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Abstract  

Celebrity endorsement is a popular marketing strategy. However, it has been called 

a double-edged sword because celebrity endorsers can be involved in transgression, 

which influences the celebrity, associated brand, and consumers. The purpose of 

the thesis was to explore how celebrity endorser’s transgression influences meaning 

transfer in celebrity endorsement from a consumer perspective. The Meaning 

Transfer Model and the moral reasoning strategies were used to full fill the purpose 

of the thesis. The thesis adopted a qualitative method and collected data through 

focus groups. The findings showed that transgression impacted celebrity endorser’s 

meanings. The extent of the impact was dependent on the severity of the 

transgression. Consumers had high tolerance for less severe transgression and low 

tolerance for very severe transgression. Negative celebrity meanings were not 

transferred to associated brands. However, very severe transgression influences 

consumption of products endorsed by the celebrity. The thesis contributed with 

more understanding from the consumer’s perspective. The findings may help 

marketers whose endorsers have been involved in scandal.  
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1 Introduction 

The first chapter of the thesis provided a background information regarding 

celebrity endorsement and the problematized part about celebrity endorser’s 

transgression in celebrity endorsement. Additionally, the chapter stated the 

purpose and research question of the thesis.  

1.1 Background 

Celebrity endorsement is proven to be an effective strategy for brands to promote 

their products. However, the strategy can be considered a double-edged sword.  

Especially as celebrities are often involved in scandals which affects how 

consumers perceive celebrities but also the associated brand (Sato et al, 2019). 

There is a high chance that scandals can impact celebrity endorser’s symbolic 

meanings, which may be transferred to the brand (Breberina et al., 2021). 

The emergence of celebrity endorsement dates back to the late nineteenth century, 

where firms associated themselves with celebrities to gain national headlines. Such 

an example was Cadbury’s Cocoa associated with Queen Victoria. In these early 

days, it was estimated that one to six advertisements involved a celebrity (Erdogan, 

1999). Since then, celebrity endorsement has risen markedly and is a common 

marketing communication strategy firms engage in (Silvera & Austad, 2004). 

McCracken, (1989) has defined celebrity endorsement 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” (McCracken, 1989, p. 310).  

Celebrity endorsement used in advertisement has gained in popularity due to the 

ability to attract consumer’s attention, thus helping brands deliver their message to 

the target audience (Zipporah & Mberia, 2014). Companies aim is to influence 

consumers toward their offering (Ohanian, 1990). The reason why celebrity 

endorsement has become such an attractive tool for marketers is because it impacts 

consumer purchase behavior (McCracken, 1989) and   increases sales and 

awareness (Khatri, 2006). From a marketing perspective, celebrity endorsement 

makes the brand stand out amongst the competitors (Zipporah & Mberia, 2014). 

Research has indicated that 25 % to 30 % of marketers use celebrity endorsement 
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in advertising and approximately 16 % of internet users discover brands through 

celebrity endorsement. Hence, firms spend large amounts on endorsers because 

consumers perceive endorser advertisement as both appealing and memorable 

(Breberina et al., 2021), and that endorser's positive image is transferred to the 

brand products or services (Dom et al., 2016). Because of the endorser’s image, 

consumers' purchase habits and their perception of thinking changes. Research has 

shown that an endorser helps consumers recall the message of the commercial and 

brand name, shaping their perception of the brand's image in consumers' minds 

(Zipporah & Mberia, 2014).  

Consumers develop trust and credibility towards products that are advertised by 

celebrities, increasing trustworthiness to the brand. This is due to consumers' view 

on the celebrity, perceiving them as successful people with high regard. Therefore, 

matching the brand with celebrities' roles. However, when a celebrity is involved 

in negative publicity, their image is tarnished by unethical, unusual scandals 

(Transgressions) that can result in negative consumer evaluation. Thus, changing 

their opinion of the celebrity and the promoted brand (Zipporah & Mberia, 2014).  

Celebrities own many sets of meanings that they encompass in their personal life, 

but also through their work-related life in different stages of meanings. Celebrity 

Transgression can negatively impact those meanings by reducing endorsement 

effectiveness and brand attitudes. Meaning transfer model suggest that celebrities 

possess meanings including status, gender, personality, lifestyle and more that are 

linked to the celebrity (Kennedy et al., 2018). A more in-depth definition of 

transgression and Meaning transfer model is explained in chapter 2. According to 

Till and Shimp (1998), fictitious celebrity misconduct negatively affected 

consumers' perception of the brand. Consumers attitudes and purchase intentions 

decrease when being informed of celebrities' transgression. As a result, celebrities' 

negative actions are transferred to the brand (Thomas & Fowler, 2016).  

1.2 Problematization 

Celebrities are more relevant in today’s society than ever before. With the growing 

popularization of social media networks (e.g., Instagram, Twitter, Facebook) the 
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traditional definition of celebrities, singers, models, politicians have expanded 

(Yang, 2018). Jain and Roy (2016) noted that celebrities mostly transfer the 

meaning rather than creating them and it is not necessary that all meaning associated 

with a celebrity would be transferred. However, their findings are based on positive 

meanings of a celebrity endorser. To get the full picture it is important to understand 

how negative incidents caused by an endorser influences their meanings. Negative 

information can influence consumers more because of a larger psychological 

impact compared to positive information. The reason is that negative information 

is more sensitive which threatens the individual’s survival. For this reason, negative 

information receives more attention from individuals than positive information 

(Campbell & Warren 2012). 

There are some studies that have researched how celebrity endorsement can be 

affected by an endorser's transgression, mainly Breberina et al. (2021), Sato et al. 

(2020) and Chang (2016). However, these researchers only conducted their study 

using quantitative methods and had other limitations.  According to Breberina et al. 

(2021) consumers are likely to use the products of that brand for self-expression 

and encourage other people to use the brand (positive word of mouth). 

Consequently, meanings are affected when the celebrity endorser is involved in 

transgression. The negative information surrounding the celebrity endorser can 

create incompatibility with the consumer’s existing values. Breberina et al. (2021) 

did not consider how severity and different types of transgression influences 

meaning transfer.   

According to Sato et al. (2020) consumers have a positive opinion towards a 

specific celebrity endorser. Because of a positive opinion, there is a high chance 

that they will have a favorable congruence with the brand that is promoted by that 

celebrity. The attitude towards the brand is even more favorable when the 

celebrity’s personality portrays the brand. It explains why Nike, a global sportswear 

company, hires athletes for advertising its brand. Sato et al (2020) mostly focused 

on showing that transgression causes discomfort between a celebrity and consumer. 

They indicated that transgression can be divided into two categories; transgression 

that is relevant and non-relevant to the athlete’s competence. For example, Maria 
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Sharapova who was an endorser for Nike was involved in a competence relevant 

transgression because she had used performance enhancing drugs. While Tiger 

Woods who was also an endorser for Nike was involved in competence irrelevant 

transgression. In comparison to Maria Sharapova, he was involved in sexual 

infidelity which was personal and not performance related. Sato et al. (2020) did 

consider different types of transgression, however not in terms of meaning transfer.  

Furthermore, Chang (2016) focused on relevance and the severity of the 

transgression. He argued that transgression is a moral threat to the brand, However 

the severity and relevance are less of a threat than what brands expect. For instance, 

Lance Armstrong was involved in a severe and relevant transgression which 

resulted in negative brand evaluation. While consumers may have high tolerance to 

irrelevant but severe transgression (e.g., Tiger woods) and less severe and less 

irrelevant (e.g., Michael Philips). Some brands continued their endorsement with 

the celebrity without facing backlash based on severity and relevance, while other 

brands did not and still faced losses.  Chang’s (2016) research further indicates the 

importance of severity and relevance of transgression. However, similar to Sato et 

al. (2020), Chang (2016) did not study meaning transfer in relation to severity and 

relevance of transgression.  

The gap is that prior studies, as discussed above, have mainly focused on studying 

celebrity endorser transgression and its influence on celebrity meanings only 

through quantitative methods. However, they have not considered how 

transgression’s relevance and severity influences meaning transfer in celebrity 

endorsement.  

From a marketing perspective, one of the most important stakeholders for brands 

are consumers. Brand's role in the market is to serve and fulfill the needs of 

consumers (Sato et al, 2020). Consumer perspective refers to consumers' opinions, 

impressions, experiences and awareness about brands, products, services etc. Their 

experiences can affect brand image and influence purchase decisions. Consumer 

perception is important as it can impact a brand's bottom line with their experience, 

opinions, and feelings. They play an important role in building a business reputation 

and awareness (Inabo. 2022). Transgression is a complex concept and can be 
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represented inadequately because operational definitions are restrictive in 

quantitative study. Therefore, we argue that our study will fill the gap of 

understanding meaning transfer in relation to transgression from consumers’ 

perspective. This study will contribute by giving deeper insights on how celebrity 

endorser transgression influences meaning transfer in celebrity endorsement from 

a consumer point of view.   

1.3 Purpose  

The purpose of the study is to gain a deeper understanding about how different types 

of celebrity transgression influences meaning transfer in celebrity endorsement, 

from a consumer’s perspective.   

1.4 Research Question  

How does celebrity transgression influence meaning transfer in celebrity 

endorsement? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Daka & Safi 

 6 

2 Theoretical Framework 

The second chapter of the thesis is about theoretical framework, where it has been 

explained why the Meaning Transfer Model was chosen. The model itself model 

has been explicitly presented. In addition, meaning transfer has been explained in 

relation to transgression.  

2.1 Choice of theory  

The Meaning Transfer Model has successfully been used to explain meaning 

transfer in celebrity endorsement (Jain & Roy, 2016).  McCracken (1989), the 

creator of the model, argued that celebrity endorsement can be effectively studied 

with the use of the Transfer model because of the cultural meaning celebrities can 

contribute to the endorsed products. The model illustrates the meaning that is 

transferred from the celebrity to the product and consumer (McCracken, 1989). 

Previous research has used the model as a theoretical framework as both 

quantitative and qualitative methodology (Schimmelpfenning & Hunt, 2019). 

Langmeyer and Walker (1991) used the meaning transfer model in their study of 

understanding celebrity meanings. They found that a celebrity's qualities can be 

transferred to the brand's products. They also showed that products could be 

perceived differently depending on the endorser. Moreover, Till (2001) used the 

model to explore how negative information regarding the celebrity is transferred. 

He found that an endorser's negative image can be transferred to the endorsed 

product and perceived negatively by consumers. Batra and Homer (2004) studied 

the aftereffects of the transfer model by exploring brand image from consumers’ 

perspective. As a result, brand image has a positive impact on the consumers’ 

purchase behavior. In a qualitative study, Bergkvist and Zhou (2016) explored the 

model by studying celebrity endorsement. They found that endorsements do 

transfer positive impact to consumers, however only if the endorser's attractiveness 

and expertise are high.  

The Meaning transfer Model (MTM) has been embraced as a model that has high 

credibility to best explain the endorsement process altogether. Research implies that 

the Meaning transfer model provides a more correct explanation when studying 
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endorsement (Schimmelpfenning & Hunt, 2019). According to the Meaning 

transfer model, celebrities possess meanings which are recognized by consumers. 

Those meanings can be positive or negative which influences how consumers feel, 

think towards the celebrity. Consumers have an associative structured knowledge, 

linking the brand and celebrity with meanings. In other words, the model allows us 

to explore how meanings are influenced in endorsement (Kennedy et al, 2018). 

Research has not yet provided an ideal model that explores the effects of 

transgression in celebrity endorsement. However, researchers such as Breberina et 

al. (2021) have used the transfer model to study celebrity transgression. Breberina 

et al. (2021) conducted a quantitative study and did not consider severity and types 

of transgression. The purpose of this thesis was to explore how endorser 

transgression influences meaning transfer in celebrity endorsement from a 

consumer perspective. Therefore, the Meaning Transfer Model has been chosen to 

explore celebrity endorser transgression. 

