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Abstract 

The study investigates NFL, the biggest major sports league in the US market, 

and their crisis communication strategy against the criticism they got over 

NFL players’ kneeling protests during US National Anthem, which is played 

before each game. The study focuses on the controversial exit and alleged 

collusion and blackballing of former NFL player Colin Kaepernick, which 

have been some of the biggest talking points around the NFL for the better 

part of the last five years. 

The study shows what kind of means and strategies the NFL uses to avoid 

crisis or to diminish the impact of an existing crisis. The study examines how 

the league encounters different types of PR struggles and what types of 

solutions the league applies in those situations. It also portrays how the 

league’s stance in the anthem protest and Colin Kaepernick controversy 

changed over the course of just a few years. 

Critical discourse analysis will be applied to scrutinize five different pieces 

of text, all of which are the NFL’s own public statements on different issues. 

The analysis shows just how the NFL controls the crisis through their crisis 

communications, manipulating the narrative and establishing power over 

opposing entities. In addition to critical discourse analysis, William L. 

Benoit’s Image Restoration Strategies will be applied to analyse the NFL’s 

crisis communication. The NFL’s crisis communication plan involved usage 

of such tactics as bolstering, delusion, corrective action, and simple denial, 

which resulted in winding down some of the negative PR the NFL faced and 

downplaying the severity of the league’s issues.    

 

Tiivistelmä 

Tutkimukseni tarkastelee USA:n suurimman urheilusarjan NFL:n 

kriisiviestintästrategiaa tilanteessa, jossa NFL-pelaajia kritisoitiin heidän 

polvistumisestaan protestiksi ennen peliä esitettävän kansallislaulun aikana. 



 

 

Tarkastelun kohteena on erityisesti entiseen NFL-pelaaja Colin 

Kaepernickiin kohdistunut väitetty salaliitto ja syrjintä NFL-joukkueiden 

toimesta, mikä oli yksi suurimpia keskustelunaiheita NFL:n ympärillä milte i 

puolen vuosikymmenen ajan.  

Tutkimus erittelee, millaisia kriisiviestinnän keinoja ja strategioita NFL 

käyttää kriisien välttämiseksi tai kriisin vaikutusten minimoimiseks i. 

Tutkimus tarkastelee, millä tavoin NFL lähestyy erinäisiä imago-ongelmia ja 

miten se pyrkii ratkaisemaan kyseiset ongelmat. Tutkimus selvittää, kuinka 

erinäisiä yritysten julkilausuntoja tulisi rivien välistä lukea. Tutkimus myös 

kuvailee, kuinka NFL:n mielipiteet Colin Kaepernickia ja 

polvistumisprotesteja kohtaan muuttuivat vuosien aikana. 

Kriittistä diskurssianalyysiä hyödyntäen tutkielma tarkastelee viittä eri 

tekstiä, jotka ovat NFL:n julkilausumia. Analyysi osoittaa, kuinka NFL 

hallitsee ongelmiaan kriisiviestinnän keinoin muokkaamalla narratiivia ja 

käyttämällä valtaa vastustajiaan kohtaan. Kriittisen diskurssianalyysin lisäksi 

tutkielma käyttää William L. Benoit’n imagonpalautusstrategioita tutkiessaan 

NFL:n kriisiviestintää. NFL:n kriisiviestintäsuunnitelmasta oli löydettävissä 

merkkejä tukemisesta, harhaanjohtamisesta, korjausliikkeistä ja 

kiistämisestä, minkä seurauksena NFL:n negatiivinen julkisuus vaimeni ja 

liigan ongelmien vakavuutta vähäteltiin.  
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1 Introduction 

Corporate social responsibility has been a trend in business world for a while, 

largely due to increased public access to information through internet and 

increased awareness being spread through social media. When companies 

have been forced to become more and more transparent with their business 

operations, crisis management has become a vital function during recent 

years. Crisis management involves crisis communication, which applies to 

situations such as tragic accidents and ethical misconduct done by the 

company. Those crises may prove harmful for a company’s operations since 

it affects consumers’ decisions to support the company by committing to their 

product, thus resulting in potential drastic shift in profitability. Crisis 

communication is targeted towards the stakeholders of the organization, 

including the current customers and potential future customers, media outlets, 

business collaborators and sponsors. 

The National Football League is a professional American football league with 

the highest amount of attendance, highest selling merchandise, and highes t 

TV-ratings out of all major sports leagues in the US market (Lukas, 2018). 

The owners of NFL teams are considered some of the wealthiest people on 

Earth. Dallas Cowboys, one of the 32 NFL teams, is the most valued sports 

organisation in the whole world with the value of 5,5 billion US dollars and 

27 NFL franchises are on the top-50 list of the highest valued sports teams in 

the world (Badenhausen, 2020).  

The NFL has come across with multiple scandals in recent years, where the 

league has had to resolve to the means of crisis communication. The public 

has craved for the league’s opinion on rather uncomfortable subjects, giving 

answers to issues such as NFL players being accused of heavy crimes 

including assault, domestic violence, driving under influence and even 

murder. And the list of accusations does not end with players, as some NFL 

teams have also been accused of matters such as unacceptable behaviour of 

front office workers and unequal treatment of teams’ female employees. The 
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vast number of public image-hurting allegations and charges are issues which 

could have caused the NFL to lose its position as the major sports league in 

the US and have fans turn their back on the league and the sport. To date it 

has not happened, and one would think effective crisis management and 

therefore effective crisis communication has played a role in the NFL’s long-

term success. This thesis attempts to shed more light on the NFL’s crisis 

communication by looking at the league’s public statements and 

communication towards media and other stakeholders in one of the most 

significant controversies in the league’s history. 

