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Abstract

Professional athletes increasingly use their popularity to speak out about political topics off and on
the field. However, only few studies explore how audiences react to political speech in elite sports.
Existing research has tended to focus on very few high-profile cases, usually in the United States,
such as Colin Kaepernick’s anthem protest. Going beyond single cases, this paper investigates fac-
tors that systematically influence public support for elite athletes’ political activism. We integrated
a vignette experiment into a survey of the German population (N=1002). Using multi-level
regression models, we analyze how public support for athlete’s political acts varies with political
topics, the specific political action carried out as well as the local reference of the issue in question.
Moreover, we also compare the level of public support for political actions between athletes and
non-athlete celebrities. Findings indicate that support is subject to conditions: Athletes receive
more support when their critique refers to political topics abroad (as opposed to domestic topics)
and when non-disruptive actions are chosen, for example, expressions of opinion instead of boy-
cotts. The specific message has the strongest influence on support: actions and statements that
express a progressive political claim for stricter environmental protection receive more support
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compared to a rather conservative claim for border security. Findings add to the state of knowl-
edge by showing which forms of political activism meet with broad acceptance and which are likely
to polarize audiences.
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mobilization, political action, protest, social movements, sport politics

Introduction

When elite athletes use their popularity to raise their voice to address political issues or
social injustice, scholars speak of “athlete activism”. Political activism in general refers to
all forms of behavior that advocate for a political claim or challenge existing social norms
(Norris, 2002). Activism often uses a broad repertoire of behaviors that go beyond what a
society defines as institutionalized politics (such as voting or starting a petition) and
include marches, sit-ins, boycotts, and similar “unconventional” acts of civil disobedi-
ence (Martin, 2007). In this paper, we define athlete activism as any political expression
of athletes on and off the playing field that challenge the ideology of sport as an unpol-
itical space. Some scholars argue that we are currently witnessing a new era of athlete
activism (Cooky and Antunovic, 2020) which resonates with increased interest from
the social sciences of sport (Boykoff, 2017; Cooper et al., 2019; Magrath, 2022;
Schmidt et al., 2019). So far however, most of this research on athlete activism analyzes
US American athletes’ claims for racial justice.

In the United States, this rising attention towards athlete’s activism started when Colin
Kaepernick, the former quarterback of the San Francisco 49ers, kneeled during the
national anthem in 2016 to protest against racism and police brutality against Black
US American citizens and to commit himself to the Black Lives Matter movement
(Lewis, 2016). Many athletes and teams joined Kaepernick’s anthem protest: Players
from the National Football League, from college football teams as well as the National
Basketball Association, amongst others, protested during the national anthem, either
by kneeling, holding their fists in the air or similar gestures. Several teams, including
some of the Women’s National Basketball Association, protested with shirts stating
“Black Lives Matter” or “Change Starts with Us” (Cooky and Antunovic, 2020).
Tennis player Naomi Osaka and Formula 1 driver Lewis Hamilton also supported the
Black Lives Matter movement by wearing respective facemasks.

In addition, the number of female athletes speaking out against sexism and gender
inequality in sports and society is also rising. For instance, tennis player Venus
Williams published a letter in the Vogue magazine in March 2021 criticizing unequal
pay in tennis and sexism in sports. The Norwegian women’s beach handball team
wore shorts during a match in July 2021 to protest against the prescribed sexist
uniform rules with double standards for male and female players (Gross, 2021).
Similarly, German female gymnasts wore ankle-length unitards at the Olympic Games
in Tokyo 2021 to encourage female athletes to set an example against sexualized dress
codes in women’s sports (Sportschau, 2021).
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Other German athletes also received high visibility with political statements and
actions. During the 2021 Union of European Football Associations (UEFA) EURO
championship in soccer, Manuel Neuer, the goal keeper of the German national soccer
team, wore a rainbow-colored captain’s armband during two matches as a sign for diver-
sity and against the discrimination of sexual minorities. As this armband did not corres-
pond with the official armband required by UEFA, Neuer’s case received much public
interest. In the run-up to the 2022 FIFA World Cup, the German football team and the
German Football Association (DFB) engaged in campaigns like “Human rights for all”
and “One love”, meant as a critique of political conditions in the hosting country
Qatar. Some German media demanded even more substantial political actions during
the World Cup that may have violated FIFA regulations and possibly led to sanctions
against the DFB. Hence, before the 2022 World Cup, there was arguably more debate
about the politics surrounding the tournament than there was about football, and the
DFB had the difficult task to articulate a credible position in view of different expecta-
tions of their stakeholders. Beyond such high-profile single campaigns, there are also
new organizations emerging like the independent German athlete association “Athleten
Deutschland” (https:/athleten-deutschland.org/en/). Founded 2017 to demand a voice
for athletes in all issues related to elite sports policies, this organization is another expres-
sion of athletes exerting political advocacy. These various examples illustrate the breadth
of political actions athletes have recently taken up. Despite this increase in political
speech by athletes, relatively little is known about what sport audiences and the public
overall think of athletes using their platforms in this way.

Although some examples of political involvement of athletes seem to find approval by
a wider public, approval from the public is by no means a given. Perhaps most promin-
ently, Colin Kaepernick was accused of being anti-American and portrayed as a “traitor”
by some media (Boykoff and Carrington, 2020). TV ratings of football teams that
engaged in the kneeling protests declined in regions with a higher share of Republican
voters (Watanabe et al., 2019). In Germany, former national soccer players Mesut Ozil
and Ilkay Giindogan, both of whom are German citizens of Turkish descent, were publicly
criticized in 2018 for posing for a photograph with Turkish president Erdogan—from the
politically left for seemingly aligning with an autocratic ruler, and from the right for an
alleged lack of “German values.” After a weeklong controversy, Ozil declared his resignation
from the national soccer team. Hence, political involvement can also be received critically or
polarize the sports audience.

Data on public opinion and support for political activism in elite sport, in particular
outside the US, is rare and, where available, usually related to only a few specific
highly visible cases. Anecdotal evidence suggests that some forms of athlete activism
receive support, while others—as in the case of Mesut Ozil—are widely disapproved,
so that generalizable conclusions on the level of public support that politically engaged
athletes receive are hard to draw. This paper thus investigates the level and the determi-
nants of public support for athlete activism beyond individual cases and by employing a
methodology that allows for systematic analyses and conclusions. Based on the represen-
tative data of the German population and a novel vignette design, we analyze a central,
but largely unexplored research question: How does the level of public support for athlete
activism vary between different forms and types of political activism? Answering this
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question helps to assess which forms of athlete activism are widely supported, rejected, or
controversially received in Germany and helps to predict which public responses athletes
have to face when taking a political stance.

Public support for athlete activism

Previous studies on the public support for athlete activism investigated mainly individual
characteristics of audience members that influence whether a person supports or disap-
proves specific political action within the realm of sport (e.g. Allison et al., 2022;
Meier et al., 2023; Mudrick et al., 2019; Mueller, 2021). These accounts demonstrate
that political identities and ideologies matter. For instance, White Americans and
people with conservative standpoints accepted anthem protests in the US to a lower
degree compared to Black Americans and people of color (Allison et al., 2022;
Mueller, 2021). Moreover, in the case of the US anthem protests, the level of support
was higher in younger age groups (Allison et al., 2022).

