
Georgia State University Georgia State University 

ScholarWorks @ Georgia State University ScholarWorks @ Georgia State University 

Kinesiology Faculty Publications Department of Kinesiology and Health 

2-20-2016 

Go Green for the Home Team: Sense of Place and Environmental Go Green for the Home Team: Sense of Place and Environmental 

Sustainability in Sport Sustainability in Sport 

Brian McCullough 
Seattle University, mccullob@seattleu.edu 

Timothy Kellison 
Georgia State University, tkellison@gsu.edu 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gsu.edu/kin_health_facpub 

 Part of the Kinesiology Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
McCullough, B. P., & Kellison, T. B. (2016). Go green for the home team: Sense of place and environmental 
sustainability in sport. Journal of Sustainability Education, 11(2), 1–14. http://www.susted.com/
wordpress/content/go-green-for-the-home-team-sense-of-place-and-environmental-sustainability-in-
sport_2016_02/ 

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Department of Kinesiology and Health at 
ScholarWorks @ Georgia State University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Kinesiology Faculty Publications by 
an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks @ Georgia State University. For more information, please contact 
scholarworks@gsu.edu. 

https://scholarworks.gsu.edu/
https://scholarworks.gsu.edu/kin_health_facpub
https://scholarworks.gsu.edu/kin_health
https://scholarworks.gsu.edu/kin_health_facpub?utm_source=scholarworks.gsu.edu%2Fkin_health_facpub%2F40&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/42?utm_source=scholarworks.gsu.edu%2Fkin_health_facpub%2F40&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarworks@gsu.edu


  Journal of Sustainability Education  
  Vol. 11, February 2016 

   ISSN: 2151-7452 
 

Go Green for the Home Team: Sense of Place and Environmental 
Sustainability in Sport 

 
 
Brian P. McCullough 
Seattle University 
mccullob@seattleu.edu 
 
Timothy B. Kellison 
Georgia State University 
tkellison@gsu.edu 
 
Abstract: The sport industry has a tremendous impact on the natural environment.  As a result, 
sport organizations have implemented ways to reduce their impact ranging from energy 
upgrades, waste management programs, and fan engagement.  However, fan engagement efforts 
have received mixed results to increase participation in sustainability initiatives.  This paper 
proposes that sense of place can be leveraged using fan identification to increase participation in 
such initiatives, thereby decreasing the environmental impact of the sport organization and 
individual fans. A conceptual model is presented and practical examples are provided for the use 
and reference of sport management and sustainability educators or researchers.  
 
Keywords: sense of place, sport, fan identification, sustainable behaviors, fan engagement, sport 
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The sport industry has a tremendous impact on the natural environment just like any other 

industry.  According to recent estimates, the four major sport leagues in North America (i.e., 
National Hockey League, Major League Baseball, National Football League, and National 
Basketball League) contribute 35,000 metric tons of carbon emissions on an annual basis (Waste 
Management, n.d.) while others estimate one league’s (NHL) total greenhouse emissions at 
550,000 metric tons (Hulac & Cusick, 2014).  Like economic impact reports where reported 
figures benefit the teams, leagues, and partnering organizations, environmental impact reports 
are seemingly underestimated as compared to outside research.  A sport league and 
organization’s impact on the natural environment comes from team travel, construction and 
operation of facilities (e.g., practice, match, and auxiliary facilities), games/events, procurement, 
and consumption of natural resources.  However, the league or organization’s impact is not 
limited simply to team operations and events.  The impact of the fans (e.g., transportation, pre 
and post-game festivities, etc.) must also be considered in the overall environmental impact of 
the sport considering how the product is consumed in person (Collins & Flynn, 2008; Kellison & 
McCullough, 2016; McCullough, 2013).  As a collective strategy, sport organizations have 
started to implement sustainability initiatives to reduce their organizational impact on the natural 
environment (Pfahl, 2011). 

