
Abstract 

Corporate social responsibility has become an accepted business practice in the professional 

sport sector due to benefits that can include improved finances, reputation and staff morale 

(Murillo & Lozano, 2006). The synergy has resulted in new concepts, including corporate social 

responsibility through sport, when non-sport organisations partner with sport organisations to 

utilise the unique attributes of sport to their advantage (Bason & Anagnostopoulos, 2015). 

However, there has been no attempt to adapt the concept to a small and medium enterprise 

perspective, despite accounting for 90% of the world’s businesses (Grimstad et al., 2020) and 

their idiosyncratic approach to corporate social responsibility compared to multi-national 

enterprises (Fassin, 2008; Lampadarios et al., 2017).  

Non-sport small businesses can align with smaller grassroots sport organisations that lack the 

resources and profile of professional sport organisations. Innovative approaches to support 

grassroot sport are essential as they contribute significantly to physical activity levels, social 

interaction and positive mental health well-being within the UK populace (Donnelly & Kidd, 

2003; Misener & Doherty, 2012).  

Therefore, this research presents a new conceptualisation by utilising case studies 

demonstrating a tripartite relationship between small businesses, grassroots sports 

organisations, and corporate social responsibility. The relationships were investigated using 

reflective thematic analysis to evaluate the role of key stakeholders to assess their 

motivations, engagement practices, challenges and opportunities. A Delphi study contributed 

towards a deeper understanding of the internal challenges within a grassroot sport 

organisation and the opportunities to utilise external support from small businesses. Key 

themes within the participants' experiences were identified and aligned with academic 

research.  

As a result, a new framework of social impact through local sport is presented as a means to 

secure wider small business engagement with grassroots sport to secure social impact. Small 

businesses and grassroots sport organisations operate in increasingly challenging 

environments, elevated due to COVID-19, requiring innovative and entrepreneurial 

approaches (Ratten, 2020). The social impact through local sport framework offers a guided 

pathway to secure mutually beneficial relationships and improve their financial sustainability. 

In doing so, the strategy can be implemented across the UK and other countries, like Australia 

and New Zealand, where interorganisational networks exist between sport and small 

businesses (Bradbury et al., 2021).  
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Chapter One 

 Sport and business can represent two separate sectors, each with identifiable 

characteristics, cultures and practices. Each sector can illustrate a wealth of academic 

attention that excludes any reference to the other. However, in recent years there has been 

growing attention to areas where the sectors of sport and business overlap (Ratten, 2010). 

This thesis is concerned with the interconnection of the sectors of sport and business and the 

implementation of corporate social responsibility (CSR) from the unique and under-researched 

perspective of small and medium-sized enterprises (SME) and grassroots sports organisations 

(GSO). This introductory chapter illustrates the research background and conceptualisation of 

the research design. The chapter presents an overview of the key issues regarding the 

interconnectivity between CSR, sport and business and why accounting for the unique SME 

perspective presents unique and important opportunities to support SMEs and GSOs within 

challenging operational conditions.  

 The research throughout this thesis focuses on the lived experiences of different SME 

businesses, charities and sports organisations engaged with corporate social responsibility 

through sport (CSRTS). The qualitative approach adopted within this thesis explores the 

phenomenon of CSRTS via four different case studies to seek a deeper understanding of 

practitioners’ experiences. This opening chapter explains the research design, the key 

methodological issues, and the critical realist epistemology employed. The chapter also 

recognises the researcher's assumptions and how any such assumptions informed the reflexive 

thematic analysis (TA) methodology.   

Research Background  

 For more than twenty years, CSR has been an accepted part of business practice and 

academic research (Carroll, 1979; Dahlsrud, 2008). CSR has been identified as an opportunity 

to create a competitive advantage (Porter & Kramer, 2006) and dismissed as a distraction to 

prioritising profits (Friedman, 1970). Over this period, CSR has received interest from multiple 

business sectors, including retail, hospitality, farming, and various academic disciplines 

(Haynes et al., 2013; Ratten & Babiak, 2010). Accordingly, interest in CSR has increased in the 

sport industry (Waddington et al., 2013) and in academia (Bason & Anagnostopoulos, 2015). 

More specifically, this includes CSRTS, which is when non-sport organisations partner with 

sport organisations to utilise sports’ attributes for mutual benefits to reputation, profitability, 

and social capital (Bason & Anagnostopoulos, 2015; Breitbarth et al., 2015).  

 The growing interest in sport and its relationship to business has increased academic 

investigations concerning how sport can facilitate social benefits in communities and 

simultaneously improve partner businesses (Walzel et al., 2018). This influence has developed 

from attributes unique to the power of sport and its ability to aid the development of CSR 
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initiatives whilst also enhancing partner businesses’ competitiveness and public image (Smith 

& Westerbeek, 2007; Waddington et al., 2013). As social responsibility and philanthropy in 

sport have become mainstream business issues, it has highlighted the entrepreneurial ways 

that multi-national enterprise (MNE) and professional sport organisations (PSO) have engaged 

with CSR to create commercial, reputational and societal advantages. As social responsibility, 

philanthropy and entrepreneurialism in the sport sector are becoming more integrated 

(Ratten, 2010), it is essential to consider a wider perspective on these issues by considering the 

SME and GSO perspective to create innovative, entrepreneurial methods to support these 

smaller organisations within a challenging post-COVID-19 economic environment.      

 Whilst the evolution of new sport management concepts has occurred, they have been 

considered exclusively from the multi-national enterprises (MNE) perspective. Concepts 

including corporate social responsibility in sport (CSRIS) and corporate social responsibility 

through sport (CSRTS) have illustrated the growing synergy between sport, business and social 

responsibility. CSRTS is where non-sport organisations partner with sport organisations to 

utilise the unique attributes of sport to their advantage (Bason & Anagnostopoulos, 2015). The 

second strand, CSR of (or in) sport, is where social responsibility projects are implemented by 

professional sport organisations (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009; Rowe et al., 2019). The engagement of 

professional sports teams with CSR projects like the Detroit Lions (Heinze et al., 2014) or 

Australian A-League (Alonso & O’Shea, 2012) has been well-documented in academic research 

(Babiak & Kihl, 2018; Benson, 2017; Blumrodt et al., 2013). Therefore, the opportunity to 

create innovative research comes from considering the first strand, CSRTS rather than CSR of 

sport, from the perspective of SMEs.  

 However, when new concepts are introduced, academic research has almost 

exclusively focused on the perspective of PSO or MNE. There has been no consideration of the 

SME perspective of businesses or GSO, which themselves by definition are a SME.  The 

distinction between MNE and SME is important because SME organisations have wholly 

different idiosyncrasies and characteristics compared to MNEs (Fassin, 2008; Jenkins, 2004; 

Lampadarios et al., 2017; Murillo & Lozano, 2006).  

 To date there has been no consideration of adapting CSR or CSRTS to align with the 

idiosyncratic nature of SME businesses, although SMEs account for 90% of the world's 

businesses (Grimstad et al., 2020; Jenkins, 2004; Perrini, 2006; Vázquez-Carrasco & López-

Pérez, 2013). Research has illustrated that SMEs differ from their MNE counterparts due to a 

lack of resources, time and an informal approach to CSR commitments (Fassin, 2008; Murillo & 

Lozano, 2006). As SMEs face an array of challenges that threaten their long-term financial 

sustainability, elevated by the impact of COVID-19, new entrepreneurial opportunities are 
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required to support these organisations (Ratten, 2020). This lack of research into SME and CSR 

is a concern because many GSOs are themselves SME, and they operate within 

interorganisational networks that include other SMEs. Therefore, researching this knowledge 

gap can identify opportunities for effective relationships facilitated by CSRTS. In turn, this can 

support SMEs to become more commercially effective and increase activity levels via sports 

organisations that provide those opportunities.  

 SME businesses (and sports organisations) are an integral part of the United Kingdom 

(UK) economy, but they face notable financial challenges that need addressing. SMEs 

represent a significant volume of all UK businesses and make a valuable financial contribution 

but can suffer from a lack of financial sustainability resulting in high levels of insolvency 

(Executive Agency for Small and Medium sized Enterprises. et al., 2019). Therefore, adapting 

MNE business management techniques may help facilitate financial growth and sustainability 

within the SME sector. CSR research has illustrated how growth can occur due to the benefits 

to finances, reputation and staff morale within MNEs (Murillo & Lozano, 2006). Consequently, 

this thesis investigates the idiosyncrasies of SMEs and proposes an adapted approach to CSR 

and sport. Thus, the pursuit of understanding the context of smaller businesses and sports 

organisations underpins this thesis. 

 Understanding the context of GSO is also important due to their contribution toward 

national physical activity and fitness participation levels, usually in challenging circumstances 

(Bradbury et al., 2021; Joyce & Burley, 2008; Reid, 2012). In the UK, Europe, Australia and New 

Zealand, GSO play a central role in delivering exercise and activity levels within the populace 

(Eime et al., 2009). The benefits of GSOs are that they promote high activity levels that 

positively contribute to mental wellbeing (Misener & Doherty, 2012) and encourage social 

interaction (Donnelly & Kidd, 2003). Despite this, whilst GSO are vital to making this 

contribution, they continue to face an array of challenges to their long-term financial 

sustainability (Bradbury et al., 2021). The challenges include increasing costs, competition, and 

more demanding users (Bradbury et al., 2021; Misener & Doherty, 2012). This thesis 

recognises the valuable contribution made by GSO and pursues the opportunity to secure their 

potential for entrepreneurial growth and financial sustainability by utilising CSR to create 

successful partnerships with local SMEs. Even before the significant impact on activity levels 

due to COVID-19 and social distancing measures (Grix et al., 2021), the financial impacts of the 

growing casualisation of sport, high running costs and poor financial management were 

established (Cordery et al., 2013).  

 While completing this thesis, these threats to ongoing survival were amplified by the 

impact of a global pandemic. The Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) emerged to have a 
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catastrophic global impact (Parnell et al., 2020). COVID-19 affected all sectors of the global 

economy, with the sport sector impacted in a way that has never been seen before (Ratten, 

2020). The uncertainty has meant an urgent need for SME’s and GSO to think about new 

business models in response to this long-term change. Hence the arrival of COVID-19 elevated 

the importance of entrepreneurship in the sport sector to identify opportunities to adapt to 

the new post-COVID-19 environment. Therefore, this thesis contributes towards the call for 

entrepreneurialism by presenting a new conceptual approach that adapts CSRTS to the SME 

perspective. As a result, this new knowledge can impact local practices and policy to increase 

the financial security of small sport and business organisations.  

Defining CSR and SME  

 Essentially, CSR increases the obligations of a business to do more than be profitable 

and encourages the integration of social and economic interests. This thesis uses the CSR 

definition provided by the European Commission (2011, p.6), who state that CSR is “the 

responsibility of enterprises for their impacts on society”. The European Commission CSR 

definition explicitly refers to “enterprises” and therefore creates a synergy regarding the 

definition for SMEs. Further to this, the definition offers clarity and pragmatism as this thesis 

seeks to explore the broader issues around CSR engagement in relation to organisational size. 

 Like CSR, academic definitions of SMEs have received significant attention and lack an 

agreed universal definition (Jenkins, 2006; Lampadarios et al., 2017). Varying interpretations 

make comparisons difficult, particularly when categorising based on a SMEs’ number of 

employees (Jenkins, 2006; Lampadarios et al., 2017). However, insight into the size and scale of 

SMEs can be provided by the European Commission (Executive Agency for Small and Medium 

sized Enterprises. et al., 2019) which defines SMEs in categories including employee numbers, 

turnover and balance sheet totals (see Table 1). The European Commission provides context to 

understanding the precise scale of different SMEs. The demarcation of categories presents clear 

boundaries to assert the correct organisational classification. For this thesis, defining SME serves 

to distinguish itself from MNE corporate organisations that have been the focus of academic 

research (explored further in the next chapter).  
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Table 1  

Definition of SMEs Based on Employee and Financial Categories 

Enterprise 
Category 

Staff Headcount Turnover 
Balance Sheet 

Total 

Micro SME 0 to <10 < €2 million < €2 million 

Small SME 10 to <50 < €10 million < €10 million 

Medium-sized 
SME 

50 to <250 < €50 million < €43 million 

 

Note. Adapted from Executive Agency for Small and Medium sized Enterprises. et al., 2019. p. 

16. 

Conceptual Framework 

 A conceptual framework offers the opportunity to build new theories by addressing 

tensions, inconsistencies, and contradictions (Van de Ven, 1989). Conceptually, the onus is on 

developing logical and complete arguments of association rather than testing them empirically 

(Gilson & Goldberg, 2015). Therefore, it is important to consider existing knowledge, tensions 

and inconsistencies, knowledge gaps, key insights and agendas for future research (Hulland, 

2020). To do so, this chapter adopts the framework by Whetten (1989) : (a) What’s new? (b) So 

what? (c) Why so? (d) Done well? (f) Why now? (g) Who cares?  These criteria construct 

propositions regarding the previously untested tripartite relationship (Gilson & Goldberg, 

2015).  

 As discussed in the preceding Research Background section, current academic research 

allows for the deductive identification of conceptual themes that inform the relationship 

between CSR, sport and SME. Based on this research, this thesis deduces the conceptual 

framework in Figure 1 to illustrate the preliminary and exploratory endeavours that secured 

academic credence before formal qualitative research began (researchers original 

conceptualisation presented in Appendix B).   
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Figure 1  

Conceptual Map 

 

Note. The conceptual diagram illustrates a potential tripartite relationship between sport, 

SME, and local clusters.  

 

 Figure 1 conceptualises whether the theory of CSRTS can align with the notion of 

clusters for an adapted delivery system in the SME sector. Localised geographical clusters 

create value from their inter-organisational networks. For example, a cluster may illustrate the 

sharing of specialised machinery, services or infrastructure (Shilbury, 2000). Added value may 

be achieved by facilitating those networks to engage with CSRTS to provide clear strategic 

goals and value alignment. By recognising the localised geographic range of small organisations 

and offering opportunities to share resources, skills and reduce overheads, these established 

theories can be aligned with the principles of CSRTS to create a specific, bespoke framework 

that fits the idiosyncratic nature of SMEs in a small geographic footprint to improve that 

location’s social capital.   

What’s New… 

 Many SME organisations will work in partnership with other small businesses in their 

local area in a process known as clustering (Lund‐Thomsen & Pillay, 2012). Clusters are an 

established area of research regarding sports organisations (Gerke & Dalla Pria, 2018) and are 

described as “geographic concentrations of interconnected companies and institutions in a 

particular field” (Porter, 1998, p. 78). Shilbury (2000) explored the concept of clusters in a 
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sporting context to investigate the issues confronting sport and non-sport organisations. 

Shilbury (2000) sought to balance the requirement for financial support from the state by 

utilising the opportunities within interorganisational networks in overlapping industries that 

utilise the power of sport to secure ongoing success in the marketplace. Shilbury (2000) 

concludes by recognising a need to change delivery systems, which may alter the traditional 

perception of roles and responsibilities within sport provision. The geographical proximity of 

GSO and their stakeholders, including local SME businesses, aligns to the concept of clustering. 

Therefore, it adds substance to the conceptualising of CSRTS engagement with SMEs.  

 SMEs may also engage and benefit from the opportunity to increase social capital. 

Social capital is explained as increased interactions, connections and collective action 

generating positive outcomes such as social networks fostering reciprocity, goodwill and trust 

(Misener & Doherty, 2012; Putnam, 1995). Essentially, as people and groups work together, 

community well-being is enhanced as they collaborate more effectively and more often (Riggin 

et al., 2019; Woolcock, 2001). Therefore, it is theoretically possible that the successful 

alignment of CSRTS values cultivated within a cluster of localised organisations could facilitate 

the growth of social capital in the local area.  

So What… 

 COVID-19 has had a devastating impact on the global economy and the sports 

industry, as the implications of social distancing led to the widescale cancellation of sporting 

events and gatherings (Parnell et al., 2020). The cancellations placed even more financial 

pressure on amateur sports clubs that already faced significant pressures from overheads, 

changing demographics, increased membership expectations, competitors and the provision of 

quality facilities (Bradbury et al., 2021). In recognition of these challenges, entrepreneurial 

solutions through innovative methods must be investigated to protect the ongoing provision of 

sporting activity in GSO (Ratten, 2020).  

 Investigating the lived experiences of SME practitioners engaged with CSRTS can 

inform a new entrepreneurial approach by evolving the known theory in this area, adapting it 

to consider other concepts like clusters, and establishing outcomes built around social capital. 

The insights inform the ongoing understanding regarding partnership creation, resource 

sharing, mutually beneficial relationships, and establishing aligned values. By identifying social 

capital as an output of the framework, this thesis illustrates how aligned interorganisational 

relationships positively impact the social capital of their local community (Misener & Doherty, 

2012; Skinner et al., 2008).  As a result, increased financial sustainability for SME organisations 

can result in more active, prosperous and independent businesses, charities and sports 

organisations.  
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Why So…. 

 Case study research into PSO engaging with businesses in the local community to 

create authentic community partnerships has previously been illustrated (Anagnostopoulos et 

al., 2014; Heinze et al., 2014; Kihl et al., 2014), but it is limited in scope. PSO partnerships offer 

contextual insights into SME community engagement in sport CSR, but it does illustrate a 

precedent that sport and business can be integrated for successful partnerships.  

 Establishing CSRTS benefits of association at a local level creates important, tangible 

benefits for local communities through financially sustainable SME organisations and improved 

social capital. The data analysis for this thesis was completed chronologically throughout each 

case study, meaning that the insights of the preceding chapters informed the analytical 

approach adopted in the next chapter. In doing so, the thesis tells a story of interpretative 

analysis that begins with the perspectives of multiple organisations involved with a singular 

CSRTS project (Chapter Three), an SME engaged with CSRTS (Chapter Four) and a GSO SME 

sports organisation engaged with CSRTS (Chapter Five and Chapter Six).  This thesis 

demonstrates that it is equally possible for an SME organisation to think strategically regarding 

their CSR engagement as it is for MNEs. By doing so, this thesis helps to deconstruct barriers to 

SME engagement with CSRTS to offer a new strategic framework to facilitate SME engagement 

(Chapter Seven).   

 Whilst there is no academic research in this area, that does not necessarily suggest 

that SME organisations are not already engaging with CSRTS behaviours. For example, many 

SMEs engage with CSR practices but do not communicate their activities because they lack the 

motivation or resources to do so (Giovanna et al., 2012). Furthermore, research has shown 

that the absence of social reporting does not necessarily imply a lack of enterprises engaged in 

social action (Fassin, 2008). Identifying real-world examples of where this occurs presented the 

case study material for investigation for this thesis and therefore provides the opportunity to 

explore the parameters of Smith and Westerbeek's (2007) perceived benefits of association to 

sport by SME practitioners.  

Done Well… 

 Understanding that time is also a limited resource for SMEs (Jenkins, 2004), any 

opportunity to engage needs to be pragmatic and accessible with a central focus on the 

practitioner’s perspective. Central to securing this goal will be reducing the bureaucracy of 

policy and terminology known to dissuade SME owner-managers from engaging with CSR 

(Fassin, 2008). Therefore, it is important to consider language that speaks appropriately to 

SME practitioners who appreciate the values of sport and not to MNE CSR managers who are 
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typically driven by policies and procedures and the unengaging language that accompanies 

such documentation.  

 The power of sport offers the opportunity to create the required aspirational language 

because of its unrivalled communication power and mass media engagement (Smith & 

Westerbeek, 2007). Future practitioners need to understand and relate to the thesis findings, 

which are built upon the language of their peers, to secure the mutual benefits of improved 

reputation, profitability, and social capital (Bason & Anagnostopoulos, 2015; Breitbarth et al., 

2015). Achieving this requires an in-depth engagement with current practitioners, 

underpinning this research design's ontological and epistemological approach. Therefore, in 

pursuit of a practicable framework, this research analyses the language of practitioners via the 

utilisation of case studies whilst considering aspirational language derived from the power of 

sport. 

Why now… 

 Investigating the phenomenon of CSRTS in the context of an SME organisation marks 

the next evolutionary step in CSR, sport and SME research due to the relatively recent growth 

of interest in the late 2000s (Walzel et al., 2018). Further to this, the evolution of the research 

is timely because of the financial challenges created by the impact of COVID-19. Consequently, 

this thesis pursues innovative and novel methods to promote long-term sustainability by 

utilising SME organisations' creative, adaptable characteristics. COVID-19 has created an 

immediate requirement to support sports organisations to become financially independent 

and sustainable. It is within this post-COVID-19 landscape and its ongoing financial implications 

for SME organisations that this novel and timely opportunity to encourage widespread 

adoption of CSRTS strategies is presented.   

Who Cares…. 

 This research would interest policy makers and stakeholders seeking to secure the 

ongoing financial sustainability of SME businesses, charities and GSO. The research contributes 

opportunities to consider financial independence from third-party support within a post-

COVID-19 environment due to reduced grants and funding opportunities in the event of 

financial difficulties. More specifically, the research seeks to engage practitioners and owner-

managers from small organisations committed to developing their local community but lacks a 

clear understanding of how to achieve it.  

 This research would also be of interest to government policy makers, particularly local 

governments, who may consider implementing third-party support and funding to encourage 

the adoption of CSRTS. Supporting the implementation of CSRTS in SMEs could facilitate a new 

business model that secures long-term financial independence and reduce future dependence 



10 
 

 
 

upon government support. Financial independence is secured because it offers an innovative 

method of revenue generation beyond traditional approaches such as sponsorship, grants and 

membership fees (Bradbury et al., 2021; Hovemann et al., 2011; Ratten, 2020).  If successful, 

the strategy could be adopted beyond the UK and into other countries whereby similar 

interorganisational networks between sport, business and SMEs exist, for example, Australia 

and New Zealand (Bradbury et al., 2021; Joyce & Burley, 2008; Reid, 2012).  

 Investigation of the poorly understood phenomena of CSR, sport and SME integration 

represents an opportunity that may lead to genuine societal change. Understanding the 

research participants' reality helps inform methods to engage with SME organisations that are 

not currently engaged with CSR and potentially benefit from that engagement due to 

increased financial sustainability, reputation, and staff morale.   

Aims of the Thesis 

 The current academic landscape informed the conceptual map presented in Figure 1, 

which is a deductive orientation that has used existing theories and concepts to inform the 

progression of the thesis. Further depth is added to this theoretical conceptualisation by 

completing Whetten's (1989) suggested conceptual framework. By completing this process, 

this thesis can explore an analysis of the data from an informed position to assist the 

presentation of a more theoretically informed analysis that contributes a rich, complex, and 

useful story (Braun & Clarke, 2022, p. 208). It is important to explain that deductive reasoning 

within this thesis is not designed to test a hypothesis. Instead, deductive reasoning recognises 

the conceptual ideas to inform the analytic priority in the interpretative processes during the 

inductive-orientated analysis of the participants' data. In doing so, the research situates the 

practitioners’ experiences within a wider context, ensuring transferability of the study.  

 This thesis's combination of deductive and inductive reasoning orientates the 

interpretation of the data secured from the participants and the justification for participant 

recruitment. To ensure effective academic contribution, the research required analysing the 

first-hand experience of key stakeholder groups within the CSR, sport and SME relationship. By 

reflecting on the participants' cultural context and perceptions, this thesis is located within a 

specific reality, increasing our understanding of their world. By transferring these insights to 

characteristically comparable organisations, the thesis presents novel approaches to ensure 

SME businesses and sports organisations can grow together to improve their local society and 

decrease these significant challenges to survival.  

 This thesis aims to understand the implications of implementing the concept of CSRTS 

from the SME perspective using a main and set of subsidiary research questions generated to 
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help maintain focus whilst allowing for exploration of the broader themes and implications of 

the research. The overall thesis is titled as follows: 

 

Social impact through local sport: Adapting corporate social responsibility through sport 

(CSRTS) to the small and medium enterprise (SME)  

 

Various subsidiary questions support the above title (see Table 2). Although the research 

questions were predetermined before data collection via deductive conceptual ideas, the 

thesis was completed using an inductive approach that explored the participants' data. 

Therefore, the research has an emergent element and is not wholly prescribed in its nature but 

is situated within the wider context of CSR, sport and SME research to facilitate transferability 

to organisations with similar characteristics. The questions below helped serve as guidelines 

and formed the foundation of the thesis as the data analysis occurred.  
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Table 2  

Research Objectives, Questions and Relevant Chapter 

Research Objectives Research Questions Relevant Chapter 

RO1: To evaluate how stakeholders 

engaged with CSRTS construct and make 

sense of their role in society 

RQ1: How do stakeholders engaged with 

CSRTS conceptualise and make sense of 

their responsibilities towards society? 

 

RQ2: How do stakeholders engaged with 

CSRTS prioritise the core components of 

CSR (i.e., financial, legal, ethical, 

discretionary) 
 

Chapter 2 considers the academic 

landscape and the literature regarding the 

interrelationship between CSR, sport and 

SME.  

 

Chapter 3 investigates the 

interorganisational relationships between 

the key stakeholder groups of a CSRTS using 

a case study that includes representatives 

from sports organisations, SME businesses, 

and charities.  

Commented [CY1]: Two? 

Commented [CY2]: Three? 
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Research Objectives Research Questions Relevant Chapter 

RO2: To investigate the key motivations 

and drivers for CSRTS in SME businesses, 

charities and sporting organisations 
 

RQ3: What are the key motivations and 

drivers for CSRTS engagement in SMEs, 

charities and GSO? 

Chapter 3 investigates the motivations of 

practitioners working together in senior-

level decision making positions at a charity, 

sports organisations and SME business 

 

Chapter 4 focuses specifically on the issues 

within an SME business engaged with 

CSRTS 

 

Chapter 5 focuses specifically on the issues 

within a GSO engaged with CSRTS 
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Research Objectives Research Questions Relevant Chapter 

RO3: To explore CSRTS engagement 

within SMEs, charities and sporting 

organisations and the role of key 

stakeholders in shaping such practices 

RQ4: On what basis do SMEs prioritise 

stakeholders, and what influence does 

this have on CSRTS engagement? 

 

RQ5: How does the nature of the 

relationships with key stakeholders 

influence the inception and engagement 

of CSRTS in SMEs?  
 

Chapter 3 presents higher-order themes 

that shape a stakeholder approach to 

CSRTS. 

 

Chapter 4 presents higher-order themes 

that shape SME engagement with CSRTS.  

 

Chapter 5 presents higher-order themes 

that shape opportunities for SMEs to 

engage with GSO via CSRTS.  
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Research Objectives Research Questions Relevant Chapter 

RO4: To summarise the perceived and 

potential impact of SME CSRTS initiatives  

RQ6: What influence does the 

conceptualisation and engagement of CSR 

in SMEs have on broader societal 

wellbeing? 

 

RQ7: How can the promotion of CSR in 

SMEs be supported in the future? 

Chapter 6 illustrates the opportunities for 

stakeholder engagement and social impact 

in partnership with a GSO via a Delphi 

study.  

 

Chapter 7 completes the conceptualisation 

of a framework to facilitate the 

engagement of SMEs and GSO with CSR to 

secure social impact. 

 

Chapter 8 discusses the key issues 

presented within each chapter and the 

implication for securing SME engagement 

with CSRTS. 
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Theoretical Framing  

 This thesis is framed by the sociology of economic behaviour and the field of business 

ethics. As sociological theories provide the framework of ethical decision-making within a 

business, they can provide a thorough understanding of CSR and CSRTS in SMEs. There are two 

theoretical paths that this thesis has closely considered throughout the research. The first 

examines sociological discourse regarding ethical decision-making within economic behaviour 

and ethical theory. The second reflects on the tensions between stakeholder theory (Freeman, 

1984) and social capital theory (Bourdieu, 1986; Putnam, 1995). This section argues why social 

capital theory should be the theoretical framework for CSR research due to the idiosyncratic 

nature of SME.  

 This thesis is devised and structured around three theoretical underpinnings: 

economic, social and ethical issues. First, this thesis is framed by a broader consideration of 

economic behaviour. Second, economic activity is also a social activity; therefore, sociological 

analysis of CSR and CSRTS becomes pertinent to the sociological analysis of CSR. Third, as this 

thesis closes the research gap between these disparate constructs, it contributes to the 

relevance of ethical theories and understanding economic behaviour in an applied 

context. Consequently, this research is inductive and achieved via a pragmatic analysis of the 

rich data provided by the participants engaged with CSRTS.  

 The tensions between stakeholder theory and social capital theory represent a 

theoretical underpinning of this thesis due to its impact on CSR literature and practice (Babiak 

& Kihl, 2018). Stakeholder theory evolved from the work of Freeman (1984), who states that 

shareholders are one of many stakeholders in a company. Stakeholders are anyone invested, 

involved, or affected by the company. Furthermore, a company's ability to satisfy stakeholders, 

not just shareholders, can result in financial success (Freeman, 1984). Therefore, there is a 

clear association between stakeholder theory and CSR as stakeholders have emerged to play a 

more significant role by influencing the actions of businesses which impact their reputation, 

employees’ social engagement and the institutional culture of the firm (Ikram et al., 2019).  

 Stakeholder theory has been framed in CSR theory from the MNE perspective, not SME 

(Jenkins, 2004). Therefore, tensions remain regarding the appropriateness of applying 

stakeholder theory to SMEs. More recently, some have suggested social capital theory as a 

better approach for SMEs because of the idiosyncratic differences between corporations and 

SMEs (Perrini, 2006; Russo & Perrini, 2010; Vázquez-Carrasco & López-Pérez, 2013). 

Nonetheless, stakeholder theory has been recognised for its central idea that corporations are 

responsible for those affected by their actions (Spence, 2016). The successful adoption of 

stakeholder theory lies in making all stakeholders satisfied with company performance and not 
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just those who would make a profit (Freeman, 1984). For these reasons, stakeholder theory 

has formed the broad theoretical underpinning of CSR because of the ability of stakeholders to 

impact the business with respect to reputation and legitimacy (Ikram et al., 2019). However, 

the more recent emergence of social capital theory has taken prominence over stakeholder 

theory within academic literature. This change is due to the differences between SME and 

MNE organisations including how SMEs manage relationships (Jenkins, 2006), having more 

personal relationships (Perrini, 2006) especially with internal stakeholders (Jamali et al., 2009), 

and habitual contact with the local community (Russo & Tencati, 2009). SMEs tend to engage 

with local social initiatives and commit to the region (Spence et al., 2003). For these reasons, 

this thesis recognises the broader implications of stakeholder and social capital theories and 

their influence on the concept of CSR.  

Theoretical Discourse  

 After discussing opportunities for research within the tripartite areas of CSR, SME and 

sport it is now pertinent to explore the ontological and epistemological theoretical basis of this 

thesis. Central to the research aims is understanding the lived experiences of SME practitioners 

already engaged with CSRTS. Understanding their experiences presents opportunities to 

develop an engaging and usable practitioner-focused framework that aligns with the 

idiosyncratic nature of SME organisations. Consequently, this thesis makes a new 

epistemological contribution to what is known and how we think about the relationship with 

CSRTS from an SME perspective.  

 This thesis outlines and justifies its ontological and epistemological theoretical basis as 

a qualitative investigation into the research participants engaged with CSRTS. Ontology, the 

way we think about the world, influences our epistemology which is what we think can be 

known about it and how we think it can be investigated via methodology and research 

techniques (Fleetwood & Ackroyd, 2004). Consequently, this involves examining the social 

theory and theoretical position of the research itself.  

 The epistemological contribution of this thesis is built upon the foundations of a 

critical realist philosophical position (Bhaskar, 2010; Sayer, 2000). Critical realism is a relatively 

new philosophical perspective on ontological and epistemological issues. The theory originally 

emerged from the work of  Bhaskar (1975, 1979) and influenced prominent social theorists 

(Sayer, 1992; Archer, 1995), socialist thinkers (Collier, 1994) political economists (Jessop, 1997) 

and social scientists (Lawson, 1997). Critical realism combines the realist ontology (theory of 

being) with a relativist epistemology (theory of knowledge) and subscribes to a form of 

“robust” relativism (McEvoy & Richards, 2003). When compared to positivism and 

interpretivism, critical realism is compatible with a wide range of research methods. Still, it 
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implies that the choice should depend on the nature of the object of study and what the 

researcher intends to determine (Sayer, 2000).  

 Therefore, to secure the necessary depth of research required in this area, critical 

realism has been identified as the underlying process of exploring the natural and social 

phenomena within the parameters of this research (McEvoy & Richards, 2003).  As this thesis 

emphasises the tangible opportunities identified via qualitative interviews to increase SME 

engagement with CSRTS, it aligns with the critical realist prioritisation of method 

implementation.  

 The thesis illustrates further alignment with critical realism because the research area 

investigates culture and society created by actors. In this instance, the actors are SME 

practitioners engaged with CSRTS within the UK. Although the actors operate within a limited 

geographical location, they are subject to a dynamic, changing environment due to human 

actions. Within this thesis, there is consideration of mutually influential relationships between 

humans shaping the society around them via their interactions with a GSO. Importantly, as this 

thesis is a study of certain times and certain places, a deep understanding of the actors and 

their social setting takes place. In combination with reflexive TA, the thesis looks beyond latent 

meaning within the rich data to observe the mechanisms, structures and causes within the 

case studies and their actors. Figure 2 offers a visual representation of the alignment of this 

thesis and critical realism adapted from Mingers and Willcocks (2004).  
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Figure 2  

Thesis alignment to Critical Realism  

 

Note. Adapted from Lyubimov, n.d. 

 

 The use of qualitative data in Chapters Three, Four and Five and quantitative data in 

Chapter Six required researcher reflection regarding its applicability within a critical realist 

perspective. Qualitative research is primarily concerned with understanding human 

experiences in a humanistic and interpretive approach (Jackson et al., 2007). Qualitative 

research differs from a quantitative approach that incorporates standardised measures and 

numerical techniques associated with a positivist paradigm (McEvoy & Richards, 2003). 

However, whilst there are methodological differences, there is a consensus that critical realism 

prioritises how the methods are used rather than the methods themselves.  
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Researcher Reflection 

 The researcher's experiences provided first-hand experiences of the challenges for 

GSO, particularly the difficulty in securing financial resources via traditional methods such as 

sponsorship, membership and grants (see Appendix A). As a senior decision maker in SME 

business, the researcher witnessed that sponsorship was typically derived from philanthropic 

motivations despite opportunities to create more meaningful partnerships developed from the 

core skills and values of the organisation's character. Inspired by the practices of MNEs and 

PSO the researcher developed an initial conceptualisation of current academic theory to create 

a new innovative approach to progress SME businesses and GSO.  

 Due to the researcher’s personal experiences in sport, business and CSR they 

considered their subjectivity as a resource when completing the interview design, interviewing 

participants and analysing the data. Accepting and utilising their experiences can contribute to 

the thesis instead of dispassionate stances that seek to eliminate researcher objectivity. 

Therefore the researcher adopted a reflexive psychological science whereby their subjectivity 

was considered a resource that can help contextualise and enhance the qualitative research 

procedure and its outcomes (Gough & Madill, 2012).  

 The researcher used their experience to create rapport with the participants so they 

could listen with empathy and genuine interest. During the analysis phases of the research, 

they categorised and interpreted the data to a deeper level of understanding to investigate 

beyond descriptive, surface-level themes (DeSantis & Ugarriza, 2000). Using their own 

experiences helped contribute towards making sense of the participants' stories by relating 

them to how the researcher understood phenomena within their subjective experiences 

(Braun & Clarke, 2021b). As a result, the researcher’s personal experiences and assumptions 

were a useful contribution following personal reflection as an informed insider. The adopted 

position of critical realism recognised that the ‘truth’ is obscured by subjectivity and processes 

that create new knowledge (Braun & Clarke, 2022).  

 The critical realist approach aligned with the researcher’s experiences helping to 

centre the ‘lived experiences’ of the interviewees when considering their engagement with 

SMEs, CSR and sport (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Ultimately this approach enabled the researcher 

to support the participants in illustrating and engaging with their experiences with CSRTS 

whilst also considering the literature and limitations in the broader context of the research 

area.  
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 The theoretically flexible, reflexive thematic analysis (TA) method is used to analyse 

data in Chapters Three to Five (Braun et al., 2016; Braun, Clarke, Hayfield, et al., 2019; Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). The emphasis on qualitative methods within this thesis is in keeping with other 

critical realist approaches that have tended to devote more attention to developing qualitative 

research approaches than quantitative approaches (Porpora, 2001). This alignment could be 

because qualitative methods can be adapted more easily to pursue alternative lines of enquiry 

in search of retroductive explanations (McEvoy & Richards, 2006).  

 Therefore, this thesis makes an epistemological contribution because the qualitative 

methods employed allowed for the pursuit of both a depth of meaning from participants and 

to actively pursue different lines of enquiry that presented themselves during the multiple 

discourses. As an illustration, this thesis had the flexibility to change the line of enquiry 

through the course of conversational interviews because they are not committed to the 

measurement of predetermined variables (McEvoy & Richards, 2006). As this thesis was 

exploring the concept of a new CSRTS framework for SMEs, where currently none exists, there 

were no established models that might prescribe a narrative in the expectation of producing 

some replicability. Due to the known lack of research into CSRTS from an SME perspective, it 

was important not to implement research barriers like predetermined variables that may 

prevent a full exploration of potential areas of interest within the participant’s interviews.  

Data Analysis  

 To allow for a deep exploration of participants' experiences, reflexive thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2021b, 2022) was an appropriately explorative method of analysis. 

Reflexive TA is a popular qualitative research method for analysing contextual data (Wiltshire 

& Ronkainen, 2021). Boyatzis (1998) provided one of the first structured guidelines for creating 

themes from analysis and presented it as a potential bridge for qualitative and quantitative 

research designs. Since then, TA has evolved to include several different interpretations, but 

Braun and Clarke's (2006) established itself as the premier resource, evident due to receiving 

over 90,000 citations on Google Scholar to become a popular source of reference for TA 

scholars (Wiltshire & Ronkainen, 2021). Essentially, there are three different approaches to TA, 

each with different theoretical underpinnings  (Braun, Clarke, Hayfield, et al., 2019), that need 

consideration in the research design (see Table 3).  
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Table 3 

 Comparative Analysis of Different Thematic Analysis Approaches 

Thematic analysis 

approach 
Characterisation Applicability to thesis 

Coding Reliability 

TA (Partially 

qualitative) 

Multiple coders are required to 

test the consistency of judgement 

 

High importance is placed on 

replicability 

 

 

Predetermined aims for reliable 

and accurate coding 

 

Requires significant sample size 

 

Themes are typically presented as 

domain summaries 

Multiple coders not available 

 

 

The thesis focuses on the exploration of 

participants' experiences rather than 

replicability 

 

Not aligned to the exploration of an 

under-researched topic area of CSRTS 

and SME 

 

The limited available sample size of a 

case study prevents adequate data from 

being available 

 

Illustrates only surface-level analysis of 

the data 
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Thematic analysis 

approach 
Characterisation Applicability to thesis 

Codebook TA 

(neo-positivist) 

Predetermined themes and a 

rigid, structured approach 

 

 

 

Requires significant sample size 

 

Themes are typically presented as 

domain summaries 
 

This prevents the flexibility of fully 

exploring the unknown and potentially 

insightful experiences of practitioners 

 

Limited available sample size of a case 

study prevents adequate data from 

being available 

 

Illustrates only surface-level analysis of 

the data 

Reflexive TA 

(Wholly 

qualitative) 

Flexible approach for fully 

realised themes 

 

 

 

The individual researcher 

becomes an active part of the 

process 

 

Priorities thoughtful engagement 

with data over accurate, reliable, 

consensus coding 

Themes are achieved by open, fluid, and 

recursive engagement with the data to 

achieve a deeper level analysis of the 

data 

 

Allows researcher to identify latent, 

emergent themes constructed from the 

data 

 

Allows for exploration of under research 

topic in line with the resources available 

for this thesis 

 

Note. Adapted from Braun et al., 2019, p. 847.  

 

 Whilst a range of TA approaches are available, the phenomenon under investigation 

should prioritise deep and meaningful engagement with the data instead of following 

processes that achieve a coding consensus or high degree of replicability. As the SME 

practitioners' experiences represent a unique opportunity to understand their lived 
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experiences, reflexive TA's flexibility and recursive nature align with this thesis's theoretical 

underpinnings.  

 The construction of latent themes that recognise the assumptions, implications and 

deeper meaning of the views expressed by the SME practitioners allows their story to reveal 

themes about their engagement with CSRTS. The themes can then support other organisations 

that operate within similar contexts to the case studies via shared meaning. Their similarities 

could secure wider SME engagement, increase financial sustainability for the organisations 

involved, and improve social capital within the locality. The themes produced through chapters 

three, four and five inform the framework presented in chapter seven which is designed to 

increase SME engagement with CSRTS to secure a competitive advantage in an accessible, 

pragmatic manner. By building a framework based upon the shared meaning of current 

practitioners, the framework is presented with accessible terminology, allowing cross-sector 

opportunities to engage with a range of SME organisations.  

 

Figure 3  

Methods Map  

 

Note. The flowchart demonstration the overall thesis methodology.  

 Figure 3 illustrates the theoretical underpinnings of the thesis. It is important to 

recognise that even in the pursuit of inductive reflexive TA, there is still a requirement to 

ensure the data analysis goes beyond descriptions or simply summarising participants' data. 
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Therefore, to ensure the full potential of the data is realised, the data is interrogated from a 

critical realist ontology and social constructionist epistemology. The flexible approach can still 

answer different research questions by remaining focused on the participants' lived 

experiences and creating fully realised themes representing a constructed contribution to 

sociological knowledge.  

 Consequently, qualitative research is a complex method of inquiry, and this thesis 

accepts that the researcher becomes part of the investigation process. For qualitative research 

to be implemented effectively, it requires recognising researcher bias. Qualitative research can 

present issues around research bias as it is impossible to remove the researcher's perspective 

from the subject matter, and this thesis does not attempt to claim otherwise. The researcher’s 

values allow them to understand and reflect on the participant's experiences more adequately 

than might otherwise be possible (Elliott et al., 1999). Appendix A discloses the researcher's 

values, interests and assumptions to help the reader interpret and understand the data (Elliott 

et al., 1999). 

Structure of the Thesis 

 The work presented in the following chapters provides a critical evaluation of CSRTS 

from the perspective of practitioners who have contributed to a local CSRTS project that has 

engaged SME businesses, charities, and sports organisations. The thesis explores the factors 

that shaped the success or otherwise of the project's practitioners engaged with. By 

practitioners offering their shared experiences, the opportunity is presented to create a new 

CSRTS framework adapted to the idiosyncratic nature of SME organisations to ignite further 

academic research and increase engagement from other SME organisations.  

 Chapter One explains the research design and methods used to collect primary data 

that form the basis of Chapters Three to Six. Chapter Two provides an in-depth review of the 

literature on the evolution of the relationship between CSR, sport and SMEs. Chapter Three 

explores the experiences of a range of SME business, charity and sports club practitioners from 

different professional backgrounds engaged with a CSRTS project. Chapter Four explores the 

experiences of SME business practitioners engaged with a CSRTS project to realise their 

experiences in contrast to MNE organisations. Chapter Five explores sport club administrators’ 

opinions and perceptions regarding their experiences of CSRTS. Chapter Six utilises a Delphi 

survey to canvass and investigate the responses of an array of CSRTS stakeholders. Chapter 

Seven identifies the policy implications and provides a framework that considers how to 

encourage more SME organisations to engage with CSRTS. Chapter Eight presents a discussion 

of the major issues and arguments. Chapter Nine is the conclusion.  
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Foreword 

 This chapter has presented the research background and theoretical underpinning to 

ensure a cognisant philosophical framework within the research design. The chapter outlined 

the main research question, focusing on adapting CSR through sport to an SME perspective 

using practitioner experiences. The chapter explained that understanding the SME perspective 

is achieved by utilising the reflexive TA approach, a theoretically flexible method that aligns 

with the research framework. The chapter discussed the theoretical underpinnings of the 

thesis, a critical realist perspective that fits the pursuit of experiential knowledge from the 

participants. 

 The accelerated development of CSR and its association with the sports sector 

provides the initial starting point of the literature review in the next chapter. Understanding 

the academic landscape can inform how current research investigates the sociological impacts 

of successfully engaging SME organisations with CSRTS. However, despite the growth in 

academic attention, there has yet to be any research that attempts to integrate a tripartite 

relationship between CSR, sport and SME organisations. Therefore, this thesis addresses this 

knowledge gap by seeking to understand and contribute to what an effective CSRTS 

relationship looks like for SMEs working with GSO. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Chapter Overview 

 A systematic review was conducted to review the research landscape regarding the 

interrelationships between SME, sport and CSR. This literature review illustrates the knowledge 

gap and the opportunity to make a genuine contribution to knowledge and inform how current 

research may align with the experiences of SME practitioners analysed in Chapters Three to Six. 

Consequently, this chapter investigates the body of literature that has grown regarding CSR, 

sport and SMEs and the key themes present within the extant literature.  

