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Abstract 

While research has progressed in the areas of implementation and strategic communication of corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) activities as well as the strategic benefits of such activities, the impact of such activities on sport 

team brand equity from the perspective of the sport consumer has been unexplored in the literature. The purpose of 

this study was to examine the relationship among sport consumer’s perceived CSR, brand perceptions, brand feelings, 

and their purchase intentions toward a sport team brand. To better understand the role perceived CSR plays in 

building brand equity, a two-step approach was utilized to test the measurement and structural model components via 

MPlus 7.31. The findings of this study showed that perceived CSR significantly impacted brand superiority ( = .76) 

and brand affect ( = .74). Brand affect ( = .65) and brand superiority ( = .16) significantly predicted purchase 

intentions. Interestingly, perceived CSR ( = .07) did not directly impact purchase intentions. A bootstrap estimation 

revealed significant indirect effects of perceived CSR on purchase intentions through brand affect. The results of this 

study are important for numerous reasons. First, sport organizations commit a significant amount of resources to 

CSR activities. However, the impact of CSR on sport consumers thoughts, feelings, and intentions toward the sport 

team brand is unknown. This study showed that being perceived as ―socially responsible‖ positively impacts 

perceptions of superiority and feelings that sport consumers hold toward the brand. Further, this study illustrates the 

vital role that brand affect plays in the perceived CSR-purchase intentions relationship. 

Keywords: corporate social responsibility, sport team brand equity, purchase intention 

1. Introduction 

Sport organizations have been focusing their attention on societal initiatives through their marketing practices for 

quite some time. Proof of this can be evidenced by Rowe et al.’s (2019) work where they recorded corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) initiatives in just three professional leagues over three months (January – March 2016) and 

found 1243 unique endeavors. It has been suggested that sport corporations may even feel pressure to act socially 

responsible (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009; Walker & Kent, 2009). Interestingly, of the initiatives Rowe and colleagues 

(2019) recorded, every one of them involved the team lending their brand or imagery to the organization or cause. 

CSR initiatives have become a staple at the league level as well. This is signified by the fact that the four major 

professional sport leagues are spending over $100 million dollars on CSR initiatives each year (Horrow & Swatek, 

2010). This raises interest in sport organizations’ consideration of their brand connection to CSR activities and how 

their consumers may be influenced by these CSR initiatives that tie their brand to a cause.  

Despite the immense connection between sport organizations and CSR initiatives, there is an emerging 

understanding of how these partnerships influence the sport consumers. It has been well established that customers 

consider the long-term effects of the actions of the organizations that they purchase goods and services from 

(Freestone & McGoldrick, 2007; Shaw et al., 2005). Despite the understanding that consumers care about their 

preferred companies’ CSR, in the sport management literature, there has been growing investigation into how these 

CSR initiatives impact consumer’s preferences. It has been argued that sport consumers represent the most important 

stakeholders of sport organizations’ CSR initiatives and understanding how these activities impact their perceptions, 

feelings, and intentions toward the organization are of paramount importance (Walzel et al., 2018).  
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While CSR’s role in the sporting realm has been investigated through multiple perspectives such as motives for 

engaging in CSR (Babiak & Trendafilova, 2011; Groza et al., 2011), the impact on the organization’s bottom line 

(Inoue et al., 2011), environmental impact (Babiak & Trendafilova, 2011; Inoue & Kent, 2012a; 2012b;), and 

different strategies to engage in CSR activities (Babiak & Kihl, 2018; Babiak & Wolfe, 2006; 2009; Walker & Kent, 

2009), understanding how CSR activities affects consumer-based brand equity (CBBE) has largely escaped empirical 

investigation in the realm of sport management. Put differently, Blumrodt et al., 2012) emphasize the importance of 

community engagement (including the utilization of corporate social responsibility initiatives) as a strategy that 

needs to be formally implemented in a coherent brand management strategy among sport teams. Additionally, scant 

research has been done to examine the influence of CSR perception on consumer cognitive and affective variables 

simultaneously, and little work to date in the realm of sport has considered this. 

Further, viewing the consumer-based impact of CSR activities is important for numerous reasons. First, numerous 

endeavors around sport-based brand management have identified CSR activities as a potential driver of 

consumer-based brand equity (Berry, 2000; Ma & Kaplanidou, 2021). However, CSR perceptions have only been 

linked to sport consumer-based brand equity through a social identity perspective (see Ma & Kaplanidou, 2021). As 

Wakefield (2016) noted, it is important to question whether adopting an identity perspective is always the proper 

method to predict sport consumption behavior. Thus, this study aims to understand the impact of CSR perceptions on 

consumer-based brand equity through not only cognition (through perceptions of brand superiority) but also through 

feelings held toward the brand. Second, this study includes an examination of the role of emotion in sport consumer 

decision-making as it relates to CSR perceptions and purchase intentions. As stated by Lee et al. (2018) while the 

emotional nature of the spectator sport product is evident, the affective aspect of sport team branding has largely 

escaped empirical attention. Finally, in the context of CSR and branding, the lion’s share of research has been 

conducted in the setting of professional baseball (see Kim & Manoli, 2020 & Ma & Kaplandiou, 2021) while this 

research focuses on the context of intercollegiate athletics.  

