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Abstract: The positive effects of corporate social responsibility (CSR) on professional sports organiza-
tions’ (PSO) sustainable development have been studied in developed markets, e.g., the major four
leagues in North America. To assess if CSR has similar effects on the emerging market, this study
collected 373 questionnaires among the Chinese Basketball Association (CBA) fans. The descriptive
statistical results verified consumers’ positive responses to CSR in their favorite clubs in enhancing
their team identification, loyalty, and purchase intentions of game tickets. There existed a strong
relationship between team identifications and the clubs’ sustainable development. However, the
results of the structural equation modelling indicated that the relationship between CSR and the
clubs’ sustainable development was weak. The results indicated that fans generally considered a
CBA team’s CSR effort as important, but the importance was not proportional to CSR-related team
identification or the clubs’ sustainable development. Moreover, the lack of structural validity within
each construct calls for more research frameworks and questionnaire designs for CSR investigations
in the context of the emerging market. The practical implication of this study was that clubs with
financial difficulties were only suggested to do what they could afford to do in CSR activities rather
than get involved more than they could bear.

Keywords: corporate social responsibility; China; CBA; sustainability; strategy

1. Introduction

While playing professional sports is a means of pursuing spiritual enjoyment [1],
the sports business should be considered as a part of society and contribute to the local
community [2]. Professional sports are becoming ever more active in CSR as they grow in
number in order to obtain a competitive edge and increase earnings [3–7]. This is especially
important in the competitive business environment of the sports industry, nowadays [8].
In a study of business sustainability, 93% of the 766 CEOs participating in the Global
Compact declared CSR as an essential component for their organizations’ future success
(UN Global Compact-Accenture, 2010). This makes it even more crucial for researchers
to discuss how professional sports organizations (PSOs) participate in CSR to achieve
sustainable development.

Sustainable development is mainly interpreted as a national (or global) goal, but
there is a growing discussion about ‘sustainable cities’, ‘sustainable sectors’, and ‘sus-
tainable businesses’ [9]. This shows that the concept of organizational sustainability is
multifaceted and inextricably linked to urban development, sectoral development, and
business development. The market demand of professional sports makes [10] business
development especially important for its sustainability. CSR in sports, according to Filizöza
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and Fiúneb [11], is a way for organizations to align their values and behaviors with those
of their stakeholders. This leaves the way in which PSOs achieve sustainable development
open for more exploration. As the sports industry is an important part of the economy and
society [12,13], professional sports are expected to participate in socially responsible and
sustainable business practices [7,14,15]. To attain a competitive advantage, the traditional
resource-based models minimize the teams’ weaknesses, threats, and opportunities and
enhance their internal and external strengths [16]. It can be helpful to gain attractive-
ness by working according to the environmental model of competitive advantage [16].
However, consumers’ positive responses to CSR activities cannot be taken for granted.
Kao, et al. [17]’s study on Chinese companies showed that only non-state-owned enter-
prises had favourable responses.

Research on the CSR of PSOs based on developing markets is limited [7,15,18]. The
professional sports system in China has just undergone a reform that marked a transition
from state-led to league-led management in some sports [19,20]. The Chinese Basketball
Association (CBA) league is a good example [21]. During this transition period, the CBA
clubs have gone through a chaotic period with match fixing, black whistles, strikes for
pay, etc. [22–25]. Only the clubs that conform to the changes in business rules survive
sustainably [26,27]. Does CSR help sports clubs compete in this new market-oriented
environment? Will consumers respond positively to the clubs’ CSR initiatives? If yes, to
what extent are the CSR activities helpful for the CBA clubs’ long-term success in the newly
reformed regime? This research studies the relationship between CSR involvement and
CBA clubs’ sustainable development, with team identification as a moderating factor.

The structure of this paper is as follows: Section 2 presents the literature review,
especially on PSOs. To analyse the mechanism of these impacts, we present the effect of CSR
on team identification in Section 3 and the relationship between team identification and
the clubs’ long-term business success in Section 4. According to the findings of the existing
studies, we develop our hypotheses. In the research method, we present our research
design, i.e., sample selection, variable measurement, and statistical indicators, to verify these
hypotheses. Then, we discuss their meaning and conclude at the end of this paper.

2. Literature Review
2.1. CSR in the Business Environment

The notion of CSR had evolved long since the early 1950s [28], when Bowen [29]
launched the first comprehensive discussion of business ethics that considered social
responsibility. After two and a half decades of definition development [30], Carroll [31]
finally defined CSR as “the social responsibility of business encompasses the economic,
legal, ethical, and discretionary expectations that society has for organizations at a given
point in time”, and later, Carroll [32] structured CSR as a four-staged pyramid form in
replacing the term of “discretionary” by philanthropic issues. Meanwhile, the public
increasingly were expecting companies to act ethically, socially, and responsibly beyond
the legal requirements [28,33,34].

CSR has become one of business’s most orthodox and widely accepted concept [33,35].
Besides Carroll’s most well-known four-stage model, there were also other models of CSR,
e.g., based on economic, legal, ethical, and interdisciplinary domains [36], or as community
relations, diversity, environment, employee relations, human rights, and media-specific
CSR activities [37]. International organizations (UNGC, IOS26000, etc.) and government
policies proposed CSR initiatives and regulations that required companies to satisfy their
self-interest and fulfil their social responsibility in the competitive marketplace [38,39].

