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Abstract

Expenditures on cause-related
marketing (CRM) have grown dra-
matically in the past decade. Con-
sumers tend to have favorable atti-
tudes toward businesses that
support charities or causes. In pro-
fessional sports, CRM is being
employed by many leagues and
teams as a way of “giving back” to
communities and forging a bond
between themselves and their target
markets. However, very little is
known about what consumers
expect from sports teams and ath-
letes in terms of cause support
activities. This study examines con-
sumers’ attitudes toward profes-
sional athletes and teams as cause
marketers. Results of a telephone
survey indicate that consumers
have very high expectations of pro
athletes and pro teams to be
involved in their local communities.
Other findings suggest that even
though CRM is beneficial for build-
ing an athlete’s image, the influence
of CRM on consumers’ purchase
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This study examines consumers’ attitudes toward profes-
sional athletes and teams as cause marketers.

intention is less for sports teams
than for other types of businesses.

Introduction

Corporate expenditures for
cause-related marketing programs
(CRM) have increased dramatically
in the past decade as firms have
searched for opportunities to
demonstrate their commitment to
social issues. CRM investments
grew by 300% during the 1990s
and reached approximately $630
million by 1999 (Meyer, 1999).
Growth in CRM as a marketing
strategy comes at a time when
intense competition in many prod-
uct categories has marketers scram-
bling for ways to differentiate their
brands. Also, interest in building
relationships with customers and
other constituencies has led to an
intensified search for platforms that
demonstrate social responsibility
and enable a firm’s various stake-
holder groups to identify with the
firm and its brands. At the same
time, many nonprofit organizations
and charitable causes are facing
decreasing funding levels from gov-
ernment agencies (Adkins, 1999).
Thus, CRM has grown in its use as
part of firms’ marketing strategies
because of their desire to achieve
strategic objectives coupled with
the unmet resource needs of non-
profits.

The purpose of this paper is to
report results of a study on con-

sumers” attitudes toward cause-
related marketing and certain mar-
keting outcomes associated with
CRM. Three issues were examined:
(1) obligation to support community
causes and charities, (2) effects of
cause support on building image,
and (3) the influence of cause sup-
port on purchase intention. A case
study of the consumer attitudes
toward the CRM obligations and
practices of a local professional
football (NFL) team and its players
is used to assess consumers’ atti-
tudes toward CRM in professional
sports. Most CRM research has
been on either product or retail
businesses, but the social responsi-
bilities of the professional sports
industry have not been examined.
A telephone survey was used to col-
lect data on consumers’ attitudes
toward social responsibilities for
businesses in general, professional
athletes, and a local NFL team, as
well as to assess two outcomes of
engaging in CRM activities: image
and purchase intention. The next
section of the paper provides an
overview of CRM and its use in pro-
fessional sports. Then, the method-
ology used in the study is
described. Finally, the results of the
study are presented and followed
by discussion of the findings.

Cause-Related Marketing

Cause-related marketing has
been defined as “a commercial
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activity by which businesses and
charities or causes form a partner-
ship with each other to market an
image, product or service for
mutual benefit” (Adkins, 1999,
p.11). CRM has been conceptual-
ized as both a tactic and a strategy
used to carry out a firm’s social
responsibilities (Till & Nowak,
2000). A narrow view of CRM is
that it is a tactic designed to stimu-
late short-term sales of a product by
making the amount of a contribu-
tion to a cause contingent on unit
sales. For example, Yoplait yogurt,
a General Mills brand, ran a “Save
Lids to Save Lives” promotion. It
donated ten cents to the Susan G.
Komen Breast Cancer Foundation
for every pink lid returned to the
company between September and
December, 2001. The promotion
raised $500,000 for the Komen
Foundation (5,000,000 lids returned
by customers), and an additional
$250,000 was added to that total by
Yoplait (Save lids to save lives, n.d.).

A broad view of CRM is that it
should be used as a strategy to link
a firm’s products with causes or
issues that resonate with its target
market. One company that uses
CRM to build a favorable corporate
image is Target Stores. Target sup-
ports children’s causes, including
St. Jude’s Children’s Research Hos-
pital, Target House (a home away
from home for St. Jude’s patients
and their families), Take Charge of
Education (a program in which
local stores donate money to com-
munity schools), and Start Some-
thing (a self-improvement program
targeted to kids ages 11-14 in part-
nership with golfer Tiger Woods).
Target has focused on supporting
children in a variety of ways: med-
ical research, education, and self-
improvement (Target: Community
giving, 2002).

