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INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT 
In April 2019, the Portland Trail Blazers, an American basketball team, launched a 

challenge for fans to take action on sustainability. Offering prizes worth only €1,000, over 

one thousand people took part in fourteen countries, cutting emissions by 18 tonnes as 

one of many environmental impacts. The simplified prize-to-impact marginal abatement 

cost of €55 per tonne CO2 is well below the current abatement costs of geo-engineering 

and comparable with many technologies touted as the solution to the world’s problems.  

Thirty years of climate action have included emission trading schemes, levies and 
subsidies, command and control policies, technological innovations, business 
programs and grass roots campaigns. Greenhouse gas emissions continue to rise, 
despite the dawning realisation that we have a catastrophe unfolding. 

Governments are tied up in a twine of conflicting interests, strained coffers, and 
angry voters on every side with multitudinous expectations impossible to 
reconcile. They are hamstrung and cannot win political support for the kind of 
decisive and radical action needed to cut emissions meaningfully. 
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One area where democratic governments fear to tread is behaviour change. They 
do not want to face charges of social engineering. At the most they will “nudge”, 
but nudging is too genteel in the desperate circumstances.  

Avocet Holding, through its investee, Planet Super League, and with the close 
support of 5T Sports Group, is taking an alternative approach to behaviour 
change by harnessing the global power of football to inspire fans to take action on 
climate change. Further we are trying to do this as a business in an economically 
sustainable way, rather than as a foundation or charity which would be 
dependent on the annual cycle of grant-making. 

In North America, sponsors of sports clubs invest additional funds in creating 
advertisements, contests and on-site promotions to “activate” their sponsorship. 
Activation is to conduct campaigns or programmes that create a closer connection 
between the brand and the customer – going beyond the sponsorship norm of 
displaying a logo in a prominent place. These campaigns might be digital, 
physical or a combination of the two.  

One emerging genre of activation is around sustainability and green activities for 
fans. Sponsors will fund green activities for fans that create value for the sponsor 
by giving better quality of exposure to customers and yielding valuable data 
about customer behaviour and preferences. 

The purpose of this study is to examine the practice of sponsored fan engagement 
around sustainability, its economics, the factors which make it successful and its 
limitations. 

CONTEXT 
Environmental action in sports is not a new phenomenon. During the 1980s and 
1990s, the San Diego Padres were recognized for installing energy-efficient 
lighting and implemented water conservation measures in Jack Murphy Stadium 
(now SDCCU Stadium)1. Already in the 1990s, the International Olympic 
Committee added the environment as its third pillar of Olympism. 

 
 

1 Balint, 1986; Brady, 1991 
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With time, efforts have become more sophisticated. In 2018, Atlanta became the 
first U.S. city with three LEED-certified professional stadiums2. The University of 
Colorado has been recognized as having “one of the most diverse and effective 
collegiate sports greening programs in the United States”3. Elsewhere, The Ohio 
State University has aspired to achieve zero waste in Ohio Stadium, the American 
football venue capable of holding more than 110,000 spectators4.  

At the professional level, there are a series of landmark sustainability 
achievements. These include the first stadium to install a green roof at Nationals 
Park, Washington, DC, the largest solar array of any sport facility in the world at 
Pocono Raceway, Long Pond, Pennsylvania, and the biggest purchaser of green 
power in U.S. professional sport, Citizens Bank Park, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  

In the United Kingdom, Forest Green Rovers FC, a fourth-tier English football 
club, was recognized by the United Nations and FIFA as “the greenest football 
club in the world” because of its stalwart commitment to tackling issues of 
climate change, renewable energy, food, and health5. 

These examples illustrate the third wave of sport sustainability6. In this phase of 
development, environmental strategies and stakeholder engagement have 
become routine activities, after sports organisations have, as part of their 
strategies, incorporated environmental performance into the fabric of 
organisational decision making. This wave has also included integration of the 
organisation and spectators7 into environmental initiatives. This approach can be 
leveraged for economic, social, and environmental returns on investment8.  

These initial organizational efforts into fan engagement have had strong results 
for sports properties and partners. Yet there are still relatively few examples 
overall, and from our analysis not all efforts, or campaigns, meet what we view as 
the seven key elements of an effective sports-based sustainability campaign. Our 
analysis draws on established tenets of consumer behaviour and marketing best 

 
 

2 Center for Sport and Urban Policy, 2019 
3 Henly, 2013, p. 22 
4 The Ohio State University, 2018 
5 Campelli, 2018b; United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 2018a 
6 McCullough, Pfahl, and Nguyen (2016) 
7 For variety we will use a range of approximate synonyms for “spectators” such as “fans”, “supporters”. 
8 Trail & McCullough, 2019 
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practices. Specifically, the current research conducted in this space focuses on 
digital marketing and is grounded in the most current assessments of both 
citizen-fan sentiment and attitude on climate change. Additional work focuses on 
behavioural constraints (i.e., barriers to behaviour) as well as incentives to 
behaviour change at events but also in everyday life. This body of work has 
ranged from both broad and deep exploration of topics in sports fan behaviour 
specific to climate change by the leading researchers in the field globally (e.g., 
Kellison, McCullough, Trail).  

OPPORTUNITY 
This is an opportune time to bring calls to action forward through what is often 
consumer brands’ most visible marketing medium – their sports partnerships -- 
to engage a variety of stakeholders (e.g., consumers, fans, citizens). 

The introduction of sophisticated digital marketing tools that allow tailored 
messaging is opening up new ways to identify and work through fans/citizens’ 
barriers to behaviour change and leverage key motivations to promote such 
change. 

It is imperative to leverage data-driven best practices and innovative fan 
engagement technologies. Grounded in behaviour change and climate attitude 
research, an effective model can be introduced, and a suite of campaigns 
developed, to support sports teams and clubs to lead collective action on climate. 
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DEFINITIONS 
 

Activation 

Actions, campaigns, advertising, events or other methods of leveraging a sports (or arts or cause) 

partnership. A Sponsor/Partner’s ‘activation’ is defined as the set of tactical activities undertaken 

both with and independently of the sports property to exploit the marketing rights derived from 

the sponsorship to the fullest. ‘An activation’ (in the singular) may refer to a single element such as 

a contest or giveaway or retail point-of-sale promotional campaign.  

Activation is also used to refer to the amount invested over and above rights fee in order to 

advertise or promote the sponsorship association.  

Activation is known to be one of the key success factors in sponsorship management. Sponsorship 

rights fees buy brands some interesting assets but also the license to use the sports property’s 

‘brand’ (logo, name) in their own marketing activities. Activation investments are working dollars 

that sweat sponsorship assets to maximize marketing ROI. Sponsorship best practices recommend a 

ratio ranging from 1:0.5 to 1:2 of rights fees to activation spend.  

Asset 

An element which a rightsholder can reasonably deploy as an advertising, communications or 

otherwise to provide a sponsor/partner with value. Since the 1990s, assets have been considered in 2 

main categories, traditional and digital. The full scope of assets a property may have to sell is often 

referred to as its ‘asset inventory’. 

Traditional Assets – event signage, print items such as program books, tickets and scorecards, radio 

and television broadcast announcements and commercials, player kit/jersey/uniform logo 

placement, naming rights for elements of the match or gameday presentation such as halftime, team 

introductions or timeouts and naming rights for physical assets such as stadia/arenas, fields and 

elements of the field of play. 

Digital Assets – banners and electronic ads within team websites, mobile apps, specific content such 

as game highlights, social media contests or other electronic communications with fans, digital 

(streamed) broadcasts distinct from the traditional broadcast. Digital assets have the advantage of 

reaching team fans who are not present in the venue, and sometimes are well beyond the home city 

of the team as many sports enjoy global audience growth. 

Audience Segmentation 

Segmentation is a delineation of sub-groups within a target audience. Previously approximated by 

focus groups and usually only done by very large, consumer-oriented companies with the budget 

to run focus groups or large surveys. The advent of digital marketing and social media and data 
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analytics has made audience segmentation more readily available to smaller budget marketing and 

advertising campaigns. Detailed segmentation allows crafting & delivery of distinct messages for, 

following the examples above, ‘young professional women who play sport’, ‘young professional 

women who enjoy international travel’ and ‘young professional women who are very active on 

social media’. 

CRM/Fan CRM 

Customer Relationship Management software allows companies to build distinct user profiles for 

each customer (or fan) it interacts with for the purpose of customizing messages, primarily to aid 

(ticket or merchandise) sales. CRM software also allows organizations to gain insights into buying 

and social media interactions and behaviours. Customers may also be grouped by like profiles into 

audience ‘segments’ for the purposes of defining offers or optimizing the messaging and sales cycle. 

These segments are sometimes described via a representative profile of the group, or ‘persona’ to 

help guide marketing teams in developing suitable copy/imagery for more effective messaging.  

Fan CRM describes the use of the technology by teams for the purpose of not only sales, but also 

customised content delivery for fans. It is especially key for teams who have fan bases well beyond 

their geographic area in order to cultivate relationships with global and non-traditional fans. 

Cause marketing 

Corporate investment in a non-profit or non-governmental entity with a public good or socially 

beneficial mandate for the purpose of exposure, advertising, sales or opinion-influencing among the 

cause’s supporters. Cause marketing is a business transaction where publicity and exposure are 

given in exchange for a monetary investment. Cause marketing is different than philanthropy (see 

below). 

Fan engagement 

1. Outreach or effort by either a sports property or its partners to entice individuals to 

interact or undertake some action (viewing ,clicking, sharing, buying, participating) 

through messaging or live activities. 

2. Measurement of the act of interaction (single or multiple instances) by fans related to a 

specific message, campaign or event. 

Gamification 

Creating a game, contest, challenge or otherwise competitive or winnings-based participatory 

experience. 

Persona 

A detailed description of a distinct segment of a target audience. It is based on research of the target 

market and seeks to characterize so that your customers’ buying motivations, behaviours and goals 

are considered.  

Philanthropy or Corporate philanthropy 

A monetary or value-in-kind donation to a cause that a company believes in. In general, it is done 
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as a sign of good will and without any expectation of return, but rather the intent to forward the 

recipient organizations goals.  

Property 

A generic term that refers to an event, team, club or league often used in contracts or in discussions 

of sports marketing. 

Psychographics 

Practice of researching and defining target audiences – largely used by consumer brands – that 

defines potential groups of customers by also personal values, lifestyle choices, leisure time 

interests, shopping habits and social behaviour tendencies. 

Rightsholder 

The original holder of intellectual or other property rights to an Asset. This is typically a federation, 

an event or event series, a league or circuit, a club or a team. 

Sponsor (Partner) 
An organisation that aligns itself with a property in exchange for money with the intention to use 

the affiliation and associated exposure for marketing, advertising, sales or other revenue or 

publicity objectives. 

Sponsorship (also termed Corporate Partnership) 

Corporate (or public) investment in a sports property for the purpose of exposure, advertising, sales 

or other action or opinion-influencing behaviour by fans of the property (team, club, league, event). 

