
with your followers. Also with your personality, what else can you offer, and it is
the whole thing that counts.”

The importance of the number of followers on social media came up in two
interviews that talked about the economic point of view. Haelein et al. (2020)
article brought up the fact that an influencer with 10,000 followers should have

43



1,000 comments, likes or shares on one of influencer’s publications. The
interviews also revealed that in sponsor procurement and influencer marketing,
pricing is based on reach figures, and each thousand reached followers has its
own euro amount. The image of the athlete was also highlighted in the pricing
and the fact that it also has its own price.

R9: “Actually in the pricing, it shows that it is a direct multiplier. At least we
calculate that pricing on the basis of reach figures, for example, some euro amount
(--) per thousand reached.”

R10: “(--) number of followers (--) is the starting point for how to price certain
things, for example with an athlete, but then you have to remember that image
also has a price.”

In a couple of interviews, it came up that the number of followers was not
considered important in the formation of partnerships. In addition to social
media, some companies and partners still value more traditional marketing
methods, in which case the number of social media followers was not considered
a significant issue.

R7: “From a personal point of view, I have had no influence on how many
followers I would have had on myself, whether I would have gotten the
collaboration started or working, that has not been a threshold issue in any of the
partnerships I have had.”

R8: “I certainly do not have a significant role in the fact that I have not tried to
make social media, (--) and I do not build partnerships through that, but that
content is much more than what happens on social media. My partners have
preferred slightly more traditional models, and more of working with staff and
customers, rather than just influencing and marketing on social media. Personally,
the number of followers has not solved anything about the birth of a partnership
or the collapse of something.”

In one interview, the differences between brand ambassadors and influencer
ambassadors in social media were highlighted. It was interesting that if the
company wants to associate itself with a strong and well-known personal brand,
then the number of followers does not matter, because cooperation is used to
build mental images. Influencer ambassadors, on the other hand, are used when
you want to reach a larger group of people, because then athletes with a larger
number of followers on social media are used.

R10: “(--) value and image cannot practically be explained by the number of
followers. (--) take, for example, Seppo Rty (--). People do not have to use Google
because they have some idea of what and who Seppo Rity is and what he
represents. Another example is Juha Mieto. (--) They are completely brand
personas. If you want to associate the company brand with a strong personal brand,
then the number of followers is almost irrelevant, because it is the image that is
being sought. Then we have these tactical athletes, (--) who have big channels. (--)
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However, we have brand ambassadors who do not have followers and are
recognizable, and then we have influencer ambassadors who have big channels
that do more tactical leveraging for those partners, and who are not necessarily as
recognizable personal brands, but they have however, such large numbers of
followers for a certain target group.”

In a couple of interviews, young athletes and their challenges in sponsor
acquisition and influencer marketing were highlighted. It is difficult for young,
early-career athletes and potential future promises who do not yet have many
followers on social media or do not dominate social media platforms to get
partnerships. Even if a young, just-started athletes are not yet at the top of their
career, companies should see a market niche in this situation and give them a
chance as well. Through sponsorship and influencer marketing, the young
athletes receive financial support with which they can finance their own career
and develop in the desired direction. As stated in an interview, the current
sponsors have started to support the current top athlete even with smaller
numbers of followers. The companies that have seen potential in this athlete are
sure to be satisfied with their choice after years of sponsorship contracts.

R4: “(--) If I think about my own partners, they are really long-term, that they have
started to support even with a smaller number of followers. I have tried to help a
couple of young athletes a bit as a sideline, so they do ask about it there. (--)
certainly, in the future, especially from athletes, it will be asked even more to be
active on social media. Then that number of followers might have some effect. (--)
I myself am in a lucky position, that from a really young age I have reached or been
in the media, that in a way there is such a name even outside of social media, which
perhaps in this case I feel is a really big advantage.”

R2: “(--) If we think about the young top of the future, which would be moderately
good, then yes I claim that it is easy to miss (--), who would be potential, but they
do not necessarily control social media, so yes they will miss the money without
getting them. Of course, I understand the point of the companies that they get the
most visibility with the more followers they have, but is that always right? (--) I
know that athletes will suffer when there are no skilled social media people, and I
do not like it (--). (--) Those young athletes who are not good at social media, it
would be important for them to get sponsors, because they can then become top
athletes in the final games afterwards (--).”

5.4 The effect of one’s own career success on paid collaborations

The interviewees were also asked later in the interview whether success adds
value to social media collaborations. When transcribing the interviews, many of
the interviewees brought up the number of followers on social media and their
own success, when it was noticed that these two things are also connected to each
other. Therefore, success in one’s own career is discussed already at this stage.
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Several interviewees felt that their own success has an impact on social
media collaborations, and three of them had noticed that with success, companies
have also contacted the athlete themselves. Along with the success, it was also
highlighted that when visibility increases in traditional media, it also leads to an
increase in social media activity. One of the interviewees pointed out that when
the season is in progress, even small social media posts get significantly more
visibility than outside the season. It is interesting to note that a couple of the
interviewees were of the opinion that success and the number of followers on
social media clearly have a big impact on sponsor acquisition. One interviewee
was of the opinion that success and the number of followers have a big impact,
but interviewee also raised the athlete’s reputation as a very important issue. One
interviewee was of the opinion that, in interviewee’s case, success is more
important than the number of followers on social media. Companies are
therefore interested in the athlete’s success. At the same time, it can be concluded
that the number of followers on social media of an athlete inevitably increases
with fame and success.

R1: “Yes, it is. (--) People appreciate an Olympic medal, for example, and for some
it's really hard (--).”

R3: “(--) When my good results in good years have come, then yes, | have received
more contact requests, so yes, they have influenced it.”

R6: “Of course it is. However, it is certainly the most significant factor, which leads
to the contacts that the visibility also increases in other traditional media. And it is
clear that regardless of the number of followers, its social media activity always
increases a lot with its success. And as a winter athlete, it is seasonal, for example,
in the summer, when the activity there is much less. No matter how much stuff
you put there, you will not get as much visibility from elsewhere. And then,
similarly, in the winter, even if you do not really work for it, but rarely post, they
always reach significantly larger audiences, because you also get visibility from
elsewhere.”

R8: “Yes, of course. At least I have noticed this fall that the phone has been ringing
a little more now than last fall, so it has an effect.”

A few of the interviewees were of the opinion that success in their own careers
also brings them financial added value through social media collaborations,
because with success it is possible to ask for higher compensation from
collaborations. One interviewee mentioned that when doing individual paid
collaborations, success does not have as much weight as in the most long-term
collaborations.

R2: “Yes, I feel that it is important, especially in terms of amounts. The more
success there is, the easier it is to get them (--).”

R4: “(--) when we talk about sponsorship contracts, it adds significantly (--) added
value to it. I do not think that campaigns (--), if Nivea buys someone’s sunscreen
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ad, it has not been affected by how my last summer has gone. I feel that they only
look at your social media presence then. (--) I feel that in the most long-term works
it is more important than in such individual campaigns.”

R5: “Absolutely it is. (--) When successful years come, it will definitely be reflected
in partnerships and also in money. The fact that you have both, a well-built social
media following and your own brand, and on top of that the sporting success, so
it is probably the best package you can have. Plus, just being in a value competition
brings a lot of added value.”

R9: “Quite a lot. And of course, I hope it will continue to be so. It is good if athletes
of all levels get influencer collaborations, but sport is noble and fair because the
scoreboard is, in a way, equal. If you ski hard or run hard, then you are better than
others, and then hopefully you will also be financially rewarded for that. In my
opinion, it should be clearly visible in the pricing, and I hope it will also be visible
in the future, that those top athletes would also be interesting in the commercial
market.”

The interviews showed that success does not always have an effect when talking
about social media collaborations. In one interview, it was stated that the athlete
who broke the Finnish record did not get the partner he wanted, while in another
interview it was pointed out that athletes whose sports are not progressing, or
progressing have still received social media collaborations. In the interview, it
was emphasized that human interest comes before success when talking about
social media collaborations. In this situation, the terms influencer ambassador
and brand ambassador that came up earlier in the interview can be brought up.

R3: “(--) but then maybe the more challenging story affects me, when I do not have
any medals for anything. It depends on the type, I know someone who broke the
Finnish record last summer, and it does not get any new partners, so yes it varies
alot.”

R7: “This is a bit contradictory. Maybe I do not consider it a necessity that you need
to be very successful to be able to do well in social networks. I do not think that is
about it. There are many examples of how sports do not necessarily go or progress
(--), but despite that, that type is interesting, and we want to cooperate with it. I do
not see that it would necessarily be of great benefit.”

5.5 Social media as a part of athletes’ lives and utilization of paid
collaborations

Since the athletes do a lot of collaborations on social media, in this study wanted
to find out how social media and the paid collaborations done there are reflected
in the athletes’ lives. The theme was clarified from the interviewees with the help
of three different questions, the first of which dealt with the arrival of influencer
marketing according to traditional sponsorship. The main question was specified
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with the help of two sub-questions, with the help of which we wanted to find out
how the possibilities of social media have changed the way in which the athletes
presents themselves as an athlete and implements partnerships. In addition, the
interviewees were asked what would be left for sports sponsorship if the
possibilities of social media were taken away from them.

The interviews showed that social media offers new job opportunities on
different platforms, and it makes life easier, when athlete can do the steps
involved in partnerships from athlete’s own home without having to actually go
to an event. When an athlete is injured, it is still possible to give partners the
contribution they request using social media, even if the athlete cannot compete
due to injury. In this way, it is also possible to stick to longer-term partnerships.
Social media also has a really big impact on the lives of athletes financially,
because with the income received from it, it is possible for athletes to pursue a
sports career professionally. Many of the sports are ones where there is no
competition all year round, and because of this, social media gives the athletes
visibility outside the competition season as well. Own story was considered an
important thing when talking about using social media, because the competition
has become tougher in terms of getting collaborators. Although commercial
content brings athletes financial support, athletes must also produce other
content on social media to keep it interesting for followers. Content can be
produced in the form of pictures or videos, or alternatively, athletes can make
more free-form stories about their own lives.

R1: “(--) enables a lot of different work, and (--) gets to make original content.
People can relate to that. (--) Stories are such a natural visibility (--).”

R2: “(--) before, partners required attendance at various events. (--) these days, all
(--) are trying to make contracts in such a way that most things happen on social
media. (--) have greatly relieved myself (--) and reduced my own physical burden.”

R3: “(--) most of my partners, so I can take them just the kind of pictures I like at
home (--). I do not find it hard that if it takes me two minutes to do it. But then
some people go to the filming somewhere, so if you stand there and twist your legs
into strange positions, they are definitely out of the sport (--). (--) I do not have
much planned for my social media (--).”

R4: “It is more difficult to get traditional sponsorship contracts that do not include
social media visibility, or at least that social media visibility is not the main thing.
In (--) contracts, the competition is tougher that many companies might even prefer
to do influencer marketing-type measures, and not enter into such annual, let alone
Olympics-long contracts. (--) must stand out really well (--). (--) even though I have
been injured, I have still managed to keep up with my partners pretty well, because
I feel that through social media I can give everything the same as I can when I am
healthy (--).”

R6: “(--) contracts based on social media are currently about 1/3 of the total
sponsorship income in terms of monetary value. Yes, it has grown year by year,
and I believe that trend will continue in the future (--). (--) has brought
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opportunities to also define for yourself what kind of things you want to
participate in, and how to implement those collaborations (--).”

R8: “(--) you should remember to update social media in a certain way (--). The
public can get closer to their everyday life through social media, especially if you
make updates in the form of stories like this with a low threshold (--).”

R9: “(--) with social media, the follower base can be activated throughout the year,
that it is not tied to the competition season, but is continuous. (--) without social
media, we would be pretty much in the dark for half a year.”

R10: “Storytelling is perhaps the biggest thing how social media has
revolutionized this entire industry. (--) in terms of storytelling, I set out to build
personal stories for athletes of every sport (--).”