Academic research on cause-
related marketing has focused on
two areas: (1) CRM from the firm’s
viewpoint, and (2) effects of CRM
on consumer behavior. In a review
of social advertising campaigns,
Drumwright (1996) classified firms’
objectives as being economic, non-

economic, or mixed. Economic
campaigns focused on achieving
marketing objectives (e.g., increas-
ing sales, enhancing brand image),
while non-economic campaigns
were intended to further a firm's
social agenda. Success of a social
ad campaign was linked to compat-
ibility between company and cause.
Compatibility may be desirable, but
not necessary, according to Bloom,
Hussein, and Szykman (1995).
Their examination of social market-

(supporting causes as part of a guid-
ing management philosophy of
social responsibility) or extrinsic
(supporting causes to receive favor-
able publicity or generate sales). A
typology of consumer responses to
CRM activities identifies four differ-
ent groups of consumers, including
those who are attribution-oriented
and those whose response is driven
by assessment of a firm’s motives
(Webb & Mohr, 1998). Other
response types include consumers

The Women's National Basketball Association (WNBA) has
teamed with one of its corporate sponsors, Sears, to
promote breast health awareness, showing how sports
properties can leverage their visibility and status in the
markets in which they operate to benefit social causes.

ing programs found that those with
strong ties to product sales were
most effective. Other firm-based
research has examined objectives of
CRM activities. CRM can have
product objectives or corporate
objectives. Product objectives
include breaking through advertis-
ing clutter, broadening customer
bases, and persuading customers.
Corporate objectives include
enhanced corporate image, positive
publicity, and improved trade and
sales force relations (File & Prince,
1998).

Another body of research on
CRM has examined how consumers
respond to a firm’s social initiatives
in general and CRM in particular
(Barone, Miyazaki, & Taylor, 2000;
Brown & Dacin, 1997; Ellen, Mohr,
& Webb, 2000; Webb & Mohr,
1998). Building awareness of a
firm’s support of social issues is crit-
ical given that consumers hold cog-
nitive associations about how a firm
carries out its societal obligations,
in addition to associations about the
firm’s products. These corporate
social responsibility associations
indirectly influence product evalua-
tion (Brown & Dacin, 1997).

The success of a CRM program is
influenced by the firm’s perceived
motives for supporting a cause
(Ellen, Mohr, & Webb, 2000). A
firm’s motivation may be intrinsic
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who respond favorably to CRM
offers because of their desire to help
the cause, consumers who incorpo-
rate the firm’s cause involvement
with other purchase criteria, and
consumers who distrust CRM activi-
ties. Favorable perceptions of a
marketer’s cause support have been
found to lead to a greater likelihood
of product choice when little differ-
ences among competing brands
exist, but the effects of CRM dimin-
ish as price and product perfor-
mance trade-off increases (Barone,
Miyazaki, & Taylor, 2000).

Cause-Related Marketing in
Professional Sports

Many professional sports proper-
ties have embraced CRM as a busi-
ness philosophy that goes beyond
mere philanthropic support in their
local communities. Leagues, teams,
and individual athletes align them-
selves with social causes that res-
onate with their target markets. At
the league level, the Women's
National Basketball Association
(WNBA) has teamed with one of its
corporate sponsors, Sears, to pro-
mote breast health awareness. The
issue is of great importance to
women, a key constituency for both
the WNBA and Sears. Money
raised through the partnership is
donated to the National Alliance of
Breast Cancer Organizations



(NABCO). Online auctions of mer-
chandise and “Breast Health Aware-
ness Nights” at WNBA games have
raised money that is part of a $1
million commitment to NABCO by
Sears. In addition, breast health
awareness is promoted through
information tables set up at arenas
and public service announcements
featuring one of the WNBA's star
players, Lisa Leslie (Sears and NBA
shoot for breast health, 2001). This
example of cause support is indica-
tive of how sports properties can
leverage their visibility and status in
the markets in which they operate
to benefit social causes.

