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Abstract 

When Nike released its ad campaign for the 30th anniversary of “Just Do 

It” in October of 2018, a flurry of discussion occurred on Twitter because of 

Nike’s use of former San Francisco quarterback, Colin Kaepernick, for the 

campaign. Politically conservative users took to Twitter to express their anger at 

Nike, creating the hashtag, #JustBurnIt, as well as what seemed to be a 

movement where users burned their Nike product in protest. Though political 

efficacy and social media usage are highly documented within research, this 

study instead uses Social Cognitive Theory and Diffusion of Innovations to 

explore why people take politically-motivated action through social media. It 

seeks to gain insights into what motivates social media users to write out against 

the activism of black athletes. And it works to understand how concepts are 

accepted and adopted. Finally, it documents a modern issue that has emerged 

because of the influence of social media: slacker activists or bots may be 

controlling narratives and even influencing traditional media. 
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Tweeting With Fire 
An Analysis of the Twitter Users Who Protested Nike And Colin Kaepernick 

 
Introduction 

Political partisanship in the United States has been a framework for the 

way the country functions since it was founded. At its core, partisanship provides 

a foundation in which democracy can thrive as individuals come together with 

different ideas and common goals to make their voices heard. At the same time, 

many people use their political parties to shape their identities, and when they 

believe an attack or potential threat has been made to their group’s collective 

identity, they find opportunities to effectively manage their group’s values (White 

& Ypi, 2016). 

For this very reason, new media tends to be a place where partisan 

behavior flourishes—and not always in a good way. Politicians have become 

skilled at framing topics on social media in order to control political narratives 

(Hemphill, Culotta, & Heston, 2016). They use it to promote like-minded thinking, 

which creates one-sided political discourse (Lelkes, Sood, & Iyengar, 2017). And 

they often use it to refute the perceived attacks on the values of their collective 

group (Priante, Ehrenhard, van den Broek, & Need, 2018). 

For example, as athletes use their platforms to create discourse 

surrounding social injustices, they often experience backlash, particularly on 

social media (Sanderson, Frederick, & Stocz, 2016). When politicians reframe 

the narrative surrounding the activism of athletes, constituents believe it to be an 

attack on their party’s values. They then take to social media to address those 

threats (Sanderson, 2013). Using Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986), 
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which helps understand human behaviors through self-efficacy and modeled 

behaviors, as well as Diffusion of Innovations (Rogers, 1983), which explains 

belief adoption and dissemination through a social network, my thesis explores 

the main principles of SCT and how it relates to political efficacy, how and why 

people take action through social diffusion, and the role of social media, to 

answer the following research questions: 

RQ1: What is the relationship between a person’s stated political affiliation 

and how that person used Twitter to respond to Nike’s use of Colin Kaepernick 

for its 2018 brand campaign? 

RQ2: What are the common personal and behavioral characteristics of the 

innovators who used social media to participate in the conversation about Nike 

and Colin Kaepernick? 

RQ3: What are the salient personal and behavioral characteristics that 

differentiate innovators from the other adopter categories, as defined by Rogers? 

RQ4: As agents of change, what, if any, was the impact of innovators in 

modeling or influencing the discussion on Twitter about Nike’s decision? 

RQ5: What role does gender play in users’ engagement on Twitter and 

how people communicated in response to Nike’s decision? 

Literature Review 

Partisanship and Media 

The Role Of Partisanship 

White and Ypi (2016) suggest that the idea of partisanship is larger than 

simply finding a reason to be at odds with others. Rather, the behaviors involved 
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with partisanship help unite individuals with common beliefs. They quote a 

concept written by political theorist Edmund Burke in 1770: political parties 

promote “national interest” through a shared set of principles in order to build a 

foundation in which society can remain grounded. Burke’s concepts of party 

portrayed a government that thrives under the guidance of its people as a 

democracy, instead of being ruled by tyrannical leaders or the kings and queens 

of that time period. White and Ypi (2016) point to a major benefit of partisanship: 

commitment. They argue that commitment to a party’s values can bring about 

great change, as evidenced by the work of Nelson Mandela and the African 

National Congress Party in the 1990s, whose patience and committed work 

helped dismantle a racist apartheid in South Africa.  

Yet this compromise, which is necessary to help create a stable 

framework in a bipartisan United States, may signal an erroneous belief in the 

minds of the party’s members (White & Ypi, 2016). In other words, it may be a 

sign of weakness, or demonstrate that a person’s beliefs, and ultimately, his or 

her party, are wrong. Therefore, people are less willing to compromise because it 

may bring their morality into question, or even cause concerns over whether a 

compromise makes them non-loyal party members. This unwillingness to 

compromise beliefs demonstrates how negativity can erupt between party lines 

(White & Ypi, 2016). 

Media’s Role In Growing Political Toxicity 

 Mutz (2016) argues the media may be partially responsible for growing 

toxicity in the political arena. She writes it is important to understand political 
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systems and their common beliefs in order to maintain stability in any democracy. 

However, she explains many techniques used in media, originally believed to 

help promote more understanding across parties, actually create a psychological 

reaction, which intensifies negative views. Mutz states that television in particular 

allows viewers to experience conflict. Up-close camera angles create an 

unnatural, in-your-face experience, which heightens intensity and leads to 

greater dislike for a politician who is already not liked. Her work suggests 

televised incivility has negatively influenced the amount of trust viewers have for 

politicians, and that continued exposure to negative media compounds this 

distrust over time. 

 Lelkes, Sood, and Iyengar (2017) also suggest access to more media 

choices can create a toxic political environment. Their research shows access to 

broadband Internet has led to an increase in consumption of partisan media, in 

particular. The researchers clearly state access to new media does not directly 

cause polarization, but rather worsens the tensions between political parties. 

Their research also supports Mutz’s suggestion that even small amounts of 

negative exposure can compound over time and create significant effects within 

an already hostile political environment. They argue continued exposure to 

partisan content will further increase hostility in the future. 

 A literature review by researchers from the University of Twente outlines 

the need for additional research to better understand how computer-mediated 

communication (CMC) (e.g., email, websites, social media, texting) shapes 

collective identity (Priante, Ehrenhard, van den Broek, & Need, 2018). As new 
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media continues to be a way for like-minded individuals to engage in political 

discourse, this type of research should provide deeper insight into how and why 

CMC is able to shape a person’s identity, especially within the context of large 

social groups and movements (Priante, Ehrenhard, van den Broek, & Need, 

2018). 

 In a study from Hemphill, Culotta, and Heston (2016), the researchers 

measured polarization on Twitter by studying hashtag usage. They found that 

content creators use Twitter to frame topics of conversation. For example, 

members of Congress used Twitter to communicate with all of their constituents, 

but they controlled the rhetoric of the topic with specific hashtags. For example, 

when discussing the Affordable Care Act, Democrats used the hashtags #ACA 

and #GetCovered versus Republicans who used polarized hashtags like 

#ObamaCare and #FullRepeal. Despite the use of polarized language, the 

researchers also found members of Congress were willing to share more general 

content in order to win votes from a moderate crowd, but only when it benefitted 

them. In other words, they strategically planned messaging for time periods that 

would allow them to either gain approval from their party during non-election 

times (through polarized hashtags) or votes at election time (through moderate 

hashtags). 

The Role Gender Plays in Social Media 

Research shows social constructs, and specifically, gender constructs, 

may influence how men and women communicate and that they follow different 

patterns. 
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When women communicate, they tend to place value on social 

connection, cooperation, emotional intimacy, and they seek support and 

consensus (Woods & Rhodes, 1992; Preisler, 1987; Tannen, 1990; Shade, 1993; 

Boneva, Kraut & Frohlich, 2001). These concepts translate to online 

communication patterns in a number of ways. For example, women are more 

likely to take time to understand and ask questions to achieve clearer results in 

their online communications (Britton & Hall, 1995; LaFrance & Hendley, 1994; 

Tannen, 1990; Dennis, Kinney & Hung, 1999). Women are also more likely to 

use computer-aided media and messaging technologies to seek intimacy within 

relationships, to communicate with friends, and to meet their social needs (Teo, 

2001; Soukup, 1999; Noble, Griffith, & Adjei, 2006; Shi, Chen, & Chow, 2016). 

Men largely focus on task-based activities when they communicate, and they 

follow social hierarchy patterns that allow them to maintain their independence 

(Woods & Rhodes, 1992; Tannen, 1990; Boneva, Kraut & Frohlich, 2001). They 

tend to base their discussions on facts, and they focus their conversations 

around debate and open, honest value sharing (Shade, 1993). How does that 

translate online? Men continue to establish dominance online and tend to be 

confrontational and aggressive, using social media as a way to express their 

opinions (Britton & Hall, 1995; LaFrance & Hendley, 1994; Soukup, 1999; Noble, 

Griffith, & Adjei, 2006; Shi, Chen, & Chow, 2016). 

Research shows gender plays a large role in a person’s involvement on 

social media in particular. For example, women look at the quality of the 

information presented in order to participate in its use while men are more 
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influenced by their own involvement (Lim, Heinrichs & Lim, 2017). Gender data is 

so predictable that key words can predict whether a person posting is male or 

female (Hosseini & Tammimy, 2015). 

Research Opportunities 

 Upon looking at the larger context of how social media usage frames 

political discussions in an already divisive arena, new opportunities are emerging 

for researchers who want to understand how new media adds to partisan 

negativity. The concepts explored through political theory, particularly collective 

identity, provide a strong basis to better understand the reason people use social 

media to voice their unhappiness with topics that challenge their beliefs. Also, 

gender constructs provide a deeper understanding for how people use social 

media to communicate.  

As communication technology evolves and develops at a rapid rate, 

researchers need to understand its role in inflaming already-heated political 

discussions. 

Athlete Activism 

The Rise of Black Athletes 

 Edwards (1969) provides a sociological lens that details the early history 

of black athletes in the United States. For example, as the Civil Rights Movement 

began affording new opportunities for blacks in America, more athletes began to 

emerge in sports. Yet, Edwards wrote that at that time, most black players—

notably, Wilt Chamberlain and Gale Sayers—never graduated from college and 

didn’t receive the same opportunities as white athletes. He argues people on 
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white college campuses dehumanized black athletes. Fans and students called 

them racist names, they were banned from campus events, recruiters humiliated 

them through with the promise of a fraternity life they could never join, and more. 

