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Abstract: Sports organizations worldwide are discovering their power of influence over the fans and
communities in which they operate, making more and more specialists and practitioners question
these organizations’ social responsibility and sustainable development. In sports organizations,
although research is increasing, social responsibility and sustainability are topics that require special
attention because sports organizations can instill values in a large number of people in different fields.
In our paper, we propose a conceptual framework that allows for integrated research into corporate
social responsibility (CSR) and the sustainability of sports organizations for sustainable management
and identifies their influences on the overall performance. Based on the conceptual framework, we
developed a scale for measuring sports organizations’ social responsibility and sustainability, which
we applied within sports organizations in Romania. The empirical study involved 280 respondents
selected from the first two leagues of four sports areas (football, handball, volleyball, basketball).
To support the conceptual framework, we used quantitative research methods in a transversal
analysis: structural equation modeling and artificial neural network analysis. The conclusions of
the empirical study in Romania show that social responsibility and sustainability are essential for
the sustainable management of sports organizations and significantly influence the organization’s
overall performance. Among the pillars of sustainability, the social and human impact performance,
given the specifics of sports organizations (involving large masses of people). Furthermore, legal and
philanthropic responsibilities significantly influence CSR and organizational performance among
CSR responsibilities.

Keywords: social responsibility; sustainability; sport organizations; performance

1. Introduction

In recent decades, issues of social responsibility of organizations towards society
and their sustainable development, which ensure economic survival without affecting the
natural and social environment, have been on the national and international agenda [1].
Social responsibility has become increasingly important for many organizations because
there is pressure from the communities in which they operate and in society in general
for the organization to assume legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities in addi-
tion to economic ones [2]. As sports in clubs and leagues organized at the national and
international level can remove many of the cultural, social, ethnic, and religious barriers,
sports organizations have become an essential vector of influence in the field of social
responsibility and sustainability [3]. Sports organizations managers are increasingly aware
of the strategic importance of taking social responsibility and ensuring sustainability and
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their significant influences on overall performance. Sports organizations have many stake-
holders, are very involved in the activities of organizations, and can influence the behavior
of many people. Sports organizations managers have begun to understand the benefits of
ethical, responsible, and sustainable behavior, which can lead to reduced operational costs,
greater loyalty and increased fan and employee satisfaction, risks of sanctioning for lower
laws and regulations, improved practices and activities, and public image [4]. Although
the importance of social responsibility and ensuring sustainability in sports organizations
has been recognized, there is little research on an integrated view of these areas, especially
the influence on the organizations’ overall performance.

Sustainable management combines the concepts of management with sustainable
development. To have sustainable management, sports organizations must assume social
responsibilities and get on the path of ensuring sustainability. This paper proposes an
integrated framework for analyzing sports organizations’ social responsibility and sus-
tainability, providing a tool for measuring the effects of sports organizations’ policies in
these fields. From the beginning of the proposed theoretical framework, the measurement
instrument reflects the responsibilities assumed within the CSR and the sustainability
dimensions, as perceived by a category of main internal stakeholders—the employees
of some sports clubs in Romania. The structure of the paper involves six sections. The
Section 1 introduces the research topic, while the Section 2 reviews the literature. The
Section 3 sets out the methodology and the tools used. The Sections 4 and 5 are an outline
of the results, discussion, theoretical contributions, and practical implications The Section 6
provides conclusions and research limitations.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Corporate Social Responsibility and Sustainability

Since ancient times, individuals have been engaged in sports activities for social rea-
sons, either individually or in a team [5]. However, in recent decades, sports organizations
(clubs) have become more professional due to the transformation of sports into a mass
phenomenon. As a result, sports organizations and economic activity have become an
essential part of both the economy and society. Given the developments that characterize all
economic organizations, sports organizations are no exception by engaging in sustainable
and socially responsible business practices [6]. Moreover, for a long time, sports organi-
zations have long been seen as social institutions and not economic ones, which makes
stakeholders” expectations about responsible and sustainable behavior higher.

