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ABSTRACT
This paper examines the diffusion of environmental management initiatives in business 
and the motives and pressures reported by senior executives to adopt these practices in 
one industry. We frame these sustainable practices under the umbrella of corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) and examine the causal drivers of environmental behavior. This study 
used a mixed-methods approach and included a survey and 17 in-depth interviews with 
professional sports team and league executives. Data revealed both strategic and legitimacy 
motives to adopt environmental management practices. More specifi cally, the analysis sug-
gested that strategic motives were the primary reason for adopting an environmental CSR 
focus. Motives to address institutional pressures were also found, although to a lesser 
extent. The paper discusses the role and relevance environmentally focused CSR plays in 
professional sport organizations in North America and presents suggestions for future 
research in this area. Copyright © 2010 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd and ERP Environment.
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CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY (CSR) IS PLAYING AN INCREASINGLY IMPORTANT ROLE IN BUSINESS TODAY, AND 
economic, political and social factors are shaping CSR activities around the world (Baughn et al., 2007). 

Some authors describe CSR as a set of actions aimed to further some social good, beyond the explicit 

pecuniary interests of the fi rm, that are not required by law (Carroll, 2000; McWilliams and Siegel, 2000) 

and as ‘practices that improve the workplace and benefi t society in ways that go above and beyond what companies 

are legally required to do’ (Vogel, 2005). In this paper, we argue that environmentally responsible business prac-

tices are an element of CSR in that they are often initiated for reasons other than to make a fi rm money (but 

sometimes do), they are not (always) required by law, and they benefi t society. This paper follows a call by 

Margolis and Walsh (2003) to explore contextual infl uences that lead organizations to be socially responsible – 

focusing specifi cally on corporate environmental responsibility.

Although CSR practices have drawn substantial interest from practitioners and academics, the motives driving 

those practices have received little attention in the academic literature – particularly from an empirical perspective. 

Indeed, as Williamson et al. (2006) argued, there is a lack of work examining the causal drivers of environmental 

behavior, particularly for small and medium enterprises (SMEs), and we need to better understand the mechanisms 
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that foster how and why fi rms behave environmentally. Additionally, given the changes taking place in society 

regarding the role businesses play in addressing social issues, Vidaver-Cohen and Simcic Brønn (2008) argued 

that the parameters of legitimacy for many businesses have changed in the new millennium, and that there may 

be both moral and strategic imperatives for corporate efforts to strengthen the communities in which they operate. 

They thus explain that motives for engaging in CSR may be changing (from a peripheral practice to a more stra-

tegic function and embedded into the values of the organization) and that the motives and role CSR plays in 

business needs to be re-examined.

Given the growing role of environmental sustainability as a focus for corporations across diverse industries, the 

purpose of this paper is to uncover the motives leading organizations in one industry – major league professional 

sport in North America – to behave in an environmentally responsible manner. Given that these practices are 

relatively new in professional sport, this exploratory research was guided by the following questions: (1) what 

external conditions and internal pressures lead organizations to address the environment as a priority?; and (2) 

how do the external conditions/internal pressures and the motives reported determine the types of environmental 

initiatives adopted – whether they are high commitment or low engagement? By studying these issues in depth, 

we hope to contribute to our understanding of the adoption and diffusion of environmental responsibility for 

organizations both within and outside the sport industry.

Literature Review

Motives for Engaging in CSR

The topic of CSR is receiving growing attention in the academic literature as the role that CSR plays in business 

has grown (Margolis and Walsh, 2003; Orlitzky et al., 2003; Gouldson, 2006; Campbell, 2007; Siegele and Ward, 

2007). Although academics have tended to focus on identifying the link between fi nancial and social performance 

(Margolis and Walsh, 2003), consistent with the approach adopted in this paper, Campbell (2006; 2007) argued 

that there are a number of mitigating factors in the relationship between organizations and society which help to 

explain why companies would behave in socially responsible ways. Campbell (2007) believed that we need to ‘pay 

more attention to the institutional mechanisms that may infl uence whether corporations act in socially responsible 

ways or not’. He argued that institutional theory may be useful in understanding the adoption and implementation 

of CSR behaviors.

Matten and Moon (2008) noted that particularly with CSR, the ‘motives of managers, shareholders, and other 

key stakeholders shape the way corporations are governed . . . and institutional theory brings interdependencies 

between and interactions among stakeholders into the analysis, which is vital to understanding CSR, given its 

societal orientation’. Institutional theorists (Galaskiewicz and Burt, 1991; Doh and Guay, 2006; Campbell, 2007; 

Matten and Moon, 2008; Scott, 2008) have maintained that several relevant institutional forces may be at play in 

determining the level to which a company may adopt socially responsible business practices. In fact, institutional 

forces infl uencing CSR may result in the homogenization of institutional environments. These changes are 

expressed in regulative, normative, and cognitive processes leading to increasingly standardized and rationalized 

practices in organizations across and within industries (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991; Scott, 2008).