Although personal attitudes and socio-demographic variables matter, the amount of
support an athlete receives for political activism is certainly also influenced by character-
istics of the protest itself. In the present study, we investigate different parameters that
potentially shape the level of support for political activism: (a) the person expressing pol-
itical opinion; (b) the specific type of political activism; (c) the political issue at stake; and
(d) its local reference. We elaborate on these assumptions in the following sections,
drawing on theories and concepts from research on social movements and political
mobilization.

The acting person: Athletes as activists

Occasionally, activist athletes are criticized for their alleged lack of expertise in the
respective political fields, requested to stick to their sports and thus preserve what has
been described as sports “apolitical nature” (e.g. Schmidt et al., 2019). Although the
idea of sport as an apolitical space has been increasingly criticized (Cooper et al.,
2019), it continues to resonate widely in society. Schmidt and colleagues (2019)
suggest that many US citizens support the idea of sports as an apolitical space: In their
analysis of the comments on Colin Kaepernick’s and Megan Rapinoe’s Facebook
pages following their anthem protests, some comments specifically addressed that both
athletes are not in the position of making political statements. Research of the
#BoycottRams hashtag and respective social media discourses that emerged after football
players of the St Louis Rams performed the “Do not shoot”-gesture also suggests that
many people perceive sport events as inappropriate venues for activism (Sanderson
et al., 2016). According to Kaufman (2008), the notion of separating sports and politics
demands from athletes to keep their social and political attitudes largely for themselves.
Yet, survey results from the US context also show that elite sport is not per se apolitical
but associated with nationalistic, militaristic and capitalist values (Knoester and Davis,
2022).

The idea of separating sports and politics is often justified with preventing sports from
political instrumentalization, that is, the abuse of sports for spreading political ideologies
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(Filzmaier, 2004). At least in Germany, this is a highly sensitive topic in view of the coun-
try’s history with the totalitarian Nazi regime and the 1936 Olympic Games. The
so-called “Nazi-Games” serve as a textbook example for political instrumentalization
of sport, as they were used for a propagandistic showcase of the German Reich and its
economic and social revival under Hitler’s regime (e.g. Boykoff, 2017; Filzmaier,
2004). The experience of politicized sport during the Nazi era subsequently gave rise
to the dictum of strict separation of sport and politics, which then prevailed for
decades (Balbier, 2006). Only recently have political statements in sport been interpreted
more positively as an expression of mature and responsible athletes.

In contrast, musicians, actors, or authors may receive less critique for political involve-
ment. Some genres, such as punk rock or rap, are strongly tied to sub- and counter-
cultures that espouse specific and oftentimes oppositional political values and lifestyles
(Bennett et al., 1993). Even in pop music culture, some fans seem to consider it entirely
appropriate for popstars to express their political views in public (Driessen, 2022). Hence,
public support may differ depending on the celebrity performing the protest. Specifically,
political involvement of athletes may meet more skepticism in the public than political
actions carried out by non-athlete celebrities, such as musicians, given that sports and pol-
itics are traditionally perceived as much more separated.

Hypothesis 1: Athletes receive less support for political actions when compared to
non-athlete celebrities.

Forms of political action: From symbolic to confrontational

Various forms of political protest have become increasingly accepted within Western
societies since the 1960s (e.g. Inglehart, 1997; Kaase and Marsh, 1979). Citizens perceive
participation in protests no longer as extremism but as part of a legitimate repertoire of
political action within democratic societies (Norris, 2002). However, the literature on
the acceptance of political protests still suggests that the level of support for a protest
claim varies with regard to the particular form of the protest. Hutter and Teune (2012)
distinguish four general types of protests that either use appealing, demonstrative, con-
frontational, or violent actions and thus represent ascending degrees of ‘“non-
conventionality.” While moderate forms of protest are widely accepted, more disruptive
forms of protest continue to remain stigmatized (della Porta, 1999; Hall et al., 1986). The
acceptance of protests is generally higher when protestors adopt a logic of strategic non-
violence (Stephan and Chenoweth, 2008; Thomas and Louis, 2014) and make use of nor-
mative protest tactics that respect the dominant social and legal order (Wright et al.,
1990). What people classify as “normative” thus depends on a society’s democratic
rules and institutionalized opportunity structures for political participation. In
Germany, for instance, climate activists of the “Last Generation”-movement have
employed the tactic of gluing themselves to roads to block traffic since 2022, which
has provoked outraged reactions from citizens and politicians alike. These actions and
the negative reception they have received illustrate where the fine line between normative
and non-normative protest tactics currently lies in a rather liberal country like Germany.
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What follows from these considerations is that sport audiences as well will likely dis-
tinguish between different forms of athletes’ political activism. Typical examples for
appealing actions are open letters and other public statements, such as the letter addres-
sing gender inequality published by Venus Williams in Vogue. Demonstrative protest
forms use symbols, marches, and gestures as expressions of political standpoints.
Examples from the realm of sport are the anthem protest or the use of rainbow-colored
captain’s armbands, as described in the introduction. Boycotts, occupations, or strikes
are examples of confrontational protests that interrupt the progress of sporting events.
Although more rarely used, examples of athletes boycotting a sporting event for political
reasons do exist, such as the Australian national cricket team who refused to play against
Afghanistan in January 2023 because of the treatment of women and girls by the Taliban
regime. Darnell (2012) describes that athletes might have to face negative consequences
when choosing more disruptive forms of activism. Mudrick and colleagues (2019)
support this statement by presenting that even when political attitudes between the
athlete and a survey respondent are congruent, negative reactions occur when confronta-
tional forms of activism are chosen. Thus, a public statement or a demonstrative act, such
as wearing a rainbow armband, should be met with more public support compared to
calling for a boycott.

Hypothesis 2: Less disruptive forms of athlete activism receive greater support com-
pared to more disruptive forms of protest.

The political issue: Speaking out for progressive or conservative policies

Some athletes or sport organizations frame messages with reference to universal values,
for example, non-discrimination or human rights, so that respective claims appear almost
“apolitical.” Within the scope of the present paper, these messages are less relevant as
they are almost unanimously accepted. More important are those actions and messages
that are potentially controversial, or at least not supported by all political groups and fac-
tions. Kaepernick’s anthem protest, for instance, triggered contrasting reactions among
US citizens. While in 2020 public opinion polls indicated that two thirds of US
Americans supported the “Black Lives Matter” movement in general (Pew Research
Center, 2020), only 56% found the anthem protest appropriate, while 42% reject kneeling
during the national anthem as a form of protest (Maese and Guskin, 2020). In line with
these findings, Knoester and colleagues’ (2022) large representative survey shows that a
majority supported athletes’ overall right to engage in political protest during the playing
of the anthem. In contrast, Mueller (2021) makes use of a list experiment to show that a
small majority of Americans disapproved the anthem protest but that a fair proportion
within this group are “hidden critics,” who conceal their disapproval when asked directly
about it. These findings not only indicate that the political claim and the form of protest
both influence the level of public support, but also that certain political claims have the
potential to polarize the public or provoke open or hidden rejection.