Examples of team and athlete-
supported causes and charities can
be found throughout the US mar-
kets in which professional sports

Many professional athletes are
actively involved in supporting
causes and charities. Some athletes
engage in cause support by working
with their leagues’ or teams’ CRM
programs, while other athletes have
ventured into establishing their own
charitable organizations. In some
cases, cause support is borne out of
personal experiences. Doug Flutie,
a quarterback for the San Diego
Chargers of the NFL, founded the
Doug Flutie, Jr. Foundation for
Autism after his son was diagnosed
with autism at age 3. An integral
part of the Doug Flutie Jr. Founda-
tion’s fundraising efforts has been
the sale of Flutie Flakes, a breakfast
cereal bearing the quarterback’s
name. Through the sale of Flutie
Flakes and fundraising efforts, the

Ninety percent of respondents agreed that the local
team’s players should support local charities or causes,
and 92% agreed that the local team’s organization should
do the same.

teams compete. These causes often
serve youth interests such as educa-
tion or recreation, which is a logical
fit for professional sports given their
importance among youth. Several
NFL teams, including the Detroit
Lions, New York Giants, San Fran-
cisco 49ers, and Seattle Seahawks
have established their own schools
or academies, and a Major League
Baseball team, the Arizona Dia-
mondbacks, partnered with Honey-
well Industries to create a school for
troubled teens (Adams, 2002).
Team-supported CRM can be used
as a sales promotion method to
stimulate ticket sales, too. The
Tampa Bay Lightning of the
National Hockey League began a
program with the 2002-2003 sea-
son called “Playing for a Purpose.”
The team designated 10 games to
which fans could donate between
10 and 25% of their ticket purchase
price to a team-designated charity
or a charity of their choice. The
team’s goal was to sell an additional
20,000 tickets through the Playing
for a Purpose program (Adams,
2002).

foundation has raised over $3 mil-
lion since 1998 (Ward, 2001).
While the charitable activities of
Doug Flutie have received a great
deal of publicity, many professional
athletes quietly support causes and
charities with little publicity about
their activities. Some athletes may
prefer their charitable works not be
publicized, but it may be in their
best interests to make the public
aware of these activities. Individual
athletes who do not participate in
team-sponsored causes or charities
often do not because of commit-
ments to their own charitable con-
cerns, but if the public is unaware of
an athlete’s individual charities or
causes, he or she may be perceived
as unwilling to help and this may
have a negative effect on his or her
own image, as well as the image of
his or her team (Williams, 2002).
Athletes may support causes and
charities because they believe it is
the “right thing to do” or that they
should “give back” to help those
less fortunate than themselves, but
being involved in the community
also has the potential to positively

influence an athlete’s image among
fans and non-fans and debunk the
stereotype of today’s professional
athletes as being selfish and out-of-
touch with the people who buy tick-
ets to watch them periorm.
Implementation of a CRM strat-
egy is as viable for professional
sports organizations as for product
and service marketers. Interest in
professional sports is very high,
fueled by the rise of mass media
outlets eager to provide sports pro-
gramming to their viewers
(Meenaghan & O'Sullivan, 1999).
Professional sports properties and
professional athletes are well posi-
tioned to serve as cause marketers
given the lofty status afforded to
sports in American culture. Sports
serve as a romanticized ideal, offer-
ing role models and teaching posi-
tive values such as teamwork, sacri-
fice, and goal setting (Rosentraub,
1997). The importance of profes-
sional athletes serving as role mod-
els cannot be understated, even
though some professional athletes
have insisted that they are not role
models. Young people are free to
select their own role models and
may look outside the home for
influence (Martin & Bush, 2000).
Thus, professional athletes are often
looked to as examples of behavior,
whether they choose to accept that
role or not. Engaging in CRM activ-
ities that demonstrate a concern for
social causes or charities not only
allows a sports franchise to meet its
social responsibilities, but it also
reinforces the positive qualities of
sports and athletes to audiences
who look to them for guidance.

Method

Overview

Consumers' views of cause-
related marketing and the social
responsibilities of professional
sports teams and athletes were
examined through a telephone sur-
vey of residents of a three-county
area of a large southern state. The
three counties from which the sam-
ple was drawn included a county
containing the state capitol and two
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Table 1

Characteristics of Respondents
Age:
18-34 145 294
35-54 204 41.4
55 and older 144 29.2
Income:
Less than $10,000 29 5.8
$10,000-$30,000 66 13.2
$30,001-$50,000 100 20.1
$50,001-$70,000 88 17.7
$70,000 and higher 151 30.2
Race:
White 425 84.2
Black/African-American 52 10.3
Hispanic 3 0.6
Asian/ Pacific Islands 7 1.4
Other 12 24
Sex:
Male 244 47.3
Female 252 48.8

Note: Number of responses in each category does not equal sample size be-
cause some of the respondents elected not to provide an answer.

Table 2

Responses to Cause Support Statements

‘| ! o
Businesses should sup- 194 250 26 20 2

port community charities (39.4%) (50.8%) (5.3%) 4.1%) (0.4%)
or causes by giving

money, products, or

other types of assistance.