2.2 The Meaning Transfer Model (MTM) 

McCracken (1989) introduced the Meaning Transfer Model (MTM) for celebrity 

endorsement. The model is composed of three stages and is based on the movement 

of meaning and the endorsement process. It explains how meanings transfer into 

the celebrity’s character, then into the product, and eventually into the consumer 

(McCracken, 1989). 
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Figure 1 

 The Meaning Transfer Model 

Note: (McCracken, 1989) 

In stage 1 in the model (Figure 1), endorsement grants the advertisement access to 

a specific group of people in the culturally constructed world. It charges individuals 

with meanings that are specific and powerful. Therefore, celebrities are very 

different in this regard from anonymous models who are usually used to bring 

meaning to the advertisement. Celebrities convey meanings with exceptional depth, 

power, and sophistication. Anonymous models can be hired at lower cost, and they 

fulfill most of the advertising purposes. They may offer demographic information, 

for example age, gender, and status. However, the anonymous models portray these 

meanings bluntly and imprecisely. On the other hand, these meanings can be 

offered with precision through celebrities. In addition, celebrities add other 

important meanings to the advertisement such as various personalities and 

lifestyles. Celebrities have unique configurations of meanings that can be difficult 

to find somewhere else. Furthermore, celebrities wield greater media power than 

do anonymous models. Celebrities deliver ordinary meanings with more power. 

Celebrities bring the meanings in their personas to life with greater vigor and clarity. 

Anonymous models are only acting out the meaning for the advertisement while 

celebrities act with the meanings of long acquaintance. Celebrities have ownership 

of their meanings since it was created in the public eye by repeated performance. 
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Assumed roles in TV, movies, sports, or any other career provides the celebrity with 

an opportunity to gain powerful meanings. Every new role exposes the celebrity to 

a new set of objects, personas, and contexts, which become transferred meanings 

that have been logged into the celebrity. During an advertisement the celebrity 

passes along the attached meanings to the product (McCracken, 1989).  

In stage 2, McCracken (1989) mentioned that marketing teams decide which 

symbolic properties consumers seek for a product. Then a celebrity who is the best 

representative of certain symbolic properties is chosen. Following the selection of 

the celebrity, an advertisement should be able to identify and transfer the meanings 

to the product. It is essential to capture only all the desirable meanings it wants to 

attain from the celebrity. “All the celebrities will encompass in their range of 

cultural significance some meanings that are not sought for the product. Care must 

be taken to see that these unwanted meanings are kept out of the evoked set” 

(McCracken, 1989, p. 316). Additionally, it is important that the advertisement is 

designed in a way that it indicates the resemblance between the product and the 

celebrity. It helps consumers in taking the final step, which is accepting that the 

celebrity’s meanings are in the product (McCracken, 1989).  

In stage 3, In the object world, consumers are always looking for products that 

contain useful meanings. 

They use them to furnish certain aspects of the self and the world. The 

object world, as we have seen, gives them access to workable ideas of 

gender, class, age, personality, and lifestyle, in addition to cultural 

principles of great number and variety (McCracken, 1989, p. 317).  

The materialized world of consumer goods has no boundary in providing consumers 

with various selves and worlds. The last stage of the MTM is complicated and 

slightly difficult. For a consumer it is not sufficient enough to just acquire an object 

in order to possess its meanings or to merge the meanings into their self. The 

meanings should be claimed by the consumer and then worked with. Ritual has an 

essential role in this process. McCracken (1989) stated that in order to appropriate 
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the meanings of products, consumers have to claim, exchange, care for and use 

them.  

In the last stage of MTM, celebrities have an important role since they have 

constructed the self. Which was constructed in front of the world during the first 

stage of MTM from every role in their careers. The self that is created in that way 

may be attractive and accomplished. Therefore, consumers may consider celebrities 

as an inspirational or exemplary figure. Consumers are regularly transferring 

symbolic characteristics from products in order to develop elements of self and 

world. Thus, consumers look up to persons who are successful in their lives and try 

to go where they are. Celebrities have done what the consumer desires is not the 

only reason why they admire them, but also because the celebrity provides the 

consumer with specific meanings in a usable shape. These meanings become 

available to consumers in material form through the endorsement. Consumers are 

appreciative for these meanings and eager to construct a self out of them. Celebrities 

not only illustrate self-creation, but also the material that can help perform this 

complex act (McCracken, 1989). 

2.2.1 Meaning transfer in relation to transgression 

Transgression is defined as implicit and explicit rule-breaking that violates people's 

physical or psychological boundaries. When transgression occurs, the match 

between the celebrity and the brand that consumers need is violated (Finsterwalder 

et al., 2017). Transgression revolves around the celebrity’s personal inappropriate 

behavior (e.g., violence, illegal drugs, sexual assault, racism etc.) that impact 

consumers opinion. People believe that inappropriate behavior depends on what 

type of scandal and the consequences that it results into. For instance, nudity can 

be tolerated from people with liberal views. While racism not (Fong & Wyer, 2012). 

The severity of the scandal may have a positive or negative impact on consumers' 

expectations which depends on the seriousness of the violation. The transgression 

can also depend on performance, such as on-work or off-work scandals. For 

instance, most individuals do not tolerate doping in sports, but Michael Philips' off-

work drug use did not change the consumers' perception of supporting him. On the 

contrary, when the brand cut ties with the endorser their stock value decreased (Sato 
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et al., 2019). These findings suggest that the type of scandal can produce different 

consumer responses. The reason why is that peoples’ moral values are not the same.  

Negative feelings caused by transgression may inspire consumers to engage in 

moral reasoning processes to reduce the discomfort. There are three moral 

reasoning strategies namely, moral rationalization, moral decoupling, and moral 

coupling (Lee & Kwak, 2016). They can explain how endorser transgression 

influences celebrity endorsement, from consumer’s perspective. Moral 

rationalization can be described as “the process of reconstructing immoral actions 

as less immoral in order to maintain support for an immoral actor” (Bhattacharjee 

et al. 2013, p. 1168). Moral disengagement or moral decoupling can be described 

as “a psychological separation process by which consumers selectively dissociate 

judgments of morality from judgment of performance” (Bhattacharjee et al. 2013, 

p. 1168). Moral coupling can be described as “the integration or association of 

morality and performance judgments” (Lee & Kwak, 2016, p. 103). Their 

individual perspective determines how strongly they comply with moral code of 

conduct and if the type of celebrity scandal violates their morals (Abeza et al., 

2019).  

The Meaning transfer model is a relevant model to study transgression. The model 

opens the possibility to study how consumers experience celebrities' negative 

publicity and their evaluation of the brand associated with the celebrity. Celebrities 

influence cultural meaning that is transferred to consumer goods. Celebrities and 

their unique characteristics from personality and lifestyle creates meaning. In 

relation to transgression, the meaning transfer model assumes that negative 

publicity is transferred to the brand’s product. The model suggests that the meaning 

from a troubled endorser can affect consumers intentions toward the brand. The 

model predicts that consumers’ opinions will be formed based on celebrities' past 

transgression or their opinion will stay in the same direction regarding future 

transgression from the celebrity. To put it in practice, when a celebrity is involved 

in scandal, negative meanings will interfere with positive, creating a bundle of 

meanings. Thus, consumers absorb those meanings into their perceptions regarding 

celebrity and the brand. Hence, transgression will impact their experiences of the 
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celebrity which later affects their attitudes towards the endorsed brand. In addition, 

transgression occurs in stage 1 of the McCracken model, and affects the meaning 

of the celebrity which later is transferred to the brand and affects consumption (Um 

and Kim, 2016). 
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3 Methodology 

The third chapter is about the methodology of the thesis, where it has been argued 

why a certain research philosophy, approach, strategy, and design was adopted. 

In addition, it has been explained how the data was collected and analyzed. 

Lastly, trustworthiness and limitations of the thesis was discussed.  

3.1 Research philosophy  

In research studies, research philosophy dictates the ways a researcher should 

gather data about the phenomenon and how data should be analyzed (Dudovskiy, 

2011). Bell et al. (2019) mentioned three research philosophies. Firstly, the 

positivist approach suggests studying the social world by using procedures found 

in the natural sciences. This type of study should be highly structured, and it 

requires large samples. Secondly, the realist approach has common features with 

positivism such as using procedures from natural sciences in the study of the social 

world (Bell et al., 2019). Thirdly, the interpretivist approach challenges the idea 

that social researchers can study a social phenomenon objectively. According to 

this approach, social reality is a subjective construction that is made up by human 

thoughts and behavior. The purpose of interpretivist is to provide a deeper 

understanding and develop knowledge regarding people’s experiences and beliefs. 

Usually, research that has an interpretivism approach is required to use qualitative 

methods and use small samples (Bell et al., 2019; Denscombe, 2016). The most 

appropriate research philosophy for the thesis was interpretivist because it deals 

with understanding human behavior but also with how, why and the process of a 

certain social action. The approach aligns with the purpose of the thesis as the 

intention was to provide a deeper understanding about how celebrity transgression 

influences meaning transfer in celebrity endorsement, from consumers perspective.  

3.2 Research approach  

Research approach can be defined as a general plan and procedure for organizing a 

study. It specifies the relationship between theory and research (Bell et al., 2019; 

Dudovskiy, 2015). Bell et al. (2019) stated that there are three research approaches. 

The first one is known as the deductive approach and has been mainly used in 
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scientific studies. Researchers develop hypotheses that have its basis in previous 

theories. Then the hypotheses are tested through a research process which reveals 

the rejection or confirmation of the hypothesis Therefore, quantitative studies adopt 

a deductive approach.  

The second approach is called inductive, and it is quite different from deductive. 

Researchers start the research with a research question. The research process 

focuses on finding the answer through observations/tests. Then patterns are 

identified after analysis of the observations/tests. Answers to the research question 

generates new theories and builds up on existing theories. Thus, qualitative studies 

use the inductive approach. The last approach is known as abductive. It is a 

combination of the inductive and deductive approach. Research is focused on 

explaining puzzles or incomplete observation though qualitative and/or quantitative 

methods. It may lead to generating new theory, modification or building upon 

existing theory (Bell et al., 2019; Dudovskiy, 2015). The most appropriate research 

approach for the thesis was abductive. The purpose of the thesis is not to generate 

new theories. Despite the existing research about celebrity endorsement/endorser 

transgression, there is still a gap in the area. This thesis intends to fill that gap by 

exploring how endorser transgression influences meaning transfer and, in a way, 

provide deeper understanding in the area.   

3.3 Research strategy & design  

The research strategy defines how a researcher conducts their research. It is divided 

into two categories: quantitative and qualitative (Bell et al., 2019). Bergkvist and 

Zhou (2016) mentioned that the area of celebrity endorsement lacks development 

in terms of research methodology. To the best of our knowledge, most of the 

previous research in the field of celebrity endorsement and transgression has 

focused on conducting their research through a quantitative method.  Bergkvist and 

Zhou (2016) argued that the area can be developed by adopting an approach that is 

more innovative in terms of research methodology. Additionally, it can lead to an 

increase in theoretical depth of research. Quantitative studies require researchers to 

collect and analyze numerical data. Researchers may have a narrow focus due to 

prearranged hypotheses. Complex concepts such as consumer perspective on 
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transgression can be represented inadequately because operational definitions are 

restrictive. For example, experience and feeling can be represented by a number 

only (1=unfavorable & 10 = favorable). Participants are not given the opportunity 

to provide an explanation regarding their opinion towards an object. On the other 

hand, through qualitative methods participants can be elaborative, which can help 

researchers gain deeper insights and uncover knowledge that wouldn't have been 

noticed otherwise (Bhandari, 2021; Bhandari, 2022; McLeod, 2019). Thus, it is 

possible to explore the topic of celebrity endorsement regarding meaning transfer 

and endorser transgression from consumer perspective by adopting a qualitative 

method. It can be an innovative approach that may contribute to current studies. 