Of all NFL-related scandals, the players’ kneeling protests during the pre-

game US national anthem and the aftermath, which led to Colin Kaepernick’s 

collusion lawsuit over the NFL is quite possibly the most problematic. 

Kaepernick was an active San Francisco 49ers’ starting quarterback and the 

first player to exercise his right to non-violent protesting in 2016, which in 

turn led to a massive wave of kneeling protests by players all around the 

league. The protests were conducted before each NFL game during the US 

national anthem, where usually players stand in line, holding hand over heart.  

The kneeling protests’ purpose was to oppose and raise awareness on 

incidents and issues of police brutality and racism in the US. The kneeling 

protests resulted in national outrage and worldwide attention as well as 

polarising discussion on whether the kneeling players are disrespectful and 

are they disgracing the US flag. Kaepernick’s own situation also changed 

after he suddenly opted out of his contract with San Francisco 49ers in March 

2017, less than a year after the kneeling protests began. To this date, 

Kaepernick has not been hired by any NFL team, which resulted in 

Kaepernick suing the NFL over collusion (Lockhart, 2018). 

The study applies critical discourse analysis (CDA) when scrutinizing NFL’s 

crisis communication over the kneeling protests and Kaepernick’s situation. 

CDA theories by Van Dijk and other scholars will be applied when analys ing 

the discourse and the supposed power abuse by the league. This thesis will 

also apply Benoit’s Image Restoration Strategies, one of the most frequently 
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applied theories in crisis communication. With Benoit’s Image Restoration 

Strategies, one can categorise different tactics and strategies of crisis 

communication and understand how the message of the crisis communicat ion 

tries to manipulate the narrative and change the public opinion on the crisis 

subject. 

First, the theoretical and methodological framework behind the thesis is being 

presented, including theories on CDA and crisis communication, and 

previous research relevant to the subject. Then, five NFL public statements 

are being presented and analysed one statement at a time. Finally, the thesis 

provides discussion and conclusion of the larger themes based on the 

statements and the analysis.            
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2 Theoretical and Methodological Framework 

This section presents theories on critical discourse analysis and crisis 

communication, including William L. Benoit’s image restoration strategies 

list. It also provides an overview of other studies relating to the research topic. 

2.1 Critical discourse analysis 

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is a perspective of critical scholarship, 

described by Richardson (2007) as “a theory and a method of analysing the 

way that individuals and institutions use language” (pp. 1–2, as cited in Amer, 

2017, p. 2). According to Richardson (2007, as cited in Amer, 2017), critica l 

discourse analysts offer interpretations and explanation of the meanings of 

texts, rather than quantifying textual features and deriving meaning, thus 

situating what is written or said in the context in which it occurs, rather than 

just summarizing patterns in texts. CDA scholars argue that textual meaning 

is constructed through an interaction between the producer and the consumer 

of the text, instead of reading and making meaning of it by all readers in 

exactly similar way (Richardson, 2007, p. 15, as cited in Amer, 2017, p. 2). 

Fairclough (n.d.) sees CDA combining critique of discourse and explanation 

of how it shows, as well as contributing to the existing social reality as a basis 

for action to change that existing reality in particular respects (Critica l 

Discourse Analysis: a summary view section, para. 3).  

Van Dijk (1993) narrows down CDA’s function and criteria, stating that its 

primary focus should be in the discourse dimensions of power abuse and in 

the resulting injustice and inequality. Van Dijk (1993) considers CDA to 

differ from other discourse analysis in the sense that CDA does not thrive 

from contributing to a specific discipline, paradigm, or discourse theory. 

Instead, CDA is motivated by putting up social issues which it wants to 

understand more. Theories, descriptions, methods, and empirical work, van 

Dijk (1993) argues, are looked at from the point of view which sees them as 

ways of realising a socio-political goal. And because of the complexity of 

social problems, CDA requires being multi-disciplined in terms of approach 
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(van Dijk, 1993, p. 252). Van Dijk (1993) describes the centre of CDA’s 

theoretical endeavour being relationship between power and discourse (p. 

252). 

Van Dijk (1993) argues that the perspective of critical discourse analysts must 

be with those who suffer from the dominance inequality, seeing critica l 

discourse analysts picking their side with those people and being both the 

voice of science and society (p. 252). Thus, it can be said that in the field of 

discourse studies, critical discourse analysts are most heavily politicized. In 

CDA research there is a clear target group to aim at, which is the power elites. 

Van Dijk (1993, p. 252) defines power elite as those who “enact, sustain, 

legitimate, condone or ignore social inequality and injustice”. Van Dijk 

(1993, p. 252) states the most crucial criteria of analysts’ work to be solidarity 

with those who need it more than others. Van Dijk (1993, p. 252) specifies 

CDA analyst’s research problems that are within severity of risking lives and 

well-being of multiple people, instead of problems of those in power, which 

are being deemed insignificant and unimportant.  

The critique of discourse is somewhat radically described by van Dijk (1993) 

as something which is pointed to those who can be politically criticized for 

the perversion of producing more and more dominance and inequality (p. 

253). Van Dijk (1993) specifies how critical discourse analyst’s critique 

should not be personified and incidental, and the aim should be more general 

and structural, pointing at large groups and their power relations (p. 253). This 

view makes CDA a highly normative form of science. According to van Dijk 

(1993), the difference between a political activist and a critical discourse 

analyst lies within the issues’ perception of time: whereas the activists’ focus 

is on the current moment and on having an effect in the short-term future, the 

analyst provides insight more generally and confronts the issue with an eye 

on its more indirect and long-term fundamental causes, conditions, and 

consequences (p. 253). CDA’s success can therefore be measured by how 

much it affects society and how much it contributes to change (van Dijk, 

1993, p. 253). Van Dijk (1993) admits that in pursuits of effectiveness of 
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change, however, the academic contributions of CDA may be modest or 

marginal (p. 254). 