Commercial sponsorship may be part of a portfolio of activities including advertising, PR, personal 

selling and sales promotion in that its basic function lies in achieving a marketing communications 

objective. Sponsors/Partners often use or reference the affiliation in their other forms of 

communications as part of an integrated marketing strategy. 

Sponsorship fee 

Money or in-kind value given to the property in exchange for the rights to be a sponsor. Also 

referred to as a Rights fee. 

Target Audience 
The intended audience of an advertisement or other communications message. In marketing and 

advertising, it is a particular group of consumers within the predetermined target market, identified 

as the targets or recipients for a particular advertisement or message. For a league, this might be 

‘young professional women’ or ‘new immigrants to the UK’. More effective messaging is drafted 

with a particular group in mind. 

Target Market 
A select group of potential or current consumers, which a business decides to aim its marketing and 

advertising strategies at. A business may have several target markets. When the target market is 

broadly defined, a company may tailor specific messages toward one or several ‘audiences’ within 
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the target market. For a football league, the target market is ‘sports fans’ or even ‘football fans’ and 

for a club it may be ‘residents within 50 kilometres of the grounds’.  

Valuation 

Based in both comparable pricing for analogous advertising options, an asset or group of assets’ 

value is also determined by its perceived value. This is often an estimate of the amount of 

additional ‘lift’ in value a corporate partner receives via the focus, high-profile, prolonged exposure 

and/or value-by-association a company or product receives by affiliating with a known sports 

property. In addition to buying traditional or digital marketing elements, the partner is buying a 

license to use the sports property’s ‘brand’ (logo, name) Valuations, like stock prices, are set by the 

intersection of the seller’s and the buyer’s perceived worth of the asset(s). 

VIK 

Value in Kind – products or services in lieu of money in exchange for sponsorship rights. 
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INSIGHTS INTO FAN ENGAGEMENT:  
POLITICS, TRIBALISM AND TECHNOLOGY  
 

NAVIGATING THE POLITICS OF CLIMATE 
While teams have adopted sustainable stadium designs and implemented pro-

environmental operational strategies, they have been more conservative when it 

comes to marketing these initiatives to fans9.  This is partly because much of the 

environmental activity has come from operations personnel who are not typically 

in a communications role, rather than the more fan-facing positions in the front 

office. Even in cases where the directive is coming from owners, the promotion of 

their efforts has been done by the community relations department rather than 

front and centre in fan communications. Some of the reluctance to promote 

environmental sustainability is due to the perceived political nature of climate 

science, given the polarizing nature of these issues10.  

Study of the effects of political affiliation on perceptions of the severity of climate 

change, behavioural intentions to address climate change, and attitudes toward 

 
 

9  Kellison & Kim, 2014 
10 Fisher, Fitzgerald, & Poortinga, 2018; Funk & Kennedy, 2016 
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climate change policies, demonstrate an interesting shift in attitude based on the 

framing of an issue11.  One typically associates the more socially liberal – leaning 

parties philosophically are more inclined toward prioritizing climate action, and 

more socially conservative parties, less so. For example, in an American context, 

it was found that when Republicans, Democrats, and Independents were primed 

to consider the local (vs global) impact of climate change, the participants reported 

higher perceptions of the severity of climate change; furthermore, behavioural 

intentions to address climate change increased among Republicans and 

Independents12.  

Similar trends are also found in the United Kingdom, where 93% of citizens 

concur climate change is ‘probably / definitely happening’. Party differences are 

almost absent regarding the questions on personal energy saving efficacy and 

behaviour, with the exception that non-voters are less likely to save energy. 

According to the European Social Survey, not only are the main (political) 

partisan divisions on climate change beliefs and concerns relatively modest, but 

partisan divisions on climate change mitigation policy tend to be even smaller. 

There is evidence that a focus on the personal beneficial aspect of behaviour need 

not imperil a team’s efforts to suggest action to its fans13.  

Indeed, recent polling of UK and EU citizens suggests “Europeans are very 

concerned about climate change and support action…to tackle it”14. In a 2018 

survey by YouGov and ClientEarth, 62% of UK respondents indicated 

government was not doing enough to prepare for and adapt to the impacts of 

 
 

11 Wiest, Raymond, and Clawson, 2015 
12 Leiserowitz et al., 2018; Pew Research, 2019 
13 Fisher, Fitzgerald, & Poortinga, 2018 
14 European Commission, 2019, para. 1 

Partisan political stances on climate lessen when people are 
polled about local impacts of climate change, indicating 
what can be seen and experienced directly is both influential 
and can bridge philosophical divides through shared 
experience. 
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climate change, and 71% expressed the desire to see greater investment in 

renewable energy15, indicating a clear majority opinion that action is needed that 

supersedes political lines.  

Specific to UK Football, a November 2019 BBC poll of nearly 20,000 football fans 

indicated that an overwhelming 79% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed 

with the statement ‘I care how my football club impacts the environment.’ This is 

a case of ascription of responsibility by individuals to an organisation they 

support and is relevant for various entities ranging from consumer goods’ 

companies, politicians, religious and sporting organisations. Understanding that 

can help enrich the brand. 

 

As further evidence contradicting the notion that fans are either ambivalent or 

polarized on climate action, a GEMBA whitepaper ‘Playing the Long Game’16 

focused on Australian ‘Super Fans’ (those who rate their passion as a 4 to 5 on a 

scale of 1-5) and found that 73.5% are ‘equally passionate about the environment’. 

Sustainability was cited as a ‘top 2’ issue behind only mental health and ahead of 

other social issues such as gambling, gender and sexual equality and education. 

 
 

15 ClientEarth, 2018 
16 Playing the Long Game: The Growing Role of Sport in Environmental Sustainability’ The GEMBA Group  

July 2019. http://thegembagroup.com/news/sustainability/ 
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These findings are particularly important for organizations endeavouring to 

promote ecological values as a critical step to inspiring the behaviour change 

necessary to reduce climate impact17. They are highly instructional for those 

sports organizations who are growing their global brand and fanbase and wish to 

understand the dynamics of shifting attitudes and beliefs on climate across the 

world. 

Sports teams often serve as an embodiment of a citizenry and a proxy or icon 
for a city or region. Thus, they have an opportunity and occasion to step in as a 
convenor and catalyst for action. A focus on local evidence and impacts of 
climate change, and on the personal direct benefits of a certain behaviour 
change, offers an apoliticized and more relatable entry point this role. 
Identifying how local behaviour change or local actions can mitigate further 
damage or restore local ecosystems offers a rallying point that sports teams are 
in a strong position to champion. 

While teams grapple on the one hand with concerns over potentially driving 

some fans away through pro-environmental positions, there is also an increasing, 

opposing pressure on teams and clubs exerted by the attention paid to the carbon 

footprint, especially of international events, in the mainstream media.  

A recent article in the Guardian newspaper18 decried the folly of four English 

football clubs flying to Madrid (Tottenham and Liverpool for Champions League) 

and Baku (Arsenal and Chelsea for Europa League) to play one another. This 

generated an absolutely avoidable carbon footprint for not only the clubs but 

thousands of supporters and called for a significant rethink of how championship 

matches are sited. The Arsenal-Chelsea match in particular, had it been hosted by 

either club, or at any of 13 other available ‘neutral ground’ stadia in the UK 

capital, would most certainly have seen an overwhelming percentage of the fans 

traverse London by public transit.  

More recently the New York Times article pointed out the upcoming Euro 2020 

schedule which will generate an estimated 450,000 tonnes of carbon. The multi-

 
 

17 Asilsoy & Oktay, 2018 
18 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/may/11/anger-carbon-bootprint-english-football-finals-

champions-league-europa-league 
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country hosting effort had its intent in being more democratic by spreading the 

matches across 12 cities in 11 countries, but in the end will be less human-

friendly. Despite the planned planting of 60,000 trees to offset the corresponding 

greenhouse gas damage, the writer points out that as with the Champions League 

matches above, the situation should be avoided in the first place, rather than 

created and remediated. 

Corporate partners or sponsors have a critical role in this issue. Corporations are 

increasingly both speaking up and taking action on climate under pressure from 

consumers and investors. The top 10 global spenders on sports marketing all 

have well-articulated programmes and strong outward messaging on 

sustainability efforts19. Some highly visible and exceptionally well-funded – even 

controversial – campaigns have been built entirely around social and 

environmental issues.  

The adidasxParley partnership, using ocean plastic recovered by the NGO Parley 

for the Oceans spun into fibre for shoes and jerseys has been acclaimed as the 

apparel manufacturer’s most successful campaign to date and will be an 

estimated $1 billion business for the 70 year old company.20 Rival Nike’s Colin 

Kaepernick advertisement, featuring the former National Football League 

quarterback who stirred controversy by kneeling during the national anthem, 

prompted backlash in the form of some consumers burning their shoes and 

vowing not to purchase from Nike again.21 In the immediate days after airing, 

however, Nike’s stock rose 4% to its all-time high as retail investors showed their 

agreement with the firm’s boldly stated principles.22 One year on, according to 

Fast Company magazine, “the company claimed $163 million in earned media, a 

$6 billion brand value increase, and a 31% boost in sales.”23 

 
 

19 McManamon, 2019 
20 The Power Of Purpose: How Adidas Will Make $1 Billion Helping Solve The Problem Of Ocean Plastic 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/afdhelaziz/2018/10/29/the-power-of-purpose-how-adidas-will-make-1-billion-
helping-solve-the-problem-of-ocean-plastic/#35f5f05d215a  

21 Nike’s Big Bet on Colin Kaepernick Campaign Continues to Pay Off  https://fortune.com/2018/12/21/nike-
stock-colin-kaepernick/ 

22 https://www.cbsnews.com/news/nike-stock-price-reaches-all-time-high-despite-colin-kaepernick-ad-boycott/ 
23 https://www.fastcompany.com/90399316/one-year-later-what-did-we-learn-from-nikes-blockbuster-colin-

kaepernick-ad 
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This is exceptionally helpful as sports properties chart a path toward fan 

communications. It allows team owners and sports executives to observe public 

response and stems some of the trepidation of venturing into what they may feel 

are ‘politically choppy waters’, as others have already waded in.  

As ultimately every sports partnership is based on shared values, if top sports 

marketers move toward engagement on climate issues, teams and properties who 

do not follow suit may find themselves out of alignment with their key 

‘customers’ and less of a credible marketing vehicle for those partners.24 

There is mounting media and internal industry attention on the need for sport 

organizations to engage fans in pro-environmental messaging, in the same 

manner as it is intensifying in the corporate sector. The idea that sports 

organizations should more fully utilize their broad communications platform to 

engage legions of already highly-engaged fans is supported by a growing 

number of sustainability advocates in and around the sport sector:   

§ in the popular media (e.g., Green Sports Blog, The Sustainability Report, 

Sports Business Journal/Sports Business Daily), 

§ through industry associations globally (GSA, GSA-JAPAN, SandSI, SEA, 

BASIS), 

§ via industry standards and reporting bodies (ISO, GRI and Council for 

Responsible Sport), and 

§ through the UN Sports for Climate Action Framework. 