To investigate consumer feelings, sport scholars have examined aspects of brand equity, which is the consumer’s 

ability to recognize and demonstrate preference toward a brand (Keller, 2003). Brand equity and preference are 

influenced by numerous attitudes and emotions from consumers. Participating in CSR activities that include a 

company’s brand should influence consumer’s feelings toward the brand and therefore brand equity, yet scholars 

have not investigated this concept in-depth. Gordon and James (2017) found two attitudinal constructs: brand 

superiority and brand affect, to be influential in sport fans brand association-brand resonance relationship in the 

service context. These attitudinal constructs deserve attention when investigating CSR initiatives conducted by sport 

organizations. 

While research has progressed in the areas of implementation and strategic communication of corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) activities (Kolyperas & Sparks, 2011; Walker et al., 2010) as well as the strategic benefits of 

such activities (Inoue, et al., 2011; Walters & Chadwick, 2009), the impact of such activities on sport team brand 

equity from the perspective of the sport consumer has been relatively unexplored in the literature. Because CSR 

initiatives are heavily implemented at the professional level (Rowe et al., 2019) along with the idea that they can lead 

to improved feelings toward a consumer’s favorite brands (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009; Gordon & James, 2017; Klein & 

Dawar, 2004), highlights the importance of understanding just how CSR may influence sport fans. Therefore, the 

purpose of this study was to examine the relationship among sport consumer’s perceived CSR, brand perceptions, 

brand feelings, and their purchase intentions toward a sport team brand. 

2. Conceptual Background 

2.1 Brand Equity 

Keller’s (2003) consumer-based brand equity pyramid (see Figure 1) represents a seminal advancement in 

understanding the mechanisms by which consumers value brands. The pyramid features six forces (referred to as 

―drivers‖ in the original work) that sequentially build brand equity. For example, the first sequence needed for a 

strong brand is brand salience, which refers to an awareness or ability to seamlessly recall a brand. The next stage 

involves brand performance and brand image, whereby the product associated with the brand exceeds the 

expectations, or needs, of the consumer. The following stage is focused on how a strong brand can produce consumer 

responses. Here, brand judgments and brand feelings are depicted as such responses. Defined, brand judgments are 

cognitive evaluations of that brand that facilitate the determination of the superiority of the brand when compared to 

similar brands, and brand feelings represent emotional responses that arise when presented with the brand. Lastly, 

brand resonance consists of both the self-assigned bond between the brand and consumer, as well as the degree of 

effort given by the consumer to consume the brand. While Keller’s pyramid has guided the formation of various 
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models and analysis of branding, recent attempts to advance the model have been undertaken, including those 

specifically focused on the sport industry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Keller’s (2003) Consumer-based Brand Equity Pyramid 

 

One such attempt is the adapted brand equity pyramid (Gordon & James, 2017). In this revised model, the authors 

removed brand performance due to concerns regarding the inability to control the product of spectator sports (i.e., the 

game). Instead, Gordon and James (2017) argued that brand performance should be thought of as a specific brand 

association. Further, consumer judgments were replaced with brand superiority. Although both constructs measure 

how consumers evaluate a brand, utilizing brand superiority was deemed to be a more appropriate measure. 

Consumer judgment ―is a transaction-specific, broad measure that fails to capture the true purpose of brand 

management strategy‖, while brand superiority reflects ―the uniqueness and differentiation that consumers perceive 

when they evaluate a brand in relation to its competitors‖ (Gordon & James, 2017, p. 58), thereby producing a 

unique and distinct brand, which is a hallmark of branding efforts. 

The revised model also put forth the importance and analysis of brand attitudes/brand affect on behavioral intentions 

(Gordon & James, 2017). Past explorations of brand associations and behavioral intentions have either ignored brand 

affect (Gladden & Funk, 2001) or avoided testing the moderating effects on brand associations (Bauer, et al., 2008). 

This is particularly important within the context of Bagozzi’s (1992) cognitive appraisal, emotional response, and 

behavioral intentions model by which the studies were grounded. Specifically, brand associations represent cognitive 

assessments of a given brand, and according to Bagozzi, an affective mechanism is needed to connect the cognitive 

appraisal (i.e., brand associations and brand superiority) with behavioral intentions. As such, Gordon and James’ 

(2017) model proposed the use of brand affect to create such a bridge between constructs, and subsequent empirical 

analysis provided statistical support as brand affect predicted brand resonance while brand superiority did not 

influence brand resonance.  

2.2 Drivers of Consumer-based Brand Equity 

2.2.1 Brand Superiority 

Within Bagozzi’s (1992) model, cognitive evaluations are needed to inform emotional responses and subsequent 

behavior. Sport marketing scholars have begun to favor the use of brand superiority when examining consumers’ 

cognitive appraisals of a given brand (e.g., Gordon & James, 2017). Brand superiority is consumers’ broad cognitive 

evaluation and possible advantage of a brand when compared with other brands (Keller, 2003). As noted by Gordon 
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and James (2017), the comparison feature of brand superiority sets it apart from other cognitive evaluations (e.g., 

consumer judgment). Moreover, by measuring the differences between brands, brand superiority provides a 

consumer judgment pertaining to the brand uniqueness and differentiation from other brands. As such, the 

superiority of the brand is reflected in the ways by which a brand separates itself from competing brands. 

