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Abstract  

Identification as a source of ethical attitudes is traditionally associated with Western rather 

than Confucian cultures. Here, two empirical studies examine the impact of celebrity 

endorsement on purchase intention among consumers of Chinese origin, through processes 

of consumer identification with celebrity moral traits. In this way, this paper develops the 

literature on ethics amongst consumers of Chinese origin and, more generally, the literature 

on source credibility through moral traits. It is also one of the first papers to consider the 

moral consumption habits of online gamers.  
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Introduction 

“The Olympic swimming star Michael Phelps, who was photographed inhaling from a 

marijuana pipe, has lost a major sponsorship deal and has been suspended from competition 

for three months.  Kellogg, a U.S. food company, said Thursday that it would not renew its 

contract with Phelps when their deal expires at the end of February ... 'Michael's most recent 

behaviour is not consistent with the image of Kellogg', Susanne Norwitz, a spokesman for 

the company, said in a statement.” (New York Times, 2009) 

 

This paper extends the literature on source credibility (Liu, Huang, and Minghua 2007) by 

focusing on the moral traits of celebrity endorsers. Consumers of Chinese origin were asked 

to cast a moral judgement on a celebrity endorser’s moral traits and then to state whether 

they identify with that celebrity. This follows the logic of moral judgement, comprising 

cognitive and conative elements: "moral judgement is much like aesthetic judgement: we 

see an action or hear a story and we have an instant feeling of approval or disapproval" 

(Greene and Haidt 2002, 517). The study focuses on celebrities that are not typically 

associated with moral character, but are highly sought after by firms as endorsers of their 

products, such as young pop stars (Justin Bieber) and online gamers (‘Faker’, a celebrity in 

the League of Legends online game). This gives our study managerial relevance and 

differentiates it from those that consider the influence of the consumer’s moral identity 

(Aquino and Reed 2002) on consumers’ attitudes and behaviours. Even though a consumer’s 

moral identity is involved in the casting of moral judgements, this study focuses on the 

mechanism of identification that mediates the relationship between celebrity endorser and 

purchase intention.  
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The effectiveness of celebrity endorsement is closely bound up with the extent to which 

it reflects the values and ideas of a given culture, so that its impact will vary from culture to 

culture (Choi, Lee, and Kim, 2005). China is characterised by collectivist cultural values (Hung 

and Li 2007) as well as risk aversion and high power-distance (De Mooij 2005). Confucian 

morality requires individuals to demonstrate certain personal qualities in addition to 

adherence to the five cardinal virtues of benevolence, filial conduct, trustworthiness, loyalty 

and righteousness (Tan and Snell 2002). The interpretation of these behaviours takes place 

within relationally-defined norms exercised within interpersonal ties, or guanxi (Gu, Hung, 

and Tse 2008). Guanxi has been called the glue that binds Chinese society together (Lovett, 

Simmons, and Kali 1999). The importance of the role and the level of intimacy that defines 

these ties demands reflexivity and ingenuity in determining the appropriate moral 

behaviour between members of a guanxi association, affording Chinese morality 

considerable latitude (Tan and Snell 2002). This is quite different from the typical Western 

approach to morality, whereby people choose whether or not to act according to empathy 

and autonomous moral judgement based on an ideal type as a source of identification 

(Gilligan 1982). Identification captures the extent to which one party “adopts behaviors 

derived from another person or group because this behavior is associated with a satisfying 

self-defining relationship to this person or group” (Kelman 1961, 63). It follows that the 

importance of identification with moral traits as a source of purchase intentions may be 

expected to be greater among Western consumers (e.g., Johnson 2005) than among 

consumers of Chinese origin. By contrast, the normative value of moral traits (e.g., 

credibility) is likely to be more important amongst consumers of Chinese origin.  

However, China and many other parts of Asia are undergoing profound changes through 

which people, especially the young, are embracing Western values (Arora 2005; Stanat 
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2006). Tan and Snell (2002) found that in Singapore guanxi-linked morality played only a 

minor role in moral reasoning and was largely overshadowed by Western-style morality. 

This makes the study of ethics amongst consumers of Chinese origin especially relevant, yet 

such studies are a relatively recent development (Moon and Shen 2010; Zu and Song 2009). 