History of CSR 

 CSR has grown in prominence in recent decades, both as a business practice and 

academically, although the idea can be traced back to the early 20th century when companies 

such as Ford donated funds to improve social conditions (Kolyperas et al., 2016; Rowe et al., 

2019; Sheth & Babiak, 2010). Carroll's (1979) seminal text on CSR stated that economic 

responsibility was paramount to businesses but added three more responsibilities; legal, ethical 

and discretionary. The model brought clarity to practitioners helping to advance the 

implementation of social responsibility activities, good business practice, protection from future 

misdeeds and as a marketing tool (Godfrey, 2009; Hamil & Morrow, 2011; Porter & Kramer, 

2006; Rowe et al., 2019; Sheth & Babiak, 2010; Walters & Chadwick, 2009). Whilst Carroll (1979) 

has received criticism due to the lack of empirical research to determine how practitioners 

perceive CSR (Sheth & Babiak, 2010), this thesis extends beyond these boundaries and 

contributes toward practitioners’ understanding of CSR based on SME experiences.  

Methodological Approach and Justification  

 Literature reviews, including systematic reviews, can make a significant academic 

contribution by examining and summarising past research and drawing comprehensive 

conclusions from many separate studies that address a subject matter (Schulenkorf et al., 2016). 

A literature review was also necessary due to the relatively recent emergence of CSR as a topic 

area and the more recent association of CSR to the sport sector, both as a line of academic 

enquiry and as a business practice. This chapter utilised a systematic review approach with the 

Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines 

(Moher et al., 2009). This robust approach was employed to ensure academic rigour in line with 

the research objectives.  

Research Agenda and Methodology 

 Integral to the research design was capturing articles prevalent in CSR, sport and SMEs. 

As such, a range of strategies was utilised to ensure accurate coverage of the targeted research 

area. The research strategy began with identifying the appropriate terms to determine an initial 
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database of articles, subsequently aligning the research process with the PRISMA guidelines. The 

research database began by acknowledging the central topics of this thesis, corporate social 

responsibility, sport, and small and medium enterprise, because this terminology is directly 

associated with understanding the interrelation of these concepts.  

 This chapter acknowledges the assumption that there are no alternative terms that 

might risk the non-inclusion of an applicable journal; this is because it is assumed a research 

paper would not investigate relationships between CSR, sport or SMEs without making direct 

reference to that terminology. To further ensure robustness throughout the systematic review, 

the research used PRISMA guidelines which require actioning a checklist in a procedural and 

logical manner to add quality to the literature searching process (see Figure 4). The PRISMA 

process raises the quality of the review by procedurally following the framework for added 

rigour, improving the readers’ ability to assess the strengths and weaknesses of a review by 

bringing clarity to the research process and reducing publication bias (Moher et al., 2009).  

 Additionally, an integral part of the systematic review is identifying relevant peer-

reviewed journal articles. The first step in developing the research database was utilising 

computerised databases to identify journals for inclusion. For wider coverage, eight different 

databases were used: Google Scholar (GS), Emerald, Nexis, ProQuest, Science Direct, Scopus, 

Business Source Complete and Academic Search Ultimate. Although computer databases can be 

less accurate than alternative approaches, such as ancestry searching or journal hand searching  

(Conn et al., 2003), this strategy enabled the use of multiple techniques to capture articles of 

interest. 

 Consequently, this chapter represents an extensive review of academic journal papers 

investigating the relationships between CSR, sport and SMEs as per the inclusion and exclusion 

criteria identified in Table 4. Any further broadening of the research parameters to include 

research in sport for development (a popular and established theory in its own right) or business 

articles only within the context of multinational corporations (with processes and resources far 

removed from an SME) would have the implication of returning thousands of extra results with 

insufficient focus on the topic area to justify inclusion.  
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Table 4 

 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

 

Inclusion criteria 

Journal articles that were included had a central 

focus on one or more of the following criteria: 

Exclusion criteria 

Journal articles that were excluded had a central 

focus on one or more of the following criteria: 

Reference sport, corporate social responsibility, 

and small and medium enterprises within the 

article 

 

Referenced sport as a means to progress 

corporate social responsibility for business 

 

Referenced corporate social responsibility 

within the context of small and medium 

enterprise organisations 

 

The article discusses the theme of progressing 

CSR via sport with or without reference to SME, 

and without referencing those terms directly 

 

“A” sport could be referenced instead of “sport” 

itself - i.e., an article on soccer.  
 

Sport for development 

 

Multinational corporations 

 

Non-full-text English articles 

 

Grey literature 

 

Published prior to 1999 
 

 

 Ensuring focus also has implications for the use of grey literature as the terms sport, 

CSR, and SME are well-documented topic areas. Grey literature is a diverse body of material that 

is not subject to traditional peer-review and is often excluded because of the challenge of time 

constraints and how the data is archived and captured (Adams et al., 2017). Due to these 

challenges and the anticipated lack of academic material in the research area, this research 

implemented an important research exclusion of all non-peer-reviewed material and material 

not published in academic journals. Therefore, this literature review does not consider 

publications such as books, opinion pieces, editorials, and newspaper articles.  
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 The exclusion criteria adopted are not a comment on the value of books or grey 

literature but a deliberate attempt to maintain focus and academic rigour throughout this 

systematic review (Torraco, 2016). The research recognises that excluding grey literature may 

limit reviews to a portion of the available evidence, potentially threatening validity and affecting 

the overall conclusion (Conn et al., 2003). Nonetheless, the exclusion is required to maintain a 

research focus on CSR, sport and SMEs. For example, sport-for-development (SFD) remains an 

important sub-section of CSR; however, it has established itself as a concept within its own right 

and beyond the targeted research area.  

 The search parameters of corporate social responsibility, sport, and small and medium 

enterprise were entered into the search criteria and were applied to the domains of title, 

abstract, and/or keywords. Cumulative searching of the terms, as opposed to individual 

searching, was necessary as each term would result in a significant return of academic articles, 

warranting further investigation implausible. Consequently, a search parameter framework was 

created to ensure a deliberate and rigorous approach to analysing the data (Whittemore & Knafl, 

2005).  

 Regarding research timescales, it was anticipated that there would be little research of 

relevance that attempted to integrate some or all of CSR, sport and SMEs. The methodology 

sought to illustrate the clearest possible picture of the research available concerning the 

relationships between the research topics and therefore set a twenty-year time limit to include 

articles published from 1999 onwards. Publishing from 1999 allows for the inclusion of relative 

literature on a topic known to be modern. It also spans the financial crisis of the late 2000s 

capturing the academic response to financial vulnerability within the topic areas.    

Results 

 Following adherence to the PRISMA framework and literature search, 153 (n = 153) 

journal articles were identified after evaluating the exclusion and inclusion criteria. Initially, 757 

(n = 757) articles were recognised based on the search parameters of CSR, sport and SME, with 

41 articles removed due to duplication. The Zotero bibliography manager (v4.0) assisted with 

the removal of duplicates. Articles were then screened at title, abstract, and full manuscript, 

resulting in a final 87 articles identified, with 64 articles added following a review of reference 

lists, creating the final sample.  
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Figure 4  

Article Search and Selection Process 

 

Note. Adapted from Page et al., 2021.  

 

 Each journal was assessed to identify the methodology utilised within the study (see 

Appendix G). The evaluation of the different research designs illustrated a mix of qualitative, 

quantitative and mixed methods approaches. For the purposes of this chapter, the cumulation 

of the articles presented the meta-data for analysis, including the categories of authorship, year 
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of publication, journal of publication, methodology, and location of study. Every journal was 

analysed in further detail in a comprehensive literature database stored and organised within 

NVivo 12. Therefore NVivo 12 was utilised as the data analyst tool to identify themes and 

patterns within the identified literature relevant to the thesis research questions. Of the 153 

journals reviewed, 94 used qualitative analysis, 51 used quantitative analysis, and 8 used mixed 

methods.  

 Evaluation of the 153 articles confirmed that no research paper directly investigated the 

relationship between CSR, sport and SMEs. However, all the articles (n = 153) did investigate at 

least two of the three research parameters. Figure 5 demonstrates the publication of themes 

over time. From 1999 to 2020, the journals investigating CSR and sport (n = 76) and CSR and SME 

(n = 75) are almost identical. The sport and SME relationship receives only minimal 

representation (n = 2). No journals consider the tripartite CSR, sport and SME relationship (n = 

0).  
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Figure 5  

Annual Publication Volume by Publication Theme  
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 The analysis illustrated a general lack of research on SME organisations and how they 

interact with sport (n = 2). Considering the relationship via the lens of CSR, it created an 

opportunity for further research in this area. Whilst Figure 5 shows two separate strands of 

research into CSR and sport and CSR and SME, they served as a foundation to integrate the 

research parameters. These separate strands informed the creation of a framework to progress 

SME engagement with CSR through the power and unique attributes of sport (see Chapter 

Seven).  

 Research considering CSR in the context of either sport or SMEs is relatively modern. 

For example, the year 2009 represented the first occurrence that more than one journal article 

was published for both the themes CSR and sport (n = 7), and CSR and SME (n = 15). The year 

2009 was also identified as the year with the highest number of journals to be published (n = 22) 

in either theme. From a sporting context, this was expected based on the important research by 

Smith and Westerbeek (2007), drawing attention to the subject matter and benefits of 

businesses working alongside sports organisations to pursue a CSR goal, illustrated by Nestle in 

Australia engaging with schools to make children healthier through sport (Smith & Westerbeek, 

2007, p.51). However, it is less clear why interest in CSR and SME peaked this year.  

Figure 6  

Research Locations 

 

Note. Figure demonstrates the location of researchers. International denotes researchers 

based across multiple-continents.  



35 
 

 
 

 

 Figure 6 illustrates the dominance of Europe (n = 79) as the main location of researchers 

considering one of the research themes. North America (n = 31), International (n = 16) and 

Oceania (n = 14) represent the higher levels of academic interest. Asia (n = 8) and Africa (n = 3) 

are only marginally represented, with no representation of South American based researchers. 

This thesis will represent a further contribution towards European based researchers and 

research, and therefore consideration of CSR, sport and SME beyond Europe, North America, 

and Oceania represent a little researched area that could be progressed.  

Definitional Challenges 

 Following the quantitative analysis of themes within the research data, this chapter now 

analyses the qualitative information from the dataset to explore themes within the systematic 

review. These themes inform successful partnerships between CSR, sport and SMEs and 

contribute to the overall evolution of the thesis. A common theme across the research database 

was a need to establish the definition of either CSR and SME because they clarified the areas 

under investigation and framed the context of the discussion. More importantly, CSR and SMEs 

are commonly identified within academic articles as difficult to find agreement on a definition, 

impacting upon how the terms are used and understood, which prevents discussion around how 

they might be successfully integrated. Ensuring understanding is particularly important when 

considering the perspective of SME practitioners, who are less likely to engage with bureaucratic 

or ill-defined terminology.   

 CSR is perhaps more contentious than the definition of SME because it has been labelled 

a “tortured concept, both theoretically and empirically” (Godfrey, 2009, p. 703). CSR is not 

considered straightforward to define with multiple meanings, lacks consensus, and overlaps 

with other concepts (Walters & Anagnostopoulos, 2012). This lack of a specific definition may 

cause inconsistencies and imprecision for practitioners and academics alike (Walters, 2009), 

which should be addressed to instigate wider engagement with these practices.  

 Carroll’s (1979, p. 500) text offers a valuable starting point regarding a definition of CSR 

built upon four pillars of business performance explained as “the social responsibility of business 

encompasses the economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary expectations that society has of 

organisations at a given point in time”. The four categories help frame the discussion in a way 

that allows practitioners to investigate the details of its meanings and applications and are 

considered quite clear, inclusive, and helpful (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009). In the context of SMEs, 

Carroll’s (1979) definition focuses on fewer categories, allowing for a clearer alignment between 

the values and attributes of sport and SMEs. The focus supports SMEs who are known to prefer 
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less jargon and simpler words for better clarity and understanding of the purpose of CSR from 

the outset (Jenkins, 2006).  

 The lack of an accepted definition has allowed CSR to become open for interpretation 

leading to the emergence of various themes, including Sport-for-Development (SFD) 

(Schulenkorf et al., 2016), community-oriented practice (Rowe et al., 2019), corporate social 

performance (Wood, 2010),  corporate social responsiveness (Walters, 2009), and corporate 

social integration (Porter & Kramer, 2006). The evolution of sub-categories within CSR may be 

another barrier to SMEs engaging with the practice, potentially perceiving a lack of clarity or 

over-complication of the concept.   

 To create a more engaging CSR definition for SMEs, Jenkins (2006) advised removing the 

word corporate from the definition and focusing on the practicalities of implementing CSR 

within the company. SME engagement could be supported by making a clear emotional 

appeal to the good-will element of CSR (Anagnostopoulos & Shilbury, 2013; McWilliams et al., 

2006)  as this could engage SMEs or, more specifically, the SME owner-manager who may not 

be familiar with the term or the language used. In consequence, consideration of the 

terminology used to explain CSR has a direct implication for securing SME engagement. This 

implication should be considered and expanded to include the relationship between sport and 

sports organisations. The clear implications regarding terminology and its impact receive 

ongoing reflection throughout the thesis.  

 Although the relevance of an accepted CSR definition may be overstated, Dahlsrud 

(2008, p. 6) suggests that due to the congruent nature of the various definitions, the lack of a 

“universally accepted definition is less problematic than it might seem”. Consequently, the 

attention can focus on the specific context of CSR when a business strategy is being developed 

to adopt an effective CSR strategy. Given the congruent nature, this may reassure the SME 

practitioner whilst allowing the academic debate to continue.  

Defining SME 

 Whilst less problematic than CSR, academic research illustrates the difficulties in 

defining SMEs due to the lack of an agreed universal definition and varying interpretations, 

making comparisons difficult, particularly when categorising based on a SMEs’ number of 

employees (Jenkins, 2006, 2009; Lampadarios et al., 2017). Defining SMEs can assist in 

identifying key themes in the context of smaller organisations as opposed to larger, more 

corporate businesses that operate with different practices, policies and cultures. A clear 

definition also challenges the idea that SMEs are little big companies (Tilley, 2000) and that the 

principles applied to CSR at a multi-national level can be scaled down to fit a smaller firm 

(Jenkins, 2006). A new definition would utilise language that appeals to the typical SME who 
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may be discouraged by corporate officialese from engaging with CSR strategies. As SMEs' social 

activities can be fragmented and informal, they may not need formal policies or corporate 

definitions (Castka et al., 2004).   

 Insight into the size and scale of SMEs can be provided by The European Commission 

policy (Status - Eurostat, 2019) which defines SMEs in categories including employee numbers, 

turnover, and balance sheet totals. A medium-sized organisation is identified as having less than 

250 employees and either a balance sheet total not exceeding ECU 43 million or a turnover not 

exceeding ECU 50 million. A medium-sized organisation with some 250 employees would 

represent a sizable difference from an SME sole trader operating alone. More insight could be 

gained by breaking it down into size classes, particularly micro enterprises (less than 10 people 

employed) and small enterprises (10-49 persons employed).   

 The impact of smaller SMEs successfully engaging with CSR is illustrated by recognising 

that micro-businesses account for 96% of all United Kingdom (UK) businesses (Rhodes & Ward, 

2020). This significant volume of organisations illustrates the potential target sector to adapt an 

appropriate CSR framework. If a CSR framework “through” sport could be created in keeping 

with the attributes of UK-based SME or micro-organisations, it could represent an opportunity 

to impact society positively. 

The Competitive Advantage of CSR 

 An SME organisation could gain from the benefits of a successful CSR programme which 

can include improved reputation, competitor differentiation, recruiting and retaining 

employees, increased sales, and brand loyalty which all support financial performance (Porter & 

Kramer, 2006; Walker & Kent, 2009; Walters, 2009). Companies can be viewed as having a 

positive impact on society that can lead to them winning awards which can help an organisation 

make sense of their CSR strategy and grow (Babiak & Wolfe, 2006). Jenkins (2009) UK-focused 

study identified that socially responsible SMEs improve employee training and work-life balance, 

which can also help increase the company's market share as morale and productivity improve. 

Successfully illustrating the key benefits of adopting a CSR framework to SMEs is a key message 

to ensure potential practitioners engage with a CSR program.  

Barriers to Achieving CSR 

 Implementing CSR into an SME strategy is not without its obstacles. Some SME 

managers consider CSR as more of a theoretical concept rather than being able to engage with 

it practically. Putting theory into practice may seem out of reach for an SME compared to a larger 

corporation with dedicated staff, high-profile marketing and organisational policy (Fraj‐Andrés 

et al., 2012; Heivik & Shankar, 2011). These issues may be related to a firm's internal networks 
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because whilst SMEs can have good internal communications, it can be challenging to get 

employees short on time and finances involved with CSR (Jenkins, 2009). 

 SMEs can also face a range of other issues that prevent effective engagement. They can 

struggle to find the necessary support from local policymakers and external stakeholders, an 

inability to quantify results and a general lack of staff, knowledge, and resources (Turyakira et 

al., 2014). CSR has also faced “blowback” as stakeholders perceive a company as either not living 

up to its socially responsible objectives or masking self-interest (Godfrey, 2009). The company 

may profess to be socially responsible in one area whilst having problems in another, such as 

Starbucks' contradiction in being good to employees but being criticised over the treatment of 

coffee farmers (Godfrey, 2009). Accordingly, the growth of CSR policies has been met with 

increased scepticism from stakeholders and consumers who have come to negatively judge CSR 

programs seen as ‘strategic’ (Breitbarth et al., 2015) but view genuine policies positively.  

 An example of a genuine policy would be the National Football League’s (NFL) Detroit 

Lions. The Detroit Lions Living for the City initiative was a partnership focus community 

engagement practice focused on sustainable community health, wellness, and development 

(Heinze et al., 2014). However, ineffective programs and questionable motives can be seen as 

disingenuous public relations tactics (Heinze et al., 2014). Nevertheless, it would be unlikely that 

an SME would have the resources to coordinate a “whitewashing” or “greenwashing” of the gap 

between their marketing message and their actual business behaviour (Levermore, 2010, p. 

236). This behaviour is typically attributed to companies with a poor public image (e.g., oil, gas, 

pharmaceutical sectors) whose level of visibility would be above a standard SME organisation 

due to their significantly larger status and size.  

Unique Attributes of SMEs 

 SMEs have different structural, social and functional characteristics (Spence et al., 

2003), and their behaviour is usually in the mould of the owner-managers values, which prove 

to be the main motivator for strategies and policies within that organisation. Typically, an SME’s 

motivations and strategies are less explicit, and they risk being overwhelmed by time, financial 

and resource restrictions, causing some SME owner-managers to believe it would result in a 

competitive disadvantage (Santos, 2011; Turyakira et al., 2014). SMEs operate differently from 

larger organisations because of their unique attributes, and although CSR research has primarily 

focused on larger companies, the principles of CSR can be adapted to fit an SME context (Fraj‐

Andrés et al., 2012) rather than dismissed altogether.  

 Recognising that this foundation of research exists offers a point of reference to initiate 

interviews with SMEs and GSO that engage with CSRTS and thus helped inform the 

methodologies for chapters three to five. Understanding these characteristics with respect to 
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CSR and then developing them with a partnership in sport could be key to achieving higher levels 

of CSR engagement.  

 Jenkins (2006) identified a range of characteristics unique to the SME sector, including 

flexibility, adaptability, creativity and innovation allowing them to react quickly to changing 

circumstances. Jenkins (2006) explains that the owner-manager can add legitimacy to personal 

decisions on using company resources to champion the values of CSR. This change to the 

company's culture, supported by open and fluid electronic communications, allows values to be 

embedded and disseminated rapidly across the organisation. CSR in SMEs is also facilitated by 

leaner, less hierarchical management structures, helping to engage all employees. Due to these 

flatter organisational hierarchies, the benefits of any action are felt more immediately, 

particularly regarding personal satisfaction and motivation (Jenkins, 2009), as smaller companies 

can be more dynamic.  

 The ability of SMEs to respond to change quickly by being innovative is an attribute they 

can utilise. SMEs can also engage more effectively with CSR projects because they are not wholly 

focused on maximising profits for shareholders (Jenkins, 2009). SMEs’ CSR activities are also 

shaped by their local connections, and they can operate outside the audits and international 

standard compliance required of larger firms; this freedom and informality for SMEs usually lend 

itself to more local CSR projects (Fraj-Andrés et al., 2012).  

 As well as innovation, leadership is also cited as a central principle of SME decision-

makers who can ensure the success and sustainability of a company's CSR project. Typically, the 

leadership are role models responsible for believing and communicating the values of 

responsible business practice throughout an organisation. Recognising that SMEs are smaller in 

size, the owner-managers engagement is integral to any CSR project's success, and they must 

be given the freedom to pursue this agenda throughout the organisation (Giovanna et al., 2012; 

Jenkins, 2009). For effective engagement with CSR and sport, leadership would be vital to 

securing the necessary organisational engagement.   

 Esparza Aguilar (2019) found, following an investigation of 384 SME businesses, that 

family-owned enterprises develop CSR practices to a greater extent than non-family ones. 

Typically, family-owned businesses seek to preserve their image and reputation,  generate social 

capital and create goodwill among family members by engaging with their local community to 

develop the family business culture (Dyer & Whetten, 2006; Esparza Aguilar, 2019; Giovanna et 

al., 2012). Their conviction may reduce allegations of hypocrisy between stated intent and CSR 

levels of activity, to which larger corporates are more exposed (Baumann-Pauly et al., 2013). The 

owner-manager's leadership and innovation are therefore integral to securing long-term success 

from a CSR and sport partnership.  
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How Sport can be the “Crutch” for SMEs & CSR Projects 

 Acknowledging the challenges and attributes to achieving and defining CSR for SMEs 

provokes thoughts on how they may be overcome. Sport may offer the “crutch” an SME and CSR 

project needs to lean on for commercial and societal success because of the unique ability of 

sport to engage across all ages and abilities. Smith and Westerbeek (2007) state that there is 

sufficient empirical evidence to suggest that companies who engage with CSR increase their 

chances of success, encouraging companies to investigate other areas of CSR, including sport. 

This growth is illustrated within PSOs due to the rise of community foundations to deliver their 

charitable goals (Bingham & Walters, 2013; Kihl et al., 2014). Therefore, an SME’s engagement 

with CSR through sport could bridge the gap to make CSR more achievable by utilising the 

components that make SMEs unique. 

 In recent years, CSR has emerged within the context of sport as a discipline in its own 

right (Bradish & Cronin, 2009; Godfrey, 2009; Rowe et al., 2019; Sheth & Babiak, 2010; Walters, 

2009). Central to this emergence is the principle that sport organisations’ relationship to CSR is 

different compared to other industries because of the unique attributes of sport (Babiak & 

Wolfe, 2006, 2009; Smith & Westerbeek, 2007). These attributes are based on the idea that 

sport can positively impact CSR due to its influence over mass media distribution and 

communication power, youth appeal, positive health impacts, social engagement and raising 

sustainability awareness (Sheth & Babiak, 2010; Smith & Westerbeek, 2007). For these reasons, 

governments invest in and support sport systems that deliver social outcomes (Rowe et al., 

2018; Schulenkorf et al., 2016). Government investment has also led to growth in the private 

sector as it is common practice for organisations to use a CSR strategy to contribute toward their 

community goals (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009; Rowe et al., 2019).  

 Beyond government funding and sponsorship, CSR can offer a broader range of benefits 

to an SME. Smith and Westerbeek’s (2007, p. 46) text was one of the first which sought to align 

CSR with sport, making a clear distinction that CSR is not to be confused with sponsorship 

because that is ‘a business investment through the application of a marketing-mix tool whereas 

CSR is (ideally) a genuine attempt to return benefits of successful business back to the 

community from which it is derived’. However, whilst sport has unique attributes for businesses 

to benefit from the sport organisation, the CSR-sport relationship can work both ways because 

the related activities broaden the base and social legitimacy of the whole CSR notion by having 

different organisations with different skills engaged (Godfrey, 2009).  

 The work of Smith and Westerbeek (2007) illustrates the benefits that can be gained 

when a company engages with sport to promote a CSR goal, and the authors identified ten key 

features for using sport as a vehicle for deploying CSR that could provide an important element 
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in respect to engaging with SMEs. The ten key features highlight fair play, safety, independence, 

transparency of governance, pathways for playing, community relations policies, health, 

environment, personal development and qualified leaders as the principal values of sport (Smith 

& Westerbeek, 2007, p.47). These key features have the potential to form the foundations for 

successful partnerships between CSR, sport and SMEs.  

 Whilst there are examples of positive partnerships there are also illustrations where 

there are doubts over the effectiveness of CSRTS. There have been cases of organisations 

refusing to use sport as corporate partners because they consider them to be greedy, corrupt, 

or the NGO sporting body to be untrustworthy (Levermore, 2010, 2013). Implementing CSR 

programs following poor behaviour (for example, the NFL worked with the American Society for 

the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals following star player Michael Vick’s engagement with dog 

fighting [Babiak & Wolfe, 2009]), can elevate concerns that CSR is a tool to cover up poor 

practices. Therefore, internal monitoring and independent evaluation of projects are 

implemented to address these concerns.  

 Researchers have raised issues over the effectiveness of sport in challenging social 

concerns due to the time needed to evaluate potential outcomes and the lack of a conceptual 

foundation, resulting in programs that are no more than an excuse for administrators to secure 

funding (Alonso & O’Shea, 2012). Hartmann's (2003) investigation into at-risk youth in urban 

areas identified concerns over using funds and the lack of effectiveness of short-sighted and 

one-dimensional visions. Godfrey (2009) concludes that CSR in sport is positive, with both sides 

set to benefit from the engagement, but an awareness tempers this positivity that despite 

sports’ ability to reach moral highs (positive Olympic experiences), it is just as susceptible to 

moral lows (corrupt athletes). Mitigating the risk of an unsuccessful project could be achieved 

by identifying an SME organisation’s core values, as it may provide insight into how effectively 

they align with a sporting or charitable organisation’s position and vice-versa (Babiak & Wolfe, 

2009).  

Conclusion 

 Following a review of the academic landscape, the literature suggests that a partnership 

between a business and a sports organisation could result in mutual benefits when working 

together to achieve a common CSR goal. By utilising the power of sport and its unique attributes, 

corporate managers can enhance the economic prospects of their organisations (Smith & 

Westerbeek, 2007). Using sports attributes can benefit corporate managers who fail to balance 

commercial and community tensions and could provide resources and support to communities 

whilst potentially gaining customers and access to target markets (Walters & Chadwick, 2009). 



42 
 

 
 

The powerful social structures of sport may allow the disadvantaged to gain a commercial 

benefit within the competitive commercial world (Spaaij & Westerbeek, 2010).  

 The time and resource barriers that face owner-managers from adopting CSR have been 

recognised, and it is thought that an association with sport, and the unique attributes of CSRTS, 

can ensure a greater chance of success within the partnership. An association with sport could 

counteract the negative perceptions SMEs can have of CSR because of the corporate language, 

impenetrable policies and practices those multinationals have adopted. Sports' unique ability to 

illustrate values and engage with consumers can cut through business bureaucracy. An SME can 

first understand their values and then align them with the appropriate sporting organisation to 

achieve their CSR goals.  

 Securing these insights informs the interview plans for the practitioners engaged in later 

chapters. Developing the data provided by the participants facilitated the creation of a new 

framework that could significantly impact the local communities engaged by the SME, sport, and 

CSR projects (see Chapter Seven).  

 This systematic review has identified a knowledge gap in understanding the relationship 

between CSR and sport from an SME perspective. By completing a robust review of the literature 

over the investigated time frame of 1999 to 2020, the search identified CSR and sport (n = 76), 

CSR and SME (n = 75), and sport and SME (n = 2). Importantly, no academic publications consider 

the tripartite CSR, sport and SME relationship (n = 0). Although no journal papers could be 

identified directly addressing the tripartite relationship, it is reassuring that significant amounts 

of literature address some of the major themes that would occur within a successful tripartite 

relationship. Thus, the review has helped to reassure the pretence of the conceptual model 

presented in chapter one by offering insight towards theoretical pathways to bridge the CSR, 

sport and SME divide.  Importantly, uplifting some of the central tenants within the literature 

informs the data collection and methodological approach in the following chapters.   

Foreword 

 The creation of the literature database, and subsequent data analysis, contributed 

towards the conceptualisation presented in Chapter One. A key finding within the chapter 

illustrates that there has been no academic investigation to consider a tripartite CSR, sport and 

SME relationship. Therefore, the literature review has established the research gap to be 

investigated but also offered themes within the data that offer insights that inform how CSRTS 

can be adapted to the SME perspective.  

 These insights informed the following chapters' research design that investigates the 

experiences of practitioners engaged with CSRTS. This deductive reasoning of conceptual 

themes is present within the interview guide included in the chapter. The interview guide also 
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offers to signpost to the thesis research questions. Therefore, the practitioner experiences in 

the next chapter contribute towards the growing conceptualisation of an intervention 

framework to create a tangible framework that facilitates successful relationships between 

multiple stakeholders using CSRTS as a vehicle to do so.  
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Chapter Three: The Experiences of SME Practitioners Engaged with CSR Through Sport 

  

Chapter Overview 

 This chapter utilises the theoretical framework of the thesis (Chapter One) and 

knowledge of the academic landscape (Chapter Two) to analyse the experiences of SME 

practitioners from three different SME organisations (a small business, a grassroots sport 

organisation and a local charity) who worked together to progress a CSRTS project. Their lived 

experience provides insight into the unique phenomenon of a CSR (via charity), sport (via GSO) 

and SME relationship. Their responses, and subsequent themes developed from the data, 

helped to inform a framework to create wider engagement with CSRTS practices (presented in 

Chapter Seven). Central to the participants' insights was how the close geographical proximity 

of the organisations facilitated their successful relationship.  

Introduction 

 The coronavirus (COVID-19) global pandemic aggravated the challenges to the financial 

sustainability of many organisations, including charities (Alam, 2021), GSO (Parnell et al., 2020; 

Ratten, 2020) and SME businesses (Juergensen et al., 2020). Within these challenging 

circumstances, it is necessary for researchers to investigate entrepreneurial opportunities, 

such as CSRTS, to continue contributions toward physical activity (Eime et al., 2009), mental 

wellbeing (Misener & Doherty, 2012) and social interaction (Donnelly & Kidd, 2003).  

 Throughout the United Kingdom and the western world, organised sport is delivered 

by organised clubs run by volunteers (Bradbury et al., 2021). These amateur grassroot sport 

organisations can deliver a range of benefits to their stakeholders by increasing social 

opportunities and increasing participation in physical activity (Bradbury et al., 2021). Integral 

stakeholder groups include those that own and manage small businesses or charities in the 

local community. Potentially these owner-mangers have engaged with the local GSO as a 

participant, volunteer or spectator, perhaps due to established ties with the GSO. Therefore, 

this chapter examines interorganisational relationships between multiple partner 

organisations to establish whether connections between business, sport and the community 

exist and the key issues that underpin their relationship.   

 As referenced in the preceding chapters, the CSR and sport relationship has evolved to 

include the concept of CSRTS (Bason & Anagnostopoulos, 2015; Dowling et al., 2013; Kolyperas 

et al., 2016), which offers a strategic pathway to successfully align CSR with business and 

sports organisations to pursue a common goal while securing mutual financial and reputational 

benefits. However, the concept has not been considered via the lens of SME organisations, as 

academic research has predominantly focused on the MNE experience (Vázquez-Carrasco & 
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López-Pérez, 2013). Thus, this chapter poses the research question: Can the concept of CSRTS 

be adapted to the idiosyncratic nature of SME organisations? 

 Sport takes place worldwide, playing a significant part in people's everyday life and 

activity levels (Breitbarth et al., 2015). Sport is also a unique industry because of its ability to 

engage effectively with stakeholders by generating passion more than any other business 

sector (Ahonen, 2019; Smith & Westerbeek, 2007). However, the impact of COVID-19 has 

illustrated the vulnerabilities and uncertainties specific to the sports sector representing a 

daunting crisis to the political, economic and social institutions engaged in decision-making 

(Parnell et al., 2020; Ratten, 2020). In Australia, New Zealand and many European countries, 

the principal means of sports participation is via membership of a community-focused sporting 

club (Bradbury et al., 2021; Eime et al., 2009). As sports organisations are integral to delivering 

activity, physical health, mental health and well-being (Equality and Diversity, n.d.; Misener & 

Doherty, 2012), understanding the financial challenges that must be overcome is vital to 

ensuring ongoing sustainability.  

 The challenges for sports clubs include rising membership overheads due to increased 

infrastructure costs, changing demographics, altered work practices, members’ increased 

expectations, market competition, availability of quality facilities and individually preferred 

activities (Bradbury et al., 2021; Eime et al., 2009). These pressures can cause sports clubs to 

struggle to deliver organised sports in a financially viable manner. However, many sports clubs 

are not adapting to alleviate these pressures by developing and implementing the appropriate 

business model to become financially viable and reduce economic uncertainty (Ahonen, 2019; 

Cordery et al., 2013; Ratten, 2020). Financially vulnerable sports clubs must consider adapting 

and pursuing opportunities to enhance their long-term financial sustainability, including 

adopting CSRTS into their strategic planning, so they can invest and continue the delivery of 

sporting activity.  

 A seminal moment in the evolution of CSR occurred following Friedman's (1970) 

assertion that businesses' only obligation was to generate a profit. Carroll (1979) responded 

with his CSR model built upon the four pillars of economic, legal, ethical and discretionary. 

Integral to the model was the recognition that economic profitability is intrinsic to the social 

responsibility of business (Dyer & Whetten, 2006). Carrol’s (1979) work was one of the first 

cohesive models of CSR that acknowledged the tension between economic responsibility 

versus social responsibility (Godfrey, 2009). His successful framing of CSR is consistently cited 

across the growing landscape of CSR research.  

 As CSR has evolved from passive ideology to core corporate strategy (Porter & Kramer, 

2006), it has seen widespread development of charitable foundations delivering CSR (Bingham 
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& Walters, 2013; Kolyperas et al., 2016). The benefits of CSR are recognised as improved 

reputation, financial benefits, competitive advantage, market differentiation, and increased 

staff morale (Freisleben, 2011; Ikram et al., 2019). As the research landscape around CSR has 

evolved, it has become multi-disciplinary and also considered across a range of different 

sectors, including sport.  

 In recent years there has been a growth in the number of publications considering 

social responsibility and sport (Breitbarth et al., 2019; Walzel et al., 2018), evolving into two 

distinct branches. Firstly, CSRTS is where businesses partner with sports organisations to utilise 

unique sport attributes (Bason & Anagnostopoulos, 2015). Secondly, CSR of sport, where 

professional sports organisations engage in socially responsible activities (Babiak & Wolfe, 

2009; Rowe et al., 2019). As Chapter Two identified, whilst most research has considered CSRs 

emergence directly into sports organisations, few have considered CSR through the medium of 

sport (Dowling et al., 2013), and fewer still have considered CSR and sport from the 

perspective of organisational size.  

 Therefore, it is important to investigate whether the SME perspective aligns with 

research that has illustrated how sport can serve as a vehicle for partnership creation for 

multiple businesses by integrating their external resources (Bason & Anagnostopoulos, 2015; 

Dowling et al., 2013; Kolyperas et al., 2016).  It is unknown whether or not the seven unique 

features of sport CSR, demonstrated by Smith and Westerbeek (2007), remain effective within 

SME businesses, charities and sports organisations. Ultimately, the extant research has not 

considered the unique perspective of SME organisations and how they operate differently 

from their MNE counterparts despite research illustrating a clear set of different, idiosyncratic 

characteristics (Lepoutre & Heene, 2006). By reframing the research to consider organisational 

size, this thesis significantly contributes to knowledge in this under-researched area and 

pursues innovative opportunities to enhance SME business and sport organisations' 

survivability.   

 Furthermore, before successful mutual partnerships can be created,  an understanding 

of each other’s strategic plans and value propositions is required (Bradbury, 2020; Drakulevski 

& Nakov, 2014; Sawhill & Williamson, 2001).  According to Porter and Kramer (2006), effective 

strategic CSR occurs when a company adds a social dimension to the organisation’s value 

proposition which makes social impact intrinsic to the overall strategy. Whilst they do not 

directly reference organisational size, the examples cited within the research (Nestlé, Toyota, 

Microsoft) are all major MNE (Porter & Kramer, 2006). Therefore, it is unclear if the same 

social impact can be secured relative to the smaller size of an organisation.  
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 For this reason, the present research intended to theoretically contribute toward 

understanding CSRTS from the perspective of multiple SME practitioners.  Their experiences 

were based on an interorganisational partnership between several organisations seeking to 

progress a specific social goal, namely providing sporting opportunities to disabled and 

disadvantaged children. By understanding the experiences of SME practitioners engaged with 

CSRTS, this chapter offers a novel epistemological contribution to what is known regarding the 

tripartite relationship between CSR, SME and sport. Accordingly, these insights offer a new 

way of thinking about successful SME inter-organisational relationships via CSR and sport.  

As such, the objectives of this chapter were to: 

 

1. Determine the motivations of SME strategic decision makers engaged in a CSRTS sport 

project. 

2. Identify opportunities for the wider adoption of CSR through sport alliances for SME 

organisations. 

3. Illustrate the challenges to key stakeholders that prohibit successful implementation of 

CSRTS within SME organisations and consider mitigation methods.  

Method 

Participants 

 In order to address the unique components of the research design, a case study 

methodology was implemented. Case study research is a popular method in sport studies 

(Skille, 2013) as they allow for a deeper understanding of a research area that has not 

previously received extensive investigation (Ahonen, 2019). Case studies can also be used to 

answer the ‘how’ questions (i.e. ‘how’ the relationship between SMEs, sport and CSR can be 

integrated) through the comprehensive collection of in-depth information that can lead to a 

deeper understanding of the mechanisms that shape the participants' experiences (Yin, 2018). 

This thesis represents an exploration of CSRTS to create a theoretical contribution. 

Accordingly, the real-life context of this case study is suited to the research aims (Eisenhardt, 

1989).  

 Participants were identified via the researchers' awareness of a singular localised UK-

based project that involved the engagement of different SME organisations working together 

to achieve a local social goal via the power of sport. The project utilised an adapted form of 

rugby union to deliver fun and active sessions to pupils within a special education needs (SEN) 

school. The main stakeholders engaged with the project included a rugby union sports club 

that provided the facilities, equipment and coaches; a SEN school providing the participants 

and pupil support; a small business lending finance and human resources to secure grant 
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applications, infrastructure and organisation; and two charities committed to creating sporting 

opportunities for disabled and disadvantaged children.  

 The sports club and SEN school are geographical neighbours separated only by a 

shared playing field (approx. 350 metres) where the activity takes place, and the SME’s office 

was less than 3 miles away. One charity operates and is hosted within the SEN school, and the 

other has no fixed address (as a collection of volunteers coordinates it). Every organisation 

involved was an SME, as determined by the European Commission (2019). Therefore, this 

interorganisational partnership, within close geographical proximity, working together in the 

pursuit of progressing a social goal via sport, represented a unique opportunity to understand 

the motivations, challenges and opportunities within a group of organisations that can all be 

classified as SMEs.   

 A total of eight semi-structured interviews were conducted with individuals involved in 

a high-level strategic decision-making position within the project (see Table 5). The intended 

population group were required to have a necessary level of seniority to respond strategically 

to the questions raised in the interview. Consequently, seniority was ensured by limiting 

participation to boardroom, trustee, or committee level of their respective organisations. 

Therefore, the potential participant population was a limited sample pool of fifteen possible 

participants, of which eight were available for interview. This sample size was expected due to 

the small organisational size of the SMEs involved, thereby limiting representatives with 

sufficient strategic knowledge and engagement with the project.  Acknowledging the sample 

pool size emphasised the need to secure deep, rich data from the participants (See Appendix 

H).  
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Table 5  

Participant Information (all names are pseudonyms) 

Name Responsibility Seniority Age Gender Organisation 

Fiona Chairperson  Trustee 60-69 Female Local charity 

James Project Manager Trustee 60-69 Male Local charity 

Becky Finance Manager  Trustee 50-59 Female Local charity 

Robert Managing Director Board Member 50-59 Male Local SME 

Emma Senior Partner Board Member 40-49 Female Local SME 

Peter Project Manager Committee Member 30-39 Male Local GSO 

Alex Finance Manager Committee Member 30-39 Male Local GSO 

Derek Project Manager Committee Member 50-59 Male Local charity 

 

Procedure 

 Ethical approval was secured from the authors’ institution and is evidenced in 

Appendix C. Participants were contacted via telephone or email and invited to interview. Those 

who agreed to participate were provided with a consent form and a participant information 

sheet that included a brief overview of the topic matter and expected length. To maintain 

participants' anonymity before the interviews, participants were advised that pseudonyms 

would refer to them within future dissemination strategies related to the research. 

Information concerning the participants, such as specific professional background details, 

length of time on the project, or other comparable information that could offer the 

opportunity for participants' details to be deduced, was omitted. Therefore, the categories 

created were designed to indicate their seniority, demographics, stakeholder responsibilities, 

and the nature of their SME (categorised as a charity, business, or sporting organisation).  

 Whilst there are no strict guidelines on sample size strategy for reflexive TA (Braun & 

Clarke, 2021a, 2021b), a recommended minimum is six participants, providing enough rich 

data is available to identify patterns across the dataset (Braun et al., 2016). As a result, the 

researcher secured rich data by recording detailed, complex responses that allowed the data 

analysis to move beyond surface-level information and into nuanced, latent information within 

the narrative.  

 Without the necessary ‘richness’ of data, the ability to identify, analyse and report 

themes can become challenging, perhaps unachievable. This chapter exceeded the 
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participants' baseline recommendations by Braun et al. (2016) (n = 8) and ensured an 

appropriate depth of response was secured from each participant. No incentives or payments 

were provided to the participants.  

Data Collection 

 A semi-structured interview guide facilitated the interview process by enabling a 

consistent interview structure and allowed for flexibility in the process and depth of 

exploration. All the interviews started with an initial discussion about their professional 

background and responsibilities with respect to the case study, which helped establish rapport. 

The interview guide was grounded in issues identified in current academic research that 

investigates the areas of CSR, sport, and SMEs (see Chapter Two). An illustration of the 

interview guide is provided (see Table 6), although the interviewer could depart from the guide 

to explore more in-depth information regarding the participants’ experiences that aligned with 

the research objectives detailed earlier. The flexibility allowed for interesting areas to be fully 

explored, creating rich data for reflexive TA (see Appendix F).  
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Table 6   

Interview Guide 

Section Core theme Example questions 

Section 1 This section sought to establish rapport 

with the interviewee, to explain the 

interview process, and to cover the 

areas of anonymity, confidentiality and 

data protection. 

“Are you happy with how I have 

explained the processes, anonymity 

and use of the interview?” 

 

“Could you explain your professional 

background and how it relates to the 

project?” 

Section 2 This section sought to understand their 

role and engagement with the case 

study. 

“Could you explain your role and 

responsibilities with respect to this 

project?” 

 

“Could you explain your role in how 

strategic decisions are made in your 

organisation in relation to the 

project?”. 

Section 3 In this section, participants were 

encouraged to explore their 

understanding of CSR, the perceived 

benefits and the barriers to engagement 

within the context of the project. 

“What does the term Corporate 

Social Responsibility mean to you?” 

 

“Is CSR a term that you use when 

engaging with other organisations?” 

 

“What do you consider to be the 

benefits of engaging with CSR?”, 

“What would you consider to be 

barriers of engagement with CSR?” 
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Section Core Theme Example Questions 

Section 4 This section invited participants to 

reflect upon their own motivations for 

engaging with the project. 

“Why did you decide to engage with 

the project?” 

 

“What did you hope to achieve from 

being involved with the project?” 

 

“Was there anything particular to the 

project that made you want to get 

involved?” 
 

Section 5 This section invited participants to 

reflect on their personal association 

with charities and sports. 

“How did you come to choose the 

charities and sporting organisations 

you are involved with?” 

 

“Do you see any alignment between 

the charities and sporting 

organisations you support?” 

 

“What help and support would 

potentially increase local business 

engagement with local charitable 

projects?” 
 

 

 All participants took part in individual face-to-face semi-structured interviews from 

September to November 2019, before the outbreak of COVID-19. The interviews lasted at least 

45 minutes and no longer than 90 minutes in duration and were conducted by the same 

researcher on a one-to-one basis in a quiet, neutral location at the convenience of the 

interviewee; the average length of the interview was 55 minutes. The semi-structured 

interviews allowed the researcher and participant to engage in dialogue whereby questions 

were modified in light of the participant’s responses, allowing the interviewer to probe 

interesting and important areas that arose and enabling participants to reflect upon their lived 

experiences (Smith, 2008; McArdle et al., 2012).  
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 The participants gave consent to fully disclosing the research findings and their 

perspectives. The interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed verbatim and 

imported into NvivoVIVO 12 computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS), 

allowing for a comprehensive process of data coding and analysis and familiarising the 

researcher with the data.   

Data Analysis 

 To understand the participants' thoughts, an inductive reflexive thematic analysis (TA) 

was completed on each of the eight transcripts adapted from the six-phase procedure 

suggested by Braun and Clarke  (2022, p. 35) (see Table 7).  