The Sports for Climate Action Framework, through its Principle 5, calls on sport 

rightsholders to ‘advocate for climate action through communication’25 by 

mobilising resources to support action within broadcasts, through social media 

 
 

24 McManamon, 2019 
25https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/Sports_for_Climate_Action_Declaration_and_Framework.pdf 

As top sports sponsors continue to move toward 
environmental action and teams do not, they may find 
themselves out of alignment and less of a credible marketing 
vehicle for those companies 
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and among sports club members and fans. With nearly 100 signatories in the year 

since its launch at COP24, among them the IOC, FIFA, UEFA, the NBA and 

Formula E racing, the political risk pendulum is swinging away from inaction 

and silence to meaningful climate action.   

Taken together, these manifestations of fans’ and public concern, the 
messaging by global sports partners of positive values, and the momentum 
within the industry itself is clearly on the side of supporting teams, leagues 
and major sport event rightsholders taking leadership and meaningful action. 
We are at the tipping point where inaction may be more harshly criticised than 
action. 

 

TRIBALISM 
For avid fans, their affiliation with a favourite team is as much a part of their 

identity as their ethnic heritage or their eye colour. You can see it in their 

clothing, their home décor and their Twitter bio. Yet among the seats in the 

stadium there are plumbers and solicitors, old and young, pint-lovers and 

teetotallers, all united on match day to support their shared identity – their team. 

They’ve literally found a common ‘ground’ - a place where they ‘belong’. And 

where they all sing from the same song sheet - literally. Despite their differences. 

This is the unifying power of sport. 

For highly visible organizations, like professional sport teams, environmental 

groups have emphasized the public platform that teams could use to promote 

more sustainable behaviours among consumers26. Promoted environmental 

 
 

26 Trail & McCullough, 2018a 

We are at the tipping point where inaction will be criticized 
more than action 
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actions can be framed as signs of loyalty or commitment, and participation in 

those as validation of belonging. That is, the collective identity among sport fans 

can be used as social pressure to engage the collective whole into action. 

Sports loyalties and deep-rooted affiliations to teams offer a unique opportunity. 

Much of the citizen or consumer calls to action to date to induce behaviour 

change typically focusses on change at the individual level, but this approach 

may downplay the collective nature of the climate crisis: 

 “Large-scale environmental crises are genuinely collective phenomena: they 

usually result from collective, rather than personal, behaviour. How they are 

appraised is determined by collectively shared interpretations (e.g., differing 

across ideological groups) and based on concern for collectives (e.g., humankind, 

future generations) rather than for individuals.” 27  

The climate crisis is a ‘we’ problem and humans also process it as requiring a 
‘we’ solution whose outcome affects all of ‘us’. This is highly relevant for 
groups such as fans, who have already formed bonds through shared identity 
and commonly desired outcomes, as fertile structures for collective climate 
action. 

An especially interesting example of this was a pioneering campaign undertaken 

by Ipswich Town in the UK back in 2006-2007, where 3,000 fans engaged in 

energy saving action — switching to LED lightbulbs, taking public transport — in 

the interest of raising funds for their team. Ipswich also held the first carbon 

neutral football match as part of their campaign. In post-campaign surveys, 

which included both an assessment of what behaviour changes were actually 

retained and queries as to participants’ motivations, several respondents 

indicated they participated because the team asked them to, rather than due to 

 
 

27 Fritsche, Barth, Jugert, Masson, and Reese, 2018, p. 245 

Social groups are fertile ground for collective action –  
they model and encourage group behaviour which can be a 
defining element of an individuals’ “belonging” to the group. 
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any particular belief in the need for the behaviour. They simply wanted to ‘go 

along’. Thus, demonstrating the power of social influence of sport organizations 

on fans. 

Statements from Ipswich Town fans revealed that loyalty to the club was a key 

motivation:  

“I’m not sure I learned anything about climate change. . . it was more 

something positive I could for my football club.” 

“I can’t say that the campaign led to any sort of increase in knowledge. I 

mean I basically just got involved because I support Ipswich Town.” 

Sports offers the ultimate ‘we’ in its tribalistic nature – there is no doubt that 

when a country’s team is pushing for Olympic Gold, the FIFA or Rugby World 

Cup title, its citizens pause and cheer with one voice to unite in their desire to see 

a rival vanquished.  

In the case of football, fans self-organise for collective action on a weekly basis 
to construct banners, march to the match together and literally sing from a 
common songsheet. Outside of match days, supporters’ groups even pursue 
social and community work, effectively in the name – and serving as an 
extension - of the club. They present a natural organisational framework for 
collective climate action. 

TECHNOLOGY 
Sports is firmly rooted in the physical world, but along with global society has 

entered the digital era. Technology abounds in all aspects of sports, but three 

developments have had particularly significant effects in defining modern 

fandom: digital outreach, data analytics and social content. 

Digital outreach has had an enormous influence on the global growth of the tribe. 

Game broadcasts know no bounds with the advent of streaming. Social media 

enables teams to connect with hitherto inconceivable numbers of fans and for 

those fans to connect with one another. This fosters a social identity that 

transcends geography, culture and language. The FIFA Women’s World Cup 
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final in 2019, for example, reached 935 million people28. We are at the stage where 

messaging via a sports property can reach a billion fans – roughly 1/8 of the total 

global population. 

A second key development is the accelerating adoption of CRM software and 

data analytics within the front offices of sports teams. These allow clubs to 

capture detailed profile data on individual fans, develop deeper insights into the 

fan bases and design customised messaging and offers for specific subsets or 

segments of their fan base. As a result, they are realizing response rates orders of 

magnitude higher than has been the norm with undifferentiated offers of the 

past. This practice is now well-established in North American leagues and teams, 

some of which have departments of up to 15 people focused solely on fan data 

analytics, and it is also advancing rapidly among European football leagues.  

Since establishing a Fan CRM database in 2014, UEFA has amassed basic 

demographic data on over 21 million fans.29 Real Madrid has built up over 222 

million followers across Facebook, Twitter and Instagram; Barcelona has 212 

million.30 The top six ‘social’ teams of the Premier League (Man United, Chelsea, 

Arsenal, Liverpool, Man City and Tottenham) have a combined 424 million. 

There are certainly duplicate followers among these numbers, but even so, in 

light of the populations of the cities and even the countries where these teams 

play, the numbers are staggering. 

Social media has worked its way into sports and is beginning to win the battle for 

audiences from conventional broadcasters. Fan conversations are fuelled beyond 

gameday and beyond the season by teams with a relentless feed of eye-catching 

and shareable images and videos on numerous platforms.31 While an in-venue 

sign may be seen 90 minutes each week by those watching live and via broadcast 

or streaming, using digital assets a club can now generate revenues from a much 

greater share of the global fanbase. Many of these will never set foot in the 

stadium, and yet now they can spend more time with the team than some season 

ticket holders. Clubs can offer, exclusively over their social channels, branded 

 
 

28 https://img.fifa.com/image/upload/rvgxekduqpeo1ptbgcng.pdf 
29 ibid 
30 https://www.givemesport.com/1514024-the-top-20-football-clubs-with-the-largest-social-media-followings-in-

the-world 
31 The Modern Football Fan 2.0, COPA90, 2019 
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content such as ‘Behind the Scenes’ player vignettes, live ‘Ask Me Anything’ 

chats with fans and virtual reality/augmented reality content. These tools, the 

latest and best-in-class in marketing and communications, are very desirable for 

corporate partners due to the intimacy of the medium to the fan, the relatively 

low cost of deployment and the high refresh rate – the frequency of the fans to 

‘tune in’.32  

The sheer amount of time spent on the devices demands this medium be as 

prioritized as possible in engaging fans.33 The Education Policy Institute recently 

reported that one-third of British teenagers spend over six hours per day on the 

internet,34 the highest in the OECD. At the same time the COPA90 Report on the 

Modern Football Fan indicates that most are priced out of attending matches, 

making the digital experience the preferred way of accessing a game – often 

augmented by social interaction on a second screen while watching.  

Team and fan interaction are operating under new rules of engagement in the 

digital age, as novel tools of communication and expectations of a la carte delivery 

proliferate. 

The game has adapted to us and actually serves up the portion we want, when 

we want it and in the format we choose. We can watch again months and years 

later, viewed in a condensed, highlights-only format or in bite-sized replays. With 

each offering our expectations baseline rises of how the sport can and should fit 

our schedule and preferences. 

The way that online retailers (Amazon), streaming services (Netflix) and savvy 

mobile marketers (Starbucks) use technology is affecting us in the same way, as they 

increasingly collect data on our purchases and buying patterns, in order to serve us 

what we want, when we want it. They make powerful suggestions as to what else 

we might want and eerily timed reminders of when it’s time to reorder something. 

They have us profiled and make us feel as if they know us. If a large global 

corporation knows us, shouldn’t the team that we live and die for know us too? 

 
 

32 ‘What Sponsors Want’, IEG 2018; Corporate Sponsor/Advertiser & Industry Report 2018, Seaver, R & Kahler J.   
33 https://copa90.media/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/copa90insights.compressed.pdf 
34 https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2017/jun/30/british-teenagers-among-worlds-most-extreme-

internet-users-report-says 
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DATA ON FAN ENGAGEMENT 
 

The following table provides a selection of fan engagement campaigns. While this 
overview is by no means complete and it can be difficult to compare one to 
another given the duration, location or fan base involved, this representative 
sample provides us with an initial scan of the scope, investment, outcomes and 
relative value each of these campaigns represents for a partner.  

Partnership deal amounts and included asset bundles are typically closely 
guarded. Where we have been able to ascertain partner investments in the 
campaigns, we have included this information. In other instances, we have 
indicated the fair market value of the campaign in today’s market, based on 
comparable values for analogous assets paid by corporate brand partners or rates 
charged by industry peers. For the clubs cited in this paper, partner value – 
whether realized or not - has been moving upward while internal costs of 
delivering campaigns have remained quite modest. 