He also writes that many black athletes stayed in those conditions largely out of 

the hope of proving to themselves and their social circles that they were not 

failures, a common theme in black culture. And finally, he argues many black 

athletes accommodate abuse and intolerance because of something their slave 

ancestors knew well: They must find a way to smile through the adversity 

because their livelihoods as professional athletes depend upon it. 

 Edwards (1969) points to the revolts born out of segregation and the Civil 

Rights era as the beginnings of the activism movement for black athletes. He 

credits Muhammad Ali for starting the revolution. However, he also points to the 

protest by gold medalist Tommie Smith and bronze medalist John Carlos in the 

1968 Olympics in Mexico City as a catalyst for the outcomes of revolting. For 

example, after the Olympics, white athletes began to stand in solidarity with black 

athletes and for the first time, teams began hiring black athletes for executive 

positions. 

 Edwards (1969) wrote approximately 50 years ago that sports 

establishments needed to destroy discrimination. Yet in that 50 years, the 

coaches, team owners, and people in positions of power largely remain elite 

white men (Berry, 2001). In other words, black athlete activism in a modern 

America is more important than ever. 
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The Sociology of Athletes as Activists 

 Kaufman (2008) examined the portrayal of athletes when they speak out 

about what they believe is an injustice of some kind. He writes that often athletes 

receive harsh criticisms from fans as well as coaches, teammates, and sponsors. 

He argues that these people typically view sports as apolitical, and that athlete 

activists may help researchers better understand power dynamics in sports. He 

interviewed athlete activists across such topics as racism, war, and sweatshop 

labor and discovered that they received both positive and negative feedback from 

a variety of people. Some were able to gain support while others were booed 

when seen in public. The loudest voices of dissent came from institutional 

decision makers who could blacklist players or revoke medals and awards. Still, 

Kaufman argues these activists deserve respect and their efforts should be 

replicated in order to create change. A growing number of athletes believe their 

causes are greater than their need to play the sport (Kaufman, 2008). 

 Recent research shows mixed professional retribution for athletes who 

choose to use their platform for activism (Schmidt, Shreffler, Hambrick, & 

Gordon, 2018). For example, Colin Kaepernick faced backlash from fans, the 

NFL, and the President of the United States, but his sponsorship with Nike 

remained even when his job with the NFL didn’t. The researchers discuss the 

difference between safe and risky activism (e.g. volunteering in schools versus 

kneeling for the National Anthem to protest racial injustice) but also argue that 

the most recent years have produced high incidents of athlete activism versus 

during a more stagnant 1990s. They report that rather than remaining silent, 
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inspired athletes are unafraid to speak up regarding what they see as social 

injustices. 

Activist Athletes and Social Media 

 After five St. Louis Rams players protested the death of Michael Brown by 

police before a game in 2014, an analysis of social media (Sanderson, Frederick, 

& Stocz, 2016) showed distinct themes arising from the fans who disagreed with 

their political statement. Of those themes, fans used social media to do the 

following: renounce their fandom, discuss punishing the players, discuss racism, 

criticize the team as a whole, attack other members of the group, and present 

their version of the “facts” they see in the situation. The researchers argue that in 

an effort to preserve their social identity, they get defensive over what could be 

seen as a threat to their group identity. 

 Sanderson (2013) also argues that because of the accessibility of social 

media, fans can vent their frustrations in an arena where others share their 

outrage. When like-minded fans support their negative comments, their anger 

grows. In addition, fans can gather on social spaces to preserve the social 

identities they want from their teams. He writes social media has become an 

optimal location for managing identity threats, even when that threat presents 

itself as a player or coach. 

Research Opportunities 

 History shows athlete activism has played a role in creating social change, 

and it can have positive outcomes despite major backlash. To date, content 

analyses of these topics have shown many of the same principles used to 
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discuss political theories (e.g. collective and social identity theories) are also 

being used to better understand why fans take to social media to share outrage 

over the work black athletes are doing to promote social justice. 

 However, little or no research connects the dots between how people use 

social media to discuss politics and the activism of black athletes. While there are 

many parallels, much of this research surrounds the fans of a team or an athlete, 

not how a political party may influence the discussions happening on a bigger 

scale. 

Historical Context of Social Cognitive Theory 

Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) provides a framework for understanding 

how mass communications affect human behavior, and specifically how 

behaviors are modeled and learned (Bandura, 2001). For this reason, SCT 

provides excellent context for why social media has become an outlet for people 

to communicate their feelings regarding athlete activism.  

Bandura (1986) first explained SCT using the term “triadic reciprocality,” 

which describes how cognitive, social, and behavioral influences converge, 

ultimately creating the motivation for why a person acts the way he or she does. 

The SCT model looks at how people are not products of their environment, but 

rather, how they produce their own behaviors within that environment. 

As people begin to organize these cognitive, social, and behavioral 

subskills into a series of actions, self-efficacy, or a person’s judgments of their 

abilities to perform an outcome, ultimately determines how that person will 

behave. A person’s actual skill level isn’t measured through SCT; the theory is 
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centered around the self-judgments of what one can do with whatever skills he or 

she has, regardless of the accuracy of those self-perceptions (Bandura, 1986). 

For example, people who believe they do not have the skill it takes to 

perform a difficult task will avoid doing that task. However, if they believe they are 

capable of performing an activity, they will indeed find the motivation to 

participate (Bandura, 1977). Self-efficacy will also determine levels of effort and 

persistence that people are willing to expend when adversity or obstacles occur. 

High levels of self-efficacy also lead to more persistence and the setting of goals, 

which in turn leads to an increase in performance outcomes simply because a 

person believed he or she could do something and was motivated to do so 

(Bandura, 1986). 

Bandura explains people determine their self-efficacy from four specific 

information sources. The first, “performance attainment,” is based on actual 

experiences in which a person develops abilities through self-motivation. The 

second is by observation, when a person believes he or she can do it purely 

because someone else is seen succeeding at it, too. The third is by social 

influence and persuasion from others who have capabilities to which a person 

aspires and the salience of those influences. And the fourth is the way a person 

judges his or her physiological ability to perform (Bandura, 1986). 

Connecting Diffusion of Innovations and Social Cognitive Theory 

In Bandura’s description of SCT (1986), he discusses the spread of ideas 

through technology and how the role of electronic media is becoming more 

influential. SCT follows a common process to that of diffusion of innovation, 
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where the introduction and adoption of new ideas or practices occurs at different 

rates of speed through the channels of a social system (Rogers, 1983). He also 

describes how social diffusion may take time to be adopted from its original 

modeling, but that adoption ultimately leads to social support and acceptance 

among a wider group of people (Bandura, 1986). 

Rogers’ (1983) definition of an innovation fits within a social construct: 

once a new idea or practice has some perceived value to an individual or group, 

people adopt it. Knowledge of an innovation alone can give people enough 

motivation to adopt it, but they have to be looking for the innovation in the first 

place (Rogers, 1983). Hassinger (1959) discussed the model for which adoption 

occurs from two distinct standpoints. On one level, an innovator may intentionally 

seed awareness of an innovation; or, adoption can occur because of some level 

of dissatisfaction in the mind of an individual, and the innovator then creates a 

solution that influences its rate of adoption.  

As audiences use selective exposure to control the messages they want 

to see, thus maintaining confirmation bias, Rogers (1983) suggests that 

innovation adoption may be directly affected. In other words, people are only 

willing to expose themselves to an idea if it fits within their beliefs or interests. If a 

person perceives an innovation to fit within his or her values and beliefs, it tends 

to be adopted (Ilie, Van Slyke, Green, & Lou, 2005). 

In short, a person’s willingness to believe in, as well as the self-efficacy he 

has to participate in, an idea or practice affects how widely it is adopted.  

The players within the diffusion process are as follows: 
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Innovators. Rogers (1983) defines innovators as the gatekeepers who bring new 

ideas and concepts into a social system. He writes the salient value of an 

innovator is “venturesomeness,” or the willingness to embark on a risky endeavor 

for the sake of the innovation. He also writes that the ultimate goal of most 

diffusion programs is to create a behavioral change, not a change in cognition or 

attitude. Furthermore, innovators tend to appear in the beginning 2.5 percent of 

the full diffusion process (Rogers, 1983). 

Early adopters. Early adopters are an essential part of ensuring the success of 

an innovation (Rogers,1983). Rogers writes it is the respect they have gained 

within a social network that makes them sought out for their opinions, ensuring 

the belief or practice eventually becomes adopted. They often serve as role 

models to their peers, and they tend to have a higher social status, as well as 

tend to be wealthier and more educated than other adopters. Because of this 

fact, their decisions to take an early role in the adoption process helps decrease 

uncertainly for later adopters. They typically fall in the next 13.5 percent of the 

process after the top 2.5 percent of innovators (Rogers, 1983). 

Early and late majority and laggards. The final groups of the diffusion process are 

the followers—those who must have the innovations modeled to them before 

they are willing to participate in the process. Rogers (1983) writes the early 

majority, the next 34 percent of users within the diffusion process, are not leaders 

and they tend to adopt just before the average individual. Meanwhile, the late 

majority (34 percent of users within the process) is skeptical and must feel safety 

in the adoption process. Finally, Rogers writes that laggards are traditional; they 
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are suspicious of innovations and agents of change, and they tend to make up 

the final 16 percent of users within the diffusion process (1983). 

 The characteristics of each adopter category fit well within the descriptions 

of self-efficacy within SCT and the adoption of behaviors—specifically as it 

relates to the willingness of a person to participate in a risky endeavor that could 

lead to a perceived value to a group if the innovation is adopted within a social 

network. 

SCT Theory Application 

Educational researchers consistently use Social Cognitive Theory and its 

principles of self-efficacy to understand how self-efficacy leads to goal-setting, 

personal achievement, and overall better outcomes. However, because the roots 

of SCT began as a way to understand aggressive behaviors, researchers also 

use the theory to interpret negative behaviors in people. 

Bandura’s early research (1963), which modeled aggressive behaviors for 

children through the use of a Bobo doll, notes children would imitate abuse when 

they viewed those behaviors. Because these studies formed the foundation for 

SCT, some later studies of early aggressive behaviors show that intervention and 

the modeling of positive peer and academic situations could revert those 

negative behaviors (Caprara, Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, Bandura, & Zimbardo, 

2000). Similarly, the use of group performance to build collective efficacy 

suggests students and teachers who work together to intervene and manage 

aggression within their classrooms and schools could reduce incidents of peer 

bullying (Barcia & Bussey, 2011). 
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In short, SCT is a framework for research questions in a number of 

diverse topics. These questions typically seek to better understand motivations 

and social behaviors that can explain both positive and negative behaviors.  

