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INTRODUCTION & SUMMARY

Professional sport has progressively evolved from being perceived primarily as an enter-
tainment industry into a complex socio-economic system where commercial objectives, com-
munity expectations, and sustainability challenges intersect. This evolution has been accel-
erated by the professionalization of clubs, the expansion of digital platforms, and the growing
visibility of environmental and social expectations around sport events and organizations.
Within this context, the relationship between companies and sport organizations has gained
strategic relevance. Firms increasingly view sport not merely as a channel for brand visibility,
but as a context in which relational, social, and organizational value can be created and pro-
tected over time. At the same time, clubs are asked to demonstrate that their economic growth
and sporting ambitions are compatible with environmental responsibility, social inclusion,
and credible governance, especially in territories where sport is perceived as a public good

and a driver of local identity.

This thesis adopts the concept of impact as its primary analytical lens. While earlier liter-
ature largely interpreted the social role of sport through Corporate Social Responsibility
(CSR) initiatives, recent developments in sustainability reporting, stakeholder scrutiny, and
strategic management push organizations to move from “doing good” actions to demonstrat-
ing measurable outcomes and long-term value creation. In this sense, impact is treated as the
net contribution generated by sport-related strategies and partnerships, assessed not only in

terms of intent and activities, but also through evidence of change for relevant stakeholders.
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The thesis therefore pays attention to the logic that links resources and initiatives to outputs,
outcomes, and longer-term effects, with implications for managerial decision-making and
accountability. Impact is treated as multidimensional (social, environmental, governance-re-

lated) and requires explicit targets and monitoring.

Building on the foundational idea of sport as a vehicle of CSR (Smith and Westerbeek,
2007), the analysis extends beyond philanthropy and episodic community projects to con-
sider how sustainability becomes embedded in strategy, operations, and decision-making.
The thesis connects the CSR—ESG—impact evolution to the specific features of professional
sport: high visibility, emotional engagement, territorial rootedness, and strong interdepend-
ence between clubs, sponsors, institutions, and communities. These characteristics can am-
plify positive spillovers, but they can also expose inconsistencies when sustainability claims

are not supported by coherent organizational choices and credible measurement.

The research consequently follows a dual perspective. It first examines how companies
approach sport as an impact-generating arena, highlighting the strategic logics that lead firms
to design partnerships, sponsorships, and initiatives oriented toward sustainability. It then
explores the complementary viewpoint of sport organizations, investigating how clubs trans-
late sustainability pressures into managerial routines, performance priorities, and governance
mechanisms that make impact intentional, scalable, and accountable. The guiding question
1s under which strategic and organizational conditions sport-related collaborations generate
durable value for multiple stakeholders, and how responsibilities are distributed across part-

ners.

The first chapter adopts the corporate perspective to examine how the emergence of the
impact paradigm has progressively reshaped the role of sport within corporate sustainability
strategies. It discusses why sport-related investments are increasingly evaluated through the
lenses of stakeholder engagement, reputational risk management, and purpose-driven value
creation, and it clarifies how corporate objectives interact with the distinctive assets of sport
organizations. The chapter also outlines the managerial implications of moving from spon-

sorship-as-communication to partnership-as-strategic platform, where co-design and shared
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priorities become central. The chapter also anticipates the need for indicators that go beyond

media exposure.

The second chapter reverses the lens and examines why professional sport clubs must
structurally incorporate sustainability in order to remain legitimate and competitive. It frames
sustainability not as an add-on, but as a multidimensional capability that influences resource
access, talent attraction, fan engagement, and long-term financial resilience. Particular atten-
tion is paid to the managerial tensions between sporting performance, short-term economic

constraints, and the need to invest in durable social and environmental outcomes.

The third chapter focuses on strategic management and the centrality of vision in profes-
sional clubs. A sustainable and impact-driven vision is interpreted as a coordinating device
that guides priorities, aligns internal and external stakeholders, and supports coherent deci-
sion-making across sporting, commercial, and community domains. The chapter discusses
how vision is translated into strategy through goals, metrics, leadership practices, and organ-

izational culture, and how this translation affects a club’s ability to operationalize impact.