For decades, studies devoted to discussing the influencing factors and implementa-
tion results in different industrial contexts noted that CSR was used as a strategic tool
for companies to enhance their brand image and increase their competitive advantage,
especially in industries such as automotive [40], food [41], oil [42], etc. CSR activities and
disclosure were regular practices in large companies’ operations [43,44], and they were
essential to their brand strategy [45]. CSR’s growing importance in business is closely
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related to social development [46]. Although the relationship between CSR and sustainable
corporate development is still inconclusive [47], various research has already validated the
strong relevance between CSR and corporate identity [48,49]. Other studies have verified
the enhancement effect of corporate identity on marketing performance [12,50].

2.2. CSR in the Professional Sports Environment

Before the 1990s, CSR concepts were rarely implemented or applied in the professional
sports industry [51], and they have only recently gained traction [52]. Through the “bar-
barian growth” stage of professional sports, some games were played unethically (black
whistles, violence, gambling, etc.) to reap short-term profits [13,53–55]. This seriously
affected the reputation and long-term benefit of the organization [51,56]. With broader
media coverage of the clubs’ activities in and out of the competition court, especially during
the age of social media, the sports clubs’ CSR initiatives drew the public’s attention, posi-
tively impacting consumers’ patronage intentions [57,58]. Therefore, both internal drivers
from the club and external drivers from the league, especially the latter, motivated sports
organizations to deliver CSR efforts [53,59,60].

Professional sports enterprises, leagues, teams, and athletes were usually influential so-
cial agents [53]. Top sports clubs might have domestic or/and international consumers [52],
and they could have economic and cultural significance in social development [13,61]. Value-
driven or/and strategic-driven bosses and managers seek to address these issues by doing
something for the community, the society, and the corporate [59,60,62]. The focus was not
only on ethics and the pursuit of profit [52], but also on creating long-term business and
social values [14,18,26,63]. The relationship between CSR and the long-term success of a
professional sports club can be considered from different points of view, e.g., spectator atti-
tude, behavioral intentions, and fans’ relationships with the club, etc. [2]. The most known
factors to understand the mechanism of CSR effectiveness are team image, identification,
loyalties, etc. [64].

As a newly developed brand (since 2017) reborn from a semi-market regime, the
Chinese Basketball Association (CBA) remains in its infancy stage in the market envi-
ronment [65]. Nevertheless, stakeholders expect their favorite team to engage in CSR
activities [63]. To the best of our knowledge, research on the customers’ reactions and the
influence of CSR efforts on the teams’ long-term success is scarce, if not absent. If we want
the stakeholders of CBA clubs to accept CSR quickly, it is important to understand the
relationship between CSR and the teams’ long-term success.

2.3. Relationship between CSR and Professional Sports Organizations’ Sustainable Development

The CSR discourse in professional sports has largely focused on measuring CSR
performance [7,66], which has led professionals to deploy and measure CSR activities
using Carroll’s model of four dimensions (economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic). For
example, Şirin and Döşyılmaz [67] investigated Turkish clubs’ fans’ perceptions towards
the clubs’ social responsibility. They used Carroll’s four-dimensional model to design the
social responsibility components of professional sports clubs and obtain fans’ responsibility
preferences so as to deploy CSR activities with a purpose. In a survey on the design of
social responsibility indicators for PSOs, Chen [5] noted that the CSR related to sports
organizations was evaluated on four key dimensions of CSR (economic, legal, ethical, and
charitable), and these were obtained to improve the reputation of organizations, increase
competitive advantages, and reduce risks. These studies all explain that the participant
CSR in PSOs is conducive to obtaining competitive resources and maximizing interests.

Sustainable development is crucial for the survival and long-term development of
enterprises [46,68], and the diversity of sustainability concepts has influenced the discussion
of their contributions to the sustainability of corporate activities [9,17]. Professional sport
is more than just a social institution [7], and professionals believe that its commercial
character entails the need to implement CSR [69,70]. Sports sustainability is a new business-
driven concept to create and increase social and business value [14], and the involvement
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of professional sports teams in CSR efforts plays an important role in the impact of league
environmental sustainability [59]. The CSR theme area of professional sports overlaps with
the goal of sustainable development. Therefore, the importance of social responsibility as a
means to create sustainable business development is heightened.

However, in China’s professional sports environment, how PSOs provide and meet the
needs of consumers has become an important issue [63,71,72], especially after the reform of
the sports system (comprehensive market-oriented development). Therefore, the concept
of sustainable development in this study can be understood as business sustainability.
In addition, Walker and Parent [55] mentioned in their study that fans, as an important
stakeholder group, were an important factor in maintaining the long-term development
of PSOs. The involvement of PSOs in CSR has embedded sustainability in consumer
responses [8,64,73]. In general, professional sport games are high-frequency and low-cost
products [74]; the consumers’ behaviors could be sensitive to their favorite team’s CSR.
In reference to Walker and Parent [55] and Jung [64], we included consumer purchasing
behavior and team loyalty as the items to examine sustainability.

The CSR model based on Carroll’s four dimensions, previous theories, and empirical
evidence show that the more positive the CSR perception is, the greater an organization
had the opportunity to achieve sustainable development. In order to make the CSR
efforts of China’s PSOs obtain more positive reactions from consumers, we propose the
following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Stakeholders’ perceptions of the CBA clubs’ CSR involvement and contribu-
tions to society can have a positive influence on their business sustainability, including: economic
responsibility (H1-1), law responsibility (H1-2), ethical responsibility (H1-3), and philanthropic
responsibility (H1-4).