2.2 Crisis communication 

Timothy Coombs, a crisis communication scholar, defines the word ‘crisis’ 

as “perception of an unpredictable event that threatens important expectancies 

of stakeholders and can seriously impact an organization's performance and 

generate negative outcomes” (2012, p. 2).  

Crisis communication theories are divided into two distinct lines, the text-

oriented tradition, and the context-oriented tradition: the text-oriented 

tradition centres around what the organization writes or says when a crisis 

occurs, whereas the context-oriented tradition focuses on aspects such as 

crisis type, process of organization’s decision-making and stakeholders’ 

perceptions on situations (Jensen, 2014, p. 22) Both approaches will be 

applied in the current thesis. 

There are two frequently used definitions of crisis communication, referred 

to by Jensen (2014) as the transmission paradigm, which is also known as the 

narrow definition, and the interaction paradigm, which is the broad definit ion 

(p. 22). Jensen (2014) adds that the narrow definition considers the “specific 

actions during the crisis with focus on the crisis as an isolated incident where 

crisis communication is sender- and information-oriented” (p. 22). The broad 

definition, in turn, focuses on crises as dynamic and complex processes and 

divides the process into before-, during-, and after-crisis phases, and the 

interaction paradigm is considered as both receiver- and sender-oriented 

definition (Jensen, 2014, p. 22). Freberg et al. (2013) is more specific with 

the actions involved in crisis communication, defining it as “the provision of 

effective, efficient messages to relevant audiences during the course of a crisis 

process” (p. 186, as cited in Salminen, 2017, p. 3). Reynolds and Seeger 

(2005) considered crisis communication as an entity which “seeks to explain 

the specific event, identify likely consequences and outcomes, and provide 

specific harm-reducing information to affected communities in an honest, 
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candid, prompt, accurate, and complete manner” (p. 46, as cited in Salminen, 

2017, p. 3). 

2.3 Crisis communication through social media 

There is various research being conducted about the usage of social media in 

crisis communication. Jensen (2014) investigates general guidelines of social 

media use in crisis communication for organizations and businesses, using 

McDonald’s and Applebee’s as case studies. Jensen (2014) concludes that 

analysing a company’s stakeholders is vital stage of the process when 

planning and choosing a crisis communication strategy. Jensen (2014) also 

states that the emergence of social media has made normative pre-social 

media crisis communication models a bit outdated, and they should not be 

treated anymore as the one true means of doing crisis communication, 

especially in a social media environment.  

Vistbacka (2017), in turn, looks at the role of social media in crisis 

communication. Using CDA, Vistbacka (2017) analyses the communicat ion 

of eleven different Finnish companies that confronted a crisis and conducted 

their communication regarding these incidents via Twitter, Instagram, and 

Facebook. The study argues that most companies do not distinguish between 

how they use different social media and rather treat them as one big unit  

(Vistbacka, 2017). What is more, Vistbacka (2017) shows that the crisis 

communication in social media does not usually involve discussion, even 

though there would be an opportunity to have it instead of one-way 

communication.  

In a similar fashion, Salminen (2017) studies the emergence of social media 

and how it has affected corporate crisis communication. The study shows how 

social media has altered the nature of crisis communication and shortened the 

time span in which a crisis develops (Salminen, 2017). Furthermore, 

Salminen (2017) also suggests that organizations should engage themselves 

in discussion with the audience about the crisis at hand in that moment.  
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There are also studies on crisis communication that explore the specific 

means and strategies employed. For instance, Schwarz’s (2012) study focuses 

on corporate crisis communication through social media during the Love 

Parade crisis in 2010 at Duisburg, Germany. Schwarz (2012) highlights the 

crisis communication as negative and analyses the blame game and 

responsibility evasion by organisations as an outcome of the event. The study 

shows that when an accident is triggered by a human error, shifting blame, 

and denying responsibility is a bad way to do crisis communication (Schwarz, 

2012). 

Dunn’s (2010) study, in turn, combines CDA and crisis communication, 

analyses their relationship and draws on theories from both fields to examine 

a 2003 explosion at a West Pharmaceutical Services plant in Kinston, North 

Carolina. Dunn (2010) inspects how the pharmaceutical corporation took care 

of the crisis with crisis communication. Dunn’s (2010) findings imply that the 

crisis was deemed as an accident quickly before finding out the accident could 

have been prevented in a different organizational environment. 

Fairclough and Fairclough (2011) similarly study the English government’s 

political discourse, which can be viewed as a form of crisis communication, 

when the government responded to the expanding economic crisis in 2008 

Pre-Budget Report. Fairclough and Fairclough (2011) analyse politica l 

discourse with the integration of CDA. Likewise, Torstensson (2016) takes 

the Swedish government as a case example and studies how the discourse of 

the government shifted during the refugee crisis in Sweden in November 

2015. Crisis communication strategies were applied when the Swedish 

government stopped using the word ‘refugee’ and the lexical choices along 

with syntax were different when discussing refugees, resulting in more 

endorsement from the public for their actions (Torstensson 2016).  