With regard to the contemporary political discourse in Germany, the monthly German
“Deutschland Trend” opinion polls show that Germans consider climate protection and
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immigration as the most important issues. Political claims for climate protection and
openness for refugees and immigrants—although controversially debated—generally
receive more approval than disapproval in the German public. For instance, 69% of
Germans support accepting refugees into the country, while 19% oppose such policies
and 13% are undecided (Gerhards et al., 2016). Likewise, 44% believe that measures
against climate change are not far-reaching enough, whereas 27% criticize these measures
for being too strict and 18% regard them as appropriate (Ehni, 2023). Although not an
absolute proof positive, as these data reflect very specific time points, they still suggest
that progressive claims—that is, claims for faster change towards ecological sustainabil-
ity as well as more openness for immigration and ethnic diversity—potentially receive
higher levels of support. This general picture of public support should also apply when
athletes become politically involved.

Hypothesis 3a: The level of support is higher for athlete activism that makes a progres-
sive claim (e.g. for climate protection) compared to activism that revolves around con-
servative issues (e.g. border security to restrict immigration).

Ideological agreement: Correspondence between athletes’ and respondents’
opinions

The support for more overtly political forms of athlete activism may also depend on the
ideological standpoint of the person who is receiving the message as well as their demo-
graphic characteristics. Approval of the anthem protest was higher, for instance, among
American people of color compared to White Americans as well as among supporters of
the Democratic Party compared to Republicans (Maese and Guskin, 2020; Mueller,
2021), suggesting that personal concerns and group affiliation shape support. Similarly,
Knoester et al. (2022) found that those identifying as White, as Christian, or as affiliated
with the military were more likely to oppose athletes’ right to protest during the national
anthem. TV ratings of football teams that engaged in the kneeling protests declined in
regions with a higher share of Republican voters (Watanabe et al., 2019). Hence, political
ideologies influence the support of athlete activism. According to balance theory (Heider,
1958), individuals strive to maintain a sense of consistency regarding their views and values
and should be more inclined to support claims consistent with their own ideology. With
regard to athletes’ activism, support should then depend on whether an athlete’s political
message is compatible with a person’s own beliefs (Mudrick et al., 2019). Scholars
often measure political ideologies on a spectrum from “left” to “right,” whereby “left”
aligns with progressive policies and “right” with conservative policies. The left-right
scale is often considered to reflect the most important ideological dimension in politics
(Piurko et al., 2011). Hence, it can be hypothesized that people support claims that corres-
pond with their own ideological standpoint on the left-right scale.

Hypothesis 3b: Support for a progressive claim is higher when a person’s political pos-
ition is more on the left side of the ideological spectrum and support for a conservative
claim is higher when a person’s political position is more on the right side.
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The local reference: Critique of domestic policies or of foreign states

A further distinction between different forms of athlete activism refers to the local refer-
ence point of the political claim. Such a reference can be the athlete’s home country (as in
the case of American athletes challenging racism in the US) or a foreign country (as in the
case of German athletes and sports journalists highlighting human rights issues in Qatar).
Although there is hardly any research on this distinction, we believe in its relevance with
regard to the audiences’ acceptance of political statements. Social identity theory (Tajfel
and Turner, 1986) posits that individuals not only have a personal identity but also a
social identity derived from self-categorization into collectives. A consequence of
social identities is that individuals hold more favorable attitudes toward their own
group (in-group favoritism) and less favorable attitudes towards other groups (out-group
derogation) (Hewstone et al., 2002). One particularly strong reference point for building a
social identity is the nation.

A strong identification with the nation leads individuals to perceive politics and
current affairs through a national lens and with a national bias. Accordingly, interpreting
the world through such national lenses likely contributes to judging one’s own nation and
their societal and political conditions generally more favorably than foreign nations. In
addition, these individuals may cling more strongly to positive narratives about their
own country and reject negative information (Martinovic et al., 2021). In line with
these findings, critique of societal or political conditions are more likely perceived as a
provocation or threat if it refers to grievances in or against one’s own country.
Particularly, in-group members who criticize the national in-group often meet strong
derogation, known as the “black sheep-effect” (Marques et al., 1992). Given that
in-group members are motivated to sustain a positive image of the in-group, criticism
of political issues of any kind that specifically refer to the in-group threaten this positive
image and may therefore receive less support. Hence, theoretical considerations and
research findings both suggest that the critique of the same political issue could meet
higher levels of public support when the local reference is a foreign country instead of
the person’s home country.

Hypothesis 4: Athlete activism that criticizes foreign countries receives more support
from Germans than activism that criticizes the same issue in Germany.

Methods

Study design and data collection

This study uses a vignette design to assess the level of public support for different types of
athlete activism. The vignettes (fully described below) were included into a large-scale
representative survey of the German population (14+ years). We included older youths
(14-17 years) not only because this age group makes up a relevant proportion of
sports consumers but also because they represent a politically very active generation in
Germany that, for instance, is helping to shape the “Fridays for Future” protests. The
survey was conducted together with Forsa, a German company specialized in public
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opinion polling that has a good reputation with large-scale social science projects such as
the German Longitudinal Election Study (RoBteutscher et al., 2019) or the German
Internet Panel (Blom et al., 2015). Forsa maintains a representative panel for Germany
usable for computer-assisted web interviewing (CAWI), where questions can be
answered on computers, tablets, or mobile phones. Online survey formats are particularly
well suited for vignette studies because they allow respondents to read the vignette texts
by themselves on the screen and because the sequence of the vignettes can be randomly
varied. Data collection took place in May 2022. All respondents gave their written
consent to be contacted for this study and participated voluntarily. The study was
approved by the ethics committee of the University of Miinster.

Sample

Forsa’s recruitment procedure for online studies is based on prior telephone surveys with
random digit dialing to assure that all individuals with a telephone connection (landline or
mobile) have an equal chance to be included. The individuals randomly approached once
by telephone are then asked about their willingness to participate in online studies. The
sample thus consists of a random selection of people with Internet access who are willing
to receive questionnaires online. Self-selection into the panel is impossible. The resulting
raw sample (N =1002) is a fair representation of the German population >14 years with
regard to age, gender, and residency (i.e. East and West Germany) (Table 1). However,
higher educated individuals (German “Abitur,” corresponding to ISCED level IV, see
UNESCO, 2012) were overrepresented in the raw data (with 46%) and individuals

Table I. Comparison of the raw sample (unweighted) with official census data.