Relevance to Partisanship, Media, and Athlete Activism 

I propose using SCT and the concept of Diffusion of Innovations to answer 

how people use social media to communicate the values of their social identity in 

response to black athletes’ political activism. Because Social Cognitive Theory 

explores self-efficacy and the outcomes of modeled behaviors and DOI details 

how those beliefs and actions might spread through a social network, political 

discourse surrounding the activism of an athlete provides a great opportunity to 

better understand what makes a person use social media to take action in 

regards to a hot-button, politically-motivated topic. 

Partisan Behaviors and Social Cognitive Theory 

SCT supports the theory of “effectance motivation,” or the motivation a 

person finds to comprehend and then act within a chosen environment. However, 

it focuses on the outcome that occurs from a person’s actions versus SCT, which 

describes how this motivation and the ultimate effect happen in the first place 

(White, 1959). A person’s perceived self-efficacy develops through first-hand 

experience and from the information gathered through the assessment of one’s 

social surroundings, which is what provides that person with the agency to act 

upon what he perceives himself to know (Bandura, 1986). 

SCT explains how these motivations and actions play out in regards to 

activism, specifically when it arouses fear or when uncomfortable social change 
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occurs. For example, fear and pain make people react emotionally to unpleasant 

or unfamiliar events. When experiencing that pain or fear, a person’s self-

perception lowers, and when self-efficacy is affected, the stimulus that sparked 

discomfort becomes negatively valenced in the person’s mind (Bandura, 1986).  

Therefore, when negative emotions arise, people exert behavioral control 

in order to create a more predicable situation or to reduce an experience that 

may cause them pain or discomfort (Gunnar, 1980; Millar, 1981; Bandura, 1983). 

Furthermore, their personal actions actually stops the fear, not avoiding the event 

or circumstance altogether (Bandura, 1983). And Diffusion of Innovations might 

explain how a perceived innovation might be adopted as it fits within a person’s 

values or beliefs (Rogers, 1983). 

As an example, in risk communication theory, people may experience a 

number of emotional, cognitive, and behavioral responses to a triggered fear and 

then will try to control the danger or the fear (Witte, 1992). If they don’t perceive it 

as a threat, they do not feel motivated to act upon it. If instead they do perceive it 

as a threat of some kind, that person’s self-efficacy will determine what type of 

action he or she should take. Typically, those responses are to either engage in 

defensive, maladaptive behaviors or to take on coping and defense strategies 

because of how powerful of a motivator fear tends to be (Witte, 1992; Leventhal, 

Safer, & Pangis, 1983). 

Higher levels of self-efficacy in individuals can also lead to greater social 

and political activism. For example, the effort to create positive social change 
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tends to be mobilized by individuals who have found previous success (Bandura, 

1973). 

Innovations like new media create opportunities for people with high levels 

of self-efficacy to gain recognition and earn social status. As that social status 

grows, they model opinions and behaviors that often greatly impact and influence 

a social network (Bandura, 1973). In addition, Bandura’s aggression research 

also shows people are willing to adopt negative behaviors and social practices, 

including violent protests and even terrorism, when those individuals present 

these behaviors and practices as humane through the process of social diffusion 

(1979). 

Furthermore, because political activism can spark emotional triggers for 

those who disagree with the activists’ opinions, both Social Cognitive Theory and 

Diffusion of Innovation show how adoption of a concept can occur. Once a 

person feels a discomfort, they become motivated to participate in the type of 

protest that fits their values, and they then adopt modeled behaviors (Bandura, 

1973; Hassinger, 1959; Rogers, 1983). 

The framework of SCT could help researchers better understand how and 

why partisan hostility occurs between uncompromising parties, particularly within 

the context of computer-aided media (White & Ypi, 2016; Lelkes, Sood, & 

Iyengar, 2017). 
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Related Studies and Limitations 

Because technology continues to evolve, a number of opportunities can 

connect SCT to social media use, and specifically in the way it relates to political 

efficacy and how people use it to behave within the framework of new media. 

For example, Social Cognitive Theory may explain patterns in how people 

use social media for self-efficacy (Khang, Han, & Ki, 2014). The researchers 

explored the relationships between outcomes and habits, behaviors, self-

regulation, and self-efficacy within social media and found SCT explains the 

behaviors of social media users, and particularly that habit drives usage. 

However, the researchers argue more studies need to be conducted to 

successfully understand new media behaviors under the lens of SCT. Also, the 

article does not provide context into political self-efficacy and is limited largely to 

surface-level social engagement, like entertainment and relationship 

development. It does not help provide additional insight into the behaviors acted 

out due to social activism. 

Valesquez and Quenette (2018) use SCT to explore social media’s use by 

Hispanics and Latinos for political engagement. Their findings suggest that this 

subset of individuals lacks the self-efficacy to be politically engaged, particularly 

when it comes to using social media. Yet they also suggest additional exploration 

into how they use social media to engage in political behaviors. The lead 

researcher’s previous work (Valesquez & LaRose, 2015) supports the concept 

that high levels of self- and collective-efficacy play an effective role in gathering 

activists through online media. Overall, the researchers argue for continued 
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research to better understand the role new media play in political self-efficacy, 

but it also does not provide insights into responses to social activism. 

In a study that relates specifically to black male athlete activism, 

researchers explored how Michael Jordan modeled a behavior for other athletes 

to “Be Like Mike” by refusing to participate in social activism as an athlete 

(Agyemang, 2012). The author uses Social Cognitive Theory as a foundation, 

alongside hero literature and the Five ‘C’ model of transformational leadership, to 

assess why Jordan’s model led to the decision of many other black athletes to 

remain socially unbiased. The article is largely a discussion of how Social 

Cognitive Theory explains the way Jordan’s leadership affects athletes today, but 

it does not provide additional context into how SCT could explain the behaviors 

modeled by outspoken black athletes in today’s United States. 

Much of the research that exists today could be used to reference how to 

apply SCT to political efficacy, how to determine what stakeholders are involved 

in social media, and how to find the black athletes using their sport to promote 

activism. However, researchers must now explore ways to connect those 

concepts.  

Reactions to Nike’s Use of Colin Kaepernick in Advertising 

On September 3, 2018, Nike released its 30th anniversary ad featuring 

Colin Kaepernick—a move that created an immediate backlash across partisan 

lines (Frank, 2018). 

Two years prior to the ad’s release, the former San Francisco quarterback 

made headlines when he began to kneel during the playing of the National 
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Anthem. Kneeling was a statement of protest against police violence and the 

systematic oppression of African Americans across the United States, and in 

solidarity with Black Lives Matter (Wyche, 2016). President Donald Trump quickly 

framed Kaepernick’s decision to protest as a statement of disrespect against the 

U.S. flag and American troops, encouraging the firing of athletes who take a 

knee. Trump’s comments and the response of athletes across the country, 

started an even larger protest that continued along partisan lines (Garber, 2017). 

Kaepernick has not played for the NFL since 2016, but has earned a 

number accolades for the work he has done to promote awareness for racial 

injustice (Vera, 2018). Yet, when Nike launched its Just Do It 30th anniversary 

campaign with the headline, “Believe in something. Even if it means sacrificing 

everything,” over Kaepernick’s image, Trump immediately took to Twitter to say 

the choice sends a “terrible message” from Nike (Reyes, 2018). Some Twitter 

users agreed and shared their anger using such hashtags as #JustBurnIt and 

#BoycottNike (BBC, 2018). 

Fans’ reactions are in line with previous research regarding how they use 

social media to express dissatisfaction with athletes who protest (Sanderson, 

2013; Sanderson, Frederick, & Stocz, 2016). 

 As is the case with partisan behaviors, fans of athletes and sports teams 

associate some of their social identity alongside the group’s identity (Sanderson, 

2013). There are also parallels between the way that sports fans and partisan 

groups behave. In short, social media becomes the chosen venue for shared 

outrage because it is easily accessible and it provides instant gratification to 
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voice that outrage. Likewise, when unhappy fans are dealing with anger over 

political protests, people will seek like-minded individuals on social media as a 

way to manage threats to their social identities. An opportunity exists to better 

understand how sports and politics follow the same patterns as people look for a 

way to preserve their group values when activism occurs (Sanderson, 2013). 

 Social Cognitive Theory, which seeks to understand human behaviors that 

occur through self-efficacy and modeled behaviors, is useful in this context as 

well (Bandura, 1986). SCT can be used to explore how people are motivated to 

use Twitter when their political beliefs are challenged. SCT explains how fear and 

pain, in this case caused by Kaepernick’s activism over social injustice framed as 

disrespect for the flag and military, makes people react emotionally by exerting 

behavioral control to reduce an experience that may cause them pain or 

discomfort. 

Within this theory, self-efficacy determines if a person believes he has the 

skills to act based upon what he has experienced cognitively, socially, and 

behaviorally (Bandura, 1986). Furthermore, people with high levels of self-

efficacy often willingly participate in an activity even if they aren’t skilled at it, 

simply because they believe they can (Bandura, 1977). 

Bandura’s (1977) exploration into modeled aggression helps create a 

framework for why political discussions become heated within a social network. 

This insight addresses how people use social media to respond to political 

activism. 
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Tapping into the responses of Twitter users who engaged with the topic 

will provide insight into the motivations of those who take action regarding a topic 

with which they disagree. People react emotionally to fear and pain, and SCT 

states that people will exert some form of behavioral control over that situation in 

order to reduce discomfort (Gunnar, 1980; Millar, 1981; Bandura, 1983). 

Similarly, when people with recognition and social status with high levels of self-

efficacy use social media as an innovation to share their thoughts and opinions, it 

mobilizes other like-minded individuals (Bandura, 1973). Those individuals follow 

the modeled behavior within their social networks, and in this case, social media, 

to reduce their discomfort and help it feel more predictable (Gunnar, 1980; Millar, 

1981; Bandura, 1983).  