2.4 Benoit’s Image Restoration Strategies  

William L. Benoit’s Image Restoration Strategies (1997, see Appendix 1) is 

seen as one of the most well-known and frequently used model in the field of 
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crisis communication. When an organisational crisis occurs, companies try to 

persuade their stakeholders in different ways to remain loyal to the company 

and its products. Benoit’s (1997) model is built on sociological and rhetorica l 

actions which aim at proving stakeholders that their interest should not move 

away from the organisation, and to wind down any existing or potential crisis. 

Thus, one could say the focal point of the image restoration strategies is 

protecting and rebuilding image, to protect the organisation’s ‘face’. The 

theory identifies five different strategies: denial, evasion of responsibility, 

reducing offensiveness of event, corrective action and mortification (Benoit, 

1997, p. 179). In what follows, these are discussed in more detail.  

Denial strategy is divided into two sub-strategies which are called simple 

denial and shifting the blame (Benoit, 1997, p. 180): if a company is accused 

of an offensive act, the company can either reject the existence of such acts 

or attempt to place the responsibility of the act on to others’ shoulders. 

However, Benoit (1997, p. 180) states that the stakeholders do not generally 

appreciate those practices as effective strategies in maintaining an 

organisation’s image, which is why simple apology and accepting 

responsibility is preferred over blame shifting and denial.  

The strategy of evading responsibility includes tactics such as provocation, 

defeasibility, accident and good intentions (Benoit, 1997, p. 180): When 

applying provocation, a company tries to reason their act as a response to 

another party’s offensive action, considering their own act necessary. When 

an organisation applies defeasibility, it tries to diminish their responsibil ity 

for the act by claiming that they lacked the information or abilities to choose 

a better option to control the occurred crisis. If successful, this manages to 

shift a good amount of, though not all, blame away from the organisation. 

Accident is applied when a coincidence or an unfortunate accident has 

escalated into a crisis, again moving some of the responsibility of the crisis 

away from the organisation. The company can also evade the responsibil ity 

by claiming that its actions were of good intentions and not meant in harm. 
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The third strategy of image restoration, called reducing offensiveness, 

involves tactics of bolstering, minimization, differentiation, transcendence, 

attacking the accuser and compensation (Benoit, 1997, pp. 180–181): 1) 

When bolstering, company is trying to prove the stakeholders how well the 

company has operated and act in a positive manner. It can be seen as a 

diversion tactic towards stakeholders through deflection of negativity. The 

tactic is proven effective when the shown positivism has some relevance to 

the actual accusations against the organization. 2) Minimization occurs when 

company tries to decrease the negative impact caused by the action by telling 

it did not do any bigger harm. Companies must be careful with this tactic as 

it can cause more damage to the image if the act is considered very unsuitab le 

and not proper by the stakeholders. 3) When applying differentiation, the 

company aims at comparing the offensive act to another, even more offensive 

act, which would downplay the crisis at hand. 4) The company may also 

present their action as an accolade in a more pleasant context that would 

describe that there was a greater good behind the act, thus reducing the 

negative image of the organization and its actions in stakeholders’ eyes. 5) 

Another tactic involves attacking the accuser, in which the company attacks 

and questions the credibility and integrity of those accusing the company of 

their actions. 6) When the company surrenders to compensation, it tries to 

salvage its image by offering monetary benefit for troubles for those who have 

been victims of the company’s actions.  

The fourth strategy to restore image is corrective action, where the company 

performs an act which would save all from the crisis by restoring conditions 

or declaring the offensive action remains a one-time-occurrence by presenting 

a preventive plan for similar situations (Benoit, 1997, p. 181). In other words, 

it is a show of care and responsibility, which would prove to the stakeholders 

that the company has improved their operations for good and simila r 

problems will not occur. The corrective actions strategy differs from 

compensation in targeting the correction towards the actions, whereas 

compensation is aimed towards the victims of previous actions (Benoit, 1997, 
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p. 181). The last image restoration strategy identified by Benoit (1997, p. 181) 

is mortification, which is a straight-up apology and relies on stakeholders’ 

forgiveness and sympathy.  

Benoit’s (1997) theory does not cover every crisis communications strategy, 

but rather it provides verbal initiatives, answers and solutions to different 

crisis situations and outcomes. Even though silence is mentioned as a sub-

strategy to a certain extent, one can argue that complete silence when 

addressing a crisis is probably one of the most common strategies in crisis 

communication. Organisations tend to think that if the crisis is not very big 

or if saying anything would most likely cause harm to the organisation’s 

operation, it is the best option to not inform stakeholders at all, which 

probably causes a minor blow to organisation’s image but possibly prevents 

bigger damage. 



 

12 

3 Analysis  

In the following section, five NFL public statements will be explained and 

analysed. The statements are addressing NFL issues, such as Donald Trump’s 

negative comments towards NFL and kneeling NFL players, Nike’s Colin 

Kaepernick-related advertisement, NFL’s anthem policy and the integrity of 

NFL’s PED testing. Each statement will be analysed separately, one statement 

at a time.  