(Mean* = 1.75, s = .77)

Professional athletes 207 219 32 27 3
should support commu-  (42.4%) (44.9%) (6.6%) (5.5%) (0.6%)
nity charities or causes

by giving their time,

money, or other types of

assistance.
(Mean=1.77, s = .85)
The (local team) organi- 233 223 21 16 0

zation should support (47.3%) (45.2%) (4.3%) (3.2%) (0.0%)
community charities or

causes (by giving money

or other types of assis-

tance).
(Mean = 1.63, s = .72)
The (local team) players 205 237 26 21 2

should support commu-  (41.8%) (48.3%) (5.3%) (4.3%) (0.4%)
nity charities or causes

(by giving money or

other types of assis-

tance).

(Mean = 1.73, s = .78)

*1 = Strongly Agree 2 = Agree 3 = Neutral 4 = Disagree 5 = Strongly Disagree

Note: Number of responses in each category does not equal sample size because
some of the respondents elected not to provide an answer.
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other highly populated contiguous
counties. The surveys were con-
ducted using a telephone survey lab
equipped with CATI (Computer
Assisted Telephone Interviewing)
software. Interviewer error was
reduced by having questions appear
on the interviewer’s computer
screen and having consumers’
responses entered directly into the
computer (reducing the chance of
data entry error). Surveys were
conducted between the hours of
4:00 PM and 8:00 PM on two dif-
ferent weeknights in the same
week. A total of 1,235 consumers
were contacted. Of those con-
sumers, 516 agreed to participate,
but 16 terminated the survey before
completion. The 500 completed
surveys yielded a response rate of
40.5%. Characteristics of the
respondents are given in Table 1.

Procedure

Telephone numbers for con-
sumers participating in the study
were randomly selected. If a con-
sumer answered when a call was
attempted, researchers identified
themselves as working for the
Office of Consumer Research at a
local university and informed them
that they were calling to measure
perceptions about several con-
sumer-related issues. Consumers
were assured their responses would
be completely anonymous and that
the amount of time needed to com-
plete the survey was less than ten
minutes. The survey was adminis-
tered to those persons who con-
sented.

The Survey

The survey consisted of five sec-
tions: (1) general questions to mea-
sure consumers’ confidence in the
national and local economy (e.g.,
current business conditions, expec-
tations for future business condi-
tions), (2) questions that collected
demographic data on participants:
age, race, income, sex, and county
in which they lived, (3) statements
measuring attitudes about the
responsibilities to support commu-
nity charities or causes of busi-



nesses in general, professional ath-
letes, the local NFL team’s organiza-
tion, and the local NFL team’s play-
ers, (4) statements measuring the
impact of supporting causes or
charities on consumers’ images of
businesses, professional athletes,
and the local NFL team's organiza-
tion, and (5) statements measuring
the impact of supporting causes or
charities on consumers’ purchase
intentions for the products of busi-
nesses and the local NFL team. The
consumer confidence questions
were asked first to help ease con-
sumers into the survey and make
them feel comfortable with the
types of questions asked and the
procedures for answering them.

All items pertaining to cause sup-
port used five-point scales (Strongly
Agree, Agree, Neither Agree nor
Disagree, Disagree, Strongly Dis-
agree). Statements used to measure
attitudes of social responsibility of
businesses, professional athletes,
and the local NFL team were
worded similarly so that compar-
isons could be made between and
across these three groups. Three
statements used to measure atti-
tudes toward cause support: (1)
“Businesses should support commu-
nity charities or causes by giving
money, products, or other types of
assistance,” (2) “I am more likely to
have a positive image of business
that supports community charities
or causes,” and (3) “I am more
likely to purchase products or ser-
vices from a business if | know that
the business supports community
charities or causes.” Statements
similar to (1) and (2) above were
used to measure attitudes toward
social responsibilities of profies-
sional athletes, the local NFL team,
and players of the local team and
effects of CRM support on their
image. A statement similar to (3)
above was used to measure level of
purchase intention of game tickets
and merchandise of the local team.
Additional statements were used to
measure consumers’ interest in pro-
fessional football, interest in the
local team, and perceptions of the
extent to which the local team orga-

Table 3
CRM Participation and Image
Strongly Agree  Neutral Disagree Strongly
Agree Disagree

