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Abstract

In this digital era, brand authenticity on social media plays a pivotal role in shaping consumer
perceptions and trust. This study explores how consumers perceive Nike’s authenticity on social
media platforms, the impact on trust and loyalty, and the role of social advocacy. Using a
quantitative approach with a survey of 200 participants, factor analysis was used to identify key
dimensions of perceived authenticity. Regression analysis examined the effect of these
dimensions on brand trust, and a chi-square test assessed the relationship between perceived
social media influence and trust levels. Findings reveal that engagement-based and sincerity-
based authenticity significantly predict trust, while no strong association was found between
general social media impact and trust levels. This research offers valuable implications for brand
strategy in the age of digital engagement.

1. Introduction

In the current digital age, social media has fundamentally transformed how brands communicate
with consumers. Traditional marketing models—rooted in unidirectional, controlled messaging—
are increasingly giving way to dialogic, real-time, and transparent engagement. This shift has
elevated brand authenticity from a desirable trait to a strategic imperative. Today’s consumers are
more empowered, informed, and skeptical than ever before.

They no longer passively receive marketing messages but critically evaluate the authenticity
behind them, particularly in environments like Instagram, Twitter (X), YouTube, and TikTok
where narratives can be scrutinized, challenged, or amplified instantly. Brand authenticity, as
defined in contemporary literature, refers to the perception that a brand is genuine, transparent,
consistent, and aligned with its core values (Beverland, 2005; Morhart et al., 2015). In a crowded
and highly competitive marketplace, authenticity becomes a powerful differentiator that can
foster deeper emotional connections, enhance brand trust, and increase consumer loyalty.

Research consistently shows that consumers are more likely to engage with and advocate for
brands they perceive as authentic—especially when these brands act with integrity, demonstrate
social responsibility, and communicate with sincerity.

Within this context, social media serves as both a platform and a litmus test for brand
authenticity. It allows brands to showcase their values, share behind-the-scenes insights, and
engage in cause-driven marketing. However, it also increases exposure to consumer scrutiny,
criticism, and accountability.

Any misalignment between a brand’s messaging and its actions can lead to skepticism,
accusations of performative activism, or worse, reputational damage. This dual nature of social
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media—amplifier and examiner—makes it a crucial environment for studying consumer-brand
relationships.

Nike, a global leader in sportswear and lifestyle branding, offers a compelling case for examining
brand authenticity in a social media context. Known for its innovative storytelling, powerful
athlete endorsements, and bold stance on social issues, Nike has consistently positioned itself as a
brand with purpose. Campaigns such as “Just Do It,” “You Can’t Stop Us,” and its collaborations
with athletes like Colin Kaepernick have demonstrated the brand’s willingness to engage in high-
stakes, values-based marketing. These campaigns have garnered both praise and controversy,
making Nike a particularly rich subject for analyzing consumer perceptions of authenticity, trust,
and loyalty.

Despite Nike’s massive success and widespread influence, questions remain about how
consumers interpret its authenticity, particularly on digital platforms. Does Nike’s messaging
resonate as genuine, or is it perceived as strategic branding? How do consumers differentiate
between authentic advocacy and marketing opportunism? And to what extent does this perception
influence trust, purchase intent, and brand loyalty?

This study aims to answer these questions by analyzing consumer attitudes toward Nike’s social
media presence, using a quantitative approach supported by factor analysis, regression modeling,
and chi-square testing. By investigating the underlying dimensions of perceived authenticity and
their impact on trust, this research contributes to both academic understanding and managerial
practice in digital brand strategy.

Ultimately, this paper seeks to clarify the mechanisms through which authenticity is constructed
and evaluated in social media settings and to offer actionable insights for brands aiming to build
meaningful, long-term relationships with their audiences in a world where perception is just as
important as performance.

2. Literature Review

Brand authenticity has become an essential construct in marketing literature, particularly as
brands navigate the complexities of digital communication and consumer expectations. In the
context of social media, where transparency and engagement are highly visible and rapidly
shared, authenticity plays a pivotal role in shaping brand perceptions, trust, and loyalty.

2.1 Understanding Brand Authenticity

Brand authenticity refers to the perception that a brand is genuine, transparent, consistent, and
aligned with its stated values and actions. According to Beverland (2005), authenticity is
constructed through storytelling, heritage, quality commitment, and alignment with consumer
identity. It is particularly critical in categories where emotional connection and social identity
play a role, such as fashion, sportswear, and lifestyle products.

Consumers tend to evaluate brand authenticity based on cues such as transparency in

communication, the sincerity of social messaging, the consistency of brand actions, and
endorsement by relatable or trustworthy figures.
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2.2 The Role of Social Media in Shaping Brand Authenticity

Social media provides an unprecedented opportunity for brands to engage in two-way
communication with their audience. Unlike traditional advertising, social media platforms allow
brands to interact directly with consumers, fostering conversations that build relational equity.
Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) emphasized that platforms like Instagram and Twitter democratize
brand messaging, making it easier for consumers to assess whether a brand is “walking the talk.”