The fourth chapter analyses the role of professional clubs within their local context
through the lens of community capital and territorial embeddedness. It investigates how sport
organizations can act as conveners of ecosystems, enabling collaboration among public ac-
tors, firms, third-sector organizations, and citizens. The chapter highlights the importance of
partnership design and governance, showing that impact is often produced through coordi-
nated networks rather than isolated initiatives, and that effective partnerships require clear
roles, mutual expectations, and mechanisms for learning and evaluation. Partnerships are also

governance arenas where commitments and performance are negotiated.

The final chapter applies the theoretical framework to the case study of Pallavolo Padova.
Drawing on an interview with key informants and complementary documentary sources, the
analysis examines how the club articulates its vision, develops sustainability-oriented part-
nerships, and attempts to generate measurable value for multiple stakeholders. The case study

is used to identify enabling factors and constraints and to derive implications for managers
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and policy makers interested in strengthening the contribution of professional sport to long-
term sustainability. The concluding discussion shows how strategic and partnership choices

can shape an impact-oriented trajectory.



1. CHAPTER

IMPACT THROUGH SPORT:
A CORPORATE AND STRATEGIC PERSPECTIVE

1.1 Introduction

This chapter develops a conceptual framework that situates corporate engagement in sport
within the broader evolution from Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) to Environmental,
Social, and Governance (ESG) approaches, and ultimately to an impact-oriented perspective.
While CSR initially emphasized voluntary and often philanthropic commitments, ESG intro-
duced more structured governance and measurable parameters. More recently, the impact
paradigm has further advanced this trajectory by shifting attention from processes and inten-
tions to concrete, measurable outcomes generated for society and stakeholders, with increas-
ing expectations of transparency, accountability, and evidence of change.

Within this evolution, sport occupies a distinctive position due to its intrinsic social impact.
Sport organizations are deeply embedded in communities, possess strong communicative
power, and contribute directly to social cohesion, health promotion, youth development, in-
clusion, and cultural integration. These characteristics make sport not merely a commercial
activity, but a social institution capable of generating tangible social value and strengthening
territorial identity and stakeholder relationships.

Given these intrinsic characteristics, corporate investment in sport cannot be understood
solely through traditional marketing or visibility-based logics. Instead, sponsorship increas-
ingly functions as a vehicle for generating impact, reshaping both the objectives and the
structure of corporate engagement with sport organizations. This transformation redefines

sponsorship as an impact partnership, through which firms pursue social and environmental
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goals alongside strategic and economic objectives, while jointly designing initiatives that can
be governed and assessed over time.

Importantly, this evolution also affects the internal dimension of organizations. As sponsor-
ship becomes more closely aligned with impact and sustainability goals, it influences internal
dynamics such as organizational culture, employee engagement, and performance systems.
In this context, the chapter introduces Sponsorship-Linked Internal Marketing (SLIM) not
merely as an internal communication tool, but as an internal impact mechanism through
which sponsorship contributes to cultural alignment, behavioural coherence, and perfor-
mance enablement within the firm, reinforcing consistency between external sustainability

claims and internal practices.

1.2 The evolution from CSR to ESG to impact

The concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has been widely discussed in aca-
demic literature since the 1960s, when scholars began to challenge the idea that a firm’s
purpose could be reduced solely to profit maximization. Early contributions already empha-
sized that business organizations operate within a broader social system and therefore bear

responsibilities that extend beyond economic performance. As McGuire argued,

“The idea of social responsibilities supposes that the corporation has
not only economic and legal obligations, but also certain responsibil-
ities to society which extend beyond these obligations” (McGuire,
1963, p. 144)

recognizing that firms hold not only economic and legal duties, but also responsibilities to-
ward society at large.

In its initial formulation, CSR was largely framed as a moral or voluntary obligation.
McGuire himself conceptualized social responsibility as a sphere of corporate action distinct
from economic activity, aimed at pursuing objectives with intrinsic social value, such as en-
vironmental protection or community welfare. This early perspective described CSR primar-
ily as an ethical commitment, often detached from core business strategy and driven by nor-

mative considerations rather than managerial logic.
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A more structured and comprehensive understanding of CSR emerged with the work of Car-
roll (1979), who proposed one of the most influential frameworks in the field. In his three-
dimensional conceptual model of corporate performance, Carroll defined CSR as encom-
passing the full range of obligations that society expects businesses to fulfill, integrating eco-
nomic, legal, ethical, and discretionary responsibilities (Carroll, 1979). This framework
marked a critical turning point in the literature by explicitly linking social responsibility to
business performance, rather than treating it as an external or peripheral activity. CSR was
thus no longer conceived solely as a moral add-on, but as a multidimensional construct em-
bedded within the functioning of the firm.