I am more likely to 199 225 22 24 4
have a positive image  (40.4%) (49.5%) (4.5%) (4.9%) (0.8%)
of a business that sup-
ports community char-
ities or causes.
(Mean* =1.76, s = .81)
I have a more positive 218 225 21 26 2
image of professional  (44.3%) (45.7%) (4.3%)  (5.3%)  (0.4%)
athletes who support
community charities
Or causes.
(Mean =1.72, s = .81)
I am more likely to 187 249 25 28 5
have a positive image  (36.2%) (50.4%) (5.1%) (5.7%) (1.0%)
of (local team) if |
know that they sup-
port community chari-
ties or causes.
(Mean = 1.82, s = .85)
The (local team) orga- 120 268 39 25 7
nization cares about (26.1%) (58.4%) (8.5%) (5.4%) (1.5%)
community charities or
causes in (local area).
(Mean = 1.98, s = .84)
The (local team) play- 106 277 50 27 4
ers care about com- (22.8%) (59.7%) (10.8%) (5.8%) (0.9%)

munity charities or
causes in (local area).
(Mean =2.02, s =.72)

*1 = Strongly Agree 2 = Agree 3 = Neutral 4 = Disagree 5 = Strongly Disagree

chandise if | know that
the organization sup-
ports community chari-
ties or causes (by giving
money or other types of
assistance).

(Mean = 2.36,s=1.15)

Table 4
CRM Participation and Purchase Intention
Strongly Agree  Neutral Disagree Strongly
Agree Disagree
I am more likely to pur- 159 225 62 36 b
chase products or ser- (32.4%) (45.9%) (12.7%) (7.8%) (1.2%)
vices from a business if
I know that the business
supports community
charities or causes.
(Mean* =1.99, s = 93)
I'am more likely to buy
(local team's) tickets 121 182 81 76 21
and (local team’s) mer-  (23.4%) (35.3%) (15.7%) (14.7%)  (4.1%)

*1 = Strongly Agree 2 = Agree 3 = Neutral 4 = Disagree 5 =

Strongly Disagree
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nization and its players care about
the local community.

Results

Attitudes Toward Social
Responsibilities

One point of interest in the pre-
sent study was to assess consumers’
attitudes toward the social responsi-
bilities of businesses, professional
athletes, and professional sports
franchises. Results presented in
Table 2 indicate that consumers
have high expectations of all three
groups. Approximately 90% of the
respondents expressed some level
of agreement that businesses should
support community charities or
causes. Also, 87% indicated that
professional athletes should support
similar activities. When asked
about the social responsibilities of
the local NFL team, respondents
had even higher expectations; 90%
agreed that the local team'’s players
should support local charities or
causes, and 92% agreed that the
local team’s organization should do
the same.

Impact of Cause Support on
Image

Analysis of statements concern-
ing the effects of supporting local
charities or causes on building
image suggests that cause-related
marketing activities can be benefi-
cial in shaping a positive image (see
Table 3). The level of agreement on
the effects of cause support on
image was identical for both busi-
nesses and professional athletes
(90%); the percentage for the local
NFL team was approximately 87%.
Professional athletes’ images may
benefit from their involvement with
community charities and causes as
indicated by the high percentage of
respondents (44.3%) who strongly
agreed that they were more likely to
have a positive image of profes-
sional athletes known to support
charities or causes. Two additional
statements assessed respondents’
beliefs about the community con-
cern of the local NFL team’s organi-
zation and its players. Both the

organization and its players were
considered to care about local char-
ities and causes with the level of
agreement (strongly agree or agree)
being 84% and 82% respectively.
Nevertheless, of those respondents
in agreement with these statements,
only 23% indicated strong agree-

Table 5

ment that the local team cared
about community charities or
causes, and only 26% strongly
agreed that the team’s players cared
about charities and causes in the
local community.

Comparison of Football Fans and Non-Fans Responses to

CRM Statements

Professional athletes should
support community charities
or causes by giving their time,
money, or other types of assis-
tance.

1.72

The (local team) organization
should support community
charities or causes (by giving
money or other types of assis-
tance).

1.58

The (local team) players
should support community
charities or causes (by giving
money or other types of assis-
tance),

1.69

The (local team) organization
cares about community chari-
ties or causes in (local area).

1.83

The (local team) players care 1.91
about community charities or
causes in (local area).

| have a more positive image
of professional athletes who

support community charities
Or causes.

1.63

I am more likely to have a 1.71
positive image of (local team)

if | know that they support

community charities or

causes.

I.am more likely to buy (local
team’s) tickets and (local
team’s) merchandise if | know
that the organization supports
community charities or
causes (by giving money or
other types of assistance).