Research about political efficacy and social media usage is well 

documented, but the use of SCT to better understand how partisanship and a 

desire to act upon the activism of black athletes will provide new insights to 

determine why people take to social media as a form of protest and the roles 

they play online. Also, Diffusion of Innovation can help understand the concept 

acceptance and adoption process within a social network. 

Given these insights, I proposed the follow hypotheses: 

H1: Social media users will mimic early adopters and social leaders with 

high political efficacy to participate first-hand in discussions of athlete activism. 

Regarding gender-related social media-behavior: 
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H2: Men will mimic early adopters within the first few days of the 

discussion and at a higher frequency than women, and they will seek debate 

within the topic of conversation more so than women. 

H3: Women will mimic early adopters slower and at a lower frequency 

than men, and they will seek to understand the topic of conversation more so 

than men. 

Technology will continue to evolve and because of the role political 

division plays in how people are beginning to behave in social media, which 

explains the timeliness of this topic. Further research must explore how 

aggression plays out within that venue and must begin to show more than usage 

patterns and habits alone. 

Finally, the methods outlined below helped me answer the following 

research questions: 

RQ1: What is the relationship between a person’s stated political affiliation 

and how that person used Twitter to respond to Nike’s use of Colin Kaepernick 

for its 2018 brand campaign? 

RQ2: What are the common personal and behavioral characteristics of the 

innovators who used social media to participate in the conversation about Nike 

and Colin Kaepernick? 

RQ3: What are the salient personal and behavioral characteristics that 

differentiate innovators from the other adopter categories, as defined by Rogers? 

RQ4: As agents of change, what, if any, was the impact of innovators in 

modeling or influencing the discussion on Twitter about Nike’s decision? 



 

29	
	

RQ5: What role does gender play in users’ engagement on Twitter and 

how people communicated in response to Nike’s decision? 

Research Method 

I used the framework of SCT to better understand modeling and 

aggression behaviors as a method for coping when presented with an idea that 

brings question to a person’s self-efficacy or collective identity. I did this by 

exploring the relationship between a person’s stated political affiliation and how 

they used social media as a response to Colin Kaepernick’s Nike campaign, and 

specifically those that destroyed their Nike products as a signal of protest.  

I chose content analysis as my research method in order to study and 

analyze the specific messages that were developed about this topic. My goal was 

to see the themes and patterns that emerged over the course of a specific time to 

draw accurate conclusions about what the data showed. Content analysis 

allowed me to count the number of times particular phenomena occurred and 

gave me a broad view of what was happening overall within the data. Therefore, 

this was the best method to choose for this research. The unit of analysis was 

each tweet. 

I limited the sampled population to tweets sent by the Twitter users who 

engaged in the conversation about Nike’s use of Kaepernick using the hashtag 

#JustBurnIt. Nike released its ad on Monday, September 3, 2018 and to capture 

an accurate picture of the flow of communications, I collected data through 

Monday, September 17, 2018: 15 days total. These dates ensured the data 

included the ad’s release, the subsequent protests, and the eventual calm that 
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came once news broke that Nike shares closed at a high on Thursday, 

September 13 (Rosenthal, 2018). 

Finally, I examined the themes and patterns that emerged surrounding 

Nike’s sponsorship of Kaepernick to understand the process in which users 

adopted and participated in the Nike protest. I used Rogers’ Diffusion of 

Innovations to identify the topic’s agents of change and to determine the 

frequency and the timeline in which users adopted and supported the idea. I also 

analyzed the common traits and behavioral patterns of the topic’s participants to 

better understand the impact the agents of change had upon those who took it 

upon themselves to burn or destroy their Nike products. I explored the concept of 

“fear arousal” from Social Cognitive Theory by looking for the themes that arose 

within the tweets in order to understand the motivations behind those who 

tweeted. From my own previous research, I know users are willing to specify their 

political affiliations through the use of politically-motivated hashtags and 

biographical information. Therefore, I also looked for patterns in each users’ 

metadata, bio keywords, and gender to determine what, if any, salient 

characteristics exist between the men and women who used Twitter to participate 

in the conversation. Doing so gave me a better understanding of those who 

disagreed with Nike’s choice of using Kaepernick for the campaign.  

Instrumentation 

I built my dataset by partnering with a software engineer to crawl Twitter 

using a custom-built data-mining program. This program, which randomly 

downloads tweets directly from Twitter’s 30 Day Historical PowerTrack (HPT) API 
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program, gives developers access to data files generated in 10-minute periods. I 

purchased 15 days of historical data beginning September 3, 2018, when Nike 

released its 30th anniversary ad featuring Colin Kaepernick, to look at the flow of 

content through a diffusion of innovation lens. Twitter’s system tracks tweets 30 

seconds from the time posted, making the data historically accurate, even if the 

user had since deleted the Tweet. 

In an effort to keep data collection manageable and to look at a subset of 

content within the larger context of the Nike boycott, I limited population 

parameters to include only the following hashtag: #JustBurnIt. Tweets also 

needed to be initiated about the destruction of Nike products. The term initiated 

refers to the writing of an original tweet rather than a retweet or engagement with 

another user’s tweet. An initiated tweet may contain a retweet as part of its 

communication. 

Once I scrubbed data based upon the parameters of my research, the 

total population included 2,275 tweets (n = 2,275). 

After I cleaned the data, I then developed a code book to finalize 

details of what information was needed to answer the research questions 

based upon the patterns within the content. Two coders, not including 

myself, coded specific content, detailed below. 

● Coders determined political affiliation using the following criteria: 

o Trump supporter. From my own previous research and from 

the scrubbing of this data, I know that Trump supporters 

clearly identify themselves by using specific keywords in their 
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bios. If such keywords as “MAGA” or “KAG,” Trump’s name, 

“Deplorable” and “45” appeared, they were coded as a Trump 

supporter. 

o Conservative. User clearly identified political affiliation as 

conservative but was not a blatant self-identified Trump 

supporter.  

o Liberal. User clearly identified political affiliation as liberal.  

o Presumed conservative. Users were coded as “presumed” 

conservative based upon the context of their tweet, but only if 

they didn’t specifically call out that they were conservative.   

o Presumed liberal. Users were coded as “presumed” liberal 

based upon the context of their tweet, but only if they didn’t 

specifically call out that they were liberal.   

o Unknown or media. If coders had no context for determining 

political affiliation or if it was an unbiased news source, they 

were coded as “unknown.” 

● Coders used a simple nominal measurement to record “yes” or “no” 

for each tweet for the following criteria: 

o Did the user overtly join in the conversation by writing an 

original tweet or responding to other users? 

o Did the tweet include an image of Nike stocks or sales news? 

o Did the tweet include an image of burning shoes? 

o Did the tweet include an image of Colin Kaepernick? 
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o Did the tweet include an image of a sweat shop? 

o Did the tweet include a general image in order to illustrate a 

point? 

o Did the tweet only include the #JustBurnIt hashtag? 

o Did the tweet include a link to a news story? 

o Did the tweet include a meme? 

o Did the content of the tweet come from a website where users 

could share “Tweet Pack” content that was pre-written by the 

site administrators? 

● Finally, based upon the themes that arose from the data scrub as 

well as pre-determined themes from the previous work of Sanderson 

(2016) we recorded using a nominal “yes” or “no” measurement if a 

clear theme of the following topics emerged within each tweet to 

determine “fear arousal:” 

o Renouncing Nike 

o Renouncing the NFL 

o Patriotism 

o Support of law enforcement 

o Marketing or business commentary 

o Donations, either to a charity or to individuals who joked about 

wanting Nike tennis shoes 

o Commentary on the burning of money 

o Racial commentary 
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o Commentary on either Nike’s hypocrisy, typically regarding the 

use of sweat shop labor, or political hypocrisy as users pointed 

out any other hot-button issues that the other party is willing to 

overlook 

o General commentary that didn’t fit into any of the above  

To determine intercoder reliability, I asked the coders to code a 

subset of the tweets—100 total tweets from September 4, the first data-

heavy day. This subset represented 15 percent of the tweets from that day, 

and because of the simple use of nominal data, I found this total would 

provide the clarity needed for reliability between the coders. Using IBM 

SPSS Statistics 24, I calculated the Cohen’s kappa score for the data listed 

above. 

The Cohen’s kappa value for the political affiliation of users was .712, 

which indicates a strong level of reliability. 

Because of the nominal “yes” or “no” value of the additional 

questions, the Cohen’s kappa value for each of the additional variables was 

very high. For example, when measuring the use of “just burn it” the coders 

had a value of .959, simply because one of the coders accidentally skipped 

two of the tweets and they did not have a value listed. Similarly, the “sharing 

of Nike stocks” variable had a .905 value for the same reason. 

Data Analysis 

Once data were coded, I began the formal analysis of the content of the 

sample population using descriptive statistics in IBM SPSS Statistics 24. 
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To address RQ1, I looked for the socio-political patterns that emerged 

amidst the discussion of Nike and Kaepernick. I assessed the common themes 

that arose within the content as well as how users define their political affiliation.  

To address RQ2, I determined who were agents of change by looking at 

how early tweets began to spread the concept of burning Nike products. I looked 

for common themes and patterns within the tweets of the users who first began 

sharing how they burned, or discussed burning, their Nike products. 

To address RQ3 and RQ4, I continued to look at the frequency in which 

the discussion of the burning of Nike product occurred and looked for patterns in 

the frequency of posting regarding the topic to explore how the information 

dispersed through Twitter. Finally, I looked for the salient characteristics of the 

tweets in order to determine who participates when and what those motivations 

might be through a lens of Social Cognitive Theory.  

To address RQ5, I looked at if and how users defined their gender and 

studied the patterns and topics that emerged in order to understand the roles, if 

any, gender constructs might have played when responding to a politically-

motivated discussion. 

Results 

 My goal was to provide further knowledge about the role political division 

plays in social media behaviors, particularly the ones that lead to protest. 

Therefore, to answer the Research Questions and address my hypotheses, I 

looked at the how and why users engaged with the #JustBurnIt topic on Twitter to 

find insights into why people took action toward this topic. 
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Demographic data of Twitter users who engaged with the topic  

Within the sample population, 1123 (49.4 percent) were male, 632 were 

female (27.8 percent), and 520 (22.9 percent) either did not clearly state their 

gender, or the tweet came from a media group or organization. Because of the 

topic, I did not account for non-binary genders, given that the vast majority of the 

Twitter users participating in the topic self-identified as conservative, making it 

more likely that they define themselves within their cis-gender identification. 