2.4. Impact of CSR on Team Identification

Corporate identity can be described as “who the organization is” [43], while CSR
can be used to differentiate from competitors [39]. In a literature review by Otubanjo [49],
different notions of corporate identity defined different points of view for CSR, i.e., CSR
as “what is socially expected of the firm”; “what the firm does for stakeholders”; “ethical
business practices”; and “a managerial and strategic business activity”. A study by He
and Balmer [75] validated the link between positive corporate identity management and
improved corporate image in the short term and corporate reputation in the long term.
Balmer and Greyser [12] proposed that corporate image could be considered a direct
consequence of corporate identity and that a strong relationship between corporate image
and customers’ trust has been validated [76]. It is quite logical to find the link between the
corporate identity and the customers’ trust and loyalty [77,78].

In the sports industry, team identity gives fans a feeling of belongingness and provides
a buffer from depression or alienation [79]. The team identification makes the fans share the
glory and satisfaction with their favorite team’s performance [80]. During difficult times,
team identification leads fans to attribute more causes of low performance to external factors
and to maintain or even increase their support [80,81]. Farquhar [82] and Tsiotsou [83] found
that team image and fans’ general impression of their supporting team as a personality
which reflected their self-image and core values were also positively related to team
identification [80], and a better team image led to souvenir purchase intentions [2,57,84].
Another study has confirmed the relationship between the team image and the fans’ loyalty,
which means that they are stable even during low-performance periods [85]. Concerning
the factor of team image, the strong relationship between it and team identification has
been validated [2] and quantified with r = 0.89 [64]. We use “team identification” as the
pivotal factor to mediate the effect of CSR on PSC’s sustainable success.

The study of Walker and Kent [6] considered team identification as an independent
factor from the CSR and found that combining them promoted the team’s good reputation
and the consumers’ purchase intentions. Meanwhile, Ullah, et al. [86] confirmed that
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with the intermediate factor of spectators’ pride, the CSR perception of spectators could
positively influence their team identification. Referring to these studies, we find that CSR can
significantly enhance the team identification of fans; we propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Stakeholders’ perceptions of CBA clubs’ CSR initiatives can reinforce their
team identification, including: economic responsibility (H2-1), law responsibility (H2-2), ethical
responsibility (H2-3), and philanthropic responsibility (H2-4).

2.5. Relationship between Team Identification and Professional Sports Organizations’
Sustainable Development

Studies in South Korea [87] and China [88] have shown that CSR perception combined
with team identification can positively influence a team’s brand equity. Another study, also
in South Korea [89], showed that, mediated by ad contents’ information, entertainment, or
irritation values to impress the public, team identification can positively affect purchase
intentions. Jung [64] investigated how CSR influenced perceptions of team image, team
identification, and the team loyalty of fans in a mature market by throwing light on the “four
major leagues” in North America (MLB, NBA, NFL, and NHL). With the same explaining
factors, other studies by Lee, Shonk, and Bang [2] and Trivedi [90] have also assessed
the customers’ reaction to CSR activities. A study by Latif, et al. [91] found that CSR
could improve the employees’ performance with the mediating role of team identification.
While investigating the consumers’ behaviors, some studies considered team identification
as an independent factor from CSR, and their combination promoted the teams’ good
reputation and the stakeholders’ intentions [6], while others considered it as at least part of
the consequence of the consumers’ perception of CSR [86].

As mentioned in Section 2.4, team identification can influence the fans’ attribution of
winning or losing causes to internal or external factors and thus influence their long-term
support to their favorite team [80]. We therefore set H3 of our research as:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). CBA clubs’ identifications are closely related to their sustainable development.

As for CSR issues, referring to the results of the existing studies [64,80,89,92], team
identification could influence the CSR’s effects on the teams’ long-term success. Between
highly and lowly identified fans, to assess if they have different reactions to CSR on clubs’
sustainable development, we set following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). CBA clubs’ identifications play a moderating role between CSR and their
business sustainability, including: economic responsibility (H4-1), law responsibility (H4-2), ethical
responsibility (H4-3), and philanthropic responsibility (H4-4).

2.6. Research Model

With these hypotheses, the research model of this study is illustrated in Figure 1.
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3. Methods

This study launched a survey among CBA leagues’ fans on (i) their awareness or
opinions of the importance of the CSR efforts of their favorite team and (ii) their pur-
chase intention and loyalty related to their favorite team’s hypothetical CSR efforts. We
assessed the respondents’ direct opinions with descriptive statistics. For CSR awareness,
corporate identification, and business sustainability, the structure within each construct
and the relationships between them are further explored with relational analysis methods,
e.g., exploratory factor analysis (EFA), confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), the structural
equation model (SEM), regression methods, etc.

First, we used descriptive statistical methods to evaluate the respondents’ direct
awareness of CSR’s importance, CSR-related team identification, and CSR-related clubs’
sustainable development (H1, H2, and H3). Then, after checking the inner structure
coherence of each construct with EFA, we used the SEM to assess the fitness of the research
model conceived according to the theoretical framework and validated studies (H1 and
H2). Finally, to assess the moderating effect of team identification, we planned regression
methods to see if the product of CSR and team identification is closely related to clubs’
sustainable development (H3 and H4). We used SPSS 28.0.1.0 for data analysis.

To precisely understand these results, we contacted some respondents for the reasoning
behind their answers and have taken them into account in our discussions.

3.1. Questionnaire Design

Similar to other similar studies [64,73], the questionnaire begins with a demographic
survey of the respondents with several variables such as gender, age, marital status, income,
education level, etc. This part of the questionnaire is made up of nine multiple-choice
questions. This helps us to know the demographic information about the respondents.

The CSR part of our questionnaire was conceived according to reference research
in this area [31,32,93] and our preliminary study on the CSR development in China and
its characteristics in professional sports organizations. Like the pyramid structure of
Carroll’s study (1991), our CSR questionnaire in this study is composed of four subscales,
respectively, in economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic aspects, with 28 items in total.