Suchman (1995) discussed legitimacy as the ‘generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity 

are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and defi ni-

tions’. Suchman (1995) suggested ‘legitimacy affects not only how people act toward organizations, but also how 

they understand them. Thus, audiences perceive the legitimate organization not only as more worthy, but also as 

more meaningful, more predictable, and more trustworthy’. The CSR/business connection suggests that attaining 

legitimacy may improve a company’s ability to compete for resources, garner stakeholder approval (Rao, 1994), 

and provide a bank of goodwill during times of crisis (Godfrey and Hatch, 2007; Deephouse and Suchman, 2008).

Because of this link with legitimacy, institutional theory has been viewed as an appropriate lens through which 

to explore CSR (Doh and Guay, 2006; Campbell, 2006; 2007; Matten and Moon, 2008). Campbell (2007) asked 

whether the motives driving CSR were ‘purely voluntary and dependent on having honorable people in charge, or 

is there something more to it?’, and provided several theoretical propositions as to why companies might be driven 
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to engage in CSR in light of institutional theory. He maintained that a number of broad institutional and economic 

conditions determine whether CSR behavior is likely to occur and suggested that corporations will likely act in 

socially responsible ways if strong and well-enforced regulations are in place, along with well-organized and effec-

tive industrial self-regulations (Campbell, 2007). In addition, conditions which provide for monitoring corpora-

tions’ behaviors, such as independent organizations, are considered favorable for ensuring responsible behavior. 

The likelihood of acting responsibly increases when normative standards, widely accepted by society, support such 

behaviors. Lastly, corporations’ behaviors are affected by how community leaders and other stakeholders perceive 

their efforts and whether they engage in institutionalized dialogue among each other. The importance of 

these institutional conditions is that they infl uence corporations’ motivation behind adopting socially responsible 

behaviors.

While the quest for legitimacy may be a strong motivator for organizations to engage in CSR, other plausible 

explanations should also be considered. In much of the literature, CSR has been treated as being separate from 

more traditional, strategic initiatives and outcomes. There has, however, been some recent work pointing to the 

potential synergy between social and fi nancial performance. Prominent among such work is that of Bruch and 

Walter (2005) and Porter and Kramer (2006) which argued for a more closely aligned fi t between a company’s 

core strategy and its CSR efforts. In line with this argument is the work of Sarkar (2008), pointing out that 

business practices in relation to the environment have evolved and the trend now is for transitioning from 

environmental management to environmental strategy. Sarkar (2008) recognized ‘that the relation between envi-

ronmental and economic interests is a balance of purely competitive and purely cooperative factors’.

Vidaver-Cohen and Simcic Brønn (2008) predicted that there would be changes in motives for businesses engag-

ing in CSR worldwide, some associated with moral/normative legitimacy concerns, others with more pragmatic 

objectives. Similarly, Fombrun et al. (2000) believed that companies are increasingly coming to the realization 

that a strategically integrated CSR portfolio ‘helps a company build reputational capital . . . By doing good, manag-

ers generate reputational gains that improve a company’s ability to attract resources, enhance its performance and 

build competitive advantage’. Gimenez Leal et al. (2003) support this view and claim that there is a direct and 

positive relationship between the adoption of environmental practices and the company’s competitive position. A 

number of theorists have maintained that companies would be motivated to adopt an industry-driven strategic 

approach to CSR, focusing on activities that expressed special industry competencies while simultaneously strength-

ening their communities, and that intersectoral partnerships with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and 

government agencies may help companies more effectively accomplish social goals (Waddell, 2000; Waddock and 

Smith, 2000; Vidaver-Cohen and Simcic Brønn, 2008).

The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) has launched the development of standardized guide-

lines for social responsibility (ISO 26000). The ISO claims that ‘. . . the need for organizations in both public and 

private sectors to behave in a socially responsible way is becoming a generalized requirement of society’ (iso.org, 

2009). The standard will be usable for organizations of all sizes, in countries at every stage of development. These 

proposed standards would address the social responsibility not only of business corporations, but of all types of 

organization. In this paper we use CSR as discussed in the academic literature as a concept that refers to social 

responsibility for organizations beyond business corporations. Specifi cally, the context of our study, professional 

sport organizations, would fall into the guidelines of social responsibility set out by ISO 26000.

Management, CSR, and Environmental Sustainability

Recent research has examined the adoption of environmental management practices by organizations indicating 

that companies are increasingly paying attention to their impact on the environment and adopting management 

practices to ameliorate or reduce their negative impact on the environment (Williamson et al., 2006; Welford et 
al., 2007; Sarkar, 2008; Wahba, 2008). The natural environment is increasingly being viewed as a pillar of CSR. 

Research on CSR and environmental sustainability in the management literature is converging because of shared 

environmental, economic, and social concerns (Montiel, 2008). In 1995, Shrivastava identifi ed a shift in businesses 

to ‘ecocentric’ management, highlighting an increase in ecologically sustainable organization–environment rela-

tions. Organizations operating under the ecocentric paradigm ‘establish harmonious relationships between their 

natural and social environments. They seek to systematically renew natural resources and to minimize waste and 
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pollution’ (Shrivastava, 1995). A number of variables have been used to identify and assess environmental respon-

sibility, including the existence of pollution abatement programs, the extent to which an organization conserves 

natural resources, involvement in voluntary environmental restoration, eco-design practices, or the systematic 

reduction of waste and emissions from operations (Montiel, 2008).