Consequently, the recognition of separation by the consumer informs them of potential emotional responses. 

2.2.2 Brand Affect 

Scholars have described brand affect as a consumer’s emotional response to a given brand (Gordon & James, 2017). 

However, it is pertinent to review the concept of emotions, or more broadly affect, to understand the role whereby 

brand affect can influence behavioral intentions. The term affect is used as an umbrella term that covers concepts 

such as emotions, moods, and attitudes (Bagozzi, et al., 1999). As explained by Bagozzi et al. (1999), emotions are 

mental states (i.e., cognitive evaluations) that are produced via specific referents like events and thoughts. Moods 

tend to last longer than emotions but have a lower level of intensity (Bagozzi et al., 1999). A requisite condition for 

an emotional response is for a consumer to have a stake in each event or occurrence, which then produces a judgment 

as to whether a given response or action would support or detract from that stake (Bagozzi et al., 1999). Such action 

or inaction is a result of a specified mood in that positive moods (or happiness) produce actions that are meant to 

induce achievement, affiliation, or improved self-esteem (Schaller & Cialdini, 1990). Put another way, when 

consumers experience positive moods and emotions from a given stimulus, they will seek to perpetuate that specific 

feeling (Bagozzi et al., 1999).  

Scholars have used a related concept known as emotional branding to explore how organizations utilize affective 

influences to retain and attract customers. Thompson, et al. (2006) examined how organizations might face 

emotional backlash when consumers view a brand as contradictory to the values set forth by the organization. The 

authors argued that brand meanings are generated not by managers or administrators, but by the interactions between 

organization and consumers. When conducted properly, emotional branding can inspire passion and loyalty from 

consumers, as well a desire for association (Thompson et al., 2006). In this way, brands can produce myths and 

stories that evoke emotional responses that buffer consumers from various identity threats (Holt, 2004). For example, 

the brands associated with the Chicago Bears and their facility, Soldier Field, provide emotional iconic narratives for 

consumers when faced with arduous circumstances, which can propel consumption via reinforced membership and 

association. As a representation of the importance of brand affect rather than cognitive branding efforts in the sport 

setting, brand affect has been found to directly impact brand resonance for sport consumers, while cognitive aspects 

(i.e., brand association and superiority) did not influence brand resonance (Gordon & James, 2017).  

2.3 Corporate Social Responsibility 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been used to explore the enjoinment of financial and social organizational 

performance (Margolis & Walsh, 2003). In this vein, scholars have attempted to better understand the drivers of 

socially responsible actions on the part of organizations (Campbell 2006; 2007). The definition of CSR has gone 

through several iterations with authors using phrases and qualifications such as societal expectations (Carroll, 1979), 

societal relationships (Wood, 1991), and practices that go beyond legal necessity to support the workplace and 

society (Vogel, 2005). CSR has also been broadly defined as ―a company’s commitment to minimizing or 

eliminating any harmful effects and maximizing its long-run beneficial impact on society‖ (Mohr, et al., 2001, p. 47). 

Yet, CSR is not meant to supplant an organization’s ability to achieve a profit. Rather efforts should still be made to 

support economic and essential legal functions, as well as ethical and discretionary responsibilities (Carroll, 1979). 

Within this framework, the four responsibilities include economic (make a profit), legal (obey the law), ethical 

(meeting societal moral expectations), and discretionary (supportive behavior that does not necessarily produce a 

return; Carroll, 1979).  

Carroll’s (1979) four-pronged approach to CSR has been used as a framework for a variety of studies involving CSR 

and the sport industry (e.g., Babiak & Wolfe, 2009; Inoue, et al., 2011; Walters & Chadwick, 2009). To this point, 

the proper utilization of CSR can provide organizations with an advantage with improved strategic direction 

(Brietbarth & Harris, 2008), a positive impact on purchase intentions (Klein & Dawar, 2004; Mohr & Webb, 2005), 

and potentially social and financial performance (Margolis & Walsh, 2001). Such advantages are sometimes realized 

with branding efforts. For example, CSR has been found to improve brand evaluations (Klein & Dawar, 2004) and 

brand image (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009), and cause-related marketing is thought to improve profits and support social 

programs (Landreth Grau & Garretson Folse, 2007). More pertinently, scholars have used CSR to explore impetus 

for action (i.e., behavior) based on cognitive and affective stimuli for consumers (e.g., Mohr et al., 2001; Walker & 

Kent, 2009).  
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While sport consumers have noted the importance for their favorite teams to participate in CSR initiatives (Walker & 