2.21

ment Football Fans Non-Football Fans t
i (mean)

(mean)

1.91 =2.23*

1.78 -2.81**

1.84 -1.92

2.38 -6.57**

2.30

_4.78$$

1.94 -3.86**

2.08 -4.47%%

2.73 -4.61**

*p<.05 **p<.01
N
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Impact of Cause Support on
Purchase Intention

One of the benefits of supporting
causes is the response shown by
consumers via purchase behaviors.
Research conducted by Cone Com-
munications and Roper Starch
Worldwide concerning the impact
of cause-related marketing activities
on purchase intentions revealed that
approximately two-thirds of con-
sumers surveyed were likely to
switch brands to ane associated
with a worthy cause if price and
quality among competing offerings
are similar (Holmes, 2001). In this
study, respondents were asked
whether support for causes influ-
ences their purchase intentions.
Results presented in Table 4 indi-
cate that the respondents in this
study are more likely to purchase
products or services from a business
if they knew the business supports
community charities or causes,
Approximately 78% of consumers
agreed that cause-related marketing
activities influence their purchase
intentions. The benefits of support-
ing causes on purchase intentions is
much lower for the local NFL team;
approximately 59% of the respon-
dents indicated that they would be

more likely to buy tickets to the
team's games and team merchan-
dise if they knew the organization
supported community charities or
causes.

Comparison of Responses by
Demographic Groups

In addition to compiling frequen-
cies of responses to the question-
naire items, further analysis was
performed to determine whether re-
sponses differed between males and
females, age group to which re-
spondents belonged, and football
fans and non-football fans. Results
indicated that females were more
likely to agree that “The (local
leam) organization cares about
community charities or causes in
(local area)” (t = 2.34, p<.02),
and “l am more likely to have a
positive image of (local team) if |
know that they support community
charities or causes” (t = 2.43, p <
.02). Classifying respondents into
three age groups assessed differ-
ences in attitudes by age: under 35,
35-54, and 55 and older. No signif-
icant differences were found be-
tween the three age groups for the
impact of cause support on image
for professional athletes, the local

Table 6

Analysis of Variance for Consumers’ Attitudes Toward CRM
Variable Sum of Squares df F

(Between Groups)

(Businesses/Professional ath- 5.39 3 2.97¢
letes/The local team’s organi-
zation/The local team’s play-
ers) should support
community charities and
causes.
More likely to have a more 2.39 2 1.18

positive image if businesses/
professional athletes/ local
team’s organization) supports
community charities or
causes

(businesses/local team's orga-
nization) suppaorts community
charities or causes

More likely to buy products if 33.22

1 1Q,0.2=*

*p < 105, **p< 101

NFL team'’s organization, or the
local NFL team’s players.

Respondents classified as football
fans were more inclined to respond
positively to CRM statements per-
taining to professional athletes, the
local NFL team, and the local NFL
team’s players. Subjects who
strongly agreed or agreed with the
statement, “In general, | would con-
sider myself to be a fan of profes-
sional football” were classified as
football fans (n = 350). All other
respondents were classified as non-
fans (n = 147). T-tests were used to
compare responses of fans and non-
fans. Results are shown in Table 5.
Football fans were more likely to
agree that athletes, the local team’s
players, and the local team’s organi-
zation should support community
charities and causes, that they were
more likely to have a positive image
of these groups if they engaged in
CRM, and that they were more
likely to purchase tickets and mer-
chandise of the local team if they
knew about the team’s CRM activi-
ties.

Analysis of Responses to
Businesses and Professional
Sports CRM Statements

Additional analysis was per-
formed to determine whether there
were statistically significant differ-
ences between respondents’ atti-
tudes toward businesses and profes-
sional sports (i.e., athletes, the local
team’s organization, and the local
team’s players) with regard to sup-
port of community charities and
causes. ANOVAs were calculated
for this analysis, and Table 6 pre-
sents the results. First, comparisons
were made concerning whether
businesses, athletes, the local NFL
team’s organization, and the local
team’s players should support com-
munity charities and causes. Sig-
nificant differences were found
among attitudes toward obligations
of the groups to support community
charities or causes (F = 2.97, p <
.04). A post-hoc test used to deter-
mine significant differences
between groups revealed con-
sumers’ expectations of the local
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team’s players to support charities
and causes were significantly higher
than professional athletes in gen-
eral, although the difference is
moderate (p < .06).