Montiel (2008) suggested that current research seems to show a shared environmental and social concern for 

activities addressing environmental responsibility. Regulatory compliance and social responsibility to address 

environmental impacts are components of corporate environmental management, which Montiel argued, is driven 

by legal and/or social sanctions. However, the underlying thread in the literature on environmental strategy is that 

through a complex web of constituents, whether customers, shareholders, investors or employees, environmental-

ism becomes transformed from something external to the market environment to a core objective of the fi rm.

In recent years, the environment has been one of the factors of greatest interest in terms of the market’s attitude 

toward CSR (Bird et al., 2007; Wahba, 2008). Indeed, some reports point at improved fi nancial performance as a 

result of environmental performance development (Klassen and McLaughlin, 1996). Similarly, Welford et al. 
(2007) and Kassinis and Vafeas (2006) found the environment to be the most important concern for stakeholders 

in a company’s CSR efforts. Wahba (2008) explored the moderating effect of fi nancial performance on the rela-

tionship between corporate environmental responsibility and institutional investors and concluded that environ-

mental responsibility had a positive and signifi cant effect on institutional ownership, although this was the case 

only when fi nancial performance was high. Another perspective of a corporation’s role in environmental manage-

ment suggests that top management’s green commitment is a factor, among others, infl uencing the formulation 

of different types of corporate environmental practices (Lee and Ball, 2003).

Method

The research described next examines the themes discussed above in the setting of professional sport teams and 

leagues in North America. We argue that this context is appropriate given the relative newness of environmental 

business practices in sport which thus offers a unique opportunity to examine the pressures driving these organi-

zational practices in this setting. We provide an overview of the research setting. The data collection and analysis 

are also presented in this section.

Research Context: CSR, Sport, and the Environment

The landscape of North American professional sport has changed dramatically over the past 25 years. While little 

empirical research has been conducted on the intersection of CSR and sport, one look at a professional sport team’s 

webpage and other communication vehicles indicates that CSR has become an important part of these organiza-

tions’ business operations. Although sport teams have been involved in their local communities for decades, we 

know little about the relevance, importance, and impact of socially responsible practices to the organizations 

themselves, to the individuals they intend to benefi t, and to the league-governing bodies. Considering the fact that 

the sport industry is rapidly growing and this trend is likely to continue in the future (Humphreys and Ruseski, 

2008), professional sport in North America presents a rich context in which to study CSR because organizations 

in the industry are increasingly becoming involved in sustainability efforts. While some leaders of sport organiza-

tions believe that ‘doing good is the right thing to do’, others believe that ‘doing good is good business’ (Mintzberg, 

1984), being motivated by pragmatic, traditional business, outcomes (e.g., to counter negative media scrutiny, and 

to be good corporate citizens worthy of desired tax breaks and subsidies from government (to build or refurbish 

stadia, build access roads)). Further, and perhaps more importantly, there has been little academic/empirical 

research conducted in the area, leaving an opportunity for theoretical and practical contributions.

Academic consideration is now being given to the unique context in which sport operates and some argue that 

the nature and role CSR plays in sport may be different than in other industries (Babiak and Wolfe, 2006; 2010; 

Smith and Westerbeek, 2007; Brietbarth and Harris, 2008; Sheth and Babiak, 2010;). Smith and Westerbeek 

(2007) for instance, claimed that sport, broadly defi ned, has a number of unique factors that may positively affect 
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the nature and scope of partner corporations’ CSR efforts including: mass media distribution and communication 

power, youth appeal, positive health impacts/association, social interaction, and sustainability awareness.

Scholarly work in the area of sport and environmental management has been rather scarce and mostly focused 

on outdoor recreational sports and their impact on the ecosystem (Font et al., 2001; McMillan et al., 2003; Muller 

et al., 2004; Shively et al., 2008). The literature on professional sport and the environment is even scarcer. Some 

research has addressed the environmental problems associated with large-scale sport events, such as the Football 

Association Cup Final, by describing the ecological footprint of this event, and highlighting the high impact mega 

sport events have on the environment (Collins et al., 2007). A professional sport team’s day-to-day operations often 

require heavy amounts of energy consumption, so it has been argued that green practices can make a substantial 

positive impact on the environment (Covello, 2008) in addition to providing substantial cost savings and other 

benefi ts to a sport organization. As a starting point, this paper will examine professional sport in North America, 

in particular the motivation behind the environmental initiatives professional sport teams and leagues have estab-

lished in their effort to raise awareness, improve effi ciencies in their operations, and to fulfi ll their corporate social 

responsibilities in this area.

Data Collection

To understand the extent to which environmental practices are adopted and the motives driving corporate envi-

ronmental responsibility, we investigated teams in fi ve professional sport leagues in North America, i.e., the: 

National Basketball Association (NBA), National Football League (NFL), Major League Baseball (MLB) and the 

National Hockey League (NHL) and Major League Soccer (MLS).