3.1 Statement 1: Response to President Trump 

One of the most vocal criticizers of the NFL has been the now former 

President of the United States, Donald Trump. It needs to be mentioned that 

NFL and Trump’s relationship has not been kind, mostly because in the mid -

1980s Trump was one of the owners of the NFL’s competing football league 

called United States Football League (USFL). According to Gregory (2018), 

Trump owned a USFL team called New Jersey Generals and was one of the 

executives in the league who tried to push USFL to a position to compete with 

the NFL, which in turn led to USFL going into bankruptcy in 1985 in a 

premature fashion. Gregory (2018) adds that Trump was one of the biggest 

driving forces behind USFL’s decision to move the league’s playing schedule 

to fall, which is the time of the year when NFL’s regular season is played as 

well. The popularity contest against the NFL was a losing effort for both 

Trump and the USFL. Gregory (2018) follows by stating that Trump went to 

compete against the NFL not because he believed the USFL had an actual 

chance to compete, but to show and impress the NFL brass about himself, 

possibly due to his will to buy an NFL team in the future. Trump even said 

that NFL’s former commissioner Pete Rozell wished Trump would buy the 

Baltimore Colts franchise (Gregory, 2018). Gregory (2018) describes how 

Trump’s claim was later denied by Rozell, instead stating he would make sure 

Trump would never become an owner in the NFL. According to Dickey (n.d.), 

Trump made an unsuccessful attempt to purchase the Buffalo Bills for the 

price of 1 billion USD in 2014, as Terry Pegula made a higher bid. These 
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events have led for many to believe that Trump is still bitter towards the NFL 

for snubbing him out of owning an NFL team in the past. 

As a reaction to the growing amount of kneeling protests on racism and police 

brutality being held during the pre-game national anthem, Trump suggested 

in his tweet that every NFL player who would take a knee should be fired by 

their respective clubs and owners (Figure 1). He also suggested that if a player 

would kneel during the national anthem, the people in the stands should get 

up from their seat and leave the game. Trump also claimed in his init ia l 

statement that many owners of NFL clubs are his friends, in addition to the  

claims about NFL tv-ratings being at an all-time low, while also insulting both 

the referees and the rules of the NFL.  

 

 

Figure 1. Donald Trump’s comments on anthem protests (Image: Twitter) 
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Figure 2. NFL’s response to Donald Trump’s comments (Image: Twitter) 

 

The NFL and its commissioner Roger Goodell prepared a response to Trump, 

stating first that “the NFL and our players create a sense of unity in our 

country and our culture” (Figure 2). The attention should be put into how 

Goodell tried to send a message about the whole NFL being a single unit 

going against Trump. In the meanwhile, however, the players thought they 

were fighting the battle against both the NFL owners and Trump. 

Nevertheless, when Goodell repeats the word ‘our’ throughout the statement, 

it creates a false image of owners and players standing in line as a united front. 

Goodell even uses a natural disaster like the hurricane Harvey as a symbol of 

unity between the clubs and players in a conflicted situation. Goodell then 

pointed a direct answer towards President Trump, adding that “divis ive 
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comments like these demonstrate an unfortunate lack of respect for the NFL, 

our great game and all of our players…” (Figure 2), concluding the statement 

with a reminder of how much good the players and clubs have done in their 

communities. When inspecting the NFL commissioner’s response to Trump 

in general, it does not mention the kneeling protests in specific at all, but 

instead mentions natural disasters. The biggest reason for leaving out any 

mention of kneeling protests would probably be the collusion of Colin 

Kaepernick. If the NFL commissioner would have mentioned some support 

towards kneeling protests in the statement, it could have caused an outrage 

among the players and audience, who have mentioned Kaepernick’s name  

while complaining against the NFL. This would have probably led to more 

criticism about the NFL’s way of conducting business during the protests.  

Instead, the NFL decided to tackle the issue by answering in a vague, formal 

way without specifically addressing any of the issues mentioned by President 

Trump, thus avoiding more negative publicity and turning attention to other, 

less offensive actions like the NFL’s goodwill to the victims of natural 

disasters. The message being sent by NFL would fill the criteria of Benoit’s 

(1997) image restoration strategy of reducing offensiveness by bolstering.   

3.2 Statement 2: Response to Colin Kaepernick’s Nike advertisement 

Colin Kaepernick, the quarterback who started the kneeling protests in 2016, 

opted out of his contract with the San Francisco 49ers in 2017 and did not get 

hired afterwards by any NFL team, became the face of a huge advertis ing 

campaign by Nike in September 2018. As a part of Nike’s “Just Do It” 

campaign celebrating its 30th anniversary, Kaepernick’s face is in the middle 

of the advertisement with a black and white background and a text placed 

under his eyes saying “Believe in something. Even if it means sacrific ing 

everything.” (Figure 3). The advertisement refers directly to Kaepernick’s 

collusion battle with the NFL which had at that point lasted more than a year. 

According to Handley (2018), Nike was originally taking the NFL’s side on 

the battle, with marketers proposing that Kaepernick’s sponsorship would  

have been cancelled by the company. The management decided to intervene 
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the process and turn down the proposal, allegedly because the Nike executives 

feared that the decision would end turning negative for them and the public 

would respond by boycotting their products (Handley, 2018). Handley (2018) 

adds that the decision to keep Kaepernick turned out positive for Nike, with 

the company getting a good response and the campaign was a good boost for 

their brand image. 

 

 

Figure 3. Nike’s Just do it. advertisement with Colin Kaepernick (Image: 

ABC News) 
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Figure 4. NFL Statement on Social Justice (Image: Twitter) 

 

The NFL had taken notice of the Nike advertisement and prepared a public 

statement to address it, even though it would have also been possible to just 

stay silent and neglect the Nike advertisement for the sake of their own good. 

Instead, NFL and its Executive Vice President of Communications and Public 

Affairs Jocelyn Moore came out with a statement, making claims that the 

league desires to have dialogue, understanding and unity. Moore also talks 

highly of social justice as an entity of which role and importance must be 

considered by everyone in the league “to promote meaningful, positive 

change in the communities” (Figure 4). Moore ends the statement talking 

about social justice and how it needs everyone’s attention and action. 