The CSR-related corporate identity part of our questionnaire is adapted from a vali-
dated handbook table [94] and from a similar study on North American professional sports
organizations [64], which were initially from the investigation of Mael and Ashforth [95].
The corporate identity part of our questionnaire includes 7 items.
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The CSR-related business sustainability questionnaire studies customers’ behaviors
and their loyalty to PSOs, referring to investigations in mature sports leagues, e.g., the four
major leagues in North America [64,96], and designed the questions principally according
to the opinions of the managing experts of the clubs interviewed in our previous study.
The sustainable development part of our questionnaire includes 6 items. The question-
naire is provided in Appendix A. All CSR-related items were evaluated with a five-point
Likert scale.

As for the illustration of the individual items of the questionnaire, we obtained the
path diagram with AMOS SPSS for the evaluable relationships (H1, H2, and H3 with their
sub-hypotheses) in the structural model, as shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. AMOS SPSS output of the path diagram for the structural model, where ER: economic
responsibility; LR: legal responsibility; EtR: ethnical responsibility; PR: philanthropic responsibility;
TI: team identification; CSD: clubs’ sustainable development; X1~28: CSR items; Y1~Y7: team
identification items; and Z1~Z6: clubs’ sustainable development items. e1~43: residual error of each
item. H1-1~H3: hypothetical links.

3.2. Statistical Setting

Within each construct of this questionnaire, the reliability was tested by Cronbach’s
alpha values; the threshold of 0.7 is taken as evidence of reliability [97]. The statistical
analysis of the responses to our questionnaire includes descriptive statistics, EFA, CFA, and
analysis of variance (ANOVA).

Following the protocols in the handbook of Hair JR, Black, Babin, and Anderson [97],
the descriptive statistics included the usual parameters as mean and standard deviation
values and the percentage distribution of different answers. In measuring each item’s factor
loading, the EFA with VARIMAX rotation was used to check whether each item was relevant
to only one factor. The items’ factor loadings below 0.5 were ignored. After measuring
various fit indices, including the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure of sample adequacy and
Bartlett’s test of sphericity Chi-square and significance level, CFA was used to check if this
model could well fit the relationships between different CSR constructs, corporate identity,
and the corporate’s sustainable development.
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4. Results and Discussions
4.1. Descriptive Statistics

After sending the survey to a CBA fans’ online community, 400 respondents accepted
our survey for 5 days. Among them, 12 were coaches, players, or bureau employees. The
other 388 respondents were consumers of CBA games. A total of 15 responses were deleted
for the monotonicity (same choice for more than 25 questions) in their answers which made
correlation analysis impossible.

Among the 373 surveys, 194 (52%) respondents were male, and 179 (48%) were female.
A total of 11 respondents (3%) were less than 18 years old, 223 (60%) were between 18 and
30 years old, 116 (31%) were between 31 and 50 years old, and 23 (6%) were more than
50 years old. In addition, 222 (59%) were not married, 7 (2%) were divorced, and the others
were married. Regarding educational background, 336 respondents (90%) had a bachelor’s
degree. A total of 245 (66%) of them had a monthly income more than the median income
(about 700 dollars using purchasing power parity) in China in 2021 (National Bureau of
Statistics of China). An amount of 269 (72%) respondents had their favorite team, and 104
(28%) of them had changed their favorite teams. In total, 299 (80%) respondents watched at
least one CBA game on television, while 88 (24%) watched more than ten CBA games each
year. Only 20 (5%) of them went to the arena to watch more than ten CBA games each year,
and 258 (69%) have never watched any CBA game in the arena.

The respondents active in the fans’ online community were, in general, those who
were young with higher degrees and incomes. They can be considered as the most active
CBA fans at present and the most likely to stay loyal in the long term, even if most fans now
can only watch most of the CBA games from TV broadcasts. The interview of our expert
practitioners in the CBA confirmed that basketball fans’ consumption of CBA products
(games, peripheric products, magazines, etc.) was much lower than NBA products. CBA
games were generally lower in in-arena attendance, TV ratings, and online activity. Almost
all teams are underfunded and supported by prominent local companies.

As shown in Table 1, the score 4 is the most chosen for the importance of CSR and 5 for
items concerning team identification and the clubs’ sustainable development. The scores 1
or 2 have been hardly chosen for any question. For almost all questions, positive answers
(choice of 4 or 5 points) accounted for more than 60% of the total. Therefore, in concordance
with other studies on CSR in professional sports [58,64,69,90], most consumers have a high
level of CSR awareness and gave positive responses to the hypothetical CSR involvement,
especially in items of CSR-related team identification. The only exception is the question
concerning the purchase intention of peripheric products, where about 48% of respondents
chose neutral or negative opinions (score 1, 2, or 3).

Table 1. The results of all consumers’ answers.

Percentage Distribution of Each Question’s Answers

Construct Items Mean SD Median
Answers

5 4 3 2 1

Economic Responsibility
(ER) of CSR

ER 1 4.03 0.87 4 27.3% 58.4% 8.6%
ER 2 4.20 0.74 4 32.7% 60.9%
ER 3 4.27 0.74 4 38.1% 56.6%
ER 4 4.26 0.74 4 37.5% 56.8%
ER 5 4.06 0.74 4 24.1% 63.0% 10.5%
ER 6 3.77 0.88 4 17.7% 52.5% 23.3% 5.1%
ER 7 3.81 0.85 4 17.2% 56.6% 20.6%
ER 8 3.74 0.87 4 16.1% 52.5% 24.7% 5.6%
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Table 1. Cont.