The interviews showed that the importance of financial value in social media
collaborations and influencer marketing varied greatly. Some of the interviewees
were of the opinion that social media serves as a great financial support for them,
while others felt that the amount of work used for it compared to the
compensation received from it did not go hand in hand. The results can be
interpreted in such a way that representatives of different sports think differently
about the use of social media than others, and for some, making social media
material is more natural for others. Therefore, others may not even perceive
producing material as work, as they would do it anyway for themselves and for
the joy of their followers, while for others, social media is completely just a tool,
and they do not voluntarily post that much material there.

R5: “In my life, it is largely reflected in the fact that I am able to practice sports
professionally. (--) now we have the platform where we can bring out what is my
way of living this sports life and share a bit of that growth story. (--) now you can
bring a much wider and more comprehensive way into everyday life (--).”

R6: “(--) the amount of work compared to the financial benefit obtained is, however,
so much less compared to those traditions. (--) if you feel that you can get along
well enough without the additional income from there through social media, then
I understand very well the solution that you cannot do them (--).”

Consequently, the interviewees wanted to find out that if social media were to be
removed from their use, what would be left in relation to sports sponsorship. The
answers showed that many would switch to making partnerships using
traditional methods, such as visiting various trade fairs, as well as utilizing TV
advertising and newspaper advertising. However, some considered social media
to be an important channel for sharing their own things and maintaining contact,
while some wanted to use traditional methods even today. However, an
interesting point of view emerged from one of the interviews, as the interviewee
was of the opinion that it would be good if social media were not used in the
same way, but that the company and the athlete should start thinking more
creatively about ways to make better use of the cooperation. As it became clear
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from the interviews, more and more collaborations involve making material for
social media, and it can be thought that it has already become the norm in a way.
The differences in terms of producing the material depend on the athlete and on
what kind of content the company hopes to produce or how rich in ideas content
is invented. However, the world is full of opportunities, of which social media is
only one channel. Athletes have a huge potential, which can be utilized using
different kind of channels, along with social media and traditional marketing.
The company and the athlete just have to find that market niche together. The
cooperation between the athlete and the sponsoring company is deep, and if the
athlete fails in their performance, it creates a mystery to the spectators about the
cooperation between them. In good and bad moments, the athlete proudly carries
the badge of the sponsoring company on athlete’s chest.

R1: “Yes, nowadays that would be quite unfortunate. Social media is everywhere,
and social media is visible to everyone (--), it would be a great loss. (--) would no
longer be able to follow anything themselves or bring up their own things (--).”

R3: “It is really rare these days that there are companies that only ask for a logo on
a shirt, and that is it. (--) most of them are nice (--). (--) social media brings
considerable additional income.”

R4: “(--) then we can think about TV advertising, newspaper advertising and all
such traditional media (--).”

R7: “(--) I give lectures to companies, and to some extent I hold such work well-
being events (--), or I am a workforce at trade fairs and all events (--). (--) quite a
small part of this social media in my own work.”

4

R8: “(--) I want to be known as an athlete and not as a social media influencer (--).”

R10: “(--) After all, nothing matters other than the fact that that badge is in the
chest. (--) it is what the athlete proudly presents. At the same time, it throws a big
mystery into the ring when you see that a hurdler collapses into that first fence
and sees that athlete has a badge of some brand on athlete’s chest. It must create a
mystery that what this athlete will do with this company. (--) it would be good for
this to happen, so that we start investing in what really matters, that is, that the
athlete and that brand start thinking creatively about ways to utilize cooperation.”

However, producing material for social media does not come naturally to
everyone, and then combining it with athlete’s own sports life can seem like a
challenge. Several athletes produce material themselves, but some of the athletes
used, for example, the services offered by the company.

R2: “(--)  would enjoy it very much if social media was taken away. I am exactly
one of those people for whom doing social media is really difficult. (--) that is why
I have a company to help with that. (--) it would be interesting to see that if it were
to disappear completely, how it would be brought to the fore (--).”
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5.6 Producing economically efficient content to social media

The research wanted to find out what kind of content athletes should produce on
social media, so that it would be financially profitable for them. Answers to the
question were found out from the interviewees with the help of three questions,
when they were asked how they have commercialized their own work, and what
is the earning logic of the paid collaborations they have made. It emerged from
the interviews that the effort was made to produce economically efficient content
in such a way that the least amount of time was spent on it, and the effort was
made to get as much compensation as possible. Some of the athletes felt that self-
produced content is the most economical of all, because then athlete do not have
to pay anything to external photographers, while others felt that content made
with a familiar professional photographer, in which several different campaigns
are photographed at the same time, is the most economically efficient of all.

R7: “(--) you have to do as little as possible with as much money as possible. I also
have a professional photographer who shoots some content, so if it is a large-scale
content that is produced, then it is out of the money that comes to me, depending
on how much resources the photographer has to commit to it. And in the same
way, editing the filmed material (--) when I do not have the skills to do it. If it is a
takeover week, for example, (--) which I do with my own phone, (--) then it is more
effective when it does not use up the resources of photographer (--).”

R9: “Produced at home, so that you do not go to any filming, (--) so it is the
cheapest in terms of costs. (--) it is important for an athlete that there are not too
many filming days per year. There, the stress factor in filming is if there is a new
photographer, director or company representative (--). Even if you are excited, you
will be tired after that day (--). Another option is, (--) to combine descriptions. (--)
in one day, even four paid collaborations can be done in a few hours, and that end
result is perhaps the best (--).”

R10: “(--) commercialization means that they have simplified their own values, for
example, they have made their personal brand simply understandable (--). (--) we
make content that the partner is interested in, so then we have to start building a
strategy. (--) when the athletes themselves contacts the company, it must show
material and content from the athlete’s own channel from a journey of several
months, which the company can pick up on (--).”

The duration of commercial content produced on social media also came up in
the interviews. The interviewees liked long-term partnerships the most, because
then it was easier to produce content, and it was also possible to bring out a
common value base in partnerships. Longer-term cooperation was also felt to be
more effective from the company’s point of view, because when the consumer
sees the same athlete regularly promoting a certain product or service, the
consumer ends up more easily making a purchase decision for the product as
well. The same benefit was not felt for short partnerships.
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R2: “(--) I have more long-term collaborations like that, who want to promote a
product for half a year. (--) it is easier to come up with that continuation there, in
my opinion (--).”

R4: “ At the moment, my three main partners are absolutely the most profitable for
me in terms of work input (--).”

R5: “I strive for it to always be a long-term partnership. Although if I were to apply
now, I would apply until the Paris Olympics in 2024, so that the two-year
partnership would be locked in immediately. (--) It would probably involve x
number of posts on my social media and stories, maybe a takeover to the
company’s account, something like my day kind of content. As versatile as
possible for a long time, so that it is really impressive. If you see me bring up a
brand five times a year, then it sticks in their mind much more strongly and
strongly, and then they are likely to become a potential user of that product or
service, so it adds more value to that company, and then they are more likely to be
willing to pay me for it more (--).”

R6: “(--) seeing a single ad does not terribly change anything in a person’s mind,
but then when a person and a brand are combined for a long time and purposefully,
then it only starts to produce that result. That purchase decision rarely comes
about when you're browsing (--).”

Although the athletes interviewed basically did long-term collaborations, some
mentioned that they have also entered into a few short-term partnerships
alongside longer-term partnerships. What made this interesting was that the
athletes felt that they received more money from short-term partnerships in
proportion to what they received from long-term partnerships that they liked
more. This can be explained by the fact that if a company cooperates with several
different influencers on social media, the company’s product or service gets more
visibility than if only one influencer advertised it on their own channel a few
times a year. A business can reach more followers without using multiple
influencers.

R3: “(--) you get much more money from individual posts than from long-term
collaborations. (--) I think that bigger companies want a lot of different people.
That if I make them five posts a year, they are probably the same people who see
those five posts. But if | make one post, and someone else, who has a lot of
followers, makes another post, it has a different clientele and viewership (--).”

R4: “(--) individual social media campaigns are, in my opinion, often better than
larger long-term deals, because for some reason companies are willing to pay
relatively more for a campaign, in my opinion, than for such a longer deal (--).”

R5: “(--) a few individual posts that I did purely for financial reasons (--).”

R9: “(--) the cooperation of one post is more expensive for the advertiser as well (-

2).”
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The interviewees were also asked to find out whether the paid collaborations are
financially profitable, for example, whether the athletes receive tangible financial
support in addition to goods and services. Each of the respondents stated that
tinancial support is requested from paid collaborations. If a product or service is
involved in the collaboration, they can benefit indirectly at the same time as the
products or services are presented to the followers. In paid collaborations,
athletes should also think about which company their personal brand will be
associated with. If the athlete agrees to cooperate with the company, and he
receives products instead of monetary compensation, the athlete is easily
associated with this brand. However, if the athlete had the opportunity to get a
financially significant commercial cooperation in the future, the cooperation will
not necessarily be formed, because the athlete is so strongly associated with the
previous brand. So, the athlete must definitely collect money for athlete’s own
goal. Doing paid collaborations only in terms of receiving goods was also
compared to other jobs. Companies do not just get goods as a reward for B2B
cooperation, because it is a business, and in addition to goods, money must also
be involved to the business. The work done by athletes should be valued
monetarily, whether it happened on the side of the field, on social media or
somewhere else.

R2: “I probably have a fifty/fifty ratio that there are also those material sponsors,
but then there is also pure monetary sponsorship. (--) I would see that the financial
sponsorship is the main purpose, however.”

R3: “I ask for money for everything (--).”

R4: “(--) I currently only do campaigns that also provide financial benefit. If we
were talking about a product that is really expensive, which I would buy anyway,
(--) then the product (--) could come into question.”

R5: “In every post I make, there is money in every post, so I recommend it. If you
only get goods or products for free, you can choose to receive it by saying that the
product has been received or the service has been received. (--) I personally do not

favor them, because then we might slow down the influence work a bit (--).”

R9: “They do not even send the sauna heater to Helsingin Sanomat when they buy
the front page story. (--) Why would we go for it?”

R10: “(--) an athletes cannot have any other goal than to get help for her athlete’s
fund if they collect money for their own goal (-).”

5.7 The impact of values on paid collaborations

The interviewees wanted to find out in the interviews whether a common value
base has come to the fore in paid collaborations, or whether they are directly
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compared to marketing investments. In addition, they were asked what kind of
feedback they have received from companies about paid collaborations. The
questions were felt to be important in terms of the research question, because
with them it was possible to find out what kind of companies are selected as
partners in paid collaborations. The interviews showed that the most important
factor affecting commercial partnerships was the values between the athlete and
the company. It must be faced so that the end result is natural, reliable and meets
the company’s wishes. It was interesting to note that several athletes had even
refused large and financially valuable collaborations because the values of the
athlete and the company do not match. Although paid collaborations are often
used to support one’s own financial side, collaborations are not done with
companies that do not match the athletes” values. In addition, athletes should
take into account when choosing paid collaborations that they do not collaborate
with competing companies. The athlete was also believed to create images for
consumers, and this was also considered an important issue when talking about
values. The image of the athlete is associated with the brand that appears in paid
collaborations, thus the importance of the common value base increases even
more.

R1: “I have values in the back before I even go into cooperation with anyone. (--) I
have refused because they have not been suitable for me. (--) It would have been
perhaps the biggest of all that I have even been offered, so I refused it because it
did not suit me.”

R2: “Common values and the fact that they meet both in my thoughts and those of
the partner, they are the cornerstones of where we are going to do it. (--) The bigger
the sponsor, the more they want to read all the updates in advance, that there are
no issues that conflict with their way of thinking (--).”

R3: “All of them are products that I use myself. I have a connection with them, so
there is no need to invent something. (--) a good basis for thinking that what you
would not want advertised to your own children, should not be advertised.”

R4: “I have even refused marketing collaborations if it feels like it does not fit. (--)
yes, there must be some kind of common values (--). (--) influencer marketing
agency, where I am now (--), so basically there will be people of the type that might
suit me. (--) it is important that credibility remains despite the advertisements (--).”