Table 7  

The Six Phases of Reflexive Thematic Analysis 

Phase Description of the Stage 

1. Familiarising yourself 
with the data set 

Transcribe, read and re-read the data. Immerse with the data. Note 

down initial ideas. 

2. Coding Systematically code items of interest across the entire dataset, 

labelling key features of the transcript. 

3. Generating initial 
themes   

Continues the active process. Collate codes into potential themes, 

gather all data relevant to each potential theme. 

4. Developing and 
reviewing themes 
  

Revising themes work in relation to collected codes and generate a 

thematic “map” of analysis. 

5. Refining, defining and 
naming themes 

Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme; generation 

of clear names for each theme 

6. Writing up Final opportunity for analysis selecting appropriate extracts; 

discussion of the analysis; relating back to the research question or 

literature; producing report 

Note. Adapted from Braun & Clarke, 2022, p. 35. 

 To secure rigour in data analysis, this chapter adopts the 6 phases of reflexive TA 

(Braun & Clarke, 2022) to illustrate fully realised, latent themes that go beyond the surface-

level meaning of the data. Deeper themes were achieved by adopting a recursive relationship 
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with the data, resulting in revised and refined themes. By its nature, reflexive TA is not a 

prescriptive process whereby one stage must be completed before progressing to the next. 

However, the six stages were implemented to illustrate the reflexive investigation of the data.  

 Familiarising yourself with the data set occurred through immersion into the data via 

the researcher repeated reading, listening and transcribing the data (see Appendix I). 

Recording the familiarisation process occurs via notetaking, memo recording and annotations, 

supported via NVivo 12.  Coding required systematic engagement with the data by creating 

codes (within NVivo 12) to rigorously make sense of the data by organising it around similar 

meanings (see Appendix J). For example, one initial code created was “professional 

background” because asking about the participants' professional background was a key 

component in establishing rapport in the early stages of the interview.  

 Generating initial themes builds upon the active process of the previous phase to give 

meaning to the data by collating codes into coherent clusters to construct a meaningful theme. 

Importantly, themes did not emerge from the data but were constructed from the data (Braun, 

Clarke, Hayfield, et al., 2019). When developing and reviewing themes, it was important to 

review the themes and consider them in the context of the entire dataset to get a clear sense 

of how they related to each other. This reflection was an important process in the context of 

the wider chapter because understanding the nuances of the interorganisational relationship 

was central to the chapter’s research aims. This process was supported by creating thematic 

maps during the refining, defining and naming themes stage (see Appendix L).  

 Writing up provides the final opportunity for analysis and revision and was compared 

against the 15-point checklist for good TA (Braun & Clarke, 2022, p. 269). Adopting this 

approach aligned with the thesis's theoretical framing of critical realism because it combined a 

realist ontology with a relativist epistemology (McEvoy & Richards, 2003). The approaches 

align because reflexive TA has an open and exploratory design and analytic processes that 

recognise the researcher’s subjectivity and reflexivity, which is congruent to the reflexive TA 

method.  

 The methodology of this chapter utilises reflexive TA to analyse the participants' data. 

NVivo 12 was used to manage the analytic process to ensure the necessary richness and depth 

of data across a large data set. As a tool, NVivo 12 can create consistency and transparency 

within the analysis process. NVivo 12  could also annotate and record memos to illustrate the 

immersion and recursive relationship with the data. Examples of memo creation, 

familiarisation and coding of the data are included in Appendixes H, I and J. Further, a research 

journal operated parallel to NVivo 12 allowed the researcher to capture thoughts and ideas at 
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any stage of the analytic process. Appendix K illustrates an example of the ongoing reflection 

and conceptualisation based on the key themes identified.   

Trustworthiness and Rigour 

 The imported data from the interview transcripts were inductively analysed using TA 

to examine the participants' experiences of the project related to their understanding of CSR, 

SMEs, and sport in the context of the case study. This ‘bottom-up’ approach ensured that the 

themes identified were linked to the data and helped mitigate, to an extent, against fitting into 

a pre-existing coding frame or the researcher's preconceptions (Braun et al., 2016).   

 This research adopted eight quality markers for credible and rigorous research (Tracy 

& Hinrichs, 2017) which are (a) worthy topic, (b) rich rigour, (c) sincerity, (d) credibility, (e) 

resonance, (f) significant contribution, (g) ethics, and (h) meaningful coherence (See Table 8).  
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Table 8  

Chapter Adoption of Eight Quality Markers for Credible and Rigorous Research 

Quality marker Explanation 

a). Worthy The research area is worthy because it is relevant and 

timely to enhancing SME survivability. 

b). Rigorous The research is rigorous because it adopts a clear 

reflexive TA method underpinned by a critical realist 

theoretical framework with a thorough data collection 

process made transparent and consistent via the 

adoption of the NVivo 12 platform. 

c). Sincerity Sincerity is reflected in the acceptance of the role of the 

researcher and assumptions that may underpin the data 

analysis. 

d). Credibility A clear participant recruitment rationale achieved 

credibility. 

e). Resonance Resonance is achieved by offering meaningful insight to 

other SME practitioners engaged with the research area, 

using rich quotations to illustrate participants' 

experiences. 

f). Significant contribution The contribution to knowledge represents a significant 

contribution by investigating the under-researched area 

of CSRTS from a range of SME perspectives. 

g). Ethics Institutional procedures, researcher reflection, and 

consideration of ethical obligations took place 

throughout the research. 

h). Meaningful coherence Meaningful coherence was achieved by aligning the 

research questions, participants' interviews, and 

presented themes to stay connected to the extant 

literature while remaining inductive by focusing on the 

data and its latent themes.  

Note. Adapted from Tracy and Hinrichs, 2017, p. 5. 

 

 The role of the researcher is acknowledged and recognised as part of the research 

process, including how researcher bias impacts findings and interpretations (see Chapter One 
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and Appendix A for researcher reflection). In keeping with the eight quality markers, the 

researcher’s supervisory team offered an external appraisal of the methods employed. 

Interviews were sent back to individual participants for member-checking (Creswell, 2012). The 

member-checking process facilitated the verification and validation of the information. 

Member checking allowed the participants to reflect on the interview and clarify their points 

of view.  

 Finally, triangulation occurred via support from thesis supervisors. Triangulation occurs 

when researchers converge on the same conclusion to make it more credible (Tracy, 2010). By 

canvassing the opinion of the supervisory team and securing the point of view of different 

researchers, the process can help solidify findings and add layers of in-depth analysis and 

complexity in a partial manner (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017).  

Results 

 Utilising the reflexive TA framework (Braun, Clarke, Hayfield, et al., 2019), three 

higher-order themes and eight lower-order themes were identified, as presented in Figure 7. 

The higher-order themes were (a) United by common cause, (b) Empowered by local change; 

(c) Using effective language. The themes represent varied practitioner experiences and cover 

multiple topics, including motivations for engagement, barriers to engagement, and potential 

solutions to these issues. In order to add context to the participant’s quotations, their 

demographic information of sex and age range has been included.  
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Figure 7  

Higher and lower order themes following data analysis 

 

 

United By Common Cause 

 The participants all illustrated various issues regarding their strategic alliances with 

other organisations to pursue their objectives.  Furthermore, the participants reported that 

partnerships were integral to securing the goals of the overall CSRTS project. None of the 

participants identified an ambition to work alone or that their objectives were achievable 

without the support of organisations. Sport was frequently cited as an issue that bonded their 

organisations and used as an analogy for effective working partnerships.  

 For example, participants would often use sport to talk about working towards a 

common goal and recognise in partners a common ground that facilitated either the initial 
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connection or ongoing relationship. As illustrated by Derek (project manager, male, 50-59) 

(Derek, personal communication, October 30, 2019), “the nature of sport is so inclusive, 

different walks of life, you could be a solicitor or a bricklayer, but you are all collectively 

working towards a similar goal”. Derek used this analogy to illustrate the range of relationships 

he had engaged with on the CSRTS project. He emphasised that perceived differences between 

individuals or organisations did not matter when united in pursuing a common goal.  Thus, 

sport was a unifying force in the face of diverse personal and professional backgrounds that 

helped to secure strategic alliances among disparate groups.  

 Sport Makes You Selfless. The willingness to work together was cited by participants 

who believed successful relationships were underpinned by an understanding of the values of 

sport and how it encourages teamwork and ethical behaviour. For example, Robert (board 

member, male, 50-59) (Robert, personal communication, November 11, 2019) believed “there 

are all sorts of principles involved with team sports that translate to the business community in 

terms of working together and trying to be selfless”. There is a synergy of attitude and 

language in the relationships between the organisations, despite operating in sectors that 

would never typically overlap without CSRTS engagement.  

 The willingness to pursue deeper, strategic relationships is captured by Alex 

(committee member, male, 30-39) (Alex, personal communication, October 1, 2019), who 

prefers to volunteer his professional skill set rather than invoice. Alex felt obligated to support 

his local sports organisation and believed that offering his professional understanding of 

finance was the most meaningful contribution he could make: 

 

I think the alternative would be to invoice the club and pay the money out. But I feel 

there is more value in offering my services without the invoice and there is almost a 

thing to say that if you chuck money at something the problem will go away. Now 

don’t get me wrong with my treasurers cap on I appreciate those sponsors that have 

put the money in the club and of course the club couldn’t operate without them, but it 

also feels like the easy route out to pay some money and get the tick in your box. 

Whereas with the volunteering side you are actually involved regularly and if 

something needs doing you do it (Alex, personal communication, October 1, 2019). 

 

 These results confirm that sport can serve as a gateway to facilitating successful 

partnerships because the values of sport can help align the values of like-minded organisations 

and individuals.  
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The Cause Before the Sport. Whilst female participants in this study remained committed to 

creating successful partnerships, there was less emphasis on sport as a facilitator. Instead, 

their commitment to partnership building placed a higher emphasis on professional 

connections. For example, Becky (trustee, female, 50-59) made references to networking with 

professional peers across the county, both in respect to this project where she worked as a 

volunteer and with other organisations she worked with professionally in her day job: 

 

Everybody uses their network to promote the charity don't they in a positive way in 

terms of fundraising as much as possible as just one example. I always talk about the 

[Charity name] in terms of events or anything coming up (Becky, personal 

communication, November 6, 2019).  

 

 The lack of romanticising sport is reinforced by Fiona (trustee, female, 60-69) (Fiona, 

personal communication, October 2, 2019), who, when discussing successful partnerships, 

explained, “we talk to them to see what they can give to us and what we can give back to them 

and provided you get that discussion right it is going to be a mutually beneficial arrangement”. 

For Emma (board member, female, 40-49), sport was not directly referenced concerning 

relationship building, but she recognised the value her organisation gained from the 

association with the CSR project: 

 

If you put out an essay-type post with regards to a specific [professional skillset] 

subject people are only going to read it if they have a personal interest in it, or if they 

need to research it. Whereas on the charity side of things the posts are a lot more 

accessible, so you are going to get more people just to have a little sneaky peak, rather 

than engaging with a waffley article. (Emma, 2019, personal communication, 

November 6, 2019).  

 

 Although Emma's insight lacks a direct reference to sport, it still aligns with the idea 

that CSRTS can help reach a broader audience due to the mass appeal and communicative 

power of an association with sport. What is clear from the research is that the participants 

believe different project elements are important to creating successful partnerships that align 

with their personal objectives. The commitment to the cause demonstrates a lack of appetite 

for working independently or with organisations that do not share common ground.  
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Empowered by Local Change.  

Comments related to the participant’s motivations to engage with their organisation’s CSR 

project were frequent throughout the data. A variety of perspectives were expressed on 

motivations to engage with CSRTS, including the following illustration of how the leadership of 

the owner-manager motivated wider engagement from employees within the business. Derek 

(project manager, male, 50-59) was responsible for implementing his company's CSR plan and 

was pleased to facilitate wider employee engagement: 

 

I can see the work I am doing is already having a natural spin-off with the staff. They 

are embracing the work I am doing and go “yeah I would like to do this for that 

charity”. Which is great isn't it! (Personal communication, October 30, 2019). 

 

As an owner-manager, Derek was enthused by the perceived positive impact his work with the 

CSRTS project had on his staff.  

 

 Ownership Begets Ownership.  The drive by an individual to create a successful project 

reflects the experiences of James (project manager, 60-69, male), who suggested that 

individuals drove CSR within a company instead of a coordinated company CSR plan. James 

recounts his broader professional experiences with CSR engagement in the different 

companies he has worked for: 

 

It is really down to the individual rather than the company… I was in a private practice 

and you get individual members of the partnership who would all have their specific 

charities they supported etc. (James, personal communication, March 10, 2020). 

 

However, as James identifies, there may be issues in not having ownership at the top of the 

organisation to maximise the effectiveness of the project:  

 

What you didn’t have happening was coordinating as a group… Effectively you had 

individuals doing things in a dispersed way, but you didn't have the whole practice or 

the whole company doing it, but I am going back to the Eighties and things have 

progressed now. (Personal communication, March 10, 2020). 

 

The experiences of Derek and James illustrate that there needs to be ownership of the 

engagement with the CSRTS project if there is to be a meaningful impact. As the owner-



62 
 

 
 

managers see their efforts rewarded with wider staff engagement, it may reinforce further 

motivation to promote the partnership as it has the potential to increase staff morale and 

promote positive team building.   

 

 Supporting Local Children has a Particular Power. A key feature of the concept of CSRTS 

is how sport’s unique attributes can act as a facilitator to creating successful partnerships. 

Understanding whether CSRTS can be adapted to the SME sector is relevant to the research 

question. The findings from the participants varied when questioned in this area. For Alex 

(committee member, male, 30-39) (Alex, personal communication, October 1, 2019), the 

association with sport was an integral factor in his professional relationships, “it's a 

fundamental part of what I know and how I connect with my business financial services”. 

Robert (board member, male, 50-59) (Robert, personal communication, November 5, 2019) 

had moved away from traditional sponsorship of professional sports organisations in recent 

years. Robert felt it was “nowhere near as rewarding as it was for supporting children’s sports, 

amateur stuff, so we pulled back on the more expensive professional sport in terms of 

advertising and to look more at the local picture”.  

 James (project manager, 60-69, male) (James, personal communication, March 10, 

2020) made a direct connection between his interest in sport and the charities he has 

supported professionally, “I think if you are watching or playing sport you are engaged with 

that sport. So, if that sport has a charity attached it is a natural draw isn’t it”.  However, there 

was some caution regarding the level of competitive advantage engaging with CSRTS may 

return financially. Emma (board member, female, 40-49) recognised that the ability to record 

increased levels of business was difficult to document, “but what it does do is get [company 

name removed] out there so it keeps us in the forefront of customers mind” (Emma, personal 

communication, November 6, 2019).  

 All the participants demonstrated a commitment to local causes within the county. 

Whilst not all of them were born in the area, they had all settled at the location with long-term 

personal and professional connections. The charitable organisations involved in this case study 

explained that their outreach's impact rarely crosses county lines. Equally, for the SME 

businesses involved, the customer footprints rarely cross county lines. As Peter (committee 

member, male, 30-39) (personal communication, September 30, 2019) explained his 

commitment to focus on connecting with local SME businesses, “the bigger businesses, they 

don’t know who we are. They live in the corporate world and their head is a little bit above it if 

that makes sense”. The context of localised areas is an important part of creating successful 
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partnerships, and CSRTS projects that illustrate social impacts upon the local area may 

therefore secure greater support from neighbouring businesses.  

 Using Effective Language  

 All the participants raised concerns about the terminology of CSR. James (James, 

personal communication, March 10, 2020) stated, “personally I don’t like the term… it doesn’t 

really express the motivation or passion or the benefit so that would be my criticism of it”. 

Emma (Emma, personal communication, November 6, 2019) found it “too ‘corporatey’ for 

SMEs”. Peter (Peter, personal communication, September 30, 2019) said, “If I am honest, it 

sounds a little businessey”. The concerns around the terminology are built upon a perception 

of bureaucracy provoking feelings that dehumanise the project. Four participants directly 

referred to CSR as a “tick box” concept that conjures up feelings associated with other 

bureaucratic processes like “GDPR”. 

 Not Speaking Like a Business. In one case, the definition of CSR was accepted, but the 

participants agreed with the tick box sentiment behind the terminology.  Derek (committee 

member, male, 50-59) (personal communication October 30, 2019) explained, “I like the term. 

But you have to get underneath what it really is...It is not just writing a cheque out or attending 

a dinner… it’s seeing what difference you can make collectively as a firm and that’s a promotion 

really that people need to get more involved with”. Whilst the participants created their own 

understanding of the term, there was a consensus around the central themes of contributing to 

society, paying back, and taking some responsibility. One participant did not understand the 

term, thinking it meant appropriate auditing of material published on social media. Fiona 

(trustee, female, 60-69) took exception to the use of the term “responsibility” as she explains: 

 

[CSR] I have heard it used. It is not something which I would approach a company and 

say, “I think you should have a social responsibility here and come and help us.” It is 

something that I have heard companies themselves introduce and I might take issue 

with the word responsibility. I don’t see it as a responsibility, I see it as more 

something which can be mutually beneficial. (Personal communications, October 2, 

2019).  

 

For Fiona, the terminology itself is counter-productive to the overarching goal of securing 

successful partnerships to progress a project. Instead of focusing on responsibility, the more 

powerful draw of the project is the establishment of a mutually beneficial relationship. Fiona’s 

perspective marks a differentiation from other local companies that use the term, even though 

they are operating in the same regional environment and pursuing similar goals. Changing the 
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terminology may help illustrate the CSR project's more engaging elements and help align SME 

organisations who are otherwise put off by the bureaucratic perception of the term.  

 Sport is the Glue that Binds Us. This terminology review has illustrated a range of 

challenges that could prevent wider adoption from SMEs. However, for most participants, it is 

important to acknowledge the power of sport and its ability to create engagement. When 

reflecting on the role of sport, one participant described the personal impact it has had on 

him: 

 

It’s huge. It is the fundamental part of what I know and in connection with my business 

the biggest influence… Sport is the glue that holds everyone together… I am a firm 

believer that sport is key really with any charitable pitch I suppose. (Derek, personal 

communication, October 30, 2019).  

 

James also explains why sport is an important aspect of creating successful partnerships,  

 

Sport has this wider thing… I think you are knocking at the door of a wider range 

because a lot of people like sport, they can see other people that like it along with 

their children and so you have got a number of strands that you can follow there 

which some other charities which perhaps are very narrow but are less supposed 

strands to follow. (personal communication, March 10, 2020). 

 

James describes the mass appeal of sport that brings people together and can serve as a 

unique selling point to prospective partnerships. The following example illustrates how the use 

of sport played a role in securing fundraising and grants: 

 

I think it [sport] has been crucial actually. Because when people come and visit us we 

are able to show them the benefits that the sport has had to our pupils, particularly 

children with learning difficulties taking part in a team sport and that is something 

which they would not have been able to access without the special provision and being 

a member of a team in itself is an enormous boost to a child’s self-confidence”.  Fiona 

(trustee, female, 60-69) (personal communication, October 2, 2019) 

 

Therefore, whilst the findings regarding the bureaucratic terminology were consistently cited 

as a barrier to engagement, this does not match the generally held view among the 

participants regarding the ability of sport to engage. An opportunity may present itself by 
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emphasising the sport aspect of CSR through sport, or more boldly, considering a new 

definition absent of any reference to CSR.  

Discussion 

 This chapter aimed to examine the concept of CSRTS as experienced and understood 

by a range of SME practitioners, including businesses, charities and GSO. Specifically, the 

chapter addresses three research questions regarding the motivations of practitioners to 

engage with the project, the opportunities to create wider adoption of CSRTS among SME 

organisations and the challenges that prevent the implementation of CSRTS projects. The 

findings from this case study show that SME practitioners had a positive experience of CSRTS 

but recognised a range of areas requiring further development and/or consideration. These 

issues are represented by the three main themes derived from the data: United by common 

cause, empowered by local change and using effective language.  

 Overall, the participants illustrated a commitment to creating mutually beneficial 

partnerships that supported their philanthropic ambitions and had a close relationship with 

local sporting opportunities. The reasons for creating partnerships varied and included sharing 

resources, play space, marketing, and knowledge. All the participants (n = 8) acknowledged 

that the partnerships may not necessarily result in a competitive advantage or an obvious link 

to higher revenues. These findings relate to the research on sports club partnerships. For 

example, Burley and Joyce (2008) identified that amateur sports clubs would create 

relationships to consolidate access to facilities, sponsorship and grant funding, even though 

costs may increase by doing so.  

 The participants expressed a commitment to securing better partnerships and working 

together to benefit the local community. These findings are consistent with respondents in 

research by Sheth and Babiak (2009), who expressed a commitment to creating partnerships 

and building strong networks. However, the participants in Sheth and Babiak’s study were not 

SME organisations but were owners and directors of PSOs in the USA. In addition, Misener and 

Doherty (2012) supported the importance of creating partnerships by stating that partnerships 

are opportunities for non-profit sport organisations to reduce uncertainty, increase resources 

and knowledge, and maintain service quality. However, research from Germany and Flanders 

(Wicker et al., 2013) and Canada (Babiak, 2007) argues that caution is required at the outset of 

multiple partnership creation as they can potentially be complex and difficult (Babiak & 

Thibult, 2009). To manage multiple partnerships, organisations must be cognisant of their 

values and resist pressures from external sources (Misener & Doherty, 2012).  

 CSRTS offers a narrower focus than just partnership creation. The concept directly 

considers a value proposition compared to the broader, all-encompassing idea of generic 
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partnership creation. Therefore, CSRTS can offer a clearer strategic pathway to understanding 

and creating successful working relationships. Due to the narrower focus compared to 

partnership creation, all partners have a common commitment to improving their local society 

and progress toward an agreed social goal. CSRTS can establish this relationship with values in 

a meaningful way.  

 As the participants illustrated an appetite to create successful CSR partnerships, the 

process may be facilitated by current academic frameworks. However, these frameworks have 

all been considered from a PSO perspective only. Nevertheless, the research based on PSO 

illustrates that securing successful strategic alliances requires partners with similar values 

(Babiak & Wolfe, 2009; Heinze et al., 2014). Babiak and Wolfe's (2009, p. 734)  framework 

incorporated external stakeholder perspectives against internal resources that could result in 

one of four classifications: AdHoc CSR; Corporate-Centric CSR; Stakeholder-centric CSR; and 

the preferred outcome of Strategic-CSR. With strategic-CSR, a professional sports team has 

successfully aligned their internal resources with corporate and societal needs (Babiak & 

Wolfe, 2009).  

 Strategic alignment is further emphasised by research focusing on the professional 

American Football team, the Detroit Lions (Heinze et al., 2014). Although the Detroit Lions case 

study was an illustration of CSR of sport (as opposed to CSRTS), it included eight lessons within 

the paper for CSR practitioners to help achieve positive community relationships and impactful 

CSR programs (Heinze et al., 2014, p. 684). Other models exist, but they also focus on the elite 

end of the spectrum, engaging with professional sports teams or MNE organisations (Babiak & 

Wolfe, 2006; Baena, 2018; Bason & Anagnostopoulos, 2015; Trendafilova & Babiak, 2013) and 

not GSO and SME organisations. Consequently, as these models do not consider the unique 

characteristics and limited resources of GSO and SMEs they are limited in their applicability.  

 Creating successful strategic alliances represents a significantly different type of 

relationship than standard commercial partnerships. Therefore, this chapter concurs with 

Dowling et al. (2013) regarding partnership creation in two areas. Firstly, this chapter agrees 

that CSR and sponsorship should be treated as two separate areas. This is because sponsorship 

is a direct, tangible relationship that generates clear outcomes, like advertising. In comparison, 

CSRTS is a more nuanced relationship regarding the benefits secured for corporate partners. 

Secondly, engagement with CSRTS initiatives does not have to benefit one organisation at the 

expense of another, as suggested by Levermore (2010). There are opportunities to create 

mutually beneficial relationships when values, resources and outcomes align (Babiak & Wolfe, 

2009). 
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 This chapter has demonstrated an opportunity to adapt the MNE-focused models to 

the idiosyncratic nature of SMEs. Responses identified participants acting on their personal 

interests in the cause, sport and the local community, as opposed to a company executive 

putting in place a company policy. This behaviour is expected as research has shown SME 

values to be heavily influenced by the personal characteristics of the owner-manager (Jenkins, 

2006). Alignment to owner-manager values represents an opportunity to elevate the CSRTS 

discourse to focus on stakeholders' personal connections and the rewarding experience of 

supporting a local cause.    

 Additionally, the results of this study indicated a commitment from the participants to 

working at a local level. These results align with the theory of clusters (Porter, 1998; Shilbury, 

2000), whereby overlapping industries can leverage businesses dependent upon sporting 

success for financial contributions (Shilbury, 2000). Shilbury’s (2000) research into clusters 

explained that the links between organisations could be virtual (not linked to a geographical 

location) instead of Porter’s (1998) increased emphasis on geographic clusters. However, the 

results of this study indicate that geographic involvement is an integral part of relationship 

building because the social and sporting bond that connects them covers a narrow 

geographical area. 

 Participants' connection to local communities may also be enhanced by their SME 

status rather than the national and international reach of the participants involved in Porter’s 

(1998) and Shilbury’s (2000) research. Whilst Shilbury (2000) explains that clusters can help 

leverage government support, this approach could be adapted to focus on local government 

funding to align with the size and requirements of SME organisations. Therefore, this study 

agrees that there is a knowledge gap regarding engaging with local communities (Banda & 

Gultresa, 2015). Consequently, the present research proposes that CSRTS is an opportunity to 

help SME organisations engage effectively at this local community level, as illustrated by the 

participants’ case study responses.  

 Furthermore, this study illustrated that leaders' decision-making to implement CSRTS 

was taken at a strategic decision-making level. These findings are consistent with Sheth and 

Babiak (2010), whose professional sport team participants sought integration into the 

community and for their leaders to be considered role models. Strong leadership and CSR 

champions are important to achieving successful CSR (Jenkins, 2006). Therefore, when 

adapting CSRTS for wider adoption by other SME organisations, it would be valuable to 

consider the perspective of the owner-manager and the tools required to make them a CSR 

champion. Considering that CSRTS is a strategic decision, it re-enforces the requirement to 
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appeal to the values of the owner-manager to enhance the potential for long-term 

relationships and successes.   

 All the research participants (n = 8) illustrated a commitment from SME participants to 

act ethically and give something back to their local community. The findings of Jamali et al’s. 

(2009) research into SME engagement with CSR offers similar results. The commitment to act 

ethically may be considered more authentic at an SME level due to the difficulties that MNE 

organisations have faced due to their increased public profile. Organisations acting ethically 

align with management executives' main priority at professional sports teams, whereby their 

engagement with CSR of sport considered ethics the main priority (Sheth & Babiak 2010).  

 This ethicalism contrasts with a cynical perception that CSR strategies are adopted to 

navigate negative ethical perceptions of organisations. For example, Godfrey (2009) states that 

the motivations to drive up ethical standards via CSR in MNEs can be a part of a wider strategy 

to mitigate reputational damage. The motivations for SMEs to act ethically are driven by a 

more personal need to support their local community and relationships (Jenkins, 2006). These 

values are connected to its status as a family-owned firm whose business approach is built 

upon ethical behaviours (Murillo & Lozano, 2006). The emphasis on a personal connection with 

CSR relates to the participants' concerns regarding the terminology's bureaucratic nature. 

Therefore, these results would support a review of the terminology used within the current 

discourse to something SME practitioners find accessible.  

 In addition, participants were reluctant to use the phrase CSR (and by implication 

CSRTS) due to the bureaucratic association with larger corporate enterprises driven by policies 

which they felt were at odds with their close personal connection to the project. The 

participants' willingness to engage with CSR practices whilst not using the term to describe 

them has been recognised (Dhalsrud, 2008; Perrini et al., 2007). If participants are not 

prepared to use the terminology associated with their project, it presents an immediate 

barrier to succinctly explaining the strategic goals of a CSRTS project to potential partners. 

Concerns over the definition of CSR are a common topic within research (Godfrey, 2009; 

Karácsony, 2020) and often focus primarily on MNE organisations (Fassin, 2008; Vázquez-

Carrasco & López-Pérez, 2013).  

 As this research supports the idea that sport has the power to engage CSR 

practitioners (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007), the findings have more in common with utilising a 

definition that places a greater emphasis on sport, such as sport social responsibility (Skinner 

et al., 2008; Smith & Westerbeek, 2007) or social responsibility via sport (Babiak & Wolfe, 

2013).  However, using the term responsibility requires further thought due to the implied 

obligation to engage with a project, a concern raised by the participants.  
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 The data from this chapter agrees with Dowling et al. (2013) criticism of Smith and 

Westerbeek’s (2007) seminal text as a static conceptualisation of CSRTS, not explaining the 

ubiquity of sport, and not accounting for the timing of initiatives. Therefore, this thesis 

contributes to the further conceptualisation of CSRTS by considering the stakeholder 

perceptions of SME engagement with sport, community-related causes and activities. Due to 

the overwhelmingly negative perception of CSR definitions and terminology by the participants 

in the present study, changing the definition and the wider discourse represents an immediate 

and accessible remedy for widening potential engagement with intuitive SMEs.   

 Changing the terminology is only part of the pathway to overcoming wider challenges 

to implementation that can include a perceived lack of utility, budget restraints, human 

resource concerns and a lack of understanding of the concept, tools and standards (Heivik & 

Shankar, 2011; Vázquez-Carrasco & López-Pérez, 2013). Overcoming these barriers to 

engagement is an area that will be explored in detail within Chapter Seven as a framework is 

presented to encourage more SME organisations to engage with CSRTS.  

 Moreover, this study presents an illustration of multiple organisations working 

together to progress a social goal and therefore making an increased contribution towards the 

social capital of the local area. Social capital is a mechanism that can highlight the potential of 

organisations working together for social cohesion (Misener & Doherty, 2012). It can offer a 

framework for understanding the network of relationships associated with a sports club and 

how it impacts the community. Improving social capital within a locality by strengthening 

relationships can support community members through challenging times by creating 

opportunities for well-being, risk management, and economic sustainability (Woolcock, 2001). 

By linking organisations together and creating relationships based on reciprocity and trust, a 

closer connection to the community is enabled (Misener & Doherty, 2012).  

 The attraction of enhanced social cohesion would be of interest to the government. 

For example, a study of Scotland between 2003-2006 demonstrated how the Scottish 

government aimed to support sports clubs to build social capital, although there are concerns 

that it may aid those already efficiently integrated more than disconnected clubs (Reid, 2012). 

However, this chapter welcomes the call for extra support from third-party organisations to 

act as support mechanisms to raise engagement with CSR (Castka et al., 2004). CSRTS, by 

creating successful partnerships, should therefore contribute towards increasing social capital 

and improving local communities.  

 Whilst the research was completed before COVID-19, the risk to long-term financial 

sustainability has been a historical challenge for SMEs, and the pandemic has elevated the 

threat. Furthermore, this research has identified that sport can be a powerful tool for uniting 
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organisations to pursue a social goal while securing improved financial viability. Sport retains 

the power to speak to people even if it is reduced to a local level (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007). 

By moulding the concept of CSR through sport into a more accessible and available tool for 

SME organisations, it presents the opportunity to establish successful relationships and 

enhance social capital within these regional locations.  

Conclusion  

 COVID-19 has placed added pressure on an already challenging environment for all 

SMEs, including charities and GSO. Sports clubs face financial instability due to rising costs, 

increased expectations, facility provision and competition. Because of these threats’ 

innovation is required to ensure that these vehicles of delivering activity into local 

communities can be sustained to ensure ongoing improvement in health, well-being and social 

interaction. This research supports innovation and entrepreneurship and engages with a range 

of practitioners to understand their perspectives. In doing so, three higher-order themes were 

identified: united by common cause, empowered by local change and using effective language. 

The three higher-order themes and six lower-order themes provide insight regarding the 

primary research question – identify the motivations, opportunities and challenges of SME 

practitioners to inform the adaption of CSRTS to the SME perspective.  

 CSRTS is a concept that can support GSO in achieving social impact by offering a 

strategy to successfully create partnerships within local businesses and charities whose values 

align. This research has reinforced the benefits and challenges awaiting SME organisations 

seeking to engage with CSRTS. The unique perspective of the research participants highlights 

the requirement to consider the holistic context of SMEs, sports clubs and organisations and 

offer organisations the knowledge and benefits of CSR without overburdening them with 

terminology and other practices typical of MNE organisations. The resulting partnerships and 

social cohesion present the opportunity to decrease the challenges of running local 

community-based organisations and become an impactful way to benefit those engaged, 

including improved competitive advantage, increased volunteers, more efficient fundraising, 

and decreased executive turnover.  

 This research found that male participants emphasised the importance of sport when 

creating relationships compared to female participants. As an outlier in this chapter’s data, this 

could be an interesting perspective to be developed further. However, the insights all 

participants provide allow, in part, to develop a richer understanding of sport as a mechanism 

for developing a strong, more cohesive society (Misener & Doherty, 2012). Government policy 

is unlikely to increase engagement, but engaging with opportunities to improve voluntary 
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sports organisations could significantly impact SME survivability and grassroots sports club 

activity.  

 The worldwide volume of SME organisations illustrates the capacity to contribute 

economically, and they must be given the support that allows them to do so. Simultaneously 

supporting SMEs and grassroots sporting organisations can benefit important community 

organisations and social anchors at a micro level, as values and resources are aligned with 

pursuing their common goal. The cumulative effect of successful CSRTS clusters can progress 

to have an impact at a national level. Therefore, this thesis supports calls for third-party and 

local government support to facilitate relationships (Caska et al., 2004) and, importantly, 

ensure fair practices in the more deprived areas to prevent regional imbalances (Reid, 2012).  

 Consequently, it is essential to create the desired levels of SME engagement by 

understanding the barriers created by current terminology and creating a new narrative that 

aligns with the idiosyncratic nature of SMEs and their motivations to support their local area. 

The definitions of CSR, and by implication CSRTS, are associated with bureaucracy, so it was 

important to reflect SME organisations' informal, innovative nature. This consideration of 

engaging language and terminology will play an important role in informing a new framework 

for adapting CSRTS for SME engagement in Chapter Seven.  

Foreword 

 This chapter investigated the lived experiences of senior-level decision-makers from 

various organisations engaged with a singular CSRTS project. The practitioners interviewed 

reflected a range of stakeholders, including a charity, GSO and SME. The interviews were 

developed based on insights secured from the conceptual issues identified in Chapter One and 

developed further by the academic literature reviewed in Chapter Two. Therefore, the themes 

identified in this chapter were guided by previous theory and literature (deductive) and the 

thematic analysis of the participants' experiences (inductive). This chapter revealed three 

higher-order themes of united by common cause; empowered by local change; using effective 

language.  

 The next chapter increased the contribution toward understanding the CSRTS 

experience from the perspective of SME organisations, achieved by narrowing the focus to one 

of the specific stakeholder groups included in this chapter: a local SME business. In doing so, an 

extra layer of depth is added to the analysis of the SME experience. Further, as each case study 

was investigated chronologically, the preceding chapters inform the investigatory approach to 

remain focused on the known challenges and opportunities whilst still retaining the flexibility to 

pursue new lines of research.  
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Chapter Four: The Experiences of an SME Organisation Engaged with CSR Through Sport 

Chapter Overview 

 The literature review in Chapter Two investigated the academic landscape regarding 

the relationship between sport, CSR and SMEs. The chapter identified that no academic papers 

considered all elements of this tripartite relationship. Instead, the academic landscape has 

only considered sections of the relationship, namely, CSR and Sport (n = 76), CSR and SME (n = 

75), and SME and sport (n = 2). The literature review highlighted the lack of research regarding 

the relationship between CSR, sport and SMEs and the opportunity to make a new 

contribution to knowledge. In Chapter Three, reflexive TA was utilised to investigate the lived 

experiences of SME practitioners from various business sectors, including local businesses, 

charities and sports organisations. In effect, Chapter Three offered an overview of the 

tripartite relationship. The interviews with the different stakeholder groups provided an initial 

insight that informs a deeper analysis of specific practitioner groups, including the SME 

perspective  

 Thus, this chapter’s attention now turns to the perspective of one local small business 

engaged with CSRTS. SME businesses are integral stakeholders with operational 

responsibilities to progress CSRTS projects.  Focusing directly on this SME’s business 

perspective allows for a greater depth of rich data regarding their motivations, challenges and 

expectations. Fundamentally, the overarching goal of this thesis is to explore opportunities to 

create financial sustainability for the organisations involved by leveraging the power of sport. 

Whilst CSR and sport offer the opportunity to elevate marketing and community engagement 

for businesses to secure their social goals. Therefore, the SME’s perspective is integral to 

successful interorganisational relationships because of their financial contribution to sports 

organisations and social goals. The key to this chapter is understanding the local SME 

experiences, motivations, challenges, and insights that might facilitate the broader adoption of 

CSRTS policies from like-minded organisations.  

Introduction 

 The research area of CSR and SMEs has received a growing amount of academic 

attention over the past twenty years. In Chapter Two’s literature review, the number of 

articles that focused on elements of a CSR, SME and sport relationship was recognised as 153 

since 2000. The growth in literature from an SME perspective evolved from the recognition 

that whilst CSR had established itself as a common business practice it was typically within the 

context of MNE organisations (Colovic et al., 2019), and therefore the concept was not 

necessarily transferrable due to the peculiarities of SME firms (Jenkins, 2006; Lepoutre & 

Heene, 2006). The idiosyncrasies identified as unique to SME organisations are broad-ranging, 
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but it is important to understand what current research considers them to be. By 

understanding the perspective of current practitioners, this thesis illustrates the new ways of 

thinking about the phenomenon and how the concept of CSRTS can be adapted to fit the 

unique nature of SMEs.  

 All firms are responsible for acting legitimately because they have stakeholders, are a 

part of a social context, and have economic, legal and ethical responsibilities (Blombäck & 

Wigren, 2009). These responsibilities relate to stakeholder theory which is part of the 

theoretical framework of this thesis (see Chapter One). Whilst stakeholder theory was 

developed from the perspective of MNE organisations, it also applies to small firms (Jenkins, 

2004). Stakeholder theory recognises that multiple groups and individuals can relate to the 

company at different levels and situations. However, the discourse around stakeholder theory 

from an MNE perspective explains stakeholders in a national and international context. Hence, 

when considering the differences between SME and MNE engagement of CSR it is worth 

recognising that differences are underpinned by a theoretical framework.  

 As the literature on CSR and SME engagement has been captured within the literature 

review, it is important to clarify the differences between SME and MNE engagement. For 

example, large companies are often more diversified and work closer to organisational 

structures than SMEs; SMEs are more familiar with the organisation's core business; in a large 

firm, CSR can be a departmental responsibility (Blombäck & Wigren, 2009). Generally, SMEs 

can have limited cash and are independent (Spence, 1999); are more informal with more 

personalised relationships (Nejati & Amran, 2009); and are based within the communities they 

serve (Jenkins, 2006; Perrini, 2006). As a result of these characteristics, CSR projects in SMEs 

can adapt quickly to changing circumstances (Jenkins, 2006), and due to their close connection 

to the local area, SMEs can illustrate a greater understanding of local culture, politics, links to 

civil society and a greater commitment to that locality (Baden et al., 2009). Leadership differs 

from MNEs because most SMEs are managed directly by owners (Lepoutre & Heene, 2006). As 

SME business partnerships are more personal and the connection to the community closer, 

SMEs have strong incentives to build social capital within the community in which they operate 

(Murillo & Lozano, 2006).  

 These differences between SME and MNE engagement with CSR illustrate why MNE-

based CSR theory cannot be simply transposed into an SME environment. There are risks 

attached to formalising a CSR approach when an informal, entrepreneurial model approach 

should be adapted to capture the culture of SME organisations (Fassin, 2008). Other research 

has gone further by suggesting there should be an increased delineation of SMEs into micro-

business to consider the nature of very small businesses (Fenwick, 2010).  
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 The traditional difference between business and sport is that sport emphasises 

winning performance on the field over a profitable business performance (Ahonen, 2019). 

However, due to increased professionalisation in sport, a good financial situation can be a key 

success factor regarding sporting performance which has driven SME sports organisations to 

think more entrepreneurially (Ahonen, 2019). This concept of how sports organisations can 

operate more effectively off the field will be explored in more detail in Chapter Five, but it is 

worth recognising that the lines between successful businesses and successful sports 

organisations are becoming increasingly blurred. Within this environment of 

entrepreneurialism and innovation, the opportunity is present to integrate more compelling 

ways of working together.  

 The key to finding compelling ways to create successful relationships is understanding 

the barriers SME businesses face when adopting CSR practices. Table 9 presents key findings 

based on a survey of UK SMEs regarding their CSR agenda.  
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Table 9  

Key Insights on UK Survey on the Feasibility of CSR for SMEs 

Summary topic Key points 

Motivation 

The vast majority of SMEs believe they have social and environmental responsibilities 

SMEs tend to focus on internal issues, particularly staff. Therefore, initiatives are driven by consideration of employee morale and motivation 

Drivers of SME engagement include personal interest, fulfilment, a desire to give back to the local community and enhance business 

reputation 

Case studies are important as they illustrate successes like improving profitability 

Overcoming 

bureaucracy 

SMEs’ social activities are fragmented and informal. Few feel the need for formal policies or stated intentions 

Barriers to engagement include fear of bureaucracy, time and cost. However, this was not found to be the experience of those engaged 

therefore the barriers are built on perceptions rather than reality 

Support needs to be simple, transparent and local 

SMEs require simplification to prevent feeling overwhelmed by legislation or approaches from local charities, and too much overlapping 

advice 

Poor support 
Intermediaries tend to adopt corporate frameworks when targeting SMEs, which is a counter-productive administrative burden 

SMEs may not be aware that they are already a part of a CSR umbrella 
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Summary topic Key points 

Third-party 

support 

SMEs want a single, local point of contact to network with other organisations, learn best practices, the business case, important issues and 

how to get started 

The strongest finding from this study is that third parties need to work together to further engage SMEs in CSR, with a centrally co-ordinated, 

holistic approach to leverage information, resources, and a coherent mechanism for engagement specific to sectors and issues 

Note. Adapted from Castka et al, 2004, p. 143 
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 The data utilised to identify the key points presented in Table 9 was sourced from 200 

managing directors of SMEs from chambers of commerce groups in Aberdeen, Chesterfield, 

Hastings, Manchester and Preston (Castka et al., 2004).  

 The key points of Table 9 have been summarised into four main items, which can 

inform the opportunities to leverage the power of sport. The four points also align with the 

research questions outlined in Chapter One, which can be briefly summarised as; (1) how 

stakeholders engage and make sense of their responsibilities? (2) how stakeholders prioritise 

the core components of CSR? (3) the key motivations for engagement; (4) how do SMEs 

prioritise stakeholders? (5) the impact of moral proximity to stakeholders; (6) how can wider 

social engagement be facilitated? And finally, (7) what support mechanisms should be made 

available? These research questions underpin the investigation of the following case study, 

which focuses on the lived experiences of a singular SME engaged with a local CSRTS project. 

Their experiences will be contrasted against the academic research previously illustrated and 

explore how SMEs can manage CSR adoption by utilising the unique attributes of sport as 

leverage.  

Method 

Participants 

 Each case study within this thesis was completed chronologically, meaning that the 

data of Chapter Three was secured and analysed prior to Chapter Four, and Chapter Four was 

analysed before Chapter Five. The chronological approach allowed the researcher to reflect on 

the evolving phenomena under question and develop a deeper understanding of rich, 

qualitative data using the method of reflexive TA.  

 A case study approach provided the best platform to investigate the lived experiences 

of those involved (Yin, 2018) with the implementation of CSRTS within a small business. For 

this case study, all the participants worked for the same organisation and were committed to 

promoting their social goal of creating inclusive opportunities for children via rugby union. The 

social goal was to provide opportunities for an activity to local children within a special 

education needs (SEN) school by securing the finances and logistics for adapted sessions of 

rugby union to occur. The rugby union facilities, equipment, and coaches were sourced from 

the rugby union sports club that immediately neighboured the SEN school. This real-life 

relationship delineated the tripartite relationship of SME, CSR and sport.  

 The case study SME had 35 staff at the time of investigation with a financial turnover 

of approximately £2 million - therefore meeting the definition of SME as per the European 

Commission (Status - Eurostat, 2019). The SME had been operating for over 20 years and was 

established in the local community, which accounts for most of its business sales (i.e., within 
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the county footprint). In 2016 the organisation committed to focusing its contribution to the 

community by implementing a long-term CSR strategy to raise its profile and secure a more 

significant social impact. This commitment coincided with the opportunity to support a new 

initiative to offer rugby union opportunities to special education needs children. The SME's 

commitment resulted in securing CSR business awards and nominations. The researcher was 

aware of this development and recognised the opportunity to investigate the tripartite 

relationship.  

