
 



 i 

Beyond Performance: Examining Athlete Brand Attributes as Drivers of Personal 

Relevance and Engagement Among Gen Z Non-Fans in Formula 1 

Ana Ribeiro 

Abstract  

Formula 1 has experienced a massive fandom growth over recent years, especially among 

Generation Z, namely due to digital media channels such as Netflix’s docuseries “Drive to 

Survive” and social media content. In a sport where only the 20 best drivers in the world 

compete, these athletes represent the public face of the sport, playing an influential role, not 

only within the sport itself but beyond traditional fan communities. With the rise of social 

media and the freedom it allows for self-expression, athletes have increasingly assumed the 

role of celebrities and influencers, even among individuals outside sporting contexts. 

However, research on athletes’ branding and sports fandom has typically focused on 

established fans, while individuals who don’t consider themselves fans but have potential for 

conversion remain overlooked. This study aims to fill this gap by examining how different 

athlete brand image attributes influence initial engagement intentions among Gen Z non-fans 

of F1, with particular attention to the role of perceived personal relevance. 

A quantitative online survey using a between-subjects experimental design was conducted 

with 390 Gen Z non-fans. Participants were exposed to athlete profiles emphasizing distinct 

brand image attributes. The results showed that lifestyle, off-track attributes are more 

effective in resonating and driving engagement amongst Gen Z non-fans. Overall, the 

findings highlight meaningful differences between existing and potential fans that diverge 

from established athlete branding literature. 

This suggests that brands, teams, and athletes in F1 can strategically enhance their content by 

emphasising lifestyle-oriented portrayals to cultivate new fanbases.  

 

Keywords: Gen Z, fan conversion, personal relevance, Formula 1, athlete brand image, 

sports marketing, engagement intentions, social media  
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Para lá de atletismo: Uma análise dos atributos de marca dos atletas como fatores 

determinantes da relevância pessoal e do envolvimento entre os não fãs da Geração Z na 

Fórmula 1 

Ana Ribeiro 

Abstrato  

A Fórmula 1 teve um crescimento significativo de fãs nos últimos anos, especialmente entre a 

Geração Z, principalmente devido a canais de mídia digital, como a série documental “Drive 

to Survive” da Netflix e conteúdos nas redes sociais. Num desporto em que apenas os 20 

melhores pilotos do mundo competem, estes atletas representam a modalidade, 

desempenhando um papel influente para lá das comunidades tradicionais de fãs. Com a 

ascensão das redes sociais e o que estas plataformas permitem à autoexpressão, os atletas 

assumem cada vez mais o papel de celebridades e influenciadores, inclusive a indivíduos fora 

de um contexto desportivo. A literatura sobre o impacto de atletas, tipicamente considera 

apenas adeptos existentes. Indivíduos não-fãs, mas que apresentam potencial para conversão, 

são negligenciados. Este estudo visa preencher essa ausência, examinando como diferentes 

atributos de atletas influenciam as intenções iniciais de envolvimento entre não fãs da 

Geração Z, tendo em conta o papel importante da relevância pessoal, na F1. 

Foi desenvolvido um inquérito online com 390 não fãs da Geração Z. Os participantes foram 

expostos a perfis de atletas que demonstravam atributos distintos. Os resultados mostraram 

que atributos não-atléticos são mais eficazes para ressoar e impulsionar o envolvimento entre 

não fãs desta geração. São destacadas diferenças significativas entre fãs existentes e 

potenciais que divergem da literatura estabelecida sobre branding de atletas. 

Isto sugere que as marcas, equipas e atletas da F1 podem melhorar estrategicamente o seu 

conteúdo, enfatizando conteúdos orientados para o estilo de vida, a fim de cultivar novos fãs.  

 

Palavras-chave: Geração Z, conversão de fãs, relevância pessoal, Fórmula 1, imagem de 

atletas, marketing desportivo, intenções de interação, redes sociais  
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Introduction 

Formula 1 (F1) is regarded, by The Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile as the highest 

level of motorsport racing (Serapiglia, 2018). Thanks to the massive success of the Netflix 

docuseries “Drive to Survive” in 2019 (Formula 1, 2019), the sport has experienced an 

immense growth in fandom in recent years. Reporting a 63% growth in total fan numbers 

since 2018 (Formula 1, 2025), F1 saw a considerable increase in interest amongst Gen Z 

audiences, and specifically female fans (Domenicali and Allen, 2025).  

Following a global fan survey conducted every four years by Formula 1 and Motorsport 

Network, majority of growth was identified as coming from emerging markets such as the 

US, India, and Southeast Asia, however, Europe remained the largest fan pool, representing 

49% of total F1 fans (Domenicali and Allen, 2025). Due to such popularity, research has 

emerged, focusing on how sports documentaries and digital media consumption have 

contributed to the F1 fandom (Shah and Williams, 2025; Wood and Burkhalter, 2023), yet 

many aspects remain to be explored. 

Digital marketing strategies, but specifically social media platforms, have significantly 

changed the way sports are both communicated and consumed. Because of the “Drive to 

Survive” popularity, similar docuseries were produced in different sports contexts, such as 

tennis’ Break Point and basketball’s “The Last Dance.” In Formula 1 itself, new Gen Z fans, 

are discovering the sport through these modern entryways, making it an important research 

subject as it influences the type of content that is consumed and engaged with (Domenicali 

and Allen, 2025). 

Following the purchase of F1 by Liberty Media in 2017, the sport has had a major shift in its 

marketing initiatives, significantly emphasising communication through digital channels to 

reach its audiences (Hawes, 2024). This change, which allowed for audiences to get a closer 

look at behind-the-scenes aspects of F1, led not only to the rise of Formula 1 content creators 

and influencers, but also teams and athletes as content creators themselves. This has turned 

Formula 1 into a culturally integrated form of entertainment, straying from its previous 

connotations of an “old man’s sport” and a purely technical focus on motorsport.  

As athletes are now considered celebrities and brands of their own (Harasta, 2021), research 

has emerged on how to quantify and measure their personal brands. The Model of Athlete 

Brand Image (MABI) (Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou, 2013), is a well-established framework that 
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breaks the athlete brand image into three key dimensions consisting on and off-field 

elements: athletic performance, attractive appearance, and marketable lifestyle. In the digital 

age, athletes themselves have a large control over how they portray and market these 

attributes through their own social media channels, which in addition to related social media 

content (from team or third-party content creators), contributes to shaping first impressions 

amongst non-fans.  

These new forms of engagement on social media platforms are key to boosting visibility and 

engagement amongst emerging audiences such as Gen Z, who are more likely to discover the 

sport through digital media (Hawes, 2024). As mentioned previously, the Gen Z 

demographic, and particularly women within the segment, have been leading the growth of 

the sport. Yet, Gen Z is a demographic which benefits from further research, particularly in 

the context of Formula 1.   

Additionally, the bulk of existing literature focuses on established fans; however, non-fans 

present a demographic worth studying. Non-fans are considered individuals with low F1 

involvement and exposure to the sport, who do not identify as fans, but may have limited 

encounter with F1 through social media and other digital channels. Thus, this demographic 

offers a strategic advantage as it sits on the threshold of conversion and engagement. 

This gap in the existing research poses an opportunity for the present study to investigate a 

demographic that has yet to be captured. Sensibly, established fans are more thoroughly 

investigated, but understanding how Gen Z non-fans move from casual exposure to initial 

engagement, and what drives personal relevance amongst them, may reveal insights vital to 

prompt conversion. 

Therefore, the present study poses the following research question: To what extent do athlete 

brand image attributes drive initial fan conversion through personal relevance of Gen Z non-

fans in Formula 1? The following objectives have been devised for this study: 

1. Identify which athlete image attributes most strongly shape personal relevance of 

Formula 1 amongst Gen Z non-fans. 

2. Assess how strongly perceived personal relevance predicts initial engagement 

intentions towards Formula 1. 

3. Examine whether social and peer influence moderates perceived personal relevance 

and initial engagement intentions. 
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4. Determine whether social media usage intensity positively moderates the relationship 

between appearance-based attributes and initial engagement intentions. 

This study is divided into four parts. The first part looks at the existing literature and focuses 

on analysing relevant topics, essential to understanding the background of the research. Part 

two develops the methodology, including the choice of sample as well as the data collection 

methods employed. The third part presents the data collected as well as an analysis relevant 

to the hypotheses and objectives identified. Finally, the last part elaborates the consequences 

of the findings with a discussion, concludes the study, and proposes directions for future 

research as well as the limitations encountered. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Athletes Personal Brand 

2.1.1 Athlete brand image 

With sports media being one of the most consumed on a global scale, the figures at the 

forefront, athletes, have become more than sportspeople, they have become cultural markers 

themselves (Arai, Ko, and Ross, 2014), consequently becoming prominent across media 

outlets, including social media. As such, athletes have become brands themselves, with many 

developing their personal brands beyond the sport they practice (Arai, Ko, and Kaplanidou, 

2013), making it essential to determine what constitutes an athlete brand. 

Although there is no established consensus on what defines an athlete brand, previous 

literature asserts that the consumer perception of athletes is not all that different from that of 

traditional brands (Na, Kunkel, and Doyle, 2020). Kotler (2000, p. 6) defines a brand as an 

offering from a known source with the brand image stemming from the associations raised by 

a brand name in the consumer’s mind (Keller, 1993). Arai, Ko and Ross (2014) defined an 

athlete brand as an individual athlete with an established public persona and symbolic 

meaning. Given that consumers form their perception of an athlete in much the same way 

they do as a brand (Na, Kunkel, and Doyle, 2020), athlete brand image frameworks have 

been developed parallel to Keller’s brand knowledge schema (Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou, 

2013). 