The most appropriate research strategy for this thesis was qualitative. It helps to 

understand subjective human experiences, beliefs, and thoughts.  The strategy has 

several advantages. It is flexible, which means that the process of data collection 

and analysis can be adapted when new patterns come to surface. The outcome of 

the study is not decided beforehand. There are a few disadvantages with qualitative 

strategy. The study cannot be replicated because during data analysis the researcher 

determines what is relevant or irrelevant. In addition, the strategy is labor-intensive 

(Bhandari, 2022). Qualitative research was best suited because it relied on direct 

human experiences and sought to provide a deep understanding on why a 

phenomenon occurs rather than what (University of Texas Arlington Libraries, 

2019).  

The research design of this thesis was chosen to be exploratory. It was a suitable 

approach because the aim of the thesis was to explore the research question. The 

intention was not to present a solution to the problem but a better understanding. 

Usually, exploratory studies adopt an interpretive research approach and have a 

research question that includes the following words: what, why or how. The 

purpose of this thesis was to explore celebrity endorsement in relation to celebrity 

endorser transgression. The intention was to provide better insights about endorser 

transgression from the consumer's perspective. Exploratory studies collect data 

through unstructured interviews in focus groups, surveys, and observation 

(Dudovskiy, 2012).  
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3.4 Data Collection 

This section describes how data was collected and how participants were recruited 

for the study. Data in a study can be divided into two categories: primary and 

secondary. Data collected by the researcher is known as primary data, while data 

collected by others are called secondary data (Bell et al., 2019). The primary data 

for the thesis was collected through focus groups. The secondary data about 

celebrity scandals were collected from BBC, a trustworthy news channel.  

3.4.1 Focus Groups  

Focus groups are a data gathering method in qualitative studies. It consists of a 

small group of people who have been gathered by a researcher to study people’s 

perceptions, attitudes, beliefs, feelings, and ideas about a specific topic. The groups 

are usually chosen because of certain predefined traits (Denscombe, 2016). We 

decided to gather data for our thesis through focus groups because we believed this 

method would be effective in understanding consumers thoughts and feelings about 

endorser transgression in celebrity endorsement.  The researcher is present during 

the discussions to improve the group interaction and not lead the discussion. The 

participants are encouraged by the researcher to discuss and talk to each other about 

a predetermined topic given by the researcher. The discussion in the group is mainly 

based on a topic that the participants have a similar experience or information. The 

other reason why focus groups were chosen is because consumers may experience 

transgression differently due to different moral values. The group discussion can go 

two ways. The participants may agree with each other and share similar opinions. 

On the other hand, the participants may share opposing views and not agree with 

each other. Regardless of the direction, the discussion and the reflections may help 

the researcher understand the participants' opinions and the reasoning behind it 

(Denscombe, 2016). 

There are a few disadvantages with focus groups. It can be time consuming and 

costly. It is not easy to find an appropriate meeting place for six or more 

participants. Some participants may come later than the predetermined time. In 

addition, it may be costly for participants if they do not live near the meeting place 

(Denscombe, 2016). Due to the mentioned disadvantages, the focus groups were 
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held online. According to Bell et al. (2019) communication between moderators 

and participants happens through the internet, where discussion can be typed or 

spoken. Therefore, the focus groups were held on an online communication 

platform, known as Zoom. All the moderators and participants had access to the 

platform. The type of the focus groups was synchronous, which meant that 

moderators and participants engaged in a discussion that took place in real-time 

(Bell et al., 2019). The online groups proved to be quite effective as it provided us 

and the participants flexibility. Before the meetings we talked with the participants 

and together we decided on a time that was appropriate for everyone involved. 

Every person that was present during the meetings were asked to have their camera 

and microphone turned on. Because in this way participants could see each other 

and feel more comfortable to discuss with one another. Additionally, we could 

easily observe their expressions and interaction with each other.  

Discussions in a focus group may take around 1-2 hours (Denscombe, 

2016).  Denscombe (2016) mentioned that the ideal group size includes six to nine 

participants. The size is enough to create a discussion with a series of opinions. We 

conducted three focus groups and each group consisted of five and four participants. 

Since we had virtual meetings with the focus groups, we believe that it was better 

to have around five participants in each group. It made it easier for us to manage 

the sessions. The participants did interrupt each other sometimes but we believe that 

it could have happened in a physical session as well. Both of us were present during 

the meetings. However, each of us had different roles. One had the role to act as a 

lead moderator who had the responsibility to ask questions and make sure that 

participants do not wander off the topic. The other one had a role that was more like 

an observer. The purpose of this thesis was to find out how endorser transgression 

influences meaning transfer in celebrity endorsement from a consumer perspective. 

Consumers who were the participants in this thesis were the main focus. In order to 

give participants more space and time, our roles were minimized.  

3.4.2 Participant Selection  

Participant selection is a sampling process where researchers decide who should be 

selected to participate in a study. Several sampling techniques exist for qualitative 
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studies such as snowball, convenience and purposive (Bell et al., 2019). In this 

thesis a combination of the two mentioned techniques were used, namely purposive 

and convenience. These two sampling techniques are mostly common in 

exploratory studies in the field of business and management (Bell et al., 2019).  

Purposive sampling technique is adopted when researchers have a predetermined 

set of criteria for the participants. The criteria should be relevant for the study as it 

can help answer the research question (Bell et al., 2019). We believed that the most 

important criteria for participants was their age. We wanted our participants to be 

from an age group that was between 19 years old up to 35 years old. The reason 

behind this criterion was that the mentioned age group is usually targeted by 

celebrity endorsement and brand marketers (Jain & Roy, 2016).   

Convenience sample can be defined as a sample that is available and accessible to 

the researchers (Bell et al., 2019). We started the participant selection carefully by 

identifying people around us such as friends, family, classmates, and acquaintances. 

We approached people who we knew would match the age criteria. The participants 

were approached personally by us through different mediums such as physical 

meetings and digital channels (Facebook messenger, WhatsApp and snapchat). 

First, we briefly told them about our study and then we asked them if they would 

be willing to participate in our study for our bachelor thesis. It was explained to 

them that they would participate in focus groups, where they would discuss their 

opinions with other people in the group. We thought that convenience sampling was 

appropriate for this study because of its advantages. The technique is time and cost 

efficient. Researchers do not need to spend a lot of time and resources on trying to 

find participants that are willing to take part in the study. We believe that we have 

saved a lot of time by approaching people we knew.  

In addition, participants in the different groups were familiar with each other or 

were at least aware of each other's existence. Bell et al. (2019) mentioned that 

familiarity among the participants play an important role. Familiarity can help 

participants to feel more comfortable in each other’s presence and freely share their 

opinions. On the other hand, it should be mentioned that convenience sampling also 

has some disadvantages. Participants that are easily accessible to a researcher are 
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usually similar to one another which can make it hard to generalize the findings. 

We thought that this should not make a difference as our purpose was to provide an 

understanding and not to generalize our findings to a larger population.  

Three focus groups were conducted for our study, and we had fourteen participants. 

A summary of the participants has been presented in a table (See Table 1).  Two 

focus groups were conducted on 24th of April 2022 and the third group was 

conducted on 11th May 2022. In order to protect the participants identity, we made 

it possible for them to be anonymous by only stating their initials. However, there 

was no problem with writing down their actual age and gender.           

Table 1 

Summary of the participant list       

Focus Group Initials Gender Age 

24 April 2022 A.J Female 23 

Group number 1 F.K Female 22 

Duration: 59 minutes and 12 seconds I.S Male 27 

 
R.D Male 21 

 
V.B Female 22 

24 April 2022 A.T Female 22 

Group number 2 D.S Female 25 

Duration: 54 minutes and 3 seconds M.M Female 22 

 
S.H Female 28 

 
T.I Female 35 

11 May, 2022 F.H Female 18 

Group Number 3 S.H Female 28 

Duration: 1 hours and 1 minute and 33 seconds M.B Female 22 

 P.T Female 22 

 

3.4.3 Focus Group guide 

In advance we had decided to conduct the sessions with our participants in their 

first language, which was Swedish. The reason behind this was to provide the 



Daka & Safi 

 20 

participants with a sense of security and comfort. All the participants had a 

moderate English-speaking skill. However, we thought they would be able to freely 

share their opinions and partake in the discussion if all the participants spoke in 

their first language. In addition, all the participants were informed that the meetings 

were held online on Zoom and that it would be recorded (both audio and video). 

Every participant, including we, was asked to be seated in a place that was quiet, 

private, and had a good internet connection.  

Since our study was exploratory, we thought it was appropriate to have a semi-

structured interview with our focus groups (Denscombe, 2016). It enabled us to 

prepare a list of questions in advance, with specific themes in mind (See Appendix 

1). The questions were based on the theoretical framework, presented in chapter 2. 

Each question had a specific purpose that has been stated in the Appendix 1. For 

example, we wanted to know how celebrity transgression influenced celebrity 

meanings, how the transgression influenced associated brands and consumers 

consumption behavior. Semi Structure has many advantages. First of all, it is very 

flexible when it comes to the order of the questions. The questions act as a guide to 

help the researchers organize their questions. However, the number of the questions 

is not set, which means that the researchers can freely ask to follow up questions 

(Denscombe, 2016). The questions were written in English because our thesis has 

been written in English. Despite that we translated the questions in Swedish as well 

because our focus groups were conducted in Swedish (See Appendix 2).  

Since our thesis revolved around celebrity transgression, we presented four 

celebrity scandals during the sessions with our focus groups. Based on our previous 

discussion, the scandals were divided into two categories; scandal related to a 

celebrity’s private life and scandal related to a celebrity’s professional life. Some 

researchers such as Sato et al., (2019) have used fictitious celebrities and fictitious 

scandals for their study. Because they wanted to control participants' familiarity 

with celebrities and scandals. However, we thought it is better to use real celebrities 

and real scandal incidents as it may help participants to engage better in the 

discussions.  
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To better comprehend the situation, an example of celebrity scandal related to 

private and professional life will be presented briefly. Tiger Woods was an 

American golf player. He had an extremely successful career in golf, which made 

him quite famous. Several known brands hired him to endorse their brands. One of 

the brands was Nike. However, it was reported by the media that he had caused 

personal problems such as being unfaithful to his wife (BBC, 2009). On the other 

hand, Lance Armstrong was an American cyclist. The same as Tiger Woods, Lance 

Armstrong had a very successful career, which made him famous. Several known 

brands, including Nike had hired him to endorse their brand. The media reported 

that he had systematically on numerous occasions used illegal drugs to enhance his 

ability to perform during races (BBC, 2013). The scandal with Tiger Woods can be 

classified as related to private life and the scandal with Lance Armstrong related to 

professional life. To make the session interesting for the participants we included 

two other celebrity scandals that happened recently. First, the scandal with Travis 

Scott that happened during his concert Astro World (Scandal related to professional 

life) (BBC, 2021). Additionally, the scandal with Johnny Depp who was accused 

of behaving violently towards his ex-wife Amber Heard (Scandal related to private 

life) (BBC, 2020). The participants were shown screen shots of articles that were 

about each mentioned celebrity’s scandal (See Appendix 3).  

3.4.4 Focus Group structure  

We conducted three focus groups. There were almost five participants in each 

group. In the beginning it was a bit hard to find a date and time that would work for 

all the participants. Then we proposed several dates to see which time would fit 

everyone’s schedule. Thankfully the participants were kind enough to fit our 

sessions in their schedules. Both of us were present during the sessions. Each of the 

sessions began with a short introduction about the topic of our thesis and why we 

were conducting these focus groups. We introduced ourselves and asked the 

participants to also introduce themselves. This helped create an environment that 

made the participants feel welcomed. The participants had given their consent for 

the study by agreeing to participate. Despite this when the session started, we 

informed the participants again that they are being audio and video taped. In 
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addition, for the record we asked them if they gave their consent, to which they 

agreed.  