Kent, 2009), empirical evidence indicates that profit margins may decrease for professional organizations that 

engage in CSR operations and did not impact attendance margins (Inoue et al., 2011). This could be a consequence 

of the objectives of the CSR initiative, and a lack of focus on either external or internal orientations (i.e., 

strategic-CSR; Babiak & Wolfe, 2009). Other scholars have explored the impact of CSR for sport donors and found 

that CSR predicted trust and commitment, but did not directly influence donor behavior (Ko, et al., 2014). Relatedly, 

scholars have also found links between cause related marketing actions and attitudes toward a team, which in turn 

influenced behavior (i.e., attendance intention; Kim, et al., 2010). However, this path to attendance intention was not 

a direct result of cause related marketing, but instead the study established a link between activities like CSR and 

behavior from sport consumers. In all, various scholars have explored various means by which CSR can influence 

sport consumers, particularly concerning consumers’ thoughts, emotions, and behaviors.  

2.4 Hypothesis Development 

The hypothesized model for this study was constructed based upon CSR being considered a possible antecedent of 

consumer-based brand equity (Ross, 2006) and the tenets of the consumer-based brand equity (Keller, 2003). 

Consumers tend to draw on their perceptions of a company’s role in society in the purchase process. In response, 

companies often focus on their CSR efforts to enhance brand equity by building a meaningful connection between 

the cause and their brand image (Keller, 2020). When consumers perceive these efforts positively, their support for 

corporate social activities can lead to favorable attitudes and emotional responses toward the company’s products 

and services (Brown & Dacin, 1997). Ultimately, when consumers are interested in CSR initiatives beyond product 

features, their judgments can shape positive emotional responses and a favorable corporate image, which in turn 

influences their preferences for the company’s offerings (Keller, 2020; Wang et al., 2021). In the similar vein, sport 

scholars have posited that higher levels of CSR will induce positive emotional responses toward a brand (Walker & 

Kent, 2009). In sum, the influence of CSR initiatives is likely to spur positive emotional response toward a given 

brand (i.e., brand affect), as a sport consumer’s recognition of the good-will provided by a sport organization will 

induce positive feelings toward the brand. As such, we propose our first hypothesis: 

H1: Perceived CSR will positively impact brand affect. 

Like H1, CSR is also likely to positively influence brand superiority. Consumers are more likely to engage with 

companies that demonstrate high ethical standards. As a result, brands that incorporate CSR activities can foster 

greater brand awareness and consideration in the minds of consumers (Keller, 2020). Investments in CSR can help 

build a reputation for trustworthiness among consumers, and this perception is often linked to the brand image of the 

company as one that produces higher-quality products. Given the role of CSR efforts, CSR-focused marketing can 

serve as a mechanism for signaling product or service quality and creating associations between CSR activities and 

perceived brand quality (Marin et al., 2009). Therefore, CSR programs can act as an effective vehicle for enhancing 

brand-building communication by increasing a brand’s visibility and recognition among consumers. 

This is a function of specific CSR initiatives that are likely to further extend the distinction of a given brand (i.e., 

brand superiority; Gordon & James, 2017). That is, CSR provides a unique opportunity for a sport organization to 

stand out amongst the competing advertisements and marketing enterprises. Further, CSR perceptions have been 

found to positively impact perceptions of the team in the context of professional baseball (Ma & Kaplanidou, 2021). 

Finally, philanthropic CSR initiatives have been found to influence behavioral intentions indirectly via image and 

prestige perceptions (Lho et al., 2019). By aligning with a CSR initiative, a sport organization can enhance the 

cognitive appraisal of their brand on the part of consumers. Consequently, we propose the following hypothesis:  

H2: Perceived CSR will positively impact brand superiority. 

Marketing studies are replete with findings that link brand equity to favorable outcomes, such as increased purchase 

intention. In line with past literature concerning the impact of cognitive evaluations on behaviors, we contend that a 

consumer’s cognitive appraisal (i.e., brand superiority) of a given brand will have a positive influence over their 

purchase intentions. To this point, past scholars have noted how cognitive evaluations play a deterministic role in a 

consumer’s decision to purchase (e.g., Dabholkar, et al., 2000; Gotlieb, et al., 1994). More specifically, perceptions 

of a brand (i.e., brand attitude) has been demonstrated to be a significant predictor of behavioral intentions toward a 

specific brand (Suh & Yi, 2006). In the sport context, fans form positive consumption attitudes and intentions based 

on their evaluations of sport brand associations with teams, athletes, sporting events, or sponsors. For example, sport 

sponsorship has been shown to positively influence brand equity (e.g., brand superiority), leading to an increased 

willingness among fans to pay a price premium for the sponsor's products or services (Almaiman et al., 2023). Brand 
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superiority can positively influence sport consumers’ cognitive appraisals and brand attitudes by reinforcing a highly 

visible and prominent sport brand identity. Resultantly, we put forth the following hypothesis: 

H3: Brand superiority will positively impact purchase intentions. 