Athlete brand image is widely accepted to be a multidimensional notion that is shaped by 

consumer perceptions, although distinctions are made by various researchers. Hasaan et al. 
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(2016) propose that an athlete’s brand image is made up only of on-field and off-field 

attributes, with media and communication antecedents, amongst others, being an integral 

element in forming positive associations.  

Conversely, Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou (2013) proposed a three-dimensional model, the Model 

of Athlete Brand Image (MABI), composed of Athletic Performance, Attractive Appearance, 

and Marketable Lifestyle as the key elements, with a total of ten subdimensions. The MABI 

grounds itself on endorser image literature as well as sport team branding research (Arai, Ko 

and Kaplanidou, 2013), bridging the gap between celebrity endorsement research and athlete 

branding studies, thus, providing a basis for the present study.  

Literature common ground is that positive perception of athlete brand image leads to fan 

loyalty and engagement (Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou, 2013; Hasaan et al., 2016; Hasaan et al., 

2018; Mahmoudian et al., 2021). Scholars consider lifestyle and appearance factors to 

especially drive social media engagement which then acts as a mediator for fan loyalty 

(Magano, Szczygiel and Au-Yong-Oliveira, 2024); on-field attributes remain a key aspect of 

the athlete brand image as they validate source credibility theory, crucial for establishing 

brand differentiation and validity (Doyle, Su and Kunkel, 2022). 

While existing research shows that athlete brand image drives fan loyalty and engagement, 

these relationships have been predominantly studied among established fans. The knowledge 

on how people who do not yet consider themselves sports fans perceive athlete brand 

attributes, and if these can create initial relevance and engagement among for these 

audiences, is far more limited. 

2.1.2 On-field performance 

On-field performance refers to the athletic abilities and professional achievements of an 

athlete. The attributes considered here – behaviour, team attitudes, achievements, skill and 

style of play (Hasaan et al., 2016) – are key in building credibility and sparking fan interest, 

however, Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou (2013) assert that it is not sufficient for deep fan loyalty. 

Within the Model of Athlete Brand Image, these attributes are classified into four sub-

dimensions: Athletic Expertise, Competition Style, Sportsmanship, and Rivalry. On-field 

attributes are credited to be the trigger for initial brand formation of an athlete among sport-

involved individuals; however, their relevance for individuals with limited interest and 

engagement (non-fans) remains less clear. 
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2.1.3 Attractive Appearance 

Although Hasaan et al. (2016) conflate this dimension with marketable lifestyle in one single 

off-field attributes dimension, attractive appearance is a distinct category within the MABI as 

it is seen as one of the primary components of a celebrity’s source credibility (Ohanian, 

1991). This dimension considers physical attractiveness, body fitness, and (visual) symbols 

(i.e. tattoos) (Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou, 2013). Physical attractiveness refers to qualities and 

characteristics that may be deemed aesthetically pleasing by fans, relating to not only 

physical appearance but also expression (Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou, 2013). Body fitness, 

considered a separate sub-category due to subjectivity of athletic fitness across sports, is an 

important category as it evaluates an integral aspect of being an athlete, and may reflect an 

athlete’s commitment, potentially enhancing their brand image (Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou, 

2013). Finally, symbol refers to visual aspects of an athlete’s outward expression, such as 

personal style and trademark image elements (Arai, Ko and Ross, 2014).  

2.1.4 Marketable Lifestyle  

This dimension refers to the off-field traits that can be indicative of an athlete’s values or 

personality, and are sub-divided into life story, role model, and relationship effort (Arai, Ko 

and Kaplanidou, 2013). Kunkel, Doyle and Na (2022) extend this to include philanthropic 

actions and social responsibility; this is included in the role model sub-dimension of the 

Model of Athlete Brand Image. In addition to professional success, celebrities’ unique 

lifestyles earn them status (Mahmoudian et al., 2020), making it essential that athletes possess 

marketable qualities that reflect their values and resonate with consumers. Arai, Ko and 

Kaplanidou (2013) identified this dimension as a key driver for long-term fan loyalty and 

emotional engagement, particularly in contexts where emotional attachment and 

identification have already been established. Marketable lifestyle is essential for 

differentiating an athlete brand, but it can positively or negatively affect brand image as 

lifestyle aspects are often heavily scrutinised by the media (Hasaan et al., 2016). 

Consequently, an athlete’s conduct outside of their profession can directly impact how they 

are perceived by fans (McDonald and Andrews, 2001).  

Life story refers to unique and appealing moments that happen in an athlete’s life off the 

field, with the potential for one unique episode alone having the ability of enhancing the 

athlete brand (Jowdy and McDonald, 2002). This aspect of storytelling is crucial as sharing 

personal journeys and providing authenticity can resonate with fans, thus building a stronger 
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emotional connection between fans and athletes (Laurell and Söderman, 2018). Personable 

and relatable stories that reflect authenticity help fans connect emotionally with athletes 

(Taniyev, Mayer and Gordon, 2022), which on a practical level increases an athlete's 

marketability. 

Role model pertains predominantly to the role an athlete plays within society and how they 

contribute to it (Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou, 2013) which has the capacity of shifting 

associations to an athlete’s brand image from sport-specific to overall character perceptions 

(Kunkel, Doyle and Na, 2022). For example, previous research has shown that pro-social 

messages from athlete celebrities are more favourably perceived than ones from traditional 

brands, increasing trustworthiness and credibility, and as such, brand support (Dunn and 

Nisbett, 2023).  

Relationship effort refers to the interactions athletes maintain with their supporters and fans 

(Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou, 2013). Rooted in relationship marketing theory, it is key that these 

interactions and behaviours remain consistent to maintain long-term fan relationships (Doyle, 

Su and Kunkel, 2022). Consumers expect engagement from athletes as it not only deepens the 

bond with fans, but fosters a sense of trust (Taniyev, Mayer and Gordon, 2022).  

The presence of these attributes alone, whilst not sufficient to lead to fan conversion or 

engagement, typically results in a psychological commitment among fans (Arai, Ko and 

Kaplanidou, 2013). For non-fans to engage with athletes and consequently sports, these 

attributes must be perceived as personally relevant to encourage engagement. This indicates 

how personal relevance acts as a psychological factor that drives athlete traits to affect early 

engagement among non-fans.  

As such the following hypotheses have been devised: 

H1: The athlete brand image attributes of F1 athletes have a positive impact on 

perceived personal relevance of F1 amongst Gen Z non-fans. 

H1a: Athletic performance attributes of F1 athletes have a positive impact on 

perceived personal relevance of F1 amongst Gen Z non-fans. 

H1b: Attractive appearance attributes of F1 athletes have a positive impact on 

perceived personal relevance of F1 amongst Gen Z non-fans. 
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H1c: Marketable lifestyle attributes of F1 athletes have a positive impact on perceived 

personal relevance of F1 amongst Gen Z non-fans. 

2.1.5 Athletes & Social Media 

In the era of social media, athletes can build a large fanbase which in turn gives them 

considerable control of their public image (Xu, 2025). The authority and influence that social 

media has provided athletes with has caused a shift in the field of sports marketing, with 

athletes becoming influencers, and one of the preferred methods for brands to reach 

supporters (Aydin, 2024, pp. 121-126). As such, the study of athletes’ social media self-

presentation is developing in the field of sports marketing and management. 

Traditional mass media not only increased the popularity of athletes (Hasaan et al., 2018), but 

it used to shape an athlete’s identity too (Jackson and Andrews, 2012). Social media, 

however, has offered athletes a platform for taking control of their brand and humanise it 

(Doyle, Su and Kunkel, 2022; Taniyev, Mayer and Gordon, 2022); it has also become a 

powerful tool for generating interest and further knowledge about athletes (Hasaan et al, 

2018). In addition to its advantage as a branding and marketing tool, social media has given 

athletes increased autonomy over their image, allowing them to combat stereotypes and 

mass-media framing (Xu,2025). Whilst social media allows athletes to directly communicate 

and craft their personal brand, an effective content strategy is required to mitigate risks and 

enhance the athlete’s image.  

Differences have been identified in the way that female and male athletes utilise their social 

media; as a means of breaking societal and media stereotypes, sportswomen tend to focus on 

their athletic accomplishments, whilst their male counterparts will also be more open about 

their personal lives (Xu, 2025). Considering the line of research for the present work – 

Formula One is a predominantly male sport – this section will focus on how male athletes 

utilize their social media; however, future research could investigate how female athletes in 

motor sports portray themselves on social media.    

Athlete self-presentation on social media can be understood through impression management 

theory (Agyemang and Williams, 2016). Theorised by Goffman in 1959, impression 

management consists of an individual’s behaviours that are carried out to shape or influence 

outside perceptions of them (Tedeschi, 1981, p. 3). On social media, this is reflected in 

curated content that aims to maintain a desired image (Xu, 2025). Nevertheless, it is 

important to emphasise that fans expect authenticity from athletes on social media (Taniyev, 
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Mayer and Gordon, 2022); this builds a necessary trust and emotional bond with fans, key for 

maintaining a favourable and personable image (Hasaan et al., 2018).  