We used three primary approaches to data collection. First, we conducted a survey with professional sport teams 

and followed this with in-depth interviews with team and league executives. Finally, we examined the web pages 

of the organizations represented by the interview participants.

Survey
The population of the survey included community relations and foundation directors of teams in the NFL (32 

teams), NBA (30 teams), NHL (30 teams), MLB (30 teams) and MLS (15) for a total of 137 organizations. The survey 

was part of a larger study on CSR in sport, and its purpose was exploratory – to assess and determine areas of 

priority, to uncover executives’ perceptions and expectations regarding the role and relevance of CSR in sport, and 

to identify the drivers, pressures, and motives underpinning these activities. The intent of this survey was to 

ascertain preliminary themes which would then be examined more thoroughly through the in-depth interviews. 

Surveys were sent to executives via email and hard copy. Participants were offered the choice of medium by which 

to respond. Three reminders were sent (via email and hard copy). The responses to surveys that were sent back 

via mail were entered manually into SPSS. The instrument used in this study was a 39-item questionnaire that 

asked open-ended, rank-order, and Likert-scale questions to determine how sport executives view and practice CSR 

in their organizations and the motives underpinning their decisions to adopt environmental practices. Several 

questions each explored the same concept to increase internal validity. The environmental portion of the survey 

consisted of seven questions related to motives, pressures and focus of environmental management practices. A 

total of 23 respondents completed this portion of the survey – a 17% response rate.

In-depth interviews
In-depth interviews were conducted with 17 team and league senior executives who were all involved in the deci-

sion-making for their team or league’s environmental efforts. Table 1 indicates the breakdown of team/league 

executives interviewed for this study.

The interviews ranged from 30 to 90 minutes. These interviews were conducted by both authors, some in person 

and others via telephone. Respondents answered questions pertaining to the extent of involvement in environmen-

tal CSR, and the motives behind their organization’s involvement in environmental initiatives. Each interview was 

based on the seminal question of our research: ‘Why is your organization concerned about the environment?’ We 

then further questioned the interviewees concerning the motives behind adopting environmental initiatives; which 
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stakeholders placed these expectations on them; and what benefi ts and advantages sustainability-related efforts 

provide to their organization. Participants were also encouraged to discuss the challenges and barriers that they 

perceived regarding implementation of their organizations’ environmentally friendly efforts. The interviews 

allowed for an in-depth understanding of the participants’ perspectives concerning their organization’s involve-

ment in environmental initiatives. The interviews were audio recorded, transcribed verbatim, and reviewed by the 

authors and sent to the participants themselves to be reviewed for accuracy and clarity.

Webpage Analysis

Following the interviews, we examined the web pages and environmental programs of the sport organizations 

represented by the respondents. Involvement in environmental initiatives was classifi ed as either low engagement 
or high commitment (Greenwood, 2007). Low engagement efforts are initiatives which are not sustained (i.e., an 

‘Easy to be Green’ night, or ‘Carbon Neutral’ games), which serve to highlight particular circumstances (i.e., Earth 

Day), or which were initiated and promoted through a player or his own foundation (e.g., the Steve Nash Founda-

tion). High commitment efforts are initiatives that teams have started that are ongoing, that require substantial 

resources (fi nancial, human, technological), and/or that focus on broad organizational operations (e.g., the Houston 

Astros’ company-wide greening initiative, Philadelphia Eagles’ corporate and messaging efforts – i.e., installing 

solar panels or wind turbines to power stadia or practice facilities).

Data Analysis

Quantitative data were imported into SPSS 17.0 where frequencies, means, and standard deviations were com-

puted. Interview transcripts were analyzed using Atlas.ti. Initial coding was conducted by both authors, with higher 

order themes derived from the CSR and environmental management literature. The data analysis then followed 

inductive reasoning techniques or ‘open coding’ where patterns and themes were discovered in the data and a 

coding scheme was developed. Recurring themes identifying the motives and pressures underpinning the adoption 

of environmental management efforts emerged. During this phase, the researchers read through three of the 

transcripts separately and identifi ed meaning units (i.e., words, phrases or paragraphs that captured the meaning 

in each quotation). Based on these meaning units, we inductively identifi ed lower order themes and further sub-

themes within each of the higher order themes. To enhance trustworthiness, we then exchanged notes and dis-

cussed various interpretations and nuances of the themes (Patton, 2002; Bazeley, 2007). Any discrepancies in 

meaning were resolved through discussion and clarifi cation. All textual data were then analyzed once again with 

the revised codes. Any issues regarding coding were discussed, debated and agreed upon by members of the team 

during research meetings. A fi nal code book including codes for all environmental responsibility motives was 

created. The interview transcripts and documents were then re-analyzed with the updated codes and a fi nal review 

for consistency and accuracy was conducted.

