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bases. Rather than limiting sponsorship activations to live 
broadcasts and in-arena opportunities, these brands are 
enhancing effectiveness of their sponsorships on Instagram 
through influential accounts – athletes, influencers, teams, 
and leagues. 

These social media power-players have the attention of 
their audiences that brands can only dream of. Sure, a 
sponsor may be paying for affiliation with that team or 
league, but limiting distribution to brand-owned channels 
will severely limit the effectiveness of any sponsorship.

Instead, these brands now look to the teams and leagues 
they sponsor, and the athletes and influencers associated 
with those organizations to drive impact and maximize 
sponsorship dollars with off-channel activations. 

And while teams and leagues have massive fan bases 
that translate to huge social media followings, there’s no 
replacing the engagement made possible when influential 
people publish branded posts.

In this study, we analyzed more than 36,000 branded 
Instagram posts published on behalf of more than 3,200 
sponsors in sports. 

We convey which accounts receive the most opportunities 
to share branded content, what types of posts perform best, 
and ultimately, who really creates impact with engagement 
on Instagram. 

Why engagement?
Engagement is the pulse of impact on social media. When 
a user engages with a post, it’s proof that they stopped, 
viewed, and interacted with that content. It can’t be faked 
or paid for. Many sponsors list engagement as the leading 
indicator of social media success, and we believe the same.

It’s is the building block with which brand affinity and even 
buying intent starts. When you can establish an engaged 
audience, you can drive meaningful results…
 
… And one group that we studied dominated all
others in terms of audience engagement.  

The athlete and influencer marketing industry is big business 
on social media. Nowhere has this become more clear than 
Instagram in the form of Branded Content. You’ve surely 
seen it across your feed: “Paid partnership with brand.”

Brands of all sizes now look to accounts with influence to 
power their message and media on Instagram – to promote 
products, amplify sponsorships, and bring awareness 
and engagement to their brand. Perhaps no industry has 
adopted this engagement strategy more emphatically than 
sports sponsorship. 

Today, brands across every vertical commit big budgets 
to sponsor teams and leagues in sports, aiming to reach 
and engage those organization’s ultra-passionate fan 
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4,243

Athlete Posts 

2,683

Influencer Posts

15,133

Team Posts

5,850

League Posts

8,122

Media Post

886

Athletes

291

Influencers

293

Teams

60

Leagues

140

Media

2.1B

Likes

19.6M

Comments

5.1B

Video Views

14,027

Photos

15,155

Videos

6,631

Albums

700

IGTV

36,031
POSTS

3,272
SPONSORS

1,670
ACCOUNTS

2.2B
ENGAGEMENTS

What was the Dataset?
INSTAGRAM BRANDED CONTENT

To understand the scope of Instagram branded content 
in sports… we had to track it all. Rather than digging 
through every post that including #ad, #brandpartner, 
etc., in the copy, we chose to instead identify all posts 
published that were tagged as Instagram branded con-
tent, using the “paid partnership with brand” tag.

Selecting only official Instagram branded content al-
lowed us to track every branded post shared on behalf 
of more than 3,200 sponsors in sports. 

Analyzing the 36,000-plus posts from over 1,600 
team, league, athlete, influencer, and media personality 
accounts showed us the breadth and power of branded 
content on the platform. 

We share a comprehensive breakdown Instagram 
branded content volume and performance in sports. 

- What account types earn the most engagement

- The sponsors that sourced the most branded content

- Athletes who shared the most branded content on 
behalf of sponsors

- Teams that shared the most branded content on be-
half of sponsors

- Leagues that shared the most branded content on 
behalf of sponsors

- How different types content performed in terms of 
engagement

The Scope of Branded Content in Sports

NOTE: Data analyzed all 2019 tagged posts “Paid partnership with brand”.
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Instagram defines branded content as a creator or publisher’s content that features or is influenced by a 
business partner for an exchange of value (for example, where the business partner has paid the creator 
or publisher).

Instagram policies require creators and publishers to tag business partners in their branded content posts 
when there’s an exchange of value between a creator or publisher and a business partner, resulting in the 
“Paid partnership with Brand” tag.

What is Branded Content?
INSTAGRAM BRANDED CONTENT
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Account Types define who (or what entity) shared the branded content on behalf of a sponsor. 

For this report, the Account Types included are:

+     Athletes
+     Influencers
+     Teams
+     Leagues
+     Media Personalities

What are Account Types?
INSTAGRAM BRANDED CONTENT

Athletes Influencers Teams Leagues Media



6

Instagram allows for several content types on the platform. For this report, we focused on “permanent” 
content that remains on an accounts feed and did not include Instagram Stories or Reels, as they were 
not yet avaialable during the report’s timeline.