 As the purpose of the research is to secure an insight into the motivations and 

challenges of SME engagement with CSRTS, it was necessary to limit participant engagement 

to those within a senior position within the firm. Those in senior positions are engaged with 

the strategic decision-making regarding the CSR project and therefore have operational, 

ethical and logistical insight that provides context and depth regarding the phenomenon being 

explored. They also understand the dynamics concerning the interorganisational relationships 

with other partners of the CSRTS project, which would not be accessible to employees in the 

lower hierarchy of the business. The small firm size had implications for the quantity of 

available appropriate participants. Following the invitation, six participants were secured out 

of a possible eight, meeting the recommended sample size (Braun & Clarke, 2016).  Table 10 

provides a breakdown of participant demographics providing context to the case study under 

investigation. There was a gender split between male and female participants. 
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Table 10  

Participant Information (all names are pseudonyms) 

 

Pseudonym Responsibility Seniority Age Gender Organisation 

Jonny 
Managing 

Partner 

Owner-

Manager 
50-59 Male Local SME 

Will Partner Senior level 40-49 Male Local SME 

Mike Partner Senior level 60-69 Male Local SME 

Gemma Partner Senior level 40-49 Female Local SME 

Sarah Partner Senior level 40-49 Female Local SME 

Faith 
Senior 

Manager 
Middle level 30-39 Female Local SME 

 

Procedure 

 The business that agreed to be involved demonstrated a purposive selection because 

their experiences directly related to the research questions and the investigation of CSR and 

sport from an SME perspective. As the business met the criteria for SME classification 

(Executive Agency for Small and Medium sized Enterprises. et al., 2019), the selection of this 

business as the case study was to understand the experiences of their CSR engagement with a 

sports organisation, as opposed to being a generalisable sample of all SMEs. Therefore, 

purposive sampling was an appropriate qualitative sampling method due to the participants' 

unique experiences that align with the research question and allows the researcher to learn 

substantially about the experiences under investigation (Polkinghorne, 2005). The participant 

engagement procedure abided by the ethical and procedural guidelines of the researcher’s 

institution (see Appendix C), providing the participants with the assurance of anonymity, 

storage of personal data, and the future for research submission and publication.  

Data Collection 

 The research questions and aims were framed around understanding the lived 

experiences of professionals engaged in interorganisational relationships with SME businesses, 

charities, or sports organisations. This chapter's case study investigation presented a unique 

opportunity to consider the concept of CSRTS from an SME perspective. Consequently, rich 
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data should be facilitated from participants to allow a full investigation into this otherwise new 

phenomenon within academia.  To align the research questions with the critical realist 

approach that frames this thesis, participants were encouraged to provide answers from their 

personal experiences. Example questions utilising this approach include “what were your 

experiences of dealing with the SME organisation?” and “can you explain the relationship 

regarding your organisation and the sports club?” or “how has your relationship with the 

sports organisation impacted your business levels and revenue?”. As the research questions 

sought to encourage rich data, they aligned with the reflexive TA approach.  

 As with Chapter Three, the case-study approach used semi-structured interviews to 

collect data. An interview guide (see Appendix D) was created to facilitate the interview 

process and act as a point of reference when important topics arose. The interview guide was 

informed via themes and content generated by the literature review (deductive) whilst 

remaining flexible and open to an inductive approach to data analysis.  

 An interview guide presented the opportunity to realign to the research question and 

the theoretical underpinnings of the thesis. For example, questions could be rephrased or 

followed up to ensure that the focus remained on participants' experiences rather than 

explaining administrative or procedural technicalities with their working responsibilities. The 

interview guide was piloted, with the first participant revealing feedback that resulted in only 

minor amendments to enhance the clarity and effectiveness of the guide. The pilot interview 

was conducted with a legitimate participant and used fundamentally the same questions 

 The mono-methodological approach of (generally) utilising interviews in qualitative 

research has been identified as problematic. Bass and Milosevic’s (2018) research on CSR 

considered interviews a retrospective description (usually only from senior executives) that 

may or may not reflect the organisation's actual practices. Furthermore, overreliance on 

interview data may provide limited triangulation opportunities for a more holistic 

understanding of the research area  (Creswell, 2012). However, the interview approach 

remains an effective way to secure in-depth and up-close data for a detailed insight into 

participants' experiences.  

 Furthermore, ensuring an appropriate interview length and questioning to secure the 

necessary richness of data presents the necessary level of data for authentic reflexive TA to 

occur. The interviews ranged in length from 30 to 90 minutes and had an average length of 50 

minutes. Follow-up questions were asked if an extra level of detail was considered necessary 

by the researcher to explore potentially interesting areas.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?MGh2UE
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Data Analysis 

 Whilst there are a range of TA approaches available (e.g. codebook, coding reliability) 

for the analysis of participants' responses, the phenomenon under investigation prioritises 

deep and meaningful engagement with the data. Therefore, there was less emphasis on 

procedural, surface-level approaches to achieve a coding consensus or high degree of 

replicability. As the SME practitioners' experiences represent a unique opportunity to 

understand their lived experiences, reflexive TA's flexibility and recursive nature align with this 

thesis's research questions.  

 This thesis has utilised reflexive TA (Braun & Clarke, 2019) throughout to investigate 

the lived experiences of SME practitioners engaged with CSRTS. As the SME practitioner's 

experience with CSRTS has proven to be an under-researched area, the ability to create and 

then analyse the data will enable the analysis of views on a topic rarely presented within 

academia. The intention was to go beyond the “surface” of the data identifying only semantic 

level analysis.  

 In addition, the unique experiences of SME practitioners engaged with CSRTS result in 

an inductive method to facilitate the creation of new insights into their experiences. The lack 

of research regarding the tripartite relationship of SME, sport and CSR limits a deductive 

approach to the data or establishment of pre-conceived ideas regarding potential themes 

required by a codebook or coding reliability approach. The inductive orientation adopted by 

the thesis allows for an analytic process that operates from the bottom-up (Braun et al., 2019). 

However, the chronological nature of the thesis preceding chapters is deductive as they assist 

the conceptualisation and interview. The role of the researcher must be recognised, as any 

researcher will approach the data with preconceived ideas based on their knowledge and 

worldview. However, the differentiation between this inductive approach and the deductive 

alternative is that the data is the starting point of analysis rather than existing theories (Terry 

et al., 2017).  

 Consequently, fully realised themes avoid explicit, one-word descriptions to provide a 

clear sense of the presented theme. They signal the scope and core of each theme (Braun & 

Clarke, 2019). Therefore, the thesis does not utilise individual words or reflect the participants' 

research questions by summarising the range of things participants said. Adopting the reflexive 

TA method removes the possibility of the themes being mistaken for domain summaries if they 

illustrate patterns of shared meaning united by a central concept, developing out of the 

analytic process (Braun & Clarke, 2021b).  
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Trustworthiness and Rigour 

 By adopting a qualitative stance, the thesis avoids the methodological difficulties of a 

mixed methods approach due to the complex ontological and epistemological issues involved 

(McEvoy & Richards, 2006). Replicating the method of Chapter Three allowed for the 

development and refinement of the reflexive TA process and increased the depth of research 

data. The thesis presents a clear account of the implementation of the 6-phase process of 

reflexive TA (Braun et al., 2019). The ontological and epistemological underpinnings have been 

made clear concerning critical realist ontology, social constructionist and realist epistemologies 

that are in keeping with the flexible nature of reflexive TA. 

Results 

 The reflexive thematic analysis provided two overarching higher-order themes: proud 

not to be corporate and sport is a route for personal, familial and local development (see Figure 

8). Reflexive TA of the participants' data created two higher-order and three lower-order 

themes. The key features of each theme are explained below, with participant quotations to 

illustrate each theme's context. Table 8 provides the demographic information of the 

participants to help provide further contextualisation and detail for each of the quotations.  
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Figure 8  

Chapter 4 Higher and Lower Order Themes 

 

Proud not to be Corporate 

 Research has demonstrated the differentiation between large corporations and SMEs 

regarding their characteristics (Fassin, 2008; Murillo & Lozano, 2006). Flexibility and a less 

informal approach to CSR have been identified as one part of the idiosyncratic nature of SME 

organisations (Russo & Tencati, 2009). Participants sought to disassociate themselves from 

larger corporations, including Sarah (senior level, 40-49, female) who stated (Sarah, personal 

communication, May 11, 2021), “I can see why [CSR] would be used in larger firms but being a 

small sized business, I don’t know if we are socially corporately responsibly for anything or 
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whether we do it just because we can”. Participants rarely spoke about policy detail but more 

in terms of a desire to contribute or give something back. Mike (senior level, 60-69, male) 

explains: 

I understand what [CSR] means in English, but it's not a phrase that I would use or 

anybody’s put to me before. And social responsibility for what? I mean, as a firm, were 

not a company but we are a large partnership. As such, I feel like we’ve got a 

responsibility to the community and how we act and what we do (Mike, personal 

communication, September 9, 2021).  

 A reluctance to use the terminology of CSR and to identify as a small organisation 

rather than a large corporate entity illustrates a lack of engagement with a formal, policy-

driven approach to CSR that is more in keeping with MNE businesses (Castka et al., 2004; 

Rahim & Wisuttisak, 2013). To illustrate this point further, three sub-themes can now be 

explored.  

 Inauthenticity is a Corporate Concern. The implementation of CSR and CSRTS has been 

criticised as a tool to “greenwash” or “sportswash” unethical business practices or seek to 

create positive goodwill among a customer base in the absence of an authentic CSR policy 

(Godfrey, 2009; Levermore, 2013). Participants in senior leadership positions lacked any 

concerns that their project was unauthentic or could be perceived as unauthentic, Mike (senior 

level, 60-69, male) states: 

Nobody’s come back to me thinking we just do it to feel better, and sleep better at 

night. You’re greedy, grasping [profession] and this is just some sort of write off? No, 

not at all. I don’t think anybody views it like that and I’ve certainly not heard that as 

the public perception of us (Mike, personal communication, September 9, 2021).  

Will (senior level, 40-49, male) recognises the risks attached to social media and the adverse 

reactions it can generate but considers the organisation to be mitigating against any perceived 

lack of authenticity by managing the levels of social media engagement, he explains:  

If you are on social media, I don’t think we are over the top with how we market the 

firm. We like to show you what we can do but I don’t think we saturate anything at all. 

I actually quite like the levels that we’re on now and I certainly don’t see any cynicism 

from anybody looking at it (Will, personal communication, July 2, 2021).   

 Furthermore, Jonny’s (senior level, 50-59, male) comments on receiving criticism due 

to inauthenticity were clear, “No never. I’ve never heard that [criticism of CSR], and if anyone 

were to suggest that then that would be untrue. Because we back it up surely with our 

financial support and also the time that individuals within the business put into these 

organisations in terms of supporting them” (Jonny, personal communication, July 8, 2021).  
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 The only suggestion among the participants to suggest a degree of inauthenticity came 

from a recognition of the marketing impact of the social responsibility project. Faith (middle 

level, 30-39, female) acknowledged, “I think some of it [CSR] is obviously to promote the 

company, so there is a selfish side of it – I think personally anyway” (Faith, personal 

communication, July 13, 2021). As a middle manager, Faith sits outside the senior leadership 

group and therefore has a less personal investment in the firm's strategic direction, which may 

impact her perception of the firm’s motivations for engagement with CSR. Faith also played 

little sport personally and has no family members currently engaged with sports organisations, 

representing another departure from the leadership (whom all have children or grandchildren 

participating within GSO). Concerns around the authenticity of CSR may be heightened if there 

is a lack of understanding of sporting values. Despite the senior leadership's deep personal 

connection to localised sport and the contribution it provides, the wider marketing message 

should not take this for granted and should therefore highlight the importance of an 

association with sport and CSRTS means for the recipients.  

Financial Benefits are a Bonus. Consistent academic research on CSR states the requirement to 

ensure financial gain for stakeholders (Porter & Kramer, 2006; Russo & Perrini, 2010). 

Interestingly, none of the participants were prepared to attach an expected return on 

investment (ROI) regarding their CSR efforts due to various issues. Will (senior level, 40-49, 

male) explains that engagement with CSRTS offers benefits concerning reputation, customer 

relations, and community profile: 

It’s about having an influence, being able to assist with our jobs, but being seen in the 

local environment as someone who is willing to sponsor events, charities but having 

our name out there not just as solicitors but as a business who will also help out, in a 

social aspect, locally (Will, personal communication, July 2, 2021).  

 This point of view is similar to other participants who, upon reflection, typically 

highlighted the marketing impact of the project. For example, Jonny (senior level, 50-59, male) 

said:  

[We wanted to] be a bit more public about it rather than on the hush hush… it was a 

case of telling people through our website and social media that this is what we are, 

what we do, and the benefits for both parties (Jonny, personal communication, July 8, 

2021).  

 Therefore, what was notable by its absence was the lack of reference to financial goals 

and financial resources. Mike (senior level, 50-59, male) illustrated the lack of financial 

administration “I would say we do more [than local competition]. I don’t have any stats to back 

that up, but my gut feeling would be if we analysed and were compared to [the local 
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competition] I think you’ll find we do more” (Mike, personal communication, September 9, 

2021). Sarah (senior level, 40-49, female) echoes the lack of understanding around the levels 

of financial investment, “I assume we can afford it [CSR investment], which is why we are 

doing it, we’re not quite bankrupt yet” (personal communication, May 11, 2021).      

 Securing economic goals is the central pillar of CSR (Godfrey, 2009). However, 

academic research has identified a more relaxed approach within SME CSR implementation 

than larger corporates, which aligns with the participant's views. Compared to MNEs, SMEs are 

known to underutilise reporting mechanisms on social action initiatives and priorities for 

localised social engagement (Giovanna et al., 2012). With their fewer formal structures and 

control systems, procedural burdens, and lack of reporting on transactions, there is a higher 

emphasis on trust, reputation and long-term view (Fassin, 2008). Emphasis on value alignment 

and social impact instead of financial returns could be an important insight into securing wider 

CSRTS engagement with other SMEs.  

 Sponsorship as a Gateway. The participants explained that their sponsorship of GSO 

played an integral role in developing a closer working relationship and CSRTS integration. On 

multiple occasions, participants would interchangeably use sponsorship or corporate social 

responsibility variations when discussing their CSR partnerships. The evolution of sponsorship 

to the current relationship was addressed directly by Jonny (senior level, 50-59, male): 

There was always an involvement with the [sports organisation] back to my playing 

days and we started to sponsor them 25 or so years ago which was the start of the 

sponsorship. More recently we came up with a strategy involving corporate social 

responsibility and the idea was to bring more structure to the relationship[s]… and 

make it more professional (Jonny, personal communication, July 8, 2021). 

 The evolution of sponsorship into a more significant CSR relationship illustrates the 

growing area of sport entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurship involves discovering, evaluating and 

exploiting opportunities together with individuals utilising them (Ahonen, 2019). When 

entrepreneurship is discussed in the context of sport, sports entrepreneurship has received 

academic attention (Ratten, 2017, 2020; Ratten & Babiak, 2010). The key to securing 

entrepreneurial growth is strong leadership and the orientation of owners and managers so 

that they are supported to be innovative, proactive and opportunity-seeking (Ahonen, 2019; 

Ratten, 2020). Therefore, it is important to note the senior leadership group's cohesion and 

the senior leaders' evolution of the CSR strategy.  

Sport is a Route for Personal, Familial and Local Development 

 Personal attachment and connections to the social cause and GSO were central drivers 

for the participants.  The participants have historical, emotional connections to the sports 
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organisations motivating their support of the GSO. There are three dimensions to their 

engagement (personal, familial, and local development) which are presented as lower-order 

themes and are now considered in turn.  

 Business is Passionate for Local GSO. The participants depicted how their CSR 

relationships are built upon close geographical connections through their work and personal 

connections. Participants frequently cited “local” as a key feature of why they engage with 

their CSR partners. The case study is located in a UK City. However, when discussing 

relationships, this was typically in the context of suburbs within the city. Suburban specificity 

may be because the perceived size and impact of the SME are relative to its location. As Will 

explains (senior level, 40-49, male): 

I think locally we are seen as a sort of a pillar of society, certainly in [suburb main 

office is located], we probably have less of a presence in [City] because we haven’t got 

a city centre face… I think we are better where we are in [suburb locations of offices], I 

think we’re seen as quite important businesses within those small communities 

(personal communication, July 2, 2021).  

 Here connections are made over geographical location, company size, and perception 

within the community.  

 The participant’s desire to be seen to support their immediate local communities 

aligns with research that considers the differences between SMEs and larger firms. Larger 

corporations usually subscribe to a range of international standards and protocols, but SMEs 

operate informally with their activities local in scope (Fraj‐Andrés et al., 2012). Family business 

owners are particularly in charge of social activities towards the local community (Giovanna et 

al., 2012). This research has reinforced the understanding that SME leaders seek to support 

their immediate geographical community.  

 Supporting the local community was a prominent feature in the debate around 

industrial clusters and facilitating CSR (Lund‐Thomsen & Pillay, 2012). Clusters are a 

geographically proximate group of interconnected enterprises and associated institutions 

(Porter, 1998). As the participants explained a commitment to work within clusters, it is a 

concept worth revisiting within the new context of CSRTS, as Sarah (senior level, 40-49, 

female) states: 

I’d much rather as a local business assist with local charities. I know you get big 

charities like cancer research UK among others and it's nice to give to those big 

charities… but if you’re a local business you can make a bigger difference to a local 

charity than you can a national one (Sarah, personal communication, May 11, 2021).  
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 With the support of a localised cluster, the opportunity to impact the local area is an 

important feature that supports SME engagement with CSRTS.  

 Parents run Businesses and Children play Sport. Five of the six participants had either a 

child or a grandchild who was historically or currently engaged with a local GSO. Those five 

participants all cited the children as a major influence upon their decision to engage with local 

sports organisations, usually to support the organisation where the child is participating. When 

asked to comment on his feelings regarding his youngest son playing for the local sports 

organisation Jonny (senior level, 50-59, male) said: 

He has realised what a great social life rugby brings which doesn’t necessarily happen 

with football. I’m happy to see that, my kids do use the club and in the summer I was 

down there, and both my sons are with their respective mates mingling together, and I 

was proud to see that” (personal communication, July 8, 2021).  

 The opportunity to engage with their children via sporting activity is echoed by Sarah 

(senior level, 40-49, female) who stated, “we are not arty people, I’ve spent most of my 

weekends on the side of a rugby or football pitch since [child’s name] was little so it appeals to 

me personally because it fits in with my work and my family life as well” (Sarah, personal 

communication, May 11, 2021). Therefore, this study reiterates that child engagement with 

sport helps to facilitate the parental connection to the GSO.  

 For Gemma (senior level, 40-49, female), her children had just started to participate at 

their local GSO, revealing that she was preparing to volunteer her services, “I can see that if he 

[her child] continues on I’d probably get a little bit more involved in it. Just because they do 

and then you do, you know” (Gemma, personal communication, July 13, 2021). On considering 

creating a closer CSRTS relationship Gemma said: 

From our perspective, it's nice to know that it is part of the wider community that they 

are [the children] already involved in. But I guess as they get into it and if the sport 

brings out talent in them that leads them to do it more seriously, then you just don’t 

know do you? (Gemma, personal communication, July 13, 2021).  

 Their child’s engagement with the GSO provides a pathway for the parent to broader 

community engagement. Consequently, the initial familial connection offers a tangible 

foundation to escalate the relationship towards sponsorship and then onto CSRTS. 

Alternatively, the participants do not present a sense of disconnection with the sports 

organisation, that time and money are spent begrudgingly – but it is instead underpinned by a 

notion of “giving something back”.  
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 Business Leaders Identify as GSO Participants. The three male participants' involvement 

as children with sports organisations has played a significant role in their personal 

development and attachment to the community. When considering their attachment to a 

location, they localised into suburbs rather than speaking about the city. For example, Mike 

(senior level, 60-69, male) ranked his loyalties in order of priority as his suburb, city, and 

county (personal communication, September 9, 2021). As well as explaining their participation 

as players in their respective sports, all three males detailed a rich history of volunteering 

(Table 11).  

Table 11  

Participants Volunteering Experience 

Participant Volunteer roles 

Mike Fixtures secretary, treasurer, committee member  

Will Age grade coach, committee member without portfolio 

Jonny Age grade coach, President, committee member 

 

Will (senior level, 40-49, male) was clear on the impact of sport on his life: 

It’s shaped my entire life I think right from the beginning. From playing school sport, to 

university rugby, I’ve made friends for life and its certainly taught me how to act in the 

real world, I couldn’t recommend team sports highly enough to enable people to have 

a sense of belonging and if we can from day one be giving something back, even 

something so small as sponsoring kit or being involved in it for me it's what we can do, 

so we should do (Will, personal communication, July 2, 2021).  

 In the above quote, Mike recognised the impact of grassroots sport on his personal 

development and social connections and how he feels obligated to pay something back into 

the game for the benefit of others. Paying it back is a sentiment echoed by Jonny (senior level, 

50-59, male) who said: 

The most rewarding thing for me is seeing one off my players who’s played for us since 

under 8’s, playing seniors and having a drink at the bar. I do find that rewarding. In 

terms of other things, even back in my day there were guys my age who were 

struggling for employment and the membership would find them jobs and that is still 

happening (Mike, personal communication, July 8, 2021).  

 Five out of the six participants explained how their engagement with the local sports 

organisation shaped their personal, familial, and social connections. The three male 
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participants illustrate a history of volunteering through coaching and committee positions. 

Two female participants explained their active support from the sidelines with consideration to 

becoming more engaged with the operations of the sport organisation in the future. 

Therefore, the participant’s experiences illustrate a clear interest in the value and operation of 

sports organisations that feed a personal obligation to pay something back. For the one 

participant who had no personal engagement in a sports organisation, there was little appetite 

to seek the creation of a relationship, although that was tempered by their child being a 

newborn and thus not yet exposed to possible sporting opportunities.  

Discussion 

 Investigation of the SME experience of CSRTS resulted in two higher-order themes: 

proud not to be corporate and sport is a route for personal, familial and local development. The 

themes presented throughout the chapter illustrate a rich tapestry of the participants’ lived 

experiences. Whilst each lower-order theme is discussed individually, many areas of overlap 

provide the opportunity to synergise the participants' experiences and relate to current 

academic theory. The participant’s unique experiences illustrate areas of alignment with 

current research but also provide insight into new knowledge of the phenomenon and 

contribute towards an overarching framework designed to engage more SMEs with grassroots 

sport organisations via CSRTS.  

 The higher-order theme, proud not to be corporate aligns with the preference of SME 

organisations to take a less formal approach to CSR engagement than larger organisations 

(Fassin, 2008; Murillo & Lozano, 2006). In some instances, there was an effort to be dissociated 

from practices and terminology associated with larger businesses. The participants typically 

spoke in emotional language to “pay something back” and were responsible for contributing to 

improving their local society. The participants were driven by a personal responsibility to 

support social initiatives, particularly within the senior leadership. The ownership of senior 

leadership to drive the project forward is in keeping with SME leadership approaches to SMEs 

(Jenkins, 2006; Spence & Lozano, 2000). Therefore, when considering wider SME engagement 

with CSRTS, consideration should be given to informal language that focuses on the emotional 

attachment of SME leaders to their local area and not overtly focuses on maximising all 

potential revenue.  

 The data showed the participants' lack of reference to formal company policy, 

suggesting a laissez-faire approach to the bureaucratic style in larger companies. Larger firms 

tend to increase mechanisms that contribute to growing complexity and formality, usually 

reflected in bureaucratic control mechanisms such as written rules, job definitions and codes 

of conduct (Gallo & Christensen, 2011). In the absence of control mechanisms, supervision, 



91 
 

 
 

delivery, and motivation to progress, the project was driven by a collective sense of ownership 

among the senior leadership team, who presented a unified approach to their engagement 

with partnership organisations. Thus, theorising on the approach to engage wider SME 

engagement with CSRTS creates tension between offering a practicable, clear guide to securing 

engagement without disenchanting SME leaders with a procedural, “tick—box” approach.  

 In addition, the participants did not refer to reporting mechanisms that tracked direct 

returns of the CSRTS engagement. As exemplified by the theme financial benefits are a bonus, 

discourse on CSRTS goals placed a higher priority on believing they are doing the right thing 

rather than securing financial gains for the business. Securing financial gains is not the central 

pillar of their engagement, as is reflected in the fact that there was no clear sense of 

ownership over the CSRTS engagement. In a larger company, bureaucratic control can come in 

the form of an employee, for example, a chief sustainability officer, who creates and 

implements bureaucratic tools to monitor progress (Grimstad et al., 2020; Jenkins, 2004). 

Instead, the participants are assured that whilst their SME remains financially buoyant, 

analytical tools and procedural mechanisms will remain absent to advance social goals.  

 Furthermore, the participants attached value to their authenticity perception rather 

than relying upon external or third-party feedback. The participants' commitment and belief in 

the project created a discourse that was dismissive of potential cynicism regarding a lack of 

authenticity attached to their public support of CSRTS. A central feature of poor CSRTS 

engagement is a failure to align values between the relevant stakeholders, leading to 

accusations of inauthenticity or “sports washing” (Godfrey, 2009; Levermore, 2013). However, 

the participant’s emotional attachment to the organisation, local area, and relaxed approach 

to financial gains remove opportunities for securing cynical relationships because of authentic 

commitment to making a positive contribution. The participant’s commitment to positively 

contributing to their locality parallels the Detroit Lions case study (Heinze et al., 2014). Whilst 

the Detroit Lions are a professional sports organisation competing in the National Football 

League (NFL), the researchers identified a genuine commitment from the organisation's senior 

hierarchy to progress the dire financial situation facing Detroit itself as the location sought to 

recover from municipal bankruptcy. Investigation of the Detroit Lion's ability to embed 

themselves into the wider community to progress social goals (for example, healthy eating and 

physical activity) resulted in eight lessons for CSR practitioners to consider when creating and 

implementing sport CSR (Heinze et al., 2014). Adaptation of these insights based on the 

participant’s experiences is explored further in Chapter 7 when considering a framework to 

secure wider SME engagement with CSRTS.   
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 The second higher-order theme sport is a tool for personal, familial and local 

development illustrates how personal development, child engagement, and local connections 

(including social connections) play a vital role in securing the connection with the sports 

organisation and the social responsibility goals. Exploring how personal values influence CSR 

orientations has received limited academic research (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012; Choongo et al., 

2019). By investigating the participant’s values, this chapter contributes towards 

understanding the values of other entrepreneurs within comparable organisations to the case 

study. By recognising the importance of how personal development, child engagement, and 

local connections, it offers a prompt on what areas encourage business owners to respond to 

social issues based on the historical, social, and political structures that influence them.  

Conclusion 

 The main contribution of this chapter was to understand the lived experiences of SME 

practitioners engaged with a CSRTS program within a local sport organisation. The reflexive TA 

of their interviews revealed insights regarding their processes, expectations, motivations, and 

outcomes. The themes revealed their values and how they had been shaped over time via the 

considerable influence of sport during their personal and family development. This example of 

the unique progression of a CSTRS project at an SME level provides a new opportunity for 

entrepreneurship that offers a pathway towards financial sustainability within the challenging 

post-COVID-19 environment.   

 The two higher-order themes aligned with current academic research regarding CSR 

implementation within SMEs. The SME practitioners were motivated by their values and took 

an informal approach to bureaucratic reporting mechanisms. The informality extends to 

understanding a financial return on investment and addressing concerns regarding a lack of 

authenticity. The participants detailed an abundance of self-belief regarding their contribution 

towards their motivations regarding a CSRTS project and the impact it was having on local 

society and other stakeholders.  

 The participants explained that they were in a position of financial strength which 

allowed them to pursue their CSRTS goals (Friedman, 2020; Godfrey, 2009). Whilst the 

participants implemented an informal approach to CSRTS, their delivery of CSRTS was 

consistently on a platform of financial security. Also, the ongoing commitment to CSRTS would 

only remain because financial security was maintained. Therefore, there was little opportunity 

to establish the impact of their CSRTS in securing and maintaining the case study's financial 

security. However, establishing accurate reporting mechanisms regarding the ROI of CSR 

projects is a challenging, resource-intensive procedure that is likely beyond the capabilities and 

appetite of an SME organisation.  
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 If understanding the financial impact of CSRTS engagement is too challenging, securing 

wider engagement may need to focus on the emotional investment of SME leaders. The 

participants offered insights regarding their motivations and challenges, requiring further 

research to understand the unique context of SME engagement with CSRTS. What is noticeable 

is that the pathway towards CSTRS engagement is closely connected to the initial 

implementation of sponsorship contributions. Key factors drove the motivation to sponsor, 

including; close geographical proximity; personal sporting participation or volunteering; child 

or familial sporting participation. Consequently, these factors present key markers to help 

identify the potential for value alignment when organisations consider engaging in a CSRTS 

project. For those same reasons, this chapter offers important insights into facilitating a new 

framework to encourage wider SME engagement in CSRTS, to be discussed further in Chapter 

Seven.  

Foreword 

 Investigation of the tripartite relationship between CSR, sport and SME identifies the 

leadership of SME businesses as a key stakeholder group. Research on SME businesses 

identified that owner-mangers and family-run businesses have a close connection to the 

community in which they operate, and this case study aligns with that insight. Importantly, 

when the SME participants came to reflect on their motivations for engaging with GSO, they 

recognised the contribution sport had made to the personal development of themselves and 

younger family members. Highlighting this personal connection could be an important feature 

of a framework that encourages other SME businesses to engage with CSRTS.  

 The next chapter explores the experiences on the other side of the tripartite 

relationship – the GSO. Exploration of the challenges, motivations and opportunities within 

GSO helps to shape a fully rounded perspective of the broader issues related to the adaptation 

of CSRTS. Understanding the perspectives and language of the GSO practitioner ensures a 

richer insight towards securing mutually beneficial partnerships. 
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Chapter Five: The Experiences of a Grassroots Sports Organisation Engaged with CSR 

Through Sport 

Chapter Overview 

 Chapter Five represents a progression regarding the investigation of participants’ 

experiences who are engaged with CSRTS. Following Chapter Three’s consideration of multiple 

stakeholders' experiences and Chapter Four’s consideration of non-sport SME practitioners, 

this chapter recognises the sporting organisation’s engagement with the other partners. As 

presented within the literature review in Chapter Two, academic research into the relationship 

between CSR and sport has primarily focused on PSO, including charitable sporting 

foundations. Therefore, the investigation of CSR from a grassroots sporting perspective offers 

a unique opportunity from a key stakeholder within the CSR, sport and SME relationship to 

secure new sociological knowledge within this under-researched area. Importantly, the themes 

look at the contributions a GSO can offer to an interorganisational relationship and the unique 

opportunities for CSRTS engagement from a GSO perspective.  

Introduction 

 The professionalisation, commercialisation and general commodification of modern 

sport have resulted in adopting established business practices, including CSR into PSO 

(Breitbarth et al., 2015). It may even be the case that “CSR should be regarded as one of the 

most important components of contemporary sport management theory and practice” 

(Bradish & Cronin, 2009, p. 696). The literature review in Chapter Two illustrated the growth of 

the body of literature that considers the relationship of CSR and sport, whereby it also 

identified a range of literature that considered the opportunities and limitations of the specific 

use of sport as a vehicle to deliver social and economic development via CSR projects 

(Levermore, 2010). However, it has been argued that because of the unique role of sport in 

society and its ability to address social issues, there may be a close integration between sport 

and CSR illustrated by a growth of partnerships whereby sporting organisations partner with 

corporate funding to execute CSR delivery (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007; Walters, 2009). 

Nonetheless, research into these partnerships has primarily focused on major PSOs.  

 Research into CSR and sport has focused on sport organisations, individual athletes, 

the sport service industry, corporate sponsors, governments, civil society and others  

(Breitbarth et al., 2015). There is little to distinguish professional sports leagues and clubs as 

significantly different from multinational companies because of their significant profile, assets, 

management, and marketing (Moore & Levermore, 2012). As academic attention has focused 

on larger professional bodies, it presents the opportunity to consider the CSR and sport 

relationship from the SME perspective. Further, high-profile CSR managers within PSO have 
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identified a lack of accessibility regarding CSR research and have called on researchers to 

bridge the gap between theory and practice (Castka et al., 2004; Fassin, 2008). The lack of 

accessibility becomes more complicated when considering the limited resources of SME 

businesses and their unique approach to engaging with CSR (Santos, 2011). Therefore, 

investigating the experiences of practitioners currently engaged with GSO represents an 

important contribution to knowledge in this under-researched area of CSR and sport.  

 Investigation of GSO practitioner experiences presents a unique opportunity to explore 

their reality and build upon the insights secured from the previous chapters.  A common 

theme within both sets of interview participants was a desire to support CSR projects within 

close geographical proximity to where they live and work. Consequently, this chapter will 

explore this phenomenon in more detail by examining the concept of social capital.  

Understanding Social Capital in GSO 

 Social capital is the concept that increased interactions, connections and collective 

action to generate positive outcomes within social networks as reciprocity, goodwill and trust 

are fostered (Putnam, 1995). Cooperation, resource sharing and mutual give-and-take 

relationships develop from people and groups interacting together within a relationship that is 

primarily utilitarian or economic (Bourdieu, 1986). Multiple authors have linked sport and 

social capital due to volunteerism and social capital because people who participate in 

voluntary activity develop social connections, access to resources and generate infrastructure 

for strong communities (Kay & Bradbury, 2009; Misener & Doherty, 2012; Zakus et al., 2009). 

Therefore, there is a clear alignment between improved social capital outcomes and the 

motivations to pursue CSR to progress a social goal. Moreover, further consideration of social 

capital theory might provide insights towards securing engagement with CSRTS.  

 Understanding social capital may help to reconceptualise current practices regarding 

CSR and CSRTS. Social capital can help to highlight how engagement with the local community 

can improve the financial and social situation of the stakeholders involved (Spence et al., 2003; 

Zakus et al., 2009). Furthermore, social capital can assist in better transparency regarding 

outcomes because sharing resources and creating a better infrastructure offer the participants 

a clear, tangible picture of potential outcomes (Kay & Bradbury, 2009). GSO's role and 

responsibilities as a key stakeholder in the relationship are central to creating social capital.   

 Sports clubs can provide a focus on community life and are a way to improve well-

being and create a civil society (Skinner et al., 2008). These community-focused values attract 

the family-orientated nature of SME organisations that are commonly family-owned and run 

(Esparza Aguilar, 2019). The pursuit of improving their community also offers a degree of 
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transparency that can mitigate criticism of CSR as a marketing tool that lacks substance or real 

social change (Godfrey, 2009).  

 This section of the thesis investigates the concerns regarding the concept of CSRTS. 

Whilst CSR has faced criticism (Friedman, 2020; Godfrey, 2009), so have concerns regarding 

CSRTS, especially in the context of professional sports teams. In particular, a lack of depth, too 

much “greenwashing”, distorted power relations, and fundamentally bankrupt corporate 

governance have been the core focus of concerns regarding CSRTS (Levermore, 2013). 

Therefore, this thesis recognises the challenges associated with CSRTS in the professional 

context and considers whether the same challenges align with the grassroots sports sector and 

how these barriers may be addressed. Addressing these issues presents the opportunity for 

SMEs and GSOs to develop a mutually beneficial relationship that creates social cohesion.  

 Developed from previous research (Levermore, 2010; Moore & Levermore, 2012), 

Levermore’s (2013) polemic chapter scrutinises the concept of CSRTS. Levermore (2013) 

highlights three central weaknesses to address the balance of what he views as an increase in 

scholarly work that focuses too heavily on the instrumental benefits of CSRTS and identifies a 

range of works where he considers that to be the case (Ratten, 2010; Ratten & Babiak, 2010; 

Trendafilova & Babiak, 2013). Therefore, this chapter will consider these overarching criticisms 

of the theory in the context of potential implications for SME organisations.  

 Criticisms of CSRTS are based on a range of case studies highlighting a lack of 

substance regarding its implementation (Ponte et al., 2009). For example, the lack of depth 

was emphasised by Levermore (2011, p. 557), who identified a “distant” and “disengaged” 

FIFA World Cup CSRTS initiative coordinated by multinational corporations like Coca-Cola and 

McDonalds. Such examples of CSRTS are considered weak because the nature of the projects 

does not align with the organisation's core values or the stakeholders involved. Given that 

SMEs have their values closely associated with community improvement (as demonstrated by 

Chapters Three and Four), value alignment remains a central feature of any CSRTS project, 

reducing the risk of disengaging. The risk of weak campaigns can be mitigated by preventing a 

lack of appropriate planning, implementation and long-term objectivity, which ultimately 

results in a lack of substance (Chen et al., 2008).  

 Organisations have been criticised for “ethical blowback” by adopting CSR and CSRTS 

projects to mitigate negative publicity (Bradish & Cronin, 2009; Shapiro et al., 2010). This issue 

of “ethical-blowback” is described as “public negative reactions against firms based on their 

ethical practices or the social outcomes of their business operations” (Godfrey, 2009, p. 709). 

The motives of organisations engaged with CSRTS are important to ensure the appropriate 
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level of engagement (Walker & Kent, 2009). However, whilst the “power of sport” contains a 

range of virtuous qualities to encourage partnership building (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007), a 

part of professional sport is tarnished. Sport has secured a range of negative associations, 

including cheating, corruption, money laundering, bribery, alienation, disregard of fans, 

distortion of political decision-making processes, racism, sexism, and other issues (Godfrey, 

2009; Levermore, 2013). However, the examples cited of poor practice within academia focus 

on large multinational corporations. For example, FIFA’s use of bribery and corruption to 

ensure the re-election of President Sepp Blatter (Levermore, 2008).  

 Although MNE and PSOs have received criticism over their failure to create social 

impact by using CSR as a strategic communications tool (Walker et al., 2013), there is no 

research on whether SMEs would adopt the same practices. SMEs may struggle to 

manufacture ethical blowback as research has identified that small, individual organisations 

lack the resources, public profile, and singular influence of their multinational counterparts 

(Colovic et al., 2019; Nejati & Amran, 2009).  

 Whilst SME organisations have often had their characteristics compared to MNE, there 

are also differences between PSO and GSO. PSO has been seen to reflect asymmetrical power 

relations reflective of the top-down, northern, competitive, heterosexual and masculinist 

characteristics that exist within the industry (Bale & Cronin, 2003). There have been examples 

of PSO benefiting at the expense of GSO. For example, the football World Cup hosted by South 

Africa in 2010 revealed a range of long-held concerns whereby the privileges of elite football 

existed at the expense of grassroots football (Alegi, 2007). For example, poor communities 

were expelled from tourist areas and a temporary pause on homophobic attacks until after the 

final was played (Waddington et al., 2013). The relationship between sport-for-development 

and mega-events, particularly in lower-income countries, has faced criticism regarding the 

perceived developmental benefits (Levermore, 2011).  

 Due to the lack of research into the SME and GSO engagement with CSRTS it is 

unknown whether or not an unequal power relation at a localised level can occur. However, it 

is insightful to recognise that it has taken place at PSOS and therefore serves as a potential 

threat to successful CSRTS adoption by SMEs. Therefore, it is worth further investigation to 

consider the mechanisms and governance procedures that can align and protect the ethical 

values of sport in the first instance. 

 The introduction of this chapter has illustrated that there are criticisms of the concept 

of CSRTS when implemented by MNE and PSOS, who can lack transparency of results, 

impacting the project’s authenticity. As a result, the MNE and PSO approach to CSRTS can 
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present weaknesses and threats to the moral nature of sport. The cynicism attached to MNE 

and PSO engagement with CSRTS can inhibit the ability of the “power of sport” to engage with 

communities (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007). Whilst it has been illustrated that MNE and SME, 

and PSO and GSO, are characteristically different, awareness of these weaknesses created 

from poor CSRTS delivery can offer insight when considering effective approaches to engaging 

SME practitioners with CSRTS programs.  

 Thus, when adapting CSRTS to the SME perspective, there needs to be mitigation 

against scaling-down concerns whereby SMEs adopt the same poor practices as their MNE 

counterparts. However, research has already identified that simply transferring what is known 

about CSR policy within MNEs does not fit SME characteristics (Jenkins, 2004; Murillo & 

Lozano, 2006). For example, whilst it is important to note the corruption and unequal power 

dynamic at the 2010 FIFA World Cup, those concerns do not necessarily scale-down to GSO-

held events. Further investigation is required regarding the implication of lower resources and 

the comparable disparities of budget and public profile.  

 This chapter prioritises the experiences of GSO and their role within CSRTS. As a key 

stakeholder in the tripartite relationship of sport, CSR and SME their perspective is unknown 

within current academic research. Whilst caution should be exercised because of weaknesses 

of CSRTS implementation by PSO, the same issues are not necessarily transferable for GSO. 

These insights create the opportunity for mitigation for GSO. GSOs face considerable 

challenges to ongoing financial security that require entrepreneurial innovation (Ratten, 2020). 

As grassroots sport typically prioritises participation over performance on the field, the off-

field challenges to financial security become ever more prevalent. By contrasting the 

experiences with current academic research, new thoughts can be presented on progressing 

academic theory and engaging practitioners. Given the absence of academic research 

regarding GSO engagement with CSR the participants' experiences contribute towards this 

knowledge gap.  

As such the aims of this chapter were to: 

1. Determine the perspective of CSRTS practitioners within a grassroots sport 

organisation.  

2. Investigate the conceptual alignment of CSR, CSRTS and social capital 

3. Critically consider the differences between CSRTS within professional sport versus 

grassroots sport  
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Method 

 To examine the aims of this chapter, six members of a local GSO in the Southwest area 

of the United Kingdom were interviewed using a semi-structured framework. The GSO in 

question averages an annual turnover of approximately £250k per annum and operates with 

around 250-300 members, which includes the playing participants and social members. The 

adult sides participated at a regional local level, rarely competing outside county boundaries. 

The club has reasonable assets, including a two-story clubhouse with a 500 people-capacity 

hospitality space. The CSRTS project involved creating and implementing a new mixed ability 

rugby program to deliver an adapted form of rugby union for those with mental and physical 

difficulties and those perceived as not good enough (Mixed Ability Forum – International Mixed 

Ability Sports, n.d.).  

 The project was delivered at the facilities of the GSO, with human resources split 

between multiple organisations. The on-field delivery was completed by qualified coaching 

staff from the GSO. However, the off-field logistics, finances (including grant applications) and 

marketing (using both organisations' social media channels) were conducted by an SME who 

did not operate within the sporting sector. Therefore, this integration of disparate 

organisations to execute a common goal demonstrated the CSRTS concept.  All participants in 

this study were engaged at a high level of seniority and involved in strategic-level decision-

making (see Table 12). Five interviews were carried out on a one-to-one basis except for one 

male, aged 50, who was interviewed over zoom due to availability and practicality issues.  

Table 12  

Participant Information (all names are pseudonyms) 

Name Gender Age Employment 

Martin Male 50-59 Full time work 

Clive Male 30-39 Full time work 

Jason Male 50-59 Full time work 

Ben Male 40-49 Full time work 

Steve Male 20-29 Full time work 

Josh Male 40-49 Part time work 
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Participants 

 Participants were recruited through a direct approach as the project was known to the 

researcher. Small grassroots sports organisations are naturally limited in size, which had 

implications for the pool of potential participants.  The participant pool was further limited by 

the requirement to ensure they held senior, strategic decision-making positions to ensure an 

appropriate degree of strategic understanding of the organisation. Therefore, the lack of 

available participants highlighted the need to ensure that the appropriate depth of qualitative 

data was secured to ensure the reflexive thematic analysis approach framed throughout this 

thesis (Braun & Clarke, 2022).  

 The literature review in Chapter Two illustrated that a wealth of academic research 

considered CSR from the perspective of MNE and PSO. There was also limited research that 

considered sport and SME, but the academic landscape lacked insight regarding GSO 

engagement with CSR. Therefore, to understand the lived experience of GSO practitioners 

engaged with a CSRTS project, it was necessary to ensure that significant depth was secured 

regarding their experiences. Depth was necessary to illicit rich themes beyond simple, surface-

level meanings. To secure the necessary depth, the one-to-one interviews were 45 -90 minutes 

in duration and had an average length of 1 hour. The use of semi-structured interviews 

balanced the need to understand the participant’s experiences of CSRTS and offer flexibility to 

explore topics or secure further depth on potentially interesting areas.  

 

Procedure 

 Before the interviews, ethical approval was obtained from the university ethics 

committee, and informed consent was obtained from all participants (see Appendix C). All 

participants were advised that pseudonyms would refer to them to protect their anonymity, 

and all participants gave permission to be directly quoted within the thesis. The semi-

structured interviews were recorded onto a mobile phone and were transcribed verbatim. The 

mobile phone had app functionality to accurately record the interview and protect the 

information via two-step verifications. The interviews were then transcribed and uplifted into 

the NVivo 12 platform, as well as observational notes made during the participants' interviews.   

Data Collection 

 The interviews were undertaken at the case study venue (apart from one on Zoom) in 

a seating area at the rear of the main clubhouse when the facility was closed and quiet. The 

clubhouse had the benefit of offering secure, safe surroundings. The interview schedule was 

created to explore the individuals’ experiences of being engaged with GSO and its 
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stakeholders, emphasising engagement with key stakeholders involved with the CSRTS project. 