Due to the multidimensional concept of CSR, Carroll’s model is one of the most
commonly used models in the field of CSR. Carroll [7,8] theorized the existence of four
dimensions of social responsibility, adding to the economic one (the classical dimension that
dominated capitalism until the emergence of theories on social responsibility and the role of
stakeholders in the evolution of an organization), including legal, ethical, and philanthropic
obligations [7]. He framed these responsibilities in a pyramid, placing at the core the
economic responsibility on which all other responsibilities rest. Legal responsibilities
imply the development of the organization’s activities in compliance with the norms and
regulations in the field. Ethical responsibilities involve imposing moral conduct and ethical
behavior that consists of carrying out the organization’s activities in compliance with
values and codes that are self-imposed by the organization, based on the values within
the communities in which it acts and society as a whole [9-11]. Finally, philanthropic
responsibility involves voluntary efforts by which the organization returns some of the
benefits it receives to the community.

The Triple Bottom Line concept developed by John Elkington [12] highlights organi-
zational sustainability, which changed the sustainability paradigm for all organizations
and institutions. The three dimensions defined by Elkington—people (social and human
dimension), planet (environmental dimension), and profits (economic dimension)—have
become a benchmark in research on ensuring sustainability, being the three pillars of
sustainable approaches. Slaper and Hall [13] highlighted several challenges regarding ap-
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plying the Triple Bottom Line, including identifying appropriate indicators for assessing the
three dimensions and calculating their contribution or impact on overall sustainability.

Recent research addressing the issue of social responsibility and sustainability at the
level of sports organizations has shown that a responsible and sustainable approach has led
to positive results for sports organizations [14—17]; these results were related in particular
to improving the reputation and image of the organization [18,19].

2.2. CSR and Sustainability in Sport Organizations

The limited literature has identified that environmental responsibilities influence the
involvement of sports organizations in CSR [20-22], requiring a framework that incorpo-
rates the dimensions of sustainability into the sports organizations’ social responsibilities.
Kim et al. [21-25] suggest that involvement in CSR activities facilitates positive perceptions
of an organization. The conclusions presented by [26] supported this suggestion; they fur-
ther add to it by postulating that positive perceptions can lead to long-term benefits, such
as attracting and retaining talented employees. Most studies show that some advantages of
CSR are related to marketing, image, and reputation [15,27]. Although the benefits of CSR
have been theorized and researched for a long time, there is still a significant gap in how
involvement in social responsibility activities can also take on a sustainable dimension,
with clear influences on the organization’s overall performance.

Sports organizations have business models other than regular ones, so they require spe-
cific management techniques, with CSR in this area not making a distinctive note [28]. One
of the specifics of sports activity organized in clubs and leagues is the irrational passion of
fans for a sports team, which can lead them to adopt the values of that organization or their
members (athletes). According to CSR and sustainable development, the paper proposed a
tool for measuring social responsibility and sustainability in sports organizations [4,29-31].

Kolyperas et al. [32] pointed out a lack of vision on social responsibility and ensuring
sustainability in sport. For the sports sector to integrate organically into general economic
activity and society, sports organizations need to improve their understanding and involve-
ment in social responsibility activities. Babiak and Wolfe [20] and the authors of [33,34]
suggest that professional sports organizations cannot ignore social responsibility and sus-
tainability, as they are vectors in all economic activities. Robertson et al. [35] suggest that, in
addition to professional sports organizations, fan associations should put pressure on the
responsible behavior of the organization and support the organization in its social actions.
Breitbarth and Harris [29] show that these approaches can generate significant benefits for
the sports organization and the community in which it operates. Bradish and Cronin and
Fifka and Jaeger [36,37] find that CSR effectively manages sustainable development.

Smith and Westerbeek [38] argue that stakeholders” perspectives are crucial to en-
courage social responsibility in sports organizations. Such an approach makes it possible
to increase equity and diversity and improve social relations. Walters [39], based on the
theoretical framework developed by Smith and Westerbeek [38], details the range of health,
education, and social inclusion activities that each community sports trust is involved
in, identifying the community sports trust model as an ideal vehicle for an organization
to meet their social objectives. Zeimers et al. [40] relate organizational learning to social
responsibility, revealing patterns of learning institutionalization for CSR in a particular
European sport federated setting. Rowe et al. [41] propose community-oriented practices as
a concept to describe the community-focused activities undertaken by professional sports
teams, considering that CSR can be a vector for community development.