Previous scholars have found a link between affective responses and decision-making/purchase intentions (e.g., 

Bagozzi, et al., 1999; Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001; Matzler, et al., 2006; Thompson et al., 2006). Consumers’ 

emotional responses toward a brand—such as feelings of excitement, happiness, and contentment—can shape their 

evaluations of whether they like or dislike that brand. These emotional factors foster psychological commitment 

through sensory and emotional connections, thereby increasing the likelihood that consumers will purchase the 

brand's products or services (Matzler et al., 2006). Moreover, a brand positively appraised by consumers can serve as 

a potential source of pleasure. This psychological phenomenon enhances consumers' happiness and evokes positive 

emotions, further enhancing their intentions to purchase the brand's products or services (Chen et al., 2020). In the 

sporting event context, emotions held toward a sponsoring brand have been found to influence not only attitudinal 

loyalty but also behavioral loyalty among sport participants (Jung & Kim, 2015). As such, we put forth that one’s 

brand affect will positively influence their behavior intentions toward a given brand. The following hypothesis is also 

presented: 

H4: Brand affect will positively impact purchase intentions. 

For our final hypothesis, we put forth that brand equity (e.g., brand superiority and brand affect) will mediate the 

relationship between CSR and purchase intentions. This premise is grounded in Bagozzi’s (1992) appraisal 

processes–emotional reactions–coping responses paradigm, which suggests that individuals’ evaluations influence 

their cognitive as well as emotional responses; consequently, the appraisal subsequently drive behavioral outcomes. 

Numerous studies have demonstrated the mediating role of brand equity between CSR practices and positive 

consumption outcomes (Araújo et al., 2023; Lai et al., 2010; Ma & Kaplanidou, 2021). When consumers perceive a 

brand as socially responsible, they typically experience positive emotions and form favorable attitudes toward the 

brand, which consequently increase their purchase intentions. Cuesta‐Valiño et al. (2024) further highlighted how 

consumers’ cognitive and affective evaluations of brands, driven by CSR messages, significantly shape their 

purchase decisions. Similarly, sports CSR-focused activities are not directly associated with sport participation 

attitude; instead, trust of a sport club serves as a mediator between CSR activities and sport participation loyalty 

(Lagoudaki et al., 2024). Taken together, previous research collectively implies that CSR initiatives within the sports 

industry sector can enhance fans’ purchase intentions by strengthening brand equity (see Figure 2 for full 

hypothesized model): 

H5a: Brand superiority will mediate the relationship between perceived CSR and purchase intentions.  

H5b: Brand affect will mediate the relationship between perceived CSR and purchase intentions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Hypothesized Model  
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3. Methods 

3.1 Research Setting and Sample 

Data were collected from a convenience sample of undergraduate students in health and sport science courses at a 

large, public university in the Midwest. Two trained surveyors reached out to instructors of each course and 

established a time and date for data collection. The trained surveyors handed out paper and pencil survey 

questionnaires to the entire classroom and the respondents were given approximately 15 minutes to complete the 

survey. A total of 18 health, sport, and exercise courses were utilized for data collection. Respondents were 

instructed to think about the large, Division I athletics program at their school when completing the survey 

questionnaire. Therefore, this well-known, highly reputable, and national athletics program was utilized as the focal 

brand for this study. Thus, undergraduate students were considered an appropriate sample for this study since they 

have a significant amount of awareness and knowledge of the focal brand (their university’s athletics program), and 

most have been on campus for multiple years since the courses chosen were upper-level electives and required 

courses. A total of 496 respondents completed the survey questionnaire, with 474 useable surveys being utilized for 

this study for a response rate of 95%. The average age of the respondents was 20.4, 54% reported as being male, and 

there were white (88%), African American (7%), Hispanic (3%), and Asian (2%) individuals represented in the 

sample. The average length of time as a fan was 13.5 years. The goal of this study was to achieve a minimum of a 

5:1 subject to variable ratio (Bryant & Yarnold, 1995) which was achieved. To better understand the role perceived 

CSR plays in building brand equity, a two-step approach was utilized to test the measurement and structural model 

components via MPlus 7.31 which was deemed appropriate since a hybrid model was being assessed (Kline, 2005). 

The goal of the analysis was to assess how perceived CSR impacts brand affect and brand superiority and to test the 

indirect relationship among perceived CSR, the two brand-related variables, and purchase intentions of sport 

consumers. The overall measurement model was assessed against the actual measurement model while employing a 

mix of fit indices to determine construct validity as outline by Fornell and Larcker (1981). The process to evaluate 

the structural model employs many of the same criteria as the measurement model but also includes an assessment of 

the relationships between variables as well as the amount of variance explained in the outcome variables in the 

model.  