For example, research has found that consumers of Chinese origin are concerned with 

environmental and social issues (Chung, Eichenseher, and Taniguchi 2008) and willing to act 

in line with these concerns (e.g., Chu and Lin 2012). In the marketing context, such studies 

are also important for practical reasons, since, as Chan (2008) notes, in China 40% of youth-

product advertising features at least one celebrity, making the effect of this tactic on young 

people particularly critical for advertisers in China. By addressing the influence of moral 

traits on the celebrity endorsement of products typically associated with younger 

consumers of Chinese origin, this research hopes to advance the understanding of ethical 

attitudes amongst such respondents and to provide managerial implications for advertising 

professionals. 

The focus on online gamers also gives this paper unique relevance. Very little is known 

about the moral consumption habits of online gamers, even though the development of the 

internet and game-development technology has turned successful online gamers into 

worldwide celebrities. According to the League of Legends official statistics, there are 67 

million players of this game alone, accounting for 1% of the world's population in 2014 

(Highscalability 2014). As a result, online game advertising is becoming increasingly popular, 

and the use of game celebrities for advertising has also increased (Cuneo 2004; ESPN 2015).  

For all their popularity, online games have attracted considerable controversy amongst 

educational researchers. Playing games displaces the time that players might spend on 

other activities, potentially resulting in lower academic performance (Chan and Rabinowitz 
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2006; Sharif and Sargent 2006), gaming addiction (Gentile 2009, 2011), impulsiveness and 

lower attention to other matters (Hastings et al. 2009). Research has shown that playing 

violent online games can increase aggressive cognitions, affects and behaviours both in 

immediate and long-term contexts (e.g., Anderson and Dill 2000; Anderson, Gentile and 

Buckley 2007; Anderson et al. 2010). It can also result in desensitization to violence 

(Bartholow, Bushman, and Sestir 2005), diminished empathy, and a lower likelihood of pro-

social behaviour (Bushman and Anderson 2009). On the other hand, pro-social online games 

can have the opposite effect, increasing cooperation, sharing, empathy, and helping 

behavior in adolescents (Gentile et al. 2013), and pro-social behavior among children (Sestir 

and Bartholow 2010). League of Legends has both violent and pro-social (e.g., collaboration 

amongst team members) components and Faker is widely acknowledged as the public face 

of the game. By targeting this consumer group, this study also contributes to the 

understanding of ethical consumption among communities of online gamers. 

 

Theoretical Propositions 

McCracken (1989, 310) defines a celebrity endorser as "any individual who enjoys public 

recognition and who uses this recognition on behalf of a consumer good by appearing with 

it in an advertisement". Celebrity endorsement is considered an effective marketing 

approach and has become ubiquitous in the market place all over the world (Spry, Pappu, 

and Cornwell 2009). Celebrity endorsers help brand recognition and recall (Friedman and 

Friedman 1979), leading to positive product evaluation and advertising ratings (Dean and 

Biswas 2001) and purchase intention (Lafferty, Goldsmith, and Newell 2002; Tripp, Jensen, 

and Carlson 1994). McCracken (1989) suggests that using celebrities as product endorsers is 
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more efficacious than using unknown actors or models, because they are present as active 

personas in the minds of consumers, conveying a vivid message. Thwaites et al. (2012) point 

out that celebrities attract attention and thus can be particularly effective in various 

situations such as new-brand introduction and brand-image switching, especially when 

consumers have low involvement with the product category or are time-constrained to 

make purchase decisions. Celebrities including movie stars, singers, and athletes are 

frequently seen in various types of advertisements and some even endorse multiple 

products (Tripp, Jensen, and Carlson 1994). Products being endorsed are not limited to 

physical goods, but also include services and ideas (Pornpitakpan 2008).  

Several models have been proposed by researchers to explain the phenomenon by 

which celebrity-endorser image is transferred to associated products (Liu, Huang, and 

Minghua 2007; Louie and Obermiller 2002). Meaning Transfer Theory suggests that 

consumers’ attitudes about a celebrity transfer to the endorsed brand by recurring 

association (McCracken 1989; Langmeyer and Walker 1991). Silvera and Austad (2004) note 

that positive associations with the celebrity transfer to the endorsed brand upon 

consumers’ exposure to multiple celebrity-brand pairings. The match-up hypotheses 

suggests that consumers seek congruity between celebrity endorser and endorsed brand 

(Misra and Beatty 1990; Till, Stanley, and Busler 2000). Thus, the celebrity endorser will be 

more effective when consumers find better fit between endorser and product (Liu, Huang, 

and Minghua 2007; Lohneiss and Hill 2014). It follows that retailers need to evaluate a 

celebrity endorser’s personal traits before associating their brand name with that celebrity 

(White, Goddard, and Wilbur 2009). Advertisers can frame the association between 

celebrity and product to enhance its strength and focus on the best aspect of the celebrity 

for the product (Till, Stanley, and Priluck 2008). Silvera and Austad (2004) argue that 
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consumers also pay considerable attention to whether celebrity endorsers truly like the 

product they endorse; the logic behind this is that consumers will value the product less 

when they consider the celebrity is motivated by the endorsement fees they receive rather 

than the product itself.  