This overview allows us the insight into each campaign’s efficacy – particularly 
where the reach has been substantive with modest investment and limited 
leverage of typical sports marketing tools and tactics. It also highlights specific 
metrics which underpin campaign valuation and corresponding attractiveness to 
corporate partners who must connect their environmental and social values to 
corporate objectives such as sales, marketing and stakeholder value in order to 
sustain their business’ broader goals. 
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Campaign 
Club/Team 
Partners  

 Timeframe  Short description Method/Media of promotion  
Estimated Cost of Campaign 

Reach 
Campaign Results/ 
ROI Metrics  

Estimated  
asset value   

Sustainability relevance  

Save Your 
Energy for the 
Blues  
 
Ipswich Town FC 
 
East of England 
Development Agency 
(funder)/E.ON 
 
Dept of Environment, 
Food & Rural Affairs 
 
Community Carbon 
Reduction 

October 
2006 – May 
2007  

Initial concept to host first 
carbon neutral match evolved 
to a season-long campaign 
to entice fans to take 
environmental actions to help 
team achieve overall carbon 
neutrality in their operations 
  
Promoted behaviors included:  
installing low energy bulbs 
Installing solar panels 
Turning down thermostats 
Taking transit more 
Purchasing a hybrid car 

Traditional Assets 
• Matchday program 

advertising 
• In-venue/on-site signage 
• Local Advertising by Partner 

E.ON 
• Local earned media 
• Prizing Provided by Club 
 
Digital Assets 
• Dedicated website 
 
Est Cost of Campaign – could 
not be determined due to 
incomplete listing of 
assets/promotional effort 

 
 
 

Est 460,000 
impressions 
20,000 fans per 
match/23 home 
matches  
 
Indeterminate 
impressions via local 
advertising, earned 
media  
 
3,000 fans participated 
(typical match 
day attendance 20,000)  
  
Pledge equivalents of 
3,000 tons of CO2 
savings per annum  
 
 

£300,000  
Sponsors’ pledge 
to club if it 
achieved carbon 
neutral status  
 
 

Key finding that fans were successfully 
recruited to take action without requiring 
an ‘education’ in climate-protection and 
regardless of their feelings about climate 
change.   
  
Leverage of ‘tribalism’, social norms, 
community, pride and belonging 
motivated individual action and 
demonstrated outcomes of collective 
action  
 
Follow-up evaluations were able to 
establish success factors for each pledge, 
with simpler pledges having higher 
success factors 
 
First instance of a non-traditional 
partner(s) – gov’t agencies – leveraging 
sport to spur citizen action 
 
Exceptionally significant valuation.  
 

Divvy Bike 
Challenge  
 
Chicago Blackhawks  
  
Divvy Bikeshare 
(Chicago Dept of 
Transportation) 

September-
October 2014 
6 weeks  
 
Repeated in 
2015 and 2016 

Bikeshare bikes rebranded 
with popular player 
names/numbers and placed 
them within the 5,000 bike 
system in a scavenger hunt 
style challenge to find and 
‘load up the miles’   

Traditional Assets 
§ “Rebranded” bikes 
§ Prizing provided by 

Blackhawks and Divvy 
 
Digital Assets 
§ Blackhawks promotion on 

social media channels 
 
VIK Divvy media(docking 
station advertising space, in-
app, social) 
 
Est Campaign Cost $12500 

In the 2014 campaign: 
• 1705 unique riders 

of the 5 Player bikes 
• 13.2 minutes per 

ride 
• 5000+ social media 

posts 
 
• Extensive local 

media coverage (TV 
and print) 
unquantified by 
team 

Est sponsorship 
value  $50,000 
 
 
 

 Campaign conceived as bikeshare 
program was being launched in Chicago 
 
Strong ‘earned media’ on local TV, radio 
and press, including national media both 
fueled the campaign while it was running 
and provided exceptional ROI for the 
Blackhawks, the Divvy bikeshare program 
and -incidentally – for the primary 
bikeshare sponsor, Blue Cross Insurance 
who paid nothing. 
 
Gamification of campaign and strong use 
of team assets via ‘scavenger hunt’ search 
for bikes around the city inspired 
participation 
Visual, social content inspired sharing 
(drove viral content), created strong user-
generated content for the team and 
spurred participation in the ‘hunt’ as 
locations revealed in fan posts. 
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Campaign 
Club/Team 
Partners  

 Timeframe  Short description Method/Media of promotion  
Estimated Cost of Campaign 

Reach 
Campaign Results/ 
ROI Metrics  

Estimated  
asset value  
 

Sustainability relevance  

Water for the 
West  
 
University of 
Colorado Athletics 
Dept 
  
Wells Fargo 
 
Kohler (plumbing 
fixtures) 
 
Bonneville 
Environmental 
Foundation 
 

Launched in 
2015 
ongoing since 
2015  
  

Fans texted their 
commitment to conserve 
water, and in turn, Wells 
Fargo underwrote the 
pledges to restore 1,000 
gallons of water per 
pledge to the Colorado 
River Basin 
 
Plumbing partner 
provided low-flush toilets 
to low-income residences 

Traditional Assets 
• 60 second video clip during game 
• In-Game Announcements 
 
Digital Assets 
• Text to Pledge Platform 
• Social Media Posts 
 
Est internals costs $ 5000 creative 
production, tech platforms 
 

• 58000 in-venue 
impressions 

• 924 pledges (year 
one) 

• 20 Million Gallons of 
water restored (1st 2 
years)  equivalent to 
100% offset of athletic 
department’s annual  
water usage   

Est $40K  
 

Shows the power of programs that extend 
beyond the event into everyday life through 
campaigns that are promoted across an 
entire conference/league  
 
Leverage of partnerships to compensate 
team for asset inventory, media production 
and outreach campaign.  
 
Strong use of localization of issue by both 
regional offset and local community impact 

Green Games – 
Water Theme 
Night 
promoting 
‘Change the 
Course’ 
Restoration 
Campaign 
 
Portland Trail 
Blazers 
 
Wells Fargo 
 
Bonneville 
Environmental 
Foundation 
 
Green Sports Alliance 
 

March 8 2016 
Featured 
Game Night 
 
Campaign 
March 8-31, 
2016 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Repeated 
March 
2017,December 
2017 

Trail Blazers provided a 
dedicated Game Night 
each time which also 
kicked off a month-long 
promotion 
 
Notable in its more 
traditional approach of a 
fully integrated effort with 
a mix of in-game and 
digital assets.  

Traditional Assets: 
• •   Presenting Sponsorship of Game 
• Themed Time-Out 
• Live Mentions in TV and Radio 

Broadcasts 
• Radio Commercial (PSA) 
• Lucky Fan/Lucky Row Prizing 
• 2 mins on centre scoreboard 
• 2 mins on LED ring 
• Press Centre Signage 
• 2x Full Page in Gameday Program 
• Concourse TVs and Promo Table 
 
Digital Assets 
• One promoted social media post 
• 3-day Home Page Promo 
Banner ad on home page for campaign 
 
Est internal costs of campaign $2500 in 
creative development costs 
 

• 558,000 impressions 
across all media 

• 400 page views 
• 924 fan text-ins 
 
March 2016: 924 
pledges (924,000 gallons 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
March 2017 700 
pledges/700,000 gallons 
December 2017: 1,484 
pledges /1,484,000 
gallons 

Each instance: 
Est $50,000 in 
game night 
assets, digital 
asset inventory 
+ 
Water 
Restoration 
Credits valued 
at 
$6200 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Est. Total 3 year 
Value $180,000 

Using an integrated marketing approach 
typical of most sports’ teams’ efforts for 
partners yielded both clear comparable 
assets for the partner to invest in and 
trackable ROI on the partnership 
 
The demonstrable Cost Per Thousand (CPM) 
for the initial event on the first edition of the 
campaign can be reasonably estimated at  
 
Repetition of campaign enables build up of 
recognition with fans and year on year 
evaluation by team and corporate partner 
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Campaign 
Club/Team 
Partners  

 Timeframe  Short description Method/Media of promotion  
Estimated Cost of Campaign 

Reach 
Campaign Results/ 
ROI Metrics  

Estimated  
asset value  
 

Sustainability relevance  

Live Greener 
Challenge  
 
Portland Trail Blazers  
  
Daimler North America 
(automotive 
manufacturer) 

April 2019  
  
30-day 
Challenge to 
coincide with 
Earth Month  

Trail Blazers 
challenged fans to commit 
to one of five sustainability 
challenges (i.e., waste, 
food, water, 
energy, transport) for four 
weeks.   
  
Fans who committed to 
challenge tracked their 
progress via EcoChallenge 
online platform and earned 
points for giveaways and 
prizes  

 Traditional Assets 
• Live Mentions in TV and Radio 

Broadcasts 
• Radio Commercial (PSA) 
• 2 mins on centre scoreboard 
• 2 mins on LED ring 
• Press Centre Signage 
• 1x Full Page in Gameday Program 
 
Digital Assets: 
• Prominence on team’s main web 

site home page 
• Social Media Promotions across 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram 
• Development of Challenge 

Platform 
 
Memorabilia and tickets provided 
in-kind by the Trail Blazers 
 
Retail value of prizes was US$1,163  
 

• 1,098 total participants 
completed   

• 111 of teams formed  
• 6,389 actions and 

logged into 
the EcoChallenge platf
orm   

• 34,770 times.   
• 34 states  
• 14 countries  
 
Daimler (already a 
sponsor of the Trail 
Blazers’ environmental 
program) demonstrated 
their continued 
commitment to 
sustainability in funding 
this add-on pilot 
program 

 $30,000 Sponsor received strong value for cost with 
35,000 engagements – less than $1 per 
interaction 
 
Demonstrates collective environmental 
impact of fan engagement campaign, 
including 40,484 pounds of CO2 saved; up 
to 6,588 plastic bottles not sent to the 
landfill; up to 7,153 plastic straws not sent 
to the landfill; and up to 91,191 gallons of 
water saved  
 
Blazers were open to experimenting with 
their Live Greener platform and did this 
challenge on relatively short notice.  
 
Other sponsors attached to previous Green 
Games were disappointed in missing this 
activation 

Renovate the 
Rink  
 
Pittsburgh Penguins  
  
Pittsburgh Commercial 
Construction  
  
Pittsburgh Penguins 
Foundation 

2018–19 
season  
  
Nomination 
Period: 
October 15–
November 30, 
2018  
  
Initial Judging: 
December 1, 
2018–January 
31, 2019  
  
Voting: 
February 1–22, 
2019  
  
  

Online contest in which 
fans nominated and then 
voted for a local ice rink to 
receive a US$100,000 
renovation provided by the 
Penguins Foundation and 
their construction partner, 
Pittsburgh Commercial 
Construction  

Traditional Assets 
In-broadcast announcements were 
made regarding the contest 
 
The campaign was NOT included in 
any traditional advertising (TV, 
radio, print or outdoor billboards) 
 
Digital Assets 
Team utilized social media and 
online platforms to promote 
campaign.  
 
