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Introduction

In today's dynamic sports landscape, athlete activism has emerged as a powerful force, influencing
societal conversations and challenging traditional norms within sports organizations. Athletes are
increasingly leveraging their platforms to advocate for social justice, equality, and systemic change,
prompting organizations to navigate the complex interplay between supporting these advocacy efforts
and maintaining brand integrity. The "Athlete Advocacy Playbook: Policies, Strategies, and Best
Practices” serves as a comprehensive guide for sports organizations, public relations professionals, and
stakeholders aiming to effectively manage and support athlete activism.

Purpose and Scope
This playbook aims to provide actionable insights and strategic frameworks to help
organizations:

» Develop Proactive Communication Strategies: Craft policies and messages that align
with both organizational values and athletes' advocacy efforts.

e Implement Effective Crisis Communication Frameworks: Prepare for and respond to
potential backlash or controversies arising from activism, ensuring responses uphold
the organization's reputation and ethical standards.

e Align Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Initiatives: Integrate athlete advocacy into
broader CSR efforts to enhance public perception and demonstrate genuine
commitment to societal issues.
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/ Crisis communication frameworks for managing public response
 Best practices for media engagement and digital strategy

V Implementation plans for integrating advocacy into organizational policies

What This Playbook Covers
PR strategies for proactive and reactive athlete activism



Understanding Athlete Advocacy

Athlete advocacy refers to the actions taken by athletes to promote social, political, or environmental
causes, leveraging their public platforms to influence change. This form of activism has evolved over
time, reflecting broader societal movements and the unique position athletes hold in the public eye.

Athlete activism refers to the use of an athlete’s platform to
advocate for social, political, or economic change. While often
associated with recent movements, athlete activism has deep
historical roots. From boxer Jack Johnson challenging racial norms
in the early 20th century to the iconic Black Power salute by Tommie
Smith and John Carlos at the 1968 Olympics, athletes have long
played a role in shaping social justice discourse (Hartmann, 2019;
Steele, 2022). ? ¢

LeBron James wears an “I Can’t Breathe” shirt during
pregame warm-ups in protest of police brutality, 2014.

Today, activism takes many forms, including public protest, social (Photo by Al Bello/Getty Images, via TSN)
media engagement, and community outreach. Modern athletes like
Colin Kaepernick, LeBron James, Naomi Osaka, and Megan Rapinoe
have used their influence to address racial injustice, mental health,
LGBTQ+ rights, and gender equity. Their efforts highlight the
evolving role of athletes as not just entertainers, but as powerful
advocates for change (Boykoff & Carrington, 2020; Razack & Joseph,
2021).
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The digital age has amplified activism. Social media allows athletes [v 11444 = ‘
to bypass traditional media gatekeepers and speak directly to the  [EE=G_—_TGTG_G_GG, honoring Ahmaud Arbery during the 2020
public, which can both empower their message and expose them to U.S. Open to raise awareness of racial injustice. (Photo by Al
heightened scrutiny (McDonald & Marshall, 2023). As a result, sports HUBEIEER LA
organizations are increasingly expected to respond—either by
supporting their athletes or risking backlash for silencing them.

Importantly, athlete activism isn’t just a challenge to manage—it’s an
opportunity. When supported strategically, advocacy can enhance
brand authenticity, strengthen stakeholder trust, and align
organizations with broader societal values (Antunovic et al., 2023).
Understanding this history and landscape is essential for developing
policies, crisis strategies, and stakeholder communications that are
ethical, inclusive, and future-facing. , : : —_— _
Colin Kaepernick kneels during the national anthem to protest racial

injustice, 2016. (Photo by Ted S. Warren / Associated Press, via
Britannica
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Overview: Proactive Communication
Strategies

Developing proactive communication strategies is essential for sports organizations aiming to support
athlete activism while maintaining brand integrity and stakeholder confidence.

Establish Clear
Policies

Align Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR)
Initiatives

Develop Crisis Engage Stakeholders
Communication Plans Proactively

o Define acceptable forms of activism within official team settings, including approved messaging, protest allowances, and uniform
regulations.

o Articulate the organization's stance on key social, political, and environmental issues to set expectations for athletes, staff, and
external stakeholders.

o Develop protocols for resolving activism-related conflicts internally before they escalate into public relations crises.

Align Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Initiatives with Athlete Advocacy
o Partner with athlete-led advocacy groups to fund community programs focused on social justice, education, and mental health.
o Offer sponsorships and scholarships that support causes important to athletes, demonstrating a long-term commitment to social
issues.
o Make public commitments and establish reporting mechanisms to ensure accountability for the organization's social impact efforts.