 Also, because two of my research questions involved political affiliation 

and gender roles, I also compared the sample’s political affiliation as well as 

political affiliation by gender. 

Figure 1 

Sample Population by Political Affiliation 

 

 

Note: The largest group of tweets (n = 2,275) came from self-identified Trump supporters, and 57.3 
percent of all sample tweets had a clearly conservative bias. Political affiliation was determined by 
analyzing the keywords and content found within a user’s Twitter bio. 
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 Within the sample population, 662 (29.1 percent) were self-identified 

Trump supporters, 106 (4.7 percent) were self-identified conservatives, 106 (4.7 

percent) were self-identified liberals, 536 (23.6 percent) were presumed 

conservative, 593 (26.1 percent) were presumed liberal, and 270 (11.9 percent) 

were unknown or a news media site. In total, 1304 (57.3 percent) of the 

population of tweets came from conservative users, while 699 (30.7 percent) 

leaned toward more liberal beliefs (Figure 1).  

I also explored political affiliation by gender to determine how gender 

patterns unfolded within the #JustBurnIt topic. The specific breakdown of the 

sample population is shown in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Political Affiliation by Gender 

 
 Trump 

supporter 
(n=662) 

Conservative 
(n=106) 

Liberal 
(n=106) 

Presumed 
conservative 

(n=536) 

Presumed 
liberal 
(n=593) 

Unknow
n/other 
(n=270) 

Total 
(n=2273) 

 

 
Gender 
  M 

 
 
235 
(10.3%) 

 
 
55 
(2.4%) 

 
 
58  
(2.5%) 

 
 
216 
(9.5%) 

 
 
415  
(18.2%) 

 
 
143 
(6.2%) 

 
 
1122 

   
  F 

 
250 
(11.0%) 

 
31 
(1.4%) 

 
29  
(1.3%) 

 
201 
(8.8%) 

 
89 
(3.9%) 

 
31 
(1.4%) 

 
631 

   
  U 

 
177 
(7.8%) 
 

 
20 
(0.9%) 

 
19  
(0.8%) 

 
119 
(5.2%) 

 
89 
(3.9%) 

 
96 
(0.4%) 

 
520 

 

Note: Gender was coded based upon whether a Twitter user clearly stated his or her gender. If a user 
did not have a clear gender identification, the user was coded “unknown.” Media and news sites were 
also coded “unknown.” SPSS was used to determine the political affiliation by gender (n = 2,273, 2 
missing). 
 

Further exploration of the gender patterns is detailed deeper within the 

discussion section. 
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In a more general comparison of gender within political affiliation, shown 

on Figure 2, conservative men made up 506 (22.2 percent) of the sample, 

conservative women included 482 (21.2 percent), and unknown genders were 

316 (13.9 percent) of the population. Male liberals consisted of 473 (20.8 

percent) tweets, female liberals were 118 (5.2 percent) of the population, and 

unknown liberals were 108 (4.7 percent) of the total. And finally, politically 

unknown men included 143 (6.3 percent) of the population, politically unknown 

women were 31 (1.4 percent), and those who were an unknown gender and an 

unknown political affiliation were 96 (4.2 percent) of the full population (N=2,275). 

Figure 2 

Political Affiliation by Gender 

 

 

Note: The largest group of tweets (n = 2,275) came from conservative voices (1,304, or 57.3 percent, 
of total tweets). Men were also the highest subset of users who participated in the conversation 
(1,122, or 49.3 percent, of total tweets).   
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Distribution of Data 

To begin to understand the data through the lens of Diffusion of 

Innovation, I looked at the dates content was posted across the sample size 

(Figure 3). 

Figure 3 

Sample Population of Tweets by Date 

 

 

Note: Spikes in #JustBurnIt data occurred the day after the release of Kaepernick’s Nike ad, which is 
in line with how diffusion occurs.  
 

When the ad was released on Monday, September 3, 2018, only a small 

sample of tweets used the #JustBurnIt hashtag. It quickly gained momentum by 

September 4, when the hashtag was adopted. By September 13, when news of 

Nike shares closing at a high was published in media outlets, the use of the 

hashtag had quieted until its use in response to the Nike campaign was nearly 

nonexistent. A historical comparison of hashtags from the same dates shows 
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#JustBurnIt was a smaller subset of the full Nike conversation that was 

happening at the time; the top trending topics during that time period largely 

focused on the Senate Judiciary Committee nomination hearings of Brett 

Kavanaugh, which took place September 4-7, 2018 (U.S. Senate, n.d.). 

Twitter Behaviors 

Upon cleaning data, I noted the most common themes that 

emerged, which were then used to record the data. Users tended to follow 

similar behaviors in their tweets as they discussed #JustBurnIt (Table 2). 

Table 2 

Patterns of Twitter Behaviors 

 
Theme 

 
Count 

 
% of Total 

 

Original tweet or response to others 

 

1906 
 

83.8 
Shared Nike stocks/sales 37 1.6 
Shared images of burning shoes 62 2.7 
Shared images of Colin Kaepernick 91 4.0 

Shared sweat shop images 28 1.2 
Shared general image to illustrate point 452 19.9 

Only used #JustBurnIt hashtag 215 9.5 

Shared news story 143 6.8 
Shared meme 312 13.7 

Used Tweet Pack 371 16.3 

Total 3617  

Note: Percentages are not cumulative. For example, some tweets included several of the above (e.g. 
a user would share a sweat shop image and an image of burning shoes), which is why the total is 
above n = 2,275. 
 

The most common themes that emerged during the course of the 15 

days included the following: 

Sharing of Nike stocks or sales data. Both conservative and non-

conservative users shared sales data or stock information to support their 
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beliefs. Conservative users shared early data to “prove” the Nike boycott 

was working. Non-conservative users subsequently shared stock 

information once the Nike market bounced back after the release of the 

Kaepernick ad (Figure 4).  

Figure 4 

Sharing of Nike Stock Examples  

 

Note: Early stock data shared by conservatives supported the belief that the Nike boycott was 
negatively affecting Nike stock prices and sales. Non-conservatives shared data from later in the 
timeline to prove the lack of movement on the part of conservatives.  
 

 Nike stocks closed at 82.2 on Friday, August 31 (the Friday before 

the Kaepernick ad was released on September 3, 2018). The stock market 

was closed on September 3 for Labor Day, and on September 4 and 5, 

Nike stocks closed at just under 80 points. By Tuesday, September 11, it 
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had fully rebounded before news was released that Nike shares closed at 

a high on Thursday, September 13 (Rosenthal, 2018). Figure 5 shows 

Nasdaq data for the period, which illustrates how Nike stocks continued to 

climb in the days that followed (Nasdaq, n.d.). 

Figure 5 

Nike Stock Data 

 

 

Note: Data from Friday, August 31 through Tuesday, September 18 show stocks dropped in the 
wake of the Kaepernick ad, but quickly climbed in the subsequent days (Nasdaq, n.d.). 
 
Burning shoes. Users shared images of burning shoes alongside the 

#JustBurnIt hashtag (Figure 6). Conservatives tended to share images of 

burning shoes to support the boycott of Nike while non-conservatives 

shared the images to try to understand what was happening or to mock the 

boycott. Typically, those who shared images of shoes burning did not 

actually burn their own shoes, or if they did, they did not share that on 
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social media.  

Figure 6 

Burning of Nike shoes examples  

 

Note: Most of the people who shared images of burning shoes shared the same images that had 
been publicized through traditional media. Conservatives typically used it to share their support for 
the Nike boycott. Fewer non-conservatives shared the same images, but those who did tended to 
share it to join in the conversation in support of Kaepernick and Nike. 

 
Images of Kaepernick. Many users shared images of Colin Kaepernick, 

either as a way to support him and Nike, or show anger in the situation. 

Most non-conservatives shared the actual Nike ad with his image to show 

their support. Conservatives tended to show images that would mock 

Kaepernick, often in the form a caricature or cartoony image of the football 

player. Conservatives also showed images of Kaepernick kneeling while 

wearing socks with pigs dressed as police to show their support for police 

and as a way to “prove” him to be anti-American and anti-police (Figure 7).  
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Figure 7 

Kaepernick Image Examples  

 

 

Note: Users tweeted photos of Kaepernick as a way to back up their opinions about Nike using him in 
their ad campaign.  
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Images of sweat shops. Users shared images of women working in sweat 

shops to illustrate their opinions about Nike or those who purchase Nike 

products. Both conservatives and liberals alike referred to Nike’s poor labor 

practices, but conservatives circulated a single image that argued Nike 

pays factory workers, many of which are female, 20 cents per hour and up 

to 80 hours a week, and pointed to hypocrisy by asking why Kaepernick is 

paid to speak out against oppression and injustice (Figure 8).  

Figure 8 

Sweat Shop Image Examples  

 

Note: Conservative users shared a single image that cited Nike’s poor labor practices as a reason to 
not boycott the company.  
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General images. A number of tweets included a general image or video to 

illustrate some point regarding #JustBurnIt but largely had little to do with 

Nike or Kaepernick (Figure 9).  

Figure 9 

General Image Examples  

 

Note: Users shared gifs and images to illustrate their opinions on the Nike boycott.  
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News stories. Many tweets included articles that shared a story—largely 

from the BBC—which first drew attention to the #JustBurnIt story.  

Use of #JustBurnIt. Some users only used the #JustBurnIt hashtag, so in 

coding, we differentiated between those who were actually created original 

tweets (1906, 83.8 percent) versus those who simply tweeted the hashtag 

to join in the conversation (215, 9.5 percent).  

Use of memes. Many users created memes based upon the Nike ad, 

largely to signal a political stance of some kind (Figure 10). Of all memes, 

both conservatives and non-conservatives created memes using images of 

President Donald Trump: conservatives to show support for Trump and 

conservative politics, non-conservatives to mock Trump and the 

conservatives who were participating in the protest. Conservatives also 

shared memes of former NFL linebacker Pat Tillman, who left his football 

career to join the Army Rangers and died by friendly fire in Afghanistan, to 

show an example of what they often called a “real hero.” On a more 

general level, some users simply tweeted memes with the Nike copy that 

included such images as Hitler, Seth Rich (who was murdered while 

working for Hillary Clinton’s campaign), and pop culture references 

including Thanos from the Avengers movie franchise, Chewbacca from 

Star Wars, and Olympian Tanya Harding. 
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Figure 10 

Meme examples  

 

 

Note: Users created memes using the copy from the Nike ad to illustrate a point in their tweets.  
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Finally, one of the biggest phenomena in this data arose from one 

website: TheNewMovement.org/nike.html. This conservative, pro-Trump 

website claims the group who created it is committed to fighting against the 

mainstream media and “left wing radicals.” As part of their efforts, they 

write content that can be used by conservatives on social media (Figure 

11). The group’s organizers offered “Tweet Pack” content as a way for 

Conservatives to express their unhappiness with Nike for the choice of 

Kaepernick. 