Starting from the results of previous research and the purpose of the paper, we formu-
lated a set of three hypotheses based on the theoretical model applied in an empirical study:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Of the responsibilities at the CSR level, ethical and philanthropic responsibili-
ties have a positive effect on CSR in the perception of the sports organizations” employees.
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Hypothesis 2 (H2). In the perception of sports organizations” employees, the social and human
dimensions have a positive effect on sustainability.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Both constructs (social responsibility and sustainability) positively influence
the overall performance of sports organizations’ sustainability.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Design

The paper aims to identify the relationships between the social responsibility of sports
organizations and the dimensions of the Triple Bottom Line in sustainability policies and
their influence on the overall performance of the sports organization. Figure 1 shows the
conceptual model of the research.

Performance

Ethical responsibilities
Legal responsibilities
Economic responsibilities

Philantropic
responsibilities

Social

responsibility

Figure 1. Conceptual framework of research on sustainability and social responsibility of sports
organizations. Source: own design.

A quantitative study analyzed and evaluated the responsibilities within CSR and the
dimensions of sustainability in sports organizations. After the research, based on which
the questionnaire was built and formulated hypotheses, we conducted an empirical study
using quantitative methods on sports organizations in Romania.

3.2. Measures

The evaluation tool is a questionnaire based on results of other empirical studies
on CSR and sustainability [4,42-45]. The questionnaire containing 30 items addresses
an essential category of stakeholders for any organization, especially critical to sports
organizations: employees. Of the 30 items, 4 items represent sport-related variables: sports
area (football, handball, volleyball, and basketball), the league in which the sports club is
located (first or second), the type of employee activity (sports or support activities), and
the position (manager or subordinate). The other 26 items include CSR responsibilities
(economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic), the dimensions of sustainability (economic,
environmental, social, and human), and the overall performance of the sports organization.
In addition, we added three aggregate variables (corporate social responsibility and overall
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performance). We calculated corporate social responsibility (CSR) and sustainability (S)
as averages of the items allocated to corporate social responsibility and sustainability,
respectively. The overall performance of sports organizations is a hybrid construct of
employee perception (measured on an increasing scale from 1 to 25), the organization’s
financial situation, the position in the league standings, and the number of declared fans
of the team managed by the sports organization. Data collected from employees on their
perception of performance were summed with points awarded (maximum 25 points) by
researchers based on data collected about sports organizations. Appendix A (Table A1)
presents the questionnaire structure.

We performed another test by calculating Guttman’s Lambda coefficient () to test the
reliability. The values of A, (a measure similar with Cronbach’s alpha) and A3 are the most
used in performing statistical reliability tests [45]. Table 1 shows the values recorded by
Guttman’s Lambda coefficient (M) for the 29 items.

Table 1. Guttman’s Lambda (A) values.

Coefficient Value
Lambda 1 0.837
Lambda 2 0.902
Lambda 3 0.867
Lambda 4 0.810
Lambda 5 0.916
Lambda 6 -

Items 29

Both values recorded by Gutmann’s coefficients A,—0.902 and A3—0.867, respectively)
show good reliability of the variables that make up the questionnaire, allowing for the
recording of relevant and replicable results [45]. Table 2 shows the detailed reliability for
each item.

Table 2. Detailed reliability scores.

Scale Mean If Scale Variance It(; ;:E?rts:i 1 Cronbach’s Alpha
Item Deleted If Item Deleted . If Item Deleted
Correlation
EcR1 191.80 226.626 0.585 0.861
EcR2 191.85 239.927 —0.087 0.871
EcR3 192.20 227.939 0.434 0.863
EcR4 191.95 229.038 0.558 0.862
EcR5 191.55 233.583 0.263 0.866
LeR1 192.00 217.576 0.696 0.856
LeR2 191.85 231.038 0.298 0.865
LeR3 192.20 237.232 0.090 0.868
EtR1 191.45 233.785 0.247 0.866
EtR2 192.25 233.826 0.196 0.867
EtR3 191.85 227.098 0.689 0.861
EtR4 192.10 224.636 0.689 0.859
EtR5 191.75 237.967 0.026 0.869
PhR1 192.00 215.152 0.743 0.855
PhR2 192.15 215.482 0.870 0.853
PhR3 192.35 230.028 0.560 0.863
PhR4 192.10 230.899 0.293 0.865
PhR5 192.25 226.755 0.476 0.862
EnR1 192.90 222919 0.577 0.860
EnR2 191.90 232.616 0.217 0.866
EnR3 192.25 237.260 0.082 0.868