Hold proactive discussions with sponsors to align values and prevent financial fallout from activism-related controversies.

o Segment fan audiences to develop tailored messaging strategies that resonate with different demographics.

o Educate league officials, investors, and front-office staff on how athlete activism can strengthen brand identity and foster long-term
fan loyalty.

o Foster open dialogue between athletes and executives to ensure advocacy efforts align with organizational goals and maintain a unified

message.

Develop Crisis Communication and Reputation Management Plans

Establish a rapid response team to handle activism-related media inquiries and ensure message consistency.

Create pre-approved messaging frameworks that allow for quick responses without appearing reactionary or insincere.
Provide media engagement training for athletes to ensure their advocacy aligns with the organization's broader messaging.
Monitor public sentiment through social media analytics and audience research to adjust strategies dynamically.

o O o o

Provide digital literacy training to help athletes navigate online discourse effectively.

Maintain official league and team social media accounts that amplify activism messages in a controlled, strategic manner.

Deploy rapid-response protocols for misinformation to prevent false narratives from shaping public perception.

Align activism messaging with organizational values to ensure consistency across all digital channels. 5
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Clear and consistent policies are essential for guiding how athlete activism is supported within sports
organizations. Without formal guidelines, organizations risk being reactive, inconsistent, or appearing
hypocritical in their responses to advocacy efforts. Establishing a well-structured policy framework helps
ensure athletes understand their rights, leadership knows how to respond, and the organization
maintains credibility (Rentner & Burns, 2023).

Athlete advocacy can be polarizing—especially in a media landscape that moves fast and often frames
activism as controversial. A formal policy gives organizations a blueprint for supporting activism in
ways that align with their values and mission. It also helps mitigate risks, prevent internal conflict, and
maintain stakeholder confidence.

While athletes have the right to express personal views,
sports organizations must clearly distinguish when
athlete speech is representative of the team or league.
Policy guidelines should clarify that athletes’ personal
social media accounts are not automatically reflective
of the organization's stance—unless the athlete is
posting in an official capacity or using team-affiliated
branding. Providing media training, disclaimers (e.g.,
“views are my own”), and social media conduct
expectations can help preserve this balance, reducing
confusion while protecting both athlete expression and
organizational integrity.

Policy Area Example Statement

We support athletes using their platforms

Organizational Values to advocate for equity, inclusion, and justice.

Advocacy must remain non-violent and respectful.

Advocacy Guidelines Athletes should coordinate with PR for major initiatives.

Athletes are encouraged to express views

Social Media Conduct : : :
: aligned with our values. Harmful speech is not tolerated.

Concerns raised internally or externally will be

Dispute Protocol reviewed by the Ethics & Advocacy Committee within 72 hours.




Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is more than a branding tool—it’s a strategic avenue for aligning athlete
advocacy with organizational values. When athletes speak out on social issues, organizations that already have a
CSR foundation can respond authentically, rather than scrambling to manage controversy. By embedding
advocacy into CSR initiatives, sports organizations can shift the narrative from crisis to commitment (Paramio-
Salcines et al., 2013).

CSR provides a structured, values-driven approach to addressing social issues. When athletes champion causes
like racial justice, gender equality, or mental health awareness, aligning those efforts with existing CSR
programs enhances credibility and fosters stakeholder trust. Research shows that fans and sponsors are more
supportive of activism when it reflects genuine, long-term commitments (Cleland et al., 2024; Orlando, 2022).

¢ Partner with Athlete-Led Causes: Support the charities, foundations, or movements athletes are already
connected to.

e Embhed Advocacy in Brand Strategy: Treat social impact as central to brand identity, not just a response
mechanism.

e Be Transparent: Share outcomes of CSR initiatives, funding allocations, and the impact of athlete-led
campaigns.

¢ Avoid Performative Activism: Ensure actions reflect consistent values—token gestures without follow-
through harm reputation.

Athlete Cause Organization Partner CSR Goal Tangible Action




Athlete advocacy doesn’t exist in a vacuum—it

/

directly influences how stakeholders perceive an

organization. Sponsors, fans, media, and league

officials all play a role in shaping the conversation. /

To maintain credibility and long-term support,
organizations must engage stakeholders early, often,
and transparently (Cleland et al., 2024; Schartel
Dunn & Nishett, 2023).

When athletes speak out, it can spark support or

backlash depending on the issue, the timing, and the o
communication approach. Stakeholders want to

know where the organization stands and how those

values align with their own. Ignoring these

conversations—or managing them poorly—can

result in broken partnerships, public criticism, or
loss of trust.