Census data Raw sample

Gender

Male 51% 55%

Female 49% 45%
Age

14-24 12% 15%

25-34 15% 17%

3544 15% 17%

45-59 25% 26%

60+ 33% 25%
Residency

East Germany/Berlin 19% 15%

West Germany 81% 85%
Education

Lower secondary 36% 24%

Medium secondary 31% 24%

Upper secondary 33% 46%

Students (school, university) 6% 6%

Note: Census data are from www.destatis.de, the official data portal of the Federal Statistical Office of Germany.
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with a lower educational degree (corresponding to ISCED level II) underrepresented
(with 24%). We corrected this bias by including weights in all statistical analyses that
adjust the sample to the educational level of the population, known from official
German census data.

Vignettes

Vignette analyses are a special type of experiment embedded in large-scale social surveys
(Alves and Rossi, 1978; Auspurg and Hinz, 2014). Vignettes are usually short descrip-
tions of situations, objects, or people. They include a fixed number of descriptors (i.e.
the vignette dimensions), considered relevant for the specific research question at
stake. These vignette factors can have different values and the vignettes vary systematic-
ally in these values. All vignettes together constitute the vignette population, which
ideally contains all possible combinations of values of the vignette dimensions. Survey
participants then evaluate a number of different vignettes. The systematic variation of
the vignette values allows estimating the influence that each value and factor have on
the participants’ judgments.

This study uses a vignette design to manipulate four important characteristics of
athlete activism. These factors include (a) the person (athlete vs. musician), (b) the
form of political action and its disruptive capacity (appealing, demonstrative vs. confron-
tational actions), (c) the ideological nature of the political claim (progressive vs. conser-
vative), and (d) the local reference of the claim (domestic vs. foreign problem). For each
vignette, we asked the respondents if they would support the form of activism described
in the vignette. The answer categories ranged from 1 = “I am not supporting this at all” to
5 =*“T am completely supporting this.” Table 2 shows sample vignettes and illustrates the
construction principles of the vignettes.

The combination of all four factors (2 X 3 X 2 X 2) results in a vignette population of 24
vignettes. We created four vignette sets with equally distributed vignette dimensions
(block confounded factorial design; BCF design). Each vignette set consisted of six vign-
ettes with balanced factor values so that each respondent faced each value at least once
and all factor values were measured equally often. This leads to a data set with N=6012
vignette ratings coming from 1002 respondents. The BCF design guarantees that data
exhaust the entire vignette population and allows calculating the most relevant interaction
effects (Su and Steiner, 2020). Figure 1 shows which vignettes were assigned to each
vignette set.

Personal characteristics

Support of athlete activism is very likely not only influenced by the political action itself,
but also by personal and sociodemographic characteristics of the respondent.

Political orientations. We assume that political orientation and engagement matter for the
judgement of athletes’ activism. Hence, participants were first asked to position them-
selves on an ideological left-right scale ranging from 1 = “left” to 10 = “right” to indicate
their basic political orientation (M = 4.68; SD = 1.6). Second, we asked participants about



Miiller et al. 331

Table 2. Vignette design and exemplary vignette texts.

(1) Person Athlete: A well-known German elite athlete ...
Musician: A well-known German musician ...

(2) Form of Appealing: posts an open letter on Facebook page ...
activism Demonstrative: wears a t-shirt with the inscription ...
Confrontational: calls on other [athletes / musicians] to boycott the next [sport
event / music festival] ...

(3) Political claim Progressive: stricter climate protection policies and support for climate activists ...
Conservative: better protection of borders against uncontrolled immigration ...

(4) Local references  Local/domestic: Germany
Foreign: China / countries located close to the Mediterranean Sea like Italy

Vignette examples:

“A well-known German elite athlete posts an open letter on his Facebook page. In this letter he
calls for stricter climate protection policies in Germany and expresses his support for German
climate activists.”

“A well-known German elite athlete calls on other athletes to boycott the next major sport
event in ltaly. In doing so, he wants to demonstrate that countries located close to the Mediterranean
Sea like Italy must better protect its borders against uncontrolled immigration.”

“A well-known German musician wears a t-shirt with the inscription: “There is no second
Earth” during a Chinese TV appearance. In doing so, he wants to send a statement for stricter
climate protection policies in China and expresses his support for Chinese climate activists.”

their previous involvement in different political actions. Those actions included (a)
signing a petition, (b) attending an authorized demonstration, (c) commenting on a pol-
itical social media post, (d) participating in a strike, and (e) taking part in a boycott.
Respondents were asked for each action, whether they had already participated in such
a political action (= 3), can imagine to participate in the future (= 2), or would never par-
ticipate in such an action (= 1). The mean score was used as an indicator for respondents’
political involvement (M =2.17; SD =0.55; Cronbachs a = .72).

Interest in sports and music. We further assume that the respondents’ interest in sport and
music can affect the support of athletes or musicians’ activism. A person’s interest in
sport is measured with three items: (a) the regular consumption of sportscasts in the
media, (b) the spending of money for sportscasts, such as pay TV subscriptions, and
(c) the attendance of live sporting events. Likewise, we capture the interest in music
with (a) the regular consumption of music, (b) the spending of money on music streaming
services, and (c) the attendance of live music events such as concerts and festivals.
Participants could use answer categories ranging from 1= “not true at all” to 5 ="“‘com-
pletely true.” The mean score of these variables is used as a measure for interest in sports
(M=2.13; SD=1.03; a=.76) and music (M=3.07; SD=0.94; a=.54).
Socio-demographic variables include the respondent’s age (in years), gender (female
vs. male), immigrant status (first-/second-generation migrants vs. non-migrants), and
formal education, measured by the respondent’s highest educational degree (lower
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2Athlete, Appealing, Conservative, Local [ 20 %
2Musician, Appealing, Conservative, Foreign [ 20 %
3Musician, Demonstrative, Conservative, Foreign [ 19 %
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“Musician, Confrontational, Conservative, Local [l 15 %

“Athlete, Appealing, Conservative, Foreign I s %
"Athlete, Confrontational, Conservative, Local [ 14 %

3Athlete, Confrontational, Conservative, Foreign [l 13 %

Musician, Confrontational, Conservative, Foreign [l 10 %

Figure |. Level of support for the political activism vignettes.

Note: The figure shows the proportion who “rather support” or “completely support” the scenario described
in the vignette. The figure uses short descriptions for the vignette scenarios; for full descriptions, refer to
Table |. The prefixed numbers indicate the allocation to the vignette sets.
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secondary/ISCED II, medium secondary/ISCED III, higher secondary/ISCED IV, and
tertiary academic degrees/ISCED VI and VII). We assigned students to the group corre-
sponding with the expected degree of their current educational track.

Analytical approach

We apply a multi-level (ML) regression model to test our hypotheses. The ML model
accounts for the nested structure of the data. The dependent variable is the support for
the political actions described in the vignettes. To explain differences in the level of
support, we use predictors at the vignette level (Level 1, referring to within-person vari-
ance) and at the personal level (Level 2, referring to between-person variance). Level
I-predictors include the four vignette factors described above, each represented by
dummy variables. Level 2-predictors include the two measures of political orientation,
sporting and musical interest as well as the sociodemographic variables. The ML
model also allows for testing cross level-interactions. In this regard, we explored all
two-way interactions but report only significant interactions (p <.05). Following a step-
wise approach, we built the ML regression model in three steps: (a) only with Level
1-predictors, (b) with Level 1 and Level 2-predictors, and (c) with significant cross-level
interactions. As we applied a BCF design, the vignette set was also included and thus con-
trolled in all models. The statistical analyses are conducted with IBM SPSS 28.

