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Increasingly, the sport industry is working to promote awareness of ecological issues, induce positive behavior 
change, and call others to action in the effort to safeguard the natural environment. Collegiate and professional 
sporting organizations elect to develop eco-friendly strategies for a number of reasons, but they can be broadly 
explained by the triple bottom line, which considers the environmental, social, and economic benefits of sustainable 
organizations. While research on sustainability and sport is still considered to be in its infancy (Mallen, Stevens, & 
Adams, 2011; Sotiriadou & Hill, 2015), several recent studies have focused on social benefits such as consumers’ 
improved awareness of environmental issues and increased commitments to engage in environmental stewardship 
(e.g., Casper, Pfahl, & McCullough, 2014; Inoue & Kent, 2012; McCullough, 2013; McCullough & Cunningham, 
2010). 
 
Few studies have examined the impact pro-environmental initiatives can have on a team’s brand and reputation. In 
fact, in Mallen’s (in press) review of sport sustainability literature from 2009–2015, she found only five related 
articles across Sport Marketing Quarterly, the International Journal of Sport Management and Marketing, and the International 
Journal of Sports Marketing and Sponsorship, and only one dealt directly with the promotion of environmental initiatives 
in professional sports. As noted by Kellison and Kim (2014), teams have used two primary approaches to generate 
awareness about their pro-environmental initiatives: social marketing directed at existing fans to promote positive 
behavioral change toward the environment, and traditional commercial marketing directed at prospective 
consumers. As the researchers noted, however, teams were largely inactive when it came to their marketing schemes: 
“While organizations have demonstrated promise in their social-marketing endeavors, teams are falling short of their 
goal of increasing awareness among nonfans, especially after their facilities have opened, as demonstrated most 
significantly by their failure to commercially market to nonfans” (Kellison & Kim, 2014, p. 46). Thus, while teams 
have acknowledged the potential benefits of promoting their environmental initiatives to fans and the public at large, 
they have largely failed to take the next step. 
 
The purpose of this study, then, was to investigate the extent to which consumers are aware of and engaged in a 
professional sports team’s pro-environmental initiatives. As noted above, research on the value of green marketing 
in sport has been rare, and there are not many precedent-setting examples to which teams can look. Therefore, 
strategies for promoting sustainable facilities and initiatives have been largely unsupported by data, and the capacity 
for collaboration and benchmarking between teams has been limited. Teams seeking to communicate their 
sustainable initiatives must confront these challenges. 
 
Method 
 
To gain insight into consumers’ awareness of a team’s pro-environmental initiatives, a 42-item survey was developed 
using items modified from previous studies (i.e., Team Identification [Trail, Fink, & Anderson, 2003; Trail & James, 
2001], Attitudes Toward Environmental Issues [Blok, Wesselink, Studynka, & Kemp, 2015], Perceived Behavioral 
Control [Mancha & Yoder, 2015], Personal Norms [Casper et al., 2014], and Ascriptions of Responsibility [Casper et 
al., 2014]) as well as original items (i.e., Awareness of Teams’ Pro-Environmental Initiatives, Pro-Environmental 
Behaviors, Awareness of Sponsorships, Influence of Environmental Initiatives on Fandom). Additionally, the survey 
contained demographic questions and space for participants to provide open-ended comments. 
 
Analysis and Results 
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After receiving Institutional Review Board approval to conduct the study, the survey was distributed electronically to 
3,424 individuals from a list of season ticket holders owned and managed by a National Football League team. 
Returned surveys were reviewed for completeness and missing data, and 1,657 responses were deemed usable and 
included in the study (48.4% usable response rate). Demographic information collected from respondents included 
race (46% White, 45% Black, 9% other) and level of education (30% high school diploma or equivalent, 40% 
bachelor’s degree, 22% master’s degree, 8% professional or doctorate degree). The median family income was in the 
$100,000–$149,999 range, and the mean age of respondents was 49.3. Respondents were mostly male (62% vs. 38% 
female) and homeowners (88% vs. 12% rent or other). A large majority of participants identified strongly with the 
team, as more than 90% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “I consider myself a ‘real’ fan of the [team].” 
Additionally, the sample was closely split between self-identified environmentalists and non-environmentalists: 8% 
considered themselves active environmentalists, 44% were passive environmentalists, 44% were not 
environmentalists, and 4% declined to answer. It is important to stress that these demographic characteristics refer 
only to those individuals who completed surveys; as season ticket holders, they already represent a specific subset of 
the team’s overall fanbase and tend to be older and have higher levels of education and income. 
 
On average, respondents expressed some concern toward the environment (Attitudes Toward Environmental Issues 
M = 5.1, 7-point scale) and some confidence they could positively influence the natural environmental through at-
home behaviors (Perceived Behavioral Control M = 5.2, 7-point scale). Thirty-nine percent of respondents indicated 
they would be willing to pay higher prices to protect the environment, and 74% felt a responsibility to conserve 
natural resources while attending a sporting event. Respondents overwhelmingly agreed with the argument that the 
team had a responsibility to operate in an environmentally-friendly way (86%), and 81% expressed pride in the team 
for being an environmentally-friendly organization. Nearly half (46%) considered themselves bigger fans of the team 
because of the team’s sustainability efforts. Several items were designed to measure awareness of the team’s current 
environmental initiatives, and results indicate that fan awareness was moderated by Team Identification (but not 
environmentalist status). Demographic factors also appear to have played varying roles in fans’ general attitudes 
toward environmental issues (i.e., race, gender, education, income, environmentalist status), their perceived ability to 
create positive environmental change (i.e., environmentalist status), their general support of the team’s 
environmental initiatives (i.e., race, gender, income, education, income, environmentalist status), and their belief the 
team had a responsibility to act as environmental stewards (i.e., race, gender, income, environmentalist status). 
 
Discussion 
 
The results of this study provide both scholars and laypersons with an initial evaluation of consumers’ awareness of 
a team’s pro-environmental initiatives as well as the factors that contribute to their awareness. The awareness levels 
can inform the future marketing and communication strategies for the team, and possibly other sport organizations, 
who aim to implement pro-environmental initiatives. Additionally, this study yields insight into the profile of the 
“green fan” (as well as those opposed to sustainable initiatives in sport). Pro-environmental sport organizations are 
unique in that their consumers are not directly purchasing sustainable products or services. That is, sport teams 
stand to benefit most from an enhanced pro-environmental corporate reputation. Therefore, in this study, we 
considered the degree to which consumers were aware of the current initiatives implemented by professional leagues 
and teams, and to which they were subsequently motivated to consume. As discussed in the presentation, this line of 
inquiry will produce further meaningful implications for marketers and other practitioners. Evidence of 
environmental consumerism within sport may be necessary before teams begin actively marketing their sustainable 
initiatives. Limitations and directions for future research will be detailed. 