R5: “(--) I can take the brand of one of my partners in the direction of the values
associated with me, and vice versa. (--) For me, the most important thing of all is
the basis on which I work together, that shared value base. A lot of proposals have
to be praised and rejected if it does not correspond to one’s own value base. (--) the
one who would only go ahead with the money every time, then it could be a much
more short-sighted path, and in the long run even not so productive.”

R6: “(--) because it is pure marketing, it is about creating mental images. And I, too,
am mostly an image to the people who follow me. (--) what kind of values you
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bring out about yourself; in the same way those values can also be brought through
their products (--).”

R7: “I have tried to ensure that the common message or the shared value is
transmitted from there. (--) in my case there are no such partnerships, (--) which
were made only for money. (--) it would be really difficult to implement it myself.”

R9: “The choice is definitely based on values. (--) Our choice is influenced by two
factors. (--) is he a good role model to talk about, (--) and does it compete with
other partnerships.”

The feedback received from paid collaborations is also strongly related to the
values. A large part of the interviewees said that they have generally received
positive feedback from the paid collaborations they have done. If the values had
not met between the athlete and the company, the feedback might have been
different. The interviewees said that the materials are reviewed together with the
company before they are published, in which case it is avoided that material
contrary to the company’s values is published on social media. Self-initiative on
the part of the athlete and pre-planned materials were also highly valued. In
addition to the athletes implementing all the collaborations themselves, some of
the interviewees used a marketing agency for help. This was considered a good
option, as it provided direct data on the success of the campaign.

R1: “(--) The feedback has been more positive than before (--).”
R3: “Companies have liked them. I try to show everything in a positive light (--).”

R4: “(--) I have done most of my collaborations through an influencer marketing
agency (--), and I think it has been really effective. (--) I always send the results
there, or I write them down in one service, (--) and that way the company actually
gets data on how it has been successful. Then also you yourself, that this campaign
succeeded quite well, and this one maybe not so well, and this one really well."

R5: “I am grateful that I have received really good feedback. That is really
important to me. When I do some commercial cooperation, I always want to do as
well as I can (--), and in such a way that they would be satisfied.”

R6: “Mostly really positive. In general, initiative is valued in their design and
development, and what kind of content is produced. (--) if there is no continuation,
then most likely they have not been so satisfied with that cooperation. (--) positive
feedback will come through, but negative feedback may take a little time to
conclude or read between the lines (--).”

R7: “Generally positive. (--) We carefully go through with our partners what I have

in my plans and what I want to do. Then that plan is adjusted so that it suits me
personally, but that it serves that company in the best possible way (--).”
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However, it became clear from the interviews that feedback is not always positive,
and sometimes giving it is completely forgotten. It was interesting to notice that
when making the first paid collaborations, companies might have unrealistic
dreams, as they may set an expectation for sales to increase immediately after
making a paid collaboration. However, this requires more long-term work,
because when cooperating with an athlete, athlete can rather talk about building
a brand in the long term. In addition to this, constructive feedback should also be
given, whether the material was produced well or poorly. A good campaign
should be refined further, while a campaign that did not succeed in the desired
way should be developed in the desired direction.

R9: “(--) depending on how much experience companies have with this influencer
marketing; it will be reflected in that feedback. (--) expectations may be completely
unrealistic because it has not been done. It is believed that it will immediately bring
more sales. In influencer marketing, (--) when we do it with athletes, it is more
about building the brand’s brand in my opinion, and also building its credibility
for that partner, and it will not be immediately visible in euros (--).”

R10: “(--) if something has not gone as it should have, then you have to go through
those things and think about how (--) you can improve the functionality of this
cooperation. If someone has had a really good cooperation, then (--) every time I
think we have to look at (--) how we are going to take this cooperation forward in
the following years, and how we continue.”

5.8 Utilizing athletes in influencer marketing

The research wanted to find out why companies choose athletes instead of other
influencers to do influencer marketing and paid collaborations in social media.
In addition, the athletes and managers were asked which reasons affect the fact
that the companies have chosen the athlete in question, or the athlete represented
by the managers, to do influencer marketing. The interviewees felt that athletes
are chosen to do influencer marketing for the company because their lifestyle is
energetic and positive, and they have a good values. If the athlete becomes
successful in athlete’s own career, the value of the influencer marketing
collaboration increases really big, because many people go to see the athlete’s
social media channels, and at the same time notice the influencer marketing
collaborations with the company. One interviewee felt that athlete is also doing
socially significant work, if athlete can get children and young people to move
more with his own contribution. One interview revealed the difference between
social media influencers and elite athletes in influencer marketing. Athletes have
fans, which means that the athlete is an example and a role model for many
people. Cooperation with companies can therefore be really impressive for the
athlete’s own fans.
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R1: “(--) a positive expression and a face that suits them. (--) happy, energetic and
social (--).”

R3: “Athletes set an example in many things, in pursuit of their own dreams and
good lifestyles, and otherwise such a positive example (--).”

R4: “(--) there is something in it that such a basic training influencer cannot provide.
In my opinion, the credibility is still a little higher.”

R5: ”(--) athletes are often really ambitious, and they put themselves on the line,
and do everything they can. (--) athletes represent a lot of such values, which are
also the values of many companies, in which case the click is ready right there. (--)
If influencer marketing cooperation is carried out, and if athletes happen to be
successful in their own sport, the visibility is enormous (--)."

R7: “(--) athletes are quite punctual and careful to do their own work, so would it
be felt that the partnership is also managed well. (--) then it is considered socially
important for Finns to be active, and for children and young people to be able to
do sports, and then those sports professionals (--) will be able to act as role models.”

R8: “(--) if top athletes use certain products, it also has an effect on how ordinary
exercisers feel that maybe they need those too. (--) the athlete is able to participate
in the construction of the story, what kind of images are created from that company

().

R10: “(--) athletes have fans. (--) If you have fans, then you are an example and a
role model, but if you have followers, then in practice you make content that
entertains (--). (--) then if there is an example or a role model, it really matters what
kind of partners you work with. (--) with the athlete you get a sense of community,
(--) and it is an influence that you can use in the company’s internal communication
and external communication (--).”

The interview also revealed that athletes are already commercialized, so doing
influencer marketing does not decrease their value in the eyes of followers either.
People also remember the athlete for the rest of their life, even when the athlete’s
career ends.

R6: ”(--) sport is already commercialized, (--) and it is a natural part of it. There is
no need to fear that advertising a product in itself would lower the value of that
person in the eyes of, for example, followers. (--) purely only with people who are
influential on social media, the follower base can be quite young very often, and
that purchasing power is usually found there in people of working age. (--)
visibility comes from other places than from social media. The influence of
traditional media along with that, it makes the personal brand more well-known,
even if it is not so followed on social media (--).”

One interview brought up an interesting point about why influencer agencies,
despite everything, do not necessarily utilize the potential of athletes for
influencer marketing. Because athletes have to focus on training, eating healthy
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and getting enough rest, they cannot put as much effort into influencer marketing
as some other influencers can. Producing full-time content for an athlete is not
possible.

R9: “(--) influencer agencies do not hire athletes in the same way, even if they
wanted to, because they cannot make content full-time (--).”

The interviewees felt that companies want to cooperate with them, among other
things, because of their education. Several interviewees felt that their own
training had positive effects in entering into new partnerships, as it is perceived
to bring more credibility. The interviewees had also noticed that if they highlight
some special things about themselves on social media, companies will easily be
interested in them. One’s own story was also considered important in the birth
of influencer marketing cooperation.

R2: “(--) I feel that my social media (--) does not contain smooth content. (--) I think
it impresses those sponsors when there is such a regular (--). (--) we can get a red
thread built into it in many cooperative partnerships (--).”

R3: “Longer-term partners (--) say that they like my background and story, and
partly want to support me in pursuing my dreams.”

R4: “(--) they have chosen me very much because of what this thing outside of my
sport [education] brings to my brand (--).”

R5: “(--)  am an athlete, but I hope that my followers will see who that person is
behind the athlete. (--) my path and story as an athlete are quite diverse and
interesting, and there are points that show perseverance in me, which is
appreciable (--). (--) I feel that I am quite good at bringing out stories and messages
on social media, and I have a good brand value (--).”

R6: “(--) there have been contacts because of that, because I have performed so
nicely and well here in public. (--) often what is brought out in public then leads
to the interest of some companies (--).”

5.9 Changes to sport sponsorship brought by influencer market-
ing

With the growing role of influencer marketing in the world of sports sponsorship,
the interviews wanted to find out how the use of influencer marketing has
changed during the athletes” own careers, and how the athletes perceive it as part
of their own profession. The interviews revealed that if the athlete’s career had
lasted for several years, the opportunities brought by social media had become a
part of the interviewee’s life along the course of their own career. In the early
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days of a career, companies wanted to take advantage of traditional sponsorship,
such as using their logos on athletes’ clothes, or inviting athletes to various events,
but nowadays more and more companies want to take advantage of the
opportunities brought by social media in addition to traditional sponsorship. The
interviews also revealed that athletes who want to build a stronger brand for
themselves have used social media to help them exploit their commercial
potential. Consequently, influencer marketing and social media were also
perceived as an economically significant factor.

R1: “When I started, it was very small. It actually came into play during my career.
(--) the social media culture was not that strong.”

R2: “(--) It used to be a lot of physical work, where you had to show off and be on
display, (--) but nowadays it is much more revolving around social media.”

R3: “This is the advantage for athletes in social media today. In the past, you had
to go to some events a lot. Before, it was just that logo on the shirt and then there
were different events where you had to go all the time. (--) it does make it easier
not to have to go around different things.”

R4: “(--) when I came to the surface in my own career, there was no influencer
marketing. (--) I remember that I did the first small thing in maybe 2016. (--) now
it’s practically what I finance my entire career with.”

R5: “(--) when I started, there was no social media, (--) and now it is a really big
enabler, and one big thing that athletes can use with partners. That is why it
probably plays the biggest role when it comes to the movement of money, if we
are only talking about partners and influencers. It has revolutionized this whole
way of being an athlete.”

R8: “(--) some of the athletes have (--) wanted to include it more strongly in their
own brand building and utilize that commercial potential (--).”

The arrival of influencer marketing as part of sports sponsorship has given not
only the athletes, but also the companies that support them new opportunities in
terms of visibility. The interviews showed that thanks to social media, more and
more companies have been able to start supporting athletes, when they have had
the opportunity to be visible on social media in addition to traditional marketing
channels. It was interesting to notice that the athletes also want to proudly
present their own partners and want to make more visible cooperation. When the
company gains visibility in the athlete’s own social media channels, it also brings
the company additional income through sales in the long term. This can also lead
to longer partnerships between the athlete and the company. The interviews
revealed that companies also want to receive data from influencer marketing on
social media, so that the level of engagement of followers can be measured by the
posts made.
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R7: “(--) influencer marketing has brought that reciprocity. (--) now social media
collaborations are the same concrete reciprocity for that company. It gets visibility
in more than just the logo on the chest or something similar.”

R9: "Considerably more companies have gotten involved in sports sponsorship,
and they also do digital marketing extensively, so yes, through that social media
marketing, it has been the way to get into sports as well. (--) in that way it has also
opened up a considerable opportunity to make money in sports (--)."

R10: “(--) the biggest thing is that the utilization of partners has received
significantly more euros than before, and that is only a positive thing. (--)
cooperation partnerships and sponsor cooperation partnerships are given the
opportunity to be seen, which is a good thing. Athletes are more willing to make
visible cooperation (--) and proudly represent their own partnership."

R3: “(--)  was asked about the engagement rate for the first time this year, I have
never been asked this before (--).”