Percentage Distribution of Each Question’s Answers

Construct Items Mean SD Median
Answers

5 4 3 2 1

Legal Responsibility (LR)
of CSR

LR 1 4.49 0.72 5 57.6% 38.1%
LR 2 4.37 0.75 4 48.0% 46.1%
LR 3 4.31 0.72 4 41.6% 52.5%
LR 4 4.39 0.77 5 50.4% 44.2%
LR 5 4.17 0.70 4 29.8% 61.9% 6.7%
LR 6 4.09 0.81 4 30.3% 55.0% 11.0%

Ethical Responsibility
(EtR) of CSR

Et R 1 4.25 0.73 4 37.0% 55.8% 5.4%
Et R 2 4.44 0.74 5 53.1% 43.4%
Et R 3 4.14 0.80 4 33.0% 53.9% 9.9%
Et R 4 4.08 0.79 4 29.8% 54.7% 12.3%
Et R 5 4.05 0.82 4 28.4% 55.2% 12.3%
Et R 6 4.09 0.81 4 29.5% 57.1% 10.5%
Et R 7 4.10 0.81 4 30.3% 57.1% 9.1%
Et R 8 4.13 0.78 4 31.4% 56.6% 8.8%
Et R 9 4.16 0.72 4 29.8% 61.7% 6.4%
Et R 10 4.13 0.80 4 31.6% 56.3% 8.3%

Philantrophic
Responsibility (PR)

of CSR

PR 1 4.14 0.79 4 32.2% 56.8% 8.3%
PR 2 3.91 0.85 4 23.1% 53.1% 19.8%
PR 3 4.00 0.83 4 26.0% 55.5% 15.3%
PR 4 3.95 0.92 4 26.0% 54.7% 13.1%

Team Identification (TI)

TI 1 4.33 0.93 5 58.7% 22.3% 16.6%
TI 2 4.38 0.96 5 63.0% 20.1% 13.7%
TI 3 4.40 0.97 5 65.7% 16.6% 14.5%
TI 4 4.27 1.04 5 59.5% 17.4% 18.5%
TI 5 4.24 1.07 5 57.6% 20.6% 15.5%
TI 6 4.20 1.04 5 54.7% 21.7% 18.5%
TI 7 4.20 1.08 5 55.5% 23.1% 13.9%

Clubs’ sustainable
development (CSD)

CSD 1 3.65 1.19 4 34.6% 17.4% 33.5% 10.7%
CSD 2 3.97 1.09 4 41.8% 26.8% 23.9%
CSD 3 4.02 1.06 4 42.9% 28.4% 22.3%
CSD 4 4.09 1.00 4 42.6% 34.3% 18.5%
CSD 5 4.09 1.00 4 44.2% 30.3% 20.6%
CSD 6 4.08 0.97 4 43.2% 28.7% 23.6%

All values above 50% were set bold, and all values below 5% were hidden. SD = Standard Deviation.

In consumer respondents’ interviews, most chose 4 for CSR items’ importance and
5 for team identification related to CSR efforts. The reason is as follows: “we know our
team is not profitable. We did not give 5 for CSR’s importance because we did not think
our favorite team had many resources to engage in it. However, if some CSR activities were
done, they would enhance team identification”. Our interview with expert practitioners in
CBA confirmed the lack of motivation for purchasing peripherical products: “in this era
of high-speed media and logistics, the fans can easily buy the peripherical product of top
clubs in the world, that is, NBA teams. We find it hard to develop peripherical products for
only a few hardcore fans motivated to buy them.” This message revealed that most CBA
fans were also NBA fans simultaneously. The CBA teams’ peripherical products could, at
most, only be the second-best choice for them to show their identity in daily life.

For our H1 and H2, the respondents gave a direct validation in their answers. They
expressed their positive responses to the hypothetical CSR efforts. For H1 and H2’s
sub-hypotheses, H3 and H4, we used relational data analysis to assess them in the follow-
ing subsection.
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4.2. Relational Data Analysis
4.2.1. Reliability and Validity of Questionnaire for Factorial Analysis

Reliability tests were performed for each theoretical construct of our questionnaire
with Cronbach’s alpha values. The results are shown in Table 2. All constructs are far above
the threshold value of 0.70 suggested by Hair JR, Black, Babin, and Anderson [97]. This
means that, considering the variation level of the collected responses, our sample size of
373 is large enough and obtains a consistent outcome for reproducible analysis results [98].

Table 2. The reliability of each theoretical construct of the questionnaire.

Construct Cronbach’s Alpha Value

Economic Responsibility of CSR 0.85
Legal Responsibility of CSR 0.85

Ethical Responsibility of CSR 0.94
Philanthropic Responsibility of CSR 0.88

Team Identification 0.94
Clubs’ Sustainable Development 0.91

For the structural validity of this questionnaire, the Bartlett test’s significance is smaller
than 0.001, while the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin score is 0.94, which is well acceptable according
to the suggestion of Hair JR, Black, Babin, and Anderson [97]. These results mean that the
size of 373 of our sample is sufficient, and our questionnaire is suitable for factorial analysis.

4.2.2. Exploratory Factor Analysis

Without a predefined number of factors, the SPSS factorized our questionnaire into
six constructs (Table 3). However, the classification of our questionnaire’s items is quite
different from the theoretical construct structure of CSR, team identification, and clubs’
sustainable development according to the design of our questionnaire.

Table 3. Exploratory Factor Analysis of all items in the questionnaire.