There are a series of examples of sport organizations at the professional and collegiate 
levels implementing environmental sustainability initiatives (see National Resource Defense 
Council, 2012, 2013).  Commonly, as in other industries, sport organizations begin with highly 
visible and easily implemented sustainability efforts like recycling programs, community focused 
events, and basic fan engagement activities as part of a broader organizational strategy 
predominately focused on corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Casper, Pfahl, & McCullough, 
2014; McCullough, Pfahl, & Nguyen, in press; Trendafilova & Babiak, 2011).  Casper and 
colleagues (2012) note that sport managers recognize the importance of sustainability initiatives 
and intend to address these issues.  However, these managers have shown a lack of cooperation 
and collaboration among outside organizations (e.g., vendors, campus sustainability offices) to 
leverage the influential social capital of their sport organizations to implement substantive 
environmental initiatives and demonstrate a deep commitment to reducing the organization’s 
environmental impact (Pfahl, Casper, Trendafilova, McCullough, & Nguyen, 2015).  As such, it 
seems that sport organizations have picked their lowest hanging fruits concerning the first wave 
of sustainability efforts, and now must make a deeper commitment to further their environmental 
sustainability efforts (McCullough et al., 2016).  The next step that sport organizations have 
taken in their sustainability efforts is to engage sport fans (Casper & Pfahl, 2012; Casper et al., 
2014; McCullough, 2013).  

However, the United National Environmental Programme (UNEP) (2010) cautions sport 
managers about the challenges of engaging sport fans to reduce their contributions to the 
organization or event’s environmental impact.  Largely, the environmental impact of a sporting 
event is in the hands of sport fans, and sport organizations may not want to alienate their fans by 
forcing sustainability upon them (McCullough & Cunningham, 2011).  Despite these challenges, 
sport organizations are developing strategies and campaigns to increase sustainable behaviors 
among their sport fans (Kellison & Kim, 2014; Pfahl, 2011).  Consequently, sport organizations, 
non-governmental organizations, and researchers have begun to examine sport fan behaviors, 
interventions, and fan engagement programs.  Casper and colleagues (2014) note that sport 
organizations use green games as a mechanism to engage fans and educate them on sustainable 



      

behaviors while attending sporting events.  Oftentimes featured once a season, green games are 
used to promote sustainability initiatives of sponsors.  One limitation, however, is that green 
games are a temporary and one-time engagement. These games do not result in repetitive 
messaging that have been shown to increase sustainable behaviors among sport fans through the 
likes of other marketing and communication efforts (Worrell & Reuter, 2014).  Further, a 
sporting event may not be the best forum to engage or educate fans on sustainability issues due 
to the salient and dominate nature of fan identification (see Branscombe & Wann, 1992; Cialdini, 
Borden, Thorne, Walker, Freeman, & Sloan, 1976) and the dormancy of the fan’s environmental 
identity (Stern, 2000), a phenomenon known as identity salience hierarchy (Stryker & Serpe, 
1982).  Considering the challenges of salient identity hierarchy, McCullough (2013) notes that 
sport organizations can leverage one of their most valuable assets, fans’ affiliation to their team’s 
brand, to increase fans’ sustainable behaviors.  That is, the loyalty and allegiance fans have to 
their sport team (i.e., brand) result in an unmatched bond that sport organizations can leverage to 
induce fans to increase their sustainable behaviors (e.g., recycle, compost, etc.).  For example, 
the National Hockey League connects the importance of the league and fans to be 
environmentally responsible through their narrative of how global warming effects the future of 
(frozen) pond hockey.  Pond hockey is commonly linked to nostalgia of where most participants 
and fans learned the game as children (Fairley, Ruhanen, & Lovegrove, 2015).  However, many 
sport organizations do not properly harness and use their fans’ loyalty, identity with the team, or 
sense of place effectively or advantageously to benefit the sport organization (Underwood, Bond, 
& Baer, 2001). 

To this end, the purpose of this paper is to examine how leveraging sense of place (SOP), 
manifested through fan identification, can encourage sport fans to engage in sustainable 
behaviors while attending sporting events.  Specifically, we use the conceptualization of sense of 
place (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2011) as a frame to understand how aspects of fan identification 
with a sport team can activate the environmental identity in fans to increase sustainable 
behaviors during their game day experience. Currently, there little to empirical evidence within 
the sport management literature examining sense of place and its connection to marketing 
environmental sustainability initiatives to fans. In the following sections, we provide an 
overview of relevant literature, including a summary of sense of place and fan identification to 
orient the reader, and make recommendations to sport management students, academics, and 
practitioners for leveraging specific aspects unique to their sport organization’s brand that can 
increase fans’ sustainable behaviors. 