Building on this evolution, subsequent research increasingly shifted attention from defining
CSR to understanding how and why firms engage in socially responsible behaviour. During
the late 1980s and early 1990s, scholars began to analyze CSR as a dynamic process shaped
by interactions between organizations and their external environments. A key contribution in
this regard is Wood’s (1991) model of corporate social performance, which reframed CSR
as an outcome of a firm’s ability to align its actions with environmental conditions, stake-
holder expectations, and emerging social issues (Wood, 1991).

This perspective represented a decisive step toward a strategic interpretation of CSR. Rather
than being driven solely by ethical motives, social responsibility was increasingly understood
as a response to external pressures and opportunities arising from institutional, social, and
market contexts. Firms were expected to actively monitor their environments, manage rela-
tionships with diverse stakeholders, and anticipate social issues that could affect long-term
performance and legitimacy.

This strategic interpretation of corporate responsibility has further evolved into the ESG par-
adigm, which represents a more structured and operational extension of the CSR framework.
CSR was often criticised for its voluntary nature and for the limited measurability of its out-
comes. As a result, CSR initiatives were frequently perceived as fragmented, reactive, or
disconnected from core business strategy and from top-management decision-making rou-

tines.
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The emergence of ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance criteria) marked a decisive
shift from principle-based responsibility to performance-based sustainability management.
ESG principles reflect a paradigmatic change in which sustainability becomes a central pillar
of strategic planning and long-term value creation (Carroll and Shabana, 2010; Porter and
Kramer, 2011). Rather than focusing solely on compliance or reputational risk mitigation,
ESG promotes the proactive integration of environmental stewardship, social impact, and
governance quality into corporate operations and decision-making processes, strengthening
managerial accountability.

A key distinction between CSR and ESG lies in the introduction of standardized metrics and
evaluation tools. Unlike CSR, which often lacked consistent measurement, ESG frameworks
enable firms to assess and compare their sustainability performance through quantifiable in-
dicators related to environmental impact, social contributions, and governance structures
(Frederick, 2006, p. 334). The diffusion of ESG ratings, indices, and reporting standards has
increased transparency and accountability, allowing stakeholders to evaluate corporate be-
haviour with greater rigor and comparability.

More recently, the evolution from ESG toward an impact-oriented perspective has further
refined the sustainability paradigm. While ESG frameworks focus primarily on assessing
inputs, processes, and risk-management practices that may lead to socially responsible out-
comes, the impact approach shifts attention directly to results and measurable change. In this
sense, impact investing can be understood as the application of ESG principles with the ex-
plicit intention of generating concrete social and environmental outcomes. According to the
Global Impact Investing Network (GIIN), “Impact investments are investments made with
the intention to generate positive, measurable social and environmental impact alongside a
financial return” (GIIN, 2021).

As noted by Carroux et al. (2022), unlike ESG-centric methodologies that often assess sus-
tainability ex post, impact-oriented approaches focus on direct implications and measurable
results, positioning impact as a more powerful catalyst for societal transformation. This tran-

sition marks a further step in the evolution of corporate responsibility, moving from

10
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responsible conduct to structured governance, and finally to intentional, outcome-driven

value creation that requires explicit objectives, monitoring, and evidence of change.

1.3 The intrinsic impact of sport

The suitability of sport as a platform for impact-oriented strategies is rooted in its intrinsic
social functions. Unlike many other economic sectors, sport possesses a unique communica-
tive power that allows messages, values, and behaviours to be transmitted rapidly and credi-
bly across diverse audiences. Through its visibility, emotional engagement, and symbolic
language, sport offers organizations an exceptional channel for communicating social and
environmental commitments in a way that is both accessible and widely shared (Beutler,
2008). In this sense, sport does not merely amplify communication: it can shape perceptions,
norms, and collective behaviours by leveraging identification, role modelling, and shared
rituals.