It can be read from the statement that NFL wants to show its stakeholders that 

the league cares about racial injustice and police brutality issues and is 

supportive towards Kaepernick. However, it is difficult to agree that the claim 

by NFL is truly sincere instead of attempting to swipe the negative PR under 
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the mat and trying to make people forget what the organization has done in 

the past. In June 2018, a few months before the Nike’s Kaepernick ad came 

out, NFL made a rule which prohibited players from kneeling in front of the 

audience, instead choosing between standing in line with hand over heart or 

staying in the locker room tunnel during the pre-game national anthem. It 

could be predicted that NFL understood the amount of people interested in 

Colin Kaepernick and issues such as police brutality and Black Rights 

Movement and the league tried to address those stakeholders by emphasis ing 

Kaepernick, sounding like the former player’s biggest fan, and highlighting 

social justice and its importance in the society.  

The statement by Moore can be viewed as an act of bolstering, similarly to 

the first public statement. However, this statement is not just about stressing 

good traits of the company with some relevance to the original cause for the 

crisis communication. It also includes a shallow promise of taking notice to 

the mentioned societal and political issues in the US and acting in a respectful 

manner, a hint of a corrective action being taken. It is also worth noting that 

NFL made statement through Moore, who is specialised in communications 

and public relations, instead of the commissioner Roger Goodell, who is the 

face and biggest leader in the NFL. It may be a good choice from a crisis 

communication point of view, since there are also many stakeholders who are 

conservative people. These are people who have a desire to see NFL players 

standing in line singing the National Anthem and who do not agree with 

Kaepernick and his political views. It was also a strategic move to have Moore 

make the statement, because Moore does not have a reputation among the 

public. It was possibly done for the NFL to protect Goodell and the league’s 

image and because the statement was not made by Goodell, the statement did 

not have as big of an impact, which would have caused greater controversy 

among public. Nonetheless, it can be concluded that the statement includes 

bolstering and corrective action, two of the image restoration tactics from 

Benoit’s (1997) list. 
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3.3 Statement 3: The anthem policy statement 

After an almost two-year-long battle between the US political elite, the 

public, NFL owners and NFL players about whether kneeling is an acceptable 

way to protest during the national anthem, NFL decided to come up with a 

new policy regarding behaviour during national anthem, which would end all 

visible protests by the players (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. Statement From NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell/Policy 

Statement (Image: Twitter) 
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The policy denies players from doing anything in front of the stadium crowd 

other than standing in line and singing the national anthem. The other option 

would be to stay hidden in the locker room area or stadium tunnel until the 

anthem is played and the actual game begins. Nevertheless, in the beginning 

of the statement the commissioner Roger Goodell gives a praise to NFL 

players for their continued protesting, emphasising how the NFL and its 

players are united and cohesive, and how the battle against the social issues 

is continued by the league and its players. In the latter part of the statement, 

however, there is a list of situations where the club and/or player is punished 

if they show any signs of protesting in an NFL game. 

When one looks at some sections of the policy, the tone changes quite a lot 

compared to the commissioner’s words in the beginning of the statement 

(Figure 5): 

 

Each club may develop its own work rules, consistent with the above 

principles, regarding its personnel who do not stand and show respect for the 

flag and the Anthem. The Commissioner will impose appropriate discipline 

on league personnel who do not stand and show respect for the flag and the 

Anthem. 

 

The language in the policy creates the atmosphere where the NFL owners and 

the commissioner act like modern-age slave owners towards their players, 

which is quite concerning when considering that according to Sharp (2021), 

most NFL players are people of colour. 

Whereas the NFL owners’ voice can be heard from the list of policies, the 

public statement is more about the NFL and commissioner Goodell speaking 

to the public and defending protests. The first part of the statement is clearly 

aimed towards those who have criticised NFL players for being unpatriot ic 

and disrespectful to the US flag and national anthem. The first couple 

sentences create a sense of unity between players and the league/owners, 
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praising the collaboration between the parties and the work being done “to 

advance goals of justice and fairness in all corners of society” (Figure 5). It is 

not the first NFL statement where the collaboration is highlighted and the 

work in communities is praised. It is the NFL’s way to show that everything 

with the current conduct is morally decent and that they are striving to do 

more work on behalf of social justice. At the same time, the league wants 

stakeholders to calm down and maybe even forget how they did not handle 

things properly with Colin Kaepernick. The message of the statement makes 

their actions look good in the eyes of corporate social responsibility, but at 

the same time it reminds people of their past mistakes. Therefore, one could 

say the statement is at the same time productive and counter-productive to the 

NFL’s crisis communication goals. The statement was probably successful in 

eyes of those stakeholders who have enjoyed the disappearance of kneeling 

protests during current NFL season. At the same time, however, it has enraged 

players for losing their rights to show their support for social justice and the 

people who watch the game and believe in equality and justice and free 

speech.  

3.4 Statement 4: Second anthem policy statement 

After the NFL came up with the statement of policies on the national anthem 

protesting and sanctions for protesting, the National Football League Players 

Association (NFLPA) voiced their discontent with the policies the NFL 

would apply, especially because NFL did not involve the NFLPA in the 

decision-making process. The NFLPA is an institute whose biggest task is to 

supervise and make sure that NFL players are treated respectfully by the clubs 

and owners in every possible way. They also work with the NFL to write a 

Collective Bargaining Agreement (CBA), which extends to a certain period 

and consists of decision on what kind of contract terms there will be. The 

NFLPA and the NFL collaborate with each other and make decisions united 

in most cases, since both the owners and players need to be content for the 

NFL to keep on rolling. There are also past examples where CBA negotiations 

have not gone well between the two parties, the players have gone on strike 
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and the league has been in a lockout until the mutual agreement has been 

achieved. 