Construct Items Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 Factor 6

Economic
Responsibility of CSR

ER 1 0.62
ER 2 0.78
ER 3 0.73
ER 4 0.62
ER 5 0.56 0.44
ER 6 0.78
ER 7 0.82
ER 8 0.57

Legal Responsibility
of CSR

LR 1 0.77
LR 2 0.80
LR 3 0.74
LR 4 0.64
LR 5 0.50
LR 6 0.42 0.42

Ethical Responsibility
of CSR

Et R 1 0.50 0.44
Et R 2 0.51 0.51
Et R 3 0.75
Et R 4 0.75
Et R 5 0.81
Et R 6 0.83
Et R 7 0.85
Et R 8 0.74
Et R 9 0.74

Et R 10 0.67
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Table 3. Cont.

Construct Items Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 Factor 6

Philanthropic
Responsibility of CSR

PR 1 0.60
PR 2 0.57 0.51
PR 3 0.68 0.44
PR 4 0.61 0.46

Team Identification

TI 1 0.74
TI 2 0.83
TI 3 0.80
TI 4 0.80
TI 5 0.80
TI 6 0.78
TI 7 0.81

Clubs’ Sustainable
development

CSD 1 0.74
CSD 2 0.82
CSD 3 0.78
CSD 4 0.67
CSD 5 0.78
CSD 6 0.81

Contrary to other factorial analyses in the same field [64] with perfect correspondence
between factorial classification and constructs’ structure in the questionnaire design, the
CSR items in our study were not classified just as Carroll’s four-stage system [32], while
the team identification and clubs’ sustainable development were not separated apart from
each other.

For the items in our questionnaire, team identification and the clubs’ sustainable
development are classified as the same factor (Factor 1). However, under a one-way
ANOVA post-hoc test, comparing items of team identification (TI 1~TI 7) and the items
of purchase intentions (CSD 1~CSD 3), there were always significant differences between
these items (p < 0.01). Ethical and philanthropic responsibility items were heavily loaded
into the same factor (Factor 2). In our interview with consumer respondents, we were
told they had difficulty explaining the differences between ethical and philanthropic re-
sponsibilities. Cultural differences may cause this, e.g., in China, schooling activities and
community security are entirely taken charge of by the state. The CBA clubs’ participation
in these activities is generally considered as taking ethical responsibilities rather than
philanthropic responsibilities.

4.2.3. Correlations between These Theoretical Constructs

With the mean and standard deviation of items’ answers within each theoretical
construct, we obtained the correlation between different constructs as shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Mean and standard deviation of answers within each theoretical construct and the correla-
tions (r value) between different constructs.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Economic Responsibility 4.05 0.45 1.00
2. Legal Responsibility 4.33 0.32 0.64 1.00
3. Ethical Responsibility 4.18 0.30 0.59 0.69 1.00
4. Philanthropic Responsibility 4.03 0.24 0.55 0.56 0.76 1.00
5. Team Identification 4.32 0.35 0.31 0.20 0.35 0.38 1.00
6. Clubs’ Sustainable Development 4.01 0.44 0.29 0.22 0.32 0.35 0.81 1.00

Note: SD = standard deviation. For the significance, all p-values < 0.01.

We found that answers were concentrated around 4 for all constructs. Standard
deviations were always less than 0.5. For each construct of CSR, the correlation existed only
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between the neighboring stages, that is, rER∼LR = 0.64, rLR∼EtR = 0.69, and rEtR∼PR = 0.76.
Only the correlation between TI and the CSD is strong (rTI∼CSD = 0.81).

The weak relationship between the different constructs of CSR and CSD made it
impossible to verify a moderating role of TI between them (H4-1/-2/-3/-4). In fact, if we
make the product of CSR constructs (ER, LR, EtR, and PR) and TI as new factors, the correla-
tions between these new factors and CSD is just between 0.72 and 0.74 (rER×TI∼CSD = 0.72,
rLR×TI∼CSD = 0.74, rEtR×TI∼CSD = 0.72, and rPR×TI∼CSD = 0.72), lower than the direct
correlation between TI and CS (rTI∼CSD = 0.81).

If we take all CSR items as one single factor, the results are shown in Table 5.

Table 5. Mean and standard deviation of answers in CSR awareness, team identification, clubs’
sustainable development, and the correlations (r value) between them.

Mean SD 1 2 3

1. CSR Awareness 4.15 0.48 1.00
2. Team Identification 4.32 0.35 0.37 1.00
3. Club’s Sustainable Development 4.01 0.44 0.35 0.81 1.00

Note: SD = standard deviation. For the significance, all p-values < 0.01.

These results showed that the respondents held high expectations for CBA clubs’ CSR
efforts and expressed their pride and intention to reward their favorite clubs’ kindness
(Table 3). The correlation remained weak between CSR expectations, the increase in
pride, and purchasing intentions related to CSR efforts (Tables 4 and 5). Therefore, we
validated H3 of this study, which linked the team identification and the clubs’ sustainable
development with a coefficient of correlation higher than 0.8. Nevertheless, the sub-
hypothesis of H1-1/-2/-3/-4 and H2-1/-2/-3/-4 could not be validated in our study, for
the correlation coefficients are generally lower than 0.4. This weak relationship between
CSR and CSD rCSR∼CSD = 0.35 makes it impossible to verify the moderating effect of TI
(H4). In fact, rCSR×TI∼CSD = 0.75, lower than the direct correlation between TI and CSD
(rTI∼CSD = 0.81).

4.3. Structural Equation Model

To quantify the fitness of our research model, the SEM’s confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) indices are calculated with the maximum likelihood method and are shown in
Table 6.

Table 6. The research model’s fitting index.