 
Literature Review 

The concept of sense of place (SOP) has been integrated with multiple disciplines 
including recreation, tourism, and sport management and marketing (Funk & James, 2006; 
Gammon, 2004; Meyer, 2001).  SOP is used interchangeably with other conceptualizations like 
place identity (Ramshaw & Hinch, 2006), place dependence (Stokols & Schumaker, 1981), and 
place attachment (Low & Altman, 1992).  The conceptualization of SOP “involves an interplay 
of affect and emotions, knowledge and beliefs, and behaviors and actions” (Kyle, Graefe, & 
Manning).  This attachment is manifested through our human experience with a particular setting 
or space (e.g., college campus, stadium) and bestows that space value (Milligan, 1998), which 
may fluctuate over time.  Thus, SOP can be conceptualized as an attitude (see Jorgensen & 
Stedman, 2001).  As a result, Jorgensen and Stedman (2001) demonstrate that SOP is 
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conceptualized through the sub-constructs of place attachment, place identity, and place 
dependence.  In the following sections, we outline these three sub-constructs. 

 
Place attachment. Place attachment has been defined in terms of an individual’s 

affective or emotional connection with a specific place.  These bonds are social and emotional.  
An individual strengthens these bonds, or attachments, they create an attitude about that 
interaction and place, albeit positive or negative.  Social interaction is at the very essence of an 
individual’s motivations for attending a sporting event (James & Ross, 2004; Wann, Grieve, 
Zapalac, & Pease, 2008).  Further, sport fans can deepen their attachment to a particular space 
(e.g., city, campus, sport facility) because of their experiences (e.g., tailgating, attending a 
sporting event) and the interactions with those around them (e.g., family, friends, fellow fans), 
most of who are in the same in-group associated with the home team.  Football tailgaters are a 
prime example of the social interaction or camaraderie and competition that allows an 
individual’s attachment to grow and sustain (Peters, Okleshen, Leigh, & Hollenbeck, 2009).  
Peters and colleagues indicate that tailgaters commonly expressed “enjoyment in meeting new 
people and inviting strangers to join their tailgate” (p. 99).  These instances can be heightened 
through the shared experiences of simple interaction (e.g., a conversation) to more memorable 
events (e.g., a close game, winning a championship, etc.).  However, attitudes can be both 
positive and negative.  Within sport, a negative outcome of a sporting event (i.e., loss by the 
home team) can create negative emotions on behalf of fans.  For example, in the perennial study, 
Cialdini and colleagues (1976) demonstrated that college sport fans were more likely to wear the 
team’s insignia the days following a victory than a non-victory.  Likewise, the fans were more 
likely to use inclusive pronouns (i.e., we, us) after a team victory and exclusive pronouns (e.g., 
they, them) after a non-victory when discussing the team.  In other instances, fans will actually 
separate themselves from the team’s brand to protect their self-identity (e.g., not wear the team’s 
insignia; use exclusive pronouns), a process called cutting off reflective failure (CORFing) 
(Wann & Branscombe, 1990).  The temporal state of affective responses, or emotions, show that 
these attitudes can be easily influenced by an exogenous event or stimulus (Fishbein & Ajzen, 
1975) such as team performance (Cialdini et al., 1976), off-field behaviors of athletes (Fink et 
al., 2009), and perception of service at an event (Greenwall, Fink, & Pastore, 2002).  As such, it 
is important to differentiate between the temporal and more permanence of place attachment and 
place identity, respectively. 

 
Place identity.  Place identity refers to the “symbolic importance of the physical 

environment to self-definition” (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001, p. 236).  Place identity differs from 
place attachment in that it moves beyond temporal emotions and evaluates the individual 
experience of self-identity within a space.  Through repetitive action, individuals can create a 
deeper identity with their surroundings or space.  For instance, researchers found that an 
individual’s place identity becomes deeper with more exposure or interaction within that space 
(Brymer, Downey, & Gray, 2009).  Brymer and colleagues found that individual sport athletes 
(i.e., extreme sport athletes) have a deeper connection to nature (e.g., environmental 
identification) because of their participation in their respective outdoor sport.  From this, we can 
understand an individual’s self-concept is reflected and shaped by one’s interaction within a 
specific space.  This identity is present among tailgaters in their perseverance and longevity of 
their identity to a specific tailgating activity in the same locale despite threats to their identity 
and connection to the place (i.e., poor team performance) (Gibson, Willming, & Holdnak, 2002).  