To ensure appropriate depth of responses, questions to explore a range of experiences related 

to corporate social responsibility, social capital, and working with partner organisations.  

Participants were asked about the reasons for engaging with the sports club as a volunteer, 

what the club means to them as a local person, the contribution of the sports club to the local 

community, evaluating the contribution of current social responsibility projects and 

considering the relationships with local businesses and partners (see Appendix E).  

 It was important for the interview guide to provide a platform to assist in securing the 

experiences of GSO decision-makers engaged with a CSRTS project. Therefore, the questions 

were designed to explore the motivations, challenges and issues that may have been faced. 

The topic areas explored various aspects to focus on current ideas in the literature. Whilst the 

GSO perspective has been under-researched in academic literature, the insights secured from 

MNE and PSO engagement offered a platform for potential issues that can occur and 

presented insights to structure the interview guide. Participants were also asked about 

personal and organisational priorities, current and potential third-party support, financial 

sustainability, perceived attraction regarding the attributes of sport, ethical considerations of 

community engagement and wider membership engagement. 

Data Analysis 

 As a qualitative study that required an understanding of the participants' lived 

experiences, Braun and Clarke’s (2022) reflexive thematic analysis was used because of its 

flexibility and potential to provide rich data. Whilst procedural, it was also fluid and recursive 

as the researcher consistently moved back and forth between phases to avoid becoming too 

rigid and structured, which would be more aligned to a codebook or coding approach to TA 

(Braun & Clarke, 2019). The first of these phases, familiarisation with the data, involved re-

reading and note-making. The familiarisation took place with both individual data items and 

the dataset as a whole.  

 Phase two involved a systematic coding process in identifying data that appeared 

potentially meaningful in an unrefined way. The coding took place at a range of levels, from 

semantic (surface level) meanings or concepts to more conceptual or implicit meanings (latent 

level). The coding process took place within NVivo 12, supporting the systematic process and 

allowing for digital annotations for ongoing familiarisation and note creation.  

 Phase three began the process of generating initial themes. In this phase, patterns 

within the data are identified, which can then be clustered together. Data may become 

clustered around an emerging idea that moves towards answering the research question. This 
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active process resulted in a range of candidate themes that began to attach meaning to the 

dataset.  

 Phase four, developing and reviewing themes, assessed the collected codes and 

themes to ensure the viability of the analysis. Key considerations were ensuring that the 

themes made sense concerning the coded extracts in the context of the overall dataset. 

Throughout this process, themes were combined or split, retained or discarded.  

 Phase 5 refining, defining and naming began the refinement of the themes to ensure 

that the concept was strong, clear, and fitted into the overall story of the data. Clarity was 

secured by creating a synopsis for each theme, cross-referencing, and considering the overall 

story of the data. Other themes were discarded at this phase to ensure a focused, clear 

message came through from the dataset.  

 Phase six involved the writing up of the findings from the analytic process. As a 

reflexive process, some writing up began to occur from phase three in support of the 

familiarisation process.  

Trustworthiness and Rigour 

 This chapter utilised a reflexive TA approach to ensure a rigorous and systematic 

interrogation of the data to create codes and subsequent theme development, an approach 

consistent with the overarching epistemology that underpins this thesis. Concerns have been 

presented regarding the principles of reflexive TA and how it can ensure trustworthy readings 

of the data. This is because deep engagement with the data does not necessarily mitigate the 

risk of prejudicial, manipulative or mistaken engagements with the data (Wiltshire & 

Ronkainen, 2021). Ensuring replicability is difficult to align with a qualitative, reflexive TA 

methodology. Consequently, the views presented by the participants represent that point in 

time and may not indicate a permanent belief.  

 This research also acknowledges the role of researcher bias. However, this thesis 

accepts that the researcher has a position and beliefs and therefore becomes a valued part of 

the research process, situated within the subjective nature of coding and utilising a reflexive 

journal to reflect upon assumptions. In pursuit of rigorous and trustworthy data, careful 

consideration of the 15-point checklist (see Table 13) for good reflexive TA occurred (Braun & 

Clarke, 2022, p. 269). 
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Table 13   

15-Point Checklist for Good Qualitative TA 

 

Number Process Criteria 

1 Transcription Fully transcribed interviews were then checked against the original recordings for accuracy 

2 Coding and theme 

development 

Individual data items given thorough and repeated attention in the coding phases 

3 Coding process illustrates an inclusive and comprehensive approach that goes beyond a few vivid, anecdotal examples  

4 All relevant extracts for each theme have been collected 

5 Candidate themes were checked against coded data and back against the original data set 

6 Themes are internally coherent, consistent, and distinctive. Each theme is well-defined around a central organising concept. Any 

subthemes share the same central organising concept of the theme.   

7 Analysis and 

interpretation – in 

the written report 

Data has been clearly analysed, interpreted, and made sense of, rather than merely summarised 

8 Analysis and data match each other, evidenced by extracts 

9 Analysis tells a convincing story, is well-organised, and address the research question 

10 Finds an appropriate balance between analytic narrative and data extracts 

11 Overall Demonstrates that enough time has been allocated to complete all phases of the analysis adequately, no signs of being rushed  
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Number Process Criteria 

12 Written report The specific approach to thematic analysis, including the theoretical position, is clearly defined 

13 Demonstrates a good fit between what is claimed, what was done, with consistency between methods, analysis and claims 

14 The language and concepts used in the report are consistent with ontological and epistemological positions of the analysis 

15 The researcher is positioned as active in the research process. Themes do not just emerge 

 

Note. From Braun and Clarke, 2022, p. 269.
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Results 

 The reflexive TA of the participants identified two higher-order themes and five lower-

order themes (see Figure 9). The themes represent the opportunities and challenges GSOs face 

and how they may impact CSRTS relationships with SME businesses. The themes offer insight 

into the issues for GSO when facilitating and implementing a CSR partnership with an SME 

business. The participants presented a diverse array of issues. A key characteristic connecting 

the themes was the opportunity for an SME business to support the professionalism of the 

GSO via an array of important business practices required for successful operations, especially 

communication, which consistently proved to be an issue across the participant data in 

multiple ways.  

Figure 9  

Higher and Lower Order Themes 
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Utilise Professional Communicators 

 The first of three higher-order themes utilise professional communicators, identifies 

how problems arise due to difficulties in communicating effectively and the opportunity for 

SME businesses to contribute to this area. The failures in communication are presented in two 

sub-themes. Firstly, counterproductive communication illustrates the disconnect between 

senior club decision-makers (committee members) and the broader membership over the 

general operation of the GSO, including their CSRTS operations. Secondly, produce financial 

transparency specifically relates to the reluctance of senior club decision-makers to discuss the 

GSO financial situation with the membership. This disconnect underpins criticism from the 

membership, who do not understand the broader strategic landscape the club faces and 

increases committee-level frustration due to the perceived unfairness and inaccuracies of the 

challenges within the membership. Based on the participants' experiences, these 

communication difficulties may present a particular area that aligns with the core 

competencies of SME businesses with established marketing budgets, processes and 

platforms.  

 Counterproductive Communication. The implementation of the CSRTS program 

represented a significant departure from how the club traditionally operated, as well as being 

unique within the wider national sporting landscape. Before adopting the CSRTS project, the 

operation and performance were typical of organisations that are similar in size and scope as 

stipulated by Rugby Football Union (RFU) guidance and regulations (England Rugby, 2022). 

However, the decision to commit to offering sporting participation opportunities to those with 

mental or physical disabilities or the perception of not being good enough (advertised under 

the heading of mixed ability) represented a significant departure from the clubs' traditional 

services and services delivered by GSO across the UK sporting sector (Mixed Ability Forum – 

International Mixed Ability Sports, n.d.). Given that a significant change was taking place in 

service delivery, it created challenges when communicating this change to the broader 

membership.  

 The financial threats to ongoing sustainability exacerbated the difficulties in 

communicating the values of the CSRTS project due to the damage COVID-19 caused to 

participation rates and commercial operations. Josh (40-49, male) recognised the general 

communication issue, “I think there just needs to be a feedback channel from side-line 

supporters, and I’m not sure how that works” (Josh, personal communication, May 12, 2021). 

However, he concedes that offering the opportunity to voice concerns does not necessarily 

mean it would be utilised: 
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I’m a parent and my wife watches our sons play and she hears that group of people 

talking and it comes back to me. I think if they feel that strongly about it, they should 

be able to voice it themselves, the usual thing they’re quite happy to sit in the bar 

afterwards and complain but not stand up and formally do it. I don’t know if it that’s 

reluctance or if there’s because there’s no easy way to give feedback from people 

outside into the club (Josh, personal communications, May 12, 2021).  

 Josh’s issues highlight concerns around communication channels but also lines of 

responsibility. Josh is a senior committee representative and a decision-maker on the 

organisation's strategic direction. However, he is also unclear on the responsibility for the 

raised concerns and whether club members and parents would engage with them even if the 

feedback procedure were implemented. 

Communication concerns were also raised, specifically concerning GSO CSRTS engagement. 

Whilst implementing the CSRTS program came with various challenges, participants were 

frustrated at misunderstandings and misinformation within the GSO membership. Ben (40-49, 

male) said, “I’ve heard of resistance… but if you explain to people and sit down and get them 

aligned with the vision that you’re going forward with, generally that sort of peters out 

anyway” (Ben, personal communications, May 20, 2021). The concerns are expressed in 

particular detail by Jason (50-59, male), who took over responsibility for the performance of 

the senior sector following the implementation of the CSRTS project: 

I think the previous regime was anti [CSR project] because they didn’t understand it 

fully, in defence of them, they were massively under resourced. So they were always 

fighting a battle to get better… then they say that because of [CSR project] they cannot 

go forward… so we’re going to blame someone… and the [CSR project] was an easy 

one to pick on… and one of the reasons was that exposure that the first team of senior 

rugby was not so great as the [CSR project]. Well if you want exposure you go and get 

exposure, you communicate to people one on one… [CSR Project] has got nothing to 

do with our ability to win or not win, it is something that is really good for the rugby 

club (Jason, personal communications, July 1, 2021). 

 Whilst informality and a lack of bureaucracy are recognised as an idiosyncrasy of SME 

organisations (Longo et al., 2005), consideration should also be given to ensure the balance to 

ensure effective communications. By implementing a clear communications structure that 

facilitates the dissemination of regular information regarding club operations, the ideal 

platform to communicate the purpose, value and outputs of the CSRTS project is presented 
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 Therefore, the implementation of clear communication structures that illustrate the 

value of the GSO and the CSRTS project presents a clear opportunity for an SME partnership. In 

the course of securing value alignment with potential SME partners, it would be an integral 

part of the process to discuss the values of the project and ultimately communicate those 

publicly via the communications platforms of the club but also the SME organisation that may 

already have an established public platform and customer database.  

 Produce Financial Transparency. The subtheme produce financial transparency has a 

degree of overlap with the previous theme counterproductive communication, but it is specific 

to the issue of discussing organisational finances at senior and membership levels. In respect 

to the financial position of the case study, Clive (30-39, male) explained, “when COVID kicked 

in the club was in a fairly good position, we had to take steps to make sure that it could stay in 

a good position… and we have been able to get some fundraising grants and loans” (Clive, 

personal communications, May 14, 2021). However, the senior leadership was nervous about 

communicating that financial position to the membership. Josh (40-49, male) said: 

I don’t personally think that [financial position] should go out to the wider public, 

because people will think they won’t need to pay [membership fees] this year. 

Everyone will then just sit back and not worry about it, and soon the money will 

dwindle and forget that they didn’t want to pay their memberships” (Josh, personal 

communications, May 12, 2021).  

 Understanding the requirement for financial health because of the operational 

responsibilities of the organisation was made clearer by Phil (20-29, male) saying: 

I think the whole industry probably survives on not enough staff a lot of the time 

because at a local level there’s so much to pay for in terms of just keeping these clubs 

going. Paying for, you know, enough coaches out coaching the kids, enough kit for 

everyone to wear, and just keep the facilities running each week (personal 

communication, August 23, 2021).  

 There appears to be a disconnect between the perception of securing funds and the 

considerable outlay required for weekly operational costs. Whilst participants express 

nervousness about declaring funds, it is not clear that the case has been made to the wider 

membership about how the funds are allocated. The lack of transparency, and even the pursuit 

of opaqueness, is unlikely to address the concerns around membership misinformation. 

Effective CSRTS implantation relies on transparently communicating project status and values. 

Therefore, implementing CSRTS mechanisms to disseminate information presents an 
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opportunity to dispel the misplaced concerns of members outside formal communication 

networks.   

 

 Secure Sustainable Relationships. The third lower-order theme, secure sustainable 

relationships, represents another communication challenge that needs to be considered when 

creating interorganisational partnerships. The CSRTS relationship had been operating 

continuously for over 2 years and impacted various GSO sectors. Overall, the participants were 

appreciative of the relationship. For example, Phil (20-29, male) said: 

The [sports club] was a part of [business name] corporate social responsibility, and the 

engagement of that sponsorship was at such a high level that it allowed the club to 

move forward 10 years in just a few years (personal communication, August 23, 2021).  

Furthermore, Martin (50-59, male) stated that the CSRTS partners “have a big influence on 

what goes on and they use their expertise to work within the club itself” (Martin, personal 

communications, May 19, 2021). The potential loss of business acumen was cited as a central 

concern because of the challenges of sports club operations, as Ben states (40-49, male), “long 

gone are the days where you could just rock up and do bits and bobs here… I think [CSRTS 

partner] bring a more professional approach to the club” (Ben, personal communication, May 

20, 2021).  

 Speculating on the CSRTS relationship coming to an end, Martin (50-59, male) said, “I 

don’t know of anyone else that would be able to provide that type of vision or would have the 

gumption to get on and do it” (Martin, personal communications, May 19, 2021). The insights 

from the participants illustrate two issues. First, the relationship has developed over time so 

that significant contributions can be made to the operations of the GSO. Second, by 

establishing this relationship and relying upon the CSRTS partner to contribute to operations 

and secure significant growth, there is still a requirement to consider sustainability in the event 

of a relationship breakdown. The risk of an unfulfilled relationship can be mitigated by 

ensuring value alignment from the outset, but it is a risk that should be recognised when 

considering SME engagement with CSRTS. 

 Securing successful partnerships in sport has received some academic attention. 

Parent and Harvey (2009) provide a management model for creating, managing and evaluating 

physical activity community-based partnerships developed from the principles of stakeholder 

theory. The difficulty of a stakeholder approach is the effective identification of stakeholders 

with influence, and the range and variety of stakeholders can be significant (Mitchell et al., 
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1997).  Importantly from a GSO perspective, it has been shown that partnerships that link 

sport, health and the community can increase participation in sport and achieve public health 

objectives (Casey et al., 2009). However, Casey et al. (2009) caution that the limited capacity of 

volunteers must be understood so that programs led by sports bodies secure quicker, more 

effective collaborative partnerships when responsibilities are formalised. Therefore, if a GSO 

can understand the motivations and challenges of SME organisations to engage with the CSRTS 

project, they can position themselves to take ownership of an effective partnership 

collaboration.  

Communicate Community Contribution 

 Whilst the previous themes have considered the issues and mechanisms for 

communication, the second higher-order theme communicate community contribution and the 

two lower-order themes external: communicate community connections and internal: 

eliminate inter-team segregations relate to the potential content for communications with 

stakeholders. The participants explained their connection to the local community and thereby 

offered insights regarding the public message to directly communicate the values of the 

project and the values of the CSRTS partners involved to benefit the partnership's public 

reputation.  

 External: Communicate community connections. The first lower-order theme, 

communicate community connections, was developed from the participants expressing their 

connection to the GSO and the locality. The participants’ reflection on their reasons for 

engaging with the GSO offers their lived experience of the “power of sport” (Smith & 

Westerbeek, 2007). Thus, contextualising the power of sport relative to the GSO can provide a 

platform to communicate the values of the GSO to the wider community, stakeholders, and 

potential CSRTS partners. For example, Phil (20-29, male) offers his testimony for GSO 

engagement: 

It makes me feel proud. I think [club name] means more to people than just 

somewhere they turn up every now and again and play a game for which I think is 

probably, I don’t know this for certain but I’d say that’s how local football is. Local 

football doesn’t necessarily have the club house and a real community spirit around 

their clubs. I think when you are a part of [club name] it means a lot more if you’re 

playing with someone on a Saturday, both your dad’s have probably played for the 

club and both your dad’s probably knew each other (Phil, personal communication, 

August 23, 2021).  
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 Beyond the emotional attachment to the GSO, some participants also had a more 

pragmatic approach. Josh (40-49, male) explained his choice: 

It’s a five-minute walk and the whole point behind it was my wife and I like to drink, 

we wanted to get here easily and we wanted the kids to, when they can, get here by 

themselves without having to cross any major roads and stuff like that” (Josh, personal 

communication, May 12, 2021).  

 One of the participants, who worked in the same suburb as the sports organisation, 

had enjoyed a growing customer base for his organisation. Clive (30-39, male) explained that 

his engagement with the club resulted in an increased profile within the membership leading 

to more customers coming to his business. Despite being established in the location for over 

ten years, the sports organisation association significantly boosted the profile for his business's 

benefit. Therefore, the participants explained engaging reasons to attract potential partners 

and a localised demographic that could deliver potential business opportunities.  

Internal: Eliminate Inter-Team Segregations. The participants expressed the power of their 

connection with the GSO. The connection was explained in many ways, including camaraderie, 

informal socialising, and a sense of belonging created by a welcoming and accepting 

environment. Understanding how to create a positive environment is multifaceted, as Jason 

(50-59, male) states:  

[Sports club name] it brings a safe environment that people can come forward and 

that’s what [sports club name] brings, it brings a safe environment that people can 

come and operate in, with qualified coaches and all the legislation that goes to make it 

safe for the kids and rewards of winning or losing… People say it’s the best place to go 

if you’re new to the community to make friends. It’s very true and I think that’s what 

we offer (Jason, personal communication, July 1, 2021).  

 Generating social interactions illustrates the power of sport because of its ability to 

facilitate relationships (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007). Within this community sports club setting 

the relationships are created at multiple levels (for example coaching children or people new 

to the area looking to engage with the community), which require consideration in regard to 

the different ways they can be facilitated appropriately. For example, the different pools of 

players have their own cultures as Josh (40-49, male) explains: 

There is a big difference between [CSR team] and [traditional senior side], because the 

[CSR team] is more social. You can just turn up and play and not turn up for another 

month and nobody gives you grief. Whereas I think the perceived, and clique actually, 
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of the second and first squads puts people off turning up (Josh, personal 

communications, May 12, 2021).  

 All the participants had a personal history of playing sport and referenced the value of 

socialising in the clubhouse after performances. However, there was an understanding that the 

social dynamic had changed and moved towards a more inclusive environment. Ben (40-49, 

male) explains: 

I think the dynamics changed so much that wives and girlfriends now are a bigger part 

of it [clubhouse socialising], which is part of the appeal. So the children come down as 

well. Whereas before, it was just a guy’s thing, wasn’t it? Essentially, you know that old 

train of thought (Ben, personal communications, May 20, 2021).  

 Whilst the connection to people plays a powerful role in engaging committee 

members, players, volunteers and the wider community, the participants' insight highlights 

that the relationships are complicated and require consideration in context to maximise 

positive engagement. As a result of the CSRTS project, whilst it presented new communication 

challenges due to the changes taking place, it also offered the opportunity to create an 

inclusive environment that was more engaged with previously excluded demographics. For 

example, the case study illustrates that women play a larger role in club socialising. 

Furthermore, it also presents a new value of the organisation that aligns with new SME 

business partners, particularly if they also operate with that demographic.  

Discussion 

 The data from GSO participants illustrate a unique knowledge contribution. By 

investigating their experiences, insights concerning how to communicate the value of SME 

businesses engaging with GSO organisations and the contributions, SMEs can make to support 

GSO by enhancing their professionalism in business can be gleaned. As the themes illustrate, 

the issue of communication is central to the participant’s experiences for a range of reasons. 

Recognition of the importance of communication means it must be adapted to the framework 

to engage more SME and GSO with CSRTS (discussed further in Chapter Seven). All of the 

themes reflect a diverse array of issues regarding the GSO engagement with CSRTS and 

illustrate opportunities to facilitate engagement from organisations with similar 

characteristics.  

 Relationships in various forms are represented across the themes evident from the 

data.  Implementing CSRTS into a GSO requires the relationship management of various 

internal (e.g. committee, membership, volunteers) and external stakeholders (sponsors, 
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customers, community). Stakeholder involvement theory has already been applied to PSOs 

engaging with CSR projects (Banda & Gultresa, 2015) and community sport (Casey et al., 2009; 

Parent & Harvey, 2009) but not in the context of GSO. Stakeholder theory suggests that CSR 

requires the consideration of all the stakeholder's interests related to the project, including 

consumers, investors, suppliers, employers, environment and community (Smith & 

Westerbeek, 2007). By considering the multiple angles, stakeholder theory captures the 

overlaps between the social and financial responsibilities of sport to bridge economic and 

social gaps, increase the quality of life, and stimulate businesses to share their prosperity 

(Smith & Westerbeek, 2007).   

 Volunteers running a GSO are faced with diverse stakeholder groups, some of whom 

may be more apparent and vocal than others. For example, the participants frequently 

referenced the GSO membership and committee. The membership was consistently cited as 

the source of various tensions, including resistance to the CSRTS policy. Therefore, adopting 

the stakeholder concept clarifies identifying the stakeholders, providing a reference point to 

ensure communications are being made (Mitchell et al., 1997; Parent & Harvey, 2009). As per 

Table 14, there are considered to be six categories of stakeholder groups (Schiebel & 

Pöchtrager, 2003): 
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Table 14  

Stakeholder Groups 

Schiebel and Pöchtrager (2003) six 

stakeholder groups 

Adapted in consideration of SME case study 

perspective: 

Investors Sponsors 

Suppliers Suppliers 

Consumers Membership 

Employees Employees and volunteers 

Community Local community 

Environment Local environment 

Note. Adaption of Schiebel and Pöchtrager’s (2003) stakeholder groups 

 Schiebel and Pöchtrager’s (2003) six stakeholder categories have been adapted to 

reflect the participants' experiences within this study to illustrate stakeholder groups of more 

relevance. Sponsorship is highlighted as a key investor group because it is the GSO's primary 

source of significant external income. Due to the participant’s consistent reference to 

members and understanding how they are a key source of commercial income, the 

“consumers” have been adapted to “membership” which is a more accurate reflection of the 

main user of the GSO commercial facilities and revenue generation. Community and 

environment are considered specifically in the local context to clarify the narrower impact of 

the grassroots organisation within a localised geographical setting. The stakeholder group 

“employees” has been expanded to include volunteers because of the overlapping 

responsibilities and increased role volunteers play in grassroots sport (Casey et al., 2009; 

Robertson et al., 2019). Suppliers minimally feature within participant responses for the 

current research study, reflecting a more transactional nature of the relationship.  

 Furthermore, stakeholder theory encourages consultation, communication, and 

evaluation whereby the stakeholders are considered valuable contributors to the 

organisation's existence and prosperity (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007). Due to the challenges 

represented by the theme communicate community connections the adapted version of 

stakeholder theory provides focus and clarity for senior committee members to coordinate 

their communications strategy. Doing so enables the effective, transparent communication of 

the GSO strategic goals to mitigate against misinformation that damages their reputation and 

ability to develop mutually beneficial partnerships. Consequently, stakeholder theory is also 
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considered an approach that establishes a connection between CSR and financial performance 

due to evaluating the relationships with all organisational stakeholders (Margolis & Walsh, 

2003).  

 For a practitioner, devising a communication strategy with all stakeholder groups can 

illustrate the contribution of CSRTS and enhance the reach and diversity of impact help in 

society. As stakeholder theory is a tool to manage the six categorisations of key stakeholders, it 

offers a point of reference to address the challenges presented by the membership as per the 

higher-order theme Communicate community contribution and the lower-order themes 

external: communicate community connections and internal: eliminate inter-team 

segregations. When participants discussed the challenges of implementing the CSRTS project, 

internal stakeholders presented a greater challenge to the sustainability of the project rather 

than external partners. The challenge was represented by the attempts of a failing senior adult 

side to blame the CSTRS project for under-resourcing inaccurately. Addressing and then 

aligning the requirements of internal stakeholders must ensure authentic engagement with 

external stakeholders (Heinze et al., 2014).  

 In addition, stakeholder theory encapsulates that an organisation's survival depends 

on its ability to satisfy a particular set of audiences (Blombäck & Wigren, 2009). However, 

recognising the limited resources of GSO and the challenges to communicating effectively, it 

may be pertinent to prioritise the key stakeholder groups. For example, sponsor investment is 

essential to securing long-term financial sustainability for the GSO and offers a pathway to 

elevating the relationship to becoming CSRTS partners. The pathway is exemplified by the case 

study in this chapter which involved a CSRTS partnership evolving from a relationship initially 

based on sponsorship.  

 Therefore, communication and attention should be focused on the appropriate 

stakeholder category. Part of any communications campaign would need to illustrate the 

contribution the organisation makes to its sporting participants, supporters, and CSR partners 

in the local community. As stakeholder theory relies on the idea that ties exist between the 

organisation's activities and partners, it offers a platform to identify and escalate these 

connections (Blombäck & Wigren, 2009). Although the theory was developed for large firms, 

identifying the needs of all stakeholders is equally applicable to small firms (Jenkins, 2004).  

 Nonetheless, the geographical locality is a key characteristic that has prominence 

within the themes of this research study and those discussed in Chapters Three and Four, 

reiterating the concept of social connections theory. The higher-order theme communicate 

community contribution, reflects the importance of communicating to the community, and the 
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theme utilise professional communicators emphasise the importance of doing it correctly. 

Joyce and Burley (2008) explain that social connections theory considers the duality of 

participants within a sports club because they often have multiple responsibilities and 

interests. The duality is referred to within the case study because the participants were senior 

committee members, parents, coaches, volunteers, ex-players and local businesspeople. The 

multiple roles and connections to the external environment contribute to the counter-

dependency with partner organisations and can influence the decision-making with the 

stakeholder groups (Joyce & Burley, 2008). Understanding these counter dependencies may 

also contribute to a plan to prioritise and engage the stakeholders.  

 Social connections theory can help recognise the interdependences between the 

stakeholders, but it is still common within sports organisations to identify an inequality of 

relationships. Areas of inequality can include quality of administration, knowledge, 

commitment, and resources (Joyce & Burley, 2008). Recognising that the relationships are 

asymmetrical may benefit each party when formalising the relationships, helping to protect 

the autonomy of the partner organisations. Autonomy must be protected, particularly for an 

organisation with fewer resources within the asymmetrical relationship. Formalisation can 

occur via a structured legal relationship or loose arrangements dependent upon the degree of 

formalisation and protection of autonomy required (Joyce & Burley, 2008).  

 Aligning the themes from the participants with academic theory helps provide insight 

to create a framework that would facilitate the wider engagement of SMEs with CSRTS 

projects. The case study revealed a range of communication issues with an array of different 

stakeholder groups. Consequently, applying stakeholder theory and adapting six stakeholder 

groups (sponsors, suppliers, membership, employees and volunteers, local community, local 

environment) provides a reference point to reflect and capture the stakeholders involved in 

this case study. Therefore, it is recommended that a communications plan is central to 

supporting key stakeholders, particularly volunteers short on time and resources.  

 The participant’s insights demonstrate that there are communications difficulties due 

to a lack of knowledge, strategy and even a reluctance to engage with key stakeholder groups. 

However, by adapting stakeholder theory to recognise the key stakeholders and utilise the 

communications platforms and professional expertise from SME business partners, the CSRTS 

outcomes could be communicated more effectively into the community. Communicating 

outcomes would reduce internal stakeholder tensions and externally illustrate the 

organisation's values to new potential sponsors or CSR partners seeking to contribute towards 

social impact.  
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Conclusion  

 Operating a grassroot sports organisation is challenging due to the competing needs of 

different demographic groups, internally and externally. By exploring the participants' lived 

experiences via reflexive thematic analysis, insights are offered regarding how CSRTS can offer 

value to SME organisations and support the development of business acumen with GSO. The 

GSO volunteers welcomed the business support offered by the SME as it progressed their 

financial sustainability and social impact goals.  

 The participants’ concerns around communications were identified in the themes 

utilise professional communicators and communicate community contribution. A lack of clarity 

and penetration of the messages into the membership and community resulted in 

miscommunications and internal tensions between stakeholders. This complication exists 

despite the participants voicing a unanimous opinion of a positive impact regarding the CSRTS 

project. Consequently, applying adapted stakeholder theory would bring clarity to the 

necessary people to be communicated with, and the project's positive impact provides the 

context of the message. It also offers the chance to illustrate the challenges and difficulties 

facing the organisation when aligning priority issues, particularly regarding the use of finances. 

Highlighting these issues also presents the opportunity to secure a CSRTS partner to facilitate 

the professional development of the business infrastructure and practices.  

 Geographical locality was prevalent throughout the participant’s experiences. Their 

connection to the community is central to their motivation to support the sports organisation 

and its objectives. It is common for people within a voluntary GSO to hold a range of 

overlapping responsibilities, and the participants all reflect a diverse array of multiple roles, 

from committee member to ex-player to coach and sponsor. Recognising that the locality is 

central to their motivations creates a delineated target market to approach new CSRTS 

partners and sponsors. This clear focus on their suburban area prevents wasted efforts and 

resources attempting to overreach into the wider region. Whilst the locality offers potential 

relationship-building opportunities, the concept of social connections recognises that CSR 

relationships within close geographical areas are usually asymmetrical. Resources and needs 

are rarely equitable between the partner organisations. Therefore, consideration should be 

given to formalising the relationship to ensure organisational autonomy is maintained.  

 Overall, the investigation of GSO senior decision makers' experiences provided a 

unique and under-researched aspect of the CSRTS relationship. Their lived experience 

confirmed a passion for the locality and a belief in the positive contributions sport could make 

to participants, members, and the wider community. However, concerns were raised in 
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handling communications with internal stakeholder groups and identifying tensions regarding 

misunderstanding the CSRTS goals and the financial implications for the GSO. Whilst the 

participants could express the significance of the GSO contribution to their situation, it was 

difficult to present those same contributions publicly using the GSO communication channels.  

 Therefore, whilst the attributes that make the “power of sport” unique (Smith & 

Westerbeek, 2007) remain within the GSO case study, the communication challenges present 

the opportunity for support via SME business partners. By engaging SME businesses with the 

values and contribution of a CSRTS project, those principles can be uplifted and communicated 

clearly via the established customer database and platform with the SME business 

organisation. Thus, the professionalisation of the GSO communications plan via SME business 

support can create a win-win partnership for the GSO and SME business as they publicly reflect 

their values to their local community. Therefore this “reputational impact” is considered within 

the proposed CSR SME engagement framework in Chapter Seven.  

Foreword 

 Adapting the concept of CSRTS to the SME perspective requires understanding how 

the power of sport (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007) can retain its influence when the profile, 

resources and athletes within PSO and MNE are unavailable. Thus, GSOs offer SMEs an 

equitable partner due to their smaller size (securing SME classification themselves) and their 

local (as opposed to national) delivery of sport and physical activity. However, the GSO 

participants of this study demonstrated communication challenges that inhibited relationships 

with internal and external stakeholder groups. Whilst the participants understood their 

positive contribution to the community and the positive impact the GSO had on their personal 

development, it was challenging for the case study to adequately communicate this publicly. 

However, recognising this weakness presents an opportunity to facilitate relationships with 

SME organisations whose social impact goals align with the community contribution of the 

GSO and utilise their communications and marketing skillset that underpins their business 

approach.  

 To conclude, this chapter illustrates the tensions that can occur within internal 

stakeholder groups of GSO. If not addressed, confusion regarding purpose, community 

contribution, and key strategic priorities would inhibit successful partnership creation. 

Therefore, the next chapter utilised a Delphi study at a GSO to clarify the organisation’s 

strategic goals. Doing so contributes to knowledge of areas essential to mutual partnership 

creation, including value alignment, identification of stakeholder groups, and resource sharing.  
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Chapter Six: Delphi Intervention Study 

 

Chapter Overview 

 This chapter seeks to understand the priorities of practitioners who organise and run a 

GSO by completing a Delphi survey. Whilst previous chapters have illustrated opportunities 

and challenges for practitioners engaged with GSO, there has been no consideration in 

academic literature regarding whether the concept of CSRTS captures the unique perspective 

of SME businesses and GSO. Therefore, considering the GSO perspective informs how effective 

working relationships can facilitate CSRTS. This chapter builds upon the insight of previous 

chapters via further investigation of the GSO experience. This Delphi study presents consensus 

levels between senior-level practitioners at a GSO and illustrates strategic goal prioritisation 

and opportunities to engage with the local community. The case study of a GSO provides an 

authentic insight into the perceived challenges and opportunities, which then informs how to 

secure future engagement with CSRTS theory and frameworks.  

 Integral to securing this information was using the Delphi study method to engage 

with a panel of experts to provide a multidisciplinary perspective on CSRTS. The Delphi study 

method is an iterative process that systematically progresses over repeated rounds of review 

to determine consensus between a group of experts (Bell et al., 2021). A critical perspective on 

this tripartite relationship is GSO due to their vital role in providing the power of sport 

opportunities for SME businesses to leverage.  However, due to the lack of academic research 

in this area, this complex issue requires knowledge from people who understand the different 

economic, social and political issues. Therefore, the Delphi study answers the research 

questions appropriately, whereas a standard survey does not (Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004).  

Introduction 

 This chapter addressed the lack of consideration of CSRTS from a GSO perspective by 

securing further insight into GSO practitioner experiences. In doing so, this chapter considers 

sports organisations' contribution to society (Robertson et al., 2019) and builds knowledge in 

this area by using the case study of a GSO based in the Southwest of the UK engaged with a 

CSRTS project. 

 Chapter Five illustrated the difficulties that can occur within a GSO when reflecting on 

their contribution to the community. Understanding this contribution is essential as it relates 

directly to understanding the power of sport from a local SME perspective. Before mutually 

beneficial relationships can be created, a GSO needs consensus regarding its strategic goals 

and contribution to the community and stakeholders. Securing this level of understanding can 
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be difficult for GSO who are typically volunteer-led (Robertson et al., 2019; Walker & Parent, 

2010) and lack the clarity of purpose of an SME business under the leadership of an owner-

manager. Therefore, a deeper understanding of the GSO perspective is essential to adapt the 

“power of sport” (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007) to the GSO context. Once secured, the insights 

can inform opportunities to leverage successful relationships with SME partners.  

 In the absence of academic research that accounts for wide-ranging experiences of 

GSO engagement with CSRTS and the lack of known participants to create significant survey 

data, an alternative methodology is implemented to secure authentic insights. Therefore, the 

Delphi method can help secure insight into perceived priorities for the following reasons (Bell 

et al., 2021; Keeney et al., 2011; Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004): 

• The Delphi study is a method that can assist the understanding of complex issues from 

the people who understand the socio-economic implications of the study questions 

• The panel of experts can answer more appropriately the research questions more than 

any individual 

• Delphi study panel size requirements are modest and therefore align with the limited 

number of experts within small GSOs 

• This research approach requires the participants to create initial statements that are 

subsequently reviewed for consensus, thus contributing to the authenticity of the GSO 

practitioner experience.  

 Due to the above reasons, a three-round Delphi method was conducted between 

October 2021 and December 2021. This approach toward the Delphi study aligns with the 

objectives of this chapter and the research questions of the thesis: 

1. Identify the issues that faced SME sports clubs 

2. Identify a consensus of key issues faced by SME sports clubs  

3. Consider practicable solutions regarding the challenges of implementation and 

management of successful CSR partnerships.  

Method 

 This Delphi study presents a consensus on the strategic priorities of a UK GSO case 

study based in the southwest of the UK. Understanding the strategic priorities of the GSO 

reveals the opportunities available to SME businesses to create mutually beneficial 

partnerships that leverage the power of sport in the context of GSO. This insight into a GSO's 

strategic objectives represents a unique contribution to knowledge and understanding. 
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 Investigating the relationship between CSR, sport and SME businesses is a complex 

issue that would benefit from engagement with practitioners who implement CSR at a 

grassroots level with sports organisations and businesses. These practitioners have experience 

with the dynamic economic and socio-political issues they have faced, which informs their 

understanding. The Delphi study method also supports those with limited time resources, 

typical of the SME environment (Moyeen & Courvisanos, 2012), because it does not 

necessarily require face-to-face meetings. Also, coordinating a panel of experts within a 

flexible research approach developed over three rounds supports a deeper understanding of 

the data regarding the main research questions.  

 This chapter contributes directly towards research question six (see Chapter One) 

regarding the conceptualisation and engagement with CSR and SMEs on broader societal 

wellbeing. Securing a consensus on a GSO's strategic and social impact goals offers 

opportunities for alignment with SME motivations and challenges (investigated in Chapter 

Four).  Uniquely, the Delphi approach serves a dual purpose of soliciting opinions from experts 

and having them rank them according to their importance.  

Why Delphi? 

 Following the reflexive thematic analysis of participants’ interviews in Chapters Three, 

Four and Five, the Delphi method was chosen instead of a traditional questionnaire approach 

to secure data from a wider participation pool whilst retaining a degree of depth to the data. 

The Delphi method offers a stronger, more structured methodology to complete a rigorous 

investigation of experts due to five main reasons (Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004), which have been 

adapted to be considered in the context of CSRTS: 

1. The GSO perspective on CSRTS is a complex and under-researched issue requiring 

knowledge from practitioners who actively engage with projects and understand the 

financial, social, and political issues that may be present.  

2. As GSO engagement with CSRTS typically adopts a multiple-stakeholder approach, 

such projects are unlikely, if not impossible to progress if they remain within the remit 

of an individual. Therefore, the Delphi method's emphasis on understanding the high-

performing group decision analysis is a more appropriate response to investigating the 

positions of multiple participants. Whilst participants may be in local geographic 

proximity to each other, the impact and social restrictions of COVID-19 created 

logistical difficulties in having participants meet in person. However, the Delphi 

method can occur entirely online.  
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3. GSOs are of small organisational size and can contain few appropriate experts 

regarding their CSR engagement. However, the requirements for a Delphi panel are 

relatively modest and can become impractical if too many experts are engaged.  

4. As the Delphi method incorporates follow-up phases, it can be flexible in its design and 

adaptable to any required follow-up. The Delphi method supports the collection of rich 

data creating a deeper understanding of the research area.  

5. The Delphi method was selected because it aims to find consensus among experts 

when pursuing an agreed definition and ranking issues according to their importance.  

 The Delphi method originated in the late 1940s as a means to aggregate the views of a 

range of individuals to improve the quality of decision-making (Daykin et al., 2017; Leal 

Londoño et al., 2021). The process involves sending questionnaires to participants, potentially 

over multiple rounds, to state their level of agreement with a series of statements (Okoli & 

Pawlowski, 2004). By seeking consensus within a group, the method assumes that group 

opinion is more valid than individual opinion.  The Delphi method is reliable for determining 

consensus for an ambiguous term or problem (Bell et al., 2021).  However, there are concerns 

regarding the Delphi method that can limit the insights secured, for example (Iqbal & Pipon-

Young, 2009): 

• Generalisations can be limited if another panel reaches different conclusions 

• Drop-out levels can be high  

• The process lacks universal standardisation 

• Lacks efficiency testing new theories 

• Lacks the depth of “live” group discussions 

• The anonymity of the process can result in inauthentic responses 

 Nevertheless, structuring a group communication process effectively deals with the 

complex problem of understanding CSRTS in a GSO context (Keeney et al., 2011). The case 

study involves practitioners engaged strategically and operationally mitigating against 

generalisation because of their commitment. Their commitment to the case study is replicated 

in their undertaking of the Delphi method as they recognise the opportunity to inform 

methods to progress the GSO. Clear operational parameters are identified to the participants 

informed by academic research, and this Delphi focuses upon the practitioners' experience 

rather than the explicit test of a new theory. The Delphi study also complements the in-depth 

discussions in previous chapters to present a new avenue to secure practitioner insights. 

Finally, inviting senior GSO representatives to engage mitigates unaccountable or uninformed 

responses from the pool of participants.  
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 Therefore, by utilising a group of participants from GSOs engaged with CSRTS, their 

experiences can help inform what are perceived as areas of consensus when considering 

engagement with local stakeholders. It is important to note that the Delphi process and the 

answers generated are not considered the correct answers but are the answers of consensus 

within this case study group. Whilst the Delphi method has generalisability concerns, the 

research area under investigation lacks participant data in academic papers. Due to this 

absence of academic information and the difficulties of securing large-scale participant 

engagement to justify a traditional survey approach (e.g. time, cost, identification), the Delphi 

method offers a starting point to develop further research into this area. Also, whilst 

generalisability may be limited, it does not prohibit transferability. Therefore, the insights 

generated can help to inform other practitioners from organisations with similar attributes.  

This chapter represents a chronological evolution, developed from the preceding case studies 

in Chapters Three, Four and Five, by adding insight into the perspective and opinions of a GSO. 

By developing an understanding of this key stakeholder group within the tripartite relationship 

of CSR, sport and SME, the data generated within this chapter informs the framework for 

broader engagement and intervention presented in the next chapter. Ethical approval from 

the researcher's institution is presented in Appendix C.  

Selecting Experts 

 The Delphi method prioritises expertise rather than securing a significant statistical 

sample so that results can be generalisable across a population (Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004). 

Instead, it is a group decision mechanism that focuses on experts' opinions in the subject era 

so that they have a deep understanding of the issues pertaining to SME engagement with 

CSRTS. Also, by not pursuing the generalisability of results, this Delphi study fits the ontological 

and epistemological underpinnings of the thesis by seeking to develop a deeper understanding 

of the case study in question, which may inform organisations of similar size and attributes.  

 Illustrating the credentials of the practitioners involved was vital to maintaining the 

panel's integrity and ensuring that appropriately rich data could be generated. Thus, a 

multistep iterative approach was used to identify experts. The Delphi study does not prioritise 

a statistical sample that attempts to be representative of a population. Instead, it is a group 

decision mechanism between experts who deeply understand the issues. Therefore, the 

appropriate selection of experts is critical to the Delphi study's success (Okoli & Pawlowski, 

2004).   

 Bell et al., (2021) utilised a similar Delphi study approach to determine a definition of 

youth sport specialisation. Adopting a framework for expert selection can mitigate bias 
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towards personal networks and limited contact databases, allowing for the most qualified 

experts. Table 15 illustrates the selection criteria to be considered an expert regarding GSO 

engagement in CSRTS within this current study. The goal of the expert panel was to ensure 

that they were suitably informed of the operations of the GSO. Expertise was assessed, 

resulting in two categorisations of expert participants. First, practitioners were volunteers who 

had an active role in the running of the GSO, ensuring they had regular attendance, 

communications and commitment to the GSO. Second, committee members represented a 

deeper level of organisational insight as their senior-level decision-making position required 

higher levels of attendance (committee meetings), communications (monthly reports) and 

commitment (constitutional responsibilities). Combining the two categories ensured a 

sufficient number of perspectives aligned with the recommended size of 10-18 people on a 

panel (Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004, p. 20).  

Table 15   

Expert Panel Criteria Overview 

Disciplines or skills Organisations Experience 

Practitioner GSO engaged with CSRTS Active practitioner engaged 

with either on-field or off-

field responsibilities at the 

GSO 

 
Committee Member  A sitting member of the 

senior committee engaged 

with a decision-making 

position at the GSO 

  

 The criteria for inclusion on the expert panel were applied to the GSO database of over 

300 GSO members. Criteria application resulted in 23 potential participants being identified as 

experts and invited to participate in the research. Of the 23 experts invited, 19 completed 

Round 1, 18 completed Round 2 and 15 completed Round 3. Whilst the participation rates 

decreased over the progressive rounds this is typical of Delphi studies. However, this study 

secured high response rates throughout each round (Daykin et al., 2017; Iqbal & Pipon-Young, 

2009; Robertson et al., 2019). 
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Data Collection  

 Data was collected over three sequential rounds. Round 1 required the experts to 

respond with examples of the GSO case study's successful contributions to the local 

community. Rounds 2 and 3 contained Likert scales regarding the importance of the 

statements secured from Round 1. In the first instance of engaging with participants, a 

covering letter for the survey (via Survey Monkey) was emailed to the participants detailing 

further explanation regarding the research aims and instructions regarding completion as per 

recommended guidelines (Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004). One follow-up email, followed by one 

WhatsApp message, was sent to participants who agreed to complete the survey but had not 

yet completed round one. Table 16 outlines the procedural timescales.   

Table 16  

Timeline of Actions 

Timeline Action Notes 

Prior preparation: 

administration 

Questionnaire design, letter of 

invitation, covering letter, coding 

system to track respondents, 

creating a filing system for 

responses, create and maintain 

the database 

Numerous prior responsibilities 

are required prior to engagement 

with participants to ensure an 

organised and efficient process 

Prior preparation: 

pilot testing 

Pilot test on a small sample Created the opportunity to 

identify ambiguities, poor phrasing 

and advanced warning of where 

the main study could fail 

Prior preparation: 

invitations to 

participate 

Invitations sent to participation Prospective panelists were 

contacted via e-mail for consent to 

participate in the study.  