Beyond communication, sport plays a well-documented role in promoting health and social
well-being (Headley, 2004; Lee, 2013). Participation in sport activities contributes to physi-
cal and mental health outcomes, while organized sport environments foster social interaction,
cooperation, and inclusion. These characteristics make sport a natural partner for initiatives
aimed at improving public health and strengthening social cohesion, especially when pro-
grammes are designed for specific target groups and accompanied by appropriate monitoring
of participation and outcomes.

Sport also holds a particularly strong relevance in youth development. Through structured
programs, sport provides young people with opportunities to acquire life skills such as disci-
pline, teamwork, leadership, and resilience (White, 1998). These developmental functions
extend beyond athletic performance, contributing to education, employability, and personal
growth. For corporations, supporting sport-based youth initiatives allows engagement with
future generations while addressing long-term social challenges through credible, commu-
nity-based platforms that combine visibility with direct social value.

Closely connected to this dimension is the capacity of sport to promote social integration and
equity (Morris, 2004). Sport environments often bring together individuals from different

social, cultural, and economic backgrounds, creating shared spaces where diversity can be

11
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experienced and normalized. When intentionally designed, sport initiatives can support in-
clusion, gender equality, and equal access to opportunities, reinforcing the legitimacy of or-
ganizations that invest in these areas and strengthening trust among local stakeholders.
From an economic perspective, sport also contributes to local and regional development (Eu-
ropean Commission, 2016). Professional clubs and sport events generate employment, stim-
ulate related industries, and act as anchors within local economies. Investments in sport there-
fore produce spillover effects that extend beyond the immediate organization, supporting
broader economic ecosystems (Davies, 2010) and contributing to territorial attractiveness
through events, infrastructure, and community vitality.

Finally, sport increasingly serves as a vehicle for raising sustainability awareness (Smith and
Westerbeek, 2004). Environmental initiatives linked to sport, such as sustainable event man-
agement, climate awareness campaigns, and responsible resource use, benefit from the sec-
tor’s visibility and credibility. By embedding environmental messages within sport contexts,
organizations can enhance awareness and behavioural change in ways that are difficult to
achieve through conventional corporate communication alone, while also signalling commit-
ment to stakeholders who increasingly scrutinize the coherence between claims and practices.
Taken together, these intrinsic characteristics explain why sport represents a particularly ef-
fective platform for the impact paradigm. Its communicative reach, social embeddedness,
and capacity to generate economic, social, and environmental value provide the foundation
upon which sponsorship and partnership strategies can evolve from symbolic engagement to
structured impact creation-provided that objectives, roles, and evidence of outcomes are

made explicit.

1.4 Sport as an impact platform for value creation

Building on the intrinsic social functions of sport outlined in the previous section, its com-
municative power, its role in health promotion, youth development, social inclusion, eco-
nomic vitality, and sustainability awareness, corporate investment in sport can be reinter-
preted as a structured and outcome-oriented form of impact activity rather than a mere mar-
keting expense. Precisely because sport is deeply embedded within communities and capable

of generating social, cultural, and environmental value, sponsorship initiatives activated in

12
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this context lend themselves to producing measurable outcomes, provided that objectives are
clearly articulated and initiatives are designed with appropriate governance and indicators.
The first to conceptualise this new function of corporate investment in sport were Smith and
Westerbeek, who introduced a crucial distinction between sponsorship and CSR. As they
argue:

“Sponsorship is a business investment, whereas CSR is (ideally) a

genuine attempt to return benefits of successful business back to the
community from which it is derived” (Smith and Westerbeek, 2007,

p. 46).

Their analysis assigns a new meaning to sport sponsorship by emphasizing the unique impact
position of sport organizations. Unlike most commercial entities, sport organizations are in-
herently embedded within social structures, enabling them to exert influence not only on
markets but also on communities and social behaviour. As the authors observe, “The nature
of sport lends itself to being uniquely positioned to influence society in general and commu-
nities in particular” (Ibid., p. 48).

This intrinsic embeddedness allows sponsorship to evolve beyond symbolic or philanthropic
actions into a mechanism for addressing concrete social, environmental, and community
needs. Through collaborative initiatives, ranging from youth development and health promo-
tion to inclusion and environmental awareness, sport organizations and corporate sponsors
can co-create value that strengthens stakeholder trust, enhances legitimacy, and reinforces
corporate identity. In this perspective, sponsorship increasingly takes the form of a cross-
sector partnership in which commercial objectives and sustainability goals converge, and in
which responsibilities are negotiated and shared rather than simply “outsourced” to the sport
property.