Second, comparisons were made
concerning the effects of cause sup-
port on image. Respondents’ atti-
tudes were measured for three
groups: businesses, professional
athletes, and the local NFL team'’s
organization. ANOVA results indi-
cate that there were no significant
differences between the groups in
terms of consumers having a posi-
tive image if they are aware of CRM
activities. Third, comparison of
purchase intentions influenced by
cause support revealed a significant
difference on the impact of CRM
activities on purchase intention.
Respondents were less likely to be
moved to purchase game tickets
and team merchandise for the local
NFL team than to buy products or
services from other types of busi-
nesses that support causes (F =
10.12; p < .00).

Discussion

This study offers insight into how
consumers view the social responsi-
bilities of businesses, professional
athletes, and professional sports
teams. While some research has
examined consumers’ attitudes
toward business support of causes
and charities, professional sports
have not received such scrutiny.
Results of this study provide an
indication of the expectations con-
sumers have of professional athletes
and a local NFL team and how
those expectations compare to
other types of businesses. Three
issues were examined in this case
study: obligation to support com-
munity causes and charities, the
effects of cause support on building
image, and the influence of cause
support on purchase intention.

In this study, consumers expect
businesses, athletes, and the local
NFL team and its players to support
their local communities. Eighty-
seven percent to 92% of consumers
agreed that these groups should
support local charities and causes.

Respondents had the highest expec-
tations of the local NFL team
(92.5%). While respondents were
not asked to give additional infor-
mation that could offer insight into
their responses, some speculation
can be made based on general

not be discounted. Positive behav-
iors by a professional athlete such
as giving money or time to local
causes or charities can create posi-
tive cogpnitive associations that
shape his or her image. Similarly,
sports teams and businesses can

Approximately 59% of the respondents indicated that they
would be more likely to buy tickets to the team’s games and
team merchandise if they knew the organization supported

community charities or causes.

knowledge of the sports landscape.
Some professional sports teams
receive financial support from their
communities through government
funding of stadiums, arenas, or
practice facilities; special tax
breaks; and other perks. While
local governments may offer favor-
able treatment to some large busi-
nesses as incentives to locate in
their communities, such support is
more the exception than the rule.
Thus, communities may expect pri-
vate concerns such as professional
sports teams that receive financial
support from local governments to
reciprocate.

Supporting causes and charities
can be beneficial for building a pos-
itive corporate or personal image.
A large majority of respondents
agreed with statements that they
were more likely to have a more
positive image of businesses, ath-
letes, and the local team if they
knew that they supported local
causes or charities. While the dif-
ferences between the groups were
not statistically significant, profes-
sional athletes may benefit most
from involvement in their commu-
nities. A higher percentage of
respondents strongly agreed with
the image statement for professional
athletes (44.3%) than for businesses
or the local team. One possible
explanation for this finding may be
the tendency for professional ath-
letes to serve as role models in their
communities. Although some ath-
letes may be reluctant to acknowl-
edge their influence as role models,
their influence on their communi-
ties and society in general should
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develop desirable corporate associ-
ations through affiliations with char-
ities or causes.

One reason businesses support
causes or charities is the expecta-
tion that customers will appreciate
their activities and support the
firms’ efforts by purchasing prod-
ucts. This scenario is especially the
case when a firm ties monetary
donations to a cause or charity to
product sales (e.g., $1 donation to a
designated charity for each unit of a
product sold). Consumer response
to this type of CRM activity is often
positive. However, sports proper-
ties may not experience increases in
ticket sales or merchandise sales
because of CRM participation. In
this study, consumers were less
likely to buy the products of the
local NFL team (i.e., tickets and
logo merchandise) because of the
team’s support of community chari-
ties or causes than for other types of
businesses. Three possible explana-
tions are offered here. First, many
businesses face more intense brand
competition than do professional
sports teams. Therefore, supporting
a charity or cause may enable a
brand to differentiate itself from
competitors that are similar in prod-
uct features and price. Second,
professional sports teams’ participa-
tion in their communities may be
expected considering that many
communities have “given” to the
franchises as discussed earlier.
Third, the wording of the statement
could have influenced responses
about consumers’ purchase inten-
tion of the local NFL team’s prod-
ucts. Purchase price was a variable



that was not considered when “tick-
ets” and “merchandise” were com-
bined in the same statement. Con-
sumers may be inclined to buy
team merchandise (e.g., a $20 t-
shirt) but not inclined to buy a
ticket priced at $45 or more.
Nonetheless, the significant differ-
ence in reported purchase intention
between business and the local NFL
team suggests that community
involvement by professional teams
may be more of a public relations
necessity than a tool for selling

i

their fans. A great deal of emphasis
is placed on youth-oriented causes
such as education, recreation, and
children’s health because of the
importance of sports among Amer-
ica’s youth. Support of charities or
causes at a local level can build an
image that a team and its players
care about the community in which
they work and may allow fans
opportunities to get closer to the
players than usual. In other words,
sports properties can use CRM to
strengthen bonds with their fans.

