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How the Relaxed Rule 40 Changed Individual Athletes’ Self-Branding
Strategy in the Rio 2016 Olympic Games.

Akiko Arai*
Satoshi Takahashi*

Abstract

The purpose of this study is to examine the impact of the relaxation of the Rule 40 on Olympians’
self-branding strategy. Under the relaxed Rule 40, Olympians acquired opportunities to optimize their
brand value by effectively utilizing social media even during the Olympic games. Some athletes and
sponsors seemed to quickly adjust to the new guideline and took advantage of it. Meanwhile, some na-
tional sports federations expressed their concerns to the rule even after it has been relaxed. The adap-
tation to the rule change varies depending on individuals and their sports organization policy. To further
investigate the impact of the relaxation, the study investigated Olympians’ social media data to see how
they reacted to the relaxed Rule 40.

The current study has aimed to explore the Olympians’ tweet REST API before, during and after the
2016 Rio Olympic Games to identify different patterns in Olympians’ social media activities. A total of
100 U.S. Track and field Olympians twitter account with the highest number of twitter followers were
the sample of this study. Using API, the researchers collect the Olympians’ tweets and analyze the con-
tents to extract the appearance of official and non-official sponsors’ brand elements.

The study identified 4 types of athletes’ reactions toward the relaxed rule 40. First, a half of the
athletes (50%) avoided commercial use of social media and did not mention any brand, sponsor names
on their twitter. We named this first group as “stay away”. Second group is named as “Rule 40 Eve”. 14%
of the athletes expressed their gratitude to their non-official, individual sponsors on the day before the
Rule40 blackout date and stayed away from the commercial use of the social media for the rest of
Olympics. The third group is “play safe” (27%). Those are the athletes who comfortably utilize their so-
cial media for official partners’ sponsorship activation. Fourth group is “Optimize the new opportunity”
(4%), those who optimized the relaxation of Rule 40. They exposed non-official sponsors’ name or pic-
tures on their twitter and contributed those sponsors’ marketing activities during the Olympics without
conflicting the new social media rules. The results indicated that even after the relaxation and clarifica-
tion of the Rule 40, many athletes hesitate to utilize their social media as a tool. Only a few athletes took
advantage of the “relaxation”. In conclusion, challenges still exist for the implementation and the oper-
ation level.

Key Words : Rule 40, Olympic, Sponsor, Athlete, Branding
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