The opportunities brought by influencer marketing were considered good things
in relation to sports sponsorship, but in the interviews, one disadvantage also
emerged. Since social media is present in the athlete’s everyday life, and the
material produced there can be considered a public diary, the athlete is
constantly under the eyes of the following on social media. When the era of social
media is compared to the time before social media, individual magazine stories
or sponsorships did not remind the athlete in the same way. The athlete must
also be careful about what kind of material is produced for social media.

R9: “(--) affects the athlete’s everyday life, that this social media is in a way on the
skin all the time. In the same way, the magazine story or the individual sponsor
stories are not reminding you, but in that practice, it is your public diary that is
being sold. (--) you just have to think carefully and accept that it will be public for
the rest of your life. When it has time to be there for a second, a screenshot has
already been taken.”

5.10 Influencer marketing during Olympics

Since the interviews interviewed top athletes who are in the active phase of their
careers, in this study also wanted to take into account influencer marketing in the
interviews, and above all during the time of the Olympics. Rule 40 sets rules for
athletes to do influencer marketing for a certain period before and after the
Olympics, as well as during them. Everyone interviewed naturally knew the
limitations related to influencer marketing during Olympics, but in this study
was wanted to find out if social media can still be used as a marketing channel,
even though paid collaborations cannot be done there. From the three interviews,
it became clear that a quiet life on social media was considered a good thing for
the athletes, because then they can fully focus on playing sports and succeeding
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in the Olympics. In one interview, it was said that the material to be posted on
social media is filmed in advance, and it is published on social media during the
grace period. In this case, the athlete does not have to produce material himself
during the prestigious competitions but can focus only on the sport.

R1: “(--) At the Olympics, you noticed that many silenced their channels, and
focused on what was essential, at least the competitors I watched.”

R3: “Then nothing is done at all. Then there is an Olympic peace, which means that
you are not allowed to advertise anything. I think it is really nice that I have made
my own peace with all my partners around all the other prestigious competitions
as well.”

R10: “(--) We are trying to respect this grace period and the spirit of the Olympics,
and the athlete also enjoys unbranded content. (--) We have often done with
athletes that we have filmed the basic content before the Olympics, and then that
basic content is maintained during the waiting period, which is then again a social
media vacation for the athlete in question.”

Focusing on sports can also be guaranteed in such a way that sharing one’s own
feelings and experiences about the Olympic Village can be outsourced to a
company, in which case the athlete can fully focus on sports without additional
stressors.

R2: “I have outsourced (--) that I do not want a single stressor in addition to not
having to do updates about Olympic Village. (--) In Tokyo, I outsourced it to that
company, that they did the updates, and I just put a message, which feelings, that
they then put them into words for those updates. I want to focus on what I am
doing and remove that stress from myself.”

However, several interviewees mentioned that even though it is forbidden to do
influencer marketing before and after the Olympics, as well as during them, it is
possible to use social media permitted in other ways during that time. Many had
noticed that the attention brought by the media to the time of the Olympics also
increased the number of followers explosively on Instagram. Some had noticed
that more than 10,000 followers could have come even in a short time. According
to one interviewee, sports updates about the Olympics were the most watched
publications of the year. Some of the athletes thought that they could produce
ordinary everyday posts on social media by themselves or with the help of an
outside person, and thereby produce throwback memories or behind the scenes
material. Since contests increase the number of followers, it is also possible to
engage athlete’s own followers by making interesting material for athlete’s own
social media. When more followers come to their Instagram channel, the athlete
can ask for more compensation from paid collaborations and influencer
marketing in the future, because the account reaches a larger number of
committed followers.
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R3: “(--) During the Olympics, I updated what I liked there myself, but no
advertising.”

R4: “I could imagine (--) that  would have made all the nice material there, because
it would be so different from a normal race trip or everyday life. And then I would
have published them as throwback memories after the Olympics.”

R5: “We have planned how to get the most out of the media attention and being at
the Olympics as much as possible. (--) We will take one of our friends who will
keep our social media and bring as much behind the scenes material from the
Olympics there as possible, and bring what life is really like to be there at the
Olympics on social media every day throughout the Olympics. Then a lot of people
will go to look at your profile and if there is something addictive and interesting
all the time, they will most likely follow you. (--) The fact that you are there at the
Olympics and produce sweet material during that time, it can be that you get
20,000 followers at once. (--) One of my friends who was at the Olympics got 10,000
more followers in one day, or even 12,000.”

R6: “(--) the visibility value of the event, however, is really significant for social
media (--).”

R7: “(--) my social work is largely unplanned I cannot describe it better. It comes
freely and casually and easily, that you do not have to take pressure from it,
whether it is the Olympics or not. From my point of view, it is quite easy and clear
even then.”

R9: “(--) those individual posts about the athlete’s background and content are so
hugely followed. They were the most viewed publications of the year. (--) In
practice, influencer marketing has to be zero in it, because there is the waiting
period of the Olympic Committee, (--) but on the other hand, it is nice that it
becomes the right sports content. (--) Sports posts are the successes over there,
when people follow through TV, so those who grow that followership (--).”

5.11 Summary of the research results

Based on the research results, it can be concluded that paid collaborations made
in social media can be used in a future profession after the end of a sports career,
and the networks created during a sports career can be considered in this
important role. However, the importance of paid collaborations changes during
athletes’ career, because in the early stages of a career, they can be used to finance,
for example, camps or hotel fees, but as the athletes’ progress in their own career
and their effectiveness increases, the values must be taken into account even
more closely. This leads to the fact that paid collaborations can have a positive
impact on building one’s own athlete brand and future employment. If the
athlete had studied a degree aimed at a profession, that was also considered
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important in terms of future employment. The degree was also felt to be helpful
in creating influencer marketing relationships.

However, not every athlete has always received the social media
collaborations or sponsorship deals based on the number of followers on
Instagram that they previously wanted. The majority of the interviewees felt that
the number of followers on social media would have an impact on sponsor
procurement, and above all on short-term influencer marketing. However,
companies that have supported the athlete for a longer period of time are not so
interested in the number of followers, because the company and the athlete have
grown together and created a common brand value. The interest of social media
was also highlighted along with other media presence, because if the athlete gets
visibility from other channels as well, it increases the interest of the athlete’s
social media. Furthermore, athletes bring value and visibility to the company also
outside of social media, in which case the number of followers on Instagram
alone is not the number that the athlete achieves with his own activities. In
addition, if a company wants to associate its own corporate brand with an athlete
and thereby build images, the number of followers was not felt to be of great
importance. In addition to the number of followers, the creation of cooperation
was influenced by the relationship of trust between the athlete and the followers,
because if the followers trust the content made by the athlete, it is easier for the
athlete to act as an influencer. Athletes should therefore create interactive content
on social media as their own personality. From the athlete’s point of view, the
number of followers can have an effect in a financial sense, as influencer
marketing is largely based on reach figures. Therefore, the more followers the
athletes have, the more money they can ask for the posts made. However, the
results of the study revealed that young the promises for future who do not yet
have many followers on Instagram and who do not master the use of social media
do not receive partnership agreements like others.

The research revealed that, in addition to the number of followers, the
athlete’s success also has an impact on social media collaborations, which means
that companies themselves contact athletes more actively. When the season is
underway, even low-key social media posts get significantly more visibility than
during the off-season. Although success arouses the interest of companies, it is
not always important for social media collaborations, because sometimes the
interest of a person comes before success.

Based on the results, valuable information was also obtained about how
social media is a part of athletes’ lives. The results showed that social media offers
new job opportunities for athletes, and it also makes it easier when collaborations
can be done from home, and athlete does not have to spend time concretely
attending company events. Despite this, some of the athletes still liked more
traditional cooperation, where the athlete is used at company events. The
research showed that some of the athletes considered social media as an
important financial source, so that it is possible to pursue a sports career
professionally, while some felt that the time spent on social media does not
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correspond to the compensation received from it. Bringing one’s own personality
to social media was also considered important.

Depending on the athlete, the production of economically efficient content
for social media was carried out either from home or with the help of a
professional photographer, so that it was possible to realize several different
entities at the same time. Long-term partnerships were considered the most
desirable, because then it was easiest to build a common story and value base
with the company. Longer-lasting cooperation was also perceived to be more
efficient from a financial point of view, because then the same athlete appears
several times in the company’s advertisements, and the consumer ends up
making a purchase decision more easily for the advertised product or service.
Despite this, some of the interviewees felt that they receive relatively more
monetary compensation from shorter-term cooperation than from long-term
ones. This was thought to be due to the fact that if a company cooperates with
several influencers, the posts will reach a larger number of followers, and the
company will gain more visibility. The results also showed that, instead of
products or services, financial support is basically requested from paid
collaborations so that the athlete can practice his profession professionally.

The results of the research revealed that, in addition to the above-mentioned
issues, the values between the athlete and the company had a great impact on
paid collaborations, as it made collaborations natural and reliable. A common
values was even felt to be so important that many athletes had refused financially
large paid collaborations because a common value base had not been created.
Since the image of the athlete is associated with the cooperating brand, finding a
common value base is really important. Feedback received by athletes from paid
collaborations can also be added to the values. The results show that many
athletes have received positive feedback, but sometimes there is no feedback at
all about the work done. Companies that do paid collaborations for the first time
easily think that influencer marketing is directly reflected in the company’s
business results, even though it is a more long-term job. In order for cooperation
to be beneficial for both parties, constructive feedback should be given when it is
required, and successful cooperation should be refined further.

Athletes are used in influencer marketing not only because of their values,
but because of their energetic, positive, motivating and ambitious lifestyle. Using
athletes in marketing can also have a positive effect on getting children and
young people active, as they act as examples and role models for many of their
fans. Athletes are punctual, and they may also achieve high visibility in
traditional media during their own competition season, when social media
collaborations receive even greater attention.

Social media has brought a lot of opportunities to athletes’ lives, if athlete
want to use social media and influencer marketing in addition to traditional
sports sponsorship. During the career of many athletes, the world has changed
from company logos only being attached to shirts, to the fact that just as many
bring out partners strongly on their own social media, and proudly present them
in the form of various campaigns. With the growth of digitalization, more and
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more companies have gotten involved in sports sponsorship. Cooperation is also
monitored more strongly these days, and among other things the engagement of
followers and the reach of publications are considered important. When
partnerships are used correctly, and material is posted on social media that is in
line with the values of companies and athletes, the collaboration can be truly
significant.

The results of the study also revealed what kind of influencer marketing can
be produced during the Olympics without creating commercial content on social
media. During the Olympics, it is important to offer the athletes the peace to
practice their profession professionally, but if athlete want to use social media
during that time, athlete can produce material about athlete’s own feelings and
experiences from the Olympic Village. The media brings a lot of attention to the
athletes during the Olympics, and if athletes know how to use it correctly in their
own social media, they can sports updates, throwback memories and behind-the-
scenes materials, making a huge number of new followers during the prestigious
games. When athletes get more followers on their Instagram channel, they can
ask for bigger amounts for future paid collaborations, because the account
reaches more committed followers due to the increased followership.
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6 CONCLUSIONS

6.1 Theoretical contributions

In this master’s thesis the focus was on utilizing influencer marketing to the part
of sport sponsorship in Instagram. It was found that several interviewees who
did paid collaborations on social media felt that they would be useful in their
future profession after the end of their sports career. The finding was in the line
with Dasi¢ et al. (2022) and Stubb et al. (2019) previous studies, which concluded
that a well-maintained personal brand during one’s career leads to income
during and after the sports career (Dasic¢ et al., 2022; Stubb et al., 2019). In one
interview, the changing meaning of paid collaborations was discussed as a sports
career progressed. In the interview, it was mentioned that at the beginning of a
sports career, paid collaborations are used in a financial sense, that mandatory
costs, such as camps and trainings, can be paid. The same finding was mentioned
in the article by Stubb et al. (2019) that many influencers make paid collaborations
in social media to guarantee high-quality content and to cover financial costs
(Stubb et al., 2019). When an athlete’s career reaches its top, the meaning of paid
collaborations changes, and instead of financial support, the most important
things become common values with the company, as well as building one’s own
personal brand and combining it with the company’s brand. It is possible for
athletes to create their own image with the help of their personal brands during
their sports career (Brison & Geurin, 2021), and utilize this after their sports
career ends (Sharifzadeh et al., 2021). The findings were in the line with Ibafiez-
Sanchez et al. (2021) previous study where was mentioned that collaborations
with well-known influencers strengthen the consumer’s positive preferences for
the brand, while the brand and the influencer strengthen each other’s brand
image. However, marketing becomes more effective. (Ibafiez-Sanchez et al., 2021.)
The interviews showed a new finding that some of the athletes experienced social
media as a significant source of income, while others were of the opinion that the
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time spent on social media does not correspond to monetary compensation. This
was an interesting phenomenon, because in the article of Stubb et al. (2019) were
mentioned that paid collaborations are created on social media and influencers
receives compensation for the work done (Stubb et al., 2019). However, paid
collaborations are believed to have effect to find employment after the athletes’
career ends, and their purpose changes during the athletes’ career. In the early
stages of a career, paid collaborations are used more in a financial sense, while
later in the career, a shared value base with the company and building the athlete
brand and improving the image become important. Cooperation with well-
known athletes also improves the company’s brand image.