3.2 Measurement 

Perceived CSR was measured based upon a three-item scale from Brammer et al. (2007) and Walsh and Beaty 

(2007). The overall intent of the measure is to assess the degree to which an entity (e.g. brand, team, organization) 

displays concern for and acts in a socially responsible manner. Brand superiority was measured with a 6-item scale 

derived from the drivers of brand equity measure developed by Gordon and James (2017) while brand affect was a 

3-item scale from Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001). Brand superiority is considered a facet of a consumers’ overall, 

cognitive perception of a brand and represents how different or unique the brand is in the mind of the consumer 

(Keller, 2003). Brand affect is derived from the emotional response that sport consumers have due to the 

consumption experience associated with the brand and indicates an overall emotional evaluation of how that brand 

makes them feel (Keller, 2003). Purchase intentions was a 4-item measure measuring the probability or likelihood of 

consumption (in this case, brand apparel or game attendance) adapted from Yoshida et al. (2013a). In this case, it 

was determined that we would focus on one of the three dimensions of Keller’s (2003) concept of brand resonance: 

behavioral loyalty. Specifically, we employed an outcome measure similar to the concept of ―conative loyalty‖ as 

detailed by Oliver (1999). All the constructs were measured with a seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). 
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Table 1. Psychometric Properties 

Construct Item (t value) CR AVE 

Perceived CSR   .80 .58 

1. The (team name) are concerned with social responsibility. .65(18.19)   

2. The (team name) are socially responsible. .80(25.60)   

3. The (team name) are a responsible member of our community. .81(24.81)   

Brand superiority  .89 .63 

1. The (team name) are superior to all other competitors. .70(13.05)   

2. The (team name) are very unique to me. .81(24.66)   

3. The (team name) are different than all other competitors. .73(24.58)   

4. The (team name) offer superior value in comparison to its’ competitors. .89   

5.  The (team name) offer a higher quality product than its’ competitors. .80   

Brand affect  .88 .70 

1. I feel good when I watch the (team name). .87(20.50)   

2. The (team name) make me happy.  .84(26.25)   

3. The (team name) give me pleasure. .81(24.91)   

Purchase intentions  .83 .56 

1. The probability that I will attend another sporting event of the (team name) is:  .81(14.36)   

2. 
The probability that I will spend more than 50% of my sport consumption budget on 

the (team name) is:  
.68(25.06)   

3. 
If I had to attend a (team name) game again, the probability that I would make the 

same choice is:  
.85(22.33)   

4.  
The likelihood that you would actively buy additional (team name) products (apparel 

and goods) is: 
.62   

Fit indices  

 
2
 309.61 

 df 86 

 
2
/df 3.6 

 CFI .95 

 TLI .94 

 RMSEA .07 

  SRMR .06 

 

4. Results 

4.1 Assessment of Measures 

For the measurement model, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis via MPlus 7.31. The Comparative Fit 

Index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) were an acceptable fit at .94 and .94 respectively. The Standardized Root 

Mean Square Residual (SRMR) was a close fit at .06. Convergent and discriminant validity were assessed with 

Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) average variance extracted (AVE) method. Convergent validity was supported as 

perceived CSR (.57), brand affect (.70), brand superiority (.62), and purchase intentions (.55) were all above .5. 

Discriminant validity was established between all constructs in this study except for brand superiority and perceived 

CSR where the results were somewhat mixed. Ultimately, while there were some statistical similarities between CSR 

perceptions and brand superiority, the construct definitions and items employed are distinct. However, it is possible 

that the respondents in this study considered social responsibility as part of the value or quality dimensions of the 

focal brand (which are key concepts of brand superiority). Lastly, each factor had a Composite Reliability (CR) value 
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greater than .70. Overall, the model fit indices indicated that the data was an adequate fit to the model and our 

constructs of interest operated as intended. 

 

Table 2. Hypothesis Testing: Direct Effects 

  Path 
Standardized 

path coefficient 

Hypothesis 

Decision 

H1 P.CSR  Brand superiority    .76** Supported 

H2 P.CSR  Brand affect    .74** Supported 

H3 Brand superiority  Purchase intentions    .16* Supported 

H4 Brand affect  Purchase intentions    .65** Supported 

R
2
 Brand superiority    .59  

 Brand affect    .56  

 Purchase intentions    .69  

 

4.2 Common Method Variance (CMV) 

Our independent and dependent variables were collected from the same source at a single point in time, thus we 

understand that the correlations among them may be subject to CMV (Podsakoff et al. 2003). We addressed 

procedural remedies by administrating the items for the mediator and outcome variables before the items for the 

perceived CSR to control possible item-order effects (Schimmack & Oishi, 2005).  

4.3 Assessment of Relationships 

The hypothesized direct and indirect relationships were tested via structural modeling via MPlus 7.31. The structural 

model tested the relationship among perceived CSR, brand superiority brand affect, and purchase intentions. 

Perceived CSR significantly impacted brand superiority ( = .76) and brand affect ( = .74). Therefore, these results 

provide support for H1 and H2. Brand affect ( = .65) and brand superiority ( = .16) significantly predicted 

purchase intentions. These results provide support for H3 and H4. A mediation analysis was performed using Mplus 

version 7.31 to assess the potential mediating role of brand superiority and brand affect on the perceived 

CSR-purchase intentions relationship. A bootstrap estimation using 5000 iterations revealed significant indirect 

effects of perceived CSR on purchase intentions through brand affect. Since the direct effect of perceived 

CSR-purchase intention was non-significant yet not ―zero‖, this indicates that brand affect operated as a partial 

mediator. However, the indirect effect of perceived CSR on purchase intentions through brand superiority was 

insignificant. Therefore, this provides support for H5b while disconfirming H5a.  