Engagement Best Practices

Communicate Core Values Clearly: Establish and consistently express
the organization’s position on social issues.

Segment Messaging by Audience: Tailor communication to address the
specific concerns of sponsors, fans, media, and athletes.

Educate and Aligh Sponsors: Share the organization's commitment to
advocacy and offer them opportunities to be part of social impact
initiatives.

Create Feedback Loops: Provide spaces for two-way dialogue—surveys,
town halls, and listening sessions help stakeholders feel heard.

Support Internal Unity: Keep athletes, coaches, staff, and executives
aligned through internal communications and values workshops
(Guenzi & Ruta, 2013).
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Crisis Communication Strategies

Athlete activism can spark intense public response—both positive and negative. When handled
poorly, these moments can damage organizational trust, alienate fans, and strain internal
relationships. But with the right approach, they offer an opportunity for transparency, leadership,
and alignment with core values (Seeger & Sellnow, 2019).
Crisis communication should never be reactive. Instead, it must be proactive, empathetic, and
consistent with the organization’s mission. The key is preparation—having systems and language in
place before the headlines break.

Principles of Effective Crisis Communication

Acknowledge Quickly: Delayed responses often appear
dismissive or out of touch.

Be Transparent: Audiences value honesty over polished
spin.

Center the Athlete’s Voice: Show alignment and respect
for athlete-led advocacy.

Avoid Defensiveness: Shifting blame or downplaying
issues increases backlash.

Maintain Message Consistency: Ensure all stakeholders—
from PR to coaches—speak with one voice.

Crisis Response Toolkit

First 5 Moves in a Crisis

e ® Assessfacts

e <« Activate PR team

o [ Draft holding statement

e I Briefinternal
stakeholders
e [ Monitor public response

Case Study Highlight: Colin Kaepernick
and the NFL

The NFL’s initial dismissal of Colin Kaepernick’s
protest led to years of reputational fallout and
public criticism. It wasn’t until 2020 that the
league acknowledged it had “gotten it wrong.”
This delay damaged credibility and created
lasting tension with fans and players. The key
takeaway: silence and avoidance only escalate
the issue (Donahue, 2020; Scott, 2022).

Use this quick-reference guide to stay prepared:

Tool Purpose
Pre-approved Messaging Templates Quick, aligned responses during high-pressure moments
Rapid-Response Media Team Coordinates press, social media, and internal messaging
Stakeholder Briefing Scripts Ensures sponsors and board members receive consistent info
Athlete Media Training Prepares athletes for interviews during public moments
Sentiment Monitoring Dashboard Assesses public reaction and guides adjustments




In the age of instant communication, social media has become a central space for athlete advocacy—

and a high-risk environment for sports organizations. While digital platforms empower athletes to share

messages directly with fans, they also heighten exposure to backlash, misinformation, and public

scrutiny (McDonald & Marshall, 2023).

To support advocacy while maintaining brand consistency, sports organizations must implement a
strategic digital communication plan that protects athletes, educates internal teams, and shapes the

narrative in alignment with core values.

Success Story: The WNBA on Social Media
The WNBA has used social platforms as advocacy
tools, with teams consistently uplifting player-led
activism. From real-time posts about social justice
issues to coordinated digital campaigns like
#SayHerName, the league shows how embracing
activism online can build credibility and deepen
audience connection (Antunovic et al., 2023).
Organizations should aim to be facilitators—not
censors—of athlete expression. By taking a proactive
digital stance, sports teams can harness the power of
social media to elevate advocacy, reinforce their
values, and strengthen brand loyalty.

BLACH LiVIES
MATTER

The WNBA centered athlete activism during the 2020 season, making social justice part
of the game.
Image credit: Glamour / Getty Images

Provide Digital Literacy Training: Equip
athletes and staff with tools to navigate
online discourse, respond to criticism,
and avoid common social media pitfalls
(Abeza & Sanderson, 2023).

Establish Social Media Guidelines:
Develop clear do’s and don’ts for
athletes and employees, balancing free
expression with brand alignment.

Use Organizational Platforms
Strategically: Amplify athlete advocacy
through official team channels to show
unified support.

Monitor Public Sentiment: Regularly
assess online engagement using
analytics tools to identify emerging risks
or opportunities.

Respond to Misinformation Quickly:
Designate a rapid-response protocol for
correcting false narratives that could
damage reputations.