The number of followers on social media was felt to have an effect on the
formation of collaborations, but many other things also affected it. It was found
that the number of social media followers was perceived to be important in
obtaining paid collaborations. Athletes can be considered good influencers,
because in addition to being well-known, they also get media exposure outside
of social media and from regular media, so the number of social media followers
alone does not tell the number of athletes” actual followers. The finding was in
the line with the article by Haenlein et al. (2020) where were mentioned that a
significant number of followers can be considered 10,000 followers, and a
significant engagement rate of more than 10%, which means that for every 10,000
followers a publication should receive 1,000 comments, shares or likes. Although
the number of followers is important in terms of visibility, a person whose
number of followers is not large, but whose opinions are important, can also be
considered a good influencer. (Haenlein et al., 2020.) However, according to the
article, for athletes, a larger number of followers is important in a financial sense,
for example, in terms of how much compensation they can ask for from paid
collaborations. Sesar et al. (2022) mentioned that companies pay attention to the
number of followers also because a larger number of followers creates reliability
and attractiveness, and it can therefore improve the consumer’s purchase
intention (Sesar et al., 2022). However, the number of followers on athletes” social
media and Instagram was felt to have an impact on influencer marketing, but it
was also believed to be influenced by the athlete’s recognition. An athlete gets a
lot of media coverage during their season, so the number of followers alone is not
a decisive factor, much like ordinary social media influencers. However, a larger
number of followers is important for the athlete, as it can be compared directly
to the monetary compensation of paid collaborations.

The interviews showed that companies that have supported the athlete for
a longer period of time are no longer so interested in the number of followers,
because a common image between the brand and the athlete has already been
created. According to Brison & Geurin (2021), athletes who are able to engage
their own followers are more valuable to a company than those who have a lot
of unengaged followers on their social media channels (Brison & Geurin, 2021).
It was in the line with Haenlein et al. (2020) article where was mentioned that in
addition to the number of followers, engaged followers are more important, as it
is easier for influencers to inspire them to act according to recommendations
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(Haenlein et al., 2020). When comparing longer collaborations with short-term
collaborations, it can be noticed that in short-term collaborations the size of the
number of followers was felt to have a greater impact on getting collaborations,
because with short collaborations they wanted to quickly gain high visibility
among followers. For short-term collaborations, some athletes were paid
relatively more. According to Haenlein et al. (2020), however, the best
collaborations are born in such a way that they have a duration of 3-12 months.
In this case, the influencer can get to know the product and use it, as well as get
genuine paid cooperation on social media. (Haenlein et al., 2020.) Longer-term
collaborations were considered more meaningful, because then a common value
base and story was formed between the company and the athlete, making it
easier to collaborate on social media. In long-term collaborations, the athlete will
also have advertised the same product or service several times, so consumers on
social media make the purchase decision process unconsciously. A purchase
decision is rarely made in the moment when social media is used but requires
long-term and purposeful advertising. Online behavioral targeting is based on
this, which influences the consumer’s purchase decision, as it makes it possible
to offer the consumer personalized advertisements in several different channels
on several different occasions (Wang et al., 2022). However, if the athlete and the
company have been working together for a long time, the number of followers
was not felt that important, because a common brand image had already been
formed. In long-term collaborations, a common value base had also been formed
between the athlete and the company. The new finding was that relatively higher
compensation for short-term collaborations is due to the fact that companies
want to get a lot of media space for their own products and services and reach
several engaged followers.

Alongside with the number of followers, the relationship of trust between
the influencer and the follower was felt to be important in terms of producing
natural and credible content. In addition, it is easier for the athlete to act as an
influencer if a relationship of trust has been achieved with the followers. The
content produced for social media should be interactive, and it should reveal the
athlete’s own personality. This was in the line with the following studies by Stubb
et al. (2019) and Osei-Frimpong et al. (2019). According to Stubb et al. (2019), a
social media influencer is a person who regularly produces interesting and
reliable material for social media, and who has gathered its own following (Stubb
etal., 2019). A relationship of trust is strongly associated with brand engagement,
which can be thought of as a consequence of brand trust (Osei-Frimpong et al.,
2019). Brand engagement arises from a strong relationship that has formed
between the consumer and the brand (Goyal & Verma, 2022). Committed
customers are also more willing to make purchase decisions (Hanaysha, 2021),
which in turn can be reflected in athletes” income. In addition to this, the athlete’s
success in competitions affects the fact that the companies themselves contact the
athlete more actively in terms of paid collaborations. According to Sharifzadeh
et al., (2019), an athlete’s success is connected not only to competitions, but also
to the personality of the athlete, as well as activities outside competitions

68



(Sharifzadeh et al., 2019). The relationship of trust and committed followers were
felt to play a major role in how consumers engage with paid collaboration on
social media.

Social media offers new job opportunities for athletes and makes it easier to
manage paid collaborations and maintain sponsorship contracts from home,
which means athletes do not have to spend so much of their own resources, for
example, traveling to different events. Collaborations made from home and
photoshoots where several different images are taken for various collaboration
projects were considered to be the most economically efficient of all. With
influencer marketing, it is also possible to achieve higher sales and ROI than with
traditional marketing (Leung et al., 2022). Despite this, some of the athletes
preferred traditional teamwork. However, traditional collaborations and
advertising have changed to a digital form because they aim to influence people’s
behavior more strongly (Singh et al., 2019). Social media was partly seen as a
good thing in addition to athlete’s own sports, because it allows athlete to
collaborate from home, and there is time for sports and recovery. In addition, the
production of several campaign materials at the same time was considered
economically efficient. The new finding was that monetary compensation is also
requested for paid collaborations, because simply receiving goods or services at
a reduced price or for free does not bring income to the athlete fund.

Values were felt to have a great impact on paid collaboration from both the
athlete’s and the company’s point of view. Collaborations were felt to be partic-
ularly meaningful if the values meet between the athlete and the company. The
interviewees were of the opinion that they do not want to advertise products that
are against their values, because they therefore do not get credibility from influ-
encer marketing. This was in the line with Leung et al. (2022) previous study
where was mentioned that social media influencers use their own stories to pro-
duce authentic-feeling content, as it enables the content to offer added value to
consumers (Leung et al., 2022). In addition, joint efforts are strongly associated
with the athlete brand, and therefore companies that do not match the athlete’s
own values are not wanted to be associated with it. Values were felt to have such
a great influence on the formation of paid collaboration that some athletes had
refused the paid collaborations offered to them, because they could not find a
common base of values. According to Dasi¢ et al. (2022), when building a per-
sonal brand, it is good to keep in mind one’s own strengths and areas for devel-
opment (Dasi¢ et al., 2022). This can be compared to the fact that one’s own strong
values should not be mixed with paid collaborations whose values does not co-
incide with one’s own values. The new and important finding was that values
played a particularly important role in paid collaborations, because without a
common value base, the end result will not be credible and reliable.

Athletes are used in influencer marketing, along with good values, because
they are energetic, positive, ambitious and motivated to work for their own ca-
reer. In the article by Dasi¢ et al. (2022) were mentioned that through athletes can
be expanded the understanding of marketed product (Dasi¢ et al., 2022). Rascher
et al. (2017), athletes who are successful in value competitions generate better
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returns for the company when cooperation is done with them. On the other hand,
if the athletes have not won big competitions, but they are considered to be top
athletes, the athletes can generate added value for the brand. Well-known ath-
letes therefore have influence. (Rascher et al., 2017.) Athletes want to be used in
influencer marketing also because they increase brand trust and evoke strong
emotions (Dasi¢ et al.,, 2022). The lifelong emotional bond with fans created
through sports athletes reinforces the fact that athletes should be used in influ-
encer marketing (Sharifzadeh et al., 2021). In addition, in advertising through
athletes, the company gets direct access to the company’s own customer segment,
if the athlete’s followers correspond to the company’s target group (Greenhalgh
et al., 2021). In addition, athletes have fans, while social media influencers have
followers, and according to Nufer (2019), fans can also show their loyalty to
sports sponsoring brand through the halo effect (Nufer, 2019). The use of athletes
in marketing also has a positive effect on the well-being of children and young
people, as they act as role models for many of their fans. Consequently, the use
of athletes in influencer marketing is also strongly influenced by the halo effect
theory. Nufer et al. (2019) mentioned that when a celebrity talks about a product
or service, the good image and positive image of the celebrity is transferred to
the advertised product or service, which automatically gives a good image of the
advertised product or service (Nufer et al., 2019). However, athletes want to be
used in influencer marketing because they are well-known, ambitious, motivated
and energetic, and serve as role models for many young people.

Social media has brought a lot of additional opportunities for athletes, if
they want to use it in addition to traditional sponsorship. Many athletes proudly
present their own partners on social media channels and bring them out in the
form of various campaigns. This was int the line with following studies by
Uzunoglu et al. (2014) and Dasi¢ et al. (2022). Influencers act as opinion leaders
who spread messages about the company’s products in the online environment
(Uzunoglu et al., 2014). Stories are often used to produce authentic content on
Instagram. Stories make the content authentic and personal (Dasi¢ et al., 2022;
Leung et al., 2022). Influencer marketing used in social media often also leads to
the creation of eWoM. According to Uzunoglu & Kip (2014), experiences or
opinions shared by influencers can be considered more reliable than the
company’s own communication (Uzunoglu & Kip, 2014). Positive eWoM can be
achieved if maintain good relationships with followers and brands (Choi et al.,
2018; Khan, Zaman, Khan & Musleha, 2022). However, athletes, like other
influencers, must make sure that there is not only commercial content on social
media. Like Stubb et al. (2019) mentioned, consumers do not use social media
channels only to view commercial content, and commercial content should
always be announced in connection with publications (Stubb et al., 2019). Active
followers are interested in products advertised by influencers (Belanche et al.,
2020). Because of this, companies closely monitor the engagement of followers
and the reach of publications, and these are considered important things in
influencer marketing. On the other hand, social media marketing and influencer
marketing can guarantee athletes” livelihood even when they are injured, for
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example, and cannot practice their profession in the same way as before.
Bredikhina et al. (2022) were mentioned that the athlete’s profession must be
maintained professionally and creatively during injuries and other interruptions
(Bredikhina et al., 2022). Social media makes it easy to highlight athlete’s own
partners. However, content produced on social media or Instagram should not
be purely commercial to maintain interest and authenticity of stories.