On these platforms, authenticity can be judged in real-time based on responses to customer
feedback, alignment with socio-political issues, and consistency in tone and message across
platforms.

2.3 Authentic Brand Communication and Consumer Trust

Authentic communication is a major predictor of consumer trust. Morhart et al. (2015) found that
brands perceived as authentic are more likely to enjoy higher levels of trust and loyalty. This
perception is reinforced when brands display vulnerability, admit mistakes, and interact with
customers in a humanized way.

In the context of Nike, the brand’s frequent use of athlete stories, user-generated content, and
bold social campaigns contributes to this perception. However, the boundary between sincere
activism and “performative activism” (activism that appears insincere or for branding purposes
only) is delicate and often subject to public scrutiny.

2.4 Cause-Related Marketing and Value Alignment

Consumers increasingly expect brands to take stances on social and political issues. According to
Forehand and Grier (2003), consumers are more receptive to cause-related marketing when there
is a clear alignment between a brand's core identity and the cause it supports.

Nike’s high-profile campaigns on racial justice and gender equality are examples of value-driven
branding. While such campaigns can boost perceived authenticity, they also expose brands to
criticism if their actions don’t align with their messages. Therefore, authenticity in cause
marketing must be backed by visible, measurable corporate actions.

2.5 Digital Storytelling, Influencer Partnerships, and Community Engagement

According to Gretzel et al. (2008), the strategic use of storytelling and real customer testimonials
on social media enhances brand authenticity. Nike’s digital campaigns often highlight not only
elite athletes but also everyday individuals who align with the brand's mission of empowerment
and perseverance.

Influencer and athlete partnerships also play a role in authenticity perception. When influencers
are seen as authentic themselves (i.e., not overly commercial), their association with a brand can
strengthen consumer trust. However, over-reliance on high-profile endorsements without
grassroots interaction may weaken the perceived sincerity of brand messaging.
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2.6 Generational and Cultural Dimensions

Younger generations, particularly Gen Z and Millennials, value brand authenticity more than
older cohorts. They expect brands to be transparent, inclusive, and ethical. This generational shift
places pressure on global brands like Nike to not only promote progressive values but to
operationalize them across supply chains, labor practices, and environmental impact.

Studies such as Fromm & Garton (2013) show that Gen Z consumers are more likely to fact-
check brand claims, demand diversity, and engage with brands that share their moral compass.
Cultural factors also influence what is perceived as authentic, making localization of messaging
important for global brands.

2.7 Risks and Challenges of Inauthenticity

Brands that fail to deliver on authenticity risk severe backlash in the age of cancel culture and
viral content. Parguel et al. (2011) discussed the dangers of “greenwashing”—when companies
exaggerate their sustainability credentials. The same logic applies to “social washing” or
superficial commitments to activism.

For Nike, which operates in a highly visible and competitive space, maintaining authenticity
requires balancing bold brand statements with credible actions, such as third-party audits, ethical
sourcing, and community investment.

3. Objectives

- Examine consumer perceptions of Nike’s authenticity on social media.
- Assess the impact of digital branding on trust and brand loyalty.

- Evaluate how social advocacy enhances brand credibility.

4. Methodology
A quantitative design was employed using a structured Google Forms questionnaire targeting
social media users who follow Nike. Convenience sampling was used to collect 200 valid
responses. Data analysis techniques included factor analysis (for dimensionality reduction),
regression (to predict trust), and a chi-square test (to assess association between social media
impact and trust).

5. Data Analysis and Results
5.1 Factor Analysis

Two latent factors were extracted to represent perceived brand authenticity.
\ Variable Factor 1 Factor 2

Consistency -0.044 0.292
Transparency 0.025 -0.051
Social Issues 0.236 0.081
Communication Style 0.232 -0.397
Endorsements 0.516 0.154
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Factor 1 relates to engagement and endorsement; Factor 2 reflects sincerity and communication
style.

5.2 Regression Analysis
Regression was used to examine how these factors affect trust in Nike. The model explained
14.5% of trust variance (p < 0.001).

\ Predictor Coefficient p-value
Factor 1 0.33 <0.001
Factor 2 0.30 <0.001
Constant 0.07 0.084

5.3 Chi-Square Test

A chi-square test was used to examine the relationship between perceived impact of social media
and levels of trust. The results were not statistically significant (p = 0.35), indicating no strong
association.

Observed Frequencies
High Low Medium

Negative 10 3 7
None 26 17 18
Positive 42 26 51

Chi2 Statistic: 4.44 Degrees of Freedom: 4~ p-value: 0.349
Interpretation: There is no statistically significant relationship between social media influence
and levels of trust, indicating the need to explore moderating variables such as demographics or
values.
No statistically significant relationship was found.