League # of Respondents Positions

NBA 5 4 – Community Relations Directors (Team)
1 – Sr VP of Community Relations (League)

NFL 4 1 – Sr Director of Marketing (League)
1 – Environmental Director (League)
1 Sr Director of Marketing (Team)
1 – Community Relations Director (Team)

NHL 3 1 – Sr VP of Community Relations (League)
2 – Community Relations Directors (Team)

MLB 5 1 – Sr Director of Marketing (League)
1 – Sr VP of Community Relations (League)
2 – Community Relations Directors (Team)
1 – Director of Operations/Facility (Team)

TOTAL 17

Table 1. Breakdown of interview respondents
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Results and Discussion

Our data analysis indicated that executives responsible for decision-making regarding sustainable management 

practices considered multiple motives for engaging in environmental CSR, primarily seeking legitimacy by con-

forming to institutional pressures and expectations and taking advantage of the strategic opportunities offered 

through these types of activities. Survey results for instance, indicated that 43% of executives felt that being viewed 

as a ‘good citizen’ was one of the most infl uential factors causing (sport) organizations to address environmental 

issues, and 39% felt that to be environmentally responsible was the societal norm now.

Both our survey and interview data indicated that corporate environmental responsibility is something to which 

sport businesses are increasingly paying attention from a strategic perspective. It appears that sport organizations 

are recognizing that their operations have a signifi cant negative impact on the environment, and that by proactively 

addressing these problems, they may be averting legal recourse, saving money, as well as building stronger rela-

tionships with key stakeholders such as customers, fans, local communities, local, state, and federal governments, 

and corporate partners. Thus, being environmentally conscious may in fact be good for business. These fi ndings 

support those of Williamson et al. (2006) who showed that factors related to the performance of the business (i.e., 

cost reductions and effi ciencies) and regulation considerations motivated environmental CSR.

As the data presented in Table 2 suggest, these strategic motives for engaging in environmental CSR activities 

are believed to provide (sport) organizations with advantages in different areas (i.e., enhancing reputation, address-

ing demands and expectations of customers, mitigating negative media reports, and developing a stronger network 

of partners resulting in deeper linkages into the communities in which these teams and leagues operate). Our 

respondents indicated that addressing green management issues allowed them to simultaneously be good citizens 

and contribute to their business objectives (in this case, green management was viewed as a CSR practice which 

could positively impact the bottom line). A number of executives discussed the cost savings associated with being 

environmentally conscious in facility operations in particular. Turning off lights at practice and game facilities, 

adjusting the thermostat, and using solar or wind power were all identifi ed as substantial cost saving measures. 

Although the fi nancial incentives of adopting environmentally friendly practices are recognized, survey results 

indicated that 57% of respondents fear that inadequate fi nancial and human resources prevent them from imple-

menting any sustainable programs. Table 2 highlights representative quotations in each of the categories (i.e., 

legitimacy motives, strategic motives).

Consistent with Austin (2003), we also found evidence that the creation of strategic collaborations is a strong 

motivating force to address environmental CSR. Most of the executives identifi ed the potential fi nancial opportu-

nities that green management provided them through non-traditional partnership or marketing channels – like 

linking with corporate sponsors that have an interest in the environment, or establishing relationships with partner 

experts to increase operational effi ciency. In fact, 61% of the survey respondents indicated that they have estab-

lished collaboration efforts with different partners. Additionally, by engaging in environmentally focused CSR, it 

allowed sport businesses to reach out to nonprofi t groups in the community. This in turn could not only expand 

the spectrum of relationships profes sional sport organizations establish in the community, but also could be an 

indicator of higher levels of commitment to a cause, thus making CSR environmental initiatives more strongly 

embedded in the organizational culture and strategic practices.

Data analysis indicated that a number of league wide environmentally focused initiatives were designed as 

strategic alliances with experts and consulting groups who provide knowledge and insight. For example, the NBA 

and MLB’s partnership with the National Resources Defense Council (NRDC, a national, non-profi t organization 

of scientists, lawyers and environmental specialists dedicated to protecting public health and the environment), 

and NHL’s relationship with GreenLife (a company that develops comprehensive global solutions to help fi rms 

‘go green’) illustrate such associations. Although these efforts are in an early stage of development, practices with 

similar focus are being shown across different sport leagues for instance, having ‘Green’ or ‘Carbon Neutral’ 

games, offsetting carbon emissions from team travel, recycling programs, and exposing fans to environmental 

awareness messages.

Executives also reported being motivated to address the environment in order to conform to external institutional 

pressures, such as acquiescence to government directives (e.g., facility construction). About 30% of our survey 
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Motive Content Representation 
in Data

Sample Quotation

Conform to 
Institutional 
Pressures 
(Legitimacy)

TOTAL: 203 
(22%)*

In line with societal 
norms, values, 
and expectations

107 • People are talking about the environment more and more and expect 
companies to be responsible in what they do. Everyone in the country has 
jumped on green and it has been great for us. It’s beyond sport. (NBA 
Executive)

• Why are sports teams and leagues addressing environmental issues? Well, 
society is increasingly becoming more aware of the environment and sport is 
an integral part of modern culture so we’re all just part of the same ball of 
wax here. (NFL Executive)