The NFL commissioner Roger Goodell had a press conference about the new 

policies involving player behaviour during the US national anthem and the 

sanctions and consequences which would stem from the possible future 

anthem protests. Before the statement, the NFLPA had voiced their discontent 

over the NFL’s decision to not consult, inform or negotiate with NFLPA 

about the list of policies (Figure 6). A few months earlier, when the NFL made 

a statement about protests declaring that every player can kneel, stand, or 

silently protest without consequences, the statement was named 

“NFL/NFLPA Joint Statement”, whereas the latest one was a “Statement 

from the Commissioner Roger Goodell”, which really tells the whole story.  

 

 

Figure 6. NFLPA statement on new NFL Policy (Image: Twitter) 



 

23 

 

 

Figure 7. Roger Goodell Statement on Anthem policies (Image: York 

Dispatch) 

 

Roger Goodell started off addressing the new anthem policy by saying that if 

the players do not want to stand during the national anthem, they will not be 

penalised, adding that it really would be nice for the players to stand instead 

of protesting (Figure 7). The comment has a clear shift of tone. Whereas 

before Goodell almost praised the players for embracing social justice, now 

it was just a thing which will not be a reason for penalties if players are not 

able to protest in front of the crowd’s eyes. The commissioner also describes 

the process of creating the policies with the adjective ‘balanced’, when the 

other negotiator party, the NFLPA, was not even invited to the negotiat ion 

table before the decisions were made.  

The other comment made by Goodell during the statement involves even 

heavier accusations, indirectly calling protests disrespectful to the US flag 

and national anthem and stating how the league wants everyone to stand and 

respect the flag (Figure 7). Goodell also implies that every US citizen owes it 

to their country to stand during the anthem, even after supporting the players’ 

right to voice their concerns over social issues for a long period of time. It is 
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an obvious sign that the NFL brass decided to stop the protests in an instant 

and Goodell had to defend the league’s decision to do so, and at the same time 

he tried to not withdraw completely from the previous statements being made. 

Thus, Goodell is at the same time balancing between two completely different 

views on the recent events, avoiding the unpleasant task to answer to critics 

on snubbing NFLPA from policy negotiations and being exposed for ignor ing 

the ongoing social justice issues in the US. One might also wonder if 

Goodell’s change of mind was caused by outside pressure from the US 

political elite to NFL’s direction. It would explain the change of Goodell’s  

stance on the anthem protests and how the NFL suddenly sided with those 

seeing kneeling protests disrespectful.      

3.5 Statement 5: PED policy statement 

Another protester alongside Colin Kaepernick, Eric Reid, was also released 

by San Francisco 49ers because of kneeling during the national anthem. He 

also sued NFL over collusion on his own behalf. Reid’s collusion lawsuit was 

being dismissed and he was later hired by Carolina Panthers. Reid has aired 

his grievances openly to NFL’s and NFLPA’s direction later and has been 

open about the disappointing treatment of both himself and Kaepernick. 

NFL and US major sports leagues in general have a different policy for testing 

their athletes for performance enhancing drugs (PED) compared to their 

European counterparts. In the NFL, during regular season the PED testing is 

done in a manner where in every game, a computer-based generator randomly 

picks a player’s name from each playing team and those players would then 

do the PED test (Figure 8). However, after Eric Reid returned to play for the 

Carolina Panthers, he had seven PED tests during an eleven-game span. Reid 

and other players have publicly questioned NFL’s integrity on this issue, 

arguing that a computer algorithm picking the same name eight times in a row 

from a 53-man playing roster is highly unlikely and almost impossib le. 

Instead, the conspiracy theorists and Reid himself think that the algorithm had 

been rigged and the NFL was intentionally harassing Reid because of the 
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previously filed collusion lawsuit and being one of the most vocal voices of 

critique against the NFL. Reid has been vocal about the NFL not letting the 

voice of those who are worried about black lives and police brutality be heard 

during national anthem and NFLPA for not doing much about it. Reid’s 

comments provoked NFL to have an independent administrator of the PED 

policy to investigate and give a report on whether the NFL has targeted Reid 

with the testing or not, and after on they released a public statement on the  

matter.        

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. NFL-NFLPA Statement on Collectively Bargained Performance 

Enhancing Drug Policy (Image: NFL Communications) 
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The letter is named ‘NFL – NFLPA statement on collectively bargained 

performance enhancing drug policy’, so it is a joint statement from both the 

league and league’s players’ association. The NFL and the NFLPA take a 

careful and conservative approach in the letter, and the language is much 

more sophisticated and neutral in its tone. The letter starts by stating that the 

NFL takes their PED policy and its integrity seriously, referring to the review 

and report produced by the independent administrator. Furthermore, the letter 

points out that the process of testing was done in a usual manner, and it does 

not show any signs of targeting towards Reid or any other fault whatsoever.  