EnR4 192.35 230.028 0.560 0.863
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Scale Mean If Scale Variance Iti;)r:fflf(fil Cronbach’s Alpha
Item Deleted If Item Deleted . If Item Deleted
Correlation
SoR1 192.20 215.515 0.852 0.854
SoR2 192.75 216.553 0.827 0.854
SoR3 192.30 225.465 0.524 0.861
SoR4 192.40 212.162 0.848 0.852
P 115.35 138.513 0.711 0.909
CSR 188.20 224.202 0.385 0.863
S 188.35 208.210 0.774 0.851

The factor analysis highlighted six components in which the items that characterize
the six types of responsibilities (economic, legal, ethical, philanthropic, environmental,
social, and human). Table 3 shows the communalities and the rotated component matrix,
built using the Varimax rotation method with Kaiser normalization (11 iterations in the
rotation process).

Table 3. Rotated component matrix.

Rotated Component Matrix

Communalities
Component
Initial Extraction 1 2 3 4 5 6
EcR1 1.000 0.873 0.948
EcR2 1.000 0.962 0.923
EcR3 1.000 0.974 0.907
EcR4 1.000 0.878 0.809
EcR5 1.000 0.827 0.678 0.522
LeR1 1.000 0.944 0.600 0.592 0.419
LeR2 1.000 0.875 0.936
LeR3 1.000 0.955 0.900
EtR1 1.000 0.696 0.387 0.798 0.357
EtR2 1.000 0.852 0.499 0.643 0.441
EtR3 1.000 0.923 —0.872 —0.361
EtR4 1.000 0.755 —0.859 0.376
EtR5 1.000 0.951 0.490 0.478 0.696
PhR1 1.000 0.944 0.490 0.478 0.696
PhR2 1.000 0.966 0.551 0.430 0.572
PhR3 1.000 0.987 —0.853 0.323
PhR4 1.000 0.752 —0.714
PhR5 1.000 0.958 0.575 0.645
EnR1 1.000 0.927 0.630 0.639
EnR2 1.000 0.945 0.341 —0.540 0.596
EnR3 1.000 0.903 0.460 —0.493 0.545 0.433
EnR4 1.000 0.987 0.828
SoR1 1.000 0.932 0.366 —0.766
SoR2 1.000 0.918 —0.464 0.661
SoR3 1.000 0.931 0.478 0.726
SoR4 1.000 0.870 0.321 —0.475 0.706

3.3. Selected Sample

To carry out the research, we selected the sports clubs from Romania from the most
important sports areas. The researched population consists of all the employees of these
sports clubs operating in the first and second leagues in selected sports areas. The sampling
method was stratified sampling. For stratification, we used demographic and sport related
variables: sports area, league, type of activity, and position. Within the layers, we used
random sampling. According to the defined demographic and sport related variables,
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the initial sample was composed of 294 individuals—employees of sports organizations.
However, from the questionnaires received, we removed 14 due to their partially filled
questionnaire (more than a quarter of the questions remained unanswered), resulting in a
sample of 280 respondents. Therefore, the sample follows the structure of the population
demographic and sport-related criteria; the sampling error is 4.3% with a 95% level of
confidence. Table 4 shows the sample frequencies based on demographic and sport-
related variables.

Table 4. Descriptive statistics.

Area Frequency Percent Age Frequency Percent
Football 84 30.0 18-30 years 68 24.0
Handball 70 25.0 3145 years 94 34.0
Volleyball 70 25.0 46-60 years 95 34.0
Basketball 56 20.0 over 60 years 23 8.0
Total 280 100.0
League Frequency Percent Gender Frequency Percent
1 126 45.0 Male 114 76.0
2 154 55.0 Female 66 24.0
Total 280 100.0
Activity Frequency Percent Position Frequency Percent
Sport 84 30.0 Managerial 70 25.0
Support 196 70.0 Subordination 210 75.0
Total 280 100.0 280 100.0

Respondents assessed their perceptions of CSR responsibilities and the dimensions of
sustainability within the organization where they are employed. We measured all items
using a Likert scale with five response options (1—total disagreement with the allegation,
2—partial disagreement with the allegation, 3—neutral position on the allegation, 4—partial
agreement with the allegation, and 5—complete agreement with the allegation).