+ 3 Days Participants were contacted to 

confirm receipt of materials 

Consistent communications are 

maintained for speedy 

identification of any issues and to 

establish trust and rapport 

Week 1 Round 1 questionnaire e-mailed 

to participants 

Once participation has been 

confirmed, the initial 

questionnaire is sent the same day 
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Timeline Action  Notes 

Week 2 Reminder e-mail sent to 

participants yet to complete the 

questionnaire 

Reminder sent seven days from 

the initial request 

Week 3 The initial deadline for round 1 

reached 

The initial deadline for round 1 

participants reached two weeks 

from initial receipt of the 

questionnaire 

Week 4 Final deadline for round 1 Final reminder for round 1 

completion sent three weeks from 

initial receipt of round 1 

questionnaire 

Week 5 Content Analysis of Round 1 

Complete 

 

Round 2 questionnaire was sent 

to the remaining participants to 

complete the Likert scales 

Content analysis occurs 

concurrently with the receipt of 

information from participants to 

ensure a speedy process to assist 

participant motivation to engage 

Week 6 Reminder e-mail sent to 

participants yet to complete the 

questionnaire 

Reminder sent one week after the 

initial request 

Week 7 The initial deadline for Round 2 

reached 

The initial deadline for Round 2 

participants reached two weeks 

from initial receipt of the 

questionnaire 

Week 8 Content analysis of Round 2 

Complete 

 

Round 3 questionnaire was sent 

to the remaining participants to 

reconsider their initial Likert scale 

scoring.  

Content analysis occurs 

concurrently with receipt of 

information from participants to 

ensure a speedy process to assist 

participant motivation to engage. 
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Timeline Action Notes 

Week 9 The initial deadline of Round 3 

reached 

Reminder sent one week after the 

initial request 

Week 10 Round 3 closed Participants thanked. Round 3 is 

completed and ready for content 

analysis 

 

 Participant engagement over email and WhatsApp offers rapid media to speed up 

response times which is advantageous considering the Delphi method has a reputation for the 

time required to complete the process, with averages ranging from 45 days to 5 months (Okoli 

& Pawlowski, 2004). In this research, securing efficient turnaround times was supported due to 

participants being known to the researcher; they were located in the same country, and all had 

access to email and WhatsApp. Since a postal approach requires the questionnaire to be 

posted out and returned, progression to the next stage cannot occur until the results of that 

round are received. The potential time scale using a postal approach would have been 

unfeasibly long. However, as the principles of research design were followed, the results are 

not expected to be any different than if carried out via post (Keeney et al., 2011).  

 The results secured via online delivery systems required careful consideration to 

ensure prompt response times and to be appropriately adapted to suit the needs of the 

questionnaire. Surveys can be created in a short amount of time via online options such as 

Survey Monkey or Google Forms. Both survey options ensured the participants could not 

delete or change the questionnaire and offered a simple, effective, no-cost approach to 

capture survey results (Barber, 2012).  In Round 1, Survey Monkey was used because it allowed 

participants to reply with unique detailed qualitative responses to the open question. 

However, Survey Monkey's access to a Likert Scale was behind a paywall. Therefore, Round 2 

was transferred to Google Forms. Despite the transfer of information, there was no impact on 

the research integrity or participant information. Round 3 continued using Google Forms 

because its design options enabled Likert responses whilst simultaneously enabling 

participants to review the answers given in Round 2.  

 The Delphi study outcomes depend on the threshold of consensus because a high 

threshold will result in fewer statements reaching a consensus, and too low a threshold may 

not reveal important areas of conflict within the expert panel (Daykin et al., 2017). Academic 

research illustrates a range of consensus levels as neither a standard threshold for consensus 

nor a scientific rationale for selection exists (Keeney et al., 2011). When setting the consensus 
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level, caution should be exercised to ensure strict criteria resulting in fewer consensus 

statements, but setting the level too low can hide important disagreements (Daykin et al., 

2017). This Delphi research used the consensus level of 70% as Green (1982) utilised. In doing 

so, this consensus level strikes a balance between lower thresholds, such as 51% (Loughlin & 

Moore, 1979), and 66% (McKenna, 1994) and higher thresholds, such as 75% (V. W. Mitchell, 

1991) and 80% (Ulschak, 1983).  

 As all the statements presented were created during a genuine qualitative process, 

whereby Round 1 began with an open-ended question, participant responses all offer a degree 

of validity because they illustrate the views expressed by the expert panel. Due to the 

expected validity afforded to the statements because the participants created them, a higher 

threshold of 70% was set to mitigate the risk of not being able to find consensus should the 

participants offer homogenous replies to the Round 1 question.  

 Determining the number of rounds used within a Delphi study also has implications for 

the research outcomes. A two-round study is better suited when there is a clear literature base 

from which to create the statements for review by the panellists. However, per this study, it is 

preferable to have a qualitative first round because the primary function of the Delphi is to 

explore the insights that an expert panel can offer to investigate beyond what is currently 

known or believed (Keeney et al., 2011). It also increases the study's validity because the 

experts produce the items for discussion (Iqbal & Pipon-Young, 2009). In theory, consensus 

rounds can continue until consensus is reached however, the longer a study goes on, the more 

it compromises the panellists' response rates and enthusiasm to engage. Three rounds were 

used in the present study and are considered sufficient based on the response rates and detail 

of the responses secured and take place within a recommended four months (Fish & Osborn, 

1992).  

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis occurred parallel to the data collection processes discussed in the 

previous section. Whilst awaiting and following up on requests for responses, it presented the 

opportunity for initial data analysis. As data analysis occurred sequentially alongside the 

round-by-round data collection process, the two aspects are illustrated in the following section 

that details Round 1, 2, and 3 processes.   
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 Round 1 Process. During the first round, participants were identified, and consent was 

secured ahead of engaging with the formal Delphi process. Round 1 of the Delphi survey was 

an iterative online process. Of the 23 experts identified and invited, replies were received from 

19 (n = 18 males; n = 1 female). Of the 19 participants that replied, five chose not to offer an 

answer to the Round 1 survey question. This issue could not be addressed due to the required 

timescales to begin Round 2 of the Delphi study.  Those 5 participants did offer their 

demographic information. The reasons for failing to offer a statement are unclear, but it may 

have resulted from the participants failing to understand the process, limitations within the 

online platform, or choosing not to make a statement. The Round 1 survey question is 

presented in Figure 10.  

Figure 10   

Round 1 Survey Question 

This survey is seeking to understand Longlevens Rugby's connection to the community. 

By community we consider this to mean a range of local stakeholders including 

players, members, residents, businesses, sponsors. With this in mind, you are asked to 

answer the following question: 

 

Please list (in no particular order) at least 5 successful contributions to the community 

by [case study] that should be sustained? 

 

You are encouraged to consider all potential local stakeholders. 

 

There is unlimited space for you to detail your answers. Please be as detailed in your 

response as possible. 

 The open-ended question allowed participants to offer a range of responses. However, 

guidance to produce at least five contributions was offered to ensure an adequate level of 

responses. The open-ended question allowed for authentic responses because participants 

could voice their priorities in their own words. The Round 1 question resulted in a total of 108 

individual responses that were then categorised into 23 different statements based on the 

similarity of the statements' key point. The categorisation occurred systematically and was 

assisted by using NVivo 12 to record and then group overtly similar statements. The 23 

statements were uplifted onto Google Survey in preparation for Round 2.  
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 Round 2 Process. In Round 2 of the Delphi study, the 23 statements identified from the 

first Round were presented back to the participants on a new online survey via Google Forms.  

A five-point Likert scale of importance (from one – very important; to five - unimportant) was 

attached to each statement; then the questionnaire was re-sent to the participants to 

complete the Likert scoring. Of the 19 participants invited to complete Round 2, 19 responses 

secured a 100% response rate. The response rate (see Table 17) is higher than comparable 

studies that recorded response levels of 70% (Daykin et al., 2017), 19% (Robertson et al., 

2019). However, both of these studies invited significantly larger potential participant pools. 

Ideally, a 70% response rate should be maintained (Sumsion, 1998), which can be aided by 

regular contact, flexibility regarding response times and personalised “thank you” messages 

(Iqbal & Pipon-Young, 2009).  

 For a statement to reach a consensus, the condition was for 70% of the expert panel to 

respond within one rating scale point of the median value. In some Delphi studies, statements 

are removed at the first instance of consensus being secured. However, on the successful 

completion of Round 2 with 23 statements, it was thought that this was a reasonable number 

of statements that participants could complete accurately without losing interest and thus 

maintain the response rate.  Therefore, all responses were included in the final Round 3. In 

Round 2, three statements secured 70% consensus and all statements were retained into the 

next round. 

 Round 3 Process. All 23 statements presented in Round 2 (see Table 18) were re-

presented in Round 3, including the participant’s original Likert scoring compared with the 

other participants. All statements were retained because only 23 original statements were 

presented, and there was a minimal risk that the process would be perceived as taking too 

long by participants and therefore threaten their completion due to them losing interest 

(Keeney et al., 2011). Comparatively, Quartiroli et al., (2021, p. 176) circulated 46 items to 

participants, but the optimal size of an expert panel depends upon the research design and 

heterogeneity of the research population (Martino, 1993).  
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Table 17   

Participant Response Rates 

Participants engaged Total Response Rate (%) 

Invitations 23 n/a 

Round 1 19 83% 

Round 2 19 100% 

Round 3 16 84% 

 

Results 

Round 1 

 In this three-round Delphi study, the purpose was to understand the priorities for an 

SME GSO. Understanding their priorities provides insight concerning how to align the concept 

of CSRTS to their organisational goals and export that knowledge to other organisations within 

a relatable context.  
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Table 18   

A List of 23 Statements Offered by the Panellists  

Statements provided by panellists following categorisation and absorption 

Providing mixed ability rugby, and the benefits of sport and inclusion for all. 

Providing a safe environment to meet and socialise 

Provision of facilities to the wider community such as fireworks display & other seasonal events 

Ensuring venue is use by people outside of rugby including weddings, birthday parties, christenings etc. 

Keeping players physically fit and healthy 

The matchday medical package and concussion screening to players of all ages. 

Delivery of rugby to juniors 

Promote the opportunity for local businesses to be associated through sponsorship with a club that has the ethos of diversity and well-being to players and 

members. 

Providing an establishment for local residents to eat and drink 

Delivery of rugby to seniors 

Encourage coaches to complete RFU courses 

Good governance focusing on effective and efficient processes and policies 

LRFC to facilitate creation of lifelong friendships that enhanced the quality of life and social inclusion of many people. 
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Statements provided by panellists following categorisation and absorption 

Supporting local children and young adults through rugby training to develop key skills outside of the school & home environment as they develop towards adult 

life. 

The SEN partnership with The Milestone School and The Chamwell Centre to provide rugby sessions to the children 

Providing entertainment via an exciting brand of high-standard rugby 

Providing a sense of pride and belonging 

Giving local businesses an advertising and networking platform through sponsorship. 

Providing the community and dog walkers somewhere to park 

Offering mental health support 

Running LRFC as a financially self-sufficient business 

Re-investment into the infrastructure of the club 

Provide rewarding volunteering opportunities 
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 The content analysis began with familiarisation with the data via repeated reading. The 

participants' data was uplifted securely from the individual participants' Survey Monkey 

answers into NVivo 12. NVivo 12 was then used to assist the organisation and categorisation of 

108 original statements that were eventually amalgamated into 23 statements to reduce 

response overlap and make the process manageable for the participants. The 23 statements 

were considered close to the maximum number of statements to be presented back to 

participants without jeopardising their interest and willingness to participate in Round 2.  

 The 23 statements were mapped against the seven categories of social responsibility 

(See Appendix M) that are relevant in organisations, as identified by a review of conceptual 

papers on CSR in sport management and industry measures of responsibility (Robertson et al., 

2019). Mapping the statements against the categories identified the following (number of 

statements per category shown in brackets); governance (1), labour practices (4), human rights 

(7), environmental (1), fair operating practices (1), community development (6), and economic 

(3). The categories of human rights, community development, secured the most statements, 

labour practices and economic statements followed, and governance, environmental and fair 

operating practices each secured only one statement.  

 The diverse statements presented by participants reflected the open-ended status of 

the question asked in the first survey used in the data collection process. The different 

statements offered by participants covered sports performance, participation, commercial 

priorities, supporting mental health and facilitating friendships. Therefore, the participants 

presented a wide range of thoughts covering many topics. For example, some statements 

focused on essential logistical operations, but others reflected a more profound philosophical 

approach. One statement focused on offering a tangible service to a wide-reaching group of 

stakeholders: 

 Firstly, I believe the club as a whole successfully preserves access to the pitches, open 

 spaces, and facilities it leases and maintains, for the benefit of all - be they dog 

 walkers, families using the open space for exercise, or indeed playing and/or 

 socialising within the club (Anonymous, personal communication, November 10, 

 2021). 

To more philosophical statements around the club's contribution, “The club endeavours to 

provide inspiration, motivation and the learning of skills required for its players at all levels and 

members to negotiate life on and off the field” (Anonymous, personal communication, 

November 10,  2021).   
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Round 2 

 After the content analysis of Round 1, panellists were presented with the 23 

statements considered priorities for the GSO. A total of 19 participants responded, 

representing a response rate of 100%. The panellists were asked to rank on a 5-point Likert 

scale. As identified in previous chapters, the lack of time is consistently cited as a barrier to 

engagement for SME practitioners (Nejati & Amran, 2009; Santos, 2011, 2011). For this reason, 

it was decided not to offer any additional comments section for panellists to provide further 

feedback so that the process remained linear and achievable.  

 Therefore, in line with the procedure presented by Keeney et al., (2011) the results of 

the expert panel were analysed, ranking the mean and standard deviation of the participants' 

ratings for each of the statements. Panellists' ratings within 1 standard deviation of the whole 

panel mean were within the acceptability threshold and deemed to have reached the 

consensus outlined within the research design detailed earlier. Those ratings outside the ±1 

standard deviation of the mean were outside the acceptability threshold. Valid answers were 

received for all statements and presented in Table 19.   
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Table 19   

Statements that have Gained Consensus Ranked by Mean (level of importance) 

Statement 
Mean (e.g. 

4.25) 

Consensus level 

(e.g. 87%) 

Delivery of rugby to juniors 1.26 72% 

Delivery of rugby to seniors 1.32 78% 

Running GSO as a financially self-sufficient business 1.37 67% 

Providing mixed ability rugby, and the benefits of sport and 

inclusion for all. 
1.42 72% 

Re-investment into the infrastructure of the club 1.47 56% 

Providing a safe environment to meet and socialise 1.53 61% 

The matchday medical package and concussion screening to 

players of all ages. 
1.58 61% 

Providing a sense of pride and belonging 1.68 56% 

Supporting local children and young adults through rugby 

training to develop key skills outside of the school & home 

environment as they develop towards adult life. 

1.68 50% 

Keeping players physically fit and healthy 1.74 56% 

Provision of facilities to the wider community such as 

fireworks display & other seasonal events 
1.74 44% 

GSO to facilitate creation of lifelong friendships that 

enhanced the quality of life and social inclusion of many 

people. 

1.79 39% 

The partnership with SEN School to provide rugby sessions 

to the children 
1.89 50% 

Offering mental health support 1.89 44% 

Ensuring venue is use by people outside of rugby including 

weddings, birthday parties, christenings etc. 
2 50% 

Encourage coaches to complete RFU courses 2.05 44% 

Good governance focusing on effective and efficient 

processes and policies 
2.11 50% 

Providing an establishment for local residents to eat and 

drink 
2.17 56% 
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Statement 
Mean (e.g. 

4.25) 

Concensus level 

(e.g. 87%) 

Promote the opportunity for local businesses to be 

associated through sponsorship with a club that has the 

ethos of diversity and well-being to players and members. 

2.22 39% 

Providing entertainment via an exciting brand of high-

standard rugby 
2.26 67% 

Giving local businesses an advertising and networking 

platform through sponsorship. 
2.32 50% 

Provide rewarding volunteering opportunities 2.32 44% 

Providing the community and dog walkers somewhere to 

park 
4 44% 

 

Table 19 presents the results of Round 2 ranked by mean and includes the level of consensus 

achieved. In Round 2, three statements secured a mean relative to “very important” and over 

70% consensus: delivery of rugby to juniors; delivery of rugby to seniors; providing mixed ability 

rugby, and the benefits of sport and inclusion for all. A fourth statement, running LRFC as a 

financially self-sufficient business, fell just short of consensus at 67%. Therefore, at the round 2 

phase, only three statements secured consensus and all related to the provision of rugby 

opportunities to all three categories of rugby services – adults, juniors and mixed ability.  

Round 3 

 A total of 16 responses were returned for the final round resulting in an 84% response 

rate. The three dropouts resulted from work commitments and an extended holiday resulting 

in the participant missing the required deadline. During Round 3, the number of statements to 

reach 70% consensus was seven, representing panellists changing their decisions to increase 

the number of consensus statements. Table 20 lists the consensus statements during this 

round. Valid answers were received for all statements. 
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Table 20  

Statements that have Gained Consensus Ranked by Mean (level of importance) 

Statement Mean Consensus level  

Running GSO as a financially self-sufficient business 1.06 93% 

Delivery of rugby to juniors 1.13 88% 

Delivery of rugby to seniors 1.13 88% 

Re-investment into the infrastructure of the club 1.19 81% 

Providing a safe environment to meet and socialise 1.25 81% 

Providing mixed ability rugby, and the benefits of sport and 

inclusion for all. 
1.25 75% 

Providing a sense of pride and belonging 1.25 75% 

The matchday medical package and concussion screening 

to players of all ages. 
1.44 63% 

Keeping players physically fit and healthy 1.5 63% 

Supporting local children and young adults through rugby 

training to develop key skills outside of the school & home 

environment as they develop towards adult life. 

1.56 56% 

Provision of facilities to the wider community such as 

fireworks display & other seasonal events 
1.63 63% 

Offering mental health support 1.63 62% 

GSO to facilitate creation of lifelong friendships that 

enhanced the quality of life and social inclusion of many 

people. 

1.69 56% 

Good governance focusing on effective and efficient 

processes and policies 
1.75 63% 

The partnership with the SEN school to provide rugby 

sessions to the children 
1.75 63% 

Ensuring venue is use by people outside of rugby including 

weddings, birthday parties, christenings etc. 
1.88 75% 

Encourage coaches to complete RFU courses 1.94 68% 

Providing entertainment via an exciting brand of high-

standard rugby 
2 88% 
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Statement Mean Concensus level 

Promote the opportunity for local businesses to be 

associated through sponsorship with a club that has the 

ethos of diversity and well-being to players and members. 

2.06 56% 

Provide rewarding volunteering opportunities 2.13 75% 

Providing an establishment for local residents to eat and 

drink 
2.13 50% 

Giving local businesses an advertising and networking 

platform through sponsorship. 
2.19 56% 

Providing the community and dog walkers somewhere to 

park 
4.25 50% 

 

 Following three rounds of participant engagement with the Delphi study, statements 

were identified regarding their level of importance and consensus. The statements securing 

the highest levels of consensus were running GSO as a financially self-sufficient business (93%); 

delivery of rugby to juniors (88%); and delivery of rugby to seniors (88%).   

 Of the 23 statements, only one secured the lowest “unimportant” score: providing the 

community and dog walkers somewhere to park. The other 22 statements scored highly 

regarding the Likert scale (achieving a mean of at least “important”) but had varying degrees of 

consensus.  

 Regarding consensus levels, the lowest-scoring statements illustrate a tension 

between the importance of the statements by the GSO participants and what SMEs might 

consider essential business practices. For example, the statement to establish a self-sufficient 

business was considered very important, but the statements to secure community 

engagement and revenue via hospitality sales or sponsorship were considered less important. 

The misaligned statements illustrate a contradiction within the GSO participants, who desire 

financial security but fail to attach the same importance to business methods to achieve it.  

Discussion 

 The expert panel helped understand an amateur GSO's community engagement and 

social responsibility goals. The data showed that statements regarding the provision of rugby 

services and achieving financial independence secured the highest level of import and 

consensus. However, the methods to provide financial independence scored relatively low 

compared to the other statements. This lack of synergy may offer insight to the other GSO 
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organisations struggling to align sporting opportunities with a robust commercial plan to 

secure essential revenue.  

 This Delphi study spoke directly to practitioners, using their language, offering an 

authentic insight into their priorities and strategic goals. Research has consistently cited the 

overt focus on large corporations' relationship to sport and CSR without considering the SME 

perspective (Argandoña & von Weltzien Hoivik, 2009; Baumann-Pauly et al., 2013; Blombäck & 

Wigren, 2009). Therefore, securing consensus from identified experts presented an 

opportunity to expand knowledge in this area and provide insight into how a GSO prioritises 

community contributions and strategic goals. The research also contributes to the broader 

context of how GSO priorities relate to SME businesses. By recognising the similarities and 

differences in strategic goals between GSO and SME businesses, this chapter further informs 

the creation of a framework to develop effective interorganisational partnerships.  

 The expert panel identified several topics of strategic importance that were perceived 

to be important to their organisation. Table 20 is ordered by the weight of the Round 3 mean 

and includes all 23 statements initially presented by the expert panel in Round 1, 

demonstrating a range of important to unimportant issues. The second column illustrates the 

extent of the Round 3 consensus detailing statements that exceed the 70% threshold of 

consensus and those that do not.  

 High importance and high consensus were achieved for running as a self-sufficient 

business (1.06), delivery of rugby services to both adults (1.13) and juniors (1.13), re-investment 

into infrastructure (1.19) and providing a safe environment to meet and socialise (1.25). These 

five statements achieved a consensus above the threshold of 70% and into the 80%+ levels of 

consensus. The lowest scores were achieved for providing the community and dog walkers a 

place to park (4.25), giving local businesses an advertising and networking platform through 

sponsorship (2.19), providing an establishment for local residents to eat and drink (2.13), 

provide rewarding volunteering opportunities (2.13), and promote the sponsorship 

opportunities for local businesses (2.06). The lack of perceived importance of these issues 

illustrates a level of incompatibility with the wider strategic goals of the organisation. 

However, of the 23 statements, the 22nd least important goal still presented a mean score of 

2.19 with a consensus of 56%. Therefore, only the 23rd statement regarding the provision of 

car parking facilities to the community and dog walkers (mean = 4.25 and consensus = 50%) 

represented significant unpopularity within the expert panel. The generally high levels of 

importance across the statements indicate agreeableness with most statements presented. 
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Therefore, extra attention should be given to the degrees of consensus on matters considered 

highly important.   

 This unique Delphi study considers the perspective of experts engaged with running a 

grassroots sports club, extends from the research presented in the previous chapters, and 

feeds into the evolving practical suggestions in the following chapter. Furthermore, it extends 

research into the concept of financial sustainability in amateur sports viewed from a lens of 

social responsibility. The insight from the expert panel offers context regarding how a CSRTS 

approach may be shaped to meet the considered priorities of SME sports clubs or at least 

recognise these perceived priorities so that the language is aligned with the practitioners. 

Understanding organisational priorities are important because one of the recognised 

weaknesses of CSR is that its language can be too rigid, official, and bureaucratic to suit the 

more informal, flexible approach of an SME enterprise (Fassin, 2008; Gallo & Christensen, 

2011; Spence, 1999). Studies of CSR and sport and CSR and SME happen independently and 

are not considered a tripartite relationship that can advance the goals of each partner 

organisation.  

 In order to develop an understanding of the Delphi participants' statements, they were 

categorised according to the core (macro) social responsibility issues identified following a 

review of conceptual papers (Robertson et al., (2019, p.7).  Allocating the participants' 

statements into the seven categories identified that the highest import was attached to 

statements securing financial responsibility and re-investment (economic); delivering sporting 

services to all participants, and providing a safe community space (human rights).  

 Therefore, economic and human rights concerns dominated the top 5 perceived issues 

of importance. Securing financial sustainability was perceived as the most critical issue and the 

highest level of consensus. Nonetheless, lower priorities were attached to the other 

dimensions that were well represented in the experts' original statements, which were 

community development (6) and labour practices (5). This insight signifies that community 

development goals may be closely aligned with securing community stakeholder engagement 

necessary for a successful CSRTS project. Therefore, prioritising economic sustainability and 

delivering the core function of sporting participation should form central pillars for ensuring 

GSO engagement.  

 Whilst statements relating to community development (6) were well represented 

within the expert's original statements, they were attached low importance concerning the 

mean scores. Attaching this lower importance is understandable when senior decision-makers 

are faced with the significant concerns of ensuring ongoing financial sustainability, particularly 
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within the challenging and uncertain environment created by COVID-19 (Karácsony, 2020). 

However, it illustrates a dichotomy within the panel as community engagement is a part of 

their plans, evidenced by high levels of representation during statement generation. Further 

investigation is required to ascertain why the items are attached low importance in 

subsequent rounds of analysis.  

 The results of this study illustrate a high ranking of the human rights items relating to 

maximising participation, for example: delivery of rugby to juniors (1.13); delivery of rugby to 

seniors (1.13); providing mixed ability rugby, and the benefits of sport and inclusion for all 

(1.25); providing a safe environment (1.25). Attempting to maximise participation is recognised 

as a cornerstone of the policies and practices of GSO (Hills et al., 2019; Robertson et al., 2019). 

Therefore, the expert panel aligns with what is known within the broader research in this area 

and would reassure the case study participants and their members that their goals are in 

keeping with their constitutional responsibilities.  

 Within the categorisation of labour practices, provide rewarding volunteer 

opportunities secured consensus for being considered an important topic area but ranked 20th 

out of 23 statements. Adequate volunteer support is a significant challenge in running 

voluntary, non-profit sports clubs (Lower & Czekanski, 2019). The low scoring may reflect the 

case study itself as the panel of expert participants are all actively engaged as volunteers in 

running the sports organisation. Nonetheless, volunteer workforce maintenance remains 

integral to running GSOs. Given local sports clubs' geographic footprint and outreach, it may 

be beneficial to implement community-orientated goals to help secure and maintain the 

interest and development of volunteers.  

 In addition, the development and use of the facilities are referenced across both 

economic and community development categories depending on the nature of the stakeholder 

using the venue. For example, the panel attached importance to community-focused 

statements such as the provision of facilities to the wider community such as fireworks display 

& other seasonal events (1.63) and the partnership with the SEN school to provide rugby 

sessions to the children (1.75). However, participants attached less importance to statements 

focused on stakeholders presenting an economic opportunity. For example, ensuring the venue 

is used by people outside of rugby including weddings, birthday parties, christenings etc (1.88); 

promote the opportunity for local businesses to be associated through sponsorship with a club 

that has the ethos of diversity and well-being to players and members (2.06); providing an 

establishment for local residents to eat and drink (2.13); and giving local businesses an 

advertising and networking platform through sponsorship (2.19). This data illustrates that 
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community contribution is prioritised above economic opportunities, in contrast to the panel's 

most important goal of running GSO as a financially self-sufficient business (1.06).   

 Facilitating community displays, such as fireworks (ranked 11th) and external venue 

hire (ranked 16th), are the first items that make a direct, tangible link to securing revenue. 

However, the most important goal that secured the highest consensus, running a self-sufficient 

business, is followed by a number of labour practice and human rights-focused items. These 

goals may represent a lack of clarity regarding the organisation's strategic objectives because 

whilst they might agree on the most important strategic goal, how they might achieve the 

revenue required to ensure sustainability receives a lower prioritisation over the more 

recognised goals of inclusivity and performance.  

 Traditionally, GSO have faced financial uncertainty in the UK and other countries with 

similar participation-focused sports clubs (Skinner et al., 2008; Zakus et al., 2009). The 

pressures of running a sports organisation have been exacerbated by COVID-19, resulting in 

calls to engage new methods of sports entrepreneurship to facilitate long-term financial 

sustainability (Ratten, 2020). Following the investigation of the case study, the highest 

importance is given to being financially self-sufficient, attaching importance to this statement 

is a recognition that delivering the core responsibility to ensure sports participation cannot 

occur in the event of bankruptcy or closure. However, the participants fail to allocate equal 

importance to achieving financial independence.  

 The expert panel attached significant value to community development, represented 

by six statements generated within Round 1. However, when it came to attaching importance, 

they tended to feature lower down the list. An example is the 21st statement Providing an 

establishment for local residents to eat and drink, and 22nd statement second to last Giving 

local businesses an advertising and networking platform through sponsorship statements. 

These statements present an economic opportunity to develop a source of revenue via either 

hospitality or sponsorship sales. The residents and businesses represent the demographic 

target for revenue generation because they live and operate locality. Whilst the reasons for 

this dichotomy of thought require further investigation, it presents an opportunity to 

reconsider the concept of CSRTS in this context. The Delphi study illustrates that the 

participants understand their most important strategic goals in this case study but require 

support on how opportunities exist to secure strategic goals by creating meaningful 

partnerships that generate economic and social capital.   
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Conclusion 

 The case study participants remain true to their GSO constitutional goals of pursuing 

the sporting opportunity for all, although the main priority is a pragmatic, unromantic 

acceptance of a needs to survive financially. However, upon analysis of the panel's broader 

strategic goals, the pursuit of economic survival may be vulnerable to a failure to attach equal 

importance to tangible methods to secure that overall goal. This consideration requires further 

exploration and a reexamination of the traditional view that maximising participation is the 

singular function of grassroots community sports organisations.  

 This Delphi study presented an opportunity to develop the insights generated by 

expert panellists to inform how economic and social capital goals can be combined and 

achieved. Voluntary not-for-profit sports organisations typically operate within a small 

geographical location and therefore receive participants and members from their surrounding 

local community. As illustrated by the case study, the local community can contain a range of 

potential stakeholders including schools, businesses, dog walkers and local people looking for a 

hospitality location to eat and drink. The central concept of CSRTS is that it offers a strategic 

plan to coordinate a diverse array of stakeholders if a common goal can be established.  

 Nonetheless, this case study has already made some headway by considering 

opportunities to engage with stakeholders. Therefore, the opportunity exists to adapt the 

concept of CSRTS, considering what has been learnt by the expert panel, to create a more 

accessible strategic plan for grassroots sports clubs to achieve their array of important 

objectives. Importantly, such a framework must utilise the language and characteristics of 

grassroots sports clubs to mitigate the challenges of CSR adoption from smaller organisations. 

Developing this framework is where attention now turns in the next chapter.   

Foreword 

 The use of a Delphi study in this chapter brought cohesion and clarity to the strategic 

and social impact goals of a GSO. By securing the statements from the participants, the initial 

stages of the Delphi study demonstrated the diversity, and disparate perspectives of the 

volunteers tasked with running the GSO. In doing so, this chapter aligns with the research in 

Chapter Five, highlighting the tensions between internal stakeholders that impacted effective 

communications. Therefore, this chapter offers a mechanism to secure cohesion within a 

diverse group.  

  The preceding chapters have secured valuable insight into SME and GSO practitioners 

engaged with CSRTS projects. This chapter sought to clarify the diverse, sometimes competing, 

voices within a GSO. However, whilst clarity was secured via group consensus, new challenges 
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emerged. Whilst GSO may understand the importance of securing financial sustainability, they 

lack the knowledge, skills, and resources to secure it. To address this gap within their strategic 

plan, an opportunity is presented to utilise the skills of external organisations for a mutually 

beneficial partnership. The next chapter coordinates the findings of the preceding chapters to 

present a new framework developed from the participants' insights regarding the motivations, 

challenges, and opportunities of engaging with CSRTS.  
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Chapter Seven: Framework Proposal 

 

Chapter Overview 

 This chapter considers the current landscape of CSRTS and seeks to make a further 

contribution by focusing on the perspective of SME businesses and GSO and providing a new 

framework for their enhanced engagement. The chapter offers a direct contribution to 

knowledge by presenting a new framework that directly adapts the concept of CSRTS to an 

SME viewpoint. Importantly, the framework is built upon the insights from practitioners 

investigated in Chapters Three, Four, Five and Six. In effect, the preceding chapters have laid 

the conceptual and evidential foundations to offer a new practicable framework to support 

SME businesses and GSOs achieve their social responsibility and economic sustainability goals.  

Introduction 

 The previous chapters considered the material world and social structures the 

participants operate within and reflected on their sense-making interpretations. These insights 

are now moulded into a new framework supporting other SME organisations to engage 

effectively with CSRTS. This new framework is presented as Social Impact Through Local Sport 

(SITLS). However, before this chapter presents the new framework, an evaluation of the key 

concepts that underpin the new framework is considered. First, strategic considerations of the 

frameworks are viewed via tensions between social impact and stakeholder theory. Second, 

the importance of social impact, including methods to ensure substantive impacts can be 

achieved. Third, assess current frameworks demonstrating the knowledge gap contribution of 

the new framework of SITLS. Finally, SITLS is presented by detailing the framework's strategic, 

operational and evaluative contributions.  

Academic Tensions in CSR: Strategic or societal 

 The academic discourse regarding CSR has concentrated on the benefits provided to 

the stakeholder organisations directly involved. As a result, research outcomes have been 

represented by financial gains (Margolis & Walsh, 2003; Porter & Kramer, 2006; Walker et al., 

2013). By implication, the social responsibility for businesses has become unclear:  

The advancement of empirical research into the antecedents, correlates, and 

consequences of corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been hindered by a lack of 

CSR impact measures and by a myopic view of the purpose of social responsibility 

(Walker et al., 2013, p. 309). 

 As academic research has focused on the financial and strategic opportunities for the 

organisation and its stakeholders, it is argued that a lack of understanding of “responsibility”, 
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underscored by a lack of effective evaluative measures, has created an environment of 

“evaluation-phobia”, a paradox, whereby organisations fear proper evaluation of the CSR 

project outcomes as they may illustrate a lack of impact (Walker et al., 2013). However, the 

overall result is a rise in cynicism and criticism of sports organisations acting out of self-interest 

regarding their CSR programs (Godfrey, 2009; Inoue & Kent, 2013; Levermore, 2013).  

 Instead of positive social change, CSR programs are viewed as a marketing tool or a 

strategic communication mechanism. Instead of investigating how to yield socially beneficial 

returns, CSR academia has focused on creating strategic value for the business. The risk is that 

the failure to accurately and transparently illustrate the positive social impacts of CSR will 

damage businesses, alienate customers, and negate any positive impacts that may have been 

achieved via the CSR program (Walker et al., 2013). Due to the criticism of CSR practices and 

processes, there is a requirement to reassess CSR practices and return to the original 

conceptualisation of CSR by emphasising the societal impacts rather than any commercial 

gains for stakeholders.  

 Academic discourse must re-evaluate CSR priorities to emphasise CSR's social 

responsibility and address the strategic and societal imbalance. Elevating the importance of 

responsibility aligns with the values and idiosyncrasies presented by SME practitioners within 

this thesis, who are less motivated by pursuing profits than by making an authentic 

contribution to their local community. Instead of focusing on the benefits awarded to 

stakeholders, a heightened commitment to the program beneficiaries ensures program 

authenticity. However, securing authenticity requires the implementation of effective 

evaluative and measurement processes.  

The Importance of Social Impact 

 Essential to adapting a framework into the SME and GSO context is the ability to 

provide meaningful, tangible, operational impacts. Securing social impact underpins several 

themes within the participants' data. For example, empowered by local change (Chapter 

Three), sport is a route for personal, familial and local development (Chapter Four), 

communicate community contributions (Chapter Five). Chapter Six detailed a range of 

community contributions made by a GSO organisation.  Therefore, as the theory of social 

impact aligns with the participants' data, it becomes a foundational premise for the new 

proposed framework.  

 The prominence attached to illustrating strategic value is well suited to PSO's resource-

rich, infrastructurally sound environment. Indeed, the creation of the community sports trust 

model illustrates the ability of the PSO sector to ‘bolt on’ new vehicles for CSR deployment 
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that utilises the resources, knowledge, and foundations of their commercial activities. 

However, the SME and GSO sector have no such resources to add additional vehicles to CSR 

delivery because SMEs are known to be time-poor, lack resources, and are unattracted to any 

perceived bureaucracy (Ciliberti et al., 2009; Ikram et al., 2019). Therefore, it becomes 

increasingly important to illustrate the impact a CSR framework could have upon an SME to 

secure effective partnerships.  

 Previous chapters of this thesis detailed the challenges of defining CSR, and similar 

definitional challenges apply to CSR impact. The definition is important because it assists the 

understanding of social impact and its relation to CSR. CSR impact was defined by Du et al. 

(2010, p. 11) as “the actual benefits that have accrued (or will accrue) to the target audience of 

a social cause”, implying a precise focus of the concept. Alternatively, The Evaluation 

Partnership (TEP) and Centre for European Policy Studies (CEPS) are concerned that the 

meaning of “social impacts” has become so broad that it risks being meaningless but recognise 

that social impact assessment is still in its infancy as a concept (The Evaluation Partnership 

(TEP) Centre for European Policy Studies (CEPS), 2010, p. 2). The absence of a universal 

definition elevates the importance of effective evaluative and measurement processes into a 

social impact assessment framework to ensure goals are clearly defined in the absence of clear 

terminology.  

 A definition was presented by a broad, multi-disciplinary group of social scientists, the 

Interorganisational Committee on Guidelines and Principles for Social Impact Assessment 

(ICGPSIA), to address the increasing need to analyse and evaluate the social impact of various 

programs and policies (ICGPSIA, 1994). Social impacts were defined as: 

The consequences to human populations of any public or private actions that alter the 

ways in which people live, work, play, relate to one another, organise to meet their 

needs and generally cope as members of society. The term also includes cultural 

impacts involving changes to the norms, values, and beliefs that guide and rationalise 

their cognition of themselves and their society (ICGPSIA, 1994, p. 2).  

 Social impact assessment (SIA) seeks to detail the impact of an action or proposed 

action on both individuals and communities (Burdge, 2003). Regarding individuals, the social 

impact is measured in terms of individuals changing their values and behaviours due to the 

program. At the community level, SIA evaluates the collective actions of the community, which 

are typically longer-lasting cultural changes (Inoue & Kent, 2013). Therefore, having recognised 

the importance of social impact as a key motivator for SME practitioners, it has an integral role 

in any effective framework.  
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 Academic frameworks that have considered some elements of the tripartite 

relationship have recognised their limitations, including a lack of an SME perspective, which 

was recognised in some cases within the research. For example, professional football was 

frequently cited as the research case study (Breitbarth et al., 2011; Fifka & Jaeger, 2020; 

Kolyperas et al., 2015; Walters & Chadwick, 2009), but Fifka and Jaeger (2020, p. 73) 

recognised that amateur football was “terra incognita” in respect to CSR, but it would be 

relevant to examine this new context and called for exploratory studies.  

 Walker and Parent (2010, p. 211) suggested transposing their model to local 

businesses with smaller networks to bolster the correlation between geographical orientation 

and levels of social involvement. Walters and Chadwick (2009) focused on the community trust 

model for CSR delivery. However, they called for increased research into the positive financial 

implications of the community trust model, whereby the not-for-profit sports organisation's 

delivery of social impact projects has some similarities to the not-for-profit CSR of GSO. 

Therefore, as this range of academic studies calls for further exploration MNEs and PSOs, this 

thesis can impact and reduce the knowledge gap.  

Framework Review 

 Analysis and evaluation of frameworks currently available within academia are 

reviewed using an analytical framework that reflects the project's life cycle. The SITLS 

framework was developed following the consideration of the papers under review because 

they emphasised strategic, operational or evaluative objectives (see Table 21).  
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Table 21  

Review of Framework Objectives 

Stage Category Phase considerations 

1 Strategic Value alignment 

Stakeholder identification 

 

2 Operational Geographical proximity 

Agreed outcomes of partnerships 

3 Evaluative Timescale 

Evaluative methods 

Social impact 

 

 Consequently, this chapter analyses various frameworks (see Table 22) that offer 

specific insight into issues that impact the tripartite relationship between sport, CSR and SMEs. 

As a result, they cover a range of relevant topic areas, including determinants of CSR adoption 

(Babiak & Wolfe, 2009); stakeholder engagement (Breitbarth & Harris, 2008); framework 

analysis (Fifka & Jaeger, 2020); strategic CSR (Heinze et al., 2014); balanced scorecard model 

(BSC) (Breitbarth et al., 2011); drivers and application of CSR (Kolyperas et al., 2015); deploying 

CSR (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007); and geographical focus (Walker & Parent, 2010). This critical 

appraisal of current frameworks combined with the insights secured from real-world 

practitioners facilitates the development of a new framework to assist the broader 

engagement of CSR practitioners within SME and GSO organisations.  
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Table 22  

Meta Review of Academic Frameworks Related to CSR, sport and SMEs 

Model Authors Year of 
publication 

Key components What they offer Level of criticality Strategic/operational/evaluative 

Determinants of 

the adoption of 

corporate social 

responsibility in 

professional 

sport: A 

proposed 

framework 

Babiak & Wolfe 2009 Secure strategic-CSR 

by aligning company 

competencies with 

social needs  

 

 

Organisations can 

positively impact 

the community 

whilst securing 

benefits for 

themselves 

The model was criticised 

for lack of transparency 

regarding the roles of key 

personnel and how teams 

secure internal alignment 

and external engagement 

(Heinze et al., 2014).   

Strategic: Utilised a PSO strategic 

approach matching internal 

resources against external need  
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Model Authors Year of 

publication 

Key components What they offer Level of criticality Strategic/operational/evaluative 

The Role of 

Corporate Social 

Responsibility in 

the Football 

Business: 

Towards the 

Development of 

a Conceptual 

Model 

Breitbarth & 

Harris 

2008 Identification of and 

value creation for 

stakeholders 

Facilitate 

practitioner 

awareness of the 

socio-political-

economical 

environment to 

track 

stakeholders and 

their interests 

Focused on professional 

(soccer) sports 

organisations  

Strategic: Stakeholder 

expectations play a critical role in 

requiring sports organisations to 

be transparent about their 

business and integrate 

stakeholder requirements into 

their CSR to benefit society (Fifka 

& Jaeger, 2020) 
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Model Authors Year of 

publication 

Key components What they offer Level of criticality Strategic/operational/evaluative 

CSR in 

professional 

European 

Football: an 

integrative 

framework 

Fifka & Jaeger 2020 Holistic framework 

for strategic 

integration of CSR to 

develop and 

operationalise CSR 

Their framework 

was developed 

around a 

normative 

perspective (e.g. 

values), strategic 

perspective (e.g. 

identification of 

stakeholders), 

operational 

perspective (e.g. 

implementation), 

superordinate 

perspective (e.g. 

stakeholder 

environment).  

Based on peer-reviewed 

research on European 

football 

 

 

Strategic: The four perspectives 

offer a holistic CSR approach 
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Model Authors Year of 

publication 

Key components What they offer Level of criticality Strategic/operational/evaluative 

Toward 

Strategic and 

Authentic 

Corporate Social 

Responsibility in 

Professional 

Sport: A Case 

Study of the 

Detroit Lions 

Heinze et al. 2014 Societal rejuvenation 

could occur via local 

entrepreneurship and 

social innovation 

 

Present eight key 

recommendations 

for CSR 

practitioners 

developed from 

an analysis of a 

PSO in the 

National Football 

League (NFL). 

Heinze et al., (2014, p.684) 

recognise that as case 

study research, they do not 

make strong causal claims 

as to the successful 

features of the project, nor 

do they consider the SME 

or GSO perspective. 

Operational: Insight into the 

tangible, operational processes 

that gave rise to successful CSR 

relationships – particularly 

regarding community 

infrastructure and economic 

development over the long term.  
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Model Authors Year of 

publication 

Key components What they offer Level of criticality Strategic/operational/evaluative 

Beyond 

sponsorship? 

Corporate social 

responsibility in 

English, German 

and Swiss top 

national league 

football clubs 

Breitbarth et al. 2011 Practitioner-focused 

CSR framework  

Adapted from 

research with 

European 

professional 

football clubs.  

The balanced scorecard 

method of measuring CSR 

outputs has established 

itself as one of the most 

widely used and effective 

methods for measuring 

organisational 

performance in 

management (Panayiotou 

et al., 2009). 

Strategic and Operational: The 

balanced scorecard helps an 

organisation develop its strategic 

goals but retains clear 

operational goals. 
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Model Authors Year of 

Publication 

Key components What they offer Level of Criticality Strategic/operational/evaluative 

Developing CSR 

in professional 

football clubs: 

drivers and 

phases 

Kolyperas et al.  2015 Drivers and 

application of CSR 

focusing on 

governance 

structures 

Six phases of CSR 

development 

were developed 

that illustrated 

the continuous 

nature of CSR 

integration. 

Based on the research of 

professional football clubs 

Strategic: model facilitates the 

long-term planning required to 

secure genuine social impact 

because the dialogue and 

collaboration occur progressively 

during the organisation's CSR 

practices. 

Social 

responsibility in 

sport 

Smith & 

Westerbeek 

2007 Advocates for a 

stakeholder approach 

when deploying CSR 

in sport. 

Corporates can 

utilise resources 

to secure social 

impact 

Walters (2009) drew upon 

Smith and Westerbeek's 

(2007) theoretical article to 

demonstrate the 

community sports trust 

model in the (PSO) football 

industry. 