Figure 11 

TheNewMovement.org Examples  

 

Note: In every instance that data was coded from TheNewMovement.org, the same user would 
typically have 3 or more posts from the same set of Tweet Packs in a row. 
 

TheNewMovement.org provided 19 pre-written tweets for users. 

Each tweet was linked directly to Twitter, so users only needed to click on 

the link, then click a “Tweet” button to post directly to Twitter. The site 

encouraged users to send the first 10 tweets then wait 10 more minutes 

before sending the final 9, which would help prevent content from being 
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flagged as spam (defined by Twitter as “bulk or aggressive activity”) and 

thus manipulating Twitter content (Twitter, n.d.). 

Figure 12 

New Movement Content Within Sample Population 

 

Note: September 5 was the first date content from TheNewMovement.org appeared in the sample 
data, and of the full data set, it represented 15.4 percent of the content. Subsequent days included: 
September 6, 30.7 percent; September 7, 33.3 percent; September 8, 23.6 percent; September 9, 
41.2 percent; September 10, 38.1 percent; September 11, 31.2 percent.   
  

Of the sample data set, 317 tweets (16.3 percent) were directly 

driven by content written by TheNewMovement.org. While 16 percent is a 

staggering proportion of the content, this data proves to be much more 

significant than it first appears. During the time in which content from 

TheNewMovement.org was first made available to make use of the 

#JustBurnIt hashtag, it began to dominate the content within the sample 

set. At its lowest percentage, it showed up in 15 percent of the sample 
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content for each day, at its highest, it made up 41 percent of the sample 

tweets for that day (Figure 12). 

Upon cleaning the data, TheNewMovement.org content seemed to 

be posted using bot-like behavior, but since the site explained how users 

could post without being flagged, they were able to post under the radar of 

Twitter’s bot detection. However, since its sample size largely accounts for 

anywhere from 21 to 41 percent of the total content for each day, it clearly 

has a significant place within the conversation that took place. 

Distribution of Themes 

In research done by Sanderson, Frederick, & Stocz (2016) after the death 

of Michael Brown, the researchers found particular themes that emerged in an 

analysis of social media after St. Louis Rams players protested the shooting, 

which angered fans. I used those themes within my own research, because the 

situation and outcome were similar to that of the Rams protests, where fans 

managed their own identity threats via social media. In both situations, football 

players protested what they believe to be racial injustices, and conservatives 

vented their frustrations to preserve their social identify and share their anger 

over what they view is an attack on their Americanism. However, additional 

themes also emerged from non-conservatives (Table 3). 

For conservatives, the largest themes that emerged included renouncing 

Nike, renouncing the NFL, Patriotism, and support of law enforcement. In 

renouncing Nike, many discussed switching to the following brands: New 
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Balance, Reebok, ASICS, Adidas, Puma, Vans, Converse (which is owned by 

Nike), Mizuno, Under Armor, and Saucony. 

Table 3 

Twitter Participant Themes 

 
Theme 

 
Count 

 
% of Total 

 

Renouncing Nike 

 

786 
 

65.5 
Renouncing NFL 36 1.6 
Patriotism 348 15.3 
Support of law enforcement 139 1.6 

Donations 136 6.0 
Marketing/business standpoint 155 6.8 

Burning of money 81 3.6 

Racial commentary 138 6.1 
Hypocrisy 91 4.0 

General commentary 648 28.5 

Total 2558  

Note: Percentages are not cumulative. For example, some tweets included 2 or more themes, which 
is why the total is above n = 2,275. 

 

For both non-conservatives and liberal users, the themes that emerged 

included racial commentary and donating Nike product instead of burning it 

(Figure 13). For example, users suggested donating to a charity that would 

provide shoes or clothing to veterans or people living in homeless shelters. A Los 

Angeles charity organization, Angel Bins, used the opportunity to specifically 

respond to those claiming to burn their Nikes to ask that donations come to them 

instead. Angel Bins states it helps schools and charities raise money through 

shoe drives. Finally, many users joked about conservatives donating shoes 

directly to them, suggesting that conservatives should give them certain colors or 

their Air Jordan shoes over burning them. 
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Figure 13 

Non-Conservative Theme Examples  

 
 
Note: Non-conservative/liberal users tended to discuss themes of racism and donations.  
 

Some commended Nike from a business or marketing standpoint, while 

others claimed Nike was making a poor business decision. And finally, a number 

of people on both sides discussed hypocrisy. Conservatives frequently wrote 

Nike was a terrible company because of its overseas labor policies, particularly 

as it related to women. And liberals stated that conservatives didn’t care about 
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those policies until Nike used Colin Kaepernick in an ad campaign and they then 

pointed to the topic of racism. 

Discussion 

Relationship of Political Affiliation and Use of Twitter 

My first research question was: What is the relationship between a 

person’s stated political affiliation and how that person used Twitter to respond to 

Nike’s use of Colin Kaepernick for its 2018 brand campaign? 

Data suggests Trump supporters created and then drove the #JustBurnIt 

conversation on Twitter. Within the sample population, 662 (29.1 percent) were 

clear Trump supporters. And, 1304 (57.3 percent) of the population of tweets 

came from Conservative users. 

This data supports previous research that explains how people use their 

social networks to deal with the emotional triggers caused by challenges to their 

beliefs, as Social Cognitive Theory details (Bandura, 1973; Hassinger, 1959; 

Rogers, 1983; Sanderson, Frederick, & Stocz, 2016). When they disagreed with 

the use of Colin Kaepernick in Nike’s advertising, Conservatives were the largest 

group of individuals who contributed via Twitter in the #JustBurnIt discourse. 

 Of the 699 (30.7 percent) users who leaned toward more liberal or non-

conservative beliefs, many of them discussed Nike’s branding and business 

decisions or simply made fun of the #JustBurnIt hashtag. Topics of racism and 

donations emerged as well. 

In discussing the Nike campaign using the #JustBurnIt hashtag, all users 

followed a number of patterns to join in the discussion. For example, many users 
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posted images or videos just to illustrate a point. Nearly 10 percent of tweets 

from the sample data (215, 9.5 percent) only used the hashtag to join in the 

conversation.  

The use of Tweet Pack content from TheNewMovement.org was some of 

the most compelling data from this set. While nearly 84 percent of the tweets 

were original content, 371, or 16.3 percent, of all content came directly from 

TheNewMovement.org website. The site incited particular themes, calling 

Kaepernick a “washed up football player worth about $40 million” and pointed to 

the Conservative belief he was disrespectful of the flag and police 

(TheNewMovement.org, n.d.). Therefore, the Tweet Pack content helped specific 

themes arise within the data. The set of tweets included such topics as 

renouncing Nike, renouncing the NLF, patriotism, and support of law 

enforcement. While those themes would have likely emerged anyway, the Tweet 

Pack content drove those themes (Table 4).  

Table 4 

Twitter Themes Versus Tweet Pack Themes 

 
Theme 

 
Total Count 

 
Tweet Pack Count 

 
% Tweet Pack 

 

Renouncing Nike 

 

786 
 

697 
 

88.7 

Renouncing NFL 36 36 100 
Patriotism 348 308 88.5 

Support of law enforcement 139 134 96.4 
 

Note: Tweet Pack content from TheNewMovement.org drove the top themes for the #JustBurnIt 
conversation. 
 

Outside of Conservative users, non-Conservative users did not use the 

Tweet Packs, and in fact, because TheNewMovement.org website is geared  
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Figure 14 

Global Context Examples  

 
 

 
Note: Globally, users struggled with understanding why there was anger over Nike and Kaepernick. 
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toward Trump supporters, a number of the “presumed conservative” subset of 

users could have been coded as Trump supporters. More Tweet Pack details are 

explored further through the rest of the discussion section. 

Meanwhile, men largely drove the liberal conversation. In cleaning data, I 

found that these tweets came from across the globe, and often from individuals 

who were sports fans. Data from these users tended to come from Asia, Europe, 

and Africa, and many were struggling to understand the context behind why so 

many Americans were angry about Nike and Colin Kaepernick, and specifically 

about Kaepernick’s efforts within the context of American politics (Figure 14). 

Of those who tweeted eight or more times to participate in the #JustBurnIt 

conversation, the vast majority of them were either clear Trump supporters or 

presumed Trump supporters because they used the Tweet Packs (Table 5). The 

top eight most frequent users represented 143 tweets total (.06 percent of the 

total population), and of those, 75 percent of the 143 tweets included Tweet Pack 

content. 

Of the next top users who tweeted with a high frequency (users 8 through 

16), only three who tweeted with a high frequency were not Trump supporters. 

One was a marijuana business that joked about users needing to smoke weed to 

get over #JustBurnIt (1 user, 10 tweets). One male user from Paris tweeted 10 

times asking a number of users to donate their Nike shoes instead of burning 

them. And the non-profit, Angel Bins, asked for donations for its needy homeless 

group. Finally, one user who tweeted nine times was suspended from Twitter. It 

is unclear on which side of the debate that user was before getting suspended. 
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Table 5 

Top Most Active Users  

 
User 

 
Gender 

 
Count 

 
% of Total 

 
Trump 

supporter 

 
Used Tweet 

Packs 
 

1 

 

Male 
 

28 
 

1.2 

 

Yes 

 

No 

2 Unknown 21 0.9 Presumed Yes 
3 Female 21 0.9 Yes Yes 

4 Unknown 21 0.9 Presumed Yes 

5 Unknown 15 0.7 Yes No 

6 Female 14 0.6 Yes Yes 
7 Female 12 0.5 Yes Yes 

8 Female 11 0.5 Yes Yes 

9 Business 10 0.4 No No 
10 Female 10 0.4 Presumed No 

11 Male 10 0.4 No No 

12 Male 9 0.4 Yes No 
13 Unknown 9 0.4 Unknown No 

14 Non-profit 8 0.4 No No 

15 Male 8 0.4 Yes Yes 
16 Unknown 8 0.4 Yes No 

 
Note: Table represents the highest frequency of tweets by user (n = 2,275). Percentages are 
cumulative. 
 