Mimetic/
Associative 
forces (i.e., other 
teams, leagues, 
and businesses 
outside 
professional 
sport are doing 
it)

 63 • There is sharing from team to team. One team might say we just introduced 
this fantastic water-saving measure and because of equipment sharing and 
the fact that we work in the same industry, there is the ability to share best 
practices, and that is happening both informally and formally. (MLB 
executive)

• I have noticed that there are other teams in other leagues who are doing it. I 
don’t know if it is the in thing to do these days, or if it’s the politically 
correct thing to do, but from what I’ve seen, it’s a fairly close network, and 
there is a lot of communication that goes on between most of the teams. A 
lot of what you fi nd is a copycat thing – if I see somebody in Philadelphia 
doing something for a foundation or a fundraiser or something that went 
well, I could try and pull it off in (City) and there’s a good chance that I’ll 
have the same success. I would hope that people are doing it because they 
really want to help the environment, but I think a lot of it is probably looking 
around and seeing other teams getting involved and it’s making them pay 
attention and taking it into consideration. (NHL executive)

Scrutiny/Regulation 
(government 
directives, avoid 
scrutiny from 
media)

 33 • People probably don’t want to say too much or admit it, but that’s one 
reason why you’re seeing more people doing it. Some of them are afraid to 
get ‘outed’ by the media that they’re not doing it or not really 
environmentally sensitive, which is okay because people are being infl uenced 
to do the right thing. (MLB executive)

Strategic 
Motives

TOTAL: 453 
(49%)**

CSR – use 
resources to be 
environment – 
leader/fi rst 
mover 

213 • People who are really leading the way and saying I’m doing this because I 
believe it have an opportunity be a good citizen, but also to take a little 
more advantage of it perhaps from a marketing or strategic standpoint. 
There are others out there that just see this as a marketing opportunity too, 
it’s a marketing opportunity of the day is sustainability and let’s position 
ourselves in this marketplace so we can generate more business (MLB 
Executive)

• How do we position ourselves in the marketplace and can we take 
advantage of that and in some cases with the marketing relationship which 
packages something that everybody gains from it and public awareness 
about the issue and our involvement has increased. (MLB Executive)

To develop partner 
networks

118 • We talk about things that we can do on a business level but also areas 
where we can educate our fans, build awareness, interact more with our 
partners. We do take a multi-pronged approach to this program. (NFL 
Executive)

• Partnerships played an important role in our efforts . . . The partnerships we 
form are all strategic partnerships with organizations in the community. It 
was something that was increasingly important to our business partners and 
the community and we thought that we had an opportunity to take 
advantage of that and start some initiatives of our own, internally. (NFL 
executive)

Continued
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Motive Content Representation 
in Data

Sample Quotation

• The environment is not an area that sports teams would normally employ an 
expert in. In house, we have legal people, marketing people, we have 
broadcasters, we have television production groups, community relations, 
and so on, but nobody knows anything about the environment. They know 
what they have seen on the news and they know what the popular phrases 
of the day are, but I don’t know anybody outside of the people I have talked 
to at Earth Day Network and E-4 that I would consider to be experts. We 
may be learning a lot and eventually become experts, but it’s something that 
is very far removed from what we do. And that has been the mentality of 
sport organizations – it is what we are used to doing. The environmental 
issues are a bit of an odd fi t for us now – which is why partners are so 
important. (NHL Executive)

Financial 
opportunity – 
new marketing 
opportunities/
savings

 41 • To give you an example, previously we had plastic beer bottles in our 
stadium, and of course you can recycle those, but what we found was that 
switching to aluminum cans for our beer products in the stadium, not only 
was it a more effi cient product to recycle, we actually received higher 
revenues from recycling aluminum over plastic. So we worked with our 
vendors to get aluminum cans and made the switch this year. So it was a 
smart environmental decision, but it was a smart business decision because 
it increased the revenue stream from the recycled products. (NFL Executive)

Image 
enhancement

34 • As far as someone benefi ting, it is simple, it is the right thing to do, but we 
also get fantastic publicity out of this. We’ve been featured in a number of 
national publications, national TV, local TV, local publications, it is great free 
publicity that the (MLB team) are a leader in green energy. (MLB executive)

Addressing 
customer 
demand

19 • We have seen the demand and fantastic support from baseball fans in every 
market across the board. I think there’s real potential and excitement there. 
It is very much embraced now and we have had a lot of positive response. 
(MLB Executive)

Enhance existing 
partner 
relationships

17 • Wanting to be responsive and be responsible while at the same time doing 
it in such a way that helps us to remain competitive and fi nancially viable 
was important. We wanted information on how this affects the bottom line. 
We would all like to do it because it’s the right thing, but too often that is 
not the kind of motivation that will get some of these projects done. 
Sometimes you do these things because it is something that your business 
partner wants to do and they are willing to pay you to take on some of these 
projects. Sometimes you do them because it just makes sense. (NFL 
executive)