Results

Descriptive results

Figure 1 shows the support levels for each of the 24 vignettes. The highest level of
support (74%) receives the vignette that refers to a well-known German elite athlete
wearing a t-shirt with the inscription “There is no second Earth” during a Chinese TV
appearance to send a statement for stricter climate protection policies in China. In con-
trast, the vignette that received the least support (10%) refers to a well-known German
musician calling for a boycott of the next music festival in Italy to demonstrate for stricter
border protection in countries located at the Mediterranean Sea. Overall, we find high
variation of support levels, indicating that the characteristics of the political action
itself shape the support for athlete activism in Germany.

Multi-level regression models

Based on a random-intercept-only model (data not reported here), we can assign 72% of
the total variance to vignette characteristics (Level 1, within persons) and the remaining
28% to personal characteristics (Level 2, between persons). These results buttress our
general notion that not only personal orientations matter for the support of celebrities pol-
itical actions, but also the characteristics of the political action at stake.

The results of the first ML regression model show that the four factors included in our
vignette approach all contribute to the explanation of public support (Table 3, M1):
Political activism performed by athletes receives significantly more public support



334 International Review for the Sociology of Sport 59(3)

Table 3. Public support of athlete activism.

Multilevel regression models

Variables Mi M2 M3
Level |
Person acting
Musician Ref. Ref. Ref.
Athlete 0.12%¥* 0.1 19%** 0.127%**
Form of action
Open letter Ref. Ref. Ref.
Symbol 0.186%** 0.189%** 0.189%**
Boycott —0.386%** —0.393%** —0.395%**
Political issue
Conservative: border control Ref. Ref. Ref.
Progressive: climate protection |.275%%* 1.309%+* 4.570%+*
Local reference
Domestic Ref. Ref. Ref.
Foreign 0.102%* 0.1 14%* 0.102%*
Level 2
Gender
Female Ref. Ref.
Male 0.048 0.19 %+
Age (in years) —0.005%** —0.000
Education
Lower secondary/ISCED || 0.224%** 0.52 |#**
Medium secondary/ISCED IlI 0.05 0.23 |#**
Upper secondary/ISCED IV 0.07 0.032
Academic/ISCED VI and VII Ref. Ref.
Left/right self-placement 0.048%** 0.306%**
Political involvement 0.23 ]#¥* 0.23 |#**
Interest in sports —0.012 —0.011
Interest in music 0.012 0.012
Interaction
Climate protection * Male —0.283%%*
Climate protection * Age —0.009%¥*
Climate protection * Left/right self-placement —0.517%%*
Climate protection * Lower secondary —0.598%**
Climate protection * Medium secondary —0.367%F*
Climate protection * Upper secondary 0.072
Climate protection * Academic Ref.
R? 0215 0.231 0.330

Note: Data from the “Political Activism in Elite Sports”-Project (PoleS). The table shows unstandardized
regression coefficients. Support is measure on a 5-point scale, where higher values represent more support.
Dummy variables fir vignette sets are included as control variables.

Significance: *p <.05. *¥*¥p <.01. ***p < .001.
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compared to similar actions performed by musicians (b=0.121; p<.001). This contra-
dicts Hypothesis 1 and the idea that the public expects more political neutrality and
restraint from athletes and therefore supports their claims to a lesser degree.
Furthermore, the form of the protest influences the level of support (Hypothesis 2).
Compared with a public appeal published as an open letter on Facebook, the symbolic
protest of wearing a shirt with a political slogan receives significantly more public
support (b = 0.186; p<.001). Vignettes that describe a boycott as a protest form
receive significantly lower levels of support compared to an open letter (b= —0.386; p
<.001). Hence, the more disruptive protest form of a boycott meets the highest level
of rejection. Concerning the political issue (Hypothesis 3a), vignettes that relate to the
claim of climate protection are significantly more supported compared to conservative
claims for border security (b=1.275; p<.001). Although we expected this effect, its
size is still remarkable. Finally, the local reference of the protest shapes the level of
support (Hypothesis 4): Criticism directed at foreign countries finds more support than
critique of domestic policies and issues (b=0.102; p<.01).

The second model additionally includes personal and sociodemographic variables
(Table 3, M2). While the effects sizes of the variables at the vignette level hardly
change, the personal variables add to the model’s explanatory power by increasing R*
from .215 to .231. Respondents who place themselves more to the right on the political
left-right scale support political activism to a higher degree (b =0.048; p <.001). At first
glance, this effect may come as a surprise, but further elaboration in the third model
shows that the higher overall support for athlete activism from right-leaning individuals
is mainly due to the fact that this group also supports the conservative claim for border
control—a claim that is strongly rejected by left-leaning respondents. Moreover, respon-
dents who are more involved in political actions and protests by themselves support
celebrities’ activism significantly more than less involved respondents (b=0.231;
p<.001). A person’s interest in sporting and musical events has no significant influence
on the level of support for activism. With regard to sociodemographic variables, age, and
education matter, while the gender effect is insignificant. Specifically, with increasing
age, the level of support for political actions dwindles significantly (b=—-0.005;
p<.001). Regarding education, a significant effect was revealed for people with lower
secondary education, who show more support for activism compared to academics
(b=0.224; p<.001).

The third model includes all significant cross level-interactions (Table 3, M3), which
increase R* to .330. All cross level-effects refer to the political issue (Level 1), which
interacts with gender, age, education, and the ideological left-right scale (Level 2). The
model shows that ideologically right-leaning respondents (b=—0.517; p<.001), males
(b=-0.283; p<.001), and older participants (b=—0.009; p <.001) all support the pro
climate vignette to a lesser degree. This is in line with our assumption about ideological
correspondence between an athlete’s claim and a respondent’s political values
(Hypothesis 3b). The level of education also interacts with the addressed political
topic, as people with lower education (b=-0.598; p<.001) and medium education
levels (b=—-0.367; p<.001) support climate protection to a lesser degree compared to
academics. Including the interaction effects in Model 3 leads to an increase of the
main effect for the political issue variable (b=4.570; p<.001), which suggests that
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climate protection finds much more support than border control. However, the main effect
now estimates the level of support only for young, female, left-leaning academics, as
main effects and interaction effects always need to be interpreted in their specific
combination.

Discussion

To our knowledge, this study is the first examination of public support for athlete activism
in Germany with a vignette design. This design allows for causal and more generalizable
conclusions about why some forms of athlete activism find high approval and support,
while others meet with disapproval and criticism. Therefore, the study adds to the state
of scholarly knowledge, which is largely informed by case studies on a few high-profile
athletes (e.g. Galily, 2019; Schmidt et al., 2019). Our findings indicate that protest char-
acteristics have a strong influence on the level of public support. Characteristics of the
protest are more important than personal characteristics of the respondent. Simply put,
people do not generally support or reject activism, but their reaction depends on who
is protesting, how, for what, and where.