Strategic and operational: Seven 

features that demonstrate sports 

power to captivate 
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Model Authors Year of 

publication 

Key components What they offer Level of criticality Strategic/operational/evaluative 

Toward an 

integrated 

framework of 

corporate social 

responsibility, 

responsiveness, 

and citizenship 

in sport 

Walker & 

Parent 

2010 An integrated model 

of social involvement 

that includes a 

geographical 

orientation 

The model 

demonstrates an 

initial focus on 

the local 

community to 

show that it can 

secure a 

competitive 

advantage as its 

reach increases 

Utilised data from 100 

professional sport 

organisations.  

 

Reach was discussed in 

national and international 

terms 

Evaluative: Localised 

engagement is required before 

sustainable competitive 

advantage can be secured 
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 Notably, none of the frameworks considered the context of SME but instead applied 

the concept of CSR and sport entirely from a corporate or PSO perspective. Many of the 

frameworks reviewed mentioned strategic engagement (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009; Heinze et al., 

2014; Kolyperas et al., 2015; Walker & Parent, 2010). Others discussed CSR adoption more 

broadly, focusing on the holistic nature of sport to engage (Fifka & Jaeger, 2020; Smith & 

Westerbeek, 2007), or focused on a specific sector within CSR and sport, in this case, the 

community sports trust model (Walters, 2009). Therefore, the BSC approach represents a 

framework that retains a strategic perspective whilst ensuring that tangible, operational goals 

remain a central feature (Breitbarth et al., 2011). The ability to operationalise explicit goals 

aligns closely with the attitude and resources of a typical SME, providing a foundation from 

which a BSC can be developed into an SME context.  

 The BSC (Breitbarth et al., 2011) provides a useful method to consider how CSR 

engagement with partners can be assessed, benchmarked and applied over time. Effective 

assessment via the use of the BSC approach can be secured by the adoption of readiness 

indicators that may come from a 1 to 5 scoring system (i.e. 1 = very bad; 5 = very good) or 

colour coding (red = underachieved, yellow = unclear/caution, green = overachieved) 

(Breitbarth et al., 2011). When considering the context of SME and GSO the BSC is considered 

a way to develop business opportunities, create a positive impact on meaningful 

developments, and create mutual benefits. 

 Implementing a BSC approach into a local cluster creates the opportunity to compare 

organisations with each other and benchmark their achievements against their internal CSR 

objectives. In Chapters, Three, Four and Five, the concept of clusters (Lund‐Thomsen & Pillay, 

2012; Porter, 1998) recognised the interorganisational relationships that can occur within 

localised geographical areas. This benchmarking approach allows third-party organisations, 

such as governing bodies, to facilitate the process and support SMEs and GSOs lacking time 

and resources. The ability to benchmark and create genuine outcomes regarding financial 

sustainability and social impact creates an attractive opportunity for regional and national 

sports administrators, local government, and policy initiatives because knowledge and 

resources can be shared to pursue common goals.   

New Framework Proposal: Social Impact Through Local Sport (SITLS) 

 The Social Impact Through Local Sport (SITLS) framework can assist SME organisations 

in understanding how to create, maintain and evaluate effective partnerships to secure social 

impact goals. SITLS is presented against the same strategic, operational and evaluation criteria 

used to review current academic frameworks. The Figure 11 flowchart demonstrates to SME 
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practitioners a streamlined, accessible process to action SITLS. The flowchart offers a guide to 

the evolution of their CSR engagement with their key partners. The practitioners progress 

through the key categorisations of strategic, operational and evaluation. Each category 

contains sub-categories detailing the key actions. If necessary, following the completion of the 

evaluation of social impacts, the framework can be restarted following the reflection of the 

strategic plans for the project.   

Figure 11  

Procedure for Social Impact Through Local Sport Implementation 

  

 The Delphi study in Chapter Six demonstrated that practitioners might not be aware of 

the expectations of all the internal and external stakeholders relevant to their CSR project. 

Therefore, a stakeholder map (Breitbarth & Harris, 2008, p. 183) to secure stakeholder 

identification can ensure the necessary interactions occur, developing the manager's 

understanding of the community landscape. Adopting a similar stakeholder map for SMEs 

would provide transparency and awareness of stakeholders in the community who can 

influence a CSR project. In recognising the stakeholders, CSR practitioners can focus on 
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developing priority relationships to ensure adequate support for the CSR project and practices. 

To create successful partnerships, collaboration is an integral feature of effective CSRTS. 

Previous research has gone to lengths to ensure the stakeholders' secure strategic value 

alignment (Porter & Kramer, 2006). Aligning internal core competencies to pursue CSR 

objectives is essential to capitalise on an organisation's unique capabilities (Babiak & Wolfe, 

2009).  

 Within the operational phase, determining the timescale is important to ensure that 

goals are timely, achievable and accountable. The BSC recommended timescale to complete a 

BSC audit which should not be less than one year to prevent misleading or confusing 

information (Breitbarth et al., 2011). However, the flexibility of timescales should remain to 

meet the needs of the managers and stakeholders involved, as every relationship will occur in 

its unique context. Adopting a long-term outlook supported by infrequent meetings would 

alleviate concerns from SMEs and GSO regarding any perceptions of a time-intensive 

bureaucratic commitment. 

 Throughout this thesis, participant data demonstrated the importance of geographical 

proximity because contributing to the local environment was a key motivator for CSRTS 

engagement. Commitment to the locality also forms a key role in the alignment between 

organisations and needs to be carefully considered to ensure authenticity is secured and 

prevents perceptions of organisations prioritising their objectives beyond genuine social 

impact (Breitbarth et al., 2011, 2015; Hovemann et al., 2011). In doing so, the partners will 

create agreed outcomes. Therefore, this scorecard framework has directly addressed 

partnership integration by ensuring both partner organisations complete a shared scorecard 

conducive to the resource and time-poor SME.  

 For social impact to be meaningful, it must be measurable. Therefore, each 

organisation must take ownership of their responsibilities and reflect upon its outcomes in 

keeping with the agreed key objectives. Importantly, the key objectives must be discussed 

before the CSR project goes ahead. The organisation is required to score their perception of 

the key objective outcome, with “0” representing the unsuccessful achievement of the key 

objective, “5” representing satisfying the key objective and “10” representing 

overachievement of the key objective). A streamlined measurement of achievements is 

designed to facilitate partnership discourse in an effective, timely manner.  

 Three key objectives are recognised within the new template proposal (see Table 23) 

to maintain the pursuit of simplicity. Maintaining a narrow scope of impacts focuses on key 

impacts and prevents dilution of the project's aims (Heinze et al., 2014). The simplicity of the 
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three goals also assists in the clarity of communications to all stakeholders and maximises the 

communicative power of the GSO (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007). Also, the narrow scope 

elevates the importance of identifying the most important performance indicators (Breitbarth 

et al., 2011). By recognising the lack of time and resources available from SMEs (Nejati & 

Amran, 2009) the clarity of focus ensures communications and operations are streamlined into 

clear deliverables. Importantly, the naming of the new SITLS framework directly addresses a 

range of issues that present barriers to the successful adoption of CSR programs by considering 

them from the idiosyncratic perspective of SMEs.  
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Table 23   

New Framework Proposal 
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Key Objective One: Economic Goals 

 Key objective one of the new framework (Table 23) considers economic impact 

because academic research has explained that an organisation's requirement to prioritise 

economic responsibilities should be its main goal (Carroll, 1979). The organisations would 

create a shared financial objective that fits the overall project goals. For example, the 

emphasis may be on meeting a predetermined project budget or securing organisational 

financial growth through a particular metric or a combination of revenues. From a business 

perspective, the economic impact does not necessarily require financial investment but 

benefits-in-lieu, for example, an exchange of services or the sharing of resources. An SME 

typically does not have significant financial cash to invest, but as a successful enterprise, they 

have a particular set of skills whereby their time is of inherent value.  

 By recognising the value of the available resources to be shared (e.g. facilities, 

marketing database, social media interactions), the SME business skill set can be aligned with 

the organisational needs of the GSO. For example, the SME can have sales or customer 

relations expertise that could align with securing GSO sponsorship. The key objective could be 

expressed as hours donated by the SME to increase the volunteer capacity of the GSO (Kay & 

Bradbury, 2009). Alternatively, SME operations require cash flow management, presenting 

opportunities to secure effective financial management procedures for the GSO. Examples of 

potential indicators for key objectives are presented in Table 24. It is worth noting that the 

GSO can create multiple partnerships as different local SMEs present a range of skill sets to be 

utilised, with overlap prevented by ensuring the clarity of objectives. 
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Table 24  

Objectives and Suggestions for Key Indicators 

Economic perspective Integrative-political perspective Ethical-emotional perspective 

Maintain and enhance membership numbers Connect with and influence decision-

makers in politics and society 

Promote sport/physical activity as part of healthy 

lifestyle/daily life 

Establish substantial cooperation with a partner not 

operating in the sports industry  

Actively contribute to social change in 

the region  

Demonstrate social embeddedness of the club’s activities 

(authenticity/credibility of the club). 

Enhance image/reputation  Contribute to infrastructure development 

in the region  

Act as a role model  

Note. Adapted from Breitbarth et al,  2011, p. 732.
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 Central to creating the SITLS framework was ensuring simplicity despite the inherent 

challenge of coordinating separate organisations via partnerships. The scorecard completion 

requires clear communication between the partners, typically the local business and GSO, with 

transparent investment in working through the process. Transparent investment regarding 

completing the scorecard is integral to ensuring that organisational values and alignment are 

secured in the first instance to prevent frustration and failure from occurring later.  

Key Objective Two: Social Impact Goals 

 Following the recognition of the economic goals, key objective two within the 

proposed framework refers to the social impact goals of the CSR project. Social impact goals 

were presented by Vanclay (2003, p. 8), which included the outcomes of “health and well-

being”, “culture”, and “community”. The social outcome of health and well-being had a clear 

value alignment to GSO because of the recognition of the power of sport to secure positive 

health impacts (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007), as per the results of Chapter Six.  

 Whilst social impacts may be secured within areas of community or environment, they 

do not align as closely to the core competency of a GSO. Identifying the correct social impact 

goal is essential to ensuring the project's authenticity because it must be measurable to suit 

the organisations involved. Examples are presented in Table 25 below.  The social impact 

measures could be based on engaging more individuals to be physically active or developing a 

previously neglected or underserved section of the community (Equality and Diversity, n.d.; 

Mixed Ability Forum – International Mixed Ability Sports, n.d.). The social impact objective 

needs to be able to captivate and engage the motivations of the SME partner, achieved by 

illustrating a tangible contribution to their local community.  
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Table 25  

Examples of Key Indicators 

 

Key Objective Potential indicators 

Economic impact Meeting allotted budget; securing 

sponsorship; securing referrals; grants 

secured; membership fees 

Social impact Health and well-being; membership growth; 

player retention; inclusivity 

Reputational impact Social media growth; newsletter database; 

unique website visits 

 

Key Objective Three: Reputational Perception 

 The reputational perceptions of the organisations involved from their local community 

are considered in key objective three. Reputational perception is related to but separate from 

economic and social goals because while the results of the other objectives can impact it, it 

remains an independent goal that can be objectively measured. Improving the reputation of 

the SME requires transparency (of economic engagement) and authenticity (a proven social 

impact). There are two key features to consider regarding the key objective of reputational 

impact. First, measuring and evaluating reputational impact can be simpler than identifying 

financial gains that relate directly to the CSR project because measurement of website traffic, 

social media posts, and direct customer engagement are easily identifiable. Second, previous 

academic research has illustrated that SMEs are more concerned with supporting a good cause 

because of their emotional engagement with the community than with securing a return on 

their financial investment (Choongo et al., 2019; Heivik & Shankar, 2011). Therefore, a key 

measure for an effective partnership is to increase the reputation of the partner organisations 

due to the positive social impact they are responsible for securing in their community and 

illustrating that opportunity to secure partnerships with interested organisations.   

 By directly addressing the reputational impact and considering measurable indicators, 

there represents an opportunity for the partner organisations to engage in methods typical of 

cause-related marketing conducted by the larger corporates. It also allows for sharing of 

marketing resources as both the SME and GSO can cross-reference each other’s marketing 
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channels and stimulate interest within a new demographic of potential customers or users. For 

example, an established local company may have consistent, well-presented social media 

channels but struggle for user engagement because of its business-focused content. The GSO 

may struggle for content consistency due to volunteer unreliability, but they are a deep well of 

feel-good, positive context. Therefore, integration of the two organisations' communications 

represents positive benefits for both organisations as the business can generate interesting 

content that generates goodwill towards themselves, and the GSO secures a wider marketing 

reach across the local area by securing the consistency of content and marketing channels that 

otherwise might not exist.  

Evaluative Feedback 

 Following the three key objectives of the scorecard is the fourth section regarding 

evaluative measurements. This section allows each partner to engage with a third-party 

stakeholder to consider feedback on their CSR engagement. Engaging with an independent 

stakeholder adds authenticity to the evaluative process. However, caution should be exercised 

to ensure that the appropriate stakeholders are identified.  

 The complexity of stakeholder identification and management was presented by 

Breitbarth and Harris's (2008, p. 183) map of diverse stakeholders that can engage with an 

organisation. Therefore, to ensure that simplicity remains at the centre of the new framework, 

the stakeholders for the business may prioritise customers, and the sports organisation may 

prioritise its members or participants. Adapting the research of Hindley and Williamson (2013) 

the evaluative responses could adopt either qualitative or quantitate questionnaires or utilise 

face-to-face interviews. The scorecard remains flexible regarding the evaluative method 

adopted to suit the resources and research design of the CSR partners so that the partnership 

can negotiate the preferred measurement of evaluation (e.g. customer feedback, social media 

engagements, google reviews etc). Importantly, by canvassing the opinion of third-party 

stakeholders by both the SME and the GSO, it adds independence to the process heightening 

authenticity and transparency to address potential accusations of sportwashing which has 

targeted MNE and PSO.  

 The complication for SMEs implementing evaluative measures is that they lack the 

resources and expertise to evaluate adequately (Walker et al., 2013, p. 314). Recognition of 

this issue presents the opportunity for this thesis to outline a pathway for SMEs to implement 

evaluative measures that reduce reliance on resources. Based upon the experiences of 

evaluating CSR programs at Notts County, a league one football club in the English Football 

League (EFL), it was recognised that a more robust and strategic approach to monitoring and 
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evaluation was required by implementing a participatory approach and evaluation process that 

may include the following (Hindley & Williamson, 2013, p. 324): 

• Detailed questionnaires to assist profiling of participants 

• Structured observations recorded via standardised matrix to determine the extent 

sport-based activities match the program aims 

• Face-to-face semi-structured interviews 

• Follow-up interviews post-program to assess longitudinal personal/behavioural 

changes 

 The procedure for the SITLS framework illustrates the broader categorisation of the 

essential elements to secure successful CSR implementation. The procedural categories are 

strategic, operational and evaluation and are further detailed by sub-categories. The SITLS is a 

considered adaptation of the BSC approach that emphasises the SME perspective by utilising 

practitioner data within this thesis and academic research.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter presented a new, unique model of social impact through local sport. The 

actions and principles that underpin the framework represent the combination of academic 

research and participant data. The academic research investigated key concepts regarding the 

tension between the strategic and social impact approaches to CSR engagement. Literature 

regarding the importance of social impact, and its measurement, is then investigated and 

aligned to key themes from the participants' data in this thesis.  

 Investigating frameworks that considered the CSR and sport relationship provided 

insight that established the foundations of the new theoretical framework. A combination of 

academic insight with SME participant data created an informed, adapted approach to secure 

SME engagement with CSRTS. The adaptation was achieved after a review of academic 

frameworks that have considered different perspectives on the implementation, measurement 

and evaluation of CSR and sport.  

 The new model focuses on the strategic, operational and evaluation perspective of 

SMEs and GSO, which has received little to no academic attention, with previous literature 

focusing instead on large corporations or professional sport. The framework considers the 

strategic conceptual issues that impact the current research landscape whilst retaining 

operational practicality for the end users recognised from the participant data in Chapters 

Three, Four, Five and Six. Due to the necessity to consider the idiosyncratic approach of SME 

organisations, the social impact through local sport framework emphasises operational 
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simplicity to reduce the time and resource burden upon the partner SME and GSO 

organisations.  

 The academic discourse regarding CSR and sport has been criticised for prioritising a 

strategic perspective that has emphasised securing a financial return for businesses and their 

stakeholders (Inoue & Kent, 2013). This chapter calls for the balance to be readdressed so that 

social impact becomes one of the major objectives (key objective two) for CSR programs 

(Margolis & Walsh, 2003; Riggin et al., 2019) whilst retaining the financial necessity of ensuring 

economic goals remain primary (key objective one) to ensure financial sustainability (Carroll, 

1979). The framework also recognises the growing cynicism around CSR and sport projects by 

adding reputational impact as the final issue (key objective three). Finally, although evaluative 

methods can be time-consuming and resource-intensive, the last section of the scorecard 

offers flexibility as to the evaluation methods but stresses the need to approach third parties. 

Examples of how to identify and secure evaluative measures are detailed within this chapter.  

 Enabling the creation of opportunities for SME engagement with CSRTS, it was 

essential to recognise that the key motivators for SME practitioners were reflected in the 

framework. This framework adopts a similar position to Inoue and Kent's  (2013) in that long-

term measurement and evaluation contribute toward higher levels of authenticity and social 

impact. Therefore, it is recommended that the evaluation of key objectives should occur once 

12 months have been completed. However, there should be consideration of a six-month 

interval if required. Note that this timescale considers only the evaluative aspects of the 

framework – it would be expected that a successful partnership is in regular communications 

for the delivery of the project goals.  

 Evaluative data can then be reviewed annually, offering year-on-year opportunities for 

development. Adopting a longer engagement period allows the organisation to reflect upon a 

legacy of engagement that has produced genuine social impact, which would be exceedingly 

difficult to achieve within a narrow timeframe. The case studies presented in Chapters Three, 

Four and Five, identified successful relationships over three years, indicating the need to invest 

a long-term perspective to creating mutually beneficial partnerships.   

 Primarily, the framework seeks to address the overt focus on securing strategic gains 

for business and their stakeholders. The new framework of social impact through local sport 

achieves this by offering genuine, lasting social impact by ensuring focus is placed on 

achievable goals that can be evaluated.  In doing so, a structured conversation can occur to 

secure mutually beneficial partnerships and manage the relationship through to the 

community-focused outcomes of the project.  
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Foreword 

 This chapter represents a culmination of the key academic and participant insights 

secured in the preceding chapters. Reflection of academic research and participant themes, 

matched against known CSR and sport frameworks, enabled the creation of a unique, new 

framework tailored to the SME perspective. Accessibility is ensured because the language of 

the framework has been changed, and guidelines and advice have been provided to detail a 

staged approach to implementation. As a result, this chapter represents an end-to-end 

procedure to create, maintain and secure lasting results for SME practitioners that engage with 

the SITLS framework.  

 The following chapters represent the final elements of this thesis. Chapter Eight 

focused on the importance of this innovative approach to CSRTS and considered the research 

questions detailed in the introductory chapter. This discussion chapter will pull together the 

disparate themes and illustrate the progressive, chronological evolution of the wider thesis 

that has detailed the experiences of a broad cross-section of SME and GSO practitioners.  
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Chapter Eight: Discussion 

 

Chapter Overview 

 This chapter builds upon the findings and analysis that have taken place from Chapters 

One to Seven to present the overarching themes within the thesis. In reporting on these 

findings, key themes are considered in line with the research questions identified in Chapter 

One. The themes are presented in detail with regard to the research questions. As a result, this 

chapter illustrates a rich tapestry of interlinking information and themes between current 

academic literature and the research participants' insights regarding how CSRTS can be 

adapted to the SME perspective.  

Introduction 

 This thesis considered how CSRTS can be adapted to the SME perspective to secure 

wider engagement by SMEs and GSOs. This thesis answers that question in two ways. First, by 

considering the academic landscape of papers that have considered some part of the CSR, 

sport and SME relationship. Second, and more importantly, this thesis secured the 

perspectives of SME practitioners engaged with CSRTS projects. The SME practitioners' 

experiences were secured from three different case studies that were investigated in 

chronological order. As a result, the thesis progressively contributes towards the depth of lived 

experiences by the key stakeholder groups involved with CSRTS, namely, local charities, SME 

businesses, and GSO.  

 The investigation of the case studies revealed higher and lower-order themes and 

contributed towards the academic debate regarding the future of CSR and sport. Due to the 

key themes within the participants’ data, social impact contributes significantly towards the 

motivations of SME businesses and GSO volunteers. Consequently, it was necessary to reflect 

on the important role of social impact in the thesis title. Therefore, the thesis title accurately 

captures the key issues within the thesis and makes clear the contribution towards the 

academic debate:  

Social impact through local sport: adapting corporate social responsibility through sport 

(CSRTS) to the small and medium enterprise (SME) perspective. 

 The research title was supported by subsidiary research questions to ensure the thesis 

aims were suitably expansive. The purpose of the subsidiary questions was first to ensure 

extensive responses and then interrogate the lived experiences of the practitioners. Adopting 

this approach ensured the thesis was consistently aligned with the underpinning critical realist 
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ontology and social constructionist epistemology. Utilising the critical realist theoretical 

framework, there were four main research objectives for this thesis that considered how the 

tripartite relationship between CSR, sport and SMEs could be adapted to the SME perspective:  

1. Evaluate how stakeholders engaged with CSRTS construct and make sense of their role 

in society 

2. Investigate the key motivations and drivers for CSRTS in SME businesses, charities and 

sporting organisations 

3. To explore the CSRTS engagement within SMEs, charities and sporting organisations 

and the role of key stakeholders in shaping such practices 

4. To summarise the perceived and potential impacts of SME CSRTS initiatives  

 The research questions were progressively investigated due to the chronological 

engagement of the case studies. Chapters Three, Four and Five utilised reflexive thematic 

analysis to understand the experiences of the different stakeholders engaged with CSR and 

sport. The research participants represented the key stakeholder groups with respect to 

project delivery and ascertained the three main stakeholders of the tripartite relationship of 

CSR, sport and SME. 

 The middle chapters of this thesis focused on the lived experiences of the research 

participants. Chapter Three focused on a broad umbrella of CSRTS practitioners by 

interviewing senior strategic decision-makers at local charities, businesses, and GSO. These 

initial interviews provided a broad spectrum of insight into the issues regarding the 

relationships and motivations of engaging with a CSRTS project via their multiple perspectives. 

Chapter Four focused on SME practitioners engaged with CSRTS projects, specifically 

illustrating the non-sport business perspective. Chapter Five focused entirely on GSO 

practitioners, creating deeper data for a richer analysis of the sporting perspective on CSRTS.  

 Chapter Six utilised a Delphi study to canvass a wider array of GSO participants and 

identified a collective agreement on the main priorities for successful CSRTS engagement. 

Adopting this approach secured rich qualitative data to investigate and understand participant 

experiences. The Delphi method enabled more participants to engage with the thesis and 

secured data from an alternative and complementary method. Overall, it presented a balanced 

approach that focused on the key stakeholders who engage with CSRTS from a local, 

grassroots perspective which was a key objective and overarching aim of the thesis.  

 The cumulative research data presents a range of themes that informed the creation 

of a new framework called SITLS. Investigation of the data secured from participants' lived 
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experiences and the current academic landscape presented the opportunities and challenges 

for SMEs and GSO engaged with CSRTS to create mutually beneficial partnerships. As the 

themes evolved over the thesis (see Figure 12 below), the rich data began to interlink and 

shape the framework presented in Chapter Seven. This chapter will align the thesis themes 

with the research questions presented in Chapter One to discuss the findings in detail. The key 

overarching themes within the thesis were; SME business support for GSO communications; 

narrow stakeholder focus; emphasise social impact; secure partnerships within local cluster.  

Figure 12  

Thesis Theme Evolution 

 

Note. Adapted from Dunleavy (2003, p. 200). 

Theme 1: SME Business Support for GSO Communications 

 An essential part of creating mutually beneficial relationships within SMEs is 

understanding how that can be achieved practically.  The theme SME business support for GSO 

communications illustrates a key partnership pathway between SME businesses and GSO. 

Effective communication is a common business practice that both sides can utilise to create a 

conversation from which each partner can benefit because of the communication issues 

identified from the participants’ experiences. The data identified opportunities to improve 
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communications with internal and external stakeholders. This theme was a key outcome of the 

Delphi study (Chapter Six), whereby GSO understood they needed to be financially sustainable 

but did not attach an appropriate level of importance or consensus to securing it. Therefore, 

SME business practices could support improvements to communication and business 

processes within the GSO as part of the SILTS intervention.  

 Communication concerns were raised regarding terminology and the ability to 

effectively communicate the aims, objectives, and operations of the CSRTS project. In Chapter 

Five, the GSO participants explained that whilst they had been a part of a successful CSRTS 

project, they had difficulties illustrating those successes to different internal and external 

stakeholder groups. Regarding internal stakeholders, particularly the membership, the senior 

decision-makers discovered that the change brought about by the CSRTS project was 

misunderstood and miscommunicated to the membership resulting in unfounded criticisms.  

 The membership criticisms could have been mitigated if the value and outputs of the 

project had been communicated transparently. Further, the participants expressed a missed 

opportunity regarding their engagement with external stakeholders, like sponsors and the 

local community. By failing to maximise the public dissemination of the successful project's 

values and outcomes, there may have been the opportunity to secure further SME business 

partners whose values align with improving the local community.  

 These communication difficulties present an opportunity for more effective GSO CSRTS 

engagement with SME businesses. Adapting stakeholder theory categorisations provides the 

GSO with a platform to identify its audience and deliver its communications strategy. Further, 

recognising the communications challenges for the GSO presents clear opportunities to 

develop a win-win relationship with an established local SME business partner via CSRTS. For 

example, a mutual benefit can be created by using a shared customer database and marketing 

platform to illustrate the CSRTS contribution to the community, thereby improving the 

reputation of both the GSO and SME businesses. This opportunity to increase marketing profile 

and combat misinformation is established within the SITLS framework as key objective three, 

“reputational impact”. Including reputational goals into the framework creates an evaluative 

opportunity for GSO and SME to assess whether the communications strategy is working for 

both parties.  

 In Chapter Five, the participants' experiences illustrated that successful SME 

businesses would know essential business operations that can significantly contribute to time 

and resource-poor GSOs. Whilst the GSO illustrates the “power of sport” in theory, the GSO 

case study demonstrated difficulty in communicating those values and successes to 
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stakeholder groups. To reduce this challenge an SME business can offer to disseminate that 

message via the marketing database and advertising platforms. Third-party support can play a 

vital role in facilitating the external public message of engagement. For example, sport’s 

governing bodies have the resources and experiences to illustrate the community 

contributions that sport delivers. Therefore, they can assist GSO in contextualising the power 

of sport to their locality.  

Theme 2: Engaging Terminology 

 Chapter Two's literature review confirmed that definitional issues were frequently 

cited across the research database. Whilst CSR and SME have both struggled to secure a 

universal definition, it is apparent that CSR remains the more difficult to universally define, to 

the extent that CSR can be considered a “tortured concept” (Godfrey, 2009, p. 703). Dahlsrud 

(2008) argues that the concerns may be overstated as there is congruence as to the meaning 

and purpose of CSR. The participants within this thesis could illustrate their understanding of 

CSR, but there was little appetite to utilise the terminology. Similar to the findings of Jenkins 

(2006), the participants chose not to utilise the word corporate. Typically, the terminology 

impacted the project's spirit and made it feel more like a commodity for business purposes 

because the terminology failed to reflect the participants' strong emotional attachment 

towards the projects they were engaged.  

 The terminology of CSR (and by implication CSRTS) presented a range of engagement 

barriers for the participants. Firstly, participants were keen to be disassociated from the idea 

of being corporate. As presented as a higher-order theme in Chapter Four, the SME case study 

was proud not to be corporate and was keen to highlight its community credentials. Whilst 

participants understood the concept of CSR and welcomed the essential purpose of the 

concept, the word corporate held negative connotations and was perceived as “businessey”, 

“too corporate”, or “box-ticking”, which amounted to it being “language they wouldn’t use”. 

Participants found the bureaucratic language failed to illustrate their business's approachable, 

authentic nature or project, which they were motivated to protect.  

 Participants also raised concerns over the term responsibility. Participants felt that the 

term responsibility might imply an obligation for local businesses to engage with the project 

and disagreed with that concept. Instead, they preferred to let the value of the project speak 

for itself in the absence of appropriate terminology. The participants believed that illustrating 

the values of the project offered the most effective route to securing partnerships, as 

demonstrated by the theme united by common cause.  
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 Due to the concerns regarding the terminology of corporate and responsibility by 

implication, CSRTS is not engaging language for the participants because it includes those same 

terms. Participants did not engage with the terminology because they did not recognise 

themselves as corporates and did not wish to be perceived as corporate or bureaucratic. There 

was frequent criticism of sounding too corporate or “tick-box”. Instead, the discourse was 

aligned with personal values, emotional connections, and commitment to the local area. This 

changing discourse mirrors the growing academic interest in rebalancing CSR discourse to 

focus on social impact rather than actual or perceived financial gains. The participants felt that 

the terminology was ineffective in attracting potential partners. As a result, this thesis 

removed this terminology when adapting the concept of CSRTS to create the SITLS framework.  

Theme 3: Emphasise Social Impact 

 Evaluating participants' CSR experiences in Chapters Three, Four and Five corroborated 

a difference from the position adopted by larger corporates. Recognition of this differentiation 

aligns with the first research question regarding how SME stakeholders conceptualise and 

make sense of their responsibilities towards society. It also informed the second research 

question regarding motivations by recognising that emotional attachment and the 

requirement to make an authentic contribution were priorities for the participants.  

 The core components of CSR are presented within Carroll's (1979) seminal model, 

which stresses the importance of the financial pillar above the others (legal, ethical, and 

discretionary) as a financially unsustainable organisation is in no position to implement 

successful CSR projects. However, the participants framed their financial engagement as being 

able to contribute what they could afford to lose instead of investing money in the expectation 

of securing a return beyond their investment, as captured within the theme financial benefits 

are a bonus (Chapter Four). Participants made no direct reference to the legal pillar, but it 

should be noted that SMEs do not come under the same external scrutiny as larger corporates 

regarding government regulations or external auditing (Fassin, 2008; Murillo & Lozano, 2006). 

Furthermore, larger corporates may also be pursuing standardising internal practices requiring 

external auditing (Bason & Anagnostopoulos, 2015).  

 Chapter Three investigated the experiences of a range of SME organisations engaged 

with a CSRTS project, including an SME business, SME charity and GSO. Three higher-order 

themes were identified, illustrating ethics as a central issue for all the stakeholders involved. 

The first theme, united by common cause (Chapter Three), illustrates how the different 

organisations find common ground via their ethical values and a commitment to improving 

their shared local community. The ethical values of the senior decision-makers are also 
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reflected within the second higher-order theme empowered by local change, which 

demonstrated that the core motivation for SME leaders was playing a part in securing social 

impact.  

 Thus, an important insight secured from these participants was a lack of discourse 

regarding shared financial goals and ensuring that the financial motivations of all parties within 

the interorganisational relationships were shared. Instead, ethics, not finance, were prevalent 

within the participants' experiences, demonstrating the high status of the ethical pillar of CSR. 

Therefore, this elevation of issues regarding social impact aligned with the emergence within 

CSR and SME academic discourse towards social capital theory rather than stakeholder theory. 

As a result, this thesis contributes to a broader academic conversation that is re-evaluating the 

meaning and delivery of CSR to become more authentic and impactful.  

 As CSR and CSRTS research has not considered the GSO experience, investigating the 

GSO's case study offered a unique insight into a key stakeholder's perspective. In this instance, 

sport was not considered a tool that would allow them to achieve stakeholder-centric goals via 

the power of sport (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007). Instead, whilst the power of sport was 

recognised, it was in the context of how GSO had played a significant role in their personal, 

familial, or local development. Participants reflected on their personal growth as a child and 

the experience of playing team sports in a safe environment. Now, as parents or grandparents, 

they are witnessing their children or grandchildren embark on their personal development via 

the GSO and now feel an obligation to support not just the GSO but the values that underpin 

the CSRTS project so that social cohesion and inclusivity can go further.  

 Based upon these insights, an adaption of CSRTS is required to address the key issues 

that motivate SME business leaders directly. Regarding the power of sport, the contribution to 

youth and personal development offers more value to an SME leader than an image profile or 

securing marketing reach. The values of the project need to be authentic not because of the 

risk of external criticism due to perceived inauthenticity (a risk MNEs face) but to align 

effectively with the SME leader's values. Notably, the participants did not acknowledge the risk 

to their reputation via cynicism or “sportswashing” due to their emotional attachment to the 

project. The participants demonstrated a genuine emotional attachment to the project.  

Consequently, the risk of reputational damage is far lower for SME organisations than for 

MNEs with a significant public profile.  

 The lack of evaluative measures within a CSR project prevents the effective 

dissemination of project outcomes from securing wider support. Illustrating outcomes is 

important because a key motivation across the participants was a desire to create social 
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impact and improve the community the GSO operated within. In Chapter Four, the SME 

business participants focused on the social impact on disadvantaged sections of the 

community who had been historically underserved by sporting opportunities and social 

integration. As the participants expressed the value that GSO and sport is a route for personal, 

familial, and local development, the CSRTS project aligned to personal values and offered 

authentic impact for that disadvantaged section of the community. However, whilst value 

alignment had been secured, as academic research recommends (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009; 

Heinze et al., 2014), there was little evaluative assessment during the CSRTS project. The 

participants could see the project through site visits, pictures, and marketing. As 

recommended within research, the lack of emphasis on evaluative measures was a missed 

opportunity for the case study (Inoue & Kent, 2013; Skinner et al., 2008).  

 As a result, evaluative measures were added as a key category within the SITLS 

framework presented in Chapter Seven. Illustrating the social impact of CSR projects would 

heighten motivation and commitment from the stakeholders. CSR projects that fail to offer 

genuine, transparent results on CSR outcomes create accusations of sportswashing or 

greenwashing when implemented by MNE or PSO (Godfrey, 2009; Levermore, 2013). The lack 

of transparency in delivering project outcomes may not have mattered to an MNE because the 

emphasis was on creating the perception of a successful project based on the view of the 

stakeholders rather than whether any social beneficiaries were impacted.  

 Inoue and Kent (2013, p. 313) argue that the imbalance between perceived success 

and actual evaluated impact has developed “evaluation-phobia” in organisations, as the lack of 

evaluation means any project failure cannot be tangibly proven. The lack of evaluation remains 

present within the SME context but is underpinned by different reasons. The participants' 

belief in the project’s values and goals is enough not to require or illustrate the tangible 

outcomes. However, this thesis argues that the ability to present tangible outcomes would 

benefit the project implementation overall by securing transparency and, therefore, the 

project's authenticity. As a result, ensuring evaluative processes are in place is included within 

the SITLS framework.  

Theme 4: Secure Long-Term Partnerships within Local Cluster 

 The participants' responses throughout the case studies illustrated that family and 

locality were integral to their motivations when considering support of CSRTS projects, as 

illustrated by the themes empowered by local change (Chapter Three) or sport is a route for 

personal, familial, and local development (Chapter Four). The most motivated participants 
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were those who had personally enjoyed the positive experiences of being a part of a local 

sporting organisation. 

 The important contribution of GSO involvement on SME business leaders is 

demonstrated by how their personal experience informed their business practices later in life. 

Those experiences are referenced within the lower-order themes parents run businesses and 

children play sport and business leaders identify as GSO participants (Chapter Four). As the 

participants no longer participated in the physical activity themselves, they were now 

witnessing their children or grandchildren join a sporting organisation to enjoy the same 

benefits of physical and mental well-being, friendships, and overall personal development. For 

many participants, engagement with a sports organisation went beyond the effective delivery 

of physical health but also illustrated the importance of teamwork, camaraderie, and mental 

health.  

 The participants citing the importance of family aligns with the research on family 

businesses and illustrate their distinctive characteristics. How the business operates is owned 

and managed can impact how the business engages with CSR (Esparza Aguilar, 2019). Although 

the research focused on MNEs rather than SMEs, Dyer and Whetten (2006, p. 785) found that 

“family firms are more socially responsible than nonfamily firms along several dimensions… 

due to family concern about image and reputation and a desire to protect family assets”. 

Investigation of SME firms found that owner-managers are more motivated toward CSR 

because they genuinely care and want to make a societal contribution instead of profit 

maximisation or public relations (Fenwick, 2010; Spence, 2007). The engagement with the 

participants in Chapter Five from SME businesses placed little to no emphasis on securing 

financial gains, but there was a commitment to improving the organisation's image, 

particularly by using marketing, including social media.  

 Adapting the CSRTS concept to the SME perspective results in geography playing a 

significant factor. For an MNE or PSO, their customers, fans and marketing reach can be 

international. However, for SMEs, the scale is reduced dramatically. At the conceptual stage of 

the thesis, it was anticipated that location would be a central feature, and this was proved to 

be the case when engaging with the research participants. In Chapter Three, the investigation 

of interorganisational relationships identified the higher-order themes empowered by local 

change and united by common cause that captured a range of codes related to the 

participants' motivations to improve the local area.  

 The participant’s commitment to working with local organisations aligns with the 

clustering concept (Gerke & Dalla Pria, 2018). Clusters are concentrations of interconnected 
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companies within a geographical location in a particular field (Porter, 1998). The participants 

engaged in the Chapter Three case study required an adaption of what it considered to be 

clusters because the core responsibility occurred in multiple, as opposed to singular, sectors 

(i.e. business, charity and sport), but the outcomes of the CSR project aligned their efforts. 

Therefore, the organisations involved were only interconnected because of the CSRTS project 

that brought them together. However, the concept of clustering emphasises the geographical 

importance of the relationship; thus, the location was a central issue across a range of higher-

order and lower-order themes.  

 Consideration of the project's timeline is central to securing meaningful partnerships 

and social impact. Riggin et al. (2019) argue that limited research in this area has incorrectly 

focused on the immediate benefits of CSR initiatives but evaluating the long-term benefits of 

social impact should occur months or years following the project's end. Therefore, a longer 

timescale is necessary to understand any significant benefits effectively.  

Significant, long-term community impact would be illustrated by cultural, infrastructural, and 

quality-of-life improvements due to the combined impacts of the CSR program (Inoue & Kent, 

2013, p. 302). Whilst the outcomes of any CSR project are relative to the context, it is unlikely 

significant long-term change could occur in weeks, even months. Thus, the creation of any 

interorganisational relationship should be considered in years so that appropriate community 

goals have the time to be secured and evaluated.  

Conclusion 

 An overarching theme from the investigation of the case studies in Chapters Three to 

Six is that the participants prioritise social impact over financial returns. Therefore, securing 

authentic social impact has significant implications for motivating SME businesses to engage 

with an adapted form of CSRTS. Consequently, this thesis presents a new model of 

engagement called social impact through local sport to utilise language and terminology that 

fits with the participants' values and speaks directly to their motivations for engagement.  

 As sporting governance groups can assist their GSO, local business support and 

networking groups could offer an alternative approach for SMEs looking to make a valuable 

community contribution. These third-party organisations can facilitate opportunities for SME 

businesses to engage with GSO in their communities. Third-party organisations could be the 

facility management section of local councils, which are responsible for the maintenance and 

management of facilities. Creating CSR partnerships could decrease council funding and help 

improve physical fitness and participation rates within the locality. Building relationships with 
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other organisations create funding and resource-sharing opportunities, resulting in more 

effective organisations (Joyce & Burley, 2008). 

 Chapter Five illustrates the requirement for a long-term relationship to secure 

authentic community change. The creation, establishment, and ongoing operations of the 

CSRTS project must be communicated to internal and external stakeholders. As the 

participants illustrate, a failure to communicate can lead to misinformation and challenges 

created within internal stakeholder groups, which can manifest as divisions and criticisms that 

unfairly undermine the success of the CSRTS project. Therefore, the framework presented in 

Chapter Seven includes reputational impact for both partner organisations to stimulate a 

conversation regarding communication goals and methods.  

Foreword 

 This chapter has discussed the contribution of the research data concerning the 

academic landscape. In doing so, key themes across the thesis are identified, presenting new 

insights to secure wider engagement of CSR projects by SMEs and GSOs. These key themes 

illustrate the overlap of the main issues across the case studies demonstrating that it is 

possible to unite diverse stakeholder groups if there is alignment with the CSR cause and they 

are connected to the geographic locality. Due to the congruence of the participant 

experiences, the themes offer insight to secure engagement from organisations that operate 

within a similar context.  

 Facilitating SME and GSO engagement with CSR was proposed via a new SITLS 

framework, presented in Chapter Seven. The key consideration of that framework was to 

ensure accessibility and simplicity to encourage adoption by SMEs short on resources and 

reluctant to engage with bureaucracy. This chapter reflected on the key issues that underpin 

this framework by considering the participants' data with the academic landscape. However, 

the next chapter develops the reflection further.  

 The next chapter refers to the initial conceptualisation of the thesis in Chapter One. 

The chapter reflects on the progression through the research data, themes, and framework 

across the thesis and reconceptualises the adaption of CSRTS to the perspective of SMEs. The 

final chapter also considers further opportunities to develop this innovative approach to 

secure social impact in local areas by using the power of sport.   
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Chapter Nine: Conclusion 

Chapter Overview 

This thesis investigated the adaptation of CSRTS to the SME perspective by utilising 

academic literature, interview responses and a Delphi study from SME participants engaged 

with CSRTS projects. The work has illustrated the development of CSR and its evolution into 

new sectors, including the sport sector. The focus of this chapter is to reconsider the results of 

the thesis and to present policy recommendations to support SME organisations engaging with 

CSR. Finally, to complete the thesis, the chapter considers potential areas of further research.  

Key Findings 

Central to the research aims was illustrating the opportunities available to SMEs and 

GSOs by utilising CSR as a vehicle to create localised interorganisational relationships. As a 

result of academic research and participant responses, a new framework of SITLS is proposed. 

This SITLS framework was developed from the chronological evolution of participants’ 

responses across the thesis. The participants’ data were mapped against the academic 

landscape to substantiate the claims within this thesis. The key insights (higher-order themes) 

throughout the thesis are reproduced below in Table 9.1 and mapped against the research 

questions with summations of the issue and actions.  
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Table 26  

Research Themes Aligned with Research Questions, Issues and Actions 

Overarching thesis 

theme 

Case study-specific 

theme 
Research question Issue Action 

SME business support 

for GSO 

communications 

Utilise professional 

communicators (GSO, 

Chapter Five) 

RQ7: How can the 

promotion of CSR in 

SMEs be supported in 

the future? 

The Chapter Six Delphi study demonstrated 

a disconnect within GSO because whilst the 

most important and popular statement was 

to secure financial sustainability, the 

methods that secured that goal were the 

least important. 

The framework facilitates the 

creation of shared goals enabling 

GSO to financially benefit from 

standard business practices by 

working in partnership with SMEs. 

In turn, the SMEs have a platform to 

promote their community 

engagement 
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Overarching thesis 

theme 

Case study-specific 

theme 
Research question Issue Action 

Engaging terminology 

Using effective 

language 

(Stakeholders, Chapter 

Three) 

RQ2: How do 

stakeholders engaged 

with CSRTS prioritise 

the core components 

of CSR (i.e. financial, 

legal, ethical, 

discretionary) 
 

All stakeholder groups raised concerns 

regarding the terminology of CSR. As a 

result, the terminology was ineffective 

because it was not used in practice. The new framework utilised 

language that aligned with the key 

motivations of the stakeholders – to 

secure social impact within their 

local geographic area.  
Proud not to be 

corporate (SME 

Chapter Four) 

RQ1: How do 

stakeholders engaged 

with CSRTS 

conceptualise and 

make sense of their 

responsibilities 

towards society? 

The SME business was reluctant to use “tick 

box” language or behaviours associated with 

corporate firms.  
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Overarching thesis 

theme 

Case study-specific 

theme 
Research question Issue Action 

Emphasise social 

impact 

United by common 

cause (Stakeholders 

Chapter Three) 

RQ5: How does the 

nature of the 

relationships with key 

stakeholders influence 

the inception and 

engagement of CSRTS 

in SMEs?  

 

Despite the stakeholder groups operating 

within disparate sectors, the goal of the CSR 

project created a common objective that 

fostered mutually beneficial partnerships. 
The framework presents clear goal 

identification and evaluation to 

secure investment from key 

stakeholder groups.  

Communicate 

community 

contribution (GSO 

Chapter Five) 

RQ3: What are the key 

motivations and 

drivers for CSRTS 

engagement in SMEs, 

charities and GSO? 

Evaluative measures are essential to 

communicate project outcomes to external 

and internal stakeholder groups. 
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Overarching thesis 

theme 

Case study-specific 

theme 
Research question Issue Action 

Secure long-term 

partnerships within 

local clusters 

Sport is a route for 

personal, familial and 

local development 

(SME Chapter Four) 

RQ6: What influence 

does the 

conceptualisation and 

engagement of CSR in 

SMEs have on broader 

societal well-being? 