5.4 Social Media Engagement

Social Media Usage
Familiarity with Nike's Social Media 9

Once a day/few times a week

No Rarely/Never

15.0%
10.0%

90.0% 80.0%

Yes
Multiple times a day
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Engagement with Nike's Content Most Used Social Media Platforms

Facebook

Rarely/Never

Twitter (X)

LinkedIn

TikTok

Instagram

Frequently
Occasionally

YouTube

. Social Media Usage: 80% use social media multiple times a day, making them highly
engaged users.

. Most Used Platforms: Instagram (75%) and YouTube (65%) were the top choices.

. Engagement with Nike: 50% engaged occasionally, 30% frequently, and 20% rarely or
never.

Nike’s digital presence reaches an active audience, but engagement levels vary, indicating
potential areas for improvement in content strategy.

5.5. Nike’s Social Media Content & Brand Authenticity
Trust in Nike as a Brand

Have You Ever Questioned Nike's Authenticity?

Distrust

Not Sure

Completely Trust
Somewhat Trust

. Type of Content Engaged With:
60% interacted with athlete endorsements.
50% engaged with social advocacy campaigns.
40% with product promotions.
Communication Style: 70% described it as “authentic and relatable,” while 20% said it
was “professional and polished.”

® O O O

. Authenticity Perception:

o 70% cited consistency in messaging.

o 60% valued Nike’s engagement with social issues.
o 50% mentioned transparency.
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Nike’s messaging is generally seen as authentic, with strong engagement in athlete-driven and
social advocacy content. However, some consumers question its sincerity, especially regarding
corporate transparency.

5.6. Trust and Loyalty
Influence of Social Media on Trust Likelihood to Recommend Nike
Negative Unlikely Neutral

No Impact

Positive
Likely
. Brand Trust: 60% “somewhat trust” Nike. & 25% “completely trust” the brand.
. Influence of social media on Trust: 50% said Nike’s social media positively impacted
their trust, while 40% saw no impact.
. Purchase Intent: 70% were likely to buy Nike products based on social media content.
. Recommendation Likelihood: 65% were likely to recommend Nike.

While Nike enjoys strong trust and brand loyalty, social media alone is not always enough to
influence consumer trust. Transparency and genuine engagement are crucial.

5.7. Social Advocacy & Brand Perception
Nike Aligns with Its Values Nike is Transparent

Disagree

Disagree

Neutral
Neutral

Strongly Agree
Strongly Agree

Agree
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Nike's Social Advocacy Feels Authentic Perception of Nike’s Communication Style
) Neutral Overly Promational Professional & Polished
Disagree
Agree T70.0%
Strongly Agree
Authentic & Relatable

. Importance of Social Issues: 80% felt it was important for Nike to address social issues.
. Sincerity of Campaigns: 60% believed in Nike’s sincerity, but 20% were unsure.
. Impact of Social Advocacy on Brand Perception: 70% viewed it positively.

Nike’s involvement in social causes boosts brand perception, but skepticism exists. To maintain
authenticity, Nike should ensure its actions align with its advocacy.

6. Findings

Findings show that authenticity can be broken into two constructs: engagement/image-based and
sincerity-based. Both positively influence consumer trust. However, generalized impact from
social media may not strongly correlate with trust, suggesting that content quality and alignment
with brand values are more influential than mere visibility.

. Nike’s consumer base is young, and diverse, making authenticity critical for retaining
loyalty among socially conscious digital natives.

J Nike has broad digital reach, there's room to deepen engagement, particularly among
passive followers.

. Consumers are drawn to storytelling and cause-related content, perceiving them as signals
of authenticity. However, sincerity concerns linger around corporate motives, especially
regarding transparency.

o Nike enjoys considerable trust; its social media efforts don’t fully translate into deeper
emotional trust for all. There's a gap between brand visibility and relational authenticity.
. Nike’s cause-driven marketing adds value to its image, but “performative activism”

concerns highlight the need for better alignment between messaging and corporate behavior.

7. Conclusion

Nike is perceived as an authentic and trusted brand by a socially aware consumer base, especially
for its advocacy and inclusive content. However, to sustain long-term trust, it must ensure greater
transparency and actionable alignment with its values—turning perceived authenticity into lived
authenticity. Nike's success in digital branding is driven by authenticity, especially through social
advocacy and athlete-led campaigns. This study validates that perceived authenticity significantly
enhances trust. Brands must balance visibility with integrity to build sustainable relationships.
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8. Limitations and Future Research
The use of convenience sampling may limit generalizability. Further studies could use
longitudinal designs and explore platform-specific behaviors or compare brands and

demographics.

o
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