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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study was to identify the effect of professional athletes'
interactions on Instagram on the athlete's brand image, with the mediating roles
of relationship quality, brand authenticity, and fan attachment. The methodology
employed in this study was descriptive-correlational, and the statistical
population consisted of approximately 50,000 students from four public
universities in west of Iran, from which 590 individuals were selected as a
sample. A structural equation model was utilized to test the hypotheses. The
findings indicated that interactions on Instagram have a positive and significant
indirect effect on the athlete's brand image, with a regression coefficient of 0.28,
mediated by fan attachment. Additionally, the regression coefficient for the
indirect effect of Instagram interactions on brand image through relationship
quality and fan attachment (0.22) was greater than the mediating effect of brand
authenticity and fan attachment (0.10). As a result, athletes can gain significant
benefits by strategically and programmatically utilizing Instagram to manage
the content of their posts.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Social media has become extremely popular in the
world of sports because, when used effectively, it can
help differentiate athletes in a highly competitive
market. Among these platforms, Instagram stands out
as the premier social media channel. Professional
athletes, as some of the most recognized sports brands,
utilize Instagram to engage with both current and
potential audiences, encourage fan interaction, and
foster positive relationships with their brand. In the
context of social media research, "interaction"
typically refers to engagement with content,
encompassing actions such as comments, likes,
mentions, and any reactions that occur as part of user
partnerships. Athletes can enhance their engagement
with fans by creating meaningful content on Instagram,
fostering a sense of dependence among fans. When
fans develop an attachment to an athlete, they are more
likely to form a stronger emotional bond, leading to a
positive perception of the athlete's brand image.
Therefore, the current research aims to identify the
effect of interactions on Instagram on the athlete's
brand image, considering key variables such as
relationship quality, brand authenticity, and fan
attachment. To achieve this goal, the following
research questions have been formulated: 1) Does fan
interaction on Instagram lead to a sense of dependence
on the athlete and a favorable association with their
brand characteristics? 2) Do the variables of brand
authenticity and relationship quality facilitate this
relationship? 3) When acting as mediators, which
pathways in the model are most significant in
facilitating this relationship?

Methods

The current research employed a correlational
descriptive method. The statistical population
comprised all students from universities in west of
Iran, specifically Razi, Kurdistan, Buali, and Urmia
universities, totaling approximately 50,000 students.
To measure various Vvariables, the following
guestionnaires were utilized: Achen's five-item
questionnaire (2019) for Instagram interaction,
Achen's fifteen-item questionnaire (2019) for
relationship quality, Aria et al's five-item
questionnaire (2019) for brand authenticity, Aria et
al.'s three-item questionnaire (2019) for fan
dependence, and  Mahmoudian's  thirty-item
questionnaire (2017) for athlete brand image. The
content validity of the questionnaires was ensured
through feedback from eight sports management
professors, and the Lawshe model was employed for
further validation, which received confirmation. The
link to the questionnaires was shared with the
administrators of relevant Telegram channels and
groups for the students of these four universities.

Following approximately one month and two
reminders, a total of 611 questionnaires were returned.
However, 21 questionnaires were discarded due to
incomplete responses, resulting in a final dataset of
590 for data analysis. To organize, classify, and
summarize the raw data, descriptive statistics were
employed. For the inferential statistics, a structural
equation model test was conducted to assess the
hypotheses and evaluate the fit of the research model.
Data analysis was performed using SPSS and AMOS
version 23 statistical software.

Results

The analysis revealed several key demographic
findings: 58% of participants identified as male, 51%
were undergraduates, and 72% reported being single.
Additionally, 50% of respondents were in the 20-30
age group, and 29% were students at Razi University
in Kermanshah. The chi-square ratio relative to the
degrees of freedom was suitable (less than 3), and the
fit indices—Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), Goodness of
Fit Index (GFI), Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index
(AGFI), Normed Fit Index (NFI), and Comparative Fit
Index (CFI)—were all greater than 0.90. The Root
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) index
was below 0.08, indicating that the current research
model demonstrates a good fit and the proposed factor
structure is acceptable. In other words, the collected
data support and confirm the theoretical model of the
research. In addition to model fit indices, the
coefficient of determination (R?) is a crucial metric that
should be included in structural equation modeling
reports. This coefficient indicates the percentage of
variance in the dependent variable that can be
explained by the independent variables. The
coefficient of determination is particularly significant
in studies employing structural equation modeling, as
it serves the primary purpose of such research
(Mahmoudian et al., 2024). In the present study, the
coefficients indicate that approximately 61% of the
variance in fan dependence on the athlete is explained
by the interaction variable on Instagram, mediated by
relationship quality and brand authenticity. Moreover,
about 48% of the variance in the athlete's brand image
can be predicted by the combined impact of the
independent variables (Instagram interaction) and
mediators (relationship quality, brand authenticity, and
fan attachment). Finally, the interaction on Instagram
exhibited a positive and significant effect on the
athlete’s brand image, with a coefficient of 0.28.
Additionally, the regression coefficient for the effect
of Instagram interaction on the athlete's brand image,
mediated by relationship quality and fan attachment
(0.22), was higher than that of the same pathway
mediated by brand authenticity and fan attachment
(0.10).
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Conclusion

The present study indicates that athletes often lack a
clear understanding of the roles and purposes of
various social media platforms. The findings suggest
that professional athletes should adopt a strategic
approach when formulating messages and content for
their Instagram posts. This requires not only an
understanding of semantics and semiotics but also
highlights the need for a cultural shift in how athletes
utilize Instagram. To effectively build a strong brand
and enhance their brand image, athletes must develop
a comprehensive plan and strategy that focuses on their
target market and guides their communication efforts.
It is recommended that professional athletes
implement policies and strategies to maximize the
benefits of social media, particularly Instagram.
Consulting with experts in brand management and
social media branding can further enhance their
effectiveness. Overall, this study underscores the
importance of appropriate Instagram usage by
professional athletes for disseminating information
about their brand and engaging with fans.
Consequently, it provides valuable insights into the
impact of fan interaction on brand image management
within the context of professional athletes' branding
efforts.

KEYWORDS
Brand Authenticity, Instagram, Athlete Brand Image,
Relationship Quality, Attachment.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of Research
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Research Participants
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Table 2. The Rate of Use of the Internet and Social Networks
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Table 3. Indicators, Sources Used in the Questionnaire, Internal Consistency and Reliability
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Table 4. Correlation Coefficients between Latent Variables of the Research Model
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Figure 2. The Output of the Research Model in Standard Mode
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Table 5. Model Fit Indices
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Table 6. Regression Coefficients of Direct Paths of the Research Model
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