 

Table 3. Hypothesis Testing: Indirect Effects 

Hypothesis Indirect effect 

Bootstrap estimate 
95% confidence 

interval 

Hypothesis 

Decision 

Standardized 

effect 

Unstandardized 

effect 
Lower Upper 

 

H5a P. CSR BS  PI -.12 -.22 -.06 .43 Not supported 

H5b P. CSR  BA PI .49** .87* .49 1.21 Supported 
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Figure 3. The Result of the Hypothesized Model 

 

5. Discussion 

Crafting CSR initiatives is incredibly prevalent across professional sport leagues. The executives making these 

decisions are certainly motivated by the positive press they bring and ways they can impact their bottom line, but it is 

vital to understand how these initiatives truly impact the consumers. The most telling finding of this study was that 

perceived CSR led to increased purchase intentions, through a mediator of brand affect. This means the positive 

emotions elicited by the brand (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001) influenced the positive relationship between perceived 

CSR and purchase intentions. It is understood that CSR may positively impact purchase intentions and overall 

financial performance (Klein & Dawar, 2004; Margolis & Walsh, 2001; Mohr & Webb, 2005) but understanding 

what other factors influence this relationship is vital. As Lee et al. (2018) note, sport fans consume their favorite 

teams as brands and therefore attach emotions to more than just wins or losses. Although the motivations and goals 

around CSR initiatives may not focus on sport fan’s emotions, we know they can impact brand evaluations and brand 

image (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009; Klein & Dawar, 2004) and therefore, potentially their emotions. The finding 

regarding CSRs influence on these sport fans’ brand affect is incredibly valuable, furthering our understanding of the 

positive influence perceived CSR had on fan’s emotions. It is also important to note we found that brand superiority 

and affect both positively influenced purchase intentions. However, only brand affect was mediated by the perceived 

CSR, suggesting the relationship between brand superiority, perceived CSR, and behavioral intentions may not be 

strong. Additionally, simultaneously examining cognitive and affective variables and the impact perceived CSR has 

on these fans is incredibly valuable from a theoretical and practical lens. Conversely, it has been found that CSR 

initiatives in sport may not impact attendance positively (Inoue et al, 2011) adding more validity to understanding 

how these initiatives may lead to positive consumer behavior. Additionally, it was found that feelings of brand 

superiority did not mediate this relationship. This study would suggest that CSR initiatives may influence consumers’ 

purchase intentions when triggering more positive emotions about the brand rather than making the brand feel more 

superior to others.  

Brand affect was suggested to be influential on consumer behavioral intentions (Keller, 2003) and specifically has 

been found to be an important influencer on brand resonance with sport brands (Gordon & James, 2017). Connecting 

those findings with the fact that CSR has been found to influence consumer purchase intentions (Klein & Dawar, 

2004; Mohr & Webb, 2005) the scholars felt it was relevant and important to examine this relationship. Little has 

been done to examine what may explain the positive relationship between perceived CSR and consumer behavioral 

intentions in sport. Understanding that CSR initiatives may influence consumers brand affect and in turn lead to 

higher purchase intentions has many implications.  
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It is well understood that perceived CSR influences consumer emotions overall (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009; Klein & 

Dawar, 2004). However, Babiak and Wolfe (2009) found that pressure from the league may be the biggest source of 

motivation to participate in CSR, therefore suggesting that teams do not consider the consumers much when 

participating in CSR. Demonstrating that these practices can lead to positive emotions would then add importance 

and strengthen marketers’ decisions to participate in CSR initiatives. It has also been found that perceived CSR may 

lead to an improved corporate reputation and therefore brand performance (Lai, et al., 2010). Although scholars have 

demonstrated that CSR can lead to improved emotions and brand performance, this study draws parallels that extend 

our understanding of the impact these practices may have. Most simply put, participating in CSR initiatives should 

lead to increased consumer positive feelings toward the team and through that relationship lead to increased purchase 

intentions. 

It was also telling that increased perceived CSR led to brand superiority. Keller (2003) suggested brand superiority 

was a part of a consumer’s overall evaluation of a brand and it has been found to positively influence brand 

resonance (Gordon & James, 2017). Utilizing CSR practices may influence consumer’s feelings toward the sport 

brand’s superiority and give the brand a more distinguished feeling. This finding may not have led directly to 

increased purchase intention but improving a brand’s superiority toward a brand may lead to increased brand affect 

(Gordon & James, 2017). Therefore, not only would increasing consumer’s feelings of brand superiority distinguish 

a brand, but it may also improve the consumer’s feelings toward the brand. Pairing this concept with this study’s 

finding that brand affect may influence the successful relationship between perceived CSR and increased purchase 

intentions adds to the current literature and aids in the explanation of how perceived CSR influences sport consumers. 

Even though brand superiority did not appear to influence the relationship between perceived CSR and purchase 

intentions it likely has positive influences on sport consumers based upon the past literature.  

