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Partnerships between intercollegiate athletic departments and beer brands are becoming increasingly prevalent as 
athletic administrators search for new revenue streams amidst declining attendance across college football (Khan, 
2017). Administrators advocate for sponsorship deals because of fiscal sustainability (McDaniel & Mason, 1999), 
while alcohol brands commonly seek enhanced awareness and image transfer (Cunningham & Taylor, 1995). In 
sport, fans’ team identification influences their consumption of sponsors’ products (Gwinner & Bennett, 2008). The 
University of Texas at Austin generated over $3 million in alcohol revenue in 2016, with over $700k earned in just 
one game versus Notre Dame. Drinking beer can enhance the fan experience for many game attendees (Dosh, 
2016). However, the implicit messages conveyed through university-beer partnerships are in conflict with 
responsible drinking and healthy living practices promoted by the NCAA (McDaniel et al., 2001). There are 
additional concerns with alcohol being widely served at games; specifically, its impact on security, fan safety, and 
perhaps most importantly, attendees who are not of legal age to drink alcohol (Howard & Crompton, 1995; 
Kruzman & Tulp, 2017).   
 
For athletic administrators an ethical dilemma exists: deciding between partnering with beer sponsors and the 
potential business issues that could arise because of the risks associated with alcohol. Many fans perceive sport and 
alcohol as inherently linked (Jones, Phillipson, & Lynch, 2006) but the marketing of any product considered 
potentially harmful to a group of vulnerable individuals is considered to be unethical (Jones & Middleton, 2007). 
Children and young adults are common supporters of college athletics (McDaniel et al., 2001). Demographic factors, 
such as age, race, and gender, are attributes commonly associated with defining vulnerable consumers (Karpatkin, 
1999). Given the emerging trend of intercollegiate athletic departments partnering with beer sponsors and the 
accompanying problems it can present, little is known about how fans perceive these relationships and how it 
influences their consumer behavior.  The purpose of this study was to examine these associations.  
 

Literature Review 
 
Consumer assessments of organizational marketing behaviors are important to business firms, and intercollegiate 
athletics programs are no exception.  Unethical marketing behaviors can significantly influence consumer behavior 
(Ingram, Skinner & Taylor, 2005). Presumably, organizations who engage in ethical business practices are rewarded, 
and those who do not are punished accordingly (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001). When firms behave ethically, consumers 
are willing to purchase more and pay higher prices for products. Negative attitudes, reduced purchasing, boycotts, 
and other less-than-desirable outcomes can result from bad business practices that violate consumer trust (Creyer & 
Ross, 1997). However, in the face of unethical evaluations of organizational behavior, consumers do not always 
respond negatively (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001), especially when viewed in conjunction with other confounding 
factors. 
 
The extent to which a product is determined to be harmful and consumers’ commitment to businesses can impact 
their assessments of ethical practices (Ingram et al., 2005). Products can be harmful in numerous ways, including 
physically, psychologically, and economically. Even when products are legal within the marketplace, societal 
expectations, religion, and other regulatory factors can influence how consumers respond to them (Jones & 
Middleton, 2007). Younger consumers are the most tolerant of questionable business practices (Rawwas & 
Singhapakdi, 1998) and among millennials, beer is still the preferred alcoholic beverage of choice in the United 
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States. To that end, average annual beer consumption differs across regions of the United States (Sauter, 2018), 
which could influence how these partnerships are perceived among fans. Based on the previous literature, we 
propose the following hypotheses and research question: 
 
H1: College football fans who are above age 21 will rate college athletics’ beer partnerships as more unethical than 
fans under age 21, when controlling for team identification. 

H2: College football fans’ assessments of beer partnership ethics will be influenced by their favorite team’s regional 
location, when controlling for team identification. 

H3: Current policies toward beer sales at fans’ favorite institutions will influence whether they perceive college 
athletics beer partnerships as being ethical, when controlling for team identification. 

RQ1: Do college football fans’ assessments of beer partnership ethics influence their willingness to reward or punish 
athletic departments? 

Methods 
 
A purposive sample of college football fans (age 18 and over) who attend live games or view games through the 
media will be recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk). Each survey respondent will be paid 25 cents 
for completing the survey, which falls within an established range of payment deemed sufficient for quality 
responses (Paolacci & Chandler, 2014).  The HIT approval rate will be set to greater than 85% to increase the 
probability of securing attentive workers.   
 
The survey was created in Qualtrics and the link to complete it is provided through the MTurk platform. The 
instrument consists of forty-one items, including a measure for team identification (Trail et al., 2005), personal 
involvement with college sport, the multi-dimensional ethics (MES) scale (Reidenbach et al., 1991), willingness to 
reward and punish scales (Creyer & Ross, 1997), and demographics.  The three dimensions of the MES examine 
contractualism (social contract between athletic department and fans), moral equity (values established in childhood 
and through training) and relativism (morally acceptable or unacceptable behaviors). In previous research the MES 
has exhibited acceptable validity and reliability, as well as being applicable to groups across a variety of domains 
(Robin et al., 1996). Every survey respondent will be asked to identify his or her favorite college football team, and 
their response will be piped into the remaining survey items for clarity of context. Data collection is expected to 
conclude on June 15, 2019.   
 
 
 

Data Analysis & Implications 
 
Descriptive statistics will be provided to describe the sample and assess necessary assumptions.  To address the 
research questions, a three-way MANCOVA, using team identification as the covariate, will be used to determine if 
there are differences between levels of the grouping variables (age, location, and policy). This study will be one of 
the first to evaluate the impact of fans relationships with universities and beer partnerships, and their impact on 
consumer assessments of business ethics.  Given the current landscape of college football it is important to explore 
these emerging revenue streams and their potential impact on consumer behavior in sport. Further implications 
derived from the results will be presented.   
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