Item Value Suggested/Acceptable Value

Chi-Square 3192.81 None
Degree of Freedom 772 None

χ2/df 4.14 <5, less than 3 is better
p-Value <0.001 >0.5

CFI (default model) 0.78 >0.9; still acceptable at >0.85
RMSEA (default model) 0.09 <0.1; less than 0.05 is better

IFI (default model) 0.78 >0.9; still acceptable at >0.85
TLI (default model) 0.77 >0.9; still acceptable at >0.85
NFI (default model) 0.73 >0.9; still acceptable at >0.85

According to the suggested values given by the work of Jung [64], and according to the
handbook of Hair JR, Black, Babin, and Anderson [97], we found that the research model
did not fit well with the results of our survey. Just as with the EFA step of our study, the
inner structure of our collected sample data is different from our theoretical research model.

With structural path estimates, we can obtain the standard estimates of the principal
paths as in Figure 3.
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Like the correlation between different constructs, only the regression weight between
TI and the CSD is greater than 0.8. Other regression weights of the principal paths are
near zero.

To understand the weak relationship between the evaluation of CSR’s importance
and the TI and the CSD, we interviewed some consumer respondents about their general
attitude toward their favorite clubs’ CSR involvement. We found that passionate fans were
aware of the financial situation of their favorite CBA club. Most selected 4 instead of 5
in the CSR items because they considered their favorite clubs’ limited financial resources.
However, if the club had engaged in more CSR, they would have been proud and deepened
their identification with the club. For the items concerning the clubs’ sustainable develop-
ment, their weak correlation with the CSR factors means that those who had attached the
highest importance to CSR factors did not increase that much in their purchase intention
and team loyalty. Expert CBA practitioners felt the same way about CSR involvement as
ardent fans. On the one hand, they agree with the social values contained therein; on the
other hand, they do not want the CSR activities to become a burden more significant than
their club could bear.

4.4. Findings

For our H1 and H2, the respondents have already given a direct validation in their an-
swers. They have generally expressed their positive reaction to the hypothetical CSR efforts.
In our H3, the correlation between the TI and the CSD are validated with rTI∼CSD = 0.81.
However, the items in our questionnaire could not stand structural modelling analy-
sis according to Carroll’s model (1991), probably because of the cultural and institu-
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tional differences between China and the US. The correlation between CSR awareness
with TI (rCSR∼TI = 0.37, regression weights < 0.3 and CSD rCSR∼CSD = 0.35, regression
weights < 0.1) is weak, which means those who unreservedly highlight the importance of
CSR efforts are not necessarily those who intend most to increase their support for the club
as a reward to their favorite teams’ CSR efforts.

Following prudential principles, our research began with the framework and ques-
tionnaires of validated studies [64,73] in the developed market environment, but ended
up with challenging its applicability to the CPSO market for relational data analysis. The
questionnaire turns out to be in need of further adaptation due to the market and regime
differences, e.g., the widely used indicator, Tobin’s q, has been found to be without a
significant relationship with corporate performance in a study of Iranian manufacturing
companies [99]. The lack of structural validity of the theoretical constructs and the weak
correlation between CSR and CSD prevent us from conducting in-depth analyses of the
relationships between these theoretical constructs, e.g., as an investigation of moderating
the role of internal control between earnings management, related party transactions, and
corporate performance [99].

5. Conclusions

The objective of this study is to assess the impact of CPSO’s CSR efforts on their
sustainable business development. The analysis includes descriptive statistical methods
of direct responses of fans’ awareness and relational analysis methods to evaluate CSR’s
enhancement effects on different factors, i.e., TI and CSD, and plans to verify if TI has a
moderating effect between CSR and CSD.

To conclude, there are three major academic discoveries in this study: (i) under the
existing framework validated in PSOs in mature markets, our study has the results of the
descriptive statistics supporting our H1 and H2 concerning CSR efforts’ positive effects on
TI and CSD. (ii) The lack of structural validity in our sample data calls for new research
frameworks and adjusted questionnaires in future studies to be more adapted to the new
sports market in China. (iii) The relationship between consumers’ evaluations of CSR’s
importance and TI or/and their favorite club’s sustainable development is weak, thus
relational analysis did not support our H1, H2, and H4. However, the true considerations
of fans are more complex than a weak correlation. In other words, fans generally consider
their favorite CBA teams’ CSR efforts important, but the importance attached to CSR is
not proportional to their CSR-related TI and CSD. For practical implications, this study
suggests that the CPSOs assume social responsibilities but not beyond what they can afford
to do.

According to the descriptive statistics of our sample data, CSR items are generally
highly considered and well expected by CBA consumers. In their answers, the consumers
claimed that they would generally increase their TI, purchase intention, and team loyalty
as a reward for clubs’ CSR initiatives.

However, more details than descriptive statistics results are revealed with more so-
phisticated quantitative methods. In EFA, our respondents’ answers to the items of the four
constructs of CSR, TI, and CSD did not confirm the structural validity as in similar studies
launched in developed markets, e.g., the “four major leagues” in North America [64]. This
lack of structural validity challenged the existing research frameworks’ applicability to
research in new developing markets with different social systems. This calls for new concep-
tions of the research framework and questionnaire in the new Chinese sports market, with
more adapted evaluable questions/items to better reflect the invisible factors of CSR (ER,
LR, EtR, and PR) and the other factors related to the CSD, e.g., TI, team loyalty, purchase
intention, etc.