Another reason why celebrities are particularly effective is because of characteristics 

such as physical features (e.g., attractiveness), attitudes, beliefs, behaviours and 

demographics (e.g., profession) (Erdogan 1999; Misra and Beatty 1990; Pornpitakpan 2008). 

These elements were extensively applied in celebrity literature as the component of source 

credibility (Liu, Huang, and Minghua 2007) and can be extended to include moral traits 

(Mishra, Subhadip, and Ainsworth 2015). Links between nodes in a consumer’s memory 

(Keller 1993) enable the transfer of celebrity attributes and their symbolic associations to an 

endorsed brand (McCracken 1989), promoting self/brand congruence, with positive 

outcomes for brand evaluation (Dwivedi, McDonald and Johnson, 2014; Dean and Biswas 

2001) and purchase intention (Lafferty, Goldsmith, and Newell 2002; Tripp, Jensen, and 

Carlson 1994). This is facilitated by the fact that brands are perceived as having human 

characteristics (Aaker 1997; Lee and Cho 2009). By contrast, negative information about a 

celebrity endorser downgrades their credibility, leading to poorer attitudes toward the 

brand (Zhou and Whitla 2013). The logic is consistent with the findings from Till and Shimp 

(1998) that low evaluation of a celebrity endorser results in low assessment of the endorsed 

brand, reducing purchase intention. With regard to moral associations, Louie, Kulik, and 

Jacobsen (2001) found that the level of culpability in a transgression by a celebrity endorser 

will negatively influence the stock price of the endorsed company. In general, celebrity-

endorser moral traits can act as a source of meaning transfer and credibility that renders the 

product more attractive, increasing purchase intention.  
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It is proposed that: 

H1: Celebrity-endorser moral traits increase purchase intention of the endorsed 

product. 

Erikson (1964) argues that people tend to seek a balance between their moral self and 

their behaviour, which also implies that one’s moral identity is an essential element of the 

individual. When customers perceive the moral traits of a celebrity endorser, it is reasonable 

for them to process the message through their moral sense and to identify with the 

celebrity endorser to reinforce their own moral identity. In this way, celebrities shape the 

consumers’ self-concept (Dwivedi, McDonald, and Johnson 2014). On the other hand, when 

consumers feel that their moral identity is being compromised, or find it inconsistent with 

the celebrity-brand characteristics, they are more likely to develop a negative attitude 

toward the endorsed brand and dis-identify with it. Johnson (2005) found that consumers 

develop a sense of identification and intimacy with a celebrity after being exposed over time 

to his/her news in the media. According to Horton and Wohl (1956), this one-sided nature 

of connection and the illusion of interacting with the celebrity face-to-face can be described 

as a para-social relationship. When people develop a strong para-social relationship, they 

tend to fantasise a relationship with the celebrity, reflecting a deep level of identification 

that can result in attitudinal and behavioural changes (Hung, Chan, and Tse 2011). The 

celebrity endorser will be perceived as a pleasant companion who can help with self-

expression (Kim, Han, and Park 2001; Thomson 2006). Consumers with higher levels of 

identification will accordingly show more favourable attitudes towards a celebrity endorser 

(Johnson 2005), resulting in attachment and loyalty towards the endorsed brand (Kim, Han, 

and Park 2001). Aquino et al. (2009) note that moral identification exercises a stronger 

influence on processes that guide one’s cognition and behaviour compared with other forms 
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of identification. Thus, celebrity-endorser moral traits will increase the identification of the 

consumer with the celebrity endorser.  

It is proposed that: 

H2: Celebrity-endorser moral traits increase consumer identification with the 

celebrity endorser. 