Penguins video production filmed 
short segments on each of the 3 
finalist community rinks for use on 
social media channels 
 
Est internal campaign cost $3000  

• 400 rink 
nominations,    

• 30,000 fans   
• 130,000 voting entries   
• 1,850 shares on social 

media  

 $100,000  Illustrates utility of online platform to 
engage fans to  promote community 
projects  
  
Demonstrates exponential interest in social 
resp contest content vs. standard contest 
content in driving engagement – this 
initiative saw 4x the fan engagement than 
other contests Penguins have run 
 
Demonstrates that strong concept can yield 
exceptional results with very modest 
investment 
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Campaign 
Club/Team 
Partners  

 Timeframe  Short description Method/Media of promotion  
Estimated Cost of Campaign 

Reach 
Campaign Results/ 
ROI Metrics  

Estimated  
asset value  
 

Sustainability relevance  

Recycle For Good 
 
 Mercedes-Benz 
Stadium (Atlanta 
Falcons and Atlanta 
United FC)  
  
The Arthur M. Blank 
Family Foundation  
  
Novelis  
  
Habitat for Humanity 
(Atlanta) 

2015 – present 
ongoing  
 
10 Atlanta 
Falcons home 
games and  
20–22 Atlanta 
United FC 
home games 
 per season  
  
  
   

Aluminum cans 
collected at the 
stadium are recycled 
by Novelis; the money 
generated from the 
aluminum collected is 
donated to Habitat for 
Humanity and used to 
construct a home in 
the Atlanta community 
(most recently in a 
local neighborhood 
near the stadium)  

Traditional Assets: 
• In-Stadium Signage 
• In-Game Video 
• Green Ambassadors 
• Parking Area Signage 
• NO external ad spend – earned 

media only 
 
Digital Assets: 
• Social Media posts by partner and 

MB Stadium, Falcons, Atlanta United 
FC 

 
Novelis invests about $20K annually to 
support  recycling ambassadors 
training, supplies and uniforms  

§ 580,000+ Falcons fans 
in 2018  

§ 900,000+ United fans 
in 2019 

 
Goal of collecting 
3,000,000 cans per 
season and construction 
of the home.   
  
  
 
Estimated donation to 
Habitat for Humanity 
from recycling proceeds 
is US$80,000   

 $250,000  Fans can visualize a tangible outcome from 
recycling at the stadium. Campaign creates 
opportunities for other community 
partnerships (such as groups volunteering to 
collect cans at tailgating areas)  
 
Partnership is heavily promoted by local 
media and various corporate and industry 
partners.   
 
In 2019, Novelis expanded their Recycle for 
Good program to the Kentucky Derby  

Ohio State Zero 
Waste 
 
Ohio State 
Athletics Department 
 
Rumpke,  
Price Farms Organics,  
Levy Restaurants 
 
I Am Change Outreach 
 
ROTC program 
 
Energy 
Services and 
Sustainability Staff 
 
Southeastern 
Correctional Complex 
 

August-
December 
annually 
 
9 home games 

Ohio Stadium is the 
largest stadium in the 
country to achieve zero 
waste; diverting 90 
percent of 15 tonnes of 
materials from the 
landfill by recycling 
and composting.  
Program has brought 
in at-risk high school 
students as ZeroWaste 
Educators who work 
toward scholarships.  
 

Traditional Assets: 
• ‘Zero Waste Educators’ interact with 

fans at collection points  
•  Trash, Recycling and Compost 

Signage in  university colours 
• “I Heart Recycling” T-Shirt 

giveaways at women’s and men’s 
basketball games 

Digital Assets: 
• Social media engagement via “I 

pledge to...” digital picture frames 
•  Hashtags that are consistent across 

zero waste athletics events, including 
#OSUzerowaste, #zerowaste, 
#greenbuckeyes, #GreenSports 

•  
• Est campaign costs  $10-15,000 

• Total attendance 
(2018)  1,220,635 over  
9 games – 2nd highest 
in the U.S.  
 

 In 2010, Ohio Stadium 
had a season average 
diversion rate of 46.4%.  
 
In 2013, they 
reached a season 
average diversion rate 
of 90% making 2013 the 
first zero waste season. 
 
2014: 95.24% 
2015: 96.35% 
2016: 95.40% 
2017: 88.02% 
2018: 94.12% 

Est $80 – 100,000  
 
Est to be receiving 
roughly $40K in 
cash and roughly 
$50K in VIK from 
Rumpke,other 
operations 
partners 
 
 

The university is demonstrating excellent 
credibility, transparency in their scope of 
action, visibility and public reporting of 
progress – placing this asset in an excellent 
position for sponsorship. 
 
This is one of the largest sports venues and 
gameday attendence in the U.S. – 
demonstration of the ability of this program to 
achieve such high diversion rates is a strong 
indicator of the feasibility of large-scale efforts 
on ‘gameday’.  
 
NCAA Division 1/Tier 1 College Football 
Programs have a general entry-point for 
partnerships of upwards of US $80,000 – 
exposure for a partner in sponsoring this 
program would be significant if it were 
pursued. 
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Campaign 
Club/Team 
Partners  

 Timeframe  Short description Method/Media of promotion  
Estimated Cost of Campaign 

Reach 
Campaign Results/ 
ROI Metrics  

Estimated  
asset value  
 

Sustainability relevance  

GameDay 
Recycling 
Challenge 
 
300+ universities in 
U.S. and Canada 
 
National Wildlife 
Federation 
 
U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency 
 
 
 

August to 
November 2011 
 
Ongoing since 
2011 

Nationwide competition 
among universities to 
reduce and recycle the 
waste generated at home 
football games. 
 
Schools need to measure 
and report the amount of 
recyclables, organic food 
waste and trash 
generated at one or more 
regular season home 
football games. 
 
Schools have access to 
web-based tracking 
software for recycling 
and disposal data from 
Re-TRAC 

Varies substantially by university but 
typically includes: 
 
Traditional Assets: 
• Green Ambassadors 
• In-Game Announcements 
• In-Venue Signage 
 
Digital Assets: 
• Social Media Promotion 
 
Est cost not possible, given the 
number and range of participating 
schools but most are working with 
VIK assets and volunteers so modest 
costs and apportioned sustainability 
management resources 

• 5 million college 
students, faculty and 
staff were reached; 1.25 
million actively 
engaged. 

• 300 U.S. and Canadian 
campuses participated. 

• 69.5 million pounds of 
waste is recycled or 
composted (materials 
were also donated and 
used as biofuels). 

• 300 million single-use 
plastic containers were 
removed from the 
waste stream. 

• Prevented release of 
99,254 metric tons of 
carbon dioxide 
equivalent (MTCO2E) 
into the atmosphere 
 

Est between 
$10,000 and 
$100,000 per 
program 
range 
depending 
on school 
size. 
 
 

The scale of this initiative and its longevity are 
noteworthy: in 2018 over 3.6 M students 
participated 
 
The challenge embraces rivalry and competition 
at its core. The challenge is set up by university 
sports divisions. Students are competing to win 
their division.  
 
An independent, science-based reporting tool is 
required for all participating schools. 
 
All results are reported publicly and historical 
results are also available to reference.  
 
This asset could be sold school by school or 
presents and attractive division or national asset 
for sponsors looking to reach college students – 
one of the most sought-after demographics in 
consumer marketing. 

Dropping 
Buckets for 
Arizona 
 
2017 NCAA Final 
Four Men’s 
Basketball 
Championship 

March 31 -April 
2, 2017 

The U.S. university men’s 
basketball championship 
final weekend drew 
153,780 fans to Phoenix. 
Of those 135,000 attended 
the Music Festival. 
 
Fans were approached/ 
encouraged to both 
manage waste properly 
through the Green Team 
and to pledge restoration 
of local water courses via 
participation in an onsite 
photo booth 

Traditional Assets: 
• ZeroWaste Ambassadors 

throughout FanFest and Music 
Festival 

• Photo booth set up at Fan Fest 
• Live video segment  
 
Digital Assets: 
• Social media promotion of ‘pledge 

booth’ 
 
Est cost  $3500 

• 50,836 impressions via 
Fan Fest 

• 5300 fan ‘pledges’ via 
photo booth 
participation (10% of 
fans) 

 
5.3M gallons restored to 
Black Rivers Headwaters  
 
23 M final game viewers, 
9.6 M live streams of 
games and 60 M social 
media engagements over 
the 3 days of games. 
 

Est between 
$40-50,000 
based on 
NCAA min 
partner 
engagements 

Ability to secure participation of 10% of fans with 
modest resources 
 
Connection of individual fan pledges with local 
impact projects – strong use of place affiliation 
 
Persistence of sustainability team in the absence 
of collaboration from the organizer in engaging 
sponsors 
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THREE CASE STUDIES 
The following three case studies represent some of the most evolved fan 
engagement efforts to date in terms of their use of latest communications 
technologies and social media, their localized appeal and their leverage of fans’ 
shared identity. In one case the reach extended well beyond the traditional 
geographic locus typical of a fan base.  
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RENOVATE THE RINK 
Team/league: Pittsburgh Penguins / National Hockey League  

(North America)  

Campaign title: Renovate the Rink  

Campaign description: During the 2018–19 National Hockey League season, the 
Pittsburgh Penguins launched their ‘Renovate the Rink’ campaign in partnership 
with Pittsburgh Commercial Construction. It was modelled after the league’s 
highly successful Kraft Hockeyville USA program, which has awarded more than 
US$750,000 to community ice rinks over five years. 

Campaign timeframe: 5.5 months. The Penguins’ Renovate the Rink campaign 
launched in Fall 2018, when fans were asked to nominate their local rink for a 
US$100,000 renovation and explain how the renovation would positively impact 
their community.   

More than 400 rinks were nominated between October 15–November 30, and 
from those nominations, the Penguins selected three finalists. After finalists were 
announced at the end of January 2019, fans could vote during February via an 
online voting platform. The winner was announced on March 10, 2019. 
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Who was involved:  Penguins digital marketing, video production, community 
relations; Penguins Foundation; National Hockey League digital media; 
PittComm Construction; Chemours Company. 

Campaign promotion: The Penguins produced descriptive videos for each 
finalist, and an online voting platform was developed by Tradable Bits.35 

The contest was promoted heavily by the Penguins through their website and 
social media platforms. The National Hockey League and Pittsburgh media (e.g., 
KDKA, Tribune-Review) also provided additional exposure.  

The online vote was open from February 1–22, 2019, after which Hess Ice Rink 
(New Castle, PA) was selected as the winner. Additionally, all three finalists 
received rink equipment from The Chemours Company, an official partner of the 
league.  

Results: To date, it is the most entered sports campaign on Tradable Bits. More 
than 30,000 fans participated in the contest, and the campaign received more than 
130,000 entries, 170,000 unique views, and 1,850 social media shares, “increasing 
the organic reach of the campaign and the team well beyond any paid 
advertising”.36   

Key takeaways:  

3. Though not directly linked to environmental programming, the Penguins’ 
Renovate the Rink contest illustrates the powerful reach of a thoughtful 
and well-managed socially-themed campaign performs to engage fans 
and ‘activate’ groups of fans around common purpose.  

4. The extraordinary participation numbers also point to how local 
community issues elicit strong response. This community-building aspect 
was underscored by Mark Bucci, Director of the Neshannock Township 
Parks and Recreation Department that oversees Hess Ice Rink: “The 

 
 

35 See https://tradablebits.com/tb_app/442750. 
36 Tradable Bits, 2019, para. 4 
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community really came together and supported us and that is why we 
won. It is amazing how the community got behind us in this contest.”37 

5. In general, the Penguins invested relatively little promotional funding 
into the campaign: no traditional or team assets were used to drive 
participation. The prize was substantive, but not personal for any one fan, 
yet fans were highly motivated to participate, share and vote. The 
Penguins have indicated given the fan response, they will look to develop 
more campaigns in the future around social and community issues, due to 
the high value return for the sponsor from this effort. 