Communities may expect private concerns such as profes-
sional sports teams that receive financial support in the
form of tax breaks or stadium funding from local
governments to reciprocate.

products.

Managerial Implications
Findings from this exploratory
study on consumers’ attitudes
toward cause-related marketing in
professional sports highlight two
areas managers involved in CRM in
the sports industry should observe:
(1) understanding the effects of
CRM on different segments or a
sport property’s target market and
(2) management of communication
about a property’s CRM activities.
Attitudes among the general public
about a sport property’s CRM activi-
ties will vary depending on one’s
level of interest or involvement with
the sport. In this study, football fans
had more positive attitudes toward
sports properties” CRM activities
than non-fans. Supporting charities
or causes is considered to be an
effective way for sports properties to
be good community citizens and
win the favor of fans and non-fans
alike (Williams, 2002). However, a
comparison of responses by fans
and non-fans in this study suggest
that people who already identify
with a sport or team will respond
more positively to a property’s CRM
activities. Many professional sports
leagues, teams, and athletes are
cognizant of the types of charities
or causes that would benefit from
their support and are relevant to

In addition to supporting chari-
ties or causes that resonate with
fans, a sports property may consider
the possibility of using CRM to
shape their image among non-fans.
One option for developing a CRM
program for a sports property is to
support a cause that resonates with
non-fans in the property’s geo-
graphic market, in addition to sup-
porting causes that are relevant to
fans, in order to create positive
brand associations among non-fans.
While it is unlikely that a league or
team would convert a large number
of non-fans into fans that would buy
tickets or merchandise merely
through supporting charities or
causes, CRM can be used as part of
a public relations strategy to over-
come negative associations with
professional sports that non-fans
may have.

Communication of a property’s
cause support efforts can be influ-
ential in shaping consumers’ re-
sponses to CRM. A statement was
included in the telephone interview
that measured whether respondents
were aware of the local NFL team’s
charitable foundation. Approxi-
mately 51% of the respondents had
heard of the team’s charitable foun-
dation, and their attitudes toward
the team’s CRM efforts were more
positive than those respondents
who were not aware of the team'’s

charitable foundation. Respondents
with awareness of the team’s chari-
table foundation had more positive
responses to the statements about
image and purchase intention than
those respondents who were not
aware (p < .01). Also, there were
significant differences between re-
spondents with awareness of the
team'’s charitable foundation and re-
spondents unaware of the founda-
tion in terms of perceptions that the
team’s organization and the team’s
players care about charities or
causes in the local area (p < .01).
These findings highlight the need to
utilize public relations to communi-
cate a property’s charitable activi-
ties to raise awareness among the
general public of a property’s good
works. Increasing efforts to raise
awareness of a league, team, or ath-
letes cause support can be compli-
cated by the fact that some individ-
ual athletes prefer not to be
recognized for their contributions of
time or money. The benefits of
cause support for leagues, teams,
and athletes appear to be under-
stood but not clearly articulated.
Leagues and teams should consider
initiatives that educate individual
players on the image-building bene-
fits of communicating their charita-
ble activities for the players, their
teams, and their leagues.
Professional athletes and sports
teams appear to have much to gain
from active participation in their
local communities. Consumer
expectations of all types of busi-
nesses to support local charities and
causes are high, but the status given
professional athletes and teams
seems to give additional responsi-
bilities to them to support the com-
munities in which they play. This
study is a first step in determining
how sports teams could utilize
cause-related marketing activities to
support a corporate philosophy of
being socially responsible. Addi-
tional research is needed to deter-
mine what types of causes may be
best suited for pro teams to support
and how teams can integrate cause
marketing into their marketing com-
munications programs. Further
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Sports properties may
not experience increases in
ticket sales or merchandise

sales because of CRM

participation

inquiry in this area could be benefi-
cial as the influence of professional
sports on our society continues to
increase. Organizations that
become proficient at “doing well
while doing good” can utilize
cause-related marketing to create a
competitive advantage over other
organizations while building rela-
tionships with various stakeholder
groups (e.g., fans, local community,
media, and government leaders).
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