All of the four factors examined at the vignette level prove to be of relevance. Our
findings show that athlete activism finds more support in the German public than activism
carried out by popular musicians, which contradicts our initial assumption (Hypothesis
1). Thus, findings do not support the popular argument that “sport and politics don’t
mix” (Kaufman, 2008; Sanderson et al., 2016). In fact, many Germans are seemingly
no longer convinced that sport and politics are separate spheres and athletes should be
as politically reserved as possible. Results further show that less disruptive forms of
athlete activism, such as public appeals and symbolic actions, receive higher levels of
support compared confrontational forms of protest, such as calls for boycott
(Hypothesis 2). This finding aligns with political science research on protest strategies
of social movements (della Porta, 1999; Thomas and Louis, 2014). Particularly, the
high level of support for symbolic actions could also indicate that people have become
used to this form of protest, as it is quite common in sport (e.g. kneeling during the
anthem or wearing an armband with a political slogan). Generally, German’s support
of advocacy for more climate protection was substantially higher than their support for
stricter border control (Hypothesis 3a). Both issues have been highly politicized for
years (Hutter, 2014). Calls for strict and fast environmental protection measures exem-
plify a progressive political claim whereas rejection of immigration, calls for border
security and “law and order” resemble a proto-typical conservative claim (Schwartz
et al., 2014). However, since our vignettes only focused on two political issues, we
remain cautious with regard to generalizations about whether athletes taking progressive
stances are more accepted than those speaking out for conservative positions across the
board. The higher support for the progressive vignette in our study over the conservative
one may ultimately thus be more reflective of overall support for climate protection and of
rejection of anti-immigrant measures among respondents rather than more generalized
support for progressive activism in sports. On the other hand, an alternative interpretation
of these findings may be that sport—though often construed as “apolitical ’—is simultan-
eously regularly regarded as an inherently “good force” in society that supposedly
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furthers positive societal developments. As such, statements about climate protection or
inclusion—and, conversely, stronger opposition to exclusionary policies—may corres-
pond with the sentiments of this “Great Sport Myth” (Coakley, 2015) and may thus
find more positive resonance among respondents. Finally, activism that criticizes
foreign countries receives more support from Germans compared to activism that criti-
cizes the same political issue in Germany (Hypothesis 4). Although the survey did not
assess a respondent’s national identification, the finding that criticism of domestic condi-
tions is regarded less acceptable is in line with theorizing on intergroup bias in favor of a
person’s in-group (Hewstone et al., 2002).

Personal characteristics of the participants also matter. Age is associated with the level
of support for athlete activism with older respondents showing less support, particularly
for the progressive topic of climate protection, compared to younger ones. This finding
supports Allison et al. (2022), who also found a negative link between age and the accept-
ance of the anthem protest in the US. The cross-level interactions further show that
gender and education have an influence, especially for the support of progressive
issues. In this regard, males and individuals with lower educational degrees show signifi-
cantly less support for celebrities’ climate protection claims. In addition, progressive
claims find more support among respondents who self-position more to the left on the
left-right scale, while this group strongly rejects claims for border control (Hypothesis
3b). Unsurprisingly and in line with balance theory (Heider, 1958), people support activ-
ism that is in line with their own political beliefs and reject claims that contradict their
own opinions. Finally, politically involved respondents, that is, those who participate
in political actions themselves, are also more prone to support athlete activism.

Somewhat unexpected is the finding that the interest in and consumption of sport (or of
music) does not affect the support of activism. Assuming that any kind of political activ-
ism distracts from the “real” purpose of sports (or music) because it opens up a side stage,
one might also have thought that sports or music fans would be more critical of political
actions. However, this is not the case. The core audience (of sport or music) does not
evaluate political activism differently than the general population. This stands in contrast
to findings from US research on protests during the playing of the anthem, where iden-
tifying as a sports fan was correlated with stronger opposition to athletes’ right to protest
(Knoester et al. 2022). Hence, in this context, the specificity of a country’s (sports) culture
may figure in. For instance, a substantial proportion of US adults believe that sports teach
love for the country and instills respect for the military (Knoester and Davis, 2022),
values that are not closely associated with sport in Germany.

Our findings come with scientific and practical implications. In times of “new conten-
tious politics” in Germany (Hutter and Weisskircher, 2022) various social movements
from populist right (e.g. “Pegida”) to moderate and radical environmentalists (e.g.
“Fridays for Future” and “Last Generation™) are mobilizing for their agendas. In this
context, actions and statements from popular athletes may receive a wider societal
echo and following, so that athletes have a substantial mobilizing potential for social
movements, social change and protest politics (Cooper et al., 2019; Norris, 2002).
Practically, however, this study also shows that although the German public accepts ath-
letes as activists, this acceptance is conditional. Athletes, who align with mainstream pol-
itics, criticize issues abroad and use appealing and symbolic protest forms are likely to
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meet positive public reactions. Negative reactions are more likely when they take a stance
for unpopular, conservative issues or choose confrontational protest forms. In such cases,
athletes must prepare for backlash.

Moreover, athlete activism may turn out as a problem for the international governing
bodies of sport. Assuming that audiences in different countries perceive different political
issues as salient, support different policies, and have a shared preference that criticism
should not address their own country, any form of political activism is likely to delight
some spectators and, at the same time, irritate others. The same protesting athlete can
thus be perceived as a progressive activist in one country and as a provocateur in
another. Hence, activism can polarize audiences, which is a consequence international
sport organizations supposedly want to avoid.

With regard to methods, the present paper applied a vignette paradigm rarely used in
sport sociology. However, this method combines the strength of representative
large-scale surveys that allow for generalized conclusions with the strength of experimen-
tal designs that allow for causal conclusions. This method is always useful when individ-
ual evaluations relate to certain dimensions of the evaluated issue. There are many other
questions beyond the topic pursued here, where similar vignette designs can possibly
provide novel insight.

Besides the strengths of this study, we also want to emphasize some limitations.
Vignette designs are guided by theoretical considerations about the most relevant
factors that may structure individual reactions to a certain subject. Although we can
justify our decision to focus on certain factors, this does not mean that other factors
are irrelevant. Additional factors of potential relevance are the protesting athlete’s
gender or whether athletes carry out protests on or off the playing field. Hence, it is
possible to expand the vignette population applied here with additional factors.
Moreover, the list of issues that we included is limited and the left/progressive vs.
right/conservative distinction does not capture fully the space of political ideologies.
Moreover, we seem to have included a conservative topic that has far fewer supporters
than the progressive topic. This does not necessarily mean that Germans are predom-
inantly progressive but rather that the selection of right-leaning or conservative topics
for the vignettes can still be improved. In addition, it remains a bit speculative why
Germans have low levels of support for criticism that addresses issues in Germany.
This could either be an indication of “double standards” (as we argued) that serve to
maintain a positive image of one’s own country, or—alternatively—be reflective of
the fact that problems are (perceived to be) greater or more pressing in some foreign
countries and the political ways of dealing with these problems less credible and con-
vincing. A more detailed examination of both interpretations could be a worthwhile
endeavor for future studies. With regard to the sample, online surveys can only
reach respondents with access to the internet—currently, this is 94% of the adult
German population (Federal Statistical Office of Germany, 2023). This bias toward
internet users may have contributed to the fact that less educated individuals were
somewhat underrepresented in the raw data.