We measured engagement of photos, videos, albums, and IGTV. 

What are Post Types?
INSTAGRAM BRANDED CONTENT

Photos Videos Albums IGTV



Opendorse analyzed more than 36,000 
thousand Instagram branded posts from 
athletes, influencers, teams, leagues, and 
media accounts

7

Which Sponsors 
Sourced Branded 
Content in 2019?
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Athletes Influencers Teams Leagues Media

EA SPORTS FIFA 607

Bose 592

State Farm 486

Budweiser USA 466

Gatorade 432

AT&T 414

adidas Football (Soccer) 396

EA SPORTS NHL 365

Tissot USA 356

Ticketmaster 284

+     11.8% of their sponsored content was published by athlete partners
+     16.2% published by league accounts
+     41.99% published by team accounts
+     22.5% published by media accounts
+     7.4% published by influencers

We found the top-10 most active sponsors in sports 
on Instagram.
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Players Teams League

       The most active sponsors sourcing content from these accounts include:

+     Budweiser (318 posts)
+     Tissot (275 posts)
+     State Farm (148 posts)
+     Putnam Investments (139 posts)

Athlete, Team, and League accounts associated with 
the NBA published 5,184 branded posts on behalf of 
sponsors. 

5,184

4,222

3,078

1,869

1,284

77
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Leo Messi 88

Phillipp Pflieger 53

David Beckham 52

Cristiano Ronaldo 50

Daniel Weichel 40

Nico Rosberg 39

Donald Guerrier 37

Dele Alli 36

Eden Hazard 34

Anthony Joshua

Lewis Hamilton

Paulo Dybala

Mikaela Shiffrin

Anna & Lisa Hahner

Michael Phelps

Zlatan Ibrahimovic

Tom Daley

Stefanos Tsitsipas

Indi Cowie

Alise Post

Cassius Marsh

Yann Sommer

Elish McColgan

Gabriel Jesus

Marc Ter Stegen

34

33

32

32

31

31

30

29

29

29

29

29

27

27

26

24

Athletes who Published the 
Most Branded Content

Athlete Accounts
25 Most Active Athletes

2019 INSTAGRAM BRANDED CONTENT
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NHL 1064

NFL 781

MLB 621

MLS 492

NBA 384

Bundesliga 333

Champions League 270

Premier League 179

PBR 176

LPGA

UFC

NBA G- League

World Rugby

Formula 1

Top Rank Boxing

ECHL

PGA TOUR

NBA 2K League

WTA

FIBA

Handball League

NBB

FIFA World Cup

WNBA

La Liga

126

120

120

97

92

81

78

77

73

56

48

42

41

38

36

27

Leagues that Published the Most 
Branded Content

League Accounts
25 Most Active Leagues

2019 INSTAGRAM BRANDED CONTENT
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New York Giants 397

New Orleans Pelicans 369

Boston Celtics 366

New Orleans Saints 354

Utah Jazz 347

Philadelphia 76ers 344

Houston Rockets 342

Portland Trail Blazers 307

Cleveland Cavaliers 292

Oakland A’s

Acereros de Monclova

Atlanta Hawks

New York Rangers

Buffalo Bills

Montreal Canadiens

Chicago Bears

Phoenix Suns

US Women’s Soccer

Orlando Magic

San Antonio Spurs

Chicago Blackhawks

Los Angeles Chargers

Los Angeles Kings

Manchester City

Carolina Mudcats

285

279

264

239

238

229

199

194

188

181

180

176

176

175

173

162

Team Accounts
25 Most Active Teams

2019 INSTAGRAM BRANDED CONTENT

Teams that Published the Most 
Branded Content
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adidas Football (Soccer) 210

adidas Running 135

adidas Deutschland 113

adidas 94

PUMA Football 93

OTRO 92

adidas Paris 79

adidas Italia 78

Nike 68

EA SPORTS FIFA

Bose

Nike Football (Soocer)