      

Gibson and colleagues note that sport fans consider attending sporting events, particularly on 
campus, as the “Mecca or center of their social world…” (p. 415), a characterization core to their 
identity as a fan and thus their connection to campus and the sport facility.  While place identity 
can determine the significance to the formation of the individual’s self-concept, place 
dependence helps us understand how individuals are better suited to fulfill their identity at 
specific locations more than others. 

 
Place dependence.  Place dependence refers to the individual’s “perceived strength of 

association between him or herself and specific places” (Stokols & Shumaker).  It is related to 
place identity, but differs in the value an individual puts on a specific space to fulfill specific 
tasks of their identity through a sense of belongingness.  Individuals believe there is perceived 
behavioral advantage of being in one place over another to support their effort to achieve specific 
behavioral goals (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001). Further, Gibson and colleagues comment that 
individuals’ common rituals and interactions with a specific space may only take place in 
specific locations (e.g., tailgating on campus) to fully embody their group identity.  They note 
that attending a sporting event “may not only anchor an individual’s identity but it might also 
provide a forum for collective identity with the periodic opportunities to reaffirm the sense of 
connectivity in a stadium…” (p. 421).  In fact, football fans at the University of South Carolina 
paid $7,500 ($12,739 when adjusted for inflation) for the six home games during the 1992 
football season simply to ensure they had parking in a tailgating lot (Melnick, 1993).  Clearly, 
sport fans, specifically a tailgating fan, fully express their fan identity during activities associated 
with a specific place (e.g., campus, sport facility). 

In summary, consistent with Jorgensen and Stedman (2001), we conceptualize SOP 
through three concepts – place attachment, place identity, and place dependence.  Place 
attachment is more temporal than the other two concepts.  Place attachment focuses on the 
temporal orientation to a specific place because of an individual’s experience and interactions 
(e.g., personal and social).  Place identity describes how the location helps fans form their own 
self-concepts through their individualization.  Place dependence outlines individuals’ preferences 
to express their identity in a specific location over others.  In this case, their integration into a 
broader community in a specific location is necessary to fulfill their identity.  Gibson and 
colleagues demonstrate SOP among college football fans.  They found “that a collegiate football 
team provided individuals an opportunity to express an identity (individuation) and a sense of 
belongingness (integration) on football Saturdays throughout the season (temporal orientation)” 
(cf. Funk & James, 2006, p. 196).  SOP has also been used to promote and influence sustainable 
behaviors (Uzzell, Pol, & Badenas, 2002; Vaske & Kobrin, 2001).  Based on this previous 
research and its connection to fan identification, SOP should be taught by sport management 
academics as a way to promote sustainable behaviors among sport fans.  In the following section, 
we outline how fan identification relates to SOP. 
 