This interpretation is consistent with the framework proposed by Seitanidi and Crane, who
identify cross-sector partnerships as one of the most effective mechanisms for implementing
CSR. According to the authors, “cross-sector partnerships between business and nonprofit
organizations have become one of the most dynamic and challenging mechanisms for imple-
menting CSR in recent years” (Seitanidi and Crane, 2009, pp. 414-415). Given their visibil-

ity, credibility, and community reach, sport organizations represent particularly effective

13
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partners within such collaborative arrangements; however, the “challenging” nature of these
mechanisms also implies the need for clarity of goals, alignment of expectations, and evalu-
ation of outcomes.

Empirical evidence from professional sport further supports this evolution. Babiak and Wolfe
show that corporate sponsors increasingly integrate community outreach and social initia-

tives into their sponsorship agreements:

“Corporate sponsors are not only frequently involved in CSR efforts
themselves, but are increasingly incorporating community outreach
efforts as part of their sponsorship packages with professional sport
teams” (Babiak and Wolfe, 2009, p. 728).

This shift reflects a growing awareness that sponsorship-based CSR initiatives can generate
mutual benefits, combining social impact and community development with reputational
gains, stakeholder engagement, and long-term firm value, while also raising the bar for au-
thenticity and consistency.

These outcomes gain additional relevance because ESG parameters are not merely descrip-
tive measures, but potential drivers of concrete results: when translated into targets and mon-
itored through credible indicators, they can produce tangible improvements in community
engagement, environmental performance, and governance practices, allowing organizations
to demonstrate real, verifiable impact beyond stated commitments. As a result, investing in
sport emerges not only as a manifestation of corporate responsibility but as a strategic tool
for sustainable value creation. In this sense, sport sponsorship represents a bridge between
ESG principles and impact strategy: it provides firms with a platform through which social
responsibility can be enacted, measured, and communicated, while simultaneously support-

ing organizational performance and long-term competitiveness.

1.4.1 The evolution of sport sponsorship: from traditional approaches to network
value creation

Building on the interpretation of sport as a platform for impact activity, it is necessary to
broaden the analysis by considering the wider set of motivations that drive companies to

invest in sport sponsorship. While the previous section highlighted how sponsorship can
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function as a vehicle for measurable sustainability outcomes, corporate engagement with
sport cannot be fully explained by impact considerations alone. Sponsorship decisions are
shaped by multiple strategic rationales that have evolved over time, reflecting changes in
marketing logic, consumer behaviour, organizational capabilities, and inter-organizational
relationships.

As observed by Ryan and Fahy (2012), corporate approaches to sponsorship can be under-
stood through five main paradigms (philanthropic, market-centred, consumer-centred, stra-
tegic resource, and network-based) each representing a distinct rationale underpinning firms’
investment in sport. Together, these approaches capture the evolutionary trajectory of spon-
sorship, from its origins in corporate giving and image promotion to its contemporary role as
a relational and strategic instrument embedded within broader value creation processes be-

tween sponsors and sport organizations.

Philanthropic approach.

Early forms of sponsorship were primarily conceived as acts of corporate philanthropy: a
symbolic “gift” from top management to society, often reflecting personal values or affilia-
tions rather than strategic business considerations. In many cases, sponsorship decisions were
driven by executives’ individual preferences, a practice later referred to as director’s choice,
and lacked a structured corporate sponsorship policy. Within this philanthropic approach,
sponsorship functioned as a means of demonstrating goodwill and social contribution, rather
than as a calculated marketing investment. Over time, however, these initiatives began to
incorporate communicative and relational dimensions: they were used to strengthen corpo-
rate visibility and build connections with local communities. As noted by Javalgi et al. (1994,
p. 48), “sponsorships are often used to reach a specific audience [...] setting strategic com-

munications links”.

Market-centred approach.

The movement away from the philanthropic conception of sponsorship marks the emergence
of the market-centred approach, a paradigm that reframes sponsorship as a component of the

marketing communication mix, focused on brand awareness, image enhancement, and
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measurable return on investment. In this perspective, sponsorship was no longer viewed
merely as a symbolic gesture of goodwill but as a strategic marketing tool capable of deliv-
ering quantifiable promotional value. Within this approach, sponsorship became positioned
as a communication instrument, integrated into the broader promotional strategy of the firm,
designed to reinforce brand positioning and differentiate the company from competitors. As

Parker notes,

“Sponsorship can be viewed as a marketing communication tool
which contributes to the overall promotional mix by enhancing
awareness and improving the image of the sponsoring company”
(Parker, 1991, p. 11).