OLIMP Sport Nutrition

Secret Deodorant

FOCO

Colgate

AT&T

Old Spice

Oakley

Beats by Dre

Mastercard

adidas Women

BOSS

Chipotle

ASICS Europe

63

55

42

40

35

33

25

25

24

24

23

22

21

21

20

20

Sponsors that Sourced
Branded Content with Athlete, 

Team, and League Accounts

Athlete Accounts
25 Most Active Sponsors

2019 INSTAGRAM BRANDED CONTENT
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Bose 466

Budweiser USA 399

Gatorate 332

Tissot USA 207

EA SPORTS Madden NFL 189

StubHub 185

Verizon 167

Budweiser 152

Pepsi 150

GEICO

EA SPORTS FIFA

Putnam Investments

Akron

FOX Sports Ohio

AdventHealth

Red Oad Brewery

ROKiT

JetBlue

Frost Bank

Biofreeze

Beats by Dre

Ultraeco

Kia Motors America

Toyota USA

Aultman Hospital

144

140

139

138

131

131

127

121

121

116

111

111

104

97

96

96

Team Accounts
25 Most Active Sponsors

2019 INSTAGRAM BRANDED CONTENT

Sponsors that Sourced
Branded Content with Athlete, 

Team, and League Accounts
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EA SPORTS FIFA 375

EA SPORTS NHL 318

Ticketmaster 191

Target 132

AT&T 132

GEICO 119

State Farm 115

Audi 114

Papa John’s 110

NEC Corporation of America

SAP Sports & Entertainment

TAG Heuer

Supercuts

Enterprise

PlayStation

Tissot USA

Lexus

DHL Rugby

Head & Shoulders

Pepsi

adidas Football (Soccer)

Nissan Football Lab

Budweiser USA

Mercedes-Benz USA

Genesis

107

105

97

92

83

78

74

72

71

70

70

62

61

58

56

56

League Accounts
25 Most Active Sponsors

2019 INSTAGRAM BRANDED CONTENT
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Sponsors that Sourced
Branded Content with Athlete, 

Team, and League Accounts



Opendorse analyzed more than 36,000 
Instagram branded posts from athletes, 
influencers, teams, leagues, and media 
accounts.
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So… how did it 
all perform?
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Athletes
4,243

Influencers
2,657

Teams
15,133

Leagues
5,850

Media
8,148

3.9%

1.8%

1.2%
1.0%

0.7%

Athletes outperformed all
other account types by 3.3X

Engagement Rate
All Sponsors

2019 INSTAGRAM BRANDED CONTENT

Engagement Rate by Account Type



Players
58

Teams
605

League
621

3.7%

1.3%

2.0%

MLB

Players
86

Teams
1,290

League
493

3.4%

1.4%
1.1%

MLS

Players
145

Teams
4,655

League
384

3.0%

0.6% 0.7%

NBA

Players
17

Teams
1,989

League
1,072

6.5%

1.4%
0.8%

NHL

Players
22

Teams
19

League
36

6.9%

1.6%
1.1%

WNBA

Players
354

Teams
3,086

League
782

5.2%

1.4%
0.8%

NFL

2019 INSTAGRAM BRANDED CONTENT ENGAGEMENT RATE

Athletes Outperformed
Their Teams and Leagues in

Every Major Sport



Athlete Accounts

All Accounts

Albums and Photos Drove the 
Most Engagement For Sponsors

2019 INSTAGRAM BRANDED CONTENT ENGAGEMENT RATE

Photos
14,027 1.8%

Albums
6,631 1.7%

Videos
15,115 0.9%

IGTV
700 0.8%

Albums
734 4.7%

Photos
2,134 4.6%

Videos
1,337 2.3%

IGTV
38 1.7%
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Engagement Rate by Content Type

Engagement Rate by Content Type



Athlete Accounts Created More 
Engagement for Nearly Every 

Brand Surveyed
2019 INSTAGRAM BRANDED CONTENT ENGAGEMENT RATE

Athletes
47

Influencers
8

Teams
38

Leagues
46

Media
14

5.2%

2.2%

1.6% 1.4%

0.6%

Nike

Athletes
5

Influencers
3

Teams
3

Leagues
39

Media
1

7.7%

1.3%
2.9%

0.3% 0.2%

TAG Heuer

Athletes
6

Influencers
4

Teams
2

Leagues
27

Media
16

12.2%

0.4%

2.9%

0.7%
2.0%

SNICKERS



SNICKERS

BOSE
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Athletes have proven to be the most influential individuals in sports 
sponsorship on social.

But even with 3.3X more effective engagement, they still receive 
fewer sponsored post opportunities than less impactful accounts at 
teams and leagues. We believe change is coming...soon. As athletes 
become more accessible and intentional about building their social 
media power, sponsors are sure to take notice.

We’re here, fueling the shift:

Opendorse delivers thousands of athlete posts every month. Work 
with us to get one of the 20,000+ athletes on our platform to share 
your sponsored posts today.

22

Access the Most Engaging
Accounts in Sports