At the time of the Olympics, it is important to offer athletes the peace to
practice their own profession, so that the long-awaited prestigious competitions
get the attention and contribution they need. In addition, the production of
commercial content during the Olympic Games, as well as during certain periods
before and after them, is prohibited. According to the Finnish Olympic
Committee (2018), the Olympic Games achieve global attention, which is why
many actors want the reputation offered by the Olympic Games illegitimately.
This is why the protection of the trademarks of the Olympic shop is particularly
important. Unauthorized exploitation of Olympians is limited by Rule 40.
(Finnish Olympic Committee, 2018.) Ambush marketing is also based on this,
which means that a competing company tries to steal the sponsor company’s
attention (Scott et al., 2021). During the Olympics it is possible to produce non-
commercial material to athletes own social media, where they can highlight, for
example, their own feelings and experiences. Athletes get a lot of attention
through the media during prestigious competitions, when with the help of
behind-the-scenes materials and throwback materials it is possible to gain many
more followers. This was in the line with Stubb et al. (2019) previous study that
social media followers on the influencer’s channels like interesting material
(Stubb et al., 2019). The more engaged followers the athlete has, the more the
posts will reach people, and the higher the amount they can ask for the
collaborations. During the Olympic Games, it is allowed to share video images
on own social media channels and to post pictures, if they meet the rules set by
the Olympic Committee regarding Rule 40 (Olympic Team Finland, 2020).
However, casual and authentic content, produced according to guidelines during
the Olympic Games can increase the number of followers of athletes on social
media, and thus affect their future paid collaborations.

6.2 Empirical contributions

The research revealed that athletes are thought to be able to utilize commercial
partnerships in their future profession when the athletes’” sports career ends.
Because of this, it would be important that in collaborations, attention should be
paid to the values between the athlete and the company, in which case the
material produced for social media would be natural and interesting and engage
followers. Along with paid collaborations, an athlete’s education also affects
future employment. Because of this, it would be important that athletes are
encouraged to train. The education was seen to have a two-way effect, because
in addition to the future profession, the education was also perceived to have an
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effect on the formation of commercial cooperatives. Companies are interested in
influencers whose education matches the company’s business model, and
partnerships can therefore also be formed based on their own education.

Longer-term collaborations were considered important in terms of building
one’s own brand, as well as a common value base and a common story, because
when an athlete and a company cooperate for a long time, they are easily
connected to each other. When talking about a company that has made a strong
collaboration with an athlete, the company comes to mind with the athlete, and
conversely, the athlete comes to mind with the company that cooperates. Athletes
will be remembered even after their sports careers, when cooperation becomes
truly significant. Athletes are therefore used as advertising faces to create a good
image of the company. In a financial sense, short-term cooperations are used to
support one’s own career so that it can be pursued professionally. Companies
want to do short-term collaborations with many different influencers, so that the
products or services advertised by the company reach as many different social
media followers as possible. However, companies could only use athletes in their
own campaigns, in which case the company’s products or services would be
advertised on the social media of several different athletes at the same time. The
reach would increase greatly, and the company’s image would be associated with
the athlete’s good values. The theory is strengthened by the fact that the athlete
creates value for the company outside of social media as well, so in addition to
social media, visibility also comes from other media during the competition
season. The theory could be used in winter with winter sports, and in summer
with summer sports, when visibility in social media and traditional media is at
its widest. When consumers receive information about the company’s products
or services from several different channels, they unconsciously make a purchase
decision about the company’s products or services.

The same topic is also based on the fact that due to digitalization, even more
companies have been able to participate in social media advertising. Since the
companies are new in the field of social media, it would be worthwhile to use
these companies as partners of the athletes, so that it is possible for them to
achieve a good reputation through the athlete, and it is possible for the athlete to
receive support for athlete’s own profession. The good thing about these new
companies on social media platforms is that they have not necessarily branded
themselves with any other influencer yet.

The number of followers was considered an important factor in the for-
mation of paid collaborations, along with an interesting personal brand, which
leads to the fact that young athletes who are not yet at the top of their careers and
do not master the use of social media are easily excluded from paid collabora-
tions. If the athletes are unable to cover their own expenses with the help of social
media, they have to come up with some other solution to get income so that they
can practice sports professionally. Because of the potential, it would be especially
important to focus on the future promises of the sports field. Consequently, some
influencer marketing agencies could focus only on athletes, and above all on
young athletes, and look for suitable partners who basically match the athletes’
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own values. In this context, it would also be possible to utilize the aforemen-
tioned theory.

It would also be particularly important to receive feedback on paid collab-
orations, as good collaboration should be maintained and developed further,
while it would be possible to improve collaboration that did not produce the de-
sired result. Athletes should therefore be encouraged to collect feedback. It
should also be emphasized to companies that doing influencer marketing does
not necessarily immediately show up in the companies” turnover, but that they
should cooperate on a long-term basis. However, the two things support each
other.

Athletes should therefore be encouraged to do influencer marketing on so-
cial media in such a way that it does not interfere with the athlete’s own career.
To help with influencer marketing, athletes can use, for example, professional
photographers who take several campaign photos at the same time. This saves
the athletes” own resources and does not tire them too much. In making the posts,
athletes can use the help of professionals, in which case the athlete does not have
so much to do, and the athlete can focus on its own career. When doing social
media is familiar to the athlete, influencer marketing can and should be done by
itself. If athletes want to use outside help in doing influencer marketing, it would
be worthwhile for the athletes to use the same and familiar photographers. How-
ever, influencer marketing agencies that cooperate with athletes could also offer
photography assistance, so that when campaign photos are taken, a familiar pho-
tographer would always be in charge. Athletes and companies should find a mar-
ket niche where both social media marketing and traditional marketing could be
utilized in new ways. In this way, the benefits of both traditional sponsorship
and social media influencer marketing could be maximized. After all, social me-
dia can be considered a big help for athletes financially, it helps in the future
profession, and it improves one’s own athlete brand if used correctly.

6.3 Evaluation of the study

In qualitative research, the terms’ reliability and validity have received different
interpretations, as they were born in the context of quantitative research
(Hirsjarvi et al., 2015, 232). The use of terms has also been criticized for the same
reason (Tuomi & Sarajdrvi, 2013, 136). In a case study, the researcher may think
that all cases are unique, in which case it is challenging to use validity and relia-
bility assessments. However, reliability and validity should be assessed when
conducting qualitative research, for example, so that the measures taken in the
research and the final results obtained can be accurately analyzed. However, the
reliability of the research is improved by an accurate and truthful account of how
all phases of the research were carried out. (Hirsjarvi et al., 2014, 232.) This study
takes a stand on the reliability and validity of the study, and also discusses the
limitations of the study.
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6.3.1 Reliability and validity

Research aims to avoid the occurrence of errors, and therefore their reliability can
be assessed using reliability, for example, the repeatability of measurement
results, and validity, the ability of the research method to measure the thing being
measured in the research (Hirsjdrvi et al., 2014, 231). The results are reliable if the
research produces non-random results with repetition (Vilkka, 2015, 194). When
evaluating reliability, the most important criterion in qualitative research is the
researcher itself, in which case reliability must be evaluated during the entire
research process (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998). The results can be considered reliable
if two people come to the same conclusion or if the same person comes to the
same conclusion on different occasions, the results can be considered reliable
(Hirsjdrvi et al., 2014, 231). In the study, the interviewees were asked the same
questions, but their order was varied for each interview, in accordance with the
characteristics of a semi-structured interview. Ten different people were
interviewed in the study, so it can be considered that the interview group was
large enough in terms of the reliability of the results. From the research results, it
was noticed that many of the interviews brought up the same issues, in which
case the research results support saturation and repetition, which is typical for
reliability. The questions used in the research were based around the research
problem, in which case certain themes emerged from the interviewee’s side in
the interview before the interviewer asked common research questions related to
them. This also suggests that the results were not random, they were repeated,
and the same person reached the same result the second time the question was
asked.

Research can be considered reliable in a time and place where the answers
obtained from research results cannot be generalized to another time or society
(Vilkka, 2015, 194). Since the study was carried out by interviewing top Finnish
athletes, the results obtained cannot therefore be generalized outside the borders
of Finland, as a study carried out in the same way in different societies could
have produced different results. Research results cannot be compared to the past,
either, because social media, influencer marketing and the opportunities it brings
have only come into use in recent years. This was also evident from the research
results, because before social media, sports marketing was carried out using
traditional methods. The results cannot be compared to the future either, because
as digitalization develops, influencer marketing may be replaced by new
marketing methods in the future.

When conducting interview research, the places and conditions of data
collection, the time spent on interviews, distractions and misinterpretations
should be reported in the research (Hirsjarvi et al., 2014, 232). The above-
mentioned issues are written in the form of a table for the study, from which the
interview locations and the time spent on them are written down. Research
results for reporting to research reliably, always keeping the research question in
mind. Since the interviews were carried out using remote channels, possible
distractions during the interviews could have been poor hearing or failure of the
recording. In order to guarantee audibility and preserve anonymity, the

74



interviews were conducted in a quiet environment, and they were recorded using
three different recording devices.

The validity of a study is measured by validity, and a study that is valid
should not have systematic errors. Systematic errors refer to how the subjects
have understood the questions asked, because if the respondents understand the
questions wrongly, it can lead to a distortion of the results. The concepts must be
defined precisely, the collection of data must be carefully planned, and it must
also be ensured that the questions cover the entire research problem. Because of
this, validity must be examined throughout the study. The research can be
considered valid when the theoretical and operational definitions meet each
other (Vilkka, 2015, 193.) In order to prevent mistakes, the interviewees were
stressed at the beginning of the interviews that they are allowed to ask clarifying
questions related to the questions, so that each question is properly understood.
However, the interviewer could also ask clarifying questions related to the
answers, so that each answer was surely understood correctly. Although the
questions were pre-tested before the interviews with several different people,
some of the interviewees asked additional questions to clarify some of the
questions. It can be seen from this that the interpretation of interview questions
also depends on the person. Since it was a semi-structured interview, it was also
possible to address the questions from a slightly different perspective. This also
gave more perspectives to the answers received.

The concept of validity can be divided into internal validity and external
validity. Internal validity means that the theoretical and conceptual definition of
the study are in agreement with each other. With it, the researcher is able to
demonstrate mastery of its own discipline and a scientific grasp. External validity,
on the other hand, means the validity and generalizability of the relationship
between the conclusions and interpretations and the data. A research object is
believed to be valid when it describes the researched object exactly as it is. (Eskola
& Suoranta, 1998.) In this study, the focus was on internal validity in such a way
that the theoretical framework included all the information and concepts that
were reviewed with the interviewees in the study. When reading the research,
the terminology becomes familiar, which makes it easier to read and interpret the
research results. The research group selected for the study had been carefully
thought out in advance, so that everyone who answered the study could share
their own experiences related to a familiar research topic. Therefore, it can be
thought that if other athletes with similar backgrounds had been selected as the
research group, the same things would have been found in the research results.
External validity can be considered valid in this study precisely because of this
issue.

6.3.2 Limitations

The quality and reliability of the research was ensured before the research was
carried out, and the research questions were tested in advance with the help of a
training set, there are still limitations to the research, which will be reviewed next.
The research examined both men and women, each of whom represented their
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own sport. An even wider group of represented sports could have been included,
in which case the differences between sports in influencer marketing would have
come to the fore even more widely. The interviews focused on interviewing eight
athletes and two sports managers, and the research results were based on their
own experiences. Based on the results, however, not everyone did influencer
marketing themselves from start to finish, but some of the interviewees had
outsourced influencer marketing to a company or used an influencer marketing
agency for help. Since influencer marketing is done in cooperation with
companies, it could have been possible to use cooperating companies and their
experiences in the interviews as well. By interviewing them as well, the research
results would have given a broader picture of the subject.

Qualitative research and interviews were used as research methods in the
study, but in addition to qualitative research, quantitative research could also
have been combined with the research. With the help of quantitative research,
the research could have examined the data used by influencer marketing
agencies in relation to engagement or reach and mirrored it in the obtained
research results.

The interview focused only on top athletes, in which case they already had
a certain image and image in people’s eyes. As it turned out from the research,
young athletes who are not yet in the active phase of their own careers, based on
the results, do not get to work together so easily based on their low level of
recognition and low number of followers. Because of this, by studying not only
top athletes but also young athletes, the research results could have been more
scattered. In addition, the study only focused on top Finnish athletes. If the
research was carried out abroad, the results could provide some new
perspectives.

