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Abstract

In the contemporary marketing landscape, cause-based marketing has gained a
privileged position as a strategy that connects commercial and social goals in the
sports industry. This study aims to systematically review the literature on cause-
related marketing (CRM) in the sport industry and organize the fragmented
knowledge in this field. The study employs the TCCM framework (Theories,
Contexts, Characteristics, and Methods) and searches the Scopus database. After
applying inclusion and exclusion criteria, 22 relevant studies were selected for final
analysis. The findings indicate that attribution theory and social identity
theory/team identification are the most dominant theoretical frameworks.
Professional sports contexts, particularly baseball and basketball in the United
States and South Korea, receive the most attention. The nomological network
includes antecedents (perceived motive, sponsor-cause fit), mediators (attitude
toward campaign, attitude toward team), moderators (team identification,
consumer altruism), and outcomes (purchase intention, brand attitude).
Experimental designs and cross-sectional surveys using structural equation
modeling are the predominant methodological approaches. The existing literature
suffers from a lack of indigenous sport-specific theories, limited geographical
focus, neglect of non-fan-team dyads, and a shortage of longitudinal studies. Future
research agendas include developing indigenous theoretical frameworks, exploring
emerging geographical contexts, examining the role of athletes and social media,
and employing longitudinal and mixed-methods designs.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION
Cause-related marketing (CRM) links corporate goals with social causes by donating based on consumer participation.
The sport industry, with strong fan attachment and high media exposure, is a suitable setting for CRM, but the literature
remains fragmented. Despite growth, key theoretical, contextual, and methodological gaps persist, with reliance on
general marketing and social psychology theories and limited sport-specific frameworks. Research is largely
concentrated in North American professional sports, while emerging markets and grassroots contexts are
underexplored. Methodologically, cross-sectional and experimental designs dominate, with few longitudinal or
mixed-methods studies. This review uses the TCCM framework to synthesize the literature, identify gaps, and propose
future research directions.
Research Questions
The study addresses six primary research questions:

1. What theoretical patterns dominate the CRM literature in sport?

2. What are the contextual (sport, geographic, relational) patterns?

3. What is the nomological network of constructs (antecedents, mediators, moderators, outcomes)?
4. What methodological approaches are employed?

5. What are the key research gaps?

6. What future research agendas can be proposed?

METHODOLOGY
A systematic literature review was conducted following the TCCM framework proposed by Paul and Criado (2020).

The Scopus database was searched on February 26, 2026, using a comprehensive search string combining keywords
related to cause-related marketing (e.g., "cause related marketing,” "cause-brand alliance,” "charity-linked
marketing") and sport (e.g., "sport,” "athlete," "sport sponsorship"). Initial search yielded 159 documents. After
applying inclusion criteria (peer-reviewed journal articles, English language, empirical studies focusing on CRM in
sport contexts) and exclusion criteria, 22 studies published between 2008 and 2025 were selected for final analysis.
Data were extracted and coded across eight categories: theoretical framework, relational dyad, sport context, variables,
research design, analytical methods, key findings, and research gaps. Thematic content analysis was employed, and
findings were organized according to the TCCM dimensions.

RESULTS
Theories: Attribution theory and social identity theory/team identification are the most commonly used frameworks
in CRM research. Attribution theory explains how consumers interpret corporate motives behind CRM campaigns,
while social identity theory clarifies the moderating role of team identification. Other frameworks include meaning
transfer theory, the elaboration likelihood model, social exchange theory, and the theory of planned behavior. Notably,
only two studies applied the sport-specific Lachowetz and Gladden CRM framework, highlighting the limited use of
indigenous sport marketing theories.
Contexts: Professional sports dominate the literature, particularly baseball (MLB), followed by basketball and golf.
Only a few studies focus on grassroots, recreational, or social sport contexts. Most research has been conducted in the
United States, with limited contributions from South Korea, Europe, China, Canada, Australia, and South Africa,
while Latin America, the Middle East, and sub-Saharan Africa remain largely unexplored. Fan-team relationships are
the most studied relational dyad, followed by consumer-brand relationships, whereas fan-athlete, fan-media, and club-
media relationships receive little attention.
Nomological Network:
e Antecedents: Perceived CRM motive (most frequent), sponsor-cause/brand-cause fit, communication
intensity, CEO commitment, message type, and strategy type (altruistic vs. integrated).
o Mediators: Attitude toward the campaign, attitude toward the team, perceived sincerity, and perceived brand
warmth.
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e Moderators: Team identification (most tested), consumer altruism, team involvement with the cause, and
consumer personality traits (e.g., confidence in social outcomes, narcissism).