Research on consumer ethics presents a fragmented picture. Carrigan and Attalla (2001) 

proposed that consumers’ attitudes to ethical purchasing is not simply divided into yes-or-

no, but into four distinct categories – caring and ethical, cynical and disinterested, confused 

and uncertain, and oblivious. Creyer and Ross (1997) noted that consumers will purchase 

goods from unethical firms if the price is cheaper. Yet Aquino and Reed (2002) argue that 

moral identity can be organised around traits associated with moral behaviour and that 

individuals are driven to act in a way that is consistent with their moral traits. According to 

self-verification theory, giving an accurate portrayal of oneself to others is a basic need of 

every individual, as it assists his or her psychological coherence (Winterich, Mittal, and 

Aquino 2013). Celebrities serve a vital value-expressive function that is typically associated 

with reference groups (Bearden and Etzel 1982; Escalas 2004). For this reason, celebrity 

endorsements tend to adopt value-expressive appeals (Johar and Sirgy 1991) that can 

become self-definitional for the consumer (Dwivedi, McDonald, and Johnson 2014), and 

thus favour moral attributions. It follows that moral traits may be a viable explanation for 

the effectiveness of celebrity endorsers in driving purchase intention, as consumers transfer 

the moral traits of the celebrity endorser to the endorsed brands and manifest their moral 

identity through the purchase of such brands. This idea derives further support from the 

fact that "people tend to prefer things that are similar to themselves to boost their self-

esteem and self- evaluations" (Choi and Winterich 2013, 98). It also helps explain why 
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negative publicity about a celebrity endorser tends to be more influential than positive news 

reports (Louie, Kulik, and Jacobsen 2001). When it matters, lack of ethics can have very 

negative consequences for a firm, especially given the potential for negative word-of-mouth 

in social media (Thwaites et al., 2012). Therefore, it is proposed that the more the consumer 

identifies with the celebrity endorser’s moral traits, the higher the willingness to purchase 

the endorsed product.  

It follows that: 

H3: Consumer identification with celebrity-endorser moral traits increases purchase 

intention of the endorsed products. 

Finally, it is hypothesised that: 

H4: Consumer identification with celebrity-endorser moral traits mediates the 

association between celebrity-endorser moral traits and purchase intention. 

The hypothesized relationships, without the mediation hypothesis included in the model 

(H4), are presented in Figure 1: 

Insert Fig. 1 about here 
 

Method 

To test the impact of perceived celebrity-brand moral traits on purchase intention, it was 

essential that respondents should be familiar with the celebrity. Two methods for the 

selection of a celebrity were initially considered. The first was to construct an artificial 

scenario describing a celebrity. This proved too difficult, given the complexity of celebrity-

endorsers’ lives, and was soon abandoned. Besides, Money, Shimp and Sakano (2006) argue 
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that using an actual celebrity in a study is preferable to a fictional one, as it provides a sense 

of realism in investigating the effects under consideration. A second method was tested 

with sixty respondents. They were presented with a product (Adidas shoes) and asked to 

think of the celebrity endorser. Most of the respondents could not think of the celebrity-

endorser association without prompting. 

Accordingly, it was decided to pre-select the celebrity endorser, according to three 

criteria: a) high likelihood of recognition by the target group; b) high likelihood that his or 

her moral character should be known to the target group, and c) a recent ethical 

controversy surrounding the celebrity endorser, as this would make their moral character 

more salient to respondents. The two MSc students charged with collecting the data 

considered several possible celebrity endorsers in conversation with friends at their 

university and elsewhere, and made their final choice as follows: 

 

Study 1: Justin Bieber 

Study 1 adopted Justin Bieber as the celebrity endorser. Bieber is a pop singer, dancer and 

actor whose songs are largely focused on teenage romance and who entered the world of 

celebrity as a young boy. The survey was conducted soon after a period of massive media 

publicity showing his involvement in drink-driving. Yet even after Bieber was arrested for 

this offence, Adidas did not cancel their contract with him and claimed that "nothing is 

changing in our relationship with Mr. Bieber at this time" (TMZ 2014). Bieber has mass 

recognition all over the world (including among consumers of Chinese origin) and given his 

recent misbehaviour seemed ideally placed to test the impact of celebrity-endorser moral 

traits on purchase intention among young consumers of Chinese origin. 
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Study 2: Faker 

Study 2 concerned Faker (Lee Sang-hyeok), a professional champion in the League of 

Legends online game. League of Legends is an example of networked game-play, whereby 

players adopt a character and interact with other players on the internet, lending the game 

a social dimension (Pham 2003).  

The origins of the digital-games industry can be traced back to the early 1950s. 

However, since the 1990s the development of the internet and game-development 

technology have led to massive increases in the number of people playing computer games, 

giving players like Faker celebrity status. Because of the widespread use of online games, 

the world-wide match finals of games like League of Legends and DOTA attract audiences 

exceeding 100 million people. Since online gaming has a controversial ethical image and 

League of Legends has a large following amongst consumers of Chinese origin, Faker was 

also considered ideally placed to test the relationship between celebrity moral traits and 

purchase intention among young consumers of Chinese origin.  