6.4 Future research

Based on the results obtained, the topic should definitely be studied in the future
as well, because as can be seen from the research results, previous studies and
the headlines raised in the media, the topic is current, and athletes are wanted
and should be utilized in influencer marketing. The purpose of this study was to
investigate how athletes can utilize influencer marketing on Instagram as part of
sports sponsorship. In future studies, it would be interesting to find out how
cooperative companies feel they benefit from influencer marketing done with
athletes compared to if influencer marketing is done with an ordinary influencer.
The research could look at which factors influence from the company’s point of
view how they choose an influencer or athlete to do influencer marketing for
them. Since influencer marketing is also done from the perspective of increasing
sales, it would also be interesting to study what kind of influencer marketing
done by athletes is the most effective for consumers, and what kind of material
on social media best leads to a purchase decision.

76



Based on the results obtained from the study, it would be interesting in
future studies to focus on how to get collaborative partnerships and influencer
marketing opportunities for young athletes who are not yet in the active phase
of their careers, and therefore do not have that much recognition or a large
number of followers on Instagram. In addition of that, in the future could also
investigate whether values influence social media collaborations even if a really
large amount of money is paid for influencer marketing. The research could focus
on whether the importance of a shared value base will disappear at some point,
and if yes, how it affects the outcome of paid cooperation, reliability and
consumer engagement.

When talking about the professions of athletes after the end of their sports
career, in the future it would be interesting to look at top athletes who have
decided on their own professional career, whether social media communities
really have an effect on their future profession, whether their own degree affects
employment, or whether the athletes have other ideas about how they employ
themselves after the end of athletes’ sports career. In addition, it would be
interesting to investigate whether the need for financial support from short-chain
influencer marketing depends on the sport of the athlete, or whether all athletes
benefit from income from influencer marketing in the same way. Do those who
represent winter sports receive more other sponsorship support than those who
represent summer sports, and do they need to do a different number of paid
collaborations on social media in order to be able to cover the camps, exercises
and equipment needed for professional sports activities.

77



REFERENCES

Adams, J., Khan, H.T.A., & Raeside, R. (2014). Research methods for business and
social science students. SAGE Publications India Pvt, Ltd. E-book. Retrieved
from https:/ /ebookcentral. proquest.com/lib/jyvaskyla-
ebooks/reader.action?docID=1698991

Bamakan, S. M. H., Nurgaliev, 1., & Qu, Q. (2018). Opinion leader detection: A
methodological review. Expert Systems with Applications, 115. 200-222.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1016/j.eswa.2018.07.069

Belanche, D., Flavian, M., & Ibéafiez-Sanchez, S. (2020). Followers” reactions to
influencers’ Instagram posts. Spanish Journal of Marketing - ESIC, 24(1), 37-
53. DOI 10.1108/SJME-11-2019-0100

Bredikhina, N., Sveinson, K. & Kunkel, T. (2022). Athlete Interrupted:
Exploration of Athletes” Personal Brand Management in Times of Crisis.
Sport Marketing Quarterly, 31(3), 212-227. DOI: 10.32731/SMQ.313.0922.04

Brison, N. T., & Geurin, A. N. (2021). Social Media Engagement as a Metric for
Ranking US Olympic Athletes as Brand Endorsers. Journal of Interactive
Advertising, 21(2), 121-138. https:/ /doi.org/10.1080/15252019.2021.1919251

Byon, K. K., & Phua, J. (2021). Digital and Interactive Marketing Communications
in Sports.  Journal of Interactive  Advertising,  21(2), 75-78.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1080/15252019.2021.197

Cheung, M. L., Pires, G. D., Rosenberger, P. J., & De Oliveira, M. ]. (2020). Driving
COBRAs: the power of social media marketing. Marketing Intelligence &
Planning, 39(3), 361-376. DOI 10.1108 / MIP-11-2019-0583

Choi, Y., Thoeni, A., & Kroff, M. W. (2018). Brand Actions on Social Media: Direct
Effects on Electronic Word of Mouth (eWOM) and Moderating Effects of
Brand Loyalty and Social Media Usage. Intensity, Journal of Relationship
Marketing, 17(1), 52-70, DOI: 10.1080/15332667.2018.1440140

Dasi¢, D., Ratkovi¢, M., & Pavlovi¢, M. (2022). Commercial Aspects of Personal
Branding of Athletes on Social networks. Marketing, 52(2), 118-131.
Retrieved from https:/ /scindeks-clanci.ceon.rs/data/ pdf/0354-
3471/2021/0354-34712102118D.pdf

Delbaere, M., Michale, B., & Phillips, B. J. (2020). Social media influencers: A route
to brand engagement for their followers. Psychology and Marketing, 38(1),
101-112. https:/ /doi.org/10.1002/mar.21419

Dixon, S. (2022). Instagram accounts with the most followers worldwide as of
June 2022. Retrieved October 29, 2022 from
https:/ /www .statista.com/ statistics /421169 / most-followers-instagram/

Dixon, S. (2022). Instagram - statistics & Facts. Retrieved October 29, 2022 from
https:/ /www statista.com/topics/1882/instagram/#dossierContents__o
uterWrapper

Djafarova, E., & Rushworth, C. (2017). Exploring the credibility of online
celebrities” Instagram profiles in influencing the purchase decisions of
young female users. Computers in Human Behavior, 68, 1-7.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.11.009

78



Doyle, J. P.,, Su, Y., & Kunkel, T. (2022). Athlete branding via social media:
examining the factors influencing consumer engagement on Instagram.
European Sport Management Quarterly, 22(4), 506-526.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1080/16184742.2020.1806897

Eriksson, P., & Kovalainen, A. (2008). Qualitative methods in business research.
SAGE Publications Ltd, https:/ /dx.doi.org/10.4135/9780857028044

Eskola, J., & Suoranta, J. (1998). Johdatus laadulliseen tutkimukseen. (1st. ed.).
Tampere: Vastapaino

Finnish Olympic Committee. (2022). Olympiakomitea. Retrieved October 20,
2022 from https:/ /www.olympiakomitea.fi/ olympiakomitea/

Finnish Olympic Committee. (2022). Vastuullisuus. Retrieved October 20, 2022
from https:/ /www.olympiakomitea.fi/ olympiakomitea/vastuullisuus/

Finnish Olympic Committee. (2022). Liikuntapolitiikka. Retrieved October 20,
2022 from
https:/ /www.olympiakomitea.fi/ olympiakomitea/liikuntapolitiikka/

Finnish ~ Olympic =~ Committee.  (2018).  Olympialaisten = kimurantit
markkinointioikeudet. Retrieved December 21, 2022 from
https:/ /www.olympiakomitea.fi/2018/01/29/ olympialaisten-kimurantit-
markkinointioikeudet/

Goyal, A., & Verma, P. (2021). Impact of Brand Engagement on Behavioral
Loyalty, Brand Equity and WoM Through Attitudinal Loyalty. Journal of
International Food & Agribusiness Marketing, 1-22.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1080/08974438.2021.1956

Goyal, A., & Verma, P. (2022). The relationship between brand engagement,
brand loyalty, overall brand equity and purchase intention. Journal of
Strategic Marketing. 1-21. https:/ /doi.org/10.1080/0965254X.2022.2149

Greenhalgh, G., Martin, T., & Smith, A. (2021). Niche Sport Sponsorship:
Providing the Target Market Sponsors Want? Sport Marketing Quarterly,
30(2), 111-121. DOL: http:/ /doi.org/10.32731/SMQ.302.062021.03

Gupta, Y., Agarwal, S., & Singh, P. B. (2020). TO STUDY THE IMPACT OF
INSTAFAMOUS CELEBRITIES ON CONSUMER BUYING BEHAVIOR.
Academy of Marketing Studies Journal, 24(2), 1-13.
https:/ /www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/study-impact-
instafamous-celebrities-on-consumer/docview /2424655412 / se-2

Gunther, K., Hasanen, K. & Juhila, K. (2021). Laadullisen tutkimuksen
verkkokadsikirja. Analyysitavan valinta ja yleiset analyysitavat. Johdanto:
analyysi ja  tulkinta. Retrieved  December 2, 2022 from
https:/ /www fsd.tuni.fi/fi/ palvelut/ menetelmaopetus/kvali/analyysita
van-valinta-ja-yleiset-analyysitavat/analyysi-ja-tulkinta/

Haenlein, M., Anadol, E., Farnsworth, T., Hugo, H., Hunichen, J., & Welte, D.
(2020) Navigating the New Era of Influencer Marketing: How to be
Successful on Instagram, TikTok, & Co. California Management Review, 63(1),
5-25. DOI: 10.1177/0008125620958166

79



Hanaysha, J. R. (2021). An examination of social media advertising features,
brand engagement and purchase intention in the fast food industry. British
Food Journal, 124(11), 4143-4160. DOI 10.1108 / BF]-08-2021-0907

Heikkeri, L. (2020). Urheilijasta somebrandiksi. Retrieved October 24, 2022 from
https:/ /10.fi/ urheilijat-sosiaalisessa-mediassa/

Hennig-Thurau, T., Gwinner, K. P., Walsh, G., & Gremler, D. D. (2004). Electronic
word-of-mouth via consumer opinion platforms: What motivates consumer
to articulate themselves on the internet? Journal of Interactive Marketing, 18(1),
38-52. https:/ /doi.org/10.1002/ dir.10073

Herzallah, D., Mufioz-Leiva, F., & Liébana-Cabanillas, F. (2022) Selling on
Instagram: Factors that Determine the Adoption of Instagram Commerce.
International Journal of Human-Computer Interaction, 38(11), 1004-1022.
DOI:10.1080/10447318.2021.1976514

Hirsjarvi, S., Remes, P., & Sajavaara P. (2014). Tutki ja kirjoita (19th. ed.). Porvoo:
Bookwell Oy.

Ibafiez-Sanchez, S., Flavian, M., Casal¢, L. V., & Belanche, D. (2022) Influencers
and brands successful collaborations: A mutual reinforcement to promote
products and services on social media. Journal of Marketing Communications,
28(5), 469-486. DOI:10.1080/13527266.2021.1929410

Jalilvand, M. R., Esfahani, S. S., & Samiei, N. (2011). Electronic word-of-mouth:
challenges and opportunities. Procedia Computer Science, 3. 42-46.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1016/j.procs.2010.12.008

Jin, S. V., Mugaddam, A., & Ryu, E. (2019). Instafamous and social media
influencer marketing. Marketing Intelligence & Planning, 37(5), 567-579.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1108 / MIP-09-2018-0375

Jones, J. J. (2019). International Olympic Committee Rule 40: Reasonable
ProtectionInternational Olympic Committee Rule 40: Reasonable Protection
for the IOC or Unfair Restriction to the Athletes. Atlantic Marketing Journal,
8, 1), 1-10. Retrieved from
https:/ / digitalcommons.kennesaw.edu/amj/vol8/iss1/7

Juhila, K. (2021). Laadullisen tutkimuksen verkkokdsikirja. Analyysitavan
valinta ja yleiset analyysitavat. Teemoittelu. Retrieved December 2, 2022
from
https:/ /www fsd.tuni.fi/ fi/ palvelut/ menetelmaopetus/kvali/analyysita
van-valinta-ja-yleiset-analyysitavat/teemoittelu/

Kananen, J. (2008). KVALI. Kvalitatiivisen tutkimuksen teoria ja kdytanteet (1st.
ed.). Jyviaskyla: Jyvaskylédn yliopistopaino.

Kemppi, J. (2022). Krista Parmédkosken Instagram-tili suljettiin torkedsti - Meta

myonsi virheensa. Retrieved October 26, 2022 from
https:/ /www.iltalehti.fi/ talviurheilu/a/04252b02-f093-428e-aefa-
e55708ab7593

Khan, S., Zaman, I., Khan, M. 1., & Musleha, Z. (2022). Role of Influencers in
Digital Marketing: The moderating impact of follower’s interaction. Global
Management Journal for Academic & Corporate Studies, 12(1), 37-64.