Overall, the present study has shown that athletes are widely accepted in Germany as
political activists, at least as much as other celebrities. On the one hand, the relatively
high acceptance of athletes using their platform to speak out politically may be lamented
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by some as a symptom of sports losing its character as an “escape” from real-world
issues. On the other hand, however, this development may be interpreted more optimis-
tically as an expression of sports audiences accepting athletes as more than mere sports-
men and sportswomen but as individuals that have something to say about social issues.
However, public approval relates strongly to protest characteristics. As long as athletes
use non-disruptive protest forms and advocate for issues that are not very controversial
their actions are accepted by the public as well as by followers of media sports. In con-
trast, making strong claims for controversial issues may trigger backlash. Hence, ath-
letes’ activism also has a potential for polarization: Germans often support one type
of political action (in line with their own political beliefs), while rejecting another. It
remains an open question whether there is enough political tolerance to accept dissent-
ing opinions expressed by athletes. However, this is exactly what people would have to
do if they demand for politically mature athletes who articulate their political convic-
tions publicly.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The authors declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, and/
or publication of this article.

Ethical approval
The ethics committee of the University of Miinster approved this study.

Funding

The authors received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this
article.

ORCID iDs

Swantje Miiller (2 https:/orcid.org/0009-0005-5126-0747
Markus Gerke https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8938-7456
Michael Mutz https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0549-0462

References

Allison R, Knoester C and Ridpath BD (2022) Public opinions about paying college athletes and
athletes protesting during the national anthem: A focus on race/ethnicity and political iden-
tities. Du Bois Review: Social Science Research on Race 19(1): 61-83.

Alves WM and Rossi PH (1978) Who should get what? Fairness judgments of the distribution of
earnings. American Journal of Sociology 84(3): 541-564.

Auspurg K and Hinz T (2014) Factorial Survey Experiments. Los Angeles: Sage Publications.

Balbier UA (2006) Kalter Krieg auf der Aschenbahn: Der deutsch-deutsche Sport 1950-1972:
Eine politische Geschichte. Paderborn: Schoningh.

Bennett T, Frith S, Grossberg L, Shepherd G and Turner G (eds) (1993) Rock and Popular Music:
Politics, Policies, Institutions. London: Routledge.

Blom AG, Gathmann C and Krieger U (2015) Setting up an online panel representative of the
general population: The German internet panel. Field Methods 27(4): 391-408.


https://orcid.org/0009-0005-5126-0747
https://orcid.org/0009-0005-5126-0747
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8938-7456
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8938-7456
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0549-0462
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0549-0462

340 International Review for the Sociology of Sport 59(3)

Boykoff J (2017) Protest, activism, and the Olympic games: An overview of key issues and iconic
moments. The International Journal of the History of Sport 34(3—4): 162—183.

Boykoff J and Carrington B (2020) Sporting dissent: Colin Kaepernick, NFL activism, and media
framing contests. International Review for the Sociology of Sport 55(7): 829-849.

Coakley J (2015) Assessing the sociology of sport: On cultural sensibilities and the great sport
myth. International Review for the Sociology of Sport 50(4-5): 402—406.

Cooky C and Antunovic D (2020) “This isn’t just about us”: Articulations of feminism in media
narratives of athlete activism. Communication & Sport 8(4-5): 692-711.

Cooper JN, Macaulay C and Rodriguez SH (2019) Race and resistance: A typology of African
American sport activism. International Review for the Sociology of Sport 54(2): 151-181.

Darnell SC (2012) Paying the price for speaking out: Athletes, politics and social change.
International Council of Sport Science and Physical Education special bulletin 63: 13-17.

Della Porta D (1999) Protest, protesters, and protest policing: Public discourses in Italy and
Germany from the 1960s to the 1980s. In: Giugni M, McAdam D and Tilly C (eds) How
Social Movements Matter. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 66—96.

Driessen S (2022) Campaign problems: How fans react to Taylor Swift’s controversial political
awakening. American Behavioral Scientist 66(8): 1060-1074.

Ehni E (2023) ARD DeutschlandTrend, April. Available at: https:/www.tagesschau.de/inland/
deutschlandtrend/deutschlandtrend-3339.html (accessed 4 July 2023).

Federal Statistical Office of Germany (2023) Knapp 6% der Bevolkerung im Alter von 16 bis 74
Jahren in Deutschland sind offline. Available at: https:/www.destatis.de/DE/Presse/
Pressemitteilungen/Zahl-der-Woche/2023/PD23_15_p002.html (accessed 11 July 2023).

Filzmaier P (2004) Der sport und seine politische instrumentalisierung. Léndlicher Raum 5: 6-11.

Galily Y (2019) “Shut up and dribble!”? Athletes activism in the age of twittersphere: The case of
LeBron James. Technology in Society 58: 101109.

Gerhards J, Hans S and Schupp J (2016) Kant, das geltende Recht und die Einstellungen der Biirger
zu Flichtlingen und anderen Migranten. Leviathan 44(4): 604-620.

Gross J (2021) Women'’s handball players are fined for rejecting bikini uniforms. Available at: https:/
www.nytimes.com/2021/07/20/sports/norway-beach-handball-team.html (accessed 3 July 2023).

Hall RL, Rodeghier M and Useem B (1986) Effects of education on attitude to protest. American
Sociological Review 51(4): 564-573.

Heider F (1958) The Psychology of Interpersonal Relations. New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Hewstone M, Rubin M and Willis H (2002) Intergroup bias. Annual Review of Psychology 53(1):
575-604.

Hutter S (2014) Protesting culture and economics in Western Europe: New cleavages in left and
right politics. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Hutter S and Teune S (2012) Politik auf der Strae: Deutschlands Protestprofil im Wandel. Aus
Politik und Zeitgeschichte 62(25-26): 9—-17.

Hutter S and Weisskircher M (2022) New contentious politics. Civil society, social movements, and
the polarisation of German politics. German Politics.

Inglehart R (1997) Modernization, postmodernization and changing perceptions of risk.
International Review of Sociology 7(3): 449-459.

Kaase M and Marsh A (1979) Political action: A theoretical perspective. In: Barnes S and Kaase M
(eds) Political Action: Mass Participation in Five Western Democracies. London, pp.27-56.

Kaufman P (2008) Boos, bans, and other backlash: The consequences of being an activist athlete.
Humanity & Society 32(3): 215-237.