  

 
 

37 Addleman, 2019, para. 6 
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LIVE GREENER CHALLENGE  
Team/league: Portland Trail Blazers / National Basketball 

Association (North America)  

Campaign title: Live Greener Challenge  

Campaign description: In 2019, the Portland Trail Blazers, already known for 
their leadership in sport sustainability, sought to induce pro-environmental 
behaviours among fans through their Live Greener Challenge. The Trail Blazers 
partnered with Portland-based Ecochallenge.org and corporate sponsor Daimler 
North America to create this campaign. During April (Earth Month), fans could 
pledge to reduce their environmental impact across five broad categories: waste, 
food, transportation, energy, and water. Each of these categories contained 
specific challenges, and fans could earn points by committing to and tracking 
their progress toward these challenges.  

Campaign timeframe: 30 days. Trail Blazers approached EcoChallenge to design 
the challenge in September 2018. It was run during April 2019 and the Live 
Greener Game was held on April 3, 2019. 

Who was involved: Trail Blazers Social Responsibility Impact Manager and 
several team departments; communications, digital media (for production of Live 
Greener Challenge informational video and other digital content), creative 
services, ticket sales and services, and merchandising (Rip City Clothing); 
Daimler North America stakeholders; EcoChallenge.org stakeholders  



 

 
 

35 

Campaign promotion: Participants were eligible to win giveaway items such as 
autographed cards and jerseys and game tickets. Additionally, the top-five points 
leaders received exclusive awards. These data were posted on the Trail Blazers’ 
EcoChallenge website, along with a searchable roster of participants and a social 
media feed, thereby allowing the public to monitor progress and see the whole 
scope of participants’ collective effort.  

To recruit participants, the Trail Blazers relied on their website and social media 
accounts (i.e., Facebook, Twitter, Instagram). Additionally, the Live Greener 
Challenge was heavily promoted at the team’s Live Greener Game on April 3 via 
in-game announcements and signage.   

Results: The challenge attracted more than 1,000 participants from 35 U.S. states 
and territories and 14 countries.38 In sum, these participants completed 6,389 
actions and logged into the Ecochallenge.org platform nearly 35,000 times.39 The 
environmental impact of the campaign included:  

• 40,484 pounds (18.4 tonnes) of CO2 saved 

• 43 waste audits conducted  

• 6,588 plastic bottles not sent to the landfill  

• 7,153 plastic straws not sent to the landfill  

• 4,305 disposable cups not sent to the 
landfill  

• 2,419 plastic containers not sent to the 
landfill  

• 922 pounds (420 kg) of paper saved  

• 697 pounds (320 kg) of waste composted  

• 1,200 zero-waste meals consumed  

• 862 locally sourced meals consumed  

• 1,720 whole food meals consumed  

• 4,833 meatless or vegan meals consumed 

 

• 91,191 gallons (345,000 litres) of water 
saved  

• 2,033 miles (3,300 km) travelled by bike 

• 5,084 miles (8,200 km) travelled by bus  

• 1,543 miles (2,500 km) travelled by foot  

• 17,963 miles (28,900 km) not travelled 
by car  

• 3,262 miles (5,200 km) travelled by 
carpool  

• 33 energy audits conducted  

• 302 lightbulbs replaced  

• 43,427 minutes spent learning  

• 291 public leaders or officials contacted  
 

 
 

38 Portland Trail Blazers, 2019 
39 Campelli, 2019 
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Key takeaways:  

1. The Blazers use of a digital platform for a pro-environmental campaign 
facilitated bringing fans from an exceptionally broad geographic reach to 
join the challenge. For partners it again demonstrates the ability of an eco-
themed campaign to resonate with a large fan segment. 

2. Gamification through a real-time leaderboard, ability to form teams and 
daily ongoing opportunities to earn points was also a strong element of 
this campaign’s success, as shown through the comments within the 
platform and on social media. 

3. In an interview with The Sustainability Report, Octavia Chambers, Trail 
Blazers social responsibility impact manager, reflected on the campaign’s 
success in promoting sustainable behaviours, and in attracting new fans to 
the organization. “It was great to see that some of the participants weren’t 
actually Trail Blazer fans in the sense they don’t go to games all the time. 
Making the connection between sustainability and our brand helped us 
appeal to new fans. Sustainability is important to them and now they see 
that it’s also important to the Trail Blazers. We have that brand connection 
now”.40 

  

 
 

40 Campelli, 2019, para. 22 
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WATER FOR THE WEST 

Team/League: University of Colorado Boulder Athletic Department / 

Pacific 12 Athletic Conference (North America)  

Campaign title: Water for the West  

Campaign description: As part of the PAC 12 Conference’s (collegiate athletics) 
sustainability efforts, the conference partnered with Wells Fargo for the “Water for the 
West” campaign. This campaign focused on water conservation, specifically in the 
Colorado River.  The call to action ‘Make It Rain’ was used alongside the basketball-based 
campaign, creating a closer tie of the messaging to the medium in using popular slang for 
scoring, especially 3-pointers, as the social media hashtag. 

Campaign timeframe: The campaign ran during the collegiate football and basketball 
seasons (August 2016–March 2017). 

Who was involved: Bonneville Environmental Foundation; PAC 12 Conference; 
University of Colorado; Ralphie’s Green Stampede (CU Boulder’s Sustainability Office) 

Campaign promotion: The campaign was activated through fan education with 
various signage and videos on the average consumption of water per person (2,000 
gallons a day) and that the main source of water for Coloradans is the Colorado River. 
Fans were then asked to affirm their pledge to eat less meat, buy less stuff, buy 
recycled materials, recycle their own materials, and use water- and energy-efficient 



 

 
 

38 

appliances by texting “CUWATER” to a specific number. As a result, Wells Fargo 
would pay to preserve 1,000 gallons of water in the Colorado River Basin per fan 
pledge.  

Results: The campaign was noted for its integration into the gameday 
presentation, and according to the sponsorship sales organization for CU 
generated 58,000 impressions over 9 games. 924 students pledged in year one.  
20 Million Gallons (= 2000 pledges) were restored over 2-year timeframe. The 
pledges fully offset the university athletic department’s water usage. 

Ralphie’s Green Stampede and the PAC 12 Conference received several awards 
from the Green Sports Alliance and the Association for Advancing Sustainability 
in Higher Education. The athletic conference, Colorado Athletic Department, and 
Ralphie’s Green Stampede were interviewed across various media outlets. 

Key takeaways: There are three important insights: 

1. Use of place identity (affinity with Colorado) to promote environmental 
conservation. In this case, the Colorado River, not only the same name as 
the institution but also paramount to delivering water to the region, were 
leveraged in the campaign.  

2. Effective call to action: Fans were asked to take part in saving water, 
which translates ‘education’ or general awareness into action. High-
energy collegiate sports can be a very noisy medium to activate within, 
however by integrating the theme throughout many of the game elements 
(pre-game, halftime, entertainment during timeouts, in-venue signage 
and video) CU was able to elicit an admirable participation rate. 

3. Significant impact, despite the less than obvious marketing fit between the 
medium and the cause: the overall success of the campaign resorted in 
hundreds of thousands of gallons of water in the Colorado River Basin. 
“Through Water for the West, CU Athletics is restoring 10 million gallons of 
water (annually) to projects in the state of Colorado, almost balancing the 
estimated 12 million gallons of water used annually by the department”.41  

 
 

41 Blaustein, 2016, para. 11 
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INSIGHTS 
Each of the campaigns outlined here has demonstrated the potential of fan 
engagement for collective environmental impact and degrees of effectiveness in 
asking fans to take personal action. Where they have been successful, they 
provide guidance on design and repeatable methods, but they also have 
highlighted significant gaps and distinct disparities between environmental (and 
social) campaigns paired with sports teams and those teams’ much more notable 
fan campaigns. 

Campaign engagement data and valuations in some cases were well-tracked and 
publicly reported. For campaigns where we could not establish corporate partner 
investment to draw rigorous conclusions for each of these campaigns' value, we can 
illustrate their relative value in today's sports market based on their reach, participation 
(engagement) and benchmark values of comparable digital and experiential campaigns. 
We do not have sufficient data or comparability of data to draw rigorous conclusions 
on these campaigns.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While there is not a tight formulaic correlation, we can see that campaign value ranges 
from low tens of thousands of dollars to low hundreds of thousands per campaign. 
Most campaigns were run at extremely low cost and many The value is larger than the 
cost figures which are available but we do not have data on the full cost of organising 
and running campaigns.  We should also note that many campaigns involve 
volunteering, not least from charities, the economic cost of which is not fully accounted 
for. 

        1,705 
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FACTORS FOR SUCCESS 

 
WHAT’S WORKED 
All of these campaigns – by reaching out to fans – play to the shared social 
identity of fans and their affinity for the team. In the case of university 
challenges, the added dimension of rivalry further galvanized fans to do better 
than the opposing team, both reinforcing the shared identity and presenting an 
attractive incentive to claim ‘bragging rights’.  

The Trail Blazers and Penguins use of technology to amplify campaign reach 
and provide interaction among fans is noteworthy. While the Penguins’ 
campaign was largely regional in nature, the participation numbers exceeded 
every other campaign they had run on the same platform with much greater 
team media put into promotion by a factor of four. The digital marketing group 
at the Penguins attributes this to the ‘social cause’ theme of the campaign and the 
winning rink cited community solidarity and collective action for their ability to 
garner the most votes.  

In contrast, the Trail Blazers campaign had many fewer unique participants, 
though they were asked to do more than simply register a vote. Noteworthy as 
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well was its impressively large geographic reach, which would not have been 
possible without the use of their digital and social channels. The Trail Blazers 
platform allowed fans to form teams, choose from a broad array of actions they 
could take and allow them to search the participants to find friends or see if they 
were already participating on another team. The platform was logged on to 
nearly 35,000 times – a significant and consequential number for a sports 
marketing partner in terms of fan engagement. This campaign’s extensive 
capture of metrics was impressive and provided participants a real-time view 
and striking report of the impact of their collective action.  

The University of Colorado, Pittsburgh Penguins and Ipswich Town campaigns 
all included substantive sponsor commitments, which is truly commendable. 
These partnerships were focused more on ‘brand’ building and less tied to those 
brands’ specific sales and marketing objectives, which did not bring the same 
activation investment and rigorous evaluation of results that a typical business-
driven marketing campaign would. This leaves the continuation of campaigns 
like this at risk as they are treated as more of a discretionary expenditure within 
the marketing budget than a tactical investment. In fact, most of the campaigns 
seen to date have been single efforts with little chance for learning, adjustment 
and build up. 