 

Questionnaire collection 

Questionnaires for the two studies were collected through snowballing online sampling, 

starting with acquaintances of the students. Online survey has become a prime survey 

vehicle due to its convenience, verifiability, low-cost delivery and return systems, as well as 

easy access and feedback mechanisms (Kaye and Johnson 1999). Moreover, according to 

Malhotra and Birks (2007), respondents are allowed to complete the survey wherever and 

whenever they want, which encourages better completion. The online questionnaires were 
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developed using Qualtrics. They were drafted in English and translated into Chinese, and 

made available in both languages. The Bieber questionnaire was distributed through various 

social-media platforms. For the Faker questionnaire, however, all respondents were 

recruited through a League of Legends network, of which the student was a member. All the 

respondents to both questionnaires were of Chinese origin (Mainland China and Taiwan), 

mostly aged in their twenties. The first study included 171 respondents aged 18-41(90%, 18-

30), 55% of whom were female and 45% male. The second study included 90 respondents 

aged 18-30, 83% of whom were male and 17% female; these figures are broadly in line with 

the profile of the typical League of Legends player (IGN 2015).  

 

Scales 

All items in the questionnaires were measured on a five-point Likert scale. Thomson (2006) 

notes that today’s consumers recognise celebrities as brands, as they are professionally 

managed, can be licensed, and have the associations and features of a brand. As noted 

earlier, brands are personalised and endorsers transfer their own personality traits to the 

brand. Accordingly, 'celebrity-endorser moral traits' (MT) was measured through a 

personality-brand measure derived from Davies et al. (2004), comprising the following 

items: honest, sincere, trustworthy, socially responsible. Respondents were asked to score 

the celebrity on those traits in answer to the prompt 'I think [celebrity] is…' (Study 1: 

α=0.927; M=2.069; SD=0.93; Study 2: α=0.883; M=3.396; SD=1.0504). The measure of 

‘identification’ (ID) was taken from Aquino and Reed (2002) and included seven items, such 

as ‘It would make me feel good to be a person like [Celebrity]’ (Study 1: α=0.918; M=1.965; 

SD=0.88; Study 2: α=0.814; M=2.86; SD=0.8381). ‘Purchase intention’ (PI) was measured 
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through a scale derived from Ohanian (1991), e.g. ‘I would consider a product endorsed by 

the Celebrity to be my first choice for future purchases’ (Study 1: α=0.933; M=1.858; 

SD=0.88; Study 2: α=0.706; M=3.10; SD=0.898).  

 

2.5 Results  

2.5.1 Study 1 

As can be seen from Table 1, the correlations between MT, ID and PI are strong and in the 

hypothesised direction. 

Insert Table 1 about here 
 

To test our main hypotheses (H1-H3) and mediation effect (H4), a simple regression was 

first drawn for the direct effect of MT on PI (b=.764, t=-15.78, p<.001), supporting H1; in 

other words, when the celebrity endorser is perceived to have a moral identity, purchase 

intention of the endorsed product increases. To test for an indirect effect of MT on PI 

through ID (H2-H4), we built a structural-equation model using AMOS with 2000 bootstrap 

samples, following the recommendations of MacKinnon (2008) and Shrout and Bolger 

(2002). The result is a well-fitting model (χ2=42.74, df=38; RMSEA=.061, CFI=.982, TLI=.977). 

An analysis of the indirect-effect matrix shows that the mediated effect MT-ID-PI is 

significant (p<.001) (supporting H4), whilst the direct effect is still sign, but at a lower 

significance level (p<0.028) than in the regression, suggesting partial mediation in support of 

H4. In other words, the effect of MT on PI is partly explained through identification of the 

consumer with the celebrity.  
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2.5.2 Study 2 

Table 1 also contains the correlation matrix for the measurement variables in Study 2. Since 

PI is not significantly correlated with MT and ID, Study 2 only supports H2 (b=.596, p<.001) 

and no coefficients for Study 2 are included in Table 2. In other words, gamers recognise 

moral traits in Faker and identify with them, but this does not influence their purchase 

intention towards the endorsed products.  

Insert Table 2 about here 

 

2.6 Discussion 

This paper set out to study whether the moral character of a celebrity endorser influences 

the purchase intention of endorsed products in respondents of Chinese origin. The two 

studies offer contradictory answers, pointing to the peculiarities of the online-gaming 

context as the differentiating factor.  