3.4. Empirical Analysis

To establish the relationships between the variables and the selected influences, we
used quantitative research methods in a transversal analysis to test the hypotheses artic-
ulated based on the literature review and our observations in sports organizations. The
methods used in the research were structural equation modeling and analysis of artificial
neural network (to identify the influences in a multivariable set), which are methods used
by other authors to determine the influences of the independent variables on dependent
variables [10,46—48]. We used structural equation modeling to test substantive theories,
which infers observable and latent variables [46-50]. Latent variables cannot be mea-
sured directly by a visible variable, making it necessary to consider structural equation
modeling [51].

Structural equation modeling is based on Equation (1) [52]:

n=Bn+T&+¢ 1)

where:
1, &—endogenous and exogenous latent variables;
B—matrix of regression coefficients relating the latent endogenous variables to each other;
I'—matrix of regression coefficients relating the endogenous variables to exogenous
variables;
(—disturbance.
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Artificial neural network analysis uses a multilayer perceptron (MLP) [53], with
Formula (2):
n
y = (L wixi+b) = (WX +b) @)
i=1
where:
b—bias;
w, x—vectors of weights and inputs;
¢—activation function.

4. Empirical Results

To test the hypotheses established starting from the research purpose, we used struc-
tural equation modeling (SEM) applied to the data collected from the sample selected using
the SmartPLS v3.0 software. The conceptual model applied to the collected data is shown

in Figure 2.

EnR1 EnR2 EnR3 EnR4

I\ X f /' SoR‘I'\ SoR{ }OB /‘SORA

0952 0434 0605 (g
0876 0949 0705 (o35

Envrironmenk

responsibilities 0,008 s Social and human

-0.092 \ responsibilities

Economic
responsibilities

0.113

CSR Sustainability

responsibilities 0.256 0.769

'\
0.438_
0 567*/0 082
0844 .
0765
o0
/

Ethical

Corporate social
responsibility Overall

responsibilities performance
0217
0.740 _
‘\0.814
4+—0.219
0.835
‘/0.236
Philantropic
responsibilities

Figure 2. The conceptual framework applied to collected data. Source: developed based on collected

data using SmartPLS v3.0.

To increase the model’s validity and reliability, those items with a load of less than
0.7 must be removed [54]. Figure 3 shows the improved model by eliminating items that
reduce validity and reliability.
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EnR1 EnR4

\ f SoR1 SoR2 SoR3 SoR4
0978 0.956 .\ \ f /

0876 0949 0705 (436

EcR1
—
EcR3 .
EcR4
Envrironmental
EcRS Economic responsibilities 0,005 Social and human
responsibilities -0131 \ 0.683 responsibilities
1.000— 1 E
s 0876 -0.038
LeR2 4—0916
CSR Sustainability
Legal P
responsibilities 0.197 0.769
1.000
EtR3
+oag 0.040 0.147
EtR4  4—0.897— ’ ’
Corporate social
Ethical responsibility Overall
responsibilities performance
0.352
PhR1
¥~ 0.747
PhR2  4—0.844
0.817
PhR4 ull

Philantropic
responsibilities

Figure 3. Improved applied model. Source: developed based on collected data using SmartPLS v3.0.

Table 5 shows the validity and reliability of the model after eliminating the items
that were not compatible with the other questionnaire items. Again, one can observe
the model’s high validity and reliability: Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are all over 0.7,
composite reliability recorded values over 0.8, and average variance extracted records
values over 0.6 [55].

Table 5. Model reliability and validity.

Cronbach’s Composite Ave.rage

Alpha rho_A Reliability Variance

Extracted
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000
Economic responsibilities (EcR) 0.875 0.904 0913 0.725
Environmental responsibilities (EnR) 0.933 1.014 0.966 0.935
Ethical responsibilities (EtR) 0.758 0.758 0.892 0.805
Legal responsibilities (LeR) 0.757 0.774 0.891 0.803
Overall performance (P) 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000
Philanthropic responsibilities (PhR) 0.759 0.736 0.845 0.646
Social and human responsibilities (SoR) 0.896 0.952 0.926 0.761

Sustainability (S) 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000
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The evaluation of discriminant validity is an essential condition for the model validity.
Table 6 shows the Fornell-Larcker matrix, in which the main diagonal is the square root of
the AVE. Below are the values of the inter-correlation coefficients of the latent variables.