Brand equity may be heavily influenced by participation in CSR initiatives. Influencing brand equity has been 

suggested to influence brand resonance (Keller, 2003) and found to lead to increased behavioral intentions in sport 

fans (Gladden & Funk, 2001). Brand equity has been found to be influenced by brand associations and not simply 

brand awareness (Faircloth, et al., 2001). Therefore, it is important that sport marketers execute practices that do 

more than simply get more eyes on their product but rather evoke some sort of emotion. Keller (1993) defined brand 

attitudes as a portion of brand association that is created by how consumers view a product. It would appear from the 

findings of this study, that participating in CSR improves consumer’s attitudes toward the sport organization which 

influences the brand image and therefore brand equity. Specifically, fans in this study demonstrated increased 

feelings of brand affect and superiority when they perceived greater levels of CSR.  

Attitudes toward a brand are influenced by associations and image of the brand (Keller, 1993). Therefore, marketers 

should consider the way their practices influence their consumers attitudes toward the brand. These CSR practices 

should greatly influence fans emotions and attitudes toward their favorite teams since these practices are supposed to 

focus on either limiting their harmful effects on society or enhancing the benefits they bring to society (Mohr et al., 

2001). Understanding fans attitudes toward a team based on these CSR initiatives is important but taking it a step 

further and examining how these attitudes then impact behavioral intentions leads to a great deal of practical 

importance for marketers. 

6. Practical Implications 

Since fans who are more connected to their favorite teams are more likely to attend games and spend more money on 

merchandise (Wann & Branscombe, 1993) discovering ways to increase positive feelings toward a sport team is 

valuable. Sport marketers should realize that participating in CSR initiatives does not only improve their overall 

standing but should impact their bottom line. Fans who see their favorite team participate in CSR may be more likely 

to attend games or purchase merchandise, both of which were observed in this study through increased purchase 

intentions. Additionally, the fact that perceived CSR influenced fans feelings of brand superiority is important for 

sport managers to consider. Marketing practices that make fan’s feel a brand is more superior should help create a 

feeling of differentiation (Keller, 1993) from other brands and this is something all sport teams strive for.  

At the professional level in the United States, we see this in all sports. Major League Baseball has its Reviving 

Baseball in Inner Cities (RBI) program, the National Basketball Association has NBA Cares and Read to Achieve, 

and the National Football League has its Play 60 initiative. The Women’s National Basketball Association has a 

Cares, Social Justice, and Changemakers initiative alone. These initiatives are all league-wide and go beyond 

anything individual teams may do at the local or regional level on their own. This study would suggest that 

participating in these CSR programs has benefits beyond financial and appeasing societal pressure but may in fact 

improve sport fan’s brand affinity.  
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Beyond the fact that teams may feel pressure to participate in CSR (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009) and that marketers may 

simply feel it is the right thing to do. Using the platform of sport to be socially responsible is important without 

considering the influence it has on consumers or team finances. But it has been suggested since CSR has first been 

defined that making a profit was one of the key cogs involved in practicing CSR (Carroll, 1979), therefore marketers 

must know how it may impact their bottom line. Specifically, marketers should be able to participate in CSR 

initiatives with confidence that it will have a positive impact on their consumer’s feelings toward the brand and 

through that influence impact their purchase intentions. 

7. Limitations and Future Research 

This study was not without limitations. First, it would be beneficial to have access to the actual behaviors of these 

consumers. This study employed cross-sectional design and retrospective approaches to measure CSR-related 

activities and underlying constructs. Therefore, it may be practically challenging to generalize the relationship 

between CSR activities and sport fans' behavioral intentions. Future studies should apply experimental designs to 

investigate various dimensions of sport-related CSR messages and identify which types are most effective for sport 

teams. Additionally, research utilizing a longitudinal design is necessary to clarify the long-term effects of CSR 

strategies on brand loyalty. By examining changes in team and sponsor image influenced by CSR information over 

time, future studies should provide empirical evidence reflecting the temporal dynamics of sport teams' CSR 

activities. 

Second, the base for this study was college students. It would be beneficial to have a more diverse sample. 

Additionally, these fans were primarily highly identified. Examining fans of different levels of sport and levels of 

identification would have been beneficial. Further, there may be some other factors playing a role that were not 

teased out or investigated closely, such as fan community attachment, team attachment, and other brand preference 

factors. These limitations define the scope of the findings and lead to many directions for future research. 

Next, scholars should examine how perceived CSR impacts other consumer feelings, potential outcomes, and actual 

behaviors. It would be interesting to see how these initiatives may influence fans’ emotions such as team 

identification, brand commitment, or perceived value. Additionally, examining outcomes such as willingness to pay 

a price premium and actual purchase behaviors would be an appropriate next step in this research. It would also be 

interesting to see how perceived CSR may impact fans of different levels of sport as well as fans with different levels 

of connections. It could prove important to understand if these CSR initiatives are more influential on lowly or 

highly identified fans. Specifically, future work should examine how these league initiatives may influence fans of a 

sport or league overall. It could also be interesting to see how non-fans CSR perceptions may impact their affinity 

towards sport teams and leagues. If CSR initiatives have a chance to attract new potential fans it could prove even 

more important than we have already discovered. 
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