Where we have seen consistent effort and learning over time is with the efforts 
of the Portland Trail Blazers. The series of ‘Green Games’, begun in 2015 and 
focused on 5 specific game nights evolved into the Living Greener Challenge in 
2019, a 30-day campaign whose geographic reach was highly instructive, as were 
the team-building and gamification of the participants’ action  

The follow-up survey in the Ipswich to track measurable impact was 
outstanding but would typically be beyond the reach of most clubs on their own 
and likely not the route sports marketers would prefer today.  While corporate 
sports partners still undertake ‘brand recall’ surveys, the digital engagement 
model is now the heavily preferred medium with its real-time insights and lower 
costs in general to develop and execute campaigns.  Digital campaigns also 
enable far more in-depth analysis of distinctive elements of campaigns’ 
effectiveness – did this message or that one resonate more? What time of day/day 
of the week drew the most response? Which geographic area generate the most 
action? 
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Each of the above noted programs has: 

• Placed pro-environmental themes in front of sports fans 
• Leveraged a range of team assets to gain attention 
• Brought forward a ‘call-to-action’ in a space of where shared social identity 

can supersede individually held beliefs or attitudes with some good 
results.  It is time to build upon these examples to fully leverage the power 
of sport to drive collective action on climate 
 

However, the sophistication and organizational resources that are given to 
marketing campaigns to sell tickets and promote sponsors’ product sales are 
not typically afforded to environmental sustainability campaigns. Specific 
segmentation, much like in a ticketing campaign, and strong use of state-of-the-
art fan engagement best practices can target specific groups with tailored 
messages to encourage and promote behavioural change specific to the desired 
outcome. It is time to build upon these examples to fully leverage the power of 
sport to drive collective action on climate. 
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WHAT SHOULD BEST-PRACTICE  
FAN ENGAGEMENT ON CLIMATE INCLUDE? 
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We have identified seven key elements for effective sustainable 
fan engagement: 

1. Audience segmentation with tailored messaging to optimize 
resonance 

2. Realistic, clear ‘ask’ that drives measurable impact 

3. Leveraging the power of groups 

4. Use of team assets to nudge, amplify and reinforce behaviours  

5. Message appropriate to the medium  

6. Partnerships to fuel / augment participation and impact  

7. Credibility / authenticity/ transparency 

Not coincidentally, these factors are also the essential elements of a well-designed 
campaign for selling a product. This method is proven and well understood by 
both corporate brands and sports properties. 

 Moving away from awareness and education to robust campaigns that track key 
performance indicators (e.g., follow-up behaviours) – at a time when we see sport 
sponsor brands embracing ‘purpose’ will also open new sponsor inventory to 
existing and new corporate partners. 
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1.  AUDIENCE SEGMENTATION 
In the digital age, consumers (fans) are already conditioned to expect customised 
messaging in their shopping and especially in their digital experiences. Messages 
that are not personally relevant or resonate are ignored. Thus, personal relevance 
through segmentation is needed in order to gain traction.  

Findings by Connection Model, a digital marketing agency in Issaquah, 
Washington (USA), showed that:42  

• 91 percent of consumers are more likely to shop with companies that 
provide relevant recommendations and offers.43  

• 90 percent of consumers are willing to share their behavioural data 
if it means that they will get a simpler and cheaper shopping 
experience.44 

• Personalization can increase revenue by up to 15 percent, lower 
acquisition costs by up to 50 percent, and boost the efficiency of 
marketing dollars by up to 30 percent.45 

The same study revealed that 89 percent of ecommerce sites interviewed are 
investing in personalization, including Netflix, Coca-Cola, Sephora, Wells Fargo, 
and USAA.46 

From the 1960s to today it has been typical for environmental messaging to 
assume that change simply follows from awareness and education. A single 
message for an entire population was the norm. However, a one-size-fits-all 
strategy for any campaign is out-of-step with best practices in consumer 
marketing. It fails to recognize there are a variety of reasons individuals (or in our 

 
 

42 https://www.connectionmodel.com/blog/digital-marketings-new-imperative-personalised-or-die 
43 Making It Personal Accenture Interactive https://www.accenture.com/_acnmedia/PDF-77/Accenture-Pulse-

Survey.pdf 
44 Privacy & Personalization: Consumers Share How to Win Them Over Without Crossing the Line. 

https://smarterhq.com/privacy-report 
45 https://www.adweek.com/brand-marketing/despite-recognizing-the-importance-of-personalization-

marketers-are-still-missing-the-mark/ 
46 Forrester Research https://go.forrester.com/blogs/transform-your-personalization-strategy-at-forresters-

consumer-marking-forum 
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case, fans) are not adopting pro-environmental behaviours such as taking public 
transport or recycling.  

Obstacles to change include systemic issues and physical infrastructure, which 
even the most ardent environmentalists cannot overcome. Some obstacles are 
attitudinal: some people resent being told what to do and others may very well 
understand the need for change but feel a sense of futility around individual 
actions.47 At least seven general psychological barriers to climate change 
mitigation and adaptation have been identified.48 These include limited cognition, 
ideologies, comparisons with others, sunk costs, lack of faith in authorities and 
experts, perceived risks, and limited behaviour.  

Public attitudes toward the environment and environmental action can vary 
based on socio-political and geographical factors,49 as can the extent to which they 
engage in household environmental behaviours.50 Fortunately, these studies and 
other research can provide a starting point to for segmenting fans based initially 
in the segments we are seeing emerge among the general population. 

To evaluate adequately the state of sustainability attitudes of sports stakeholders, 
particularly fans, an assessment of the baseline by a third party is often necessary. 
Proper baseline research on the attitudes and behaviours of fan segments helps 
clubs design more effective and better directed campaigns, enhancing their 
influence and convening powers.51  

A critical part of segmentation is to understand where fans are on the journey 
from initial awareness to behavioural change. Trail’s Sustainability Campaign 

 
 

47 Ikea, 2018 
48 Gifford, 2011 
49 Barber & Israel, 2017; Climate Action Network Europe, 2018 
50 Climate Action Research Report,Inter IKEA Systems B.V./Globescan, 2018 
51 Trail, 2016 

One size fits all messaging isn’t effective for environmental 
campaigns. At least seven general psychological barriers to 
pro-climate behavior change stand in the way of individuals 
adopting more ecologically responsible habits. 



 

 
 

47 

Pathway for Participants, for example, identifies subgroups of fans based on 
values, attitudes, behaviours, and psychographic factors,52 allowing the campaign 
manager to see where fans are on the spectrum of environmental good practices 
and what potential motivators they may have for trialling or adopting a 
behaviour change. With a rich understanding of their various fan groups, 
organizations can design more effective marketing campaigns. 

Sports teams are growing increasingly sophisticated in their use of data analytics 
in shaping both their product offering and their communications to fans. This 
sophistication around collecting and analysing data can be extended to 
sustainability campaigns.  

As fans or participants are segmented into groups with similar characteristics a 
sport organization or event can craft a specific campaign message for each fan 
segment based on their unique characteristics. Ultimately, the goal is to 
implement a series of challenges and interactions, with the idea of individuals 
moving from perhaps an opportunistic participant to the highest engagement 
level, which is to implement permanent lifestyle changes and become advocates 
for those behaviours. 

Stronger baseline research, more diverse messaging tailored to distinctive 
audience segments, leverage of teams’ in-house data gathering, and analytics 
capabilities, as well as recognizing and responding to a fan’s journey in 
adopting sustainable behaviour are all key components in building a more 
sophisticated and effective campaign execution than has been seen in fan 
engagement on climate action to date. 

 
 

52 Trail & McCullough, 2018b 

Sports teams are growing increasingly sophisticated in data 
analytics and personalized campaigns. This must be 
extended to their sustainability campaigns to be effective. 
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2. REALISTIC, CLEAR ASK THAT DRIVES DEMONSTRABLE IMPACT 
Another key to a successful campaign is that what fans are asked to do, is 
something that they can do. Broadly advocating greater commuting by transit 
may be a difficult sell for some fans, but specifically suggesting one car-free day 
per week opens up more leeway for a fan to join the collective action. 

The second critical element is that the focal action of the campaign is verifiable and 
measurable. Without verifiable measurement we cannot be sure the adoption of a 
particular behaviour has had an impact, however small. There is also a risk that the 
campaign will be seen as a meaningless gesture – underpinning the idea that 
individual actions do not matter and opening up the team to potential criticism. 

 
An additional aspect of this element – in an optimally designed and ongoing 
program – is the establishment of a baseline to address whether successive 
campaigns around an issue are effectively creating incremental impact.   

The third advantage of having a measurable impact for an environmental fan 
challenge is that it enables the team to credibly communicate the full impact of 
the group’s combined efforts back to the participants. This illustrates the 
collective effect of individual actions, further emphasising the power of the group 
and reinforcing its positive social identity.  

New or modified individual behaviours may also have a greater chance of being 
retained, after being modelled as a norm within the group, should they be part of 
a sustained effort. The US Collegiate Zero Waste Challenges provides a good 
example of how an introduced and consistently ‘normed’ behaviour can 
contribute to influencing adoption. This would certainly need to be repeatedly 
demonstrated over time to achieve this effect. 

Eco-campaign 'calls to action' for fans must be realistic and 
measurable. Suggesting fans go car-free 1 day/week is more 
realistic than a wholesale shift to commuting. Having them submit 
a pic with their 'miles saved' is easy enough, and those numbers 
'add up' show their collective impact. Celebrating with a collage on 
the jumbotron reinforces the sum of the group's 'power' for good. 
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3. LEVERAGING THE POWER OF GROUPS  
As we saw with the Ipswich example, several supporters indicated their primary 
motivation to participate was their affection for and solidarity with the club. Post-
campaign interviews included the following: 

“I’m not sure I learned anything about climate change… it was more 
something positive I could do for my football club.” 

 “I can’t say that the campaign led to any sort of increase in knowledge. I 
mean I basically just got involved because I support Ipswich Town.” 

Sport fandom also draws together demographically and psychographically 
diverse populations around one common cause or entity – the team. Fans’ deeply 
held affinities (i.e., fan identification) can underpin the promotion of specific 
behaviours among fans. This can even happen when the individual is indifferent 
or resistant to the premise of the campaign. This identity is activated or salient 
when attending a match and can be leveraged to engage aspects of an 
individual’s other identities (e.g., pro-environmental) that are not activated when 
attending an event. Thus, social norms or social pressure of the collective identity 
can be a conduit to influence behaviour from various points of attachment or 
influencers, such as players, coaches, family or friends that would subvert an 
otherwise contrary or indifferent individual disposition toward undertaking a 
suggested action or trialling a behaviour. 

Supporters groups are also especially attractive as they are self-organizing, prone 
to rallying unified behaviour and offer natural constructs for collective action. 
They can also serve as a visible, relatable show of collective action – in the case of 
the Trail Blazers, rolling up the numbers of actions taken and their impact can 
demonstrate that individual actions can have substantive impact when taken 
collectively. In this case, though, the self-reporting of actions taken without 
verification allows for improvement on the model.  