The question that we asked in the beginning was asked to gain general knowledge 

about participants' thoughts on celebrities and brands. Then we presented the 

celebrity scandals. Whenever each scandal was presented, we asked some questions 

to encourage discussion. The scandals were presented in the following order: Tiger 

Woods, Travis Scott, Johnny Depp, and Lance Armstrong. To help participants, 

stay focused on the given questions, we prepared a PowerPoint so that they will 

have the question in front of them during the discussions. At the end of each session, 

we thanked the participants for their time and asked if they forgot something or 

would like to add anything new.  

During the session with the first focus group, we faced some challenges. It appeared 

that two of the participants in group 1 were not as active as the other members. We 

attributed their behavior to their shy personality. However, we tackled the challenge 

by directly asking the quiet members to kindly share their opinion, to which they 

did. We believe that audio and video recording was very efficient. It helped us to 

stay in the moment with the participants and not get distracted by taking notes. 

3.5 Data Analysis  

The online meetings with the focus groups were recorded (both audio and video), 

which made it easier to transcribe the data. According to Denscombe (2016) the 

transcription process can be quite tedious. We found it to be true as it took us a few 

days to transcribe all the three focus groups. The intention was to use the dictate 

tool in Microsoft Word for transcription, however it proved to be more time 

consuming and complicated. The tool could not recognize what some of the 

participants were saying. Therefore, we decided that it was better to transcribe the 

material manually. We found that the transcription became 53 pages.  

Denscombe (2016) has stated that transcription is an important process that prepares 

the material for analysis (Denscombe, 2016). Thematic analysis was chosen 

because it was an appropriate approach used by many qualitative studies. According 

to Bell et al. (2019) thematic approach is about searching for themes that repeat 
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themselves several times. It helps in identifying underlying patterns (Bell et al., 

2019). Rennstam and Wästerfors (2015) suggested three steps for analysis namely, 

sortation, reduction, and augmentation.  

Qualitative methods produce a large amount of data that are not organized 

(Denscombe, 2016). Rennstam and Wästerfors (2015) compared the sorting of data 

material to Lego pieces. It becomes easier to build Lego when all the pieces are 

sorted by color. Similarly, we transcribed all the focus groups. The process helped 

us to familiarize ourselves with the data. We believe that the interview questions 

provided the data with some sort of structure that made it easier for us to sort the 

data into themes. The themes were based on the Meaning Transfer Model (1989) 

such as celebrity meanings, transfer of meanings to associated brands and 

consumption. In addition, the themes were related to the scandal categories such as 

personal and professional related scandal. Then, the themes that were based on the 

model were sorted into subthemes such as negative and positive. Rennstam and 

Wästerfors (2015) mentioned that sorting gives a better structure and overview. 

However, at this point the amount of data is still huge and not everything is relevant 

to the study.  

The second step was called reduction. Rennstam and Wästerfors (2015) compared 

this step to a sculpting activity. The huge, organized data material was reviewed 

one more time to direct the data into the path relevant to the study. Therefore, the 

data that seemed irrelevant was identified by us. In addition, the relevant data was 

translated into English to be used as citations in chapter four. The third step was 

called argumentation. “An essential aspect of analytical work is theorizing, that is, 

a kind of empirical-dependent argumentation that puts into words what has been 

found in the field.” (Rennstam & Wästerfors, 2015, p. 170). Our argumentation can 

be found in chapter four and five.  

3.6 Trustworthiness  

Quantitative and qualitative studies are very different from each other. Therefore, 

it has been suggested that they must be evaluated with different criteria. 

Quantitative studies are evaluated in terms of reliability and validity, while 
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qualitative studies are evaluated in terms of trustworthiness and authenticity. 

Trustworthiness consists of four criteria. The first criteria are called credibility. It 

shows how acceptable a researcher's account of a particular part of social reality is 

to others. To increase credibility, a researcher must have conducted their study 

according to good practice and ethical standards. The findings should be available 

if the participants or anyone else wants to see them (Bell et al., 2019). In terms of 

credibility, we have made sure to follow good practice by receiving consents from 

the participants, not harming the participants or anyone else. All our data material 

has been saved and can be viewed upon request.  

The second criteria are transferability. It refers to the idea about whether findings 

of a research “hold in some other context, or even in the same context at some other 

time.” (Bell et al., 2019, p. 365). We have provided a thick description of our 

findings in chapter 4. Anyone who wishes to check the transferability of our study 

can read through our findings and decide for themselves the degree of 

transferability. Our purpose was to explore a phenomenon and provide a deep 

understanding. Every person has their own thoughts, believes, values and 

experiences, therefore researchers should be extremely cautious with the 

transferability criteria. 

The third criteria are called dependability. Researchers who conduct qualitative 

studies should adopt an approach, known as auditing. A complete record of all the 

steps and processes in a study should be made available upon request (Bell et al., 

2019). We have all our notes, interview guide, transcripts, and findings stored 

safely. They can be accessed by anyone who wishes to see them.  

The last criteria are known as confirmability. It suggests that from the research it 

should be visible or obvious that the researchers have maintained their objectivity 

during their research (Bell et al., 2019). To strengthen the confirmability of our 

study, we have always strived to not let our personal values or theoretical 

inclinations affect our participants and our findings.               
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3.7 Limitations of the study 

In studies it is always important to present a discussion about the limitations a study 

might have. We believe that our study has some limitations. First of all, celebrity 

scandals that were presented during focus groups were scandals caused by male 

celebrities only. We had not included scandals that female celebrities had caused. 

We realized it after it was pointed out to us by a participant in focus group 3 and 

our supervisor. However, it must be emphasized that it was not an intentional 

choice. The scandals were divided into two categories: private and professional 

related. Therefore, the scandals were chosen based on the categories and not the 

gender of the celebrity. Another limitation could be that the focus groups were 

conducted online through zoom. However, we thought online focus groups might 

be more comfortable for the participants and easier for us to record.  
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4 Empirical Findings 

The fourth chapter of the thesis consisted of empirical findings that was collected 

from the focus groups. The purpose of the thesis was to provide an understanding 

on how celebrity endorser’s transgression influences meaning transfer in 

celebrity endorsement. Therefore, the findings about how transgression (scandal 

type) influenced each stage of the Meaning Transfer Model has been presented. 

Firstly, findings about how celebrity meanings were influenced by transgression 

was presented. Lastly, findings about how the celebrity meanings were transferred 

to the associated brands was presented, including consumption.  

4.1 Celebrity meanings  

This theme was connected to the first stage of the Meaning Transfer Model (1989) 

as it explained how respondents experience the meaning of a celebrity. In addition, 

it explained how celebrity meanings were affected by different scandal types.  

Respondents were asked to describe what a celebrity means. All the respondents 

agreed that a celebrity is a person who is famous for a particular reason in a specific 

field. For example, the celebrity can be a footballer, actor/actress, singer, boxer, 

prime minister, or an engineer. Celebrities can be famous in a specific region or all 

over the world. Most of them described celebrities as role models. They said a 

celebrity can be someone who has achieved great things in their lives and has made 

a good influence on society. The respondents discussed that celebrities’ success and 

good behavior inspire them and other people to also achieve their goals and to do 

something good. For that reason, respondents said that they admired and idolized 

certain celebrities. The quote below showed why respondent S.H likes Beyonce: 

Beyonce is a big celebrity. Most women like her. She is a role model 

and a businesswoman. She does everything. She makes good music. 

Her whole way of being and the things she does are something that 

most people look up to. That is the reason I like her. - S.H, 28 (Group 

2) 



Daka & Safi 

 27 

The quotes below by D.S, T.I and S.H show that for celebrities’ certain personality 

traits are important, such as being charismatic, genuine, funny, kind, hard worker, 

and a survivor:  

I think it is mostly the personality that attracts me, that they are 

genuine and funny. – D.S, 2.5 (Group 2) 

I think a celebrity is someone who is charismatic and can easily 

attract large groups of people. – T.I, 35 (Group 2) 

There are people who affects me personally e.g. I live in Rosengård 

and Zlatan is from here. Of course, you would like Zlatan. He stands 

for, e.g., that you can succeed even if you come from a not so 

developed environment in a country. That is why I like him. - S.H, 28 

(Group 2) 

4.1.1 Private life related scandals  

Respondents were asked to discuss how private life related scandals affect their 

views of a celebrity. Cheating on a spouse was classified as a scandal that is related 

to private life. It was discussed that infidelity towards a spouse is quite common in 

today’s society. It can be seen both in the lives of common people and celebrities. 

It was mentioned that celebrities are intriguing. Therefore, whenever something 

happens in the life of a celebrity it gets reported on by the media which causes more 

gossip. Respondent A.J said in the quote below that a celebrity cannot control the 

attention they receive and the time they receive it:   

Tiger Woods did not come out and wanted to put his private life out 

in the front for all the people to see. – A.J, 23 (Group 1)  

During the discussion respondents agreed that infidelity is a behavior that is morally 

wrong. Respondent R.D firmly mentioned in the quote below that he easily 

becomes affected by what his favorite celebrity does in their personal lives. When 

a celebrity he looks up to becomes involved in a scandal such as infidelity, it 

changes the way he sees the celebrity. He will no longer support the celebrity and 

in the case of Tiger Woods he would never watch his golf performance. Because 
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the celebrity’s behavior goes against his personal values. Whenever he watches the 

celebrity, he would be reminded of what the celebrity had done wrong. The 

following quote summarized his opinion:  

[…] I will actually be affected by what has happened in their private 

life and their scandals. It will always be in the back of my mind and 

if it is something they have done, and I do not agree with as I believe 

it is something wrong then I will absolutely stop watching the 

celebrity. – R.D, 21 (Group 1) 

However, almost all the respondents talked about how the celebrity is famous for 

his profession which was golf and not his personal life. Therefore, what happened 

in his private life should not be the center of attention. The celebrity’s infidelity has 

mainly affected the celebrity’s own life. The respondents believed that the scandal 

had not affected them personally, therefore it is none of their business. Nonetheless, 

it was mentioned that the respondents may not look up to the celebrity as before the 

scandal. Since Wood’s cheating behavior made it appear like his personality is not 

the best. Despite this, they would continue to support the celebrity and watch his 

performance if they liked golf.   

Furthermore, the scandal with Johnny Depp was classified as private life related. 

The respondents mentioned that they were familiar with the celebrity and his work 

in movies since they were kids. Depp was named as one of their favorite celebrities. 

Respondents stated that emotionally it was hard for them to believe that Depp could 

have physically abused his wife. Respondent S.H said in the quote below, in the 

beginning when the news about Depp broke out, she thought it was true because of 

the notion that it is always men who are the abusers in a relationship. Respondents 

said they are following Depp’s trail and believe that he was wrongly accused by his 

wife, as shown in the quote below: 

[…] I am more on Johnny Depp’s side now so to say. However, 

before I was against him because we think that it is always the man 

who did it. – S.H, 28 (Group 2) 
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All the respondents agreed that the media played a big part in Depp’s scandal. The 

media was blamed for listening only to one side of the story, which was his wife’s 

accusations. They believed that it gave the public a restrictive image of the situation, 

which made it hard for the people to see what the truth is. As seen in the quote 

below respondent R.D also blamed his wife for using the media to play with 

people’s emotions on the matter of physical violence:  

[…] The media made it appear like Johnny Depp was guilty. So, 

both the media together with her destroyed his life. – R.D, 21 

(Group 1)   

It was mentioned that the respondents had found a new level of appreciation for 

Johnny Depp. They were fans of him before but now it was mentioned that their 

admiration for him has increased. In the future, they will continue to support him 

and his career as an actor.  

Some respondents said that the physical violence scandal reminded them of a 

scandal between Chris Brown and Rihanna. Respondents mentioned that they were 

a fan of Chris Brown because of his music. However, when they heard he had 

physically abused his then girlfriend Rihanna it made them feel disappointed in 

him. They said physical violence is something that they absolutely do not accept. It 

goes against their personal values, therefore in the below quote respondent P.T said 

that after the scandal she stopped listening to his music:  

 […] The scandal with Chris brown and Rihanna. It turned out that 

he beat her. It made me want to stop following him and stop 

listening to his music. – P.T, 22 (Group 3) 

Respondents generally compared their thoughts on the scandals related to infidelity 

and physical violence. They described relationship problems such as infidelity as 

small relationship issues that does not personally affect them or other people. 