Finally, one additional interesting note is that user 15 was also one of the 

founders of TheNewMovement.org. In addition to his eight tweets, his name was 

tagged alongside all New Movement content that was tweeted about the topic. 

Characteristics of #JustBurnIt Innovators 

My second research question was: What are the common personal and 

behavioral characteristics of the innovators who used social media to participate 

in the conversation about Nike and Colin Kaepernick? 

Rogers (1983) defines innovators as the “venturesome” gatekeepers who 

bring new ideas and concepts into a social system. He writes they are willing to 
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take risks for the sake of the innovation. Finally, innovators appear within the first 

2.5 percent of the full diffusion process (Rogers, 1983). 

With this context, I looked at the data through a Diffusion of Innovation 

lens. Within the first 2.5 percent of users who could be considered innovators for 

actually destroying Nike product, only 14 users emerged as effective within the 

diffusion process. Those who actually burned their product typically did not use 

the hashtag #JustBurnIt, but it was their images and videos that were shared as 

the hashtag gained a following. 

Furthermore, only six individuals posted about burning or destroying Nike 

product on the day Nike released its ad (Table 6). 

Table 6 

Potential Innovators 

 
User 

 
Date 

 
Gender 

 
Likes 

 
Retweets 

 
Type 

 
Themes 

 
1 

 
September 3 

3:39 p.m. 

 
Unknown 

 
76 

 
31 

 
Photo of burning 

shoes 

 
Patriotism 
Support of 

Trump 
 
 

2* September 3 
3:56 p.m. 

Male 24,524 63,547 Video of burning 
shoes 

 

Patriotism 
 

3* September 3 
4:02 p.m. 

Male 
(celebrity) 

38,720 12,418 Photo of socks 
with swoosh cut 

off 
 

Support of 
military 

4* September 3 
4:38 p.m. 

Male 112 24 Video of burning 
shoes 

 

Support of 
police 

5* September 3 
6:38 p.m. 

Male 31,293 11,797 Video of burning 
shoes 

 

Patriotism 

6 September 3 
7:31 p.m. 

Female 116 61 Video of burning 
shoes 

 

Patriotism 

Note: Media asked for permission to share from the same four users, marked with an asterisk within 
the chart. 
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Of those six users, traditional media showed photos or videos of the same 

four users (Table 6, denoted with asterisk) to depict how Nike was affected by 

the efforts of #JustBurnIt. Because they were the first to destroy Nike products 

and put themes behind why they were doing it (patriotism, support of police, and 

military), it immediately drove the conversation for conservatives.  

Figure 15 

Kaya Jones Examples  

 
 
Note: Jones posted a video, left, with a theme of patriotism on September 4. The next day, she 
posted again using the hashtag #JustBurnIt and using a still image from the video where she burned 
her Nike product. She was the first within the sample set to use the hashtag alongside the destruction 
of Nike product.  

 

Only a handful of tweets post-September 3 came from individual who 

destroyed their product. Of particular note was a post from Kaya Jones, a singer 
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for the all-female musical group the Pussycat Dolls and a known Trump 

supporter with more than 295,000 Twitter followers. On September 5, she posted 

a photo of herself burning her Nike shoes and was the first person within the 

sample set to use the #JustBurnIt hashtag alongside the destruction of Nike 

products (Figure 15). 

Jones’s social reach on the tweet she posted using the #JustBurnIt 

hashtag included 897 likes and 275 retweets. She posted the actual video where 

she burned her shoes on the previous day, September 4. This tweet resulted in 

7,797 likes and 2,294 retweets and it had a theme of patriotism.  

Furthermore, this data supports H1: Social media users will mimic early 

adopters and social leaders with high political efficacy to participate first-hand in 

discussions of athlete activism. I also believe traditional media greatly skewed 

this data by sharing the same handful of images and videos alongside headlines 

that presented the issue as bigger than it really was. 

For example, the BBC, which was the most shared news article, had the 

headline, “Colin Kaepernick: Nike Suffers #JustBurnIt Backlash Over Advertising 

Campaign,” and two of the four innovators from Table 10 were the only images 

depicted to support the story (BBC, 2018). Vice published a story with the 

headline, “Colin Kapernick Appeared in a Nike Advert — So People are Burning 

Their Own Clothes,” and three of the four innovators from Table 10 were the only 

examples shown within the story  (Gilbert, 2018). 

As I have reviewed the data and Rogers’ descriptions of innovators, I 

believe that #JustBurnIt was a movement started by two celebrities (Table 6, 
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User 3 and Kaya Jones) and three random Twitter users (Table 6, Users 2, 4, 

and 5). Because the only legitimate images of the destruction of Nike product 

that were shared across social media and traditional news sites were tied to 

those five users, I believe the media perpetuated the phenomena, and then bot-

like behaviors encouraged by the creators of TheNewMovement.org helped 

increase it even more.  

Characteristics of Innovators Versus Other Adopters 

My third research question was: What are the salient personal and 

behavioral characteristics that differentiate innovators from the other adopter 

categories, as defined by Rogers? 

In his description of innovators versus early adopters, Rogers (1983) 

clearly differentiated the two. While innovators are daring and risky, early 

adopters are typically the ones who make sure the belief or practice is adopted. 

He writes that early adopters are highly respected and sought out for their 

opinions. In addition, people generally consider early adopters to be higher on 

the socio-economic status. They tend to be wealthier, more educated, and have 

a higher social status than another adopters. After the top 2.5 percent of the 

diffusion process, these individuals appear in the next 13.5 percent of the 

process (Rogers, 1983). 

The early majority, or next 34 percent of users within the diffusion process, 

aren’t leaders according to Rogers, and they tend to adopt just before the 

average individual (1983). Meanwhile, the late majority, 34 percent of users 

within the process, is skeptical and must feel safety in the adoption process. 
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Finally, Rogers writes that laggards are traditional; they are suspicious of 

innovations and agents of change, and they tend to make up the final 16 percent 

of users within the diffusion process (1983). 

The data within this subset of tweets shows one specific distinction: 

innovators did not use the #JustBurnIt hashtag. However, they did contribute to 

its adoption through the modeling of the behavior of burning or destroying their 

Nike products. Therefore, when dissecting the sample data through the lens of 

Diffusion of Innovations, some of the users could be considered “innovators” on 

some levels, but I don’t believe this followed a traditional Diffusion of Innovations 

process. 

As I assessed the data, one issue that presented itself is the very nature 

of conservatism. Conservatives tend to believe in traditional values, and as 

Rogers writes, they would trend toward laggard behaviors (1983). This brings 

about a question I couldn’t answer using the data I collected: Why did so many 

Trump supporters follow a belief that might fit into the concept of an innovation? 

This is where Social Cognitive Theory on its own makes more sense in 

explaining how mass communications effect users’ behaviors. Once users have 

social influence and are persuaded to participate by others who have certain 

capabilities to which a person aspires, they are more likely to participate in the 

action themselves (Bandura, 1986). 

When trying to fit within the constructs of my research, I do believe Kaya 

Jones could be considered an early adopter in the destruction of Nike products. 

Because she was the first to use the #JustBurnIt hashtag with an image of 



 

64	
	

herself burning her shoes, she supports Rogers’ descriptions of an early adopter. 

Rogers (1983) writes that particular socioeconomic characteristics, such as 

social status and the ability to successfully communicate within one’s own social 

system will help support the adoption of a belief. In the case of Jones, who has a 

large social following and is a well-known musician and vocal Trump supporter, 

her use of #JustBurnIt helped drive its use through its entire adoption. 

Furthermore, the only reason the four specific users previously detailed as 

“innovators” (Table 6, Users 2, 3, 4, and 5) gained traction was largely because 

of traditional media. I identified these specific users as innovators because their 

tweets were the only ones shown in the media, and this was done across a 

number of mainstream media outlets. Of particular note, one of those four users 

is a musician/celebrity who did not destroy product himself; he shared an image 

of the socks his “sound guy,” a former Marine, destroyed. However, his influence 

alone was enough to help create the innovation. 

These innovators have specific common characteristics: they were willing 

to destroy their own Nike products, they are white, they are conservative, and 

they are men. Diffusion of Innovations states that innovators and early adopters 

tend to exist within a higher socio-economic status, too. Therefore, the innovators 

and early adopters noted here were likely of a higher financial status because 

they were individuals who could afford to burn their Nike products.  

Similarly, some users claimed to have purchased and then returned Nike 

product (Figure 16). Once data were fully explored, I also found the buy-and-

return conversation was likely taking place among Conservatives who, if they 



 

65	
	

were actually buying and returning shoes, would have been higher on a socio-

economic status because they could afford to do so.  

Figure 16 

Twitter Theme Examples  

 
 
Note: Conservatives who could afford to burn or buy-then-return shoes were likely those to be 
considered innovators or early adopters.  
 
 

Using the lens of Diffusion of Innovations and the definitions Rogers uses 

to describe the major characteristics of adopters, I believe data suggests that 

there were Trump supporters who could not financially support the cause but 

were compelled to participate. Because only a small subset of users actually 

destroyed Nike product, the data suggests that individuals who couldn’t afford to 

burn product were the later adopters. They wanted to support the topic, but 
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because they didn’t have the financial means to do so, they tweeted #JustBurnIt 

as a way to participate. 

The Influence of Innovators 

My fourth research question was: As agents of change, what, if any, was 

the impact of innovators in modeling or influencing the discussion on Twitter 

about Nike’s decision? 

The data suggest the innovators and one early adopter did have a 

significant influence on the discussion that occurred on Twitter. Three of the four 

men who tweeted on September 3 had thousands of likes and retweets (Table 6, 

User 2: 24,524 likes, 63,547 retweets; User 3: 38,720 likes, 12,418 retweets; 

User 5: 31,293 likes, 11,797 retweets) but User 4 left a much less significant 

impression: 112 likes, 24 retweets. 

Kaya Jones also had a smaller social reach: 897 likes and 275 retweets. 