Fan Identification 

Sport fans are primarily consumed with their game day experience and as a result, sport 
managers have found it difficult to engage their fans in their game day sustainability initiatives or 
even get their fans to recognize specialized programs like green games (Casper et al., 2014).  
However, McCullough (2011) commented that sport organizations could leverage a fan’s 
affiliation with a sport team to boost compliance with sustainability initiatives.  We propose that 
leveraging fans’ SOP of their surrounding environment (e.g., stadium, tailgate areas)-through fan 
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identification can increase sport fans’ participation in sustainability initiatives.  Fan identification 
and SOP are related due to their social and integral part in forming an individual’s identity and 
sense of purpose.  Further, previous research concerning SOP has demonstrated that the concepts 
can be used to promote sustainable behaviors in the areas of tourism, recreation and sport 
(Farnum, Hall, & Kruger, 2005; Han, Nelson, & Kim, 2015; Korpela, 1989).  In the following 
sections, we introduce the concept of fan identification, the tenets of SOP, and how these two 
concepts can help promote sustainable behaviors among sport fans. 
 Social identity theory (Tajfel, 1982) explains the importance of self-concept of an 
individual.  Social identity is formed through the concepts of personal identity and social 
identity.  Personal identity is categorized by an individual’s specific attributes and characteristics 
like personality traits, intelligence, and generosity.  Further, social identity is categorized by 
defining oneself through the membership to a specific group.  Generally, people categorize 
themselves as members of a religious denomination, political party, racial group, professional 
organization, or gender identity.  These identifications enhance the self-image and categorization 
by its members.  An individual’s social group (e.g., in-group) leads to bias and preference for 
people within the same in-group (Wann & Grieve, 2005).  Likewise, the identification with a 
specific sport team (i.e., fan identification) is also an important form of social identity spanning 
the array of sport teams from high school, collegiate, and professional sport in the United States 
(Underwood, Bond, & Baer, 2001) to national soccer teams in Europe and Africa (Brown, 1998). 
 Within the context of sport, fan identification is the primary form of identification of 
customers, fans, and spectators.  Fan identification is defined as an individual’s commitment and 
emotional attachment to a sport organization, which incorporates aspects of psychological and 
behavioral aspects of identity (Branscombe & Wann, 1991).  This identity is so strong that sport 
fans will begin to identify themselves as part of the sport team using inclusive pronouns to boost 
their self-concept through their association with a strong brand (Wann & Branscombe, 1992).  
Fan identification has been used to understand various behavioral outcomes of sport fans 
including aggressive behaviors (Dimmock, Grove, & Eklund, 2005), social interaction (Platow et 
al., 1999), and purchase behaviors (Kwon, Trail, & James, 2007). 
 Sport fans identify with the various aspects that make up the sport organization’s brand, 
which include players, coaches, facilities, logos/insignia, traditions, and language.  Underwood 
and colleagues (2001) specifically recognize the role of a sport organization’s stadium (i.e., 
physical facility) in the formation of the fan game day experience: “The intimate relationship 
between facility and fan is illustrated by the fact that many of these stadiums/arenas are referred 
to by more familiar nicknames” (Underwood et al., 2001 p. 7). Some examples include Ben Hill 
Griffin Stadium at the University of Florida, known to fans as The Swamp, or Scotland’s Celtic 
Park, known as Paradise to fans. Underwood and colleagues continue to note that sport 
organizations tend to focus on the team and facility aspects of the brand rather than individual 
players, because players are more likely to come and go and product (i.e., team) performance is 
unpredictable.  Thus, sport organizations can create a shared group experience by leveraging the 
connections fans have with the sport facility through integrated communications on the facility’s 
brand elements. 
 Finally, the experiences that help form and deepen an individual’s fan identification occur 
through his or her interaction and experiences with sport brand.  As sport fans attend more games 
or events as a specific location (e.g., stadium), these experiences are associated with that place.  
Further, repetitive behaviors lead to traditions and rituals that are common among sport fans 
(Cottingham, 2012; Drenten, Peters, Leigh, & Hollenbeck, 2009; Eastman & Riggs, 1994), 



      

which only further strengthens their identification and connection with the brand.  As a result, a 
sport organization can leverage its fans’ connection with the team’s brand.  Specifically, 
marketing campaigns take advantage of fans’ connection to the sport facility, including 
surrounding areas (e.g., tailgating areas, campus, neighborhoods), to increase sustainable 
behaviors.  Kim and colleagues (2015) examine the pro-environmental behaviors (i.e., recycling) 
of sport spectators at home as compared to at sporting events.  They found that self-reported 
recycling behaviors were significantly higher at home (M = 4.24, SD = 1.11, t (404) = 16.815, p 
< 0.001 (one-tailed), d = 0.947) as compared to away events (M = 3.07, SD = 1.35).  This study 
has obvious limitations concerning the awareness and ease of recycling programs at sporting 
events.  However, this study lends well to our conceptualization that identity, or SOP, can play a 
role to increase environmental behaviors among sport fans.  In the following section, we outline 
how sport management and sustainability educators can teach current and future sport 
practitioners how this may manifest in a practical setting. 

