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Aim of paper  

 

Research into verifiable business case arguments for CSR in the sports sector remains rare despite conceptual 

developments and industry adaptations. Especially the effects that CSR activities have on consumers and 

members of respective communities require more understanding (Lee and Shinn, 2010).  

 

Based on social exchange theory (Thibaut and Kelley, 1959) the study on English football clubs and 

communities uses the concept of reciprocity in order to contribute to the body of knowledge and industry 

practice in two ways:  

 

¶ Firstly, the study shows that the concept of downstream indirect reciprocity provides the missing 

theoretical link between conceptual developments and empirical findings in CSR and sport;  

¶ Secondly, the study establishes the relationship between sport clubs’ CSR activities and consumer 

reaction through experimental design.  

 

Theoretical background  

 

While the concept of CSR remains contested, there is strong belief that strategic CSR management enhances 

organisations’ competitiveness, for example due to improved reputation and trusting relationships with key 

stakeholders such as consumers and communities (European Commission, 2011). Despite conceptual 

developments and adaptations of CSR practices in the sports sector, much more theoretical grounding and 

empirical testing of assumptions around the ‘business case’ for CSR should be welcomed.  

 

Social exchange theory (Thibaut and Kelley, 1959) provides theoretical understanding of why supporters and 

communities appreciate the (arguably: seemingly) altruistic behaviour from sports organisations leading them to 

evaluate that organisation more highly and feel a need to repay the organisation’s behaviour through 

reciprocation. Also, individuals within a community will share and use this social information to decide their 

actions in the future, trusting that the noble behaviour is of consistent nature (Sigmund, 2012). The existence and 

market relevance of reciprocity as a social norm has been proved in many studies – but most interestingly in 

respect to CSR activities is that the return can also be provided by a third party, when the 

organisations/individuals who received the benefit are not able to fulfill the norm (Mauss, 1990).  

 

Hence, three categories of reciprocal altruism have been proposed: direct reciprocity (A helps B so B helps A) 

and indirect reciprocity, with the latter divided into upstream (A helps B so B helps C) and downstream indirect 

reciprocity. The central principle of downstream indirect reciprocity is that a party (A) acts in an unselfish way 

(A helps B), this action will then be observed by a third party (C) not involved in the original interaction, but 

who will remember the altruistic act and repay the party at a later date – either through financial or other means 

(C helps A).  

 

This contribution argues that downstream indirect reciprocity provides understanding of supporter/community 

reactions to clubs’ CSR initiatives. Based on findings from previous studies (Lee and Shinn, 2010), this study 

also clarifies if this link is a main predictor of willingness to make financial sacrifices, patronage intentions and 

organisational reputation.  

 

Methodology  
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As outlined, based on the theoretical relationship between sport organisations’ CSR activities and potential 

benefits from downstream indirect reciprocity, the empirical enquiry aims to test the proposed links. The 

empirical study commenced end of March 2013 in the Southern English region and focuses on two cities with 

professional football clubs which engage in social and community activities.  

The research uses experimental design in order to collect comparable, quantitative data. Through an online 

survey tool, participants from the local communities - who may or may not have a specific interest in the 

respective clubs - are given a general-media-style article to read (randomized procedure). There are two 

intervention groups, one intervention group is exposed to an article regarding the clubs community CSR 

activities and the other intervention group is exposed to an article about a match the team has previously played. 

The articles relate directly to the clubs.. Length, style and source of the articles are standardised. In addition, a 

control group is not given any article to read.  

All participants are then asked to answer a questionnaire. The questionnaire design is based on existing and 

validated questionnaires from previous studies that establish personal norm of reciprocity, fan identification, 

intended future behaviour and organisations’ social responsibility reputation. Standard procedures for data 

assessment, hypothesis testing and parameter comparison will be applied.  

The experimental procedure is designed to test the following hypotheses:  
 
1) Awareness of a club’s CSR program will positively influence the perception of the sports club as a socially 

responsible organisation.  

2) Awareness of a club’s CSR program will positively affect consumers’ future merchandise purchase intentions.  

3) Awareness of a club’s CSR Program will positively affect consumers’ future attendance intentions.  

4) Awareness of the club’s CSR program will have a greater affect on fans than non-fans.  

 

Results and implications  

 

(Full results, interpretations and conclusions from this study will be available until the EASM conference.)  

It is envisioned that results demonstrate whether football clubs’ CSR engagement has a measurable influence on 

various tangible (e.g. financial) and intangible (e.g. reputation) assets relevant for sustainable club management 

and operations. Besides initial verification/falsification of the usefulness of social exchange theory in the context 

of sport and CSR, results will enable professional football managers to reach higher levels of CSR engagement 

and to champion opportunities within competitive environments.  
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