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Practical Considerations in Selecting
the Right Athlete Endorsement Partner

By Edward H. Schauder

For more than a century, compa-
nies have relied on athletes to
build brand recognition and consum-
er trust. Today, athlete endorsements
remain a billion-dollar segment of
the marketing industry. Yet while the
financial upside can be significant,
so too are the legal, reputational, and
operational risks.

From both the company’s and
the athlete’s perspective, a success-
ful endorsement relationship re-
quires more than celebrity appeal. It
demands strategic alignment, careful
due diligence, and properly struc-
tured agreements.

When advising companies seek-
ing an athlete spokesperson, the
first step is clarity of purpose. Before approaching any
athlete, a company should define what it is attempting
to accomplish. Is the goal to penetrate a specific geo-
graphic market? Appeal to a particular demographic?
Launch a new product category? Reinforce brand cred-
ibility? Without clearly articulated objectives, even a
high-profile endorsement can fail to deliver measurable
results.

Too often, companies focus on star power without
assessing compatibility. An athlete may have name rec-
ognition, but does that athlete’s public persona align
with the company’s values? Does the athlete already
endorse or invest in competing products? Is the athlete
under contract in a way that could create category con-
flicts? These questions must be answered before mean-
ingful negotiations begin.

Financial realism is equally important. Compa-
nies sometimes commit substantial portions of their
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marketing budgets to endorsement
fees, leaving insufficient capital to
execute the campaign itself. A well-
structured endorsement arrangement
should fit within a broader marketing
plan. In appropriate circumstances,
creative compensation models —
such as performance-based incen-
tives or equity participation — can
align incentives while managing
risk.

Regulatory and league consid-
erations must also be examined. In
certain professional sports, the use
of multiple active players in a single
campaign may trigger group licens-
ing rules that require negotiation
through the applicable players as-
sociation. Failure to recognize these requirements can
delay or derail a campaign.

While active superstars often attract attention, re-
tired athletes may present compelling alternatives. A
respected retired player can offer authenticity, regional
loyalty, and demographic alignment — frequently at a
more sustainable cost structure. In many cases, the right
endorsement partner is not the most famous athlete, but
the most strategically aligned one.

From the athlete’s perspective, endorsement oppor-
tunities must be evaluated with equal rigor. An athlete’s
name, image, and reputation represent core assets that
extend far beyond any single contract. Associating with
the wrong product or company can result in lasting rep-
utational damage.

Athletes and their advisors must first review exist-
ing endorsement agreements and investment holdings
to ensure no conflicts exist. Overlapping “exclusive”
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category deals have embarrassed both athletes and
companies in the past and are almost always prevent-
able through proper diligence.

Financial due diligence on the company is equal-
ly critical. If compensation involves installment pay-
ments, restricted stock, or equity interests, the athlete’s
representatives should evaluate the company’s finan-
cial stability, capitalization, and leadership credibility.
Where appropriate, payment protections such as es-
crow arrangements or personal guarantees may be ad-
visable. Endorsement agreements should clearly define
payment terms, termination rights, default provisions,
exclusivity parameters, and performance obligations to
reduce future disputes.

Product integrity presents another significant con-
sideration, particularly in the context of food, bever-
age, or nutritional supplements. Athletes must ensure
that products do not contain banned substances under
league or governing body rules. Independent third-
party testing and certification can provide important
safeguards. An athlete should never rely solely on a
company’s assurances when regulatory exposure could
jeopardize a career.

Perhaps most important is authenticity. Consumers
are increasingly sophisticated and quick to recognize

insincere endorsements. The most effective partner-
ships arise when an athlete genuinely believes in and
uses the product being promoted. When alignment ex-
ists between the athlete’s identity and the brand’s mes-
sage, endorsements can create powerful and enduring
relationships. When misalignment occurs, the damage
can be immediate.

Athlete endorsement agreements sit at the intersec-
tion of marketing strategy, intellectual property rights,
contract law, and risk management. For companies,
thoughtful selection and disciplined structuring protect
brand investments. For athletes, thorough diligence
preserves reputation and long-term value.

With careful planning and experienced legal guid-
ance, endorsement relationships can become mutually
beneficial partnerships rather than avoidable liabilities.
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