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Abstract 
 
This paper examines the use of sport sponsorship as a vehicle for corporate social responsibility (CSR) and the 
perceived impact on brand equity. Using a medium-sized New England university, the authors explore how 
sponsorships with sport properties are utilized to support the university’s mission and CSR initiatives. Information 
was gathered to explore the university’s partnerships with the Boston Celtics, NY Red Bulls, FC Dallas, LA Galaxy, 
MLS, and the Kraft Group. An interview was completed with the university’s senior director of strategic 
partnerships to examine the decision-maker’s perspective on brand equity enhancement.   
 
As stakeholder theory suggests, each partnership aligns with the university’s mission and fulfills the CSR objective of 
providing opportunities to children in underserved communities. For example, working with MLS, the U.S. Soccer 
Foundation, and Adidas, the university has been a partner in the “20 for 20 Mini-Pitch Initiative.” This initiative 
built 20 half-sized soccer fields (mini-pitches) for children in underserved communities. Partnering with the Boston 
Celtics, the university provides technology labs in local schools that are lacking access to technology. Results of the 
study conclude that image enhancement, brand awareness, business growth, and generation of stakeholder benefits 
are the main objectives for engaging in these initiatives.  
 
Introduction 
 
Objectives of sport sponsorship are to generate awareness, increase sales, enhance the company image, create 
goodwill, access new markets, and increase exposure for their products or services (Cornwell & Maignan, 1998; 
Flint, 2003; Greenhalgh, 2010; Hannan, 2003; Hartland, Skinner, & Griffiths, 2005; Kang & Stotlar, 2011; Koc, 
2013; Lamont & Dowell, 2008; Meenaghan, 2001). In addition, Smith & Westerbeek (2007) shared the idea that 
sport can be used as a “vehicle for deploying corporate social responsibility” (p. 43). 
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a multi-dimensional term that continues to evolve (Moratis, 2016). Wilburn 
& Wilburn (2014) concluded that most definitions discuss the importance of improving the quality of life for people 
and the planet, while still making a profit. Consequently, in the most up-to-date definition provided by the 
International Organization for Standardization (ISO), profit is not mentioned (Moratis, 2016). 
 
Previous sponsorship research supports that firms utilize sponsorship to reveal business goodwill and enhance 
brand image (Meenaghan, 2001 & Cornwell & Maignan, 1998). Stakeholder theory calls for firms to consider the 
surrounding community, suppliers, consumers, investors, employees, and the environment when conducting 
business and investing in CSR initiatives (Freeman, 1984).  
 
There is a lack of research examining the impact on brand equity for firms addressing CSR initiatives through sport 
sponsorship. The guiding research questions for this study were 1) How and why do firms use sport sponsorship as 
a vehicle for CSR? and 2) What is the perceived impact on brand equity in regards to using sport sponsorship for 
CSR initiatives?  
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Methodology 
 
This research is exploratory in nature, as the combination of disciplines has not gained attention in past literature. In 
order to explore the above questions, a face-to-face, semi-structured interview was conducted with the institution’s 
senior director of strategic partnerships. This interviewee was chosen based on their decision-making responsibility 
for the university’s strategic sport partnerships. The interview questions covered topics ranging from partnership 
and initiative descriptions, expected objectives of the initiatives, and the perceived impact on the university’s brand 
equity. Responses from the interview were examined through an open coding method in that a priori themes were 
not formed prior to beginning the analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Each researcher examined the data 
independently and coded the data collected. The coded data were arranged into categories that characterized 
commonalities in concepts or ideas related to the above literature. Once the analysis was completed, the coded data 
and resultant themes and categories were sent to four researchers to verify the coding scheme (Kaplanidou, Kerwin, 
& Karadakis, 2013). The themes generated (outlined in the results) were confirmed for face and content validity by 
two faculty members with expertise in sport management and qualitative data analysis. To improve the 
trustworthiness and credibility of the findings, the authors utilized procedures described by Patton (2002).  
 
This method addresses the research questions by allowing flexibility in the outcomes for how and why firms are 
using sport sponsorship as a vehicle for CSR. The senior director’s responses, along with the case information, 
describe the initiatives utilized by the university for CSR purposes (the how), as well as, the expected results from 
those initiatives (the why). Finally, the perceived impact on brand equity is explored to gather perspective from the 
decision-maker’s point of view.  
 
Results/Discussion 
 
Results indicate that these partnerships are developed with the major objective of augmenting the university’s CSR 
initiatives. The generation of stakeholder benefits, while not in the literature, was also found to be a major objective. 
Additional objectives include: image enhancement, brand awareness, and business growth.  
Developing these sport sponsorship and CSR related initiatives allows the university to give back to its key 
stakeholders, as well as, improve its brand equity. As Smith & Westerbeek (2007) expressed the ability of sport to be 
a vehicle for CSR, this case supports their suggestion and also provides theoretical and practical implications. 
Additionally, it was found that the sport properties provide an established CSR platform along with access to their 
network and resources.  
 
As firms become more socially responsible and communicate their CSR agendas with the public, their brand equity 
is enhanced and consumers will view the firm in a more favorable light. This positive view supports brand image 
and improves overall brand equity. Findings suggest that organizations’ decision-makers seek sport properties to 
enhance their CSR impact, reach, and awareness. The senior director stated, “the public interest in sport properties 
amplifies the university’s CSR initiatives.”  
This study contributes to the gap in the literature by exploring the use of sport sponsorship to support CSR 
initiatives and the perceived impact on brand equity.  
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