
The State of CSR in American 
Professional Sport

Kathy Babiak, Ph.D.
March 26, 2019



Aims 

for This 

Session

Background on CSR

Definition & Context

Why / How is (Professional) 

Sport Unique?

Trends and opportunities



What is Social Responsibility?



What is corporate social responsibility (CSR)?

Corporate social responsibility is a 
business approach that contributes to 
sustainable development by delivering 

economic, social and environmental 
benefits for all stakeholders. 

(Financial Times, 2017)



Basic premise: corporations should act just as good as 
citizens do, by being mindful of how their practices affect 
the community around them and by engaging in and 
funding initiatives that aim to benefit society. 



How Has CSR Evolved?

•Aligning social impact, employee engagement, 
and business objectives (purpose and values) to 
demonstrate real value for a company – and for 
society.  



The United 
Nations has 

recognized the 
potential of 

sport to advance 
social progress.



What is the role of corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) in sports?

What makes sport organizations 

unique in why and how their social 

responsibility is carried out?



Why do sport 
organizations 

engage in Corporate 
Social 

Responsibility?

How do sport 
organizations 

structure and deliver 
their CSR – and what

is the impact on 
society; how do they 

create value?



WHY?



“
Sport business CSR actions are 

driven by social (legitimacy, 

ethics, values) and strategic / 

competitive objectives and their 

responses are grounded in these 

motives.

(Babiak & Wolfe, 2009; Sheth & Babiak, 2010; Babiak & 

Trendafilova, 2011)

How is it unique?
Why Sport and CSR?

▪ Passion

▪ Economics 

▪ Transparency & 

visibility

▪ Stakeholder 

engagement 



STRATEGIC FACTORS INFLUENCING SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Team / 

Organization 

Context

Priorities, 

Ethics & 

Values

Resources & 

Capabilities

Institutional 

Pressures –

social norms & 

expectations, 

external

influences



Benefits of 
CSR for sport 
organizations

Generating 
new 

business

Happy 
Workforce

Fan Loyalty

Enhanced 
Reputation 

with 
Stakeholders

Media 
Interest & 
Reputation

Enhancing 
Influence in 

Industry

Strategic

Differentiation

Saving $

What are the 
expected 
benefits and 
outcomes for a 
sport 
organization / 
team / league of 
engaging in CSR?



HOW?



CSR 
Scope

CSR encompasses a broad 
scope of causes and issues, 

actions and forms, and 
concepts and ideas. These 
are influenced and shaped 

by the political and cultural 
context

(Krumwiede, Hackert, Tokle, Vokura, 2012 )



“
• Social Impact: 
(Labour, Diversity & Equity, Integration)

• Community development 
• Employees
• Customers / Fans
• Suppliers

• Corporate / individual philanthropy
• Sustainability / environment
• Governance, Management, and Leadership

BROADENED CONTEXT OF CSR RESEARCH IN SPORT
(Babiak & Wolfe, 2013; Babiak, Heinze, & Wolfe, 2016)



DELIVERY / 
IMPLEMENTATION

Programs
Awareness Building

Infrastructure Development
Grant Making. 



Variation in adoption 
and implementation:

Engagement

Commitment

(Babiak & Yang, 2018; Babiak & Kihl, 2018; Sheth 
& Babiak, 2010; Babiak & Trendafilova, 2011; 

Trendafilova, Babiak & Heinze, 2013)



Together - these domains reflect the complexity 
and scope of actions that sport organizations 

can incorporate in their CSR initiatives. 



TRENDS & 
OPPORTUNITIES



#1: CHANGING 
CONSUMER 

EXPECTATIONS







Millennials would switch brands to 
one associated with a cause 

(91% vs. 85% U.S. average)



Millennials are willing to take a pay cut to work 
for a responsible company

(vs. 56% U.S. average)

6 2 %



Targeted 

Engagement

Information 

Dissemination 

& PR



From a marketing and 

branding stand-point, 

Sports teams and leagues 

seek a continuously closer 

proximity with Generation 

Z and Millennials. – social 

media as a force / channel 

of communication – to 

promote and engage in CSR 

initiatives



#2: NEED / ROLE OF 
PARTNERSHIPS



Partnerships critical for 
developing stronger bonds 
with community, accessing 
new markets / consumers; 
generating new revenue 

streams; developing 
community social capital; 
fostering social innovation 
and knowledge generation.

Misener & Babiak, 2017, Babiak & Willem, 2017, Babiak, 
Thibault & Willem, 2018, Babiak & Yang, 2017; Babiak & 
Kihl, 2018



Integrated 

Partnerships

Transactional 

Exchange 



E.G., WASHINGTON NATIONALS –
Major League Baseball

• DISTRICT / LOCAL GOVERNMENTS

• NONPROFIT  AND EDUCATION PARTNERS – Community baseball 

leagues, municipal sport and recreation departments, social service 

organizations

• TEAM CORPORATE PARTNERS – DELTA AIRLINES & CORPORATE 

DONORS (VERIZON, FORD, SUN TRUST BANK)



#3: STAKEHOLDER 
RELATIONSHIPS





Unstructured 

/ Ad Hoc 

Structured, 

Sustained 

Supported



E.G., TAMPA BAY LIGHTNING
• ‘HOMETOWN HEROES’



#4: MEASUREMENT & 
EVALUATION



No 

Measurement 

Evaluation 

integrated 

into strategy



E.G., NYCFC



#5: CSR FOCUS



Responsive 

Focused & 

Strategic 



E.G., NHL LEAGUE INITIATIVES

• LEAGUE EFFORTS TO ‘HYPER LOCAL’
• Build - Infrastructure

• Program – Play

• Connect

• Innovate

• Partner

• Give



“
Being socially responsible can generate opportunity,  

innovation, and competitive advantage

for sport corporations and nonprofits

In reality, socially responsible activities are still 

often not strategic, coordinated, aligned, or 

measured… limiting their full social impact

What’s missing?



“
Training for CSR leaders

Oversight and Accountability

Diversity, Equity & Inclusion 

Corporate Activism

Rise of Data & Analytics in CSR

What’s missing? 
What’s next?



kbabiak@umich.edu