 
Conceptual Model. Sport management and sustainability educators or researchers can 

use the following conceptual model to demonstrate the influence of fan identification on the 
relation of sense of place on sport fans’ sustainable behaviors at home sporting events.  Below 
we graphically depict a conceptual model, based on previous research and our literature review 
(see Figure 1).  In the model three antecedent variables (i.e., place attachment, place identity, 
place dependence) provide cognitive, affective, and sociological tenets to empirically determine 
SOP (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2011).  As the conceptual model progresses, SOP then predicts 
sustainable behaviors (Vaske & Korbin, 2001; Uzzell et al., 2002).  The relation between SOP 
has also been demonstrated to predict sustainable behaviors among sport fans (Han et al., 2015).  
However, Han and colleagues did not evaluate the relation of psychographics (i.e., fan 
identification) of their participants on fans’ sustainable behaviors.  Building on this previous 
work, we propose that fan identification serves as a moderating variable that positively affects 
the strength of the relation between SOP and sustainable behaviors of fans attending a sporting 
event.  Fan identification has been shown to moderate other behavioral outcomes (Ngan, 
Prendergast, & Tsang, 2011; Normal, Clark, & Walker, 2005; Theodorakis, Koustelios, 
Robinson, & Barlas, 2009).  For example, fan identification significantly moderated the 
perception of service quality and purchase intentions (Theodorakis et al., 2009).  This model can 
be used to create marketing campaigns that leverage fans’ sense of place surrounding their 
experiences when attending a sporting event.  In the section below, we outline practical examples 
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highlighting the various ways sense of place and fan identification can be used in sustainability 
campaigns involving sport organizations.  

 
Practical Examples 

A sport organization ultimately wants to deepen its fans’ identification with the team with 
aspects that do not associate with on-field performance – an aspect of the organization that is 
wildly unpredictable (Sutton, McDonald, Milne, & Cimperman, 1997).  Sport organizations have 
done this is through fan identification by creating traditions (e.g., pregame ceremonies, marching 
band performances), symbols (e.g., Notre Dame’s Touchdown Jesus, Texas A&M’s 12th Man), 
community engagement, and in-group language (e.g., “We are Penn State”).  Sport organizations 
also engage in social causes (e.g., breast cancer awareness, environmental sustainability) to 
deepen their connection with existing and potential customers (i.e., fans) (Babiak & 
Trendafilova, 2011).  Specifically focusing on environmental sustainability, McCullough and 
Cunningham (2010) posit that sport organizations that engage in environmental sustainability 
programs can deepen the fans’ identification with the team.  However, when fans attend a 
sporting event and engage in the spectacle surrounding the event, their fan identity is activated 
(i.e., salience) and others (i.e., environmental identity) are not.  This can be explained by identity 
salience hierarchy (Stryker & Serpe, 1982).  This presents a challenge for sport managers 
endeavoring to engage fans to behave in an environmentally sustainable way during the game 
day experience.  For example, the sport organization needs to activate the fans’ environmental 
identification to ensure they engage in sustainable behaviors while tailgating or in the stadium.  It 
is our position that sport organizations can leverage fan identification of its fans to engage in 
environmentally sustainable behaviors as the organizations launch or advance their sustainability 
initiatives. 

Marketing campaigns should highlight the fan’s connection to campus, the 
stadium/facility, and nostalgia of attending games and perhaps being a student, to facilitate the 
connection with campus.  The arena, ballpark, or stadium often represents the most visible 
symbol of an organization’s environmental commitment (Kellison & Hong, 2015). Sport fans 
commonly refer to their sport team’s facility as Mecca or cathedrals stressing the significance of 
the facility to their identification, much like the feelings a religious landmark invoke among its 
believers.  Sport organizations have begun to implement this into their broader sustainability 
campaigns.  Despite the conservative nature on campus, Louisiana State University leverages 
their fans’ connection with their football stadium kindly nicknamed “Death Valley.”  For 
example, the university and athletic department launched a series of advertisements with in-
group messaging such as “Keep our Home Clean” and “Don’t trash Mike’s turf! Recycle!”  Mike 
is the name of LSU’s mascot, a Bengal tiger.  These messages implicitly connect the fan with the 
greater community using inclusive language (e.g., our home) or to brand images like the mascot. 
Currently, there is no empirical evidence or published research examining the effect of these 
interventions on sustainable behaviors of sport spectators. As a result, the influence of such 
campaigns should be explored. 