However, when she tweeted a video where she burned her shoes the previous 

day, she earned 7,797 likes and 2,294 retweets. 

  Of particular note is a pro-Nike tweet that arose during this time. On 

Wednesday, September 4, a Male user from Georgia tweeted, “RT if you [sic] 

wearing Nike today.”  

This tweet garnered 56,563 likes and 71,576 retweets, which 

outperformed all of the tweets from those who might be considered the 

#JustBurnIt innovators (Figure 17).  
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Figure 17 

Pro-Nike Example 

 

 

Note: An example of a pro-Nike tweet outperformed all of the #JustBurnIt tweets from potential innovators. 

 

Gender Roles 

My fifth research question was: What role does gender play in users’ 

engagement on Twitter and how people communicated in response to Nike’s 

decision? 

In the gender breakdown, 1123 (49.4 percent) were male, 632 were 

female (27.8 percent). And of those, conservative men made up 506 (22.2 

percent) of the sample versus conservative women, which was 482 (21.2 percent 

of the population. This breakdown shows that men largely drove the #JustBurnIt 

conversation. Women who clearly defined themselves as Trump supporters 

seemingly drove the conversation among the Trump base: 235 Trump supporters 

were male and 250 Trump supporters were female. 
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However, upon looking at the themes and behaviors of the 482 

conservative women, I quickly realized why so many female Trump supporters 

engaged: 247 of the tweets—a staggering 51.2 percent of them—consisted of 

Tweet Pack content that came directly from the New Movement website. And 

while not all of the Tweet Pack content came from clear Trump supporters, the 

shocking detail is that 247 Tweet Pack tweets is nearly equal to the total number 

of clear Trump supporters who engaged with this topic. 

Table 7 

Use of TheNewMovement.org Tweet Packs by Gender 

 
Gender 

 
Yes 

(n = 371) 

 
No 

(n = 1901) 

 
Total 

(n = 2272) 
 

 
M 

 
46 

 
1075 

 
1121 

 
F 

 
247 

 
385 

 
632 

 
U 

 
78 

 
441 

 
519 

 
Note: Female users passively engaged in the discussion of #JustBurnIt, which supports the concept 
that gender constructs influence how women communicate on social media. Of all of the tweets from 
women, 247, or 51.2 percent, were directly linked to content posted from the New Movement website. 
 
 

The use of Tweet Packs supports the research findings outlined within my 

literature review, which explains how gender constructs influence the way men 

and women communicate (Table 7). For example, women place value on 

cooperation and they seek support and consensus (Woods & Rhodes, 1992; 

Preisler, 1987; Tannen, 1990; Shade, 1993; Boneva, Kraut & Frohlich, 2001). 

The content also became a way for Conservative women to participate in the 

conversation without being confrontational, which also allows them to meet their 



 

69	
	

social needs (Teo, 2001; Soukup, 1999; Noble, Griffith, & Adjei, 2006; Shi, Chen, 

& Chow, 2016). Furthermore, women are willing to participate in a topic of 

conversation if they believe in the quality of the information presented (Lim, 

Heinrichs & Lim, 2017), so when provided with an opportunity to voice their 

opinions through the site of a group in which they agree, they were more 

compelled to share that content without having to create it themselves.  

I discovered another concept that arose within this scenario: Tweet Packs 

and the encouragement of what has been deemed lazy activism. This activism, 

or “slacktivism,” can cause confusion when, in this case, social media users and 

the media “mistake quantity for quality” (Morozov, 2011). TheNewMovement.org 

took advantage of this lazy activism, which Morozov argues ultimately waters 

down the messages and outcomes of legitimate activism and can severely 

detract from larger issues that exist. He also argues that significant change 

cannot come from this type of activism and can lead to frustration and a lack of 

effort when real change is necessary (2011). In other words, slacktivism within 

this topic drove the conversation, but in a lazy, non-confrontational way that 

could have been detracting from other more important issues that were 

happening at the time. 

Men, on the other hand, drove much of the confrontational language. Of 

the conservative men that made up the largest part of the sample (506, 22.2 

percent), they tended to be the ones mocking Kaepernick, sharing images of 

burning shoes, requesting that users destroy Nike product and stocks, and even 
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coming up with conspiracy theories to make sense of the use of Kaepernick in 

Nike’s advertising. 

These themes fit research that shows that men look for opportunities to 

debate others, as well as dominate social media with their opinions (Britton & 

Hall, 1995; LaFrance & Hendley, 1994; Soukup, 1999; Noble, Griffith, & Adjei, 

2006; Shade, 1993; Shi, Chen, & Chow, 2016). 

On some levels, this data support H2: Men will mimic early adopters within 

the first few days of the discussion and at a higher frequency than women, and 

they will seek debate within the topic of conversation more so than women. Also, 

H3 was largely incorrect: Women will mimic early adopters slower and at a lower 

frequency than men, and they will seek to understand the topic of conversation 

more so than men. Through my research, I discovered that conservative women 

were more engaged in the discussion, but that they largely engaged in 

slacktivism and used bot-like behaviors in an effort to contribute to the 

conversation. 

Future Prospects 

 I believe numerous opportunities exist for future research surrounding this 

topic. 

 For starters, I had not originally intended to look at the influence of 

traditional media outside of Twitter and how it influenced this story. However, I 

believe it was traditional media that created the narrative of “people burning Nike 

product” more so than actual people who truly destroyed their product. In future 

research, I believe it will be crucial within this type of analysis to measure 
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traditional media’s influence on socio-political stories such as this as a way to 

understand the entire story. 

In addition, as I was cleaning data, it seemed as if a number of users 

could potentially be bots. As I conducted my research, I found a site, 

botsentinal.com, which looks at social media patterns to detect if accounts are 

bots. The use of a site like this could help make the determination of whether 

bots helped drive the conversation as well. If some of the users were not bots, 

TheNewMovement.org at least helped contribute to bot-like behaviors and also 

helped control the #JustBurnIt narrative on Twitter. I believe digging deeper into 

bot and troll research may help researchers better understand the role of bots in 

helping control a narrative.  

Finally, the concept of slacktivism was not part of my research and I was 

not aware of it until I saw its use first-hand and witnessed the phenomena 

perpetuated by The New Movement’s Tweet Packs. In Morozov’s research 

(2011), he argues that lazy activism online is detrimental to a society in which 

social change must occur through organized in-person efforts. I believe this 

research could support research on the effects of slacktivism within a modern 

context. For instance, is there a way to measure what the effects of 

TheNewMovement.org on a topic? Can research show if it’s detracting from other 

social movements? Is there a way to determine whether the issue would have 

remained on social media had this group not supplied content to its followers? 

Does TheNewMovement.org raise funds for social change, and if so, where does 

that money go and what it is helping do? Is TheNewMovement.org actually a 
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sophisticated group of protesters who are working to stifle non-conservative 

efforts in the world of social media? These are all questions that my research 

could not answer. 

Conclusion 

When I first explored this topic, it was one that piqued my interest as a 

writer, marketer, and journalist. On many levels, Nike research is a saturated 

space in academia. I have seen research that explores Nike’s sustainability and 

labor practices, advertising and social media, capitalism and globalization, and 

more. However, the ad launched right as I was researching the way people use 

Twitter to discuss socio-political topics, particularly as it relates to race and 

gender. By tightening my view on the debate that surrounded Nike’s use of 

Kaepernick for its brand campaign in order to research the implications of the 

#JustBurnIt hashtag, it gave me an opportunity to investigate a timely topic in a 

way that I hadn’t seen done before (exploring the modeling of behaviors through 

Social Cognitive Theory while also viewing the timeline of events through a 

Diffusion of Innovations lens), and with a narrowed perspective that allowed me 

to see a smaller piece of the larger story.  

The data from this research supports the belief that Social Cognitive 

Theory and the self-efficacy of people with higher socioeconomic status 

empowers users to take to social media to discuss topics that make them 

uncomfortable, therefore reducing their own discomfort (Gunnar, 1980; Millar, 

1981; Bandura, 1983). However, the most fascinating part of this research was 

looking at SCT in conjunction with the dissemination of information through a 
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Diffusion of Innovations lens. By discovering that only a small number of people 

destroyed their Nike product, I may have uncovered a truth: traditional media 

made #JustBurnIt a much more significant movement than it actually was. 

Furthermore, potential bots and bot-like behaviors caused by lazy activism 

largely contributed to the #JustBurnIt narrative. In the case of Nike and Colin 

Kaepernick, these behaviors were directly caused by conservative women when 

TheNewMovement.org strategically crafted narratives around patriotism, law 

enforcement and the flag to show their disgust for Nike, and then coached these 

users on how to hide from Twitter’s bot detection. Without the Tweet Packs from 

TheNewMovement.org, these themes would not have arisen within the research, 

which suggests that the conservative organization was purposely controlling the 

narrative. And the data show that women were largely the contributors to this 

phenomenon. 

Finally, the hashtag #JustBurnIt became one of the ways that users 

moderated their anger over Kaepernick being used for Nike’s 30th anniversary 

campaign. Conservative men, and specifically, blatant Trump supporters, where 

the most vocal about this topic, which supports what I intended to find in my 

research: Trump emboldens users to not just engage in racial topics, but to 

create narratives where they wouldn’t normally exist. I also found that only 

people who could afford to burn or purchase-then-return their Nike products 

could engage in the way traditional media portrayed this story. 

My hope is that the insights gathered from this paper will encourage other 

researchers to delve deeper into what I was not able to prove in this thesis. For 



 

74	
	

example, there are numerous opportunities, particularly as new stories arise on 

social media, for researchers to explore the ways social media is used to control 

political narratives. Similar research is done and can continue to be done with 

any hot-button issues to assess the patterns that arise and how the narratives 

present themselves. I also think there are opportunities to better understand the 

role of slacktivism in a modern world, particularly as it relates to the racial divide 

in America. Is lazy activism effective? What is the measurement for its 

effectiveness? Or is it creating non-issues that are popping up in the media? 

And finally, my hope is that the media will begin to challenge itself to use 

and disseminate real data, versus socially conscripted content, to inform 

audiences about what’s happening in the world. Because one of the grand roles 

of journalism is to hold leaders accountable, I believe this proves journalists 

should also hold themselves accountable to finding real and accurate truths in 

the world and exposing those who toy with American democracy.  
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