Study 1 shows that Bieber’s moral traits are a source of moral credibility and 

identification for consumption. It was argued earlier that Western cultural values favoured 

identification with moral traits, whilst Confucian values tended towards normative 

adherence. Recent studies have claimed that consumer attitudes among young Chinese 

consumers are shifting in line with Western values. The findings of Study 1 can be 

interpreted as offering indirect support for this claim, as they show that identification is an 

important driver of purchase intentions among such consumers. However, the cross-

sectional nature of the study, the limited information about the respondents’ demographics 

and the incipient theoretical development of the relationship between values and moral 

behaviour reduce the reliability of such interpretation. At the very least, the findings show 
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that identification with moral traits can be an important conduit to promote ethical 

consumption among young consumers of Chinese origin. Identification turns celebrities into 

forms of self-expression, increasing positive attitudes towards ethical brands beyond the 

effect of source credibility. This offers increased opportunities for ethical firms to develop 

strong bonds with consumers that can deliver increased purchase intention. However, 

identification with a celebrity also increases moral hazard for the firm when the celebrity 

fails to conform to the ideal that consumers hold of him or her. Processes of dis-

identification can result in stronger negative attitudes and behaviours towards the brand, 

such as negative word-of-mouth, than would result from normative influences. The 

managerial implications of this for firms using Bieber as endorser are discussed below.  

Study 2 shows that gamers recognise moral traits in Faker and identify with them. Moral 

traits are implicit in the pro-social aspects of the game, such as the emphasis on team 

dynamics, which demands a high level of trust amongst players. Yet the findings show that 

these traits do not influence gamers’ purchase intentions. A possible explanation is that 

moral dimension forms only a small part of the art of winning games, as a means to an 

overall amoral end. Whilst gamers acknowledge Faker as moral and think of themselves in 

the same way, it is his overall amoral image as a winner of violent games that becomes 

salient for guiding cognitions and behaviours. The influence of this image extends, through 

mental associations, to products endorsed by Faker. The fact that Faker personally sponsors 

only products associated with Riot Games (maker of League of Legends) reinforces this 

argument. This interpretation derives support from the association of frequent exposure to 

violent video games with amoral behavioural outcomes.  
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Future studies should test this further by comparing the effect of moral traits and 

amoral traits of celebrity endorser on purchase intentions. The conclusions of such studies 

could have implications for the study of moral development (Kohlberg 1971) among gamers, 

especially adolescents, since action (i.e. playing the games and purchasing items related to 

the games) can have a reinforcing or weakening effect on moral identity (Blasi 1984). The 

findings reduce the moral hazard to the firm of targeting gamers with celebrity endorsers, 

since gamers’ purchase intentions will be tolerant of the celebrity endorser’s moral 

misbehaviour. This is further discussed below.  

 

2.7 Managerial Implications 

The findings suggest that the impact of celebrity-endorser moral traits on purchase 

intention among respondents of Chinese origin is context-dependent. This ambiguity 

supports the so-called 'myth of the ethical consumer' (Eckhardt, Belk, and Devinney 2010), 

which calls into question the extent to which marketing ethics and social responsibility have 

implications for consumption. The moral traits of the celebrity endorser matter in some 

cases, but not in others. Where they matter, they become a source of identification with 

attitudinal and behavioural impacts that can deliver competitive advantage in the 

marketplace. Thus, firms must develop a clear understanding of the ethical dimension and 

the brand, and the moral position of their celebrity endorser vis-à-vis consumers, to 

maximise the benefits of ethical identification. However, they must also understand the 

risks involved in this strategy. 

The findings suggest that Bieber ought to sponsor products with moral-trait associations 

such as 'trustworthy', 'socially responsible' or 'honest'. Mainstream consumer brands like 
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Adidas and Alibaba broadly fit this definition. However, if the consumer feels that their 

moral identity is compromised, the para-social relationship that makes Bieber a trusted 

companion will be eroded, with implications for the brand. An example emerged when 

Bieber was caught driving when drunk, yet Adidas refused to break its contract with Bieber 

at that time. The reason may be that consumers tend to seek excuses for celebrities with 

whom they identify (Johnson 2005), especially when the misbehaviour is not excessive, the 

celebrity is deemed to be not fully responsible for their behaviour (Louie, Kulik, and 

Jacobsen 2001), or (in the most extreme case) the information does not reflect badly on the 

consumer (White, Goddard, and Wilbur 2009). Consumers may also opt to focus during the 

time of misbehaviour on other aspects of the celebrity endorser’s image that matter to 

them, such as their professional performance (Bednall and Collings 2000; Miller and 

Laczniak 2011). Bieber’s drunk-driving was in line with the behaviour of other pop stars and 

was explained away by the media as a rite of passage into adulthood (The Star 2014). 