Sports fans at times willingly subvert their individual identities 
and take up the social identity of the group. This can be used 
positively in promoting eco-friendly habits, such as taking transit 
to a game, to those who might otherwise never consider them. 
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4. USE OF TEAM ASSETS TO NUDGE, AMPLIFY AND REINFORCE 
BEHAVIOURS 
Sports is the number one platform for corporate partnerships for the purpose of 
marketing. Globally nearly US$66 billion was projected to be spent on 
sponsorship in 2019 on rights fees alone.53 This figure – astonishing as it is, does 
not consider brands’ further expenses on activations such as outside advertising, 
related contests, onsite fan ‘experiences’ or other sales and marketing activities. 
The sports segment of sponsorship alone is projected to grow almost 5% per year 
through 2023.54 It is a bold, loud, shiny, attention-grabbing business. We buy and 
wear the jerseys the players wear because we want the affiliation, we want that 
shine to reflect back on us. We’ve established that teams have both large voices 
(social media reach) and that we are hungry for content they provide in many 
formats. In the age of cord-cutting, streaming services and media consumption 
changes, sports continues to transcend the medium shift and continues to become 
the most coveted asset in programming for media networks, and consequently, 
corporate sponsorship dollars. This indicates the funding to create, realize and 
measure pro-environmental campaigns is at hand for those that embrace the 
needs and demands of marketing in this space in their design and execution. 

For optimal success, an environmental or social behaviour change campaign must 
wrap itself in team colours, speak with team language and vest itself in the team 
identity to lend the credibility and full weight of the fan’s beloved team to the 
‘ask’. As we’ve seen, some responses are incentivized by the expectation there 
will be recognition and acknowledgement by the team for their show of loyalty. 

 
 

53 https://www.cnbc.com/2018/09/25/does-sponsorship-work-deals-value-to-reach-66-billion-in-2018.html 
54 Technavio https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20190911005395/en/Sports-Sponsorship-Market-2019-

2023-Evolving-Opportunities-adidas 

For optimal success, an environmental or social change 
campaign must wrap itself in team colors and speak the team 
language to leverage the full weight and influence of the 
effort to the fans. The team must also ‘walk the talk’ to retain 
its credibility as a leader of those fans. 
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This is an especially powerful tool for behaviour reinforcement and should be a 
standard component of a campaign.  

Virtual goods that show status or extend privilege are also highly effective.55 A 
study funded by Make Their Day, an employee motivation firm, and Badgeville, 
a gamification company, surveyed 1,200 U.S. employees from a broad cross-
section of industries. Among the study’s highlights: 

▪ 83% of respondents said recognition for contributions was more fulfilling 
than any rewards or gifts; 

▪ 76% found peer praise very or extremely motivating; 
▪ 88% found praise from managers very or extremely motivating; 

“Workers of all ages, especially the rising Millennial population,” concluded Ken 
Comee, Badgeville CEO, “are motivated by real-time feedback, fun, engaging 
work environments, and status-based recognition over tangible rewards.” 

Gamification is a particularly effective tool and has an embedded system of 
recognition-based rewards, also called intrinsic or psychic rewards, which have 
greater staying power, cost relatively little to award and are of course, more 
climate friendly than a physical prize.  ‘Gamifying’ behaviour change campaigns 
through challenges, contests, leaderboards standings, winners, podium places 
and rewards for performance are what the medium is all about, which brings us 
to the next fundamental element of effective sustainability campaigns in the 
sports environment. 

  

 
 

55 Globescan/BBMG research on ‘Reaching Aspirational Consumers’ 

Recognition based rewards have greater staying power, cost 
relatively little to award and are of course more climate-
friendly than physical prizes. 
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5. MESSAGE APPROPRIATE TO THE MEDIUM 
Many past efforts to bring messaging into sports stadia and arenas have centred 
on awareness and often have taken the form of announcements and signage with 
an informational or instructional tone, more associated with school or work. Yet, 
sports are a leisure time when fans put aside their ‘thinking selves’ for a few 
hours and are not receptive to didactic approaches.  

By the same token, sporting events are appealing platforms for promoting 
environmental sustainability, as they are often considered non-threatening and 
apolitical.56 The awareness and education model falsely assumes that all fans are 
at the same awareness and education level on whatever issue is being targeted by 
the campaign. It also potentially runs into the problem that segment of fans 
identifies climate issues as partisan. Awareness and information are not 
appropriate starting places for developing a fan engagement plan.  

The high-energy, entertaining atmosphere of sports means this type of messaging 
struggles to command the time that’s required to process a logical argument or a 
detailed lesson. It can be no match for the other sights and sounds of matchday or 
a live broadcast.  

That atmosphere is, however, perfect for pitting one group against another and 
urging them on with the promise of bragging rights.  

By introducing calls to action in the form of fun, entertaining and competitive 
challenges and, where possible, augmenting these on match day with an active 
experiential component, climate action is presented in a positive, rewarding light 
and becomes a social group activity fans want to repeat.  

 
 

56 Casper, Pfahl, & McCullough, 2014 

Introducing calls to action in the form of fun, entertaining 
and competitive challenges presents (personal) climate 
action in a positive, rewarding light and turns it into a social 
group activity that fans are more inclined to repeat. 
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6. PARTNERSHIPS 
Fan-facing inventory (signage, digital assets) is a critical element of teams’ 
revenue. Partnerships augment the team’s capacity to drive impact through 
additional media, reinforced messaging and of course the financial resources to 
bring campaigns to life. Most sports organizations who have developed pro-
environmental partnerships to date have focused on securing capital 
contributions toward operations upgrades or efforts such as 
composting/recycling efforts or food recovery. In most cases the club’s 
partnership sales team was not involved in co-developing assets from the outset, 
which could help fully realize their value. In fairness, this value is only beginning 
to present itself due to sponsors’ shifting interests – both in terms of types of 
assets and in campaign themes. 

Sports partnerships today have evolved from simple signage and ‘sponsor call-
outs’ during the match to include much more sophisticated and trackable 
promotion assets. Technology has afforded brands a much more sophisticated set 
of marketing tools to pair with their deep market research and deliver more 
finely honed messages to specific audience segments. eMarketer recently 
reported that in 2019 for the first time digital ad spending will exceed traditional 
ad spending (television, print, radio, outdoor) and that by 2023, online 
advertising will make up 2/3 of all ad expenditures.57 The traceable path of a 
consumer online affords brands to evaluate the actual conversion rates of specific 
messages, providing practically real-time analysis of what is working and what is 
not. Combined with the comparatively low cost of digital ad production (no 
photo or video shoot, post-production and delivery of materials to the media 
outlet) marketing budgets go further, faster. 

Sports properties, too, are making this shift as they reach out to fans to sell 
tickets, merchandise and promote their content. In 2017, the Miami Dolphins 
moved 80% of the team’s marketing budget to social media.58  

 
 

57 https://www.emarketer.com/content/us-digital-ad-spending-will-surpass-traditional-in-2019 
58 https://www.sportsbusinessdaily.com/Journal/Issues/2017/03/27/Media/Sports-Media.aspx 
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As noted, North American and European professional teams have moved rapidly 
to catch up, investing heavily in CRM and analytics to understand and deliver 
the digital campaigns and measurable results that major consumer brands 
require. Climate action campaigns will need this level of sophistication to keep 
pace with new marketing and cultural norms and succeed. 

The evolution in ‘purpose-driven’ business and growing imperative for 
companies to demonstrate this, not just in words but in credible, verifiable action, 
has shifted their interests and messaging. The past two years alone have seen 
advertisement spending centered on environmental and social issues during the 
NFL Super Bowl of an estimated US$80 million by one brand alone, AB InBev. Its 
messaging centred around water conservation and renewable energy, but of 
course, also promoting their beverage brands – the core business goals are front 
and centre, but clearly leveraging shifting consumer sentiment.  

7.  CREDIBILITY,  AUTHENTICITY AND TRANSPARENCY 
Finally, we must acknowledge that brands and teams and governments are 
operating in a volatile new era where a single misstep can be the downfall of a 
multimillion dollar business. Global boycotts run wild at the urging of a hashtag. 
In January 2017, taxi drivers refused to service New York’s JFK Airport in 
solidarity with protesters over the U.S. Government’s arbitrary travel ban on 
seven Muslim countries. Furious customers, who accused Uber of profiting off 
the taxi strike and the #DeleteUber hashtag emerged on Twitter. "As a result of 
the #DeleteUber campaign, hundreds of thousands of consumers stopped using 
the Uber platform within days of the campaign," Uber wrote in its initial public 
(stock) offering filings. 

Sports partners (sponsors) are significantly shifting their 
messaging to ‘purpose’. In the past 2 years alone, the largest 
NFL Super Bowl advertiser, Budweiser, has spent roughly 
$80M on ads promoting environmental and social issues. 
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Even the progressive innovators like those noted in the opening of this paper 
were initially taciturn in speaking publicly about their eco-consciousness. This is 
more out of concern they weren’t doing enough and would be seen to be boasting 
or green-washing their efforts than fear of antagonizing any climate-denying 
section of the fan base.  

In the examination above – and in practice – every climate-focused campaign 
incorporates an NGO or local non-profit in its programming. This has a dual 
benefit of providing the team and sponsor a proven ‘delivery agent’ for the 
targeted outcomes and the third-party validation of the effort. 

NGO or charitable partners aside, it is critical that all organizations involved in 
the campaign are transparent about, and accountable for, their respective entities’ 
actions independent of the campaign. Whatever action is being promoted to fans, 
requires commensurate effort on the part of the campaign proponents. 
Communication of those efforts should be an integral part of the overall 
campaign strategy with each partner incorporating relevant messaging and 
reporting on their own media, such as their web site and social media. 
 
Where beverage companies become engaged, for example, in a recycling 
initiative they must also be forthcoming about their part in creating the issue. 
This can act as a reinforcement of the ‘we’ approach of collective action. Yes, the 
beverage industry manufactures and delivers the bottled water and soda, but we 
as individuals purchase and consume it. We bear joint responsibility for that 
empty can – so let’s see how we might work together to address its handling. 
 
When handled with honesty and humility, it’s possible that past ‘offenders’ can 
be credible and deeply impactful advocates. 

Working with a non-profit or NGO has the dual benefit of 
providing a team and its sponsor with a proven ‘delivery 
agent’ for the promoted climate benefit and with third-
party validation of the impact. For fans it lends credibility 
to the entire endeavor. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 

1. Sport offers a rich, broad and powerful platform to inspire and drive 
behaviour change experimentation and adoption among a very diverse 
audience with regard to climate change attitudes and beliefs 

2. The timing is right for both properties and their partners to receive and 
pilot novel and timely campaign themes that match global consumers’ 
sentiments on the need for action and the role of brands’ (including sports 
properties) in providing solutions 

3. The tools and guideposts for effective pro-environmental campaigns have 
been revealed to us through analysing the efforts to date and through 
proven best practices in consumer and sports marketing 

4. Given the reach and passion of sports, and the state of climate emergency 
we are in, the time is now to put bold, but well-designed ideas forward. 
There is every reason to believe these can be successful if afforded the 
same rigour and resources afforded to traditional sports marketing 
campaigns driving sales and marketing objectives. 

Planet Super League and 5T Sports Group, in collaboration with the world of 
sport, are intent to pursue this pathway and leverage this powerful medium, at 
this critical time, to inspire and effect collective climate action in a positive, social 
and lasting manner. 
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