 

SME motivations were driven by a desire to 

pay back to a GSO organisation that had 

provided them and their family with 

formative personal development. 
The SITLS framework emphasises 

the power of sport and connection 

to the locality within its title. In 

doing so, it simplifies value 

alignment between the key 

stakeholders.   Empowered by local 

change (Stakeholders 

Chapter Three) 

RQ4: On what basis do 

SMEs prioritise 

stakeholders, and 

what influence does 

this have on CSRTS 

engagement? 

 

All stakeholders were committed to securing 

social change within their local cluster. The 

location was integral to creating a mutually 

beneficial relationship between them.  
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Key Finding 1: GSO Cite Financial Sustainability as Important but Fail to Prioritise the Means to 

Achieve it  

Analysis of the Delphi statements (Chapter Six) illustrated that whilst organisational 

consensus demonstrated that running GSO as a financially self-sufficient business received the 

highest import levels, the consensus for operational statements to secure financial stability 

ranked lowest. For example, two out of the bottom three lowest mean statements were giving 

local businesses an advertising and networking platform through sponsorship and providing an 

establishment for local residents to eat and drink. From an operational perspective, these two 

statements represent the two significant sources of income in the GSO finances. Therefore, it 

illustrates a disconnect between what the GSO requires financially and how they secure the 

finances.  

Key Finding 2: Stakeholders do not use CSR Terminology 

The stakeholder and SME business participants were proud of their differentiation 

from larger corporations, as shown by the participant's reluctance to use “bureaucratic” CSR 

terminology. The SME business did not adopt corporate behaviours because they did not 

pursue a return on investment or adhere to regulatory requirements. Further differentiation to 

MNE included a lack of concern regarding accusations of inauthenticity because of their close 

personal attachment to the CSRTS cause in which they were engaged. Essentially, the 

participants did not perceive any risk of negative perception because their motivations were 

genuine.  

Key Finding 3: Social Impact Unites Organisations 

Social impact unites organisations explains how the participants are motivated to 

improve their local society because they have a personal, emotional attachment to the 

location. The connection is due to family, friends, work and GSO commitments. The themes 

capture how senior decision-makers are essential to secure effective engagement with local 

CSRTS. Also, the motivation of leaders is heightened when they witness CSRTS engagement 

from their employees. Whilst leaders have personal values that initiate engagement with 

CSRTS when the engagement disseminates within their organisation, the employees' 

engagement is reassuring and empowering.  

Participants reflected on how sport had played an important, positive role in their 

personal development and saw their CSRTS project as an opportunity to expand engagement 

with others in the community. However, some participants were less engaged by sport as a 

personal motivator because sport did not play a significant role in their personal development. 
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However, they recognised the powerful outcomes for others regarding engaging with sport, 

such as inclusivity, social engagement, and the impact that sporting images can communicate 

to a wider community.  

Key Finding 4: Long-term Relationships Established on Aligned Values 

Academic research recommends that relationships are more effective when they are 

long-term. Long-term relationships were also a key feature within the case studies. Securing 

social change requires an investment of resources and time to deliver substantive social 

change. Therefore, the SITLS framework encourages project time scales to be discussed in 

terms of years with appropriate evaluation stages to monitor progress. Due to the timescales 

involved, it elevates the importance of ensuring value alignment within the partner 

organisations to maintain positive relationships in pursuit of the agreed project goals.   

Recommendations and Suggested Actions Deriving from the Research 

Recommendation 1: SMEs Implement Good Business Practices into GSO via the SITLS Framework 

The disconnect between the GSO goals represents the knowledge gap between 

prioritising what needs to be done by failing to prioritise how to do it. Therefore, the 

opportunity for an SME business to support the GSO in achieving these goals is presented. 

Securing financial revenue, either by effective partnership creation (sponsorship) or increasing 

and diversifying the customer base (e.g. food and drink sales), are skills that could be delivered 

via an SME business partner experienced in those areas. The SME business could contribute 

effective communication and marketing skills to identify and secure sponsorship and revenue 

opportunities.  

In principle, the shared workload is effective because it allows the GSO to focus upon 

their constitutional responsibility to deliver sport services whilst utilising the resources of an 

SME business to secure commercial goals in the pursuit of financial sustainability. Addressing 

the communication issues presents the opportunity for an SME business to engage with the 

GSO and utilise their business marketing skills, advertising platforms and customer database to 

publicise the project's social impact. Ensuring a balanced, transparent relationship is central to 

the adaptation of the balanced scorecard model into the SITLS framework.  

Consequently, the SITLS framework offers a scorecard approach that requires the 

input of the partner organisations to prioritise their three key objectives, ensuring clarity and 

value alignment regarding expectations. The three key objectives of the SITLS framework 

(economic, social impact, reputational impact) present a streamlined and transparent 

mechanism to engage partner organisations efficiently. Key objective one focuses upon 

economic impact. The economic impact is interpreted as increasing profit, revenue, converting 
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sales opportunities or any range of other targets that ultimately would result in a positive 

financial contribution to both partner organisations. For example, for the SME business, their 

economic impact could be the contribution of a budget or staffing hours, whereby this key 

objective offers the framework to evaluate the impact of the budgetary donation. Equally, the 

GSO can evaluate the contribution of services based on the SME business donation allowing 

for proper feedback and transparency to ensure that values remain aligned.  

Recommendation 2: Use Language that Engages the Target Audience 

The public messages to be disseminated should be categorised into external and 

internal stakeholder groups. This identification of stakeholder groups is based on categories of 

a direct impact upon operations (i.e. internal members) or potential contributors (i.e. external 

businesses) who might be attracted to support the social impact goals. Importantly, the GSO 

and SME businesses working together to publicise social impact goals demonstrates the win-

win opportunities of a SITLS, which is demonstrated by the inclusion of reputational impact as 

key objective three on the framework (see Chapter Seven).  

Furthermore, the SITLS terminology uses language that is accessible and includes the 

central motivations of practitioners to engage their local area. By removing the “bureaucratic” 

and “corporate” language, SME practitioners now have a concept that can initiate 

conversations, establish relationships, and work through a SITLS framework to secure their 

social impact goals.   

Recommendation 3: Create Clear Goals that can be Measured and Evaluated 

The public perception of the partner organisations' goals is represented in the final 

aspect of the SITLS framework, which encourages an evaluative process for the CSR project. 

Measurement and evaluation encourage engagement with third-party stakeholders for their 

perspective of the CSR project's goals and ensure authenticity regarding the stated aims. 

Through the evaluative process, the progression and achievement of stated aims also 

contribute a key external message that would secure reputational impact. As securing genuine 

social impact requires time for cultural and infrastructural improvements, the time scale to 

evaluate the partners' contributions needs to consider the duration.  

Recommendation 4: Local Clusters Require Long-Term Relationships 

The requirement to secure commercial goals by utilising SME business support is a key 

feature of the new concept of SITLS. The participants' statements offer insight, via their own 

words, towards the key areas within this study that require assistance. Delivery of sporting 

services requires different skills and resources to secure commercial opportunities (via 

hospitality, food and drink sales, or sponsorship) and stakeholder management (local 
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community, dog walkers). These core business practices are typically delivered via the daily 

operation of a business. Therefore, the inherent knowledge and experience in these areas 

would allow the SME business to contribute to the GSO. As such, the SME business's 

contribution of resources and knowledge (as opposed to the traditional approach of 

philanthropic financial donations or sponsorship) represents the innovative, entrepreneurial 

approach of SITLS. 

As a result of the SME practitioners’ reflections, the role of sport within CSRTS is 

integral to the SME businesses' motivation to engage. The leaders within the business value 

the contribution that sport has made to them personally and demonstrate a pathway to 

facilitate mutually beneficial partnerships. The SME association with the GSO developed 

initially from a growing commitment to sponsor the GSO. This financial commitment 

developed over time, resulting in a pathway of how the business engages with GSO and the 

relationship's evolution to CSRTS actions. 

Sponsorship as a pathway to securing deeper CSR-based relationships is viable because 

sponsorship is a widespread practice with GSOs and presents a database of potential partners 

to elevate their commitment from financial philanthropy to CSRTS engagement. As a current 

sponsor, there is already an awareness of the GSO’s values and contributions, presenting a 

framework for further value alignment and identification of social impact goals. Therefore, it is 

recommended to treat current and potential sponsors as key stakeholders to engage with 

SITLS.  

Revisiting the Initial Conceptual Evaluation 

In Chapter One, a conceptual framework is presented in Figure 1. The map theorised 

how CSR, sport and SMEs could be integrated effectively. The model recognised that the 

power of sport (Smith & Westerbeek, 2007) remains attractive to SME organisations if 

orientated to their immediate geographical location (i.e. localised clusters). However, the 

insights presented throughout the thesis identify opportunities to build upon the initial 

conceptualisation.  

As a result, the reconceptualisation in Figure 13 incorporates other critical areas of 

research, including the requirement for strategic alliance (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009), value 

alignment (Heinze et al., 2014), authenticity (Godfrey, 2009), social capital development (Inoue 

& Kent, 2013), long-term social engagement (Riggin et al., 2019), and evaluation of impact 

(Breitbarth et al., 2011). The completion of the reconceptualisation in Figure 13 represents an 

evolution of the theoretical underpinnings of the wider thesis.  
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Figure 13  

Conceptual Map Version Two 

 

Note. A new conceptual map updated from Figure 1, Chapter One, to include the areas 

secured from thesis insights. 

The evolution of the initial conceptualisation remains established on the central 

tripartite relationship between CSR, sport and SMEs. This thesis has established that its 

participants from small businesses, charities and sports organisations engage with CSR 

differently than larger MNE or PSO organisations. The participants demonstrated that they 

attach value to their local area, enabling clusters to be facilitated. The participants explained 

the power of sport through their attachment to their GSO due to their personal or familial 

engagement.  

Whilst those central premises were established, the evolution of the thesis was able to 

contribute further insight to create effective tripartite relationships by integrating key 
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concepts that form the basis of SITLS: strategic alliance, value alignment, critical CSR 

(authenticity), social capital development, long-term social engagement, and evaluation of 

recipients. Throughout the thesis, each contribution has been aligned to current research and 

adapted due to the insights secured from the participants' data. By reflecting and evaluating 

the process across this thesis’s discourse, a new avenue to investigate the perspective of 

smaller organisations has been justified.  

The flexible nature of reflexive TA allowed for the influence of a constructionist 

element as the thesis presented the construction of a framework to facilitate broader 

engagement from SME organisations with CSRTS.  The use of reflexive TA enabled the building 

of a rich, analytical narrative providing the researcher with an interpretive commentary to the 

reader of the participants' experiences (critical realist) and the construction of a pragmatic 

framework for CSRTS practitioners (constructionism). However, as reflexive TA is theoretically 

flexible to multiple ontological and epistemological approaches, it was important for the 

research to consistently reflect on the direction and progress of the research so that it 

remained true to the original theoretical underpinnings of critical realism (Bhaskar, 2010; 

Sayer, 2000).  

The thesis's overall methodology focuses on the lived experiences of the practitioners. 

The practitioners serve as the ‘actors’ in the context of critical realism. Their lived experiences 

are integral to understanding the cultural and social context within which the empirical 

observational experiences are illustrated. The thesis investigates a sociological reality between 

multiple human agencies and the causal powers that make things happen, including creating 

interorganisational relationships and social capital. Thus, understanding is increased regarding 

how the practitioners changed their society by creating interorganisational relationships via a 

sports organisation to increase social capital. The critical realist position informed how the 

participant data was understood and how the insights regarding human activities may be 

transferable to other organisations of a similar nature.  

This thesis's theoretical and interpretive framework was applicable with the reflexive 

TA method. This thesis has similarities to other TA papers that focused on the lived 

experiences of particular social groups (Mellor & Lovell, 2012; Redmond et al., 2012; D. Terry 

et al., 2011). However, as this research focused upon the lived experiences of a social group 

best described as “practitioners engaged with CSRTS projects”, it represents a unique and 

unknown quantity under-researched by the academic community. Therefore, this thesis 

contributes towards understanding the factors that underpin the phenomena of practitioners 

engaging with CSRTS, and it interrogates any patterns of meaning surrounding their 

experiences. 
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By establishing a clear object of study, how CSRTS can align with SME and GSO 

organisations, critical realism offered the theoretical framework and process to answer the 

research question. For example, participants were encouraged to elaborate on statements and 

perspectives to provide a broader, deeper understanding of the point being made. Given the 

unique nature of the case study and the unknown nature of CSRTS from an SME perspective, it 

was important that participants' experiences could be fully explored to generate rich 

information regarding their experiences and relationships with the project and its 

stakeholders. 

Future Study 

This thesis has outlined a range of specific recommendations and potential outcomes 

developed from the conceptualisation of SITLS. Further to these recommendations are areas of 

potential future research that warrant consideration. These areas of potential future 

investigation are presented below: 
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Table 27  

Future Research Strategies 

Research area Research opportunity 

The SME perspective • Consideration of the micro company 

perspective on CSRTS engagement 

• The role of local government: a 

critical analysis 

 

The GSO perspective • Analysis of the role of third-party 

governing bodies to facilitate 

interorganisational relationships and 

CSR 

• An evaluation of effective 

commercial business practices 

within GSO 

 

Using Sport as a vehicle • An analysis of the creation and 

implementation of third-party 

organisations to facilitate and 

evaluate social impact through local 

sport partnerships and projects 

• The role of Sport England: a critical 

analysis 

 

Global conceptualisation • Investigate the concept of social 

impact through local sport beyond 

the context of the UK 

• Investigate how SMEs and GSOs 

engage with CSR through sport in 

different countries and different 

sport industry areas 
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In recent years academic study has focused on a range of different sectors engaging 

with CSR without considering the SME through sport perspective. As Chapter One illustrates, 

whilst there is a range of studies illustrating the challenges and opportunities relating to CSR 

and sport, this researcher’s intention is to build on the research contained within this thesis to 

create a more integrated approach to SME engagement with GSO via CSR.  

Researcher Reflection 

This research has combined the researcher’s active engagement in grassroots sport 

and academic development. The researcher’s responsibilities within a grassroots sport enabled 

a full exploration of GSO engagement with CSR in partnership with an SME business. Due to 

the researchers’ first-hand experiences of engagement with CSR, GSO and SME business, it 

could have introduced elements of bias into the research process, including data collection and 

analysis. However, due to the qualitative nature of the thesis, researcher bias is impossible to 

prevent but requires reflection on how it shaped the research. The researcher’s relationship to 

the data was initiated by an interest to safeguard the delivery of sport via GSO due to the 

positive contribution GSO had made to the researcher’s personal life.  

As the conceptualisation of the thesis began, the business practice of CSR presented a 

positive practice that could resolve the challenges faced within the GSO environment, 

presenting a challenge to the researcher not to attribute positivity bias developed from a 

desire to make the conceptualisation work to protect the GSO. Therefore, the evolution of the 

thesis aligned with the academic landscape whereby the CSR and sport relationship was 

initially underpinned by stakeholder theory and the intention to facilitate financial benefits to 

stakeholder partners. However, the researcher’s critical analysis developed throughout the 

thesis and belief in stakeholder theory would be challenged for two reasons. Firstly, the recent 

growth of social impact theory and sport within the academic landscape. Secondly, as data 

collection occurred chronologically, a consistent theme presented by all the participants was 

the motivation to make an authentic contribution to the community, with little emphasis 

placed on securing financial benefits for interorganisational partners.  

As the researcher recognised their relationship to the research topic, this influenced 

the decision to utilise reflexive TA as part of the methodological approach to the thesis. As the 

name suggests, reflexive TA requires the researcher to be reflexively aware and question the 

data throughout the research process by examining the emotional and academic responses to 

the data (Braun & Clarke, 2022). The researcher questioned how their interpretation of the 

data might be limited or expanded due to their emotional or academic position. As a result, 

emotional responses to the data were considered only as the starting point of analysis, 
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whereby the response was recognised, but ongoing analysis interrogated the data. The 

recognition of potential emotional reactions to the data allowed the researcher to actively 

disengage emotionally and utilise the reflexive TA approach.  

Research Limitations 

The thesis recognises the role of bias within qualitative research and introduces 

measures to limit the impact on the research strategy. Nonetheless, there are limitations to 

the current research study. First, the participant sample for Chapters Three, Four and Five 

meet only the minimum requirements for reflexive TA. The implications of a limited sample 

may increase the risk of the case studies not being representative of other organisations with 

similar characteristics. However, the minimum requirements are met and offer insight into 

further study areas (Braun & Clarke, 2021a, 2022). 

Another potential issue was the use of transcription for chapters three, four and five. 

Whilst transcription is not necessarily a limitation, it proved to be a lengthy process to adhere 

to the back-and-forth nature of reflexive TA to ensure the necessary academic rigour. The 

Chapter Six Delphi study differed from the previous chapter's focus on reflexive TA. Whilst the 

addition of the Delphi study made a significant contribution to the participant’s sample, there 

remains the opportunity to utilise quantitative research techniques in future research designs. 

Concluding Comments 

The focus of this research has been to analyse opportunities to adapt the concept of 

CSRTS to the SME perspective. SMEs make a valuable financial contribution to the UK economy 

(Executive Agency for Small and Medium sized Enterprises. et al., 2019), and GSO are integral 

to contributing toward the nation's physical activity and fitness levels (Bradbury et al., 2021; 

Reid, 2012). However, both SME businesses and GSOs face a challenging financial landscape 

made even more difficult due to the impact of COVID-19 (Ratten, 2020). Therefore, this thesis 

contributes a new and novel concept of SITLS as an entrepreneurial opportunity to create 

successful interorganisational relationships within local clusters to support mutual financial 

sustainability.  

 As this research utilised the first-hand lived experiences of SME CSR practitioners, it 

offers the opportunity for transferability to similar organisations. Whilst the case studies took 

place within a UK context, other countries utilise community-focused organisations to deliver 

sporting opportunities comparably, for example, Australia and New Zealand (Bradbury et al., 

2021). The new framework recognises the issues and barriers to SME adoption of CSRTS and 

incorporates them into a novel approach. SITLS presents an opportunity for genuine social 

impact that would interest 99% of UK and 90% of worldwide businesses – as they are all SMEs.   
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Appendix A  

Researcher Reflection 

 

 I recognised that researcher reflection informed my position relative to the research 

and created assumptions during data analysis. Rather than implementing a methodology to 

eliminate the potential research bias, which would be typical of a quantitative or (post) 

positivist qualitative research, I accepted and recognised that I was part of the immersion into 

the participants' data due to face-to-face interactions with the research participants (Braun & 

Clarke, 2021b).  

 In keeping with “owning one’s perspective” (Elliott et al, 1999, p. 221), I recognised my 

engagement professionally and personally with localised CSRTS projects involving SME 

organisations as a practitioner. I have worked at multiple SME businesses and GSO that have 

been directly involved with implementing strategic goals, stakeholder management of key 

partners, community engagement, and sponsorship generation. My research approach was 

informed by a professional and personal background in developing sports participation in the 

UK and beyond. This experience includes Higher Education sport teams such as the Sports 

Officer at a Students’ Union (University of Portsmouth), rugby union coaching and 

development with the Kolkata Jungle Crows (India) and a GSO in Gloucester, UK.  I also have 

professional experience as a senior decision-maker in consultancy, construction, and property 

law sectors. These experiences enabled me to develop a connection with the stakeholders and 

supported the establishment of rapport with the participants.   
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Appendix D  

Interview Guide for Chapter Four 

 
 

Section Core theme Example questions 

Section 1 This section sought to establish 

rapport, explain the interview 

process, anonymity, confidentiality, 

and data protection. 

“Are you happy with how I have explained 

the processes, anonymity and use of the 

interview?” 

 
 

Section 2 This section sought to understand 

their role within the SME and 

engagement with the CSRTS project 

“Could you explain your position within 

the business and how it relates to the CSR 

project?”  

 

“Could you explain how business decisions 

are made in relation to the CSR project?”. 

Section 3 In this section, participants were 

encouraged to explore their 

understanding of CSR, the perceived 

benefits and the barriers to 

engagement within the context of the 

project. 

“Can you define Corporate Social 

Responsibility ?” 

 

“Is CSR a term that you use?”  

 

“What do you consider to be the benefits 

of engaging with CSR?” 

 

“What would you consider to be barriers 

of engaging with CSR?” 

Section 4 This section invited participants to 

reflect upon their own motivations 

and challenges for engaging with the 

project. 

“What was unique about this project that 

made you want to engage?” 

 

“Within senior management meetings, 

what challenges regarding the project 

were discussed?” 
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Section Core theme Example questions 

Section 5 This section invited participants to 

reflect on their personal association 

with charities and sports (i.e. 

stakeholders). 

“Could you explain your personal 

experiences of engaging with sport 

organisations?” 

 

“Do you see any alignment between the 

charities and sporting organisations you 

support?”  

 

“What was your experience of dealing with 

the project stakeholders?” 
 

Section 6 
 
 

This section encouraged participants 
to reflect upon the impact of the 
project personally, on the business, 
and on the local community/society 

“Regarding the CSR project, have you 
witnessed an impact on your customers?” 
 
“How was the CSR project received by 
wider staff?” 
 
“With hindsight, what help and support 
would support local business engagement 
with local charitable projects?” 
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Appendix E  

Interview Guide for Chapter Five 

 

Section Core theme Example questions 

Section 1 This section sought to establish rapport, 
explain the interview process, anonymity, 
confidentiality and data protection. 

“Are you happy with how I have 
explained the processes, anonymity 
and use of the interview?” 
  

Section 2 This section sought to understand their 
role and engagement with the 
stakeholders 

“Could you explain your volunteer 
responsibilities and how they relate to 
the CSR project?” 
 
“Could you explain your role in how 
strategic decisions are at the sports 
club in relation to the project?”. 

Section 3 In this section, participants were 
encouraged to explore their understanding 
of CSR, the perceived benefits and the 
barriers to engagement within the context 
of the project. 

“Can you define Corporate Social 
Responsibility ?” 
 
“Is CSR a term that you use?”  
 
“What witnessed any benefits from 
engaging with CSR?” 
 
 “What challenges were faced with 
the CSR project?” 

Section 4 This section invited participants to reflect 
upon their own motivations for engaging 
with the project. 

“What contributions to the 
community did the project make?” 
 
“What did you hope to achieve from 
being involved with the project?”  
 
“Was there anything particular to the 
project that made you want to get 
involved?” 

Section 5 This section invited participants to reflect 
on their relationship with stakeholders, 
particularly the SME business 

“What were your expectations 
regarding the relationship with the 
SME business?”  
 
“What help and support would 
encourage local businesses to engage 
with projects like this?” 
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Appendix F  

Example Participant Response Matrix 

 

Participant Attraction of sports Challenges CSR definition Sport background 

Peter 

Interview 

 

  Age = 30 - 

39 

  Gender = 

Male 

  

Organisation 

= Local 

Sports 

Organisation 

So it gives everybody a chance 

to be involved in a club, so it 

helps with their self-confidence, 

self-esteem, camaraderie, it is 

good for the community that 

everyone can partake in a 

particular sport.  

Probably two points is the 

financial aspect. How much will 

it cost to help out? How much 

will it cost to get involved but to 

a certain extent I get the 

impression they don't want to 

tread on toes.  

Corporate Social Responsibility 

is really businesses helping less 

abled, less functional people in 

the community. 
 

Rugby was my interest. I have 

played it since the age of eight 

so talking a good twenty or 

thirty years now. But since being 

involved with this it has been 

opened up that we need to open 

up more sports to attract more 

people. So I have recently been 

asked to take over a disability 

football team and we are 

looking at multisports down in 

the Forest of Dean.  
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Participant Attraction of sports Challenges CSR definition Sport background 

Emma 

Interview 

 

  Age = 40 - 

49 

  Gender = 

Female 

  

Organisation 

= Local SME 

I think my husband has always 

been really sporty and when we 

had our eldest my husband said 

we need to get him into sport 

straight away.  

I think it would have been nice if 

more would have been involved. 

The problem is because our 

business is predominantly 

residential conveyancing Friday 

is unfortunately the day when  

most of our completions happen 

so it was probably more of a 

logistical thing where more 

people couldn't get involved. 

Probably something around 

social media. Being careful what 

you put out there, but I really 

have no idea. 

I was never sporty at school. 

Well, you know that kid that was 

great at all the sports it was 

never me. I made the school 

teams but I was never the star 

player. 
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Participant Attraction of sports Challenges CSR definition Sport background 

Emma 

Interview 

 

  Age = 40 - 

49 

  Gender = 

Female 

  

Organisation 

= Local SME 

I think my husband has always 

been really sporty and when we 

had our eldest my husband said 

we need to get him into sport 

straight away.  

I think it would have been nice if 

more would have been involved. 

The problem is because our 

business is predominantly 

residential conveyancing Friday 

is unfortunately the day when  

most of our completions happen 

so it was probably more of a 

logistical thing where more 

people couldn't get involved. 

Probably something around 

social media. Being careful what 

you put out there, but I really 

have no idea. 

I was never sporty at school. 

Well, you know that kid that was 

great at all the sports it was 

never me. I made the school 

teams but I was never the star 

player. 
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Participants Attraction of sports Challenges CSR definition Sport background 

Derek 

Interview 

 

  Age = 50 - 

59 

  Gender = 

Male 

  

Organisation 

= Local 

Charity 

It's huge. It is the fundamental 

part of what I know and in 

connection with my business 

financial services the biggest, my 

release has always been sport, 

rugby in particular and a bit of 

golf now, you know it is that. 

Sport is the glue that holds 

everyone together especially 

with a sport like rugby where it 

is so inclusive involving all 

different walks of life, always 

has done and it is a great sport 

to endorse and always will be. I 

am a firm believer that sport is 

key really with any charitable 

pitch I suppose. 

The communication of what the 

actual charity is trying to achieve 

and get more hands on within 

those companies, and not just 

about investing in or attending 

let’s say a dinner. But to get 

involved with, the dinners 

clearly raise revenue for the 

charity but to actually have 

more hands-on attendance of 

events that actually involves the 

children themselves for example 

the festivals of rugby we were 

planning with Wooden Spoon in 

addition for them to attend 

more than just the dinners. 

What do they call it? There is a 

term for it. Responsibility. Some 

sort of responsibility to look 

after the environment you are 

in, I suppose. 

It's actually about seeing the 

smile on the faces it is more 

important to me in the same 

way that the rugby puts smiles 

on kids’ faces, it is the same 

thing. But it is going to that next 

level as I say. 
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Participants Attraction of sports Challenges CSR definition Sport background 

James 

Interview 

 

  Age = 60 - 

69 

  Gender = 

Male 

  

Organisation 

= Local 

Charity 

Um, I think that probably you 

are tapping into, for want of a 

better word, a fan base within 

that sport which is probably 

quite well established, has the 

potential to grow and is already 

if you like already there. If you 

are looking at any charity, 

particularly new charities, if you 

are starting from scratch how do 

you start? I think a lot of them 

would try and start fund raising 

or whatever or try and network 

in the community. 

Everything! Raising the money 

getting the different groups 

because we spent three years in 

consultation with various groups 

and parties. The special needs 

school, the teachers, the 

physios, the swim coaches, 

lifeguards, a whole range of 

people in and outside of the 

charity and so obviously we 

have got a lot of input and then 

the building was configured on 

that although we have a very 

tight site.  

It is basically business in the 

wider sense, of all sizes, having a 

view of what they do and how it 

affects wider society, and it can 

be a number of a range of 

things. It could be recycling their 

own individual operations, it 

could be assisting with charities, 

it could be charity donations, it 

could be charity of the year 

thing. So it could be that sort of 

thing. But generally in the wider 

sense just having a view of how 

their business should act in the 

wider society. 

I don't play any sports at the 

moment. Well yes obviously at 

school I played rugby, cricket, 

badly, tennis. Naturally after 

that I didn't because I was pretty 

hopeless and if I tell you at 

school I was put as a second row 

you would think why!  
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Participants Attraction of sports Challenges CSR definition Sport background 

Fiona 

Interview 

 

  Age = 60 - 

69 

  Gender = 

Female 

  

Organisation 

= Local 

Charity 

I think that it has been crucial 

actually. Because when people 

come and visit us we are able to 

show them the benefits that 

sport has had to our pupils 

particularly children with 

learning difficulties taking part in 

a team sport and that is 

something which they would not 

have been able to access 

without the special provision 

and being a member of a team 

in itself is an enormous boost to 

a child's self-confidence.  

The biggest challenge for me is 

being someone who has no 

experience of business or 

finance chairing a board of 

trustees, many of whom 

fortunately do have a lot of 

expertise in those two fields. 

And just trying to get my head 

around the very big stakes 

involved. 

 Well I think it means that 

businesses being a group of 

people who work together, 

meet, bond together, have a 

corporate purpose and want to 

share their expertise and their 

association with people who are 

less fortunate themselves and 

use that to their own advantage 

in helping them to encourage 

teamwork, bonding in their 

workforce and also put out the 

message that they are a caring 

organization who are taking 

their part in the community and 

lending their support to people 

who are less advantaged than 

they are.  

I had a full purple at London 

University in a previous 

incarnation. I haven't ever 

played any other team sports I 

don't think. I used to play tennis 

and squash a lot and I suppose I 

do lots of cycling. I used to cycle 

to work from Cheltenham to 

Gloucester but I was ill just over 

a year or so ago so I do slightly 

less, but I still try and cycle. No, I 

wouldn't say that I was a great 

sporty person. 
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Appendix G  

Literature Review Cases 

Journal article Journal published in 
Method 

appraisal 
Publication 

theme 
Publications by 

location 

Baena (2018) Social Responsibility Journal Mixed Methods Sport & CSR Europe 

Bingham and Walters (2013) 
VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and 

Nonprofit Organisations 
Mixed Methods Sport & CSR Europe 

Castka et al. (2004) 
Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental 

Management 
Mixed Methods SME & CSR Europe 

Hills et al. (2019) Sport Management Review Mixed Methods Sport & CSR International 

Hovemann et al. (2011) Journal of Sponsorship Mixed Methods Sport & CSR Europe 

Perrini (2006) Journal of Business Ethics Mixed Methods SME & CSR Europe 

Schulenkorf et al. (2016). Journal of Sport Management Mixed Methods Sport & CSR Oceania 

Spence and Lozano (2000) Journal of Business Ethics Mixed Methods SME & CSR Europe 
     

Ahonen (2019) Journal of Entrepreneurship and Public Policy Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Anagnostopoulos and 
Shilbury (2013)  

Sport, Business and Management: An 
International Journal 

Qualitative Sport & CSR International 

Argandoña and von Weltzien 
Hoivik (2009) 

Journal of Business Ethics Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Avram and Kühne(2008) Journal of Business Ethics Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Babiak and Kihl (2018) Business and Society Review Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Babiak and Wolfe (2006) Sport Marketing Quarterly Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Babiak and Wolfe (2009) Journal of Sport Management Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Baumann-Pauly et al. (2013) Journal of Business Ethics Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Benson (2017) Journal of Sport and Social Issues Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 
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Journal article Journal published in 
Method 

appraisal 
Publication 

theme 
Publications by 

location 

Blombäck and Wigren (2009) 
Management of Environmental Quality: An 

International Journal 
Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Blumrodt et al. (2013) 
Sport, Business and Management: An 

International Journal 
Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Bradish and Cronin (2009) Journal of Sport Management Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Breitbarth and Harris (2008) European Sport Management Quarterly Qualitative Sport & CSR Oceania 

Breitbarth et al. (2011) Thunderbird International Business Review Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Breitbarth et al. (2015) European Sport Management Quarterly Qualitative Sport & CSR International 

Chelladurai (2016) Journal of Global Sport Management Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Ciliberti et al. (2009) Operations and Supply Chain Management Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Cobourn and Frawley (2017) Managing Sport and Leisure Qualitative Sport & CSR Oceania 

Çoknaz et al. (2016) 
International Journal of Sport, Management, 

Recreation and Tourism 
Qualitative Sport & CSR International 

Colovic et al. (2019) European Business Review Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

de-San-Eugenio et al. (2017) Soccer & Society Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Dincer and Dincer (2013) Social Responsibility Journal Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Douvis et al (2017) Gymnasium Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Dowling et al. (2013) European Sport Management Quarterly Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Evans and Sawyer (2010) Social Responsibility Journal Qualitative SME & CSR Oceania 

Fassin (2008) Business Ethics: A European Review Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Fenwick (2010) Journal of Global Responsibility Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Fifka and Jaeger (2020) Soccer & Society Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Fraj-Andrés et al. (2012) Marketing and Intelligence Planning Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Freisleben (2011) Financial Executive Qualitative SME & CSR North America 

Gelbmann (2010) Sustainable Development Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 
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Journal article Journal published in 
Method 

appraisal 
Publication 

theme 
Publications by 

location 

Giulianotti (2015) 
Corporate Governance: The International Journal 

of Business in Society 
Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Godfrey (2009) Journal of Sport Management Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Gultresa and Banda (2015) 
Corporate Governance: The International Journal 

of Business in Society 
Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Hamil and Morrow (2011) European Sport Management Quarterly Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Hamil et al (2010) Soccer & Society Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Hayhurst and Szto (2016) Journal of Sport and Social Issues Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Heinze et al. (2014) Journal of Sport Management Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Jamali et al. (2009)  Journal of Business Ethics Qualitative SME & CSR Asia 

Jenkins (2004) Journal of General Management Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Jenkins (2006) Journal of Business Ethics Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Jenkins(2009) Business Ethics: A European Review Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Kechiche and Soparnot 
(2012) 

International Business Research Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Ketola et al. (2009) 
Management of Environmental Quality: An 

International Journal 
Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Kihl et al. (2014) 
VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and 

Nonprofit Organisations 
Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Kolyperas et al. (2016) Journal of Sport Management Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Kolyperas et al. (2015) 
Corporate Governance: The International Journal 

of Business in Society 
Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Lensen et al. (2012) 
Corporate Governance: The International Journal 

of Business in Society 
Qualitative SME & CSR International 

Lepoutre and Heene (2006) Journal of Business Ethics Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Levermore (2010) Third World Quarterly Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 
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Journal article Journal published in 
Method 

appraisal 
Publication 

theme 
Publications by 

location 

Levermore (2011) Third World Quarterly Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Manoli (2015) Journal of Promotion Management Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Margolis and Walsh (2003) Administrative Science Quarterly Qualitative SME & CSR North America 

Misener and Mason (2009) Journal of Sport Management Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Moneva and Hernández-
Pajares (2018) 

International Journal of Sustainable Economy Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Moore and Levermore (2012) 
Sport, Business and Management: An 

International Journal 
Qualitative Sport & SME Europe 

Morsing and Perrini (2009) Business Ethics: A European Review Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Moyeen and Courvisanos 
(2012) 

Australasian Journal of Regional Studies Qualitative SME & CSR Oceania 

Murillo and Lozano (2006) Journal of Business Ethics Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Murillo and Lozano (2009) Business Ethics: A European Review Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Nair and Sodhi (2012) Indian Journal of Industrial Relations Qualitative SME & CSR Asia 

Nejati and Amran (2009) Business Strategy Series Qualitative SME & CSR Asia 

Nielsen and Thomson (2009) Business Ethics: A European Review Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Ortiz-Avram et al. (2018) Journal of Cleaner Production Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Preuss and Perschke (2010) Journal of Business Ethics Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Rahim and Wisuttisak (2013) Journal of Asia-Pacific Business Qualitative SME & CSR Oceania 

Reiche (2014) Soccer & Society Qualitative Sport & CSR Asia 

Rowe et al. (2019) Sport Management Review Qualitative Sport & CSR Oceania 

Russo and Perrini (2010) Journal of Business Ethics Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Sarbutts (2003) Journal of Communication Management Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Sen and Cowley (2013) Journal of Business Ethics Qualitative Sport & CSR Oceania 

Smith and Westerbeek 
(2007) 

Journal of Corporate Citizenship Qualitative Sport & CSR Oceania 
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Journal article Journal published in 
Method 
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Publications by 

location 

Spaaij and Westerbeek 
(2010) 

Sport in Society Qualitative Sport & CSR International 

Spence (1999) Business Ethics: A European Review Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Spence (2007) Business and Society Review Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Spence and Perrini (2009) African Journal of Business Ethics Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Spence (2016) Business & Society Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Stewart and Smith (1999) Annals of Leisure Research Qualitative Sport & CSR Oceania 

Sweeny (2007) The International Journal of Business in Society Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Tantalo et al. (2012) International Journal of Technology Management Qualitative SME & CSR International 

Trendafilova and Babiak 
(2013) 

International Journal of Sport Management and 
Marketing 

Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Trendafiova et al. (2017) 
Indian Journal of Sport Management and 

Marketing 
Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Turyakira (2017) African Journal of Business Ethics Qualitative SME & CSR Africa 

Vázquez-Carrasco and López-
Pérez (2013) 

Quality & Quantity Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

von Weltzien Hoivik and 
Shankar (2011) 

Journal of Business Ethics Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Walker et al. (2010). Sport Marketing Quarterly Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Walker and Parent (2010)  Sport Management Review Qualitative Sport & CSR North America 

Walters (2009) The Journal of Corporate Citizenship Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Walters and 
Anagnostopoulos (2012) 

Business Ethics: A European Review Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Walters and Chadwick (2009) Management Decision Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 
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Method 
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Publications by 

location 

Walters and Panton (2014) Soccer & Society Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Walzel et al. (2018) Journal of Sport Management Qualitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Worthington et al. (2006) Asian Small Business Community Qualitative SME & CSR Europe 

Zeimers et al. (2019) European Sport Management Quarterly Qualitative Sport & CSR International 
     

Aguilar (2019) Journal of Family Business Management Quantitative SME & CSR South America 

Alonso and O'Shea (2012) Community Development Quantitative Sport & CSR Oceania 

Amato and Amato (2007) Journal of Business Ethics Quantitative SME & CSR North America 

Anagnostopoulos et al. 
(2014) 

European Sport Management Quarterly Quantitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Bahta et al. (2020)  Social Responsibility Journal Quantitative SME & CSR Asia 

Bason and Anagnostopoulos 
(2015) 

Sport, Business and Management: An 
International Journal 

Quantitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Breitbarth et al. (2019) European Sport Management Quarterly Quantitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Chang et al. (2016) Journal of Sport & Tourism Quantitative Sport & CSR North America 

Choongo et al. (2019) 
Journal of Small Business and Enterprise 

Development 
Quantitative SME & CSR International 

De Zoysa et al (2019) Social Responsibility Journal Quantitative SME & CSR International 

Fassin et al. (2011) Journal of Business Ethics Quantitative SME & CSR Europe 

Gadenne et al. (2009) Journal of Business Ethics Quantitative SME & CSR Oceania 

Gallo and Christensen (2011) Business & Society Quantitative SME & CSR North America 

Giovanna and Lucio (2012) Procedia-Social and Behavioural Sciences Quantitative SME & CSR Europe 

Graafland et al. (2003) Journal of Business Ethics Quantitative SME & CSR Europe 

Grimstad et al. (2020) European Business Review Quantitative SME & CSR Europe 
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Gupta and Kalra (2012) 
Asia-Pacific Journal of Management Research and 

Innovation 
Quantitative Sport & CSR Asia 

Hammann et al. (2009) Business Ethics: A European Review Quantitative SME & CSR Europe 

Ikram et al. (2020) Journal of Global Responsibility Quantitative SME & CSR International 

Inoue et al. (2011) Journal of Sport Management Quantitative SME & CSR North America 

Irwin et al. (2003) Sport Marketing Quarterly Quantitative Sport & CSR International 

Karácsony (2020) Acta Polytechnica Hungarica Quantitative SME & CSR Europe 

Kihl et al. (2014) Journal of Sport Management Quantitative SME & CSR North America 

Kim et al. (2015) Indian Journal of Science and Technology Quantitative Sport & CSR North America 

Kim et al. (2020) Public Relations Review Quantitative Sport & CSR North America 

Kulczycki and Koenigstorfer 
(2016) 

European Sport Management Quarterly Quantitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Lacey and Kennett-Hensel 
(2016) 

Sport Marketing Quarterly Quantitative Sport & CSR North America 

Lee et al. (2012) Journal of Public Relations Research Quantitative SME & CSR Asia 

Lee et al. (2018) Journal of Sport and Social Issues Quantitative Sport & CSR International 

Liu and Fong (2010) Journal of Business Systems, Governance & Ethics Quantitative SME & CSR International 

Liu et al. (2019) 
International Journal of Sports Marketing and 

Sponsorship 
Quantitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Longo et al. (2005) The International Journal of Business in Society Quantitative SME & CSR Europe 

Martínez-Martínez et al 
(2017) 

Industrial Management & Data Systems Quantitative SME & CSR Europe 

Moore et al. (2009) Journal of Business Ethics Quantitative SME & CSR Europe 
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Nyadzayo et al. (2016) Marketing and Intelligence Planning Quantitative Sport & CSR Oceania 

Plewa et al. (2016) European Journal of Marketing Quantitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Robertson et al. (2019) Annals of Leisure Research Quantitative Sport & CSR Oceania 

Russo and Tencati (2009) Journal of Business Ethics Quantitative SME & CSR Europe 

Salguero and Rivera-Camino 
(2016) 

Corporate Ownership and Control Journal Quantitative Sport & CSR International 

Santos (2011) Social Responsibility Journal Quantitative SME & CSR Europe 

Sheth and Babiak (2010) Journal of Business Ethics Quantitative Sport & CSR North America 

Smith et al. (2014) Journal of Contemporary Management Quantitative SME & CSR Africa 

Sparvero and Kent (2014) Journal of Applied Sport Management Quantitative Sport & CSR North America 

Tainsky and Babiak (2011) 
International Journal of Sport Management and 

Marketing 
Quantitative Sport & CSR North America 

Turyakira et al. (2014) 
South African Journal of Economic and 

Management Sciences 
Quantitative SME & CSR Africa 

Vives (2006) The Journal of Corporate Citizenship Quantitative SME & CSR South America 

Wagner et al. (2017) 
Sport, Business and Management: An 

International Journal 
Quantitative Sport & CSR Europe 

Walker and Heere (2011) Sport Management Review Quantitative Sport & CSR North America 

Walker and Kent (2009) Journal of Sport Management Quantitative Sport & CSR North America 

Zhang and Surujlal (2015) 
South African Journal of Economic and 

Management Sciences 
Quantitative Sport & CSR International 

Zhu et al. (2019) 
Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental 

Management 
Quantitative SME & CSR Asia 
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Appendix H  

NVivo Cases Link Participants' Words to their Demographic and Profiling Information 
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Appendix I  

Example NVivo 12 Annotation 
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Appendix J  

Example Code Generation 
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Appendix K  

Example of Phase 3 Theme Construction 
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Appendix L  

Example of Category, Sub-Theme and Theme Evolution 
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Appendix M  

Dimensions of Participants' Statements 

Statement Governance 
Labour 

practices 
Human rights Environmental 

Fair operating 

practices 

Community 

development 
Economic 

Providing mixed ability rugby, 

and the benefits of sport and 

inclusion for all. 

    1         

Providing a safe environment 

to meet and socialise 
    1         

Provision of facilities to the 

wider community such as 

fireworks display & other 

seasonal events 

          1   
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Statement Governance 
Labour 

practices 
Human rights Environmental 

Fair operating 

practices 

Community 

development 
Economic 

Ensuring venue is use by 

people outside of rugby 

including weddings, birthday 

parties, christenings etc. 

            1 

Keeping players physically fit 

and healthy 
    1         

The matchday medical package 

and concussion screening to 

players of all ages. 

  1           

Delivery of rugby to juniors     1         

Promote the opportunity for 

local businesses to be 

associated through 

sponsorship with a club that 

has the ethos of diversity and 

wellbeing to players and 

members. 

          1   
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Statement Governance 
Labour 

practices 
Human rights Environmental 

Fair operating 

practices 

Community 

development 
Economic 

Providing an establishment for 

local residents to eat and drink 
          1   

Delivery of rugby to seniors     1         

Encourage coaches to 

complete RFU courses 
  1           

Good governance focusing on 

effective and efficient 

processes and policies 

1             

LRFC to facilitate creation of 

lifelong friendships that 

enhanced the quality of life 

and social inclusion of many 

people. 

    1         
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Statement Governance 
Labour 

practices 
Human rights Environmental 

Fair operating 

practices 

Community 

development 
Economic 

Supporting local children and 

young adults through rugby 

training to develop key skills 

outside of the school & home 

environment as they develop 

towards adult life. 

    1         

The SEN partnership with The 

Milestone School and The 

Chamwell Centre to provide 

rugby sessions to the children 

          1   

Providing entertainment via an 

exciting brand of high-standard 

rugby 

  1           

Providing a sense of pride and 

belonging 
          1   
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Statement  Governance 
Labour 

practices 
Human rights Environmental 

Fair operating 

practices 

Community 

development 
Economic 

Giving local businesses an 

advertising and networking 

platform through sponsorship. 

          1   

Providing the community and 

dog walkers somewhere to 

park 

      1       

Offering mental health support   1           

Running LRFC as a financially 

self-sufficient business 
            1 

Re-investment into the 

infrastructure of the club 
            1 

Provide rewarding 

volunteering opportunities 
  1     

  
    

Totals 1 5 7 1 0 6 3 
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Appendix N  

Form UPR16 
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