Overall, Adidas must have thought that Bieber’s actions would not undermine his moral 

image, given the nature of the misbehaviour and the degree of consumer identification with 

him.  

Adidas’ attitude towards Bieber contrasts with that of Kellogg’s towards Michael Phelps 

after he was allegedly caught smoking marijuana. Phelps’ misbehaviour was directly 

contrary to the model sportsman he was meant to embody. More importantly, the level of 

consumer identification with him was probably limited, reducing their tolerance and 

increasing the moral hazard for the firm. It is interesting that Adidas continues to sponsor 

Bieber, even though he has recently endorsed sweepstakes offered by Ubisoft (creator of 

Assassin’s Creed, a violent video-game). Whether this endorsement is considered too 

indirect or weak to spoil Adidas’ moral image, or whether Adidas is changing (reaching out 
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to rapper gangs, for example) alongside Bieber himself is a question for further studies to 

consider. In that case, Adidas would have to assess carefully the risk of losing its mainstream 

'moral' audience in the attempt to reach new audiences, such as those associated with 

rapper gangs.  

Following this discussion, Faker would represent a low moral hazard for firms where the 

sponsorship is aimed at the community of League of Legends players, since celebrity-

endorser moral identity does not impact on the consumption habits of such players. This is 

the case with Korean Telecom’s sponsorship of Faker’s League of Legends team. The same 

could not be said if Faker were to endorse products aimed at a general audience. Using 

Faker for that purpose would require a careful analysis of the moral perception of the 

League of Legends game amongst non-players. 

It follows that consideration of the practical importance of an endorser’s moral traits for 

brand evaluation and purchase intention must take account of a) the degree of consumer 

tolerance, based on dynamics of identification with the celebrity endorser, and b) a 

contextual interpretation of industry characteristics. The findings suggest that the origin of 

the celebrity does not impact on identification; yet cultural conditioning may impact on the 

level of tolerance of celebrity-endorser misbehaviour. In this sense, what is excessive 

behaviour, or what reflects badly on the consumer, would be influenced by ethical norms 

prevailing in the consumer culture. Thus, the decisions of Chinese consumers may be more 

influenced by social norms than those of Western consumers. Anecdotal evidence is 

provided by derogatory comments made by young Chinese Bieber fans about Bieber’s 

tattoos, and the fact that "he was a bit lazy on The Great Wall" (Vice.com, 2013). Such 

impact from cultural influences on tolerance will in turn increase the moral hazard of using 
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celebrity endorsers in industries where moral identity is a factor influencing brand 

evaluation and purchase intention, and calls for active management of the moral image of 

the celebrity endorser.  

Innovative firms wishing to appoint Western celebrities to market to Asian consumers 

would be well advised to undertake market research about the perception of the celebrity’s 

lifestyle among Asian consumers. This will help to spot celebrity misbehaviours to which 

Asian consumers may be particularly sensitive, and take preventive action either by 

declining the appointment or by actively managing the media interpretation of such 

behaviours. In this way, the firm would be equipped to limit potential damage to the brand 

resulting from the salience or intensification of such behaviours. Further examination of this 

issue is beyond the scope of this paper, but it hopefully opens interesting avenues for future 

research.  

   

2.8 Limitations and Future Research 

The study has several limitations. The first is the small sample size and the sampling 

method, which may affect the reliability of the data. Second, the association of normative 

morality with Chinese cultural values requires theoretical and empirical development. In this 

regard, it would have been helpful to collect information about the individual’s collectivist 

orientation and risk propensity. Such measures should be included in future studies. Third, 

insofar as the sample for Study 2 was limited to League of Legends’ players, its results are 

only directly relevant to consumers of that or comparable games. More study is needed 

across different types of games, and also across different types of consumers (e.g., by age 

and nationality), to draw generalizable conclusions for the online-games industry. Future 
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studies ought to include both moral and amoral traits. Studies could also control for the 

influence of impulsiveness and other personality characteristics of gamers.  

Finally, Study 1 did not associate the celebrity with a product or brand and Study 2 did 

not measure the identification of the consumer with the League of Legends brand. Recent 

research has begun to integrate both celebrity-endorser traits and brand traits as parts of 

the study of endorser effectiveness (e.g., Escalas and Bettman 2005; Dwivedi et al. 2014). 