This logic grounded sponsorship within the empirical language of marketing performance,
encouraging managers to assess its success using proxy measures such as fluctuations in sales
around the time of the event (Gardner and Shuman, 1987) or the media value generated
through coverage and visibility (Parker, 1991). These practices, which sought to quantify the
promotional impact of sponsorship, remain common in the industry today. However, this
evaluation model was soon criticised for its inability to capture the more intangible effects
of sponsorship, such as changes in brand perception and stakeholder engagement. Empirical
evidence showed inconsistent results, revealing that sponsorship alone was rarely sufficient
to achieve meaningful marketing outcomes. This recognition led to the emergence of the
concept of leverage, understood as the set of complementary marketing activities (including
advertising, promotions, merchandising, and point-of-sale initiatives) designed to amplify
the communication impact of sponsorship. As Oetker (1988) noted, sponsorship must be ac-
tively exploited and supported through integrated marketing efforts to fully realise its poten-

tial, although even these additional investments do not guarantee effectiveness on their own.

Consumer-centred approach.

The evolution from the market- to the consumer-centred approach marks a shift in how spon-
sorship is conceived and managed. While the market-centred approach views sponsorship
primarily as a communication tool aimed at increasing brand awareness and improving cor-

porate image through measurable marketing outcomes, the consumer-centred approach
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introduces a more relational and psychological dimension. It recognises that the effectiveness
of sponsorship depends largely on the audience’s level of emotional involvement with the
event. Successful sponsorship therefore requires not only demographic alignment but also
the creation of authentic emotional connections between fans and the sponsoring company.
Establishing coherence between the sponsor’s objectives and the nature of the event becomes

essential to ensure credibility, resonance, and long-term impact (Gwinner and Eaton, 1999).

Strategic resource approach.

The strategic resource approach views sponsorship not merely as a financial transaction or
the purchase of marketing exposure, but as a source of sustainable competitive advantage.
To generate real value, sponsorship must be supported by internal capabilities such as brand-
building expertise, knowledge of the sponsored domain, and effective internal communica-
tion systems. Its success therefore depends on how well the organization integrates sponsor-
ship objectives into its overall strategy and culture, transforming it into a dynamic resource
that fosters learning, collaboration, and inter-organizational relationships. In this way, spon-
sorship moves beyond a traditional marketing way of thinking, focused mainly on exposure
and visibility, to become a genuine strategic partnership built on collaboration, mutual ben-

efit, and shared value creation (Farrelly et al., 2005, pp. 216-217).
Network approach.

“The emergence of a network approach can be regarded as a natural
progression of the strategic resource approach” (Ryan and Fahy,
2012, p. 1145).

The network approach to sponsorship suggests that firms achieve greater success when they
engage in relationship-based activities, such as the joint development of sponsorship objec-
tives and collaborative activation strategies. According to Farrelly et al. (2003), several forces
have prompted the need for a more relational and strategic focus within sponsorship practice,
including escalating sponsorship costs, the persistence of ambush marketing, increasing clut-
ter in the sponsorship environment, and ongoing debate regarding the comparative value of

sponsorship against other promotional tools. While these factors have often been viewed as
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defensive pressures compelling firms to seek greater efficiency and control, they also reveal
new opportunities for collaboration. Beyond mitigating risk, adopting a network perspective
enables organizations to exploit the inter-organizational nature of sponsorship by co-devel-
oping resources, capabilities, and knowledge with their partners. Through closer interaction
and mutual learning, sponsors and clubs can build stronger relationships that extend beyond
contractual exchanges, fostering innovation, strategic alignment, and long-term value crea-

tion.

In sum

Taken together, the five approaches outlined above illustrate how sport sponsorship has pro-
gressively evolved from a primarily philanthropic or marketing-oriented activity into a mul-
tidimensional strategic practice. Over time, sponsorship has expanded beyond visibility and
image enhancement to incorporate relational, organizational, and network-based logics, en-
abling firms to pursue broader objectives that extend inside and outside the organization.
This evolution is particularly relevant because it highlights how sponsorship is no longer
confined to the external domain of communication and market positioning. As sponsorship
relationships become more strategic, long-term, and value-oriented, they increasingly gener-
ate internal organizational implications. The relational depth, symbolic power, and social
meaning embedded in sport sponsorship create conditions through which firms can influence
internal identity, employee motivation, and organizational alignment.