Table 6. Assessment of discriminant validity using the Fornell-Larcker criterion.

CSR EcR EnR EtR LeR P PhR SoR S

CSR 1.000
EcR 0.269 0.852
EnR —0.092 0.197 0.967
EtR 0.319 0.442 0.583 0.897
LeR 0.266 0.399 0.528 0.364 0.896

P 0.464 0.444 0.298 0.710 0.291 1.000
PhR 0.394 0.598 0.273 0.635 0.196 0.625 0.804
SoR 0.240 0.504 0.763 0.772 0.583 0.634 0.703 0.872

S 0.413 0.233 0.591 0.722 0.435 0.829 0.424 0.690 1.000

Table 7 shows path coefficients to illustrate the significance of the established influences
between the model variables.

Table 7. Path coefficients.

Path Coefficients  T-Statistics p-Values

Economic responsibilities -> Corporate

. o —0.033 0.293 0.770
social responsibility
Legal responsibilities > Corporate social 0.197 1.303 0.071
responsibility
H1 Ethical respon51b111t1e§ -.>.Corporate social 0.040 0366 0.714
responsibility
Philanthropic r-espon51b1h.t1.es. -> Corporate 0352 2954 0.003
social responsibility
Economic responsibilities -> Sustainability —0.131 1.694 0.091
2 Environmental .resp.o.nablhtles -> 0.095 1133 0237
Sustainability
Social and humap respons1b1ht1es > 0.633 7842 0.000
Sustainability
H3 Sustainability -> Overall performance 0.769 19.352 0.000
Corporate social responsibility -> Overall 0147 2566 0.011
performance

Studying the data from Table 7 and Figure 3, we see that the H1 hypothesis is partially
confirmed. Employees of sports organizations included in the research sample consider
that philanthropic and legal responsibilities are the most important in terms of social
responsibility by the organization. The research of the H2 hypothesis led to its confir-
mation. In the perception of the sports organizations’ employees, the most important
dimension of sustainability is the social and human one, which was to be expected, given
the subjectivism of the respondents. The third hypothesis (H3) is also confirmed. The
two constructs (social responsibility and sustainability) positively influence the overall
performance of sports organizations, sustainability being more critical in the perception of
sports organizations” employees.

To consolidate the research results regarding the influence of social responsibility and
sustainability on the total performance of sports organizations, we applied an analysis of
artificial neural networks. The model used was MLP, which allows for the establishment
of relationships between input variables and output variables through a hidden layer. In
our research, we used the two constructs (social responsibility and sustainability) as input
variables, the output variable the overall performance of sports organizations. The hidden
layer is represented by the perception of sports organizations” employees. The model
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also involves external factors acting through biases on the hidden and output layers. The
hyperbolic tangent type activates the hidden and output layers from the upstream variables.
The formula for this type of function is as follows (Formula (3)):

et —e™™ e —1

f(n) = 3)

T eten eyl

n—input variable;

f(n)—output variable.

Figure 4 shows the diagram of the relationships established in the MLP model between
the input and output variables.

— Synaptic Weight < 0

Hidden layer activation function: Hyperbolic tangent

Output layer activation function: Hyperbolic tangent

Figure 4. MLP model on overall performance. Source: developed using SPSS v.20.

The analysis of Figure 4 and the data in Table 8 reveals the existence of significant
influences of social responsibility and sustainability on the overall performance of sports
organizations. Therefore, the H3 hypothesis is also confirmed. A decrease in the level of
social responsibility and ensuring sustainability has a strong influence in decreasing the per-
formance of sports organizations. The bias on the hidden layer has a significant influence,
indicating the impact of external factors of the model on the perception of sports organiza-
tions” employees. The bias on the exit layer has a relatively small influence compared to
the influence of the hidden layer, highlighting the importance of the perception of sports
‘organizations” employees in terms of social responsibility and ensuring organizational
sustainability.

Table 8. The predictors of the MLP model.