80



https:/ /www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/role-influencers-digital-
marketing-moderating/docview /2691834575 / se-2

Koay, K. Y., Cheung, M. L., Soh, P. C-H., & Teoh, C. W. (2022). Social media
influencer marketing: the moderating role of materialism. European Business
Review, 34(2), 224-243. https:/ /doi.org/10.1108 / EBR-02-2021-0032

Kuisma, L. (2018). Aitajuoksija Lotta Harala nappasi historiallisen
sponsoripommin - urheiluvdlinejdtti teki aloitteen: “Ei tarvitse tinkid”.
Retrieved October 24, 2022 from
https:/ /www. iltalehti.fi/ yleisurheilu/a/201805252200971134

Leinonen, O. (2020). Samuli Samuelsson sai sponsorilta tylyt pakit - sitten alkoi
tapahtua somessa: “En tiedd, mitd seuraajat odottavat minulta”. Retrieved
October 24, 2022 from https:/ /www.iltalehti.fi/ yleisurheilu/a/18e16c30-
644b-45d6-a83c-87633846a1d0

Leong, C-M., Loi, A. M-W., & Woon, S. (2022). The influence of social media
eWOM information on purchase intention. Journal of Marketing Analytics,
10(2), 145-157. https:/ /doi.org/10.1057 / s41270-021-00132-9

Leung, F. F., Gu, F. F.,, & Palmatier, R. W. (2022). Online influencer marketing.
Journal —of the Academy of Marketing Science, 50(2), 226-251.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1007 / s11747-021-00829-4

Leung, F. F, Gu, F. F,, Li, Y., Zhang, J. Z., & Palmatier, R. W. (2022). Influencer
Marketing  Effectiveness.  Journal of Marketing,  86(6), 93-115.
https://doi.org/10.1177/00222429221102889

Lo, F-Y., & Peng, ]J-X. (2021). Strategies for successful personal branding of
celebrities onsocial media platforms: Involvement or information sharing?
Psychology & Marketing, 39(2), 320-330. https:/ /doi-
org.ezproxy.jyu.fi/10.1002/mar.21597

Maldonado-Erazo, C., Duran-Sanchez, A., Alvarez-Garcia, ]., & Maria de la Cruz
Del Rio-Rama. (2019). Sports sponsorship: scientific coverage in academic
journals. [Sports sponsorship] Journal of Entrepreneurship and Public Policy,
8(1), 163-186. https:/ /doi.org/10.1108/ JEPP-03-2019-106

Martinez-Lopez, F. J., Anaya-Sancher, R., Giordano M. F., & Lopez-Lopez, D.
(2020). Behind influencer marketing: key marketing decisions and their
effects on followers’ responses. Journal of Marketing Management, 36(7-8),
579-607.

Naraine, M. L., Bakhsh, J. T., & Wanless, L. (2022). The Impact of Sponsorship on
Social Media Engagement: A Longitudinal Examination of Professional
Sport  Teams.  Sport  Marketing  Quarterly,  31(3),  239-252.
https:/ /doi.org/10.32731/SMQ.313.0922.06

Nicolau, J. L., Mellinas, J. P., & Martin-Fuentes, E. (2020). The halo effect: A
longitudinal approach. Amnnals of Tourism Research, 83. 1-10.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2020.102938

Nufer, G. (2019). “Say Hello to Halo”: The Halo Effect in Sports. Innovative
Marketing, 15(3), 116-129. https:/ / orcid.org/0000-0003-1414-004X

O’Gorman, K. D. & MaclIntosh, R. (2015). Global Management Series: Research
Methods for Business and Management. Goodfellow Publishers, Limited.

81



E-book. Retrieved from https:/ /ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/jyvaskyla-
ebooks/reader.action?docID=4531612

Olympic Team Finland. (2020). Pohjoisen tdhdet. Markkinointi- ja
viestintdsdannot - Tokio 2020. Retrieved December 21, 2022 from
https:/ /www.olympiakomitea.fi/uploads/2020/03/cadef72f-rule40-
suomi-2020.pdf

Osei-Frimpong, K., McLean, G., & Famiyeh, S. (2020). Social media brand
engagement practices: Examining the role of consumer brand knowledge,
social pressure, social relatedness, and brand trust. Information Technology &
People, 33(4), 1235-1254. DOI 10.1108 /ITP-05-2018-0220

Rascher, D., Eddy, T., & Hyun, G. (2017). What Drives Endorsement Earnings for
Superstar Athletes? Journal of Applied Sport Management, 9(2), 1-11.
https:/ /doi.org/10.18666/JASM-2017-V9-12-7997

Ratten, V. (2016). The dynamics of sport marketing: Suggestions for marketing
intelligence and planning. Marketing Intelligence & Planning, 34(2), 162-168.
DOI 10.1108 / MIP-07-2015-0131

Saari, R. (2020). Lotta Harala rakensi itsestddan yhden Suomen kiinnostavimmista
urheilijabrandeistd. Retrieved October 24, 2022 from https://10.fi/lotta-
harala-rakensi-itsestaan-yhden-suomen-kiinnostavimmista-
urheilijabrandeista/

Sharifzadeh, Z., Brison, N. T., & Bennett, G. (2021). Personal branding on
Instagram: an examination of Iranian professional athletes. Sport, Business
and Management, 11(5), 556-574. DOI 10.1108 /SBM-01-2021-0007

Salomaa, T. (2020). Mahtivedossa oleva suomalaisyleisurheilija avautui somessa
- sai yritykseltd pakit: “Minimivaatimuksena 10 000 seuraajaa”. Retrieved
October 24, 2022 from https:/ /www.iltalehti.fi/yleisurheilu/a/9bf78909-
d11c-4042-9aeb-33b3£c459902

Salonen, S. (2017). Sponsoripommi suomalaisessa urheilussa: Enni Rukajdrvi
ndytti ovea limujatti Red Bullille - tilalle suomalaisen perheen ruokafirma.
Retrieved October 24, 2022 from
https:/ /www. iltalehti.fi/ talviurheilu/a/201708032200302907

Schwarz, E. C., & Hunter, J. D. (2018) Advanced theory and practice in sport
marketing. (3rd. ed.). New York: Routledge.

Scott, O. K., Burton, N., & Li, B. (2022). Sponsor and ambush marketing during
the 2018 Commonwealth Games on Twitter and Instagram. International
Journal ~ of  Sports = Marketing &  Sponsorship,  23(3), 612-627.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1108 /IJSMS-04-2021-0086

Schonberner, J., Woratschek, H., & Ellert, G. (2021). Hidden agenda in sport
sponsorship - The influence of managers’ personal objectives on sport
sponsorship decisions. Sport Management Review, 24(2), 204-225.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2020.07.001

Sesar, V., Martincevi¢, L., & Boguszewicz-Kreft, M. (2022). Relationship between
Advertising Disclosure, Influencer Credibility and Purchase Intention.
Journal ~ of  Risk  and  Financial ~ Management,  15(7),  1-22.
https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/jrfm15070276

82



Singh, Dr. ]., Bhardwaj, Dr. K., & Sudan, S. (2019). How the Sport Sponsorship
influence Sports Marketing. Journal of Critical Reviews, 6(1), 186-195.
https:/ /www jcreview.com/admin/Uploads/Files/62e2b7bac8ac32.3095

7516.pdf
Statista Research Department. (2022). Global influencer marketing value 2016-
2022. Retrieved October 29, 2022 from

https:/ /www statista.com/statistics /1092819 / global-influencer-market-
size/ #statisticContainer

Statista Research Department. (2021). Influencer marketing worldwide -
statistics & facts. Retrieved October 21, 2022 from
https:/ /www statista.com/ topics/ 2496/ influence-
marketing/#topicHeader__wrapper

Stubb, C., Nystrom, A-G., & Colliander, J. (2019). Influencer marketing. The
impact of disclosing sponsorship compensation justification on sponsored
content effectiveness. Journal of Communication Management, 23(2), 109-122.
DOI10.1108/JCOM-11-2018-0119

Taipale, J. (2021). Tuhansien eurojen tytt pyyhkiytyivét silménrépayksessa -
Suomen yleisurheilutdhti paniikissa. Retrieved October 26, 2022 from
https:/ /www. iltalehti.fi/ yleisurheilu/a/46b11e23-655b-4€90-9149-
€23038d1e8b1

Tuomi, J., & Sarajarvi, A. (2013). Laadullinen tutkimus ja sisdllonanalyysi. (10th.
ed.). Vantaa: Hansaprint Oy.

Uzunoglu, E., & Misci Kip, S. (2014). Brand communication through digital
influencers: Leveraging blogger
engagement. International Journal of Information Management, 34(5), 592-602.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1016/j.ijinfomgt.2014.04.007

Vilkka, H. (2015). Tutki ja kehitd. (4th ed.). Jyvaskyld: PS-Kustannus

Vuori, J. (2021). Laadullisen tutkimuksen verkkokdsikirja. Analyysin valinta ja
yleiset analyysitavat. Laadullinen siséllonanalyysi. Retrieved Decemben 2,
2022 from
https:/ /www .fsd.tuni.fi/fi/ palvelut/ menetelmaopetus/kvali/analyysita
van-valinta-ja-yleiset-analyysitavat/laadullinen-sisallonanalyysi/

Ratten, V. (2016). The dynamics of sport marketing: Suggestions for marketing
intelligence and planning. Marketing Intelligence & Planning, 34(2), 162-168.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1108 / MIP-07-2015-0131

Wandoko, W., & Panggati, I. E. (2022). The Influence of Digital Influencer, e-
WOM and Information Quality on Customer Repurchase Intention toward
Online Shop in e-Marketplace during Pandemic COVID-19: The Mediation
Effect of Customer Trust. Journal of Relationship Marketing, 21(2), 148-167.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1080/15332667.2022.2035198

Wang, G, Tan, G. W-H., Yuan, Y., Ooi, K-B., & Dwivedi, Y. K. (2022). Revisiting
TAM?2 in behavioral targeting advertising: A deep learning-based dual-
stage SEM-ANN analysis. Technological Forecasting and Social Change, 175,
1-15. https:/ /doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2021.121345

83



Yang, S., Lin, S, Carlson, J. R., & Ross Jr. W. T. (2016). Brand engagement on
social media: willfirms’social mediaefforts influence search engine
advertising effectiveness? Journal of Marketing Management, 32(5-6), 526-557.
http:/ /dx.doi.org/10.1080/0267257X.2016.114

Yuan, S., & Gao, Y. (2022). When sports sponsorship incurs brand risk: the roles
of team performance, brand familiarity and team identification.
International Journal of Sport Marketing and Sponsorships, 23(4), 767-784. DOI
10.1108/IJSMS-10-2021-0198

84



APPENDIX 1 INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Do you believe that the paid collaborations implemented during your
sports career have an impact on your future profession after your sports
career?

2. What kind of effects does the number of social media followers have on
sponsor acquisition?

3. How does the arrival of influencer marketing according to traditional
sports sponsorship appear in your life?

- Inwhat way have the varied possibilities of social media changed
the way you present yourself as an athlete or implement partner-
ships?

- If social media were to be taken away, what would be left con-
cerning of sports sponsorship?

4. What kind of commercial content is the most economically efficient to pro-
duce?

- How have you commercialized your own work?
- What kind of paid collaborations could and should be done and
what is their earning logic?

5. What kind of feedback have you received from the companies about the
paid collaborations?

- Has there come out any common value base from paid collabo-
rations or is it directly compared to marketing investments?

6. Why does the company choose an athlete instead of other influencers?

- Why have your partners chosen you to do influencer marketing?

- Do you feel that success has added value to social media collab-
orations?

7. What kind of ways has the arrival of influencer marketing into sport spon-
sorships changed during your own career?

8. How influencer marketing can be done during the Olympics?
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