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In October 2016, then-U.S. President Barack Obama hosted sport sustainability leaders at the White House to 
commemorate the inaugural Green Sports Day, marking an historic occasion that not only reiterated the imperative 
of addressing global climate change and environmental degradation, but also recognized the important role sport 
should play in this undertaking (The White House, 2016). Just one month later, Americans elected as their next 
president Donald Trump, an individual who has pledged to profoundly weaken the authority of—or eliminate 
altogether—the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA; Sparshott & Mann, 2017); appointed “one of the nation’s 
most visible climate contrarians” (Fountain, 2016, p. A10), Myron Ebell, to lead his EPA transition team; and called 
the notion of global warming a creation “by and for the Chinese” (Trump, 2012), “a total hoax” (Trump, 2013), and 
“bullshit” (Trump, 2014). 
 
Clearly, the topics of climate change and environmental sustainability are politically charged. Given the polarizing 
nature of these issues (at least in the US; Funk & Kennedy, 2016), sport teams and leagues might expect their own 
environmental initiatives to cause controversy among consumers and the public at large. On the other hand, 
however, organizations like the Green Sports Alliance (GSA) have strongly encouraged organizations to “use the 
visibility of sports to reach out to millions of fans and businesses, urging us all to take action, and to recognize…that 
climate change is not a game” (Hershkowitz, 2015, para. 2). While teams may continue to adopt sustainable stadium 
designs and implement pro-environmental operational strategies, they may be more conservative when it comes to 
marketing these initiatives to fans (Kellison & Kim, 2014). In a recent poll conducted by the GSA and SportsBusiness 
Journal, only 2% of respondents represented marketing and sales departments (“Taking Root,” 2016), suggesting 
these professionals often do not take an active role to promote sustainability initiatives. 
 
Although the current politicized nature of climate science and environmental protection may discourage sport 
organizations from actively engaging in pro-environmental promotion, there is little empirical evidence to suggest 
that sport consumers would have particularly strong reactions (positive or negative) to a team’s pro-environmental 
marketing campaign. Based on the lack of previous research on the topic, the purpose of this study was to examine 
consumer attitudes toward a professional football team’s environmental initiatives. Specifically, we focused our 
analysis on fans with contrasting environmental dispositions (i.e., self-identified environmentalists vs. non-
environmentalists), a classification of consumer with particular application given the larger political context 
discussed above. 
 
Method 
 
To examine consumer responses to environmental initiatives, we worked with a National Football League team to 
develop a survey to be distributed to a season ticket holder distribution list they owned and managed. As part of the 
survey’s design, we included space in which respondents could provide open-ended comments “related to the 
[team’s] environmental initiatives or environmental issues more generally.” After the study’s protocol received 
Institutional Review Board approval, the survey was electronically distributed. Returned responses were reviewed for 
completeness and relevance, and the empirical material was stored and subsequently analyzed in NVivo 10. Coding 
was completed by one researcher in three steps (Corbin & Strauss, 2014; Saldaña, 2016); the analysis resulted in 25 
preliminary codes, eight categories, and three themes. 
 
Results and Discussion 
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A total of 3,424 surveys were distributed, and 200 were completed and contained written comments that were 
reviewed for this study. Thirty-three responses were eliminated from analysis because of their lack of relevance (e.g., 
general messages of support for or condemnation of the team, personal messages to the owner). In sum, 167 
comments were retained and coded. Based on demographic information collected in the survey, the vast majority of 
respondents considered themselves fans of the team (i.e., 94% strongly agreed, agreed, or somewhat agreed with the 
survey’s Team Identification metric). Other demographic characteristics collected from the sample included gender 
(74% male, 26% female), race and ethnicity (65% White [non-Hispanic], 28% Black [non-Hispanic], and 7% other), 
age (M = 51.2), level of education (26% high school diploma or equivalent, 39% bachelor’s degree, and 35% 
advanced degree), annual household income (Mdn = $150,000–$199,999), and homeowner status (93% own, 6% 
rent, and 1% other). Fifteen percent of respondents considered themselves active environmentalists, 41% were 
passive environmentalists, 40% were not environmentalists, and 4% declined to answer. It is important to stress that 
these demographic characteristics refer only to the 167 individuals who completed written responses in a larger 
survey; compared to both all survey respondents and the team’s overall fanbase, this small subset of respondents 
were less diverse; older; and had higher levels of education, income, and homeowner status.  
 
Three primary themes emerged, and they reflect the three aspects of the triple bottom line, a term encompassing the 
environmental, economic, and social benefits of pro-environmental initiatives (Kellison & Kim, 2014). The first 
theme, Considering Environmental Action, focused on fans’ general attitudes toward climate change and 
environmental protection (i.e., Politicization of Environmental Issues, Prioritizing the Environment), and their 
expectations that the team’s sustainability initiatives would produce positive benefits to the natural environment (i.e., 
Pro-Environmental Practices). The second theme, Setting Team Priorities, centered on whether the team’s 
environmental strategies aligned with its other organizational goals (i.e., Business Considerations) and ways to 
improve or expand its current programming (i.e., Improving Pro-Environmental Initiatives). The third theme, 
Impacting the Fan Experience, related to fans’ perceptions of the degree to which the team’s environmental 
initiatives would affect their enjoyment of a sporting event (i.e., Concerns with Promoting Pro-Environmental 
Initiatives), raise or lower costs (i.e., Costs of Initiatives), and enhance their connection to the team (i.e., Fan 
Identification with Pro-Environmental Team). 
 
To examine differences among environmentalist and non-environmentalist fans, we conducted several matrix coding 
queries, which computed coding frequencies by groupings. Some differences across the two groups were 
unsurprising. For example, environmentalists were much more likely to provide suggestions for improving fan 
awareness, fan engagement, and on-site recycling. Conversely, non-environmentalists were more likely to express 
concern that pro-environmental programming would raise costs and could disrupt the “escape” that a football game 
was expected to provide. Despite these differences, several areas of common ground were noteworthy. The most 
prominent comments across both groups were expressions of support for the team’s pro-environmental causes. 
While appearing less frequently, both groups also emphasized the importance of maintaining the team’s on-field 
performance. A summary of the codes, categories, and themes, along with a full discussion of key similarities and 
differences, will be provided in the presentation. 
 
The results of this study indicate that despite the polarization and politicization that come with discussions of 
climate change and environmental protection, fans representing both environmentalists and non-environmentalists 
were largely supportive of the team’s pro-environmental initiatives. Of course, this general outcome does not mean 
that sport organizations can implement and promote sustainable initiatives without the possibility of reproach. As 
will be discussed in the presentation, fans expressed a wide range of concerns. On a positive environmental note, a 
number of fans also indicated that the team’s sustainability efforts were sources of pride and had inspired them to 
act more environmentally responsible. While there is no simple solution to tempering the political allusions of a 
team’s pro-environmental agenda, in the presentation, we endeavor to navigate the complex challenges of initiating 
and promoting sustainable initiatives using the insight (and voice) of fans.  
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