For correlation analysis, only the relationship between team identification and the
clubs’ sustainable development could be observed. Through the CFA of our SEM study, we
obtained a similar result that the items/factors have weak structural validity, contrary to
their structure in studies in developed markets. The weak correlation between consumers’
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evaluation of CSR’s importance and team identification or/and their favorite clubs’ sus-
tainable development reveals that the passionate fans encourage CSR efforts with some
reserves, for they are aware of their favorite clubs’ financial difficulties and do not want
CSR involvements to become a burden more significant than their favorite clubs can bear.

Our study suggests that the Chinese PSOs may manage their CSR activities and
disclosure from another point of view, e.g., the balance between the satisfaction of fans’
expectations and the spending of resources. Similar to how focal corporates in supply
networks integrate strong and weak ties for additional innovation outcomes [100], this
study may, in general, encourage the CBA clubs to assume social responsibilities and
integrate CSR disclosure into the teams’ strategic plan to meet the stakeholders’ expectations
and increase their brand value. However, the sound effects may not increase linearly with
CSR involvement, and the clubs only need to engage within their financial limits.

6. Limitations

Firstly, to our best knowledge, there are no authoritative detailed statistics on the demo-
graphic composition of CBA fans. Therefore, we cannot demonstrate the representativeness
of our sampling in this research. However, the activeness of the respondents in the fans’
online community and their young age, with higher education and income, made them
represent the most valuable consumer group. Secondly, this is a questionnaire-based study
for respondents’ opinions about hypothetical scenarios of CSR engagement and related
purchase intentions, which are not converted to purchase actions. Thirdly, according to what
we have conceived in our questionnaire, the theoretical framework cannot obtain similar
structural validity in China as in developed countries because of cultural and institutional
differences and PSOs’ different financial situations [101]. Finally, due to a lack of historical
information about CSR in China and with a single sample in our study, we can only ques-
tion the applicability of existing research frameworks. Future CSR studies in the Chinese
professional sports market may need a new framework and a newly designed questionnaire.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Questionnaire on CBA fans’ opinion about their favorite teams’ CSR involvement, CSR-
concerned team identification, and clubs’ sustainable development.

Demographic Information

1. Your Gender:

� Male � Female

2. Your age:

� less than 18 years � 18–30 years � 31–50 years � 50 years old or older

3. Your education level (highest degree):

� High school � Undergraduate � Graduate � Doctorate

4. Marital Status:

� Single � Married � Divorced

5. Monthly income:

� under 2000 RMB � 2001–4000 RMB � 4001–6000 RMB
� 6001–8000 RMB � over 8001 RMB

6. Which is your favorite team? (single choice)

� Sichuan � Nanjing � Beijing (Beikong) � Beijing (Shougang) � Jilin
� Zhejiang (Chouzhou) � Zhejiang (Guangsha) � Suzhou � Shandong
� Guangdong � Xinjiang � Shanghai � Guangzhou � Liaoning � Fujian
� Shenzhen � Shanxi � Tianjin � Qingdao � Ningbo � None

7. What is your role related to the team? (Please chose your most important role, single choice):

� Coach, Manager, Athlete, Sales & ServiceStaff � Fan

8. On average, how often do you visit the stadium to watch CBA games each year?

� None � 1–3 times � 4–6 times � 7–10 times � ≥10 times

9. On average, how many times do you watch CBA games (live) via the Internet or TV
each year?

� None � 1–3 times � 4–6 times � 7–10 times � ≥10 times
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Table A1. Cont.

Opinions about CSR Efforts

1. The team has got the support from the local sports bureau and/or other services
of government.

2. The team has a long-term and stable development of financial plan.
3. The team has a complete management team.
4. The team has sufficient young talents.
5. The team has a good performance in CBA league.
6. The team has its own social platform.
7. The team has its own business promotion plan.
8. The team is involved in local economic development projects.
9. The team complies with laws, regulations and policies.
10. The team abides by the rules and regulations of the CBA.
11. The team strengthens the maintenance of order in the game.
12. The team cracks down on corruption and unethical behavior.
13. The team pays attention to the needs and desires of their employees.
14. The team is involved in activities against unfair competition.
15. The team provides good athletes to the national team.
16. The team promotes the spirit of patriotism.
17. The team enriches the public’s spiritual and cultural life.
18. The team provides a stage for cultural activities of the city where the club is located.
19. The team improves the reputation of the city where the club is located.
20. The team promoted the physic education in local schools.
21. The team promotes the development of school sports and regional sports organizations.
22. The team promotes and popularizes the sport of basketball.
23. The team facilitates the career development of athletes
24. The team enhances the value and image of athletes
25. The team participates in school sports and education activities to promote the physical and

mental health of young people.
26. The team donates stationery and sporting goods to these underdeveloped communities.
27. The team participates in social/community sports and education activities.
28. The team encourages the community to actively promote safety, health and

environmental protection.

CSR-Related Team Identification

In response to my favourite team’s CSR efforts:

1. I will be more devoted to that team.
2. I am happy to be a fan of this team.
3. I will tell my proudness and my respect of my favorite team to my friends.
4. The team will give me a warm feeling to be better welcome to the stadium, etc.
5. I will feel the team more like a big family where I have a sense of belonging.
6. The team’s image in the community will incarnate my values well.
7. I will distinguish more the team’s identity, such as logo, team color, superstar name of the

team, etc.

CSR-Related Club’s Sustainable Development

In response to my favourite team’s CSR efforts:

1. I will purchase more peripheral products from this team.
2. I will search information on this team from diverse media.
3. I will be more interested in this team’s latest news.
4. I will be more peaceful when losing games.
5. I will continue my support to the team even its performance is not quite good.
6. I will continue my support to this team even during a long period of difficulty, e.g.,

rebuilding, top players’ departure, financial difficulties, etc.
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