Therefore, they don’t care so much about an infidelity scandal. On the other hand, 

respondent P.T said in the below quote that even though physical violence towards 

spouse is also related to personal life, such scandals are a big issue. 
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[…] So of course, private life is private life but there is still a limit, I 

think. I would not say that I would totally not care about somebody’s 

personal life such as Chris Brown. – P.T, 22 (Group 3) 

4.1.2 Professional life related scandals  

Respondents were asked to discuss how professional life related scandals affect 

their views of a celebrity. The scandal with Travis Scott was classified as a scandal 

that is related to professional life. Some respondents said that they are fans of Travis 

Scott because of his music. They praised Scott for having a successful career in the 

music industry and said he is skilled in creating good music. Other respondents said 

that they are not a fan of him but have heard of him before.  

As shown in the quote below a respondent said that the tragedy that happened in 

his concert was very serious. It was mentioned that the concert is a place for the 

people and fans to have fun and not lose their lives:  

This is a very very serious scandal. Here we are talking about 

people and how they got killed. – D.S, 25 (Group 2) 

Most of the respondents blamed Travis Scott for the incident. Respondent S.H 

believed that his behavior during the concert was irresponsible, egoistic, careless, 

and driven by greed. They thought he did not care if his fans were suffocated to 

death as long as he performed and got his money:  

His behavior was egoistic and irresponsible. – S.H, 28 (Group 3) 

Respondents in all focus groups believed that Scott did not handle the aftermath of 

the tragedy well. As shown in the quote below respondent P.T said that he 

apologized but it was not sincere and appeared like he was forced to apologize:  

I think what was bad of him was how he handled the situation 

afterwards. Many people compared this with Ariana Grande. There 

was bombing in her concert. I know that she handled the tragedy as 

good as she could. However, Travis did not do this at all. It was 



Daka & Safi 

 31 

more like people were forcing him to do something. He himself did 

not want to. – P.T, 22 (Group 3) 

It was mentioned that he did not show empathy towards the people who were 

killed or affected by the tragedy. Therefore, respondents expressed that they are 

angry and disappointed in him greatly because there was a time, they looked up to 

him. It was said that Scott could have sincerely taken responsibility and shown 

empathy by either stopping the concert or by helping the victims financially. 

Respondents said that it has caused their admiration for him to decrease or 

disappear. As shown in the quote below respondent M.M said that she has tried to 

not listen to his music: 

I liked his music and after this it felt like he .. I don’t know.. like he 

did not care. I have actually tried to stay away from his music. – 

M.M, 22 (Group 2) 

Two of the respondents mentioned that the responsibility of the incident should not 

fall only on the artist but also on the event organizers. It was said that when an artist 

stands on the stage, the strong lights and in ears make it hard for the artist to see 

what is happening in the public or hear properly. The organizer should have 

organized the event better so that the people would not get harmed, or they could 

have stopped the concert. Both respondents’ opinions can be seen in the quote 

below: 

At the same time the blame does not only fall on him. For such big 

events he cannot be the only one who was responsible. There were 

other people who could have pulled the break there. – T.I, 35 

(Group 2) 

I think that when an artist stands on a stage, there are many lights, 

and they have in ears. There is little that you can see and hear 

Infront of the audience. – P.T, 22 (Group 3)  

The scandal with Lance Armstrong was classified as a scandal related to 

professional behavior. Respondents said that the scandal affected how they perceive 
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the celebrity. It was mentioned that it is not alright for athletes to use drugs to 

enhance their performance ability in sport. Armstrong was called a cheater by the 

respondents. They believed his behavior was not fair towards other athletes who 

competed against him in races. They pointed out that such behavior is unacceptable 

in the field of sport. Therefore, they would not like Armstrong, and they would not 

cheer for him as a cyclist. Respondents’ opinion can be summarized by the quote 

below: 

I would stop watching him because it is something he has done in his 

sport, or he is a cyclist and maybe many like and watch him. Nobody 

likes a person who cheats to achieve his goals. Specially something 

this big is taken very seriously. Many would stop cheering for him 

and watching him, I believe. – I.S, 27 (Group 1) 

4.2 Meaning transfer to associated brands and 

consumption 

This theme is connected to the second and third stage of the Meaning Transfer 

Model (1989). The second stage explained how respondents experience the transfer 

of celebrity meanings to the associated brand products. Additionally, the third stage 

explained how different scandals affect respondents’ consumption behavior 

towards brands associated with celebrities. 

4.2.1 Private life related scandals 

Respondents were asked to discuss if the scandal is transferred to the brand. 

Additionally, if it would impact what the brand stands for, their decision to purchase 

and recommendation. The participants discussed that the private related scandal 

(Tiger woods) did not impact the brand associated with the celebrity. The 

respondents said that cheating usually happens and it is not up to them to decide 

what the celebrity does in his private life. They said that the scandal did not affect 

their perception of the brand. Even if they thought infidelity was wrong, they did 

not transfer their experience of the scandal to the brand. In addition, the scandal 

does not affect their decision to buy and recommend the brand endorsed by Tiger 

Woods. The following quote summarizes the respondents experience of the scandal: 
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I personally think that this scandal is not just that big. It's like his own 

business. It does not affect Nike in that way […] there is nothing that 

would have made me not go buy from Nike - M.M, 22 (Group 2) 

The respondents were asked to evaluate if they would recommend or purchase from 

the brand associated with the celebrity. The respondents claimed that the brand was 

not at fault for the celebrity's action. They expressed that they would not transfer 

meaning to the brand’s products. Hence, they would consider purchasing the 

brand’s products after hearing about the scandal. In addition, they claim that they 

would still recommend the brand based on their perception of the brand’s products 

which has no impact because of the scandal. The following quotes expresses 

respondents' evaluation of recommendation: 

Yes, exactly everything depends on the product […] I will not stop 

buying from Nike (brand) just because he did so - D.S, 24 (Group 2) 

Respondents expressed their feelings of the Johnny Depp scandal. They claimed 

that the scandal did affect their perception of the celebrity at first. They expressed 

that they understood why few brands were in haste to end their endorsement with 

the celebrity. That is, because they did not want to be associated with a woman 

abuser. However, more information has been released around the scandal, claiming 

that Johnny Depp is the victim. Due to this, the respondents had mixed feelings 

about the case. However, the case did not affect their perception of the brands 

associated with the celebrity. The respondents claimed that they would not transfer 

their feeling to the brand. This is because of the scandal being classified as 

“private”. The following quote responded to the scandal: 

this is something that deals with their own lives and against each 

other and themselves, so this does not affect me - S.H, 28 (Group 3) 

Furthermore, respondents claimed that they would support Depp by purchasing 

from Dior, a brand that did not end their endorsement with the celebrity. They 

expressed that they are more likely to buy from the brand even if they have not 

purchased from the brand before. Particularly, they would purchase the specific 
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product that the celebrity endorses for the brand. In addition, few respondents 

claimed that the quality of the product also determines if they would buy from the 

brand. The following quotes summarizes respondent's perception of consumption: 

I have not bought Dior things, but I think it was so brave of them to 

stay and I admire them for it and can imagine buying from them in 

the future - S.H, 28 (Group 2) 

yes, but it also depends on the quality of their products still because 

it's not just like their support to him - V.B, 22 (Group 1) 

The respondents had mixed feelings when asked if they would recommend the 

brand. Some respondents expressed that they would recommend the brand because 

it does not relate to the celebrity. Others claimed that if the allegations were to come 

true about the celebrity, then they would not support buying products or seeing 

films with the celebrity. However, they would not care if the brand had other 

products, they would recommend but not the one endorsed by the celebrity.  

if it turns out that she is as they say and she comes in a new movie, 

then I would not recommend, the same thing with him if it turned out 

that he did what he is accused of doing - M.B, 22 (Group 3) 

Overall, the respondents expressed that the private related scandals do not affect 

them. They claimed that their experience would not transfer to the brand. Instead, 

meaning about the celebrity could be transferred to the product they endorse. 

Moreover, they would recommend the brand because of the quality of the products 

and are more likely to purchase if they support the celebrity.  

4.2.2 Professional life related scandals 

Respondents discussed brands associated with endorsers, Travis Scott, and Lance 

Armstrong, related to performance scandals. Based on the respondents' expressions, 

the Travis Scott scandal was perceived as much more serious than other scandals 

shown. Respondents claimed that the scandal happened during his performance and 

people that support him were hurt. Almost all respondents expressed negative 

feelings toward the scandal. They discussed that brands who stopped their contract 
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did the right thing by showing sympathy to the victims. The following respondent 

expressed their perception of brands ending their contract with the celebrity:  

It's good that they quit because this was much more serious than 

what Tiger Woods did as this affects people's lives, and it has 

nothing to do with the person themselves - S.H, 28 (Group 2) 

However, the respondents expressed that the scandal does not affect the brand 

associated with the celebrity. They claim that they would still purchase products 

from the endorsed brand. Even though the respondents expressed that in this case 

they would stop listening to his music and would not trust to attend his concerts. 

Their negative emotions would stay within the celebrity, not transferred to the 

brand. However, they claimed that in some degree there could be a chance that they 

would transfer their emotions to the brand but if it was his brand. They claim that 

there is a difference because it is just a brand that supports the celebrity. However, 

if he was the founder of the brand then they would transfer their emotions to the 

brand. The following quote is expressed by a respondent:  

because this affects the lives of people, but I personally would not 

transfer, I may transfer quite a lot, at the same time it is not his brand. 

It's a brand he endorsers, which I think is bad of them, but it this would 

not made me stop buying from the brand - S.H, 28 (Group 3) 

However, they expressed that it is very immoral for large brands to support 

celebrities who are irresponsible in their role. Most of the respondents agreed that 

they would react differently if the celebrity was the CEO of the brand. If this was 

the case, they would transfer their negative emotions to the brand. An example was 

expressed that if the celebrity was to be racist and the CEO of the brand that the 

celebrity endorser is racist too, then they would transfer their negative feelings and 

stop buying from the brand. When asked if they would recommend the brand, most 

of the respondents said that they would recommend and not associate the brand’s 

product with the celebrity. However, they claimed that if Travis Scott endorses 

shoes with Nike, then they would not recommend it. The following quote states that 
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the respondents would not recommend or buy a product that Travis Scott is 

personally related with: 

I might not have bought the model he endorsed if I know he can get a 

share of the money - P.T, 22 (Group 3) 

Furthermore, the respondents expressed their experience of the Lance Armstrong 

doping scandal. The respondents expressed that they would not support the 

celebrity because it is unfair for him to win races that maybe other players would. 

However, they would think this is wrong, but it would not affect their purchase 

intentions toward brands endorsed by the celebrity. The following quote expresses 

this opinion: 

I may think it's wrong for someone else could have taken it, but then 

I think I will not stop buying Nike or anyone else, because I know he 

only advertises for them - T,I, 35 (Group 2) 

Moreover, they expressed that they would not transfer their opinion to the brand. 

They stated that they are aware that the celebrity's job is to advertise for the brand. 

Therefore, they differentiate between the role of the celebrity and the brand. They 

claim that they would not care too much about the brand associated with the 

celebrity. However, if the money from products they purchase goes directly to the 

endorsed celebrity, then this could affect buying the product.  

Overall, the respondents expressed that what type of scandals and celebrity affects 

their judgment of the brand. Most of the respondents did not transfer their feelings 

to the brand and their purchase intentions would not change toward the brand. 

However, if the product is personally linked to the scandalized celebrity, then this 

would affect their intentions towards the product.  
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5 Analysis & Discussion 

The fifth chapter of the thesis consisted of a detailed analysis and discussion 

about the empirical findings in reference to the theoretical framework. The 

chapter brought up aspects that were fascinating in connection with the research 

question, which was how celebrity endorser’s transgression influences meaning 

transfer in celebrity endorsement.    