Knoester C and Davis EA (2022) Patriotism, competition, nationalism, and respect for the military
in US sports: Public recognition of American institutionalized sports nationalism.
International Review for the Sociology of Sport 57(7): 1021-1043.


https://www.tagesschau.de/inland/deutschlandtrend/deutschlandtrend-3339.html
https://www.tagesschau.de/inland/deutschlandtrend/deutschlandtrend-3339.html
https://www.tagesschau.de/inland/deutschlandtrend/deutschlandtrend-3339.html
https://www.destatis.de/DE/Presse/Pressemitteilungen/Zahl-der-Woche/2023/PD23_15_p002.html
https://www.destatis.de/DE/Presse/Pressemitteilungen/Zahl-der-Woche/2023/PD23_15_p002.html
https://www.destatis.de/DE/Presse/Pressemitteilungen/Zahl-der-Woche/2023/PD23_15_p002.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/20/sports/norway-beach-handball-team.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/20/sports/norway-beach-handball-team.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/20/sports/norway-beach-handball-team.html

Miiller et al. 34|

Knoester C, Ridpath BD and Allison R (2022) Should athletes be allowed to protest during the national
anthem? An analysis of public opinions among U.S. adults. Sociology of Sport Journal 39(1): 23-34.

Lewis T (2016) Leaders of the New School: Colin Kaepernick and a new generation of athletes are
fighting for change. The Crisis Magazine 123(4): 12-17.

Maese R and Guskin E (2020) Most Americans support athletes speaking out, say anthem protests
are appropriate. Available at: https:/www.washingtonpost.com/sports/2020/09/10/poll-nfi-
anthem-protests/ (accessed 4 February 2023).

Magrath R (ed) (2022) Athlete Activism. Contemporary Perspectives. London: Routledge.

Marques JM, Robalo EM and Rocha SA (1992) Ingroup bias and the ‘black sheep’ effect:
Assessing the impact of social identification and perceived variability on group judgements.
European Journal of Social Psychology 22(4): 331-352.

Martin B (2007) Activism, social and political. In: Anderson GL and Herr KG (eds) Encyclopedia
of Activism and Social Justice. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, pp. 19-27.

Martinovic B, Freihorst K and Bobowik M (2021) To apologize or to compensate for colonial injus-
tices? The role of representations of the colonial past, group-based guilt, and in-group identi-
fication. International Review of Social Psychology 34(1): 1-14.

Meier HE, Gerke M, Miiller S, et al. (2023) The legitimacy of elite athletes’ political activism:
Results of a representative survey in Germany. International Political Science Review.
Online First, DOI: 10.1177/01925121231186973.

Mudrick M, Sauder MH and Davies M (2019) When athletes don’t “stick to sports”: The relation-
ship between athlete political activism and sport consumer behavior. Journal of Sport
Behavior 42(2): 177-199.

Mueller L (2021) Do Americans really support black athletes who kneel during the national
anthem? Estimating the true prevalence and strength of sensitive racial attitudes in the
context of sport. Communication & Sport 10(6): 1070-1091.

Norris P (2002) Democratic Phoenix: Reinventing Political Activism. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Pew Research Center (2020) Amid protests, majorities across racial and ethnic groups express
support for the Black Lives Matter movement. Available at: https:/www.pewresearch.org/
social-trends/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2020/06/PSDT_06.12.20_protest_fullreport.pdf
(accessed 3 July 2023).

Piurko Y, Schwartz SH and Davidov E (2011) Basic personal values and the meaning of left-right
political orientations in 20 countries. Political Psychology 32(4): 537-561.

RoBteutscher S, Schmitt-Beck R, Schoen H, et al. (2019) German Longitudinal Election Study.
Online-Tracking 2009-2017. Cologne: GESIS Data Archive.

Sanderson J, Frederick E and Stocz M (2016) When athlete activism clashes with group values:
Social identity threat management via social media. Mass Communication and Society
19(3): 301-322.

Schmidt SH, Frederick EL, Pegoraro A, et al. (2019) An analysis of Colin Kaepernick,
Megan Rapinoe, and the national anthem protests. Communication & Sport 7(5):
653-6717.

Schwartz SH, Caprara GV, Vecchione M, et al. (2014) Basic personal values underlie and give
coherence to political values: A cross national study in 15 countries. Political Behavior
36(4): 899-930.

Sportschau (2021) Deutsche Turnerinnen auch bei Olympia in langen Anzligen. Available at:
https:/tokio.sportschau.de/tokio2020/nachrichten/Deutsche-Turnerinnen-auch-bei-Olympia-
in-langen-Anzuegen,olympia7482.html (accessed 3 July 2023).

Stephan MJ and Chenoweth E (2008) Why civil resistance works: The strategic logic of nonviolent
conflict. International Security 33(1): 7-44.


https://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/2020/09/10/poll-nfl-anthem-protests/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/2020/09/10/poll-nfl-anthem-protests/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/2020/09/10/poll-nfl-anthem-protests/
https://doi.org/10.1177/01925121231186973
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2020/06/PSDT_06.12.20_protest_fullreport.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2020/06/PSDT_06.12.20_protest_fullreport.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2020/06/PSDT_06.12.20_protest_fullreport.pdf
https://tokio.sportschau.de/tokio2020/nachrichten/Deutsche-Turnerinnen-auch-bei-Olympia-in-langen-Anzuegen
https://tokio.sportschau.de/tokio2020/nachrichten/Deutsche-Turnerinnen-auch-bei-Olympia-in-langen-Anzuegen
https://tokio.sportschau.de/tokio2020/nachrichten/Deutsche-Turnerinnen-auch-bei-Olympia-in-langen-Anzuegen

342 International Review for the Sociology of Sport 59(3)

Su D and Steiner PM (2020) An evaluation of experimental designs for constructing vignette sets in
factorial surveys. Sociological Methods & Research 49(2): 455-497.

Tajfel H and Turner JC (1986) The social identity theory of intergroup behavior. In: Worchel S and
Austin WG (eds) Psychology of Intergroup Relations. Chicago: Nelson-Hall, pp.7-24.
Thomas EF and Louis WR (2014) When will collective action be effective? Violent and non-violent
protests differentially influence perceptions of legitimacy and efficacy among sympathizers.

Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 40(2): 263-276.

UNESCO (2012) International Standard Classification of Education ISCED 2011. Montreal:
UNESCO Institute for Statistics.

Watanabe NM, Yan G and Soebbing BP (2019) Market disruption as a regime for athlete activism:
An economic analysis of college football player protests. Sport Management Review 22(5):
600-612.

Wright SC, Taylor DM and Moghaddam FM (1990) The relationship of perceptions and emotions
to behavior in the face of collective inequality. Social Justice Research 4(3): 229-250.



	 Introduction
	 Public support for athlete activism
	 The acting person: Athletes as activists
	 Forms of political action: From symbolic to confrontational
	 The political issue: Speaking out for progressive or conservative policies
	 Ideological agreement: Correspondence between athletes’ and respondents’ opinions
	 The local reference: Critique of domestic policies or of foreign states

	 Methods
	 Study design and data collection
	 Sample
	 Vignettes
	 Personal characteristics
	 Political orientations
	 Interest in sports and music

	 Analytical approach

	 Results
	 Descriptive results
	 Multi-level regression models

	 Discussion
	 References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 5
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2003
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames false
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