Targeted – tailored 
to needs of own 
market

11 • You need to look at the city infrastructure and the environmental 
infrastructure in a city. Some cities have very robust solid waste 
management programs that a commercial venue like a stadium can hook 
into. Others may have a terrifi c residential recycling program, but virtually no 
commercial recycling program so each city needs to do things that are 
targeted to what their resources, partners and capabilities allow. (NFL 
Executive)

Table 2. Reported motives to adopt green CSR practices in professional sport
* Represents total number of coded quotations for institutional motives reported by executives. Percentage is overall percentage 
of all coded quotations in data set.
** Represents total number of coded quotations for strategic motives reported by executives. Percentage is overall percentage 
of all coded quotations in data set.
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respondents revealed that they have a management representative solely assigned the responsibility for assuring 

and facilitating compliance with environmental laws and regulations and implementing green practices on both 

the management side and the ‘on fi eld’ side of the business. In North America, although there are no laws or 

regulations overseeing the environmental practices and business operations for sport teams and leagues, federal, 

state and local green building initiatives and mandates are increasingly becoming a requirement for publicly 

funded projects, and new construction of sport arenas and stadia are not exempt. These green building initiatives 

and mandates are a relatively recent occurrence. The fi rst such mandate for a Major League Baseball stadium was 

the Washington Nationals’ stadium, which opened in March of 2008. The Washington DC Metro Council required 

environmental certifi cation of the stadium as part of their fi nancial involvement (Phillips, 2008). Recently, the 

Minnesota Legislature required the Minnesota Ballpark Association and the Minnesota Twins baseball team to 

work together to construct a stadium that will be able to achieve Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 

(LEED) certifi cation.

Other institutional motives leading to environmental initiatives included social expectations that companies be 

‘green’, and the pressure to adopt similar management practices as other successful business entities to attain 

legitimacy. In this case, it appears that as the diffusion of practices throughout an institutional fi eld grows (i.e., as 

more fi rms adopt environmentally responsible programs and initiatives), their validity becomes established (Oliver, 

1991). The data from this research suggest that environmental practices are diffusing throughout professional 

sport at a rapid rate. In fact, 57% of surveyed participants indicated that league expectations are at the top of the 

list of factors infl uencing the adoption of environmental initiatives.

Further analysis of the interview data, intersected with the webpage data, showed that executives representing 

organizations with high commitment to environmental causes, placed a greater emphasis on strategic motives for 

engaging in environmentally-focused CSR initiatives (Table 3) than on seeking legitimacy by conforming to insti-

tutional pressures. We expected that low engagement organizations may have been motivated to adopt a CSR focus 

addressing the environment based on institutional motives (i.e., it is the ‘right thing to do’; it is a societal expecta-

tion), as these organizations had invested fewer ‘resources’ into their environmental initiatives; however, the data 

indicated that they, too, were motivated by more strategic imperatives. Pina e Cunha et al. (2008) suggested that 

organizations go through a transitional phase before arriving at ecocentric management, where companies initially 

may be inexperienced and insecure (and hesitant when profi ts are at stake) on how to appropriately handle envi-

ronmental issues. This may be the case in this study regarding the low engagement organizations.

The fi ndings of this study broaden the focus of environmental CSR from being solely altruistic (it is the right 

thing to do and a societal expectation) to CSR having dual – organizational and social – benefi ts and capture a 

view that links CSR with corporate fi nancial performance (Waddock and Post, 1995; Aguilera et al., 2007; Barnett, 

2007). That is, it is suggested that a fi rm can further its strategic interests while expending resources with nothing 

immediate or obvious in return. Although the fi rm may not receive tangible, explicit, or discrete exchange value, 

CSR activities were viewed by respondents as a means to generate intangible strategic assets such as reputational 

capital (Fombrun et al., 2000; Lewis, 2003) and employee commitment (Turban and Greening, 1997; Vogel, 2005) 

as well as acquiescence among key regulatory institutions or legislative bodies like league governing bodies (Jensen, 

2002; Vogel, 2005; Campbell, 2007), the development of the fi rm’s business and institutional environments 

(Porter and Kramer, 2002), and/or help to mitigate negative media scrutiny (Alsop, 2002; Godfrey et al., 2009).

Our fi ndings suggest that the trend is that organizations will increasingly implement environmental initiatives 

into their CSR efforts as a strategic necessity to preserve organizational legitimacy in the face of changing social 

High commitment Low engagement

Legitimacy motives     94*  60
Strategic motives    171   162

Table 3. Legitimacy and strategic motives reported by executives representing high commitment and low engagement sport 
organizations
* Values represent number of quotations in the coded interview data (i.e., responses of executives)
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values (Vidaver-Cohen and Simcic Brønn, 2008). The activities reported in this research illustrate the strategic 

application of CSR and thus contribute to the literature by demonstrating this in a particular industry (i.e., profes-

sional sport). In addition, efforts to build citizenship may be increasingly important for establishing and maintain-

ing business legitimacy, and for the development of a competitive advantage within the industry.