Thus, future studies should include considerations about identification with specific types of 

products and brands. Similarly, future studies should include outcomes that go beyond 

purchase intention, such as brand preference and loyalty, and test the effects of ethical 

identification in comparative consumption contexts.  
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Fig 1: Conceptual Model 
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Table 1: Correlations 

 

Study 1 (N=171) [Study 2 (N=90)] 

 MT ID PI 

Celebrity-Endorser Moral Traits (MT) 1 [1] .777** [.596**] .764** [0.84] 

Identification (ID) .777** [.596**] 1 [1] .812** [-0.08] 

Purchase Intention (PI) .764 [.084] .812** [-.008] 1 [1] 

** Sign. at 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
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Table 2: Coefficients for Study 1  

H1: MT  PI  .304 (<.028, s.e=.140) 

H2: MT ID .918 (<.001, s.e.=.083)  

H3: IDIP .626 (<.001, s.e.=.130) 

H4: MTIDPI) .575 (<.001, s.e.=.120) 

Celebrity-Endorser Moral Traits (MT); Purchase Intention (PI); Identification (ID) 
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APPENDIX 1: Descriptive Statistics 

 

Celebrity Moral Traits 

T1: Honest 

T2: Sincere 

T3: Trustworthy 

T4: Socially responsible 

 

Identification with celebrity 

ID1: It would make me feel good to be a person like the celebrity. 

ID2: Being someone who has the characteristics of the celebrity is an important part of who I 

am.  

ID3: A big part of my emotional well-being is tied up with the celebrity.  

ID4: I would be shamed to be a person like the celebrity.  

ID5: Being like Bieber is not really important to me. 

ID6: Being like Bieber is an important part of my sense of self. 

ID7: I strongly desire to have the characteristics of the celebrity. 

 

Purchase intention 

PI1: Would you buy a product if you saw it being sponsored by the celebrity? 

PI2: Would you actively seek out a product endorsed by the celebrity in a store? 

PI3: I would consider a product endorsed by the celebrity to be my first choice for future 

purchases.                                                                     

PI4: I would buy a higher price for the brand endorsed by the celebrity than competitor’s 

products. 
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Bieber  Study 

Descriptive Statistics 

 

N Mean Std. Deviation Skewness Kurtosis 

Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Std. Error Statistic Std. Error 

T1 171 2.08 .976 .576 .186 -.330 .369 

T2 171 2.10 1.004 .469 .186 -.611 .369 

T3 171 2.06 1.022 .451 .186 -.908 .369 

T4 171 2.04 1.119 .710 .186 -.611 .369 

ID1 171 1.94 1.067 .912 .186 .023 .369 

ID2 171 1.94 1.067 .765 .186 -.519 .369 

ID3 171 1.89 .973 .730 .186 -.460 .369 

ID4 171 3.31 1.214 -.236 .186 -.818 .369 

ID5 171 3.70 1.247 -.640 .186 -.544 .369 

ID6 171 2.02 .997 .613 .186 -.280 .369 

ID7 171 2.04 .976 .506 .186 -.674 .369 

PI1 171 1.99 .991 .709 .186 -.239 .369 

PI2 171 1.90 .992 .750 .186 -.311 .369 

PI3 171 1.87 .962 .824 .186 -.204 .369 

PI4 171 1.67 .952 1.293 .186 .912 .369 

Valid N (listwise) 171       

 

Faker Study 

Descriptive Statistics 

 

N Mean Std. Deviation Skewness Kurtosis 

Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Std. Error Statistic Std. Error 

T1 90 3.433 1.0499 -.773 .254 .500 .503 

T2 90 3.489 1.1142 -.570 .254 .129 .503 

T3 90 3.378 1.1953 -.693 .254 -.178 .503 

T4 90 3.322 1.1882 -.449 .254 -.305 .503 

ID1 90 2.844 1.1795 -.069 .254 -.460 .503 

ID2 90 2.522 1.1439 .013 .254 -.913 .503 

ID3 90 2.778 1.2250 .025 .254 -.959 .503 

ID4 90 2.544 1.2909 .396 .254 -.846 .503 

ID5 90 3.211 1.1167 -.529 .254 -.172 .503 

ID6 90 3.044 1.2534 -.226 .254 -.760 .503 

ID7 90 3.100 1.0499 -.383 .254 -.250 .503 

PI1 90 3.256 1.3621 -.287 .254 -1.042 .503 

PI2 90 2.878 1.1301 -.280 .254 -.601 .503 

PI3 90 3.267 1.2790 -.320 .254 -.699 .503 

PI4 90 3.011 1.1465 -.159 .254 -.531 .503 

Valid N (listwise) 90       

 