Predicted
Predictor Hidden Layer 1 Output Layer
H(1:1) Performance
(Bias) —0.280
Input Layer CSR —0.051
S —0.331
. (Bias) —0.328
Hidden Layer 1 FI(1:1) —1597

Figure 5 shows the absolute and normalized importance calculated for the input
variables in terms of the influence on the output variable through the hidden layer.
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Importance

CSR - 0.151

0.000 0.200 0.400 0.600 0.800 1.000

Figure 5. Importance of variables from MLP model. Source: developed using SPSS v.20.

Both constructs (social responsibility with absolute importance of 0.151 and relative
importance of 17.7% and sustainability with the fundamental importance of 0.849 and
relative importance of 100%) have a positive influence on the overall performance of
sports organizations, with sustainability being more critical in the perception of sports
organizations” employees.

5. Discussion

Many people on the planet consider sports to be a part of their lives [56]. Therefore,
sports organizations can use their abilities to influence a large mass of people to solve
several social problems, thus contributing to the welfare and well-being of society [57]. Re-
search on CSR social responsibility initiatives has focused on CSR initiatives implemented
by local [51,58] or national [59] leagues and on the benefits of the communities where
these sports activities occur. Smith and Westerbeek [38] support the encouragement of
implementing social responsibility in sports organizations, giving the possibility to increase
equity and diversity and improve social relations. Zeimers et al. [39] propose that sports
organizations use organizational learning to increase social responsibility. Accepting the
environmental dimension of sustainability by the employees of sports organizations aligns
with previous research findings [20,38-40,50]. The changing values determine the emphasis
on care for the environment in sports organizations in society and the increased commit-
ment of employees to the expectations of several external stakeholders. Caring for the
environment can also bring economic benefits, strengthening legitimacy [42]. In a similar
way to [4], we combined the model of sustainable development offered by the Triple Bottom
Line approach with its multidimensional model [17] on social responsibility. The ultimate
goal of improving social responsibilities and a sustainable approach to performance is to
increase profitability and ensure sustainability, making significant contributions to soci-
ety [60]. Rowe et al. [41] propose community-focused activities undertaken by professional
sports teams to turn CSR into a vector for community development.

Additionally, following the research, we found that the support of cultural and social
events in the community, support for NGOs, contribution to health and well-being in
the community, and solving social problems are essential factors in the philanthropic
responsibility of sports organizations. Furthermore, as [61] charitable events note, CSR
is the most popular practice in professional sports organizations. These findings are
in line with the results obtained by [4,56], according to which sports organizations are
already dedicated to promoting community activities that have a positive impact on society.
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Walters [39] also identified the community sports trust model as an ideal vehicle for an
organization to meet its social objectives.

Social responsibility and sustainability initiatives are essential strategic components
used by organizations to improve their image and reputation. Compliance with the rules,
regulations, and legal norms provides stability and credibility, making legal responsibili-
ties important in employees’ perception of CSR. Ensuring that operation meets all legal
standards seems to be an essential factor in the legal obligation of sports teams. Rules
and regulations defend the majority’s interests, respecting them and ensuring all organi-
zations’ smooth running [17,18]. Regarding sustainability and environmental protection,
the attempt to use renewable resources for sustainable development are essential factors in
guaranteeing the solid sustainability of sports organizations. Our research results are in
line with findings from other studies [4,43,44], highlighting the relationship between sports
and the environment.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

Sustainable management of sports organizations can be achieved by assuming social
responsibilities and ensuring sustainable development. Implementing social responsibility
and sustainability in sports organizations allows them to return some of their benefits to
the community. Using sports as a means to increase social responsibility and sustainability
is an opportunity for both responsible sports organizations and those in other fields who
use sports in their efforts to contribute to communities.

Our paper aimed to provide an integrated conceptual model for studying the assump-
tion of responsibilities in CSR and the application of the dimensions of sustainability in
sports organizations. This model superimposes social responsibilities and sustainability
dimensions providing a theoretical framework for their combined implementation. The
results of this paper support the findings of other researchers on the importance of taking
social responsibility and ensuring the sustainability of sports organizations [24,38,59,61].
However, more research is needed on how CSR and sustainability can be applied in an
integrated way, especially the effects on overall performance, leading to emulation among
the employees of sports organizations.