e Qutcomes: Purchase intention (most frequent, appearing in at least seven studies), attitude toward
team/sponsor/brand, revisit intention, corporate reputation, brand loyalty, and successful CRM
implementation.

Methods: Experimental designs are the most common approach, followed by cross-sectional surveys. A smaller
number of studies use qualitative methods, mainly in European basketball and South African contexts. Only one
longitudinal and one mixed-methods study were found. For analysis, structural equation modeling (SEM), PROCESS
macro, and experimental techniques such as MANCOVA and ANCOVA are commonly used, while qualitative studies
mainly rely on thematic analysis with NVivo or ATLAS.ti.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The review reveals contradictions in the literature. Some studies found no effect of perceived CRM motives on
purchase intention (Kim et al., 2010), while others reported positive effects (Baek et al., 2020). T hese differences may
reflect variations in context and product type. Similarly, team identification shows inconsistent moderating effects
across leagues, possibly due to rivalry intensity. Despite these inconsistencies, evidence highlights the importance of
strategic integration, stakeholder collaboration, and clear communication of CRM commitments.
Gaps and Future Research Agendas
Six major gaps were identified:
1. Theoretical gap: Over-reliance on borrowed theories; lack of indigenous sport-specific frameworks.
2. Contextual gap: Overemphasis on US and South Korean professional sports; neglect of grassroots sport in
Asia, Africa, and Latin America.
3. Relational gap: Neglect of fan-athlete, fan-media, and club-media dyads.
4. Outcome gap: Lack of attention to long-term relational outcomes beyond purchase intention.
5.  Methodological gap: Predominance of cross-sectional and laboratory designs; absence of longitudinal and
mixed-methods studies.
6. Digital gap: Limited examination of social media and emerging technologies (e.g., NFTs, TikTok) in CRM
implementation.
Proposed future research agendas:
e Theory: Develop relational capital theory for sport CRM mechanisms.
e Context: Examine CRM in grassroots sport across Asia, Africa, and Latin America.
e Characteristics: Investigate athletes as cause ambassadors and long-term CRM effects on fan loyalty.
e Methods: Conduct longitudinal field experiments and mixed-methods studies in digital contexts (Instagram,
TikTok, sport NFTSs).
Managerial Implications
The findings provide several implications for sport managers. CRM campaigns appear more effective for low-
identification and non-traditional fans, making them a useful tool for expanding the fan base. High sponsor-cause fit
enhances perceived sincerity and positive attitudes, highlighting the need for meaningful alignment between causes
and team or athlete identity. League-wide CRM campaigns involving rival teams may reduce support among rival
fans, especially in highly competitive leagues. Finally, aligning CRM strategy with organizational capabilities,
stakeholder networks, and communication efforts is essential for success.
Conclusion
This systematic review synthesizes CRM literature in the sport industry using the TCCM framework. Although the
field has expanded from 2008 to 2025, important theoretical, contextual, and methodological gaps remain. The
proposed research agenda encourages more sport-specific, diverse, and rigorous studies. Sport organizations should
adopt strategically integrated and context-sensitive CRM approaches that emphasize cause-fit and account for
differences in fan identification.
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Table 3. CRSM nomological network: antecedents, mediators, moderators, and consequences
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