Conclusions

There is a growing recognition that the social and environmental challenges facing society are so complex and 

multidimensional that the only solution is for government, non-profi ts, and businesses to work together. This 

study highlights the idea that social responsibility and environmental sustainability are becoming important busi-

ness practices, not fringe activities in organizations today. It also suggests that for many organizations, environ-

mentally focused CSR appears to be viewed as a value driver with many benefi ts that are not refl ected in traditional 

fi nancial terms. As Porter and Kramer (2006) stated ‘. . . CSR can be much more than a cost, a constraint, or a 

charitable deed – it can be a source of opportunity, innovation, and competitive advantage’.

Any business – but especially sport businesses given the media scrutiny under which they operate – must have, 

as a core competency, an ability to create a positive public perception of the organization. This is imperative, con-

sidering that consumers expect, as an increasing priority, that companies ‘go green’. Promoting green initiatives 

intends to build the goodwill, and has the potential to increase a businesses’ customer base. Professional sport 

organizations, thus, possess the ability to create revenue streams where none previously existed. Teams have seem-

ingly realized that the prominence of stadia as green building landmarks coincides very well with the general 

increase in green buildings across the country. As a result, marketing and creating additional revenue streams in 

connection with the green building elements of the stadium has the promise to be a distinctive and potentially 

profi table endeavor. The fi ndings of this study have applicability beyond professional sport organizations.

The fi ndings of this study raise a number of important questions. First, in an already crowded marketplace of 

CSR activities and options, is it reasonable to expect that businesses will focus on another issue within the frame 

of CSR? At what point should organizations refrain from addressing the ‘hot topic’ in CSR and instead focus their 

resources on areas that impact them and in which they can make the most impact? Although we argue that envi-

ronmental responsibility is an area that certainly is relevant for sport teams and leagues to address, these activities 

are relatively new and may indeed divert scarce resources away from other worthy socially related causes that these 

organizations currently focus on.

Relatedly, as Godfrey and Hatch (2007) argued, with ‘. . . increasing levels of pressure for transparency in fi nan-

cial dealings and pressure for fi nancial performance . . . how should managers analyze and justify CSRs?’ Once a 

fi rm decides to engage in social initiatives, which CSR activities should the company engage in and how should 

the organization manage tradeoffs between different spheres of activity? ‘Given limited capital resources, and no 

way to ascertain which projects generate what levels of strategic assets, how are managers to choose, for example, 

between environmental remediation and remedial reading programs?’ (Godfrey and Hatch, 2007). Others argue 

that companies, even those within the same industry, may gain unique competitive advantages by implementing 

an aligned portfolio of CSR-related initiatives (Husted and Salazar, 2006). Given the fact that many businesses 

often address multiple social issues through their CSR initiatives (including the environment, education, health 

and wellness, to name a few), future research can explore the optimal portfolio for these organizations, one that 

would provide the most benefi t to society and to the organization. Perhaps, more specifi cally, researchers may 

examine which sustainable CSR efforts fi t into the broader CSR strategy of sport teams and leagues.

Other fruitful avenues to explore include trying to ascertain the degree to which specifi c practices are adopted 

in response to changing social values, and testing industry-specifi c hypotheses about this relationship. There may 

be particular aspects of CSR that are approaching legitimacy status that differ across industries, which indicates 

the need for future industry-based research to determine the specifi c circumstances in which CSR is or is not a 

common practice.

A company may undertake a strategic CSR approach when it creates an ‘opportunity based on a societal issue 

or trend (e.g., such as marketing ‘green’ products to consumers in response to environmental issues such as global 

warming)’ (Milliman et al., 2008).
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Future studies should examine patterns of adoption and reporting of sustainable CSR practices, which could be 

benefi cial to organizations that are currently not involved in the area, or who have perhaps shown little regard for 

issues addressing the environment. When these companies also feel the necessity to include or report on motives 

to become green, it will be clear that the corporate commitment to sustainability is no longer an option, but rather 

an expectation or even a requirement.

Most important of all is the question of whether or not the motives and image that a company presents has any 

relation to its actual performance in environmental CSR (Paul, 2008). This might help with pragmatic issues 

related to implementing and integrating social responsibility in organizations, including, for example, policies, 

practices, approaches, issue identifi cation, performance assessment, reporting and communication. Further study 

of this topic will be instructive in relation to how widely environmental responsibility goals are adopted by busi-

nesses, how effectively environmental norms are adopted, how effectively environmental norms are disseminated 

throughout an industry and how companies put environmental measures into practice.

The fi ndings from this research illustrate that CSR motivations are complex and involve the interplay among a 

number of different organizational and societal factors. Environmental practices in professional sport are driven 

by two important considerations – the desire to achieve legitimacy and the strategic or competitive advantages that 

these types of activities might provide. We acknowledge that the efforts of professional sport organizations alone 

will not be suffi cient to solve environmental problems and challenges, but businesses in combination with other 

stakeholders will play a major role in the resolution of global environmental problems (Cummins, 2004). We 

believe that strategic ‘green’ CSR activities can provide advantages to a professional sport team fi nancially and 

strategically and simultaneously address a number of other important corporate objectives (i.e., bolster public 

image, meet needs of key stakeholders, be in alignment with community expectations, and achieve a marketing 

advantage).
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