In addition to the three MABI categories through which athletes present themselves on social 

media, Doyle, Su and Kunkel (2022) proposed a fourth one: Offstage Content. This type of 

content, although reflective of the athlete’s personality, does not necessarily align with the 

three categories of Athletic Performance, Attractive Appearance, and Marketable Lifestyle; it 

could be content such as inspirational quotes, or humorous posts, even TikTok dances, a feat 

increasingly observed amongst younger athletes. Doyle, Su and Kunkel (2022) further 

highlight the importance that this type of social-media-native content has, to broadening an 

athlete’s brand image. 

From a fan perspective, social media has become the main stage for cementing group 

identity; fans use social media to meet social and psychological needs (Rubin, 2009, cited in 

Harasta, 2021). Through participating in virtual conversations about their teams and players, 

fans are strengthening bonds not only with other fans but with athletes too (Harasta, 2021). 

Additionally, with athlete-fan interactions increasingly taking place on social media (Jackson 

and Andrews, 2012), there is an increase in identification, emotional involvement, and 

perceived closeness with athletes (Magano, Szczygiel and Au-Yong-Oliveira, 2024).  

Magano, Szczygiel and Au-Yong-Oliveira (2024) found that among established fans, 

engagement with athletes’ social media, specifically lifestyle and appearance content, plays a 

role in fostering a more personal connection with an athlete. Amongst non-fan audiences, 

who may lack sport-specific knowledge or interest, such visual attributes are stronger drivers 

of initial personal relevance. This aligns with source credibility theory (Ohanian, 1990) which 

establishes that appearance is a vital component of credibility in visual media contexts; 

athletic performance requires deeper understanding, resulting in a weaker effect on initial 

personal relevance. As such, the following exploratory hypothesis has been devised: 

H2: Among the three athlete brand attributes, marketable lifestyle is expected to show 

a stronger positive association with perceived personal relevance than athletic 

performance and attractive appearance. 

2.2. Personal Relevance in the Context of Gen Z 

Generation Z, the “digitally native” generation of individuals born between 1997 and 2012 

(Dimock, 2019), is constantly exposed to digital communications, and prefer quick and 
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shorter-form content due to regular social media consumption (Kollárová and Niklová, 2025). 

This frequent use of social media has also become an important contributor to shaping one’s 

identity (Sitompul, Noviani and Sembiring, 2023), a factor unique to this generation.  This is 

reflected in Gen Z’s expectation of meaningful interactions in the digital world which 

subsequently drive personal relevance of online content (Hammouri et al., 2025).  

Personal relevance is a psychological construct within motivation theory that refers to the 

degree to which an experience or idea is significant and connected to an individual’s life and 

values (Liberman and Chaiken, 1996). It is an important construct that contributes to the 

understanding of motivational and behavioural attitudes towards an attitude object (Guo and 

Fryer, 2025). Because of its subjective nature, personal relevance can stem from intrinsic and 

extrinsic stimuli, but objects of interest must always retain some personal meaning to the 

individual (Bayer, Ruthmann and Schact, 2017; Hjørland, 2010; Priniski, Hecht and 

Harackiewicz, 2018). 

Scholars agree that personal relevance exists along a continuum of increasing perceived 

meaningfulness. Developed by Priniski, Hecht and Harackiewicz (2018), the Relevance 

Continuum unifies three leading theories in motivation theory and classifies relevance in 

three types: Personal Association, Personal Usefulness, and Identification as the strongest 

type which links to one’s self-identity. 

 

Figure 1: The Relevance Continuum (Priniski, Hecht and Harackiewicz, 2018) 
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As sports fandom becomes part of someone’s identity, with it come varying degrees of 

significance and the role it plays in an individual’s life. Thus, in the context of this study, 

personal relevance is conceptualised as a psychological pathway through which athlete brand 

attributes may become meaningful to non-fans, enhancing the flow from awareness to initial 

engagement. Consequently, the following hypothesis was devised: 

H3: Personal relevance functions as a mediating mechanism in the relationship 

between brand attributes and initial engagement intentions amongst gen z non-fans. 

2.3. Fandom in Sports 

2.3.1 Fan Psychology 

Fan psychology focuses on key aspects such as belonging, meaning, excitement, and self-

esteem (Harasta, 2021). Fandom in sports is experienced in a myriad of ways, from self-

identification to public displays of loyalty towards a team/athlete and typically involves an 

emotional and physical investment in sports participation and communities (Harasta, 2021). 

At the root of fan psychology are frameworks like social identity theory (SIT) and role 

identity theory (RIT) which help to explain why sports fans engage in their activities and 

behaviours (Harasta, 2021).  

Developed by Turner and Tajfel (1979), SIT defends that part of people’s identities come 

from their memberships in social groups, often resulting in ingroup attitudes – “us” versus 

“them”. SIT’s essential principles are those of social categorisation, identification, and 

comparison (Koo et al., 2025), which are underpinned by the need for established identity 

and enhanced self-esteem (Rees et al., 2015; Turner, Brown and Tajfel, 1979).  

Role identity theory complements SIT by offering a framework that emphasises how the roles 

individuals take on within a group not only guide their behaviour, but also influence their 

self-concept (Chun and Sagas, 2022; Harasta, 2021; Koo et al., 2025). Stets and Burke (2000) 

hold that role identities predominantly stem from the interpersonal interactions amongst in-

group members and that for roles to function, they are paired with counter roles which results 

in “identity verification” (Chun and Sagas, 2022), a key pillar of RIT.  

2.3.2. Sports Fans 

Whilst there is no universally accepted definition for sport fandom (Toffoletti, 2017), 

common characteristics and attitudes have been identified. As such, sport fans can be defined 
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as individuals who portray an enthusiastic attitude to a sports consumption object – sport 

discipline, team, and/or sports personality (Hunt, Bristol and Bashaw, 1999; Wann and James, 

2019). However, because the object of devotion can differ amongst individuals, scholars 

agree that there are various types of fans (Harasta, 2021; Hunt, Bristol and Bashaw, 1999; 

Wann et al., 2008).  

Classifications of fans may differ; Hunt, Bristol and Bashaw (1999) categorise fans into: 

temporary, local, devoted, fanatical, and dysfunctional fans; Wann et al. (2008) identify 

distinct fan profiles depending on sport type, which they classify into team vs. individual, 

aggressive vs. non-aggressive, and stylistic vs. non-stylistic. Wann and James (2019) also 

denote the importance of the fan experience being ever-changing, and that individuals may 

shift through typologies. 

Fan motives in sports also differ depending on fan typology, however, amongst the most 

common motivations are identity and self-definition, social connection and belonging, 

emotional arousal, and entertainment purposes. 

Enhanced Identity as motivation 

Through sport fandom, individuals seek out ways of developing their sense of self and self-

worth (Harasta, 2021). This is supported by social identity theory, wherein individuals look to 

enhance their self-esteem by associating themselves with the success of others, in this case a 

team or an athlete (Wann and James, 2019). The identification that stems from the 

internalization of such figures into a fan’s sense of self, leads to behaviours such as 

attendance, fandom display, and conversation surrounding the object of fan devotion 

(Harasta, 2021; Hunt, Bristol and Bashaw, 1999; Vallerand et al., 2008).  

Social connection and a need for belonging 

In its nature, sport fandom is a social activity independently of where it’s carried out (Wann 

and James, 2019). The sense of community and belonging derived from a sports community 

is often considered as one of the primary influences for becoming a sports fan (Harasta, 2021; 

Richardson, 2011). In this quest for community, individuals are also able to partake in 

activities that further deepen the group affiliation. There are many ritualistic activities 

associated with sports, particularly on match-days, which gives fans not only a sense of 

collective participation (Richardson, 2011), but extend the social aspects of sports fandom 

(Harasta, 2021).  
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Given the social nature of humans, sport fandom becomes thus, an attractive engagement 

(Wann and James, 2019). However, research on fan development has established that social 

influence operates differently at different stages of the fan journey. Richardson (2011) 

emphasises fan conversion as a deeply social experience, where social influence amplifies 

commitment towards a sport object. This suggests that social influence could act as an 

amplifier of personal relevance, where individuals who are more likely to be influenced by 

peers may also be more likely to engage with an athlete, they deem personally relevant.  

Consequently, the following hypothesis will be investigated: 

H4: Social influence acts as a moderator in the relationship between personal 

relevance and initial engagement intentions. 

2.3.3. The Fan Lifecycle 

In the same way that athletes are now considered to be brands of their own, sports fans are 

often also considered as consumers (Hunt, Bristol and Bashaw, 1999) with customer-like 

behaviours (Yoshida et al., 2014). As such, it is key to identify the consumer life cycle, which 

like the product life cycle, consists of four distinct stages: introduction, growth, maturity, and 

decline (Lee, Lanting and Rojdamrongratana, 2017; Rink and Swan, 1979). The consumer 

life cycle has presented itself as a basis for ensuing research, leading to Tamir’s (2020) 

cyclical Fan Lifecycle Model. 

However, much research infers that sports fandom originates in childhood from parental 

figures (Spaaij and Anderson, 2010), and given this study’s focus on adult non-fans, the 

conversion pathways differ from traditional fans. Thus, alternative models provide a better 

foundation for understanding this demographic. 