5.1 Transgression’s influence on celebrity endorsement 

The below points showcase a discussion about how celebrity endorser transgression 

influences celebrity’s meanings, transfer of the meanings to associated brands and 

consumption.  

5.1.1 Celebrity meanings 

The empirical findings show that celebrities are famous people that have 

accomplished many achievements in their lives and are powerful enough to 

influence society for the good. Firstly, as McCracken (1989) argues in the stage 1 

of the MTM model, celebrities convey meanings of power, depth, and 

sophistication. The results show that respondents perceive celebrities as role models 

which inspire them to achieve their own personal goals. In the case of severe and 

professional life transgression, the respondents expressed greater feelings of 

disappointment because they knew / liked the celebrity. The personality of the 

celebrity was considered no longer as a role model. The respondents considered 

role model to have a higher sense of values about what is morally right and wrong. 

Therefore, from the respondent’s perspective, positive meanings that were once 

logged in the celebrity had turned into negative meanings. It was found that 

compared to severe transgression, the respondents were calmer in the case of less 

severe and personal life related transgression. McCracken (1989) mentioned that 

celebrities have the attention of the media. The empirical findings show that the 

attention of the media increases when a celebrity involves themself in a 

transgression. The attention causes more gossip which may further negatively 

influence the perceived meanings of a celebrity.  
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5.1.2 Meaning transfer  

In the second stage of the MTM model, McCracken (1989) argued that during 

celebrity endorsement a celebrity transfers their attached meanings to advertised 

product / brand.  The empirical findings show that the private life related scandal 

of Tiger Woods had no impact on respondents' perception of the brand. The reason 

why is that respondents believed that infidelity was a less severe transgression. It 

occurs very often and only affects the celebrity individually. The results showed 

that respondents believe that it is not their decision to determine how Woods act in 

his private life. This indicates that respondents look past scandals that are not 

directly related with them. On the other hand, the study show that the severity of 

the scandal can affect consumers perception of the celebrity. As Fong and Wyer 

(2012) expressed, that inappropriate transgression depends on the type of scandals 

and on what degree it can be tolerated.  The findings show that respondents 

expressed stronger feelings towards Johnny Depp scandal because of abuse 

accusations. The study showed that respondents had mixed feelings towards Depp. 

However, because the scandal was perceived as private, negative meanings were 

not transferred to the brand.  

The study also showed respondents that did not believe the accusations towards 

Depp, were likely to transfer positive meanings to associated brand who supported 

the celebrity. As Sato et al, (2019) also mentioned that scandals can have a positive 

or negative impact on consumers evaluations. This also goes in line with what 

McCracken (1989) argued in the stage 2 of the model that celebrities meaning are 

identified and transferred to the associated brand. Sato et al, (2019) argued that 

transgression can be experienced differently depending on whether it is on-work or 

off-work related. The findings show that Travis Scott professional related scandal 

is perceived more serious than of other scandals. Respondents experienced negative 

meanings toward Scott and supported brands that ended their endorsement with the 

celebrity. The findings showed that respondents did not tolerate the scandal, but 

their emotions would stay within the celebrity without transferring to the brand.  

Furthermore, empirical findings showed that respondents’ experiences would 

change if the celebrity was the founder of the associated brand. As a result, 



Daka & Safi 

 39 

respondents would then transfer their emotions to the brand. The findings indicated 

that racism is not tolerated. If the celebrity expressed racism and the CEO of the 

associated brand was racist, then they would transfer those negative feelings to the 

brand. The empirical findings also showed that respondents did not transfer their 

emotions from Lance Armstrong doping scandal because they think that the 

celebrity and the brand are not the same. Moreover, they do understand that the 

endorsed celebrity only advertises for the brand.  

5.1.3 Consumption  

Thirdly, the last step of McCracken’s model explains how meaning encourages 

consumers to purchase products from the endorsement (McCracken, 1989). The 

empirical findings indicate that Tiger Woods scandal had no effect on their purchase 

intentions towards brands associated with the celebrity. Respondents experienced 

the scandal as normal, and the meaning of the brand’s products are not affected by 

the celebrity. Based on this scandal, the study showed that consumers are aware that 

the brand is not at fault for Woods actions. On the other hand, the empirical findings 

showed that respondents would purchase from the associated brand that Depp 

endorses. The findings indicate that respondents were likely to purchase Depp 

products with Dior (brand). The study shows that the supportive respondents would 

purchase the product because it contains meaning related to the celebrity. The 

findings provide support to McCracken’s (1989) theory, which he stated that 

consumers choose products that contain useful meanings. Respondents believed 

that Depp was wrongly accused, they experienced sympathy and that is why they 

would purchase from the brand.  

The empirical findings have also indicated that respondents experienced mixed 

feelings towards Depp because of the ongoing trial. Based on the findings, 

respondents concluded that if Depp was guilty, they would not recommend buying 

the product that Depp endorses. Similar findings were indicated from Travis Scott 

Scandal. The empirical findings indicated that respondents would not recommend 

or buy products from the brand if Scott is personally related and gets a share of the 

product he endorses. Otherwise, they would purchase and recommend the brand. 

Further similarity was experienced from the Lance Armstrong doping scandal. The 
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study has shown that respondents did not support Armstrong but their purchase 

intentions towards brands associated with the celebrity did not change. The findings 

indicate that respondents’ purchase intentions could change if the money they spend 

on the product he endorses is claimed by Armstrong.  

Lastly, the study concluded that private related scandals do not affect respondents' 

recommendations or purchase intentions toward the associated brands. However, if 

the scandal is perceived positively, it could affect respondents' intentions. As Sato 

et al (2019) claims that positive emotions towards the scandal could impact 

consumers expectations. The finding also supports Fong and Wyer (2012) who 

stated that the type of scandal and what consequences it leads to determines 

consumers’ experiences. The empirical findings showed that professional related 

scandals were experienced with much more seriousness because those affected 

other people. The study also showed that respondents’ recommendation and 

purchase could be affected if the endorsed product is linked with the celebrity. This 

corresponds to Um et al (2016) who described that when celebrities are involved in 

scandals, consumers absorb negative meanings into their perception of the celebrity 

and the brands products.   

5.2 Consumer’s moral reasoning 

The empirical findings suggest that consumers experience discomfort because of 

celebrity endorser transgression. As Lee and Kwak (2016) mentioned, consumers 

engage in moral reasoning strategies to reduce the discomfort. Consumers may 

adopt moral rationalization to reconstruct immoral actions as less immoral to be 

able to continue their support for immoral celebrities (Bhattacharjee et al. 2013; Lee 

& Kwak, 2016). The results showed that when celebrities engage in private life 

related scandal, respondents reduced discomfort caused by the transgression 

through the process of reconstructing transgression so that the unethical action can 

be justified.  For example, the results showed that in the case of Woods respondents 

got defensive by putting the blame on others such as the media. They tried to 

downplay the role Woods played in creating harm by stating that such transgression 

is common and not a big scandal in today’s society. In addition, respondents 

distorted damages created by Woods by mentioning that the scandal involved 
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celebrity’s personal life and nobody else was harmed by it. Thus, the brand whom 

Woods endorsed was not perceived in a negative manner. Respondents had stated 

that private life related transgressions are none of their business, but they still 

commented that such unethical behavior goes against their moral values. In a way, 

respondents were going against their moral values to continue support for the 

celebrity endorser by getting defensive, downplaying celebrity’s role in creating 

harm and by distorting damages (Lee & Kwak, 2016).   

Furthermore, consumers may adopt moral decoupling, where judgments of morality 

are dissociated from judgement of performance. Moral decoupling is different from 

moral rationalization (Bhattacharjee et al. 2013; Lee & Kwak, 2016). The results 

showed that respondents engaged in moral decoupling both when celebrities are 

involved in private and professional related scandals. In the case of Woods, 

respondents criticized the celebrity endorser’s transgression and still showed 

support for the celebrity’s job performance. Similarly, respondents stated that they 

would not transfer negative meanings of celebrity endorsers to the brands associated 

with the celebrity endorser. It showed that separating judgements of morality from 

job performance helped respondents to separate a brand’s morality from their 

endorser’s morality, which aligned with the of Lee & Kwak (2016). In the case of 

Armstrong, respondents criticized Armstrong for his transgression and still 

mentioned that they would not stop supporting associated brands. It was not the 

brand that committed the transgression, but it was the celebrity endorser. Therefore, 

when a celebrity endorser engages in transgression, respondents through moral 

decoupling can condemn endorser transgression and still support the endorsed 

brand. Respondents may have tried to show off their intelligence through moral 

decoupling, that they can distinguish good from the bad and the sin from the sinner.   

Lastly, consumers may adopt moral coupling, it suggests that consumers integrate 

judgments of morality and performance (Lee & Kwak, 2016). The results showed 

that when respondents perceive an endorser’s transgression as very serious, it 

becomes very hard for them to defend the celebrity’s transgression. The scandal 

that Scott had caused was considered to be very serious by the respondents. 

Respondents integrated their judgment of morality and job performance by 
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considering Scott as an immoral person and transferring those negative meanings 

to the celebrity’s job performance. To some extent, moral coupling showed that 

very serious transgression not only affects a celebrity endorser but also brand 

products endorsed by the celebrity. Respondents mentioned that they would not 

transfer celebrity endorser’s negative meanings to the entire brand but only the 

brand products that are linked with the celebrity.  
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6 Conclusion 

In the sixth and final chapter, a summary and conclusion of the thesis was 

presented. In addition, the theoretical and practical contributions of the thesis 

were discussed. Lastly, critical reflections were mentioned as well as 

opportunities for future research.  

6.1 Summary of Thesis  

The purpose of this thesis was to explore how celebrity transgression influences 

meaning transfer in celebrity endorsement, from consumer’s perspective.  

McCracken (1989) introduced a model to explain the process of celebrity 

endorsement. The model was called the Meaning Transfer Model, it consisted of 

three stages. The first stage explains how meanings are logged into a celebrity. The 

second stage explains how meanings of a celebrity are then transferred to 

brands/products, when a celebrity is hired for endorsement purposes. The last stage 

explains how meanings encourage consumers to consume the endorsed brand 

products. To reduce discomfort caused by the endorser transgression consumers 

may engage in three moral reasoning strategies, namely, moral rationalization, 

moral decoupling, and moral coupling. The Meanings Transfer Model (1989) 

together with the moral reasoning strategies were used to understand how 

consumers experience celebrity endorser transgression in celebrity endorsement.  

The research philosophy used in the thesis was interpretivism, because the intention 

was to provide deeper understanding about people’s experiences and beliefs. The 

nature of the thesis was exploratory. In addition, the research approach was chosen 

to be abductive, since the thesis has used previous theory and research. A qualitative 

strategy was adopted as it helped understand human experiences, beliefs, and 

thoughts on a deeper level. The data was collected through online focus groups. A 

semi-structed interview guide was used during the focus groups. Furthermore, the 

material from all the three focus groups were transcribed, where a thematic analysis 

was conducted.     

The empirical findings suggested that how consumers experience celebrity 

endorser’s transgression depends on the type of scandal that was caused. 
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Transgression changed a celebrity’s symbolic meanings from positive to negative. 

For example, consumer’s perception of celebrities was changed from a role model 

to not having not the best personality. The findings also showed that the severity of 

a transgression determines whether a celebrity’s negative meaning would get 

transferred to the associated brands or not. On one hand, a consumer pointed out 

that private life related scandals, such as infidelity, is not a serious transgression. 

Therefore, negative meanings about the celebrity involved in infidelity would not 

be transferred to brands endorsed by the celebrity. Consumers consumption of the 

brand’s products would not be affected either. On the other hand, consumers 

pointed out professional life related scandals, such as people getting killed, is a very 

serious transgression. Therefore, negative meanings about the celebrity would be 

transferred to the associated brand to some extent. Consumers would not consume 

products of the brand endorsed by the celebrity.   