10



Building an Inclusive Culture
Internally

Athlete Trust Starts Inside

Managing athlete advocacy isn’t just about external messaging—it starts within. For advocacy to thrive,
organizations must foster an inclusive internal culture where athletes feel respected, empowered, and
safe to use their voice.

A strong internal foundation ensures that activism aligns with organizational values and reduces the risk
of internal conflict or backlash. When athletes believe leadership has their back, they’re more likely to
advocate confidently and responsibly (Guenzi & Ruta, 2013; Cleland et al., 2024).

Key Practices for Internal Inclusion

e Conduct DEI Training: Ensure all staff—from executives to interns—are equipped with a shared
understanding of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) principles.

e Create Advocacy Support Channels: Designate internal contacts or teams (such as a Social
Impact Officer or Advocacy Committee) to support athlete-led initiatives.

e Encourage Open Dialogue: Facilitate regular listening sessions or town halls between athletes
and leadership to discuss concerns and values.

e Prioritize Representation: Build diverse leadership teams that reflect the athletes and
communities you serve.

e Celebrate Advocacy Wins Internally: Recognize when athletes make a social impact—just like
you would a performance milestone.

How Inclusive Is Your Team?
Use this internal pulse check to assess your organization’s readiness to support athlete
advocacy.
e 0 Do athletes have a safe space or designated point of contact to discuss advocacy concerns?
e 0ls DEI (Diversity, Equity & Inclusion) training required for all staff and leadership?
e 0 Does your organization have a clear, written stance on social justice and inclusion?
e 0O Are athletes involved in conversations about branding, values, or CSR initiatives?
e 0 Has leadership hosted or attended listening sessions with players in the last year?
e 0 Arediverse identities reflected in leadership, coaching, and support staff?
0 Is athlete activism celebrated internally, not just tolerated or managed?
o Do internal communications reflect inclusive language and support for social causes?

11



Metrics and Evaluation

You can’t manage what you don’t measure. Tracking the impact of athlete advocacy and related public
relations efforts is essential for improving strategies, maintaining stakeholder confidence, and
demonstrating commitment to social progress.

Evaluation also helps organizations distinguish between performative efforts and meaningful action. By
setting benchmarks and monitoring outcomes, teams can build more transparent, data-driven advocacy
strategies that evolve over time.

What to Measure and Why
e Engagement Metrics- Track likes, shares, comments, and
sentiment on advocacy-related content across digital
platforms to understand public response and reach (Lee & Oh,
2023).
e Stakeholder Feedback- Gather insights from sponsors, fans,
athletes, and staff through surveys or listening sessions to

assess how advocacy is perceived. S

e Media Coverage- Monitor news framing—are stories positive, <> < QQQ'\
neutral, or negative? Media tone provides insight into brand (>
positioning during advocacy moments (Frederick & Pegoraro, ‘
2023).

¢ Internal Participation- Evaluate involvement in DEI trainings,
support for athlete-led campaigns, or attendance at listening
sessions.

e CSR Outcomes- Quantify the social impact of initiatives tied
to advocacy, such as donations raised, community programs
launched, or partnerships formed (Paramio-Salcines et al.,
2013).

Sample Advocacy Evaluation Dashboard
This dashboard provides a snapshot of key metrics and the tools used to evaluate them.

Metric TooliMethad Purpese




Conclusion & Implementation Guide

Athlete activism is no longer an exception in sports—it’s part of the new norm. This handbook provides
sports organizations with practical tools to proactively support athlete advocacy while maintaining
stakeholder trust and brand integrity. From policy development to crisis communication and digital
strategy, each section equips leaders with resources to lead with purpose.

But implementation is where impact begins.

Supporting athlete advocacy means doing more than reacting when controversy hits—it requires culture-
building, long-term strategy, and consistent alignment with organizational values. Whether you're a
league, team, or university program, integrating these best practices ensures you’re not just managing
activism—you’re embracing it as part of your mission

Implementation Checklist
Use this quick-start guide to put your athlete advocacy strategy into action:
e 0 Finalize and publish internal advocacy policy
0 Establish an Advocacy Support Team or contact person
e 0 Conduct DEI and media training with athletes and staff
e 0 Audit current CSR programs and align them with athlete-led causes
e 0 Create pre-approved crisis communication templates
e 0O Setup adigital listening and sentiment analysis tool
0 Develop a stakeholder engagement plan
o0 Launch regular evaluation of advocacy impact

Athlete advocacy is not a threat—it’s an
opportunity. The most trusted sports
organizations are those that act with
authenticity, transparency, and a genuine
commitment to the communities they
represent. With the right strategy, athlete
voices can become your organization’s
greatest strength. 13
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