An alternative view for the study of the fandom process is the Psychological Continuum 

Model (PCM) which investigates the movement from initial awareness to allegiance (Funk 

and James, 2001). This framework explains the progressive development of affiliation to a 

sports object (discipline, team, or activity) through four stages: awareness, attraction, 

attachment, and allegiance which marks the highest level of loyalty (Funk and James, 2001; 

Wann and James, 2019) (see Table 1). 
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Table 1: The Psychological Continuum Model (Funk and James, 2001) 

The Psychological Continuum Model (Funk and James, 2001) 

Stage of Connection Characteristics 

Awareness Individuals have an awareness of the sport or 

team but lack personal interest; knowledge is 

driven by external forces 

Attraction Individuals develop an interest for the sport (or 

team) and may establish a favourite one; finding 

enjoyment and/or social benefits in carrying out 

this activity; impact comes from contextual 

influences  

Attachment Psychological connection strengthens and 

sport/team acquires personal importance within 

the individual; link to self-concept 

Allegiance High levels of consistent support and durable 

involvement with the sports object; attitudes 

relating to a sport/team become resistant to 

change and sport/team becomes part of identity 

 

The fan journey is considered a sequential process. The PCM posits that individuals move 

through the four stages and are influenced by both internal and external factors (Wann and 

James, 2019). Conversely, Hunt, Bristol and Bashaw (1999) describe the fan journey as a 

sequential yet flexible process where the object of devotion may shift levels through time. 

The fan pathway exists at multiple levels (i.e. sport, team, athlete) but follows a typical 

structure of cognitive schema à identification à emotional attachment, being influenced by 

a halo effect (Hunt, Bristol and Bashaw, 1999). Due to the different typologies of fans, it is 

implied that different degrees of fan journeys exist. 

Fan Conversion 

Fan conversion generally refers to the process by which a non-committed, casual follower 

goes to being a committed and active fan, with scholars agreeing that it is typically evidenced 

through transactional acts, such as ticket purchases, buying merchandise or paying for 

subscriptions (Kim, 2021; Yoshida et al., 2014).  
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Although the literature on fan conversion in sports is still quite limited, existing studies have 

explored factors such as narrative storytelling and exposure to fan communities as triggers for 

conversion. Due to its identity-shaping nature, the conversion process often begins through a 

personal experience that is highly emotional and potentially overwhelming, and typically 

impromptu (Richardson, 2011). Furthermore, in the Fan Conversion Experience model, 

Richardson denotes four contributing triggers: the presence of “gods” (the star athletes), a 

sacred place and time, a sacred tribe, and an ecstatic and co-productive atmosphere. 

 

Figure 2: The Fan Conversion Experience (Richardson, 2011) 

In an age where sports are turning more towards streaming, and social media is prevalent, 

live events cease being the only circumstances for fan conversion. Soble and Lowes (2024) 

explored the impact of storytelling on fan conversion within the docuseries “Drive to 

Survive”. They identified narrative elements of adventure, rivalry, and success as key aspects 

for conversion. These emotional drivers are a contributing factor in creating ties and 

identification with a team or athlete, thereby driving conversion (Abosag, Roper and Hind, 

2012; Vale and Fernandes, 2018; Yoshida et al., 2014).  

Additionally, aspects that align with social identity theory and maintaining self-esteem 

through association are powerful tools for conversion, for example, the hero archetype 

evidenced in the docuseries (Soble and Lowes, 2024). It should be noted that this does not 

have to be exclusive to narrative content. Richardson (2011) describes athletes as “gods” 

who, within the context of a sporting event, produce a sense of excellence and dominance to 

non-fans, thus beginning the process of conversion. Athletes are considered present-day 
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significant societal figures – extending their “god-like” image to a broader, non-sports-related 

setting – making their characteristics an appropriate study case. 

Social media presents itself as a beneficial means to convert non-fans. It should be 

acknowledged that non-fans might not have an initial interest in sports, so reaching such 

audiences should be done through content that resonates. Cortés, 2025 found that non-sports 

fans resonate more with personality-driven content that resonates with their interests and 

values, rather than athletic content; Vale and Fernandes (2018) support this – social media 

fosters conversion because of the emotional experiences it provides in addition to the 

communal interaction. 

The overarching themes that contribute to fan conversion are those that convey a strong 

emotional response from an individual as well as those that enhance one’s self-identity, 

aligning with what also constitutes a sports fan, yet without the initial interest in sport. 

Within the existing literature, athlete-related aspects are still underexplored as means of fan 

conversion; exposure to sports events and teams are the primary conversion methods 

explored. As such, the current study aims to contribute to the literature, by exploring what 

specifically about athletes draws non-fans into sports. 

Fan Engagement 

Fan engagement is unique in its almost irrational nature, unlike any form of customer 

engagement, fans exhibit continued support regardless of results, making this an essential 

aspect of sports management. The term widely used within the sports management and 

marketing, refers to the psychological connection and consequent behaviours that a fan has 

with a sports team, or athlete, often going beyond transactional actions (Vale and Fernandes, 

2018; Yoshida et al., 2014). Although traditionally classified as a form of customer 

engagement within sports (Yoshida et al., 2014), fan engagement exhibits certain traits that 

would not be granted when considering traditional brands. The enduring loyalty that fans 

hold towards their teams, independent of results and even during downfalls, is considered as a 

rather irrational behaviour, almost unique to sports fans (Vale and Fernandes, 2018).  

Fan engagement can typically be classified into two types: transactional and non-

transactional engagement. Transactional engagement focuses on behaviours involving a direct 

exchange of value – usually money – such as buying tickets, merchandise, or paying for a 

subscription, considered self-interested activities (Kim, 2021; Yoshida et al., 2014). Non-

transactional engagement on the other hand refers to voluntary behaviours that reflect a sport 
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consumer’s “extra role” (Yoshida et al., 2014); these are behaviours that benefit team image 

and fan communities, and include exchanges of knowledge, word-of-mouth, content creation, 

enduring loyalty and support. 

The development of social technologies, particularly social media, has increased the 

opportunities for non-transactional engagement. The COBRA (Consumption, Contribution, 

Creation) framework (Vale and Fernandes, 2018) considers aspects such as interactive 

participation and content creation as key elements of high-level fan engagement. 

Mahmoudian et al. (2021) provide further evidence that engagement with athletes on social 

media can also lead to greater loyalty among existing fans. 

For Gen Z, who are regular social media users (Kollárová and Niklová, 2025), social media 

usage intensity may result in different exposure to personally relevant athlete content. For 

non-fans who may lack sport knowledge, content associated with appearance and lifestyle 

athlete attributes is likely to be more accessible and personally relevant (Cortés, 2025; 

Magano, Szczygiel and Au-Yong-Oliveira, 2024). Heavy social media users are therefore 

more likely to encounter lifestyle content repeatedly, strengthening its perceived relevance. 

Whilst social media usage intensity varies in non-fan contexts, given the importance of such 

media and the affinity for it by Gen Z individuals, its moderating role is examined as a 

possible addition to current engagement literature, giving way to the following hypothesis: 

H5: Social media intensity moderates the relationship between marketable lifestyle 

attributes and initial engagement intentions, such that higher intensity strengthens this 

relationship. 

Existing research has not yet examined how the athlete brand image attributes guide personal 

relevance amongst non-fans and any effects on subsequent engagement intentions, making 

the present study a relevant contribution to the existing literature.  

Following the review of the literature and the development of the hypotheses, the conceptual 

model below was developed to guide the research of this study.  
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Figure 3 Research Conceptual Model (Author's own elaboration) 
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Table 2: Compilation of hypotheses, associated themes and variables (Author's own elaboration) 

Theme  Hypothesis Variables 

MAIN 

EFFECTS: 

Attributes & 

Relevance 

H1a: Athletic performance attributes of F1 athletes have a 

positive impact on perceived personal relevance of F1 amongst 

Gen Z non-fans 

H1b: Attractive appearance attributes of F1 athletes have a 

positive impact on perceived personal relevance of F1 amongst 

Gen Z non-fans 

H1c: Marketable lifestyle attributes of F1 athletes have a 

positive impact on perceived personal relevance of F1 amongst 

Gen Z non-fans 

IVs: Athletic performance, 

attractive appearance, marketable 

lifestyle 

DV: personal relevance 

COMPARATIVE 

EXPECTATION: 

Attribute 

Salience 

H2: Among the three athlete brand attributes, marketable 

lifestyle is expected to show a stronger positive association 

with perceived personal relevance than athletic performance 

and attractive appearance. 

IVs: Athlete brand attributes 

individually 

DV: Personal relevance 

MEDIATION: 

Personal 

Relevance 

Pathway 

H3: Personal relevance functions as a mediating mechanism in 

the relationship between brand attributes and initial 

engagement intentions amongst gen z non-fans 

IVs: Athlete brand attributes 

Mediator: Personal relevance 

DV: Engagement intentions 

MODERATION: 

Social influence 

H4: Social influence acts as a moderator in the relationship 

between personal relevance and initial engagement intentions 

IV: Personal relevance 

Moderator: Social Influence 

DV: Engagement intentions 

MODERATION: 

Social media 

usage intensity 

H5: Social media intensity moderates the relationship between 

marketable lifestyle attributes and initial engagement 

intentions, such that higher intensity strengthens this 

relationship. 

IV: Marketable lifestyle attribute 

Moderator: Social media intensity 

DV: Engagement intentions 
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3. Methodology 

3.1. Research Relevance 

This study explores the impact that athletes have on converting non-fans into sports fans 

within the context of Formula 1, a sport that has experienced considerable global growth in 

recent years. Whilst the sport benefits from an increasingly younger fanbase, particularly due 

to social media and the series “Drive to Survive”, this demographic is still underexplored, 

particularly in relation to fan conversion. As sports fandom is typically regarded as beginning 

in childhood, exploring its development amongst non-fan adults aims to fill a gap in the 

literature. 