6.2 Conclusions  

The aim of the thesis was to explore how celebrity transgression influences the 

meaning transfer in celebrity endorsement, from a consumer perspective. To the 

best of our knowledge, previous research had only researched transgression in 

celebrity endorsement by conducting quantitative studies. The research had also not 

considered the type and severity of transgression in the context of meaning transfer. 

Therefore, there was a gap in the research. The study concluded that findings from 

a quantitative and qualitative studies do not differ much. The study’s findings 

mostly confirm the findings from previous research. However, there were some 

instances where the study’s findings contradicted findings of other researchers. In 

addition, the findings add new insights to the previous research.  

The findings of the study suggested that respondents experienced celebrities as 

hard-working individuals that have successfully achieved their goals in life. In 

regard to this, celebrities add useful meaning in respondents' personalities and 

lifestyle in order to achieve their own personal goals. This agrees with Zipporah 

and Mberia (2014) that consumers experience celebrities as successful people with 

high regards which in return create meaning to products and advertisements by the 

celebrity. Furthermore, the findings support Breberina et al (2021) research as 
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celebrity’s transgression created discomfort for the consumers. The discomfort was 

created because of incompatibility between transgression and respondents’ existing 

values, which influenced celebrity’s meanings.  

However, the findings add new insights to the research as it indicated that severity, 

and the type of scandal influences the meanings of a celebrity endorser. 

Transgression that was very severe and professional life related, changed the 

celebrity’s positive meanings into negative meanings. In comparison, less severe 

and private life related did not influence celebrity’s meanings in consumers eyes. 

As a result, the findings show that respondents would change how they perceive 

celebrities, and in some cases stop supporting the celebrity. Zipporah and Mberia 

(2014) also stated that unethical scandals can tarnish the celebrity's image that can 

result in negative consumer perceptions about the celebrity and the associated 

brands. This aligns with the empirical findings which show that respondents support 

the brands decision about ending their relationship with the celebrity after the 

scandal.  

Previous research, Sato et al (2020) suggest that transgression can be divided into 

relevant and non-relevant. The empirical findings have shown that private life 

related scandals are perceived as irrelevant by respondents because they only affect 

the celebrity. Professional related scandals are perceived as relevant because 

respondents believe that performance related scandals usually affect other people. 

The finding is similar to what Chang (2016) stated that severity and relevance 

influences celebrities' transgression. Consumers have higher tolerance to less severe 

and less relevant scandals. The findings showed that respondents experienced some 

scandals to be less severe than others. For example, respondents tolerated Tiger 

Woods infidelity scandal because it was not something out of the ordinary. 

However, Travis Scott scandal was experienced as less tolerable and of high 

severity because people died in his concert.  

Lastly, previous studies by Thomas and Fowler (2016) and Breberina et al (2021) 

have stated that consumers' negative meanings are transferred to the brands 

products. They explained that consumers will identify less with the celebrity after 

the scandal which in return will change their perception and purchase intentions 
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towards the brands products. The opposite was found in this study because 

respondents differ brands from endorsers. The empirical findings have shown new 

insight that was not mentioned in previous research. The scandal did not change 

respondents' meaning to the brand. Instead, respondents' purchase intentions stayed 

the same as before the scandal. Respondents did not transfer their negative feelings 

about the celebrity scandal to the brand because they are aware that the celebrity is 

only paid to advertise.  

Moreover, the empirical findings have shown that the brand is not the same as the 

celebrity and should not be directly linked to the scandal. The findings support Yang 

(2018) argument that consumers have difficulty associating the brands products 

with celebrity because they have different meanings. The findings have also shown 

new information regarding how transgression influences meanings. Negative 

meaning from the scandal can affect the brand only if the endorsed product is 

personally linked to the celebrity. To be more precise, the findings show that 

respondents will not purchase the brand's products if the money goes to the 

celebrity. Moreover, findings show that brands should evaluate the celebrity's 

scandal before ending or continuing their endorsement with the scandalized 

celebrity. Brands may hire or keep working with a celebrity who was involved in a 

minor transgression. However, it would be beneficial for brands to not hire or 

continue endorsement with a celebrity that was involved in severe transgression.  

6.3 Theoretical Contribution 

This study contributes to the existing theory of celebrity endorsement in terms of 

celebrity endorser transgression and meanings with five theoretical contributions. 

Fristly, the study confirms findings in prior research e.g., Breberina et al. (2021) 

and Sato et al. (2020). The study confirms that transgression causes discomfort and 

influences meanings. Secondly, the study contributes by showing contradictions 

between our findings and previous research. The study discovers that celebrity 

transgression had low influence on the associated brand, which might require 

further investigation. Thirdly, previous research has not considered types of 

transgression and how severity can influence meaning transfer. Moreover, those 

researchers focused on studying transgression with a quantitative approach. Our 
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study contributes to understanding how transgression influences meaning from 

customer perspective, on how consumers feel and think about different types of 

celebrity transgressions. Fourth, the study discovers that transgression can influence 

products that the celebrity is linked to or has a part in the manufacturing. Lastly, 

consumers' negative and positive feelings found in this thesis provide further useful 

knowledge in the field of celebrity endorsement in relation to celebrity endorser 

transgression. This explorative study can be used by researchers to explore 

consumers’ perspective on celebrity transgression. 

6.4 Practical Contribution 

This study contributes to the understanding of consumers’ perception of brands 

associated with scandalized celebrities. Brands and marketers can use this thesis to 

understand consumers' response when engaged with an endorser involved in 

scandal. Consumers react negatively when a celebrity is involved in a scandal that 

is against their moral perception. This reaction affects consumers' purchase 

behavior towards the product that the celebrity endorses with the brand. Depending 

on how the scandal is perceived, consumers would not buy the endorsed product if 

they do not support the celebrity. Even though they would not transfer their negative 

emotions about the scandalized celebrity to the brand, brands should strive to 

respond accordingly to the scandal without making hasty decisions. Consumers 

appreciate brands that can see two sides of the story in a scandal. Moreover, in some 

cases they would purchase the endorsed product only to show their support if the 

celebrity is wrongly accused in the scandal. Therefore, brands can use the insights 

of this thesis when deciding. 

6.5 Critical Review & Future Research 

In order to be objective, we considered several critical reflections. Despite the 

useful insights we gathered through our focus groups regarding celebrity 

transgression, the implementations are restricted. In the study, the participants were 

acquired through a convenience sampling and a small scale. In the convenience 

sampling, the participants were familiar with the authors and each other. Therefore, 

the limitations of the study are the difficulty to generalize and apply. Moreover, the 

information we gathered from the participants were based on the specific celebrities 
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and scandals that we presented. As a result, the empirical findings are restricted to 

the chosen scandals and cannot be generalized.  

Furthermore, we conducted three focus groups to gain as much data to analyze as 

possible. However, due to our inexperience, we realized a deficiency in a few 

questions. Some of the questions were unnecessarily asked and much of that data 

was not used. As a result, we skipped a few of those questions in the last focus 

group and mainly focused the discussion on the scandals.  

The critical review and limitation of the study contributes to future research of the 

study. The small size of participants in the study are current residents of Sweden. 

This limited our findings but opened the possibility to future research in a larger 

geographical area. We present the opportunity to study the field with different 

cultures and nationalities. In addition, we suggest conducting participants that are 

not familiar with one another. We believe that within a convenience sample, 

participants' answers may be influenced by one's opinion, which narrows the 

possibility to broader discussions. In our study, most of the participants were 

female, we suggest equal gender groups for future research. 

There is also an opportunity for future research to study other types of scandals. We 

suggest other research to categorize scandals and select celebrity endorsers with 

both genders. This opens the opportunity to study how consumers experience male 

and female endorsers scandals. Another opportunity for future research in the field 

of celebrity endorsement and transgression is to study forgiveness. For example, a 

study can focus on how consumers perceive celebrity’s apology after transgression. 

Lately, future research can investigate our research question with a different 

approach, for example a case study.  

 

 

 

 

 



Daka & Safi 

 49 

List of references 

 

Abeza, G., O’Reilly, N., Prior, D., Huybers, T., & Mazanov, J. (2019). The impact 

of scandal on sport consumption: do different scandal types have 

different levels of influence on different consumer segments? 

European Sport Management Quarterly, 20(2), 130–150. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/16184742.2019.1586974  

Batra, R. and Homer, P.M. (2004), “The situational impact of brand image 

beliefs”, Journal of Consumer Psychology, Vol. 14 No. 3, pp. 318-

330 

BBC News. (2020). Amber Heard: Johnny Depp “threatened to kill me many 

times.” https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-53472114 

BBC News (2013). Lance Armstrong admits doping to win cycling titles. (2013, 

January 18). BBC News. https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-us-

canada-21070952 

BBC News - Tiger Woods admits “I have let my family down.” (2009). BBC. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/8391350.stm 

BBC News (2021). Travis Scott festival tragedy: Were warning signs missed at 

Astroworld? BBC News. https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-

arts-59205840 

Bell, E., Bryman, A., & Harley, B. (2019), Business research methods. Oxford 

University Press.  

Bergkvist, L., & Zhou, K. Q. (2016). Celebrity endorsements: A literature review 

and research agenda. International Journal of Advertising, 35(4), 

642-663. https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2015.1137537  

Bhandari, P. (2021). What Is Quantitative Research? | Definition, Uses and 

Methods. Retrieved from Scribbr: 

https://www.scribbr.com/methodology/quantitative-research/  

Bhandari, P. (2022). What is Qualitative Research? | Methods & Examples. 

Retrieved from Scribbr: 

https://www.scribbr.com/methodology/qualitative-research/  

Bhattacharjee. A,. Berman. J. Z., & Reed, A. (2013). Tip of the hat, wag of the 

finger: How moral decoupling enables consumers to admire and 

admonish. Journal of Consumer Research, 39(6), 1167-1184.   

https://doi.org/10.1080/16184742.2019.1586974
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-53472114
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-us-canada-21070952
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-us-canada-21070952
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/8391350.stm
https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-59205840
https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-59205840
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2015.1137537
https://www.scribbr.com/methodology/quantitative-research/
https://www.scribbr.com/methodology/qualitative-research/


Daka & Safi 

 50 

Breberina, J., Shukla, P., & Rosendo-Rios, V. (2021). When endorsers behave 

badly: consumer self-expression and negative meaning transfer. 

International Journal of Advertising, 1–25. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2021.2016267  

Campbell, M. C., & Warren, C. (2012). A risk of meaning transfer: Are negative 

associations more likely to transfer than positive associations? Social 

Influence, 7(3), 172–192. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15534510.2012.663740 

Chang, Y., & Ko, Y. J. (2016). Reconsidering the Role of Fit in Celebrity 

Endorsement: Associative‐Propositional Evaluation (APE) Accounts 

of Endorsement Effectiveness. Psychology & Marketing, 33(9), 678–

691. https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.20909 

Denscombe, M. (2016). Forskningshandboken: För småskaliga forskningsprojekt 

inom samhällsvetenskaperna. Studentlitteratur.  

Dom, S. M. S. M., Ramli, H. S. binti, Chin, A. L. L., & Fern, T. T. (2016). 