To this end, common in-group language should be used to leverage fan identification and 
the collective efforts to engage in sustainable efforts.  Practical examples are Colorado 
University–Boulder’s “Be a Good Buff” campaign started in the 2014 football season 
(University of Colorado, 2015).  This campaign goes beyond the implicit language and makes 
specific requests.  The request is prompted through collective action and language by saying “be 
a good Buff” and then makes a specific request (e.g., recycle, compost, etc.).  The University of 



      

Colorado and its athletic department have extended ‘the ask’ beyond the athletic department’s 
brand to include the greater university community.  Additionally, the “Good Buff” campaign also 
focuses on behaviors beyond the game day experience to focus on at home behaviors. 

Further, the collaborative efforts of the Green Chicago Restaurant Coalition, the City of 
Chicago, and the University of Chicago have resulted in the establishment of the Sustainable 
Chicago Sports Project, Green Chi Sports (see http://greenchisports.uchicago.edu).  This project 
aligns the various professional teams in Chicago in a collective effort to promote sustainable 
behaviors in the greater Chicago metropolitan area.  Their website details the organization’s 
purpose: 

The Sustainable Chicago Sports Project will align directly with the City of Chicago’s 
Sustainable Chicago 2015 plan and succeed in achieving an overall reduction of 
environmental impact for the Chicago sports industry; effectively protecting the 
environment and encouraging the education of Chicagoans about the ease and enjoyment 
of participating in environmental sustainability. 

The Sustainable Chicago Sports Project wants to engage fans across various contexts to 
eventually impact everyday behaviors at home and in the workplace.  This campaign goes 
beyond one team or institution to include multiple teams and an entire city capturing an 
individual’s identification with the city of Chicago and the various professional teams throughout 
the city.  These practical cases provide a broad range of examples to focus sustainability 
campaigns.  Such campaigns can range from a sport organization to the inclusion of a complex 
strategy across an entire city.  These efforts should focus on the in-group identity, and 
specifically on how that identity is related to a specific location (e.g. stadium, campus, and city).   

Lastly, sport teams can use another asset to engage their fans – their identity with the city 
or region.  Fans may already have a build in SOP that aligns with their fan identity as 
demonstrated in the Sustainable Chicago Sports Project.  However, beyond promoting a citywide 
effort to engage people in sustainable initiatives, teams can promote local business and foods to 
reduce the team’s environmental impact.  Teams like the Seattle Mariners and Seahawks, for 
example, are starting to offer healthier, locally sourced, organic foods in concessions.  
Additionally, it is common to see local craft beers and whiskeys offered in sections of the 
stadium.  Interestingly, there is a minor league baseball team called the Hillsboro Hops that 
offers their own specific brew only at the stadium.  These offerings may never completely 
replace the staple, yet unhealthy, concessionaire options of nachos, pretzels, and processed hot 
dogs.  Teams are leveraging these options as a way to educate fans on local food sources, the 
environmental benefits of buying local, and trends of urban farming (see Red Sox, 2015).  To this 
point, the Green Sport Alliance featured a daylong seminar on sustainable game day foods with 
corporate (Sedexo, US Foods, Sysco Foods) and sport partners (see 
http://greensportsalliance.org/foodreport). The options to engage fans in sustainability are still 
emerging, but one point remains clear: sport organizations must engage their fans to make the 
most substantial strides in their sustainability efforts.  

 
Conclusion 

Sport organizations have a tremendous impact on the natural environment.  Sport fans are major 
contributors to this impact (Collins & Flynn, 2008; McCullough, 2013).   However, previous 
research has demonstrated the difficulty with engaging sport fans in sustainable behaviors 
(Casper & Pfahl, 2012; Casper et al., 2014; McCullough & Cunningham, 2011).  Even sport 
federations have cautioned sport managers about the difficulty to engage and manage the 
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environmental impact of sport fans (UNEP, 2010).  Researchers have suggested that fan 
identification (McCullough, 2013) and SOP (Kim et al., 2015) can increase sustainable behaviors 
among fans.  Yet previous research has not explicitly explored this connection.  We propose a 
conceptual model and provide practical examples to show how SOP and fan identification can 
increase sustainable behaviors at sporting events.  Sport management and sustainability 
instructors should consider this model when teaching ways to promote sustainable behaviors at 
large-scale events like sporting events.  Future research should empirically test the model and the 
interaction of fan identification on SOP.    
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