Furthermore, the study of athletes as drivers of conversion for sports fandom remains limited 

in the sports management and marketing literature. Given the focal nature of athletes in a 

sport such as Formula 1, as well as the impact they have on a societal level – including 

aspects like social media presence – presents an opportunity to investigate the effect they 

have on converting non-fans. An important consideration for this research is the media 

consumption habits of Gen Z, who are avid social media users. As such, this research aims to 

examine causal effects between exposure to athlete image attributes, predominantly through 

social media, and the effect on fan conversion and its subsequent engagement intentions.  

3.2. Research Approach 

The research is of deductive nature and follows a quantitative approach, driven by hypotheses 

which were deduced based on pre-existing knowledge of the key subjects (Bryman and Bell, 

2011), as referenced in the literature review. As this study aims to explore a causal impact 

between independent and dependent variables, a quantitative approach is best suited for a 

systematic study of relationships between variables and allows for pattern observation and the 

quantification of data and testing of theories (Bryman and Bell, 2011; Creswell and Creswell, 

2018). Additionally, quantitative approaches have a higher concern for representativeness and 

providing a summary of multiple characteristics (Hair, Page and Brunsveld, 2020), making it 

an adequate path for investigating behaviours and attitudes related of a generation.  

An experimental survey design was chosen as it allowed for the manipulation of variables, 

such as athlete brand image attributes, by exposing participants to video vignettes depicting 

each of the three attribute dimensions. Vignette questions anchor a choice/answer in a 
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specific situation and allow for replies with a higher degree of consideration (Bryman and 

Bell, 2011). Personal relevance and initial engagement intentions were measured as outcome 

variables after the vignette, which allowed the researcher to assess how different attributes 

influenced respondent attitudes.  

3.3. Data Collection Methods 

A key aspect of this research was identifying the relationship between athlete image attributes 

and their individual effect on personal relevance of F1, making them an important variable to 

be analysed. As such, the experimental data were gathered by manipulating these variables. 

Presented as visual vignettes, the survey employed a randomised, between-subject structure 

for each experimental condition.  

Each condition consisted of one athlete’s brand image attributes – athletic performance, 

attractive appearance, or marketable lifestyle. The vignettes were drawn from a chosen F1 

athlete’s TikTok account, ensuring each post emphasised a distinct attribute. To maintain 

internal validity, ensuring that only the athlete attributes were the differing variables, only one 

athlete was chosen. Whilst this procedure diminishes the realism of the Formula 1 context – 

different athletes may be more strongly associated with different attributes – it maximises the 

experimental control and reduces the impact of external variables, making causality clearer. 

Additionally, to minimise systematic bias, participants were randomly assigned to a vignette 

condition. 

The online survey, conducted on the Qualtrics platform, consisted of 3 distinct main sections: 

(1) screening and general opinions, (2) the experimental condition using the vignettes and the 

subsequent effect on affinity towards sports after exposure, and (3) near-term engagement 

intentions; a demographics section was included at the end of the survey (see Appendix 

7.1.1). The first section consisted of screening questions to determine eligibility, ensuring that 

participants were within the desired ages (18-30) and identified as non-fans or low 

engagement participants. This section also included questions to assess any pre-existing 

attitudes towards Formula 1 and athlete brand image attributes; this provided an opportunity 

to control and minimise selection bias, as well as to establish pre-treatment attitudes. As 

mentioned above, measurement scales that addressed the concept of athlete brand image were 

adapted from existing research (Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou, 2013). 
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The second section focused on the experimental condition and exposure to the vignettes. 

Given the experiment’s aim of exploring the impact of athlete image attributes, only one 

athlete was chosen, although more had been considered. A single-athlete design minimised 

the possibility of external, non-detectable attributes to have influenced responses, thus 

increasing reliability. Each vignette manipulated a specific attribute, and they were 

randomised evenly to ensure each option was seen the same number of times by all 

respondents. Following exposure to the vignettes, respondents were asked questions on their 

attitude and affinity towards the athlete.  

Finally, the third crucial section explored engagement intentions considering exposure to the 

vignette. Near-term engagement was measured as “behavioural micro-intentions” to maintain 

validity, as long-term commitment would not be plausible after exposure to a single athlete 

message. Therefore, lower-barrier behaviours were investigated, such as social media 

engagement, information-seeking, and short-term viewing intentions, making these both 

athlete- and sport-specific intentions.  

As this study deals with attitudes and opinions, the scales used to measure these aspects were 

seven-point Likert scales. As a multiple-indicator measure, Likert scales allow for a wider 

range of facets of the underlying concept to be explored, capturing subtle differences, whilst 

making it viable for possible anomalies to be offset (Bryman and Bell, 2011). This scale 

format also matches the measurement items from which this study adapted, namely, Arai, Ko 

and Kaplanidou (2013). 

Numerical scales were also used in the first section to understand any prior familiarity with 

the featured athlete and the sport itself. These types of scales are also typically used to 

measure behavioural intentions (Hair, Page and Brunsveld, 2020), an essential measure for 

this project, and were therefore, used in the third section. An attention check question was 

included to ensure data reliability.  

To ensure validity and maintain reliability several measures were employed. First, through 

adapting measurement scales regarding the independent variable – athlete brand image 

attributes – from established published frameworks, ensures validity as the measures 

confidently reflect the relevant concept, an important feature for this type of research 

(Bryman and Bell, 2011). Additionally, a pilot survey was conducted with a convenience 

sample to evaluate question comprehension and test stability, where the results informed any 

necessary revisions. Finally, the survey was administered in the same way to all participants, 
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independently of the vignette they were exposed to, with a randomisation procedure to ensure 

an equal group sizing, reducing any imbalance and random errors. 

3.4. Study Population and Sampling 

Given the study’s focus on younger audiences, specifically Gen Z, and those who are not 

current formula 1 fans, the population under consideration constitutes of individuals aged 

between 18 and 30, who have not watched more than 2 Grand Prix over the 2024 and 2025 

season each. This time frame was chosen to minimise incidental exposure to the sport, thus 

excluding individuals with consistent viewing habits. It is worth noting that whilst the 

consensus on Gen Z, as a generation, ranges from 1997-2012 (Dimock, 2019), to comply 

with ethical standards when researching human objects, only participants aged 18 and over 

were considered as a sample for this study. 

A non-probabilistic sampling method was used, specifically convenience sampling, as the 

survey was circulated amongst contacts available to the researcher (Bryman and Bell, 2011), 

namely the researcher’s personal network and online platforms. Although this limits the 

application of this study’s findings, a convenience sampling facilitates reaching a specific 

target group like Gen Z non-fans.  

3.5. Data analysis methodology 

All data analysis was carried out using SPSS 30.0. Due to the focal demographic of this 

study, data was cleaned to only include Gen Z who were not considered Formula 1 fans – a 

total of 536 responses were obtained, with 406 being non-fans and completing the full survey. 

An additional elimination was carried out – participants who had not correctly answered the 

attention check question were discarded to maximise data quality, leaving a total of 390 

responses that were utilized for the data analysis. Additionally, any items that were on a 

reverse Likert scale (i.e. “Formula 1 does not seem more relevant to me now”) were reverse 

coded to ensure data accuracy. 
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4. Data Analysis & Results 

The study sample consisted of 390 Gen Z non-fans, with a balanced demographic 

composition. Most participants (65.9%) fell within the 18-25 age bracket, representing the 

lower end of the Gen Z bracket. The sample was nearly evenly split between female (51.3%) 

and male (44.9%) respondents, with a small minority identifying as other or not disclosing 

their gender. The high proportion of female respondents is particularly interesting, not only 

due to the sport’s historical male domination, but also due to documented growth of F1 

among the female Gen Z demographic (Domenicali and Allen, 2025). 

The sample was geographically diverse, with a concentration in English-speaking and 

European markets, although Portugal represented the largest single nationality at 31.8%. The 

United States also exhibited a considerable portion of participants at 18.2%, being especially 

relevant as this is one of the fastest growing markets in Formula 1.  

Finally, there was a near-equal split across the three vignette conditions as demonstrated in 

Table 3, with the small differences accounting for removed data due to incorrect attention 

check answers. This balanced distribution confirms the integrity of the randomization 

procedure and minimizes the risk of selection bias influencing responses across experimental 

groups. 

Table 3: Sample Characteristics (author's own elaboration) 

Characteristic N % 

Age 

18-25 257 65.9 

26-30 133 34.1 

Gender 

Female 200 51.3 

Male 175 44.9 

Other/Prefer not to say 15 3.9 

Nationality  

Portugal 124 31.8 



 24 

United States 71 18.2 

United Kingdom 41 10.5 

Germany 22 5.6 

Other 132 33.8 

Vignette Condition 

Athletic Performance 130 33.3 

Attractive Appearance 131 33.6 

Marketable Lifestyle 129 33.1 

 

Prior to any hypothesis analysis, reliability checks were conducted for all multiple-item 

variables: the athlete image attributes, existing sports interest, social influence, personal 

relevance, and engagement intentions. For this, a Cronbach’s Alpha of α ≥ .70 was considered 

an acceptable measure of reliability (Hussey et al., 2025). with .75 or higher being ideal, 

which would mean that variance is predominantly caused by the construct itself. Certain 

scales showed low reliability with all items, and as such some items were removed. This was 

the case for athletic performance where α was .607 and then .785 once the 4th item was 

removed; attractive appearance where the 4th item was removed, taking the α from .627 to 

.758; marketable lifestyle where α = .512 with all items included, and α = .778 once the 4th 

item was removed; for personal relevance the 4th item was also removed, increasing 

Cronbach’s Alpha from .674 to .908. For other scales, all items showed sufficient reliability: 

engagement intentions α = .904, existing sports interest α = .886, and social influence α = 

.803. 