The letter does not mention about the probability of getting 8 PED tests in 11 

weeks, but the counted probability based on the NFL’s PED policy is around 

0.169%. However, the NFL does not have to state it, because they are the ones 

in charge with the situation and therefore can apply the simple denial tactic 

of Benoit’s image restoration strategies. One could guess that the NFL knew 

all along that the whole process of computer algorithm cannot be proved as 

flawed by the independent administrator. Moreover, there would not be an 

entity with power to sanction the NFL but the NFL themselves, so the league 

can simply deny everything without having to answer to anyone. There is 

however one group of stakeholders they must be aware of and careful with, 

which is the current NFL fans. If the league would act in a dictator-like 

manner and swipe all criticism under the rug, the TV ratings could plummet, 

and fans could get tired of the sport and switch the channel and attend other 

sports events instead. Therefore, the league asked and invited an independent 

administrator to review the test process, just for the league to go on public 

and be able to claim that there was no evidence of any misconduct. It plays to 

the narrative, where they have been responsible, ethical and have taken action 

to show good business etiquette. Whether the people and NFL fans bought 

into it or not, is another question completely.    
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4 Discussion 

What was the NFL was trying to accomplish or establish with the presented 

four statements and an interview? The key words for the answer are control 

and narrative. The way in which the words, sentences and messages were 

structured, was done in the way for them to control the situation, which was 

an utter chaos. The alleged blackballing and colluding of Kaepernick and 

Reid got fans, celebrities, and people in general very outraged, just like the 

anthem protests got everyone in the US to choose sides and constantly fight 

over whether it was right or wrong to do it. The NFL was exposed many times 

for being politically oriented, acting based on few people’s opinions instead 

of rationale and democracy, and using its power status in an unsuitable and 

allegedly even illegal manner to establish power and control situations. For 

the most part in those five statements, however, the league was extinguishing 

fires all over the place by using calm and sophisticated delusive denial 

approach. It was something they had to do for people to get calm and forget 

the unfortunate occurrences and situations which happened before. There was 

a large group of right-wing conservative NFL fans, who frequently 

complained in social media outlets about players not respecting the US flag 

and not standing during the anthem. The NFL silenced those critics by forcing 

the list of policies without going through NFLPA’s opinion on the subject, 

declaring them in a statement in order to give those critics something else to 

think about. Then there was the other side, people who demanded justice for 

Colin Kaepernick and more social justice in the US. The NFL origina lly 

messaged its acceptance for the anthem protests to keep the social justice 

warriors and Colin Kaepernick supporters satisfied. When the NFL turned on 

those people and sided with the ones against the protests, they highlighted the 

players’ work in communities and acted supportive towards the effort and 

mentioned the league and owners alongside the players’ efforts. It was the 

NFL playing both sides, toning down the narrative so that the misconducts 

and other causes for crisis would be eventually put silently to past and people 

would once again focus and commit on the product itself, the NFL games. 
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Those strategic moves make sure that the fans eventually go back to watch 

the NFL, like they have done for multiple generations. It stabilizes the TV 

ratings, further establishing the NFL’s position as number one sports league 

in America, makes people forget the bad and the NFL eventually gets away 

with their misuse of power or unethical conduct. Those type of crises would 

cause a collapse for a smaller-scale business, but it does not seem to do any 

long-term harm for the powerhouse that is the National Football League. 

How did the NFL manage their crisis communication and restore their image? 

Firstly, it is a fact that in no circumstances did the NFL admit being guilty of 

colluding and blackballing any player, until the Kaepernick case was settled 

in court many years after it was the hottest topic in US news. Thus, the league 

never did take the path of confessing and apologising to the stakeholders, until 

the commissioner apologised the league’s actions and the treatment of 

Kaepernick publicly years after the incident. Instead, they indirectly insisted 

they were taking corrective actions to be more progressive and to show that 

the league is aware of social issues and not accepting racism and the treatment 

of African American people by the police in general. What is more, the league 

was trying to please both important stakeholder groups and calm their rage 

by bolstering, deluding the focus of communications to other directions to 

maintain good public relations and not cause any more controversy or crisis.  

For example, the league pointed out the work being done for the good of 

communities during the aftermath of hurricane Harvey, which devastated the 

whole country and let the focus out of such talking points as Colin Kaepernick 

and racial issues in America. And when the NFL ran into accusations of 

misconduct like in the case of Eric Reid and possibly rigged computer 

algorithm choosing players for PED tests, they played the role of a martyr and 

made claims for their innocence, knowing there was no evidence to prove any 

misconduct. In retrospect, one could say the NFL succeeded and was effective 

with its crisis communications. The effort put into crisis communications did 

not make the criticism disappear, but it did not increase either. Instead, it 

slowly yet surely made critics tired of complaining and eventually they got 
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more focused on the game itself. It is partly due to good communications plan, 

but also partly because of the NFL and its position in the sports market as the 

US nation’s favourite pastime. However, these kinds of uncomfortable issues 

do appear in the NFL every now and then, and the role of crisis 

communication will remain vital in the coming years for the league.  
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5 Conclusion 

The crisis communication of larger globally active corporations is something 

that is being researched quite a lot, since businesses want to improve their 

operations and are willing to pay for research helpful to them. However, CDA 

is not the direction most people will take in these kinds of matters, because 

the people who are benefitting for the research are those in power, who are 

not too keen on CDA as a scientific method.  

This thesis has pointed out several characteristics of the NFL’s crisis 

communications and how they establish their power over other entitie s 

through their communications. The research is still quite narrow in focus, and 

it could be extended to analyse other scandals that the NFL and/or other major 

sports leagues have experienced lately. It would be interesting to take a closer 

look at these incidents and see if there are similarities between those and the 

crisis communication in different phases of the anthem protest battle. It would 

have also been interesting to investigate why the NFL decided to eventually 

to go the settlement route and pay an undisclosed sum of money to Colin 

Kaepernick to avoid the long court process. This sort of research also 

contributes to the understanding of businesses’ communications in social 

media and what hidden messages can be found from public statements and 

other texts, which can give a better view of what is really going on. This kind 

of research is also crucial to society, and it can lead to the public putting more 

pressure on businesses, business conduct and corporate social responsibility, 

and eventually to improve business culture overall.    
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