On this basis, the following chapter shifts the focus from the external ecosystem of sponsor-

ship to the internal dynamics of the sponsoring firm.
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Figure I Evolving priorities in sponsorship (Ryan, Fayy, 2012)

Figurg 1 Graphical representation of the evolution of sponsorship thinking and
changing priorities over time.
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1.4.2 Internal impact of sponsorship

After examining the external and relational dimensions of sponsorship, it becomes essential
to consider a second and equally relevant domain in which sport sponsorship generates value:
its internal impact on the sponsoring organization. As sponsorship relationships evolve from
transactional arrangements into impact partnerships oriented toward shared social and organ-
izational outcomes, sport sponsorship becomes a strategic mechanism capable of influencing
employee motivation, organizational culture, and internal performance systems, thereby en-
abling impact from within the firm.

In the literature, this internal dimension of sponsorship has traditionally been described as
Sponsorship-Linked Internal Marketing (SLIM). However, in light of the broader shift to-
ward the impact paradigm and the evolution of sponsorship from mere visibility to an impact-
driven partnership, SLIM can be reinterpreted more clearly as an internal impact mechanism.
In this framework, sponsorship evolves into an impact partnership, while SLIM moves be-

yond internal marketing to become a tool for cultural and behavioural alignment, enabling
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employees to translate shared values and objectives into concrete performance and organiza-
tional impact.

Hickman, Lawrence, and Ward (2005) describe SLIM as a strategy designed to motivate
employees and foster a stronger customer orientation, while Kelemen and Papasolomou-
Doukakis (2004) emphasize that internal marketing initiatives linked to sponsorship aim to
satisfy employees’ internal needs as a prerequisite for delivering superior value to external
stakeholders.

Operationally, this internal impact mechanism encompasses all activities through which
sponsorship is conceptualized and activated inside the organization to reinforce corporate
identity and align employee behaviour with strategic objectives. These activities may include
internal communication campaigns, employee engagement initiatives connected to the spon-
sored team, the use of sport-based metaphors within performance management systems, and
the symbolic integration of sponsorship values into corporate identity. The effectiveness of
these mechanisms is closely linked to the intrinsic values of sport (such as teamwork, disci-
pline, inclusion, resilience, and commitment) which, as discussed earlier in this chapter, pro-
vide a powerful normative framework capable of shaping organizational culture.

Empirical evidence confirms that firms increasingly recognize and invest in this internal di-
mension of sponsorship. Farrelly and Greyser (2007) observe that major global brands allo-
cate substantial resources to activating sponsorship internally as a means of strengthening
corporate identity, deepening employee identification, and supporting long-term perfor-
mance outcomes. The strategic logic underpinning this internal impact is straightforward:
employees who feel emotionally connected to organizational values tend to display higher
levels of motivation and commitment; shared sport-related narratives can reinforce coopera-
tion, perseverance, and a sense of belonging; and internal alignment is a necessary condition
for delivering consistent and credible value externally.

A further dimension of internal impact concerns the role of sponsorship in fostering cross-
functional integration. Farrelly, Quester, and Burton (1997) highlight that effective sponsor-
ship implementation requires contributions from multiple organizational functions, not solely

from marketing. When framed as an impact partnership, sponsorship can act as a catalyst for
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internal alignment, mobilizing different departments around shared objectives and reducing
organizational silos. This aspect depends on broad cross-functional support and on manage-
ment’s ability to translate sponsorship into shared priorities and routines.

Building on this foundation, the internal impact of sport sponsorship can be articulated
through three complementary dimensions that illustrate how sponsorship enables organiza-

tional alignment and performance (Farrelly, Francis, et al., 2012).

Corporate identity and performance strategy development

Sport sponsorship can serve as a catalyst for defining or refining corporate identity and per-
formance strategy. When sponsorship relationships are sustained over time, they provide a
stable symbolic platform through which firms can articulate long-term objectives, internal
identity, and behavioural expectations. This continuity allows sponsorship to