Table 4: Descriptives and Reliability of Multi-item variables (author's own conception) 

Construct Mean SD ⍺	

Athletic Performance 5.677 .949 .785 

Attractive Appearance 5.476 1.010 .698 

Marketable Lifestyle 5.271 1.147 .778 

Personal Relevance 4.947 1.427 .908 

Engagement Intentions 4.430 1.596 .904 

Social Influence 4.733 1.140 .886 

Initial Sports Interest 5.003 1.347 .803 
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Once reliability checks were conducted, composite scores of all multiple-item scales were 

computed with the relevant items. While removing some items may have limited the content 

coverage of respective scales, this was done to ensure maximum internal consistency and 

scale coherence when testing hypotheses. This trade-off between reliability and content 

coverage is a limitation of the study and something to be considered for future research, by 

refining the scale and validating it further.  

The following operational model was revised from the conceptual model to better illustrate 

the structure of the study and analysis. 

 

 

Figure 4: Operational Model of the Analysis (author's own elaboration) 

 

To test the first set of hypotheses, a hierarchical linear regression was conducted for each 

attribute using the Enter method. Initial sports interest, F1 familiarity, and driver familiarity 

were used as controls in Block 1, and athlete attributes were input in Block 2. Personal 

relevance was the dependent variable. Given the nature of a vignette study, the linear 

regression had to be carried out separately for each vignette condition as participants had 

answered vignette-specific questions. 
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Figure 5: Regression Model Summaries of individual athlete attributes (SPSS & Author's own elaboration) 

 

H1a: Athletic performance attributes of F1 athletes have a positive impact on perceived 

personal relevance of F1 amongst Gen Z non-fans 

130 participants viewed the vignette that portrayed the athletic performance dimension. In 

this model, the control variables accounted for about 34.7% of variance in personal relevance, 

evidenced through the R² = .347 which was statistically signficant at p < .001. By including 

athletic performance, the R² increased to .468, thereby explaining an additional 12.1% of 

variance. As seen through the standardised beta (β), all predictors – control variables and the 

independent variable – were positive and statistically significant, with the athletic 

performance attribute exhibiting the strongest effect, albeit by a slight difference, in the 

model with β = .383 and p < .001. Furthermore, athletic performance and personal relevance 

presented a moderate positive correlation of .554 with p < 0.001.  

H1a. can be accepted. 
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H1b: Attractive appearance attributes of F1 athletes have a positive impact on the perceived 

personal relevance of F1 amongst Gen Z non-fans 

The attractive appearance vignette was shown to a total of 131 participants. When carrying 

out the linear regression with attractive appearance as the independent variable, the control 

variables explained only 14.8% of variance in personal relevance (R² = .148, p < .001), 

whereas the focal athlete brand attribute increased the R² to .431, showing a DR2 of .284, with 

the F-change proving to be statistically significant at p < .001. In this model, existing interest 

in sports no longer became a significant predictor for personal relevance; the two familiarity 

control variables were significant. The athlete image attribute, attractive appearance, showed 

a very strong positive effect with β = .557 and p < .001. This is in clear support of H1.2, 

where perceived attractive appearance predicts higher personal relevance. Additionally, 

attractive appearance exhibits a significant positive correlation with personal relevance of 

.579. 

H1b. can be accepted. 

H1c: Marketable lifestyle attributes of F1 athletes have a positive impact perceived personal 

relevance of F1 amongst Gen Z non-fans 

The marketable lifestyle vignette sample consisted of 129 participants. In Block 1 of this 

model, considering only the control variables, 22.9% of the variance in personal relevance 

was explained (R² = .229, p < .001). The addition of marketable lifestyle into the model 

caused a DR2 of .254, explaining an additional 25.4% variance beyond existing interest in 

sports and familiarity with the driver or F1. In relation to predictor strength and significance, 

of the control variables, only sports interested exhibited a marginal significance where β = 

.177 and p = .056, the other control variables were non-significant. The independent variable  

marketable lifestyle emerged as a strong positive predictor with β = .552 and p < .001, 

making it the leading variable in the model, and thus supporting H1.3. A robust and 

significant correlation (r = .654 and p < .001) between marketable lifestyle attributes and 

personal relevance was also identified. 

H1c can be accepted. 
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H2: Among the three athlete brand attributes, marketable lifestyle is expected to show a 

stronger positive association with perceived personal relevance than athletic performance 

and attractive appearance. 

The linear regressions carried out to test for the first set of hypotheses also tested H2. The key 

metrics to consider were the standardised betas and the additional variance (DR2) that each 

individual attribute explained when controls were entered into the model. This provided 

indicative evidence of the relative salience of athlete attributes in shaping perceived personal 

relevance. Athletic appearance and marketable lifestyle emerged as the strongest predictors 

for personal relevance with DR2 = .284 and β = .557, and DR2 = .254 and β = .552, 

respectively. This is comparatively higher than the results evidenced in athletic performance 

where DR2 = .121 and β = .383. Additionally, whilst all attributes correlate positively with 

personal relevance, marketable lifestyle exhibited the strongest correlation at r = .654. These 

differences should however, be interpreted with caution as the comparisons are based on 

separate regression models, not direct statistical contrasts. 

As such, H2 is not supported in its original form; attractive appearance shows the highest 

positive association, followed by marketable lifestyle, and only then athletic performance. 

The observed results and patterns offer a descriptive insight into the behaviour of non-fans 

and how this demographic may respond differently when facing distinct athlete image 

attributes. 

H3: Personal relevance functions as a mediating mechanism in the relationship between 

athlete brand attributes and initial engagement intentions amongst Gen Z non-fans 

To test for this hypothesis the initial regressions were also utilised as the results were key in 

explaining the pathway from attribute to personal relevance.  

Subsequently, another regression was conducted for each attribute, where relevance was also 

input into the model alongside the attribute as an independent variable (in Block 2) and 

engagement intentions became the dependent variable. The control variables remained the 

same. 

Athletic Performance 

For this athlete brand image dimension, the control variables accounted for a 25% variance in 

engagement intentions (R2 = .250 and p < .001). Once the attribute and relevance were input 

into the model, an additional 36% increase in variance was evidenced, increasing R2 to .610. 

With all variables considered, personal relevance emerged as the strongest predictor for 
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engagement intentions with β = .653 (p < .001); athletic performance also exhibited a small 

but significant effect on engagement intentions (β = .152 and p = .028). In this model, 

relevance correlated more strongly with engagement intentions (r = .746, p < .001) than the 

attribute, although it still exhibited a moderate, significant (p < .001) correlation at r = .506. 

Through this model alone, relevance indicates partial mediation of engagement intentions, as 

the attribute still accounts for a small, direct path to initial engagement intentions. 

Attractive Appearance 

When considering the appearance dimension of the athlete brand image, control variables 

explained only 11.4% of variance in engagement intentions (R2 = .114 and p = .001), whereas 

when relevance and attractive appearance were included in the model, variance jumped to 

71.5% (R2 = .715), corresponding to a DR2 of .600 (p < .001), a considerable increase. 

Furthermore, when both the independent variables were put into the model, only personal 

relevance arose as a very strong and  significant predictor of engagement intentions with β = 

.799 and p < .001. All control variables and attractive appearance showed a very small effect 

on engagement intentions and were non-significant. Similarly, relevance had a stronger 

correlation with intentions than the attribute, which still had a moderate correlation, at r = 

.841 and r = .526, respectively.  

Personal relevance is the dominant predictor, and as such consistent with being a full 

mediator for engagement intentions. This is in support of H3. 

Marketable Lifestyle 

In the model with marketable lifestyle, the control variables accounted for 24.3% of variance 

in engagement intentions (R2 = .243 and p = .001). When adding in marketable lifestyle and 

personal relevance, variance increased by 44.2% (DR2 = .442, p < .001) to 68.5%. The 

standardised betas, similarly to attractive appearance, showed that relevance was the full 

mediator for engagement intentions, with β = .743 and p < .001. Personal relevance, once 

again, displayed a higher correlation with intention at r = .773, and marketable lifestyle 

displayed, still, a moderate correlation at r = .536. This model supports H3. 

Based on the regressions carried out, across the three vignette conditions, the results 

consistently supported the proposed mediating path of attribute à personal relevance à 

initial engagement intentions, indicating the important role that personal relevance plaus in 

connecting athlete brand attributes to initial engagement intentions. The individual attributes’ 



 30 

effects heavily diminish once personal relevance is entered into the model, disappearing 

completely for marketable lifestyle and attractive appearance, and being reduced to a small 

residual effect for athletic performance. Whilst a formal test of indirect effects was not 

conducted, the observed pattern of relationships indicates that H3 is supported, suggesting 

that personal relevance is an important pathway through which athlete attributes influence 

initial engagement intentions amongst Gen Z non-fans. 

H4: Social influence acts as a moderator in the relationship between personal relevance and 

initial engagement intentions 

In order to test this hypothesis, another regression was carried out. However, as this aimed to 

investigate a moderating effect, several steps had to be carried out prior. The control variables 

were maintained; as a moderating relationship was being investigated, an interaction term had 

to be computed; this followed the standard approach outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986). 