DETERMINANTS OF THE EFFECTIVENESS OF CELEBRITY 

ENDORSEMENT IN ADVERTISEMENT. The Journal of 

Developing Areas, 50(5), 525–535. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/jda.2016.0033  

Dudovskiy, J. (2011). Research Philosophy - Research Methodology. 

https://research-methodology.net/research-philosophy/  

Dudovskiy, J. (2015). Research Approach - Research Methodology. Research 

Methodology. https://research-methodology.net/research-

methodology/research-approach/  

Dudovskiy, J. (2012). Exploratory Research - Research Methodology. Research 

Methodology. https://research-methodology.net/research-

methodology/research-design/exploratory-research/  

Erdogan, B. Z. (1999). Celebrity endorsement: A literature review. Journal of 

marketing management, 15(4), 291-314, DOI: 

10.1362/026725799784870379  

Finsterwalder, J., Yee, T., & Tombs, A. (2017). Would you forgive Kristen 

Stewart or Tiger Woods or maybe Lance Armstrong? Exploring 

consumers’ forgiveness of celebrities’ transgressions. Journal of 

Marketing Management, 33(13–14), 1204–1229. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0267257x.2017.1382553  

https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2021.2016267 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15534510.2012.663740
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.20909
https://doi.org/10.1353/jda.2016.0033
https://research-methodology.net/research-philosophy/
https://research-methodology.net/research-methodology/research-approach/
https://research-methodology.net/research-methodology/research-approach/
https://research-methodology.net/research-methodology/research-design/exploratory-research/
https://research-methodology.net/research-methodology/research-design/exploratory-research/
https://doi.org/10.1362/026725799784870379
https://doi.org/10.1080/0267257x.2017.1382553


Daka & Safi 

 51 

Fong, C. P. S., & Wyer, R. S. (2012). Consumers’ Reactions to a Celebrity 

Endorser Scandal. Psychology & Marketing, 29(11), 885–896. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.20571 

Inabo, S. (2022, July 14). Customer perception: Definition, importance & how to 

improve it. Zendesk. https://www.zendesk.nl/blog/simple-guide-

customer-perception/#georedirect 

Jain, V., & Roy, S. (2016). Understanding meaning transfer in celebrity 

endorsements: a qualitative exploration. Qualitative Market 

Research: An International Journal, 19(3), 266–286. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/qmr-03-2015-0020 

Kennedy, A., Baxter, S. M., & Ilicic, J. (2018). Celebrity versus film persona 

endorsements: Examining the effect of celebrity transgressions on 

consumer judgments. Psychology & Marketing, 36(2), 102–112. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21161 

Khatri, P. (2006). Celebrity endorsement: A strategic promotion perspective. 

Indian media studies journal, 1(1), 25-37.  

Langmeyer, L. and Walker, M. (1991), “A first step to identify the meaning in 

celebrity endorsers”, Advances in Consumer Research, Vol. 18 No. 1, 

pp. 364-371  

Lee, J. S., & Kwak, D. H. (2015). Consumers’ Responses to Public Figures’ 

Transgression: Moral Reasoning Strategies and Implications for 

Endorsed Brands. Journal of Business Ethics, 137(1), 101–113. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-015-2544-1  

McCracken, G. (1989). Who is the Celebrity Endorser? Cultural Foundations of 

the Endorsement Process. Journal of Consumer Research, 16(3), 

310–321. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2489512  

McLeod, S. (2019). What’s the difference between qualitative and quantitative 

research? Retrieved from SimplyPsychology: 

https://www.simplypsychology.org/qualitative-quantitative.html  

Ohanian, R. (1990), Construction and validation of a scale to measure celebrity 

endorsers' perceived expertise, Journal of Advertising, 19 (3), 39-52 

Rennstam, J., & Wästerfors, D. (2015). Från stoff till studie: Om analysarbete i 

kvalitativ forskning (1. uppl. ed.). Studentlitteratur. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.20571
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.zendesk.nl/blog/simple-guide-customer-perception/%23georedirect&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1659806996595337&usg=AOvVaw1lpA76kLuW_tleNRP2oOh3
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.zendesk.nl/blog/simple-guide-customer-perception/%23georedirect&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1659806996595337&usg=AOvVaw1lpA76kLuW_tleNRP2oOh3
https://doi.org/10.1108/qmr-03-2015-0020
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21161
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-015-2544-1
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2489512
https://www.simplypsychology.org/qualitative-quantitative.html


Daka & Safi 

 52 

Sato, S., Arai, A., Tsuji, Y., & Kay, M. (2020). When should a brand cut ties with 

a scandalized endorser? Communication and Sport, 8(2), 215-235. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2167479519826054  

Schimmelpfennig, C., & Hunt, J. B. (2019). Fifty years of celebrity endorser 

research: Support for a comprehensive celebrity endorsement strategy 

framework. Psychology & Marketing, 37(3), 488–505. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21315 

Silvera, D. H., & Austad, B. (2004). Factors predicting the effectiveness of 

celebrity endorsement advertisements. European Journal of 

Marketing, 38(11/12), 1509–1526. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/03090560410560218  

Till, B.D. (2001), “Managing athlete endorser image: the effect of endorsed 

product”, Sport Marketing Quarterly, Vol. 10 No. 1, pp. 35-42. 

Till, B. D., & Shimp, T. A. (1998). Endorsers in Advertising: The Case of 

Negative Celebrity Information. Journal of Advertising, 27(1), 67–82. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.1998.10673543 

Thomas, V. L., & Fowler, K. (2016). Examining the Impact of Brand 

Transgressions on Consumers’ Perceptions of Celebrity Endorsers. 

Journal of Advertising, 45(4), 377–390. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.2016.1172385  

Um, N. H., & Kim, S. (2016). Determinants for Effects of Celebrity Negative 

Information: When to Terminate a Relationship with a Celebrity 

Endorser in Trouble? Psychology & Marketing, 33(10), 864–874. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.20923 

Um, N. H. (2013). Celebrity Scandal Fallout: How Attribution Style Can Protect 

the Sponsor. Psychology & Marketing, 30(6), 529–541. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.20625  

University of Texas Arlington Libraries. (2019). Subject and Course Guides: 

Quantitative and Qualitative Research: Understand What Qualitative 

Research Is. Uta.edu. 

https://libguides.uta.edu/quantitative_and_qualitative_research/qual   

Yang, W. (2018). Star power: the evolution of celebrity endorsement research. 

International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, 

30(1), 389–415. https://doi.org/10.1108/ijchm-09-2016-0543  

https://doi.org/10.1177/2167479519826054
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21315
https://doi.org/10.1108/03090560410560218 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.1998.10673543
https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.2016.1172385 
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.20923
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.20625
https://libguides.uta.edu/quantitative_and_qualitative_research/qual 
https://doi.org/10.1108/ijchm-09-2016-0543


Daka & Safi 

 53 

Zipporah, M. M., & Mberia, H. K. (2014). The Effects OF Celebrity Endorsement 

in Advertisements. International Journal of Academic Research in 

Economics and Management Sciences, 3(5). 

https://doi.org/10.6007/ijarems/v3-i5/1250  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

https://doi.org/10.6007/ijarems/v3-i5/1250


Daka & Safi 

 54 

Appendix 1 – Focus group guide  
Introduction: Start with introducing the researchers and introducing the 

participants to each other. Then present shortly why we are gathered today. In 

addition, briefly talk about the session's topic. Ask for permission to record the 

session (audio and video).  

Questions 

• Discuss what a celebrity means to you? 

• Tell us about your favorite celebrity. What is 

it about the person that you like? 

• Discuss what a brand means to you? 

• Discuss what loyalty means to you? 

 

• A popular advertising technique that brands use is 

that they hire a celebrity to endorse their brand. 

• Discuss how important it is for you that 

brands hire celebrities that are 

congruent/similar to them and why? 

 

• Sometimes celebrities get involved in a scandal 

which can create negative publicity. The scandals 

can be connected to their professional behavior, or 

their personal lives.  

• Elaborate on how such incidents affect your 

perception of the celebrity?  

 

 

• How do such incidents affect your support for 

the celebrity?  

 

 

Purpose  

 

General question. Warm up to 

start the discussion. It helps 

understand what celebrities and 

brands mean to the participants.  

 

 

The question helps understand 

consumer’s thoughts on the 

importance of congruence 

between the endorser and the 

brand. 

 

 

 

 

 

The question helps understand 

how different scandals affect 

celebrity’s meanings.  

  

The question helps understand 

how participants' loyalty towards 

the celebrity has been influenced 

by the scandal.  
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• Elaborate on how a celebrity scandal affects your 

view of a brand associated with the celebrity? 

 

 

 

• Discuss how a scandal influences your loyalty for a 

brand associated with the celebrity who was involved 

in a scandal?  

 

 

• Discuss if you would recommend the associated 

brand to your family and friends?   

 

 

 

 

 

• Is there anything that you forgot to mention or if you 

would like to add anything new?  

 

The question helps understand 

how celebrity meanings after the 

scandal influences the associated 

brands. 

 

The question helps understand 

how consumer’s behavior 

(loyalty) has been influenced by 

the endorser’s scandal.    

 

The question helps understand 

how consumer’s behavior 

(recommendation) has been 

influenced by the endorser’s 

scandal.  

 

The question indicates the session 

has come to an end.   
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Appendix 2 – Focus Group guide (Swedish 
translation)  
 

1. Diskutera vad en kändis betyder för dig? 

• Berätta om din favoritkändis. Vad är det med personen du gillar? 

 

2. Diskutera vad ett varumärke betyder för dig? 

 

3. Diskutera vad lojalitet betyder för dig? 

 

4. En populär reklamteknik som varumärken använder är att de anlitar en kändis för att stödja sitt 

varumärke. 

• Diskutera hur viktigt det är för dig att varumärken anställer kändisar som är 

kongruenta/lika dem och varför? 

 

5. Ibland blir kändisar inblandade i en skandal som kan skapa negativ publicitet. Skandalerna kan 

kopplas till deras professionella beteende, eller deras personliga liv. 

• Utveckla hur sådana incidenter påverkar din uppfattning om kändisen? 

• Hur påverkar sådana incidenter ditt stöd till kändisen? 

 

6. Utveckla hur en kändisskandal påverkar din syn på ett varumärke som är kopplat till kändisen? 

 

7. Diskutera hur en skandal påverkar din lojalitet för ett varumärke förknippat med kändisen som 

var inblandad i en skandal? 

 

8. Diskutera om du skulle rekommendera det tillhörande varumärket till din familj och vänner? 

 

9. Är det något du glömt att nämna eller om du vill lägga till något nytt? 
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Appendix 3 – Celebrity Scandals  
Tiger Wood’s scandal  

 

Note: Screenshot (BBC, 2009) 

Information presented for the participants: Tiger Woods was an American golf 

player. He had an extremely successful career in golf, which made him quite 

famous. Several known brands hired him to endorse their brands. One of the brands 

was Nike. However, it was reported by the media that he had caused personal 

problems such as being unfaithful to his wife (BBC, 2009).  
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Johnny Depp’s scandal  

 

Note: Screenshot (BBC, 2020) 

Information given to participants: Johnny Depp, a famous American actor, was 

accused of behaving violently towards his ex-wife Amber Heard. He endorses 

Dior parfum (BBC, 2020).  
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Travis Scott’s scandal  

 

Note: Screenshot (BBC, 2021) 

Information given to participants: Travis Scott is a famous American singer. His 

concert (Astro World) became overcrowded, and many people died because of 

suffocation or got trampled. He endorses Nike shoes (BBC, 2021).  
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Lance Armstrong’s scandal  

 

Note: Screenshot (BBC, 2013) 

Information presented for the participants: Lance Armstrong had a very successful 

career, which made him famous. Several known brands, including Nike had hired 

him to endorse their brand. The media reported that he had systematically on 

numerous occasions used illegal drugs to enhance his ability to perform during 

races (BBC, 2013). 
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List of Tables  

Table 1 

Summary of the participant list       

Focus Group Initials Gender Age 

24 April 2022 A.J Female 23 

Group number 1 F.K Female 22 

Duration: 59 minutes and 12 seconds I.S Male 27 

 
R.D Male 21 

 
V.B Female 22 

24 April 2022 A.T Female 22 

Group number 2 D.S Female 25 

Duration: 54 minutes and 3 seconds M.M Female 22 

 
S.H Female 28 

 
T.I Female 35 

11 May, 2022 F.H Female 18 

Group Number 3 S.H Female 28 

Duration: 1 hours and 1 minute and 33 seconds M.B Female 22 

 P.T Female 22 

 

 

 



Daka & Safi 

 62 

List of Figures  

Figure 1 

The Meaning Transfer Model  

Note: (McCracken, 1989) 
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