5.2. Practical Implications

Managers of sports organizations can carry out sustainable management if they are
aware of the assumption of social responsibilities (economic, legal, ethical, and philan-
thropic) and the need to implement the three dimensions of sustainability: economic, social,
and environmental. Although corporate social responsibility is an accepted concept in most
corporations, the social responsibilities of sports organizations are underdeveloped. This
paper aims to make these responsibilities transparent and superimpose them on sustain-
ability dimensions. Furthermore, sport is a social activity that attracts many individuals to
propose a change in communities and contribute to the sustainable development of society.
Therefore, corporate managers and sports managers can combine economic, social, and en-
vironmental responsibilities by maximizing the social benefits of sustainable management
to society.

To conduct the research effectively, we developed a tool for measuring and evalu-
ating CSR and sustainability, which we applied within sports organizations in various
areas and leagues in Romania. One of the results of this study is the confirmation of the
multidimensional nature of a sports organization’s social responsibility and sustainability,
in line with the results of previous research [4,61-63]. The study was conducted on the
perception of employees of sports organizations, the most important internal stakeholder.
Their perceptions show that the most critical responsibilities of a sports organization are
legal and philanthropic, and the dimensions of sustainability, both social and human, are
particularly distinct. This result is also affected by a single category of stakeholders (em-
ployees). Therefore, managers of sports organizations can use the tool to increase the degree
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of commitment of employees in the field of social responsibility and their involvement in
ensuring the organization’s sustainability, as the basis of sustainable management.

6. Conclusions

More and more organizations operating in the world of sport are addressing various
forms of social responsibility in recent decades. Managers of sports organizations find
resources for these actions in financial benefits [64], improving image and reputation [56,57],
fan loyalty [57,65], and attracting potential talent [66]. In addition, sports organizations
have deep roots in their communities, which has led them to adopt CSR as a standard
practice [67,68]. However, social responsibility is an asset for the organization if manage-
ment communicates CSR actions effectively to inform stakeholders and influence their
perceptions [57,69].

The paper seeks to provide a theoretical model and a practical tool for measuring and
evaluating the social responsibility and sustainability of sports organizations. However,
this paper has some limitations, which can be opportunities for future research. First, the
applied research tool (questionnaire) included 30 items established following the literature
analysis. Of the 30 items, we removed 5 items after studying the validity of the sample
selected from the employees. Considering several categories of stakeholders in future
research will increase the validity and reliability of the proposed instrument, allowing for
more detailed and more accurate results. Secondly, the collection of data in only four areas
of sport and two categories of leagues does not allow for the extrapolation of the results of
this research to the level of all sports organizations. Future studies on representativeness
criteria are needed to enable such an extrapolation of results. Thirdly, a limitation derived
from this research’s cross-cutting nature, which does not assess employees’ perceptions
of differences in different periods. A future direction of research may be to conduct a
longitudinal study. Therefore, it would be interesting to repeat the study once the sports
industry has recovered. In conclusion, the paper provides a generous research framework
that can lay the groundwork for further investigations to confirm the results and expand the
conceptual framework on social responsibility and the sustainability of sports organizations.
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Appendix A

Table Al. The structure of the questionnaire.

Construct Variable Code
Area Area
) . League League

Sport-related variables Activity Act
Position Pos

Fans’ satisfactions EcR1

Fans’ increasing actions EcR2

Economic responsibilities Long-term success EcR3

Cost management EcR4

Maximize profits EcR5

Compliance with the law LeR1

Legal responsibilities Compliance with the rules and regulation LeR2

Respecting the rights of fans LeR3

Fair play in the competitions EtR1

Compliance with the ethical values EtR2

Ethical responsibilities Accountability to fans’ needs and demands EtR3
Data protection and privacy EtR4

Avoiding unethical behavior EtR5

Supporting community events PhR1

Supporting NGOs PhR2

Philanthropic responsibilities Supporting community health and wellness PhR3

Helping social cases PhR4

Improving the community welfare PhR5

Protect the environment EnR1

. O Environmental awareness training for fans EnR2

Environmental responsibilities .

Using of renewable resources EnR3

Sustainable development EnR4

Employee engagement SoR1

Social responsibilities Gender and diversity SoR2

P Human rights SoR3

Labor standards SoR4

Overall performance Performance P

Source: developed by authors based on [4,38—40].
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