Before doing so, the composite score for social influence was mean-centred; personal 

relevance was also mean-centred. Mean-centering was done to minimise multicollinearity 

and to make coefficients more easily interpretable. Finally, an interaction term between social 

influence and personal relevance was computed. 

When put into the regression model, the two centred variables were added into Block 2, and 

the interaction term was added into Block 3. In this model, the control variables explained 

19.6% of variance in engagement intentions, and social influence and personal relevance 

raised the variance to 65.8% (ΔR² = .462, p < .001). The interaction term showed no 

significant moderation with ΔR² = .001 and p = .394. This was supported by the standardised 

beta coefficients: personal relevance emerged again with a strong positive effect on 

engagement intentions (β = .718, p < .001), social influence had a small positive, yet 

significant, effect (β = .103, p = .002), but the interaction between the two showed no effect 

(β = −.027, p = .394). 

Thereby, H4 is rejected and social influence does not act as a moderator between personal 

relevance and engagement intentions, but rather as an additional, independent predictor. 

H5: Social media intensity moderates the relationship between marketable lifestyle attributes 

and initial engagement intentions, such that higher intensity strengthens this relationship. 

To test this hypothesis, a social media intensity composite score was computed by combining 

number of social media platforms used, and frequency of social media usage. 
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Similarly as above, the variables relevant for testing this hypothesis had to be mean-centred – 

this was done for the marketable lifestyle attribute and social media usage intensity. An 

interaction term between marketable lifestyle and social media intensity was then computed; 

this was also carried out for the other athlete brand attributes for exploratory purposes. 

The regression model carried out was hierarchical in nature, with 3 blocks. The control 

variables explained 24.3% of variance in engagement intentions (R² = .243, p < .001). When 

marketable lifestyle and personal relevance were added into the model, variance was raised to 

40.6% (ΔR² = .162, p < .001). Marketable lifestyle was a moderate positive predictor of 

engagement intentions (β = .478, p < .001), however, social media usage intensity provided a 

small negative, but non-significant effect (β = -.081, p = .259). After the interaction term was 

considered, variance was only raised by 1.5% but not statistically signficant (ΔR² = .015, p = 

.079). This was evidenced at a coefficient level too where β = .137, p = .079. 

As such, H5 is not supported, whilst marketable lifestyle has a clear and direct effect on 

intentions, its strength is not dictated by social media usage intensity. The same regression 

was carried out for the other attributes, and the findings echoed the above: social media 

intensity did not signficantly moderate any of the athlete brand attributes to positively affect 

engagement intentions.  

5. Discussion 

This study aimed to explore how athlete brand image attributes have the capacity to serve as 

catalysts for early fan engagement amongst Gen Z non-fans, a demographic previously 

overlooked in sports marketing research despite their growth contribution to Formula 1 

audiences (Domenicali and Allen, 2025). This was done through an experimental vignette 

study, where equally distributed survey participants were exposed to a single vignette which 

expressed one of the three athlete brand image attributes: athletic performance, attractive 

appearance, and marketable lifestyle (Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou, 2013). As fandom is 

considered a journey and something that is developed over time (Tamir, 2020; Wann and 

James, 2019) and this was a cross-sectional study, fandom conversion was limited to an initial 

stage of awareness and attraction (Wann and James, 2019) capturing perceived personal 

relevance and initial engagement intentions (i.e. following the athlete on social media, or 

watching a Formula 1 race). 
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5.1. Theme 1: Athlete Brand Image Attributes and their effect 

As the athlete brand is key for developing a psychological attachment to an athlete amongst 

sports fans (Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou, 2013), examining their effect on personal relevance 

amongst non-fans was imperative. The regressions carried out showed that all three separate 

attributes were positively correlated with personal relevance. Notably, attractive appearance 

explained the highest variability in personal relevance, whilst marketable lifestyle had a 

marginally similar effect. In their respective experimental conditions, both off-track attributes 

substantially outperformed athletic performance when linked to personal relevance.  

These findings diverge meaningfully from the existing literature which emphasises the 

importance that on-field attributes play amongst affinity for an athlete (Doyle, Su and 

Kunkel, 2022; Harasta, 2021; Hasaan et al., 2016). Nevertheless, it is important to note that 

an extent of existing research was done on sports fans. Thus, the current findings begin to 

shed light on the specific aspects of an athlete brand that draw in non-fans, within Formula 1. 

Accordingly, based on the patterns observed, it is suggested that off-track attributes function 

as stronger initial drivers of perceived personal relevance amongst Gen Z non-fans, though a 

longitudinal study design would provide further insights on a clear ranking of these attributes. 

In the present study, attractive appearance appeared as the attribute with the strongest 

association to personal relevance, followed by marketable lifestyle and only then, athletic 

performance; this contrasts with the MABI (Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou, 2013) in which 

attractive appearance appeared as the weakest constituent of the athlete brand image 

amongst sports fans. It is, however, consistent with findings that point to the importance of 

off-field attributes, particularly lifestyle aspects, in creating an emotional connection and 

developing loyalty amongst athletes’ audiences (Hasaan et al., 2018; Na, Kunkel and Doyle, 

2020). Importantly, while off-track attributes dominate at the initial engagement stage, 

athletic performance remains a meaningful predictor, indicating that non-fans are not 

indifferent to athlete skill. Rather, it becomes a secondary consideration when relatability and 

personal relevance are absent. 

5.2. Theme 2: The mechanism of Personal Relevance 

Across all athlete image attributes, personal relevance was identified as a strong predictor of 

initial engagement intentions, with important nuances worth mentioning. Personal relevance 

was the strongest predictor of engagement intentions within the attractive appearance 
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subgroup, slightly weaker within the marketable lifestyle subgroup, and weakest amongst 

participants who were exposed to the athletic performance vignette. This variation in 

mediation strength may reflect that appearance-based attributes require less cognitive effort to 

process and evaluate, allowing personal relevance to translate more directly into engagement 

intentions, whereas athletic content may introduce additional cognitive barriers which require 

sports knowledge, subtly weakening the relevance-intention pathway.  

Whilst athletic aspects are of key importance amongst established sports fans and their 

affinity towards athletes, these findings reflect key elements of the literature on sports fan 

development. Funk and James’ Psychological Continuum Model (2001) and Fan Attitude 

Network Model (FAN) (Funk and James, 2004) posit that attitudes towards sports objects 

occur in stages, all through which people pass, deepening their attachment to a sports object 

(Wann and James, 2019, p. 26). Critically, the present study captures the awareness-attraction 

transition within the PCM, where dispositional needs, motivators that promote self-

identification (Funk and James, 2004), are the primary drivers. This closely aligns with more 

appearance-based cues such as attractive appearance and marketable lifestyle attributes; 

these are more ambiguous and subjective items, where non-fans may begin to develop a 

psychological connection if they feel they have shared aesthetics, personal stories, and 

values.  

In contrast, athletic performance requires deeper contextual knowledge, situating it as a 

weaker entry point at an early developmental stage. This idea also closely aligns with social 

identity theory, which postulates that identification to an object is done out of a desire to 

maintain, or elevate, one’s self-esteem, through comparison with relevant groups (Koo et al., 

2025; Tajfel and Turner, 1979). As such, relatability may be a key aspect when employing 

visual/appearance cues as part of a branding strategy, to drive engagement within a wider 

audience. 

5.3. Theme 3: The Social Aspect of Sports and Gen Z 

Sports are, often, a social activity, whether individuals are partaking in an activity or at an 

event as spectators. Socialisation is also a key player in the path of non-fan to fan (Wann and 

James, 2019, p. 35). Additionally, it is vital to consider the focal demographic of this study – 

Gen Z, a digital native, one that uses social media to discover new interests and form 

opinions (Jiang et al., 2025), and one whom, within Formula 1, is discovering it through 
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digital platforms too (Domenicali and Allen, 2025).  Two sub-themes have therefore been 

devised. 

5.3.1. The Role of Social Influence 

Across the literature, social influence is identified as an important aspect in the fan journey; 

family, and especially paternal figures, often have a predominant influence when fandom is 

introduced from a young age (Tamir, 2020), but friends, and other close acquaintances also 

act as influential agents in developing a relationship with sports objects (Wann and James, 

2019, pp. 35-39). Therefore, it was hypothesised that social influence would moderate the 

personal relevance à initial engagement intentions pathway. Although participants reported 

being moderately influenced by those around them when considering following a 

sport/athlete (M = 4.73 on a scale of 1-7), social influence did not amplify the effect of 

personal relevance on engagement intentions as hypothesised.  

Instead, social influence operated as an independent, direct predictor of engagement 

intentions, suggesting that peer influence and personal relevance operate through separate 

mechanisms during initial engagement, rather than peer pressure amplifying the effect of 

personal relevance. This finding aligns with the PCM, which suggests that at early stages, 

awareness and attraction, dispositional needs dominate, while external factors only become 

more influential after a psychological attachment is developed (Funk and James, 2001). 

Within this study’s cross-sectional sample, at an initial stage of awareness where personal 

relevance is the primary driver, social influence did not noticeably amplify the relationship to 

engagement intentions, though it did maintain an independent role in predicting engagement.  

5.3.2. Sports on a Digital Stage 

Social media and digital platforms are an integral part of Gen Z’s everyday lives, including 

sports, dictating not only how it is consumed, but also acting as a new entry point 

(Domenicali and Allen, 2025). Survey participants demonstrated a strong adherence to social 

media, with 75% reporting daily social media usage and 57% being present on at least three 

different social media platforms, reflecting the literature on this generation’s behaviours. 

Social media was investigated as a moderator between marketable lifestyle and engagement 

intentions, as the type of content associated with this attribute often promotes fan 

engagement, fosters community, and increases salience of an athlete’s personal brand through 

relatability (Taniyev, Mayer and Gordon, 2022). Social media usage intensity, however, did 
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not act moderate the relationship between marketable lifestyle and engagement intentions. 

Notably, social media intensity showed a small negative, non-significant association with 

engagement intentions when entered as a direct predictor, which contradicts expectations. An 

exploratory analysis of the remaining dimensions of the MABI confirmed that social media 

intensity did not significantly moderate any attribute-to-intention pathway. This unexpected 

finding likely reflects a methodological limitation: participants were exposed to a single 

vignette only; a one-time exposure event does not reflect the real-world context of repeated 

exposure on social media.  

In natural social media settings, heavy users would likely encounter lifestyle content 

repeatedly across a longer period, potentially amplifying its effects. A cross-sectional, single-

exposure design cannot capture this process. Future research employing longitudinal designs 

or multiple exposures over time would better clarify whether social media intensity 

moderates athlete brand effects in more accurate conditions. 

6. Conclusion, Limitations, and Future Direction 

6.1. Conclusion 

A bulk of sports marketing literature is focused on the behaviour of established fans and their 

attitudes towards sports objects, largely because fandom is considered a journey established 

at a young age. However, with new forms of media, such as sports docuseries, paving the 

way for a new generation of fans, it becomes essential to explore this new demographic. The 

present study aimed to investigate how non-fans begin to engage with a new sport, namely 

Formula 1. 

All athlete attributes were found to have a significant positive effect on personal relevance 

among non-fans, with off-track attributes establishing the strongest links to both personal 

relevance and engagement intentions; indicating that non-fans start to engage through non-

athletic visual items that are deemed self-relevant. Personal relevance appeared as a strong 

predictor and mediating mechanism of linking athlete attributes with initial engagement 

intentions, highlighting the need for non-fans to find points of attachment to athletes to drive 

an initial engagement with the sport. Additionally, social influence was found to be a positive 

predictor of engagement intentions, accentuating the social aspects of becoming a fan at an 



 36 

independent level. Adversely, social influence did not amplify the effects of personal 

relevance on engagement intentions as hypothesised. 

Similarly, social media usage intensity did not moderate any attribute-to-engagement 

relationship, although this may in part, arise from the experiment’s cross-sectional design. 

Furthermore, some expected differences between the attributes – derived from the literature – 

were not as distinct as theorised; a key point being that previous research was carried out on 

fans, whilst the present study on non-fans, thereby justifying these differences and laying the 

groundwork for future research. This suggests that Gen Z non-fans may more promptly 

respond to easily observable cues that are personally relatable, rather than athletic cues which 

may require a deeper, contextual knowledge about the sport. 

6.2. Contributions and Practical Implications 

This paper extends the literature in a direction that is under-researched, by focusing on the 

non-fan Gen Z demographic, and how athletes themselves act as drivers of interest in a sport. 

Much of the previous literature focused on fandom centres on existing fans, and the 

behaviours and attitudes of this group. This study sheds a light on the earlier stages of the fan 

journey amongst young adults, establishing evidence that personal relevance is of key 

importance and peer-influence, at such an initial stage, operates only as a predictor and not a 

moderator of intention to engage. The present work links to existing literature on fan identity 

theories, where self-identification and -connection with sports objects result in stronger 

engaging behaviours (Koo et al., 2025). Where the aforementioned research looks at 

established fans, the current study contributes by identifying a self-linking process, before 

self-identification is strong, where non-fans view an athlete as personally relevant and as such 

are influenced to follow and engage. 

Similarly, athlete-oriented literature predominantly studies existing fans, and the behavioural 

influence that athletes have on this specific group. In a sport as competitive as Formula 1, 

where (at present time) only 20 drivers make it to the top level and as such are representatives 

of their sport, this study gained an insight on athletes’ ability as influencers to be an entry 

point into a sport. By extending the MABI (Arai, Ko and Kaplanidou, 2013) to the non-fan 

demographic, the findings suggest that these athlete brand dimensions work through 

perceived personal relevance to influence engagement and the differences in attribute 

strengths between sports fans and non-sports fans are highlighted. 
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On a managerial level, this study suggests that marketing strategies involving athletes and 

aiming to reach a wider audience beyond an existing fanbase, should strategically lead with 

lifestyle and appearance-oriented content to enhance personal relevance. Off-track attributes 

are more accessible entry points because they require minimal sport-specific knowledge, 

allowing non-fans to immediately assess if they relate to an athlete’s lifestyle, values, fashion 

without needing to understand the technical context or competitive dynamics of Formula 1. 

The technical knowledge required to resonate with athletic performance creates a barrier for 

non-fans. The data show that off-track attributes drive stronger personal relevance than on-

track attributes, and that personal relevance directly predicts engagement intentions. Still, the 

importance of athletic content is recognised in a field where athleticism is an integral factor.  

Therefore, a segmented content strategy that balances on and off-track content is 

recommended: leading with humanising, lifestyle-based storytelling and visual content will 

spark initial relevance among potential fans. As personal relevance develops, gradually 

introducing athletic context and technical achievements will deepen engagement. This 

approach respects the pathway non-fans follow from initial awareness to attraction, before 

being introduced to sport-specific content. While athletic content remains vital for the sport 

itself and for existing fans, in early-stage conversion campaigns it is recommended to remain 

secondary when targeting non-fans.  

By employing humanising storytelling and content that ties to an individual’s self-expression, 

such as aesthetics or values, marketing teams can achieve a deeper degree of personal 

relevance amongst low-interest audiences. A combined approach to content and marketing 

strategies respects the needs of the two audiences, and allows brands, teams, and athletes 

within F1 to connect with new audiences whilst still aligning with the essence of a sports-

related entity.  

6.3. Limitations and Future Research 

The present study did not come without limitations. An important aspect to consider, is that 

this study focused only on Gen Z non-fans aged from 18-30, and as such, does not take into 

consideration other generations who are non-fans. It should be noted though, that the majority 

of new F1 fans, following the sport for 2 years or less, are below 25 (Domenicali and Allen, 

2025). Additionally, the study did not take nationalities into account. Although the 

predominant nationalities were Portuguese (32.1%), American (18.5%) and British (11.3%), 

there was a vast range of nationalities and as such, it is difficult to generalise the findings. 
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Cultural differences are important to take into consideration and could provide a basis for 

future research. 

The experimental design, whilst successful, also provided some limitations. A single vignette 

exposure is not sufficient to determine full fan conversion, hence the focus on initial and low-

barrier engagement intentions. When investigating full fan conversion, a longitudinal study, 

of 6 months for instance, might be more apt and provide additional insights on what drives 

fan conversion and engagement intent for non-fans. In a longitudinal study, tracking Gen Z 

non-fans’ progression through the PCM stages could clarify the dynamics of personal 

relevance as a mechanism. 

If carrying out a further cross-sectional study, an enhancement would be to include more 

stimuli per attribute, to ensure a well-rounded representation of each dimension. For instance, 

this study’s athletic performance vignette did not capture the competitive sub-dimension, 

although it is, difficult to contextualise if an individual is unfamiliar with F1 and lacks 

technical knowledge. Future research would also benefit from complementing the 

quantitative research with a qualitative focus group which would provide more detailed 

insights than a survey is able to. 

This research utilised a male athlete as the focal point for initial engagement, but differences 

of perception between female and male athletes exist (Xu, 2025), which are not necessarily 

controlled by content strategy, but by social and gender dynamics (Murtas et al, 2025). 

Although not yet directly relevant to Formula 1, as all drivers are male, the FIA has 

developed women-only racing series to boost female drivers in motorsports (i.e. F1 

Academy), making it a valuable extension to the research, to focus on a female athlete. 

It should be noted that research on non-fans is still limited, and the field would benefit from 

further studies. In an age where social media serves as a doorway into new interests and 

sports, non-fans are a beneficial demographic to study as sports and leagues aim to grow. 

Investigating both the social influence and social media intensity of non-fans in more depth 

would be an interesting research avenue to pursue, especially as these are common gateways 

for Formula 1 (Domenicali and Allen, 2025). 
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7. Appendix 

7.1. Survey 

7.1.1. Survey Questions 
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7.1.2. Survey Vignettes 

Athletic Appearance Vignette 

  Link: https://youtube.com/shorts/f9OgHitdExo  

Attractive Appearance Vignette 

 Link: https://youtube.com/shorts/1yfOCM1goXY   
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Marketable Lifestyle Vignette 

 Link: https://youtube.com/shorts/kWLVtGHAaRk  
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7.2. Data Analysis Results 

7.2.1. Descriptives 

 

 

7.2.2. H1 Regressions 

Key:  

ap_comp = athletic performance composite 

aa_comp = attractive appearance composite 

ml_comp = marketable lifestyle composite 

rel_comp = personal relevance composite  
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Marketable Lifestyle 

 

7.2.3. H3 Regressions (pt2) 

Athletic Performance 
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7.2.3. H4 Regression 

 

7.2.4. H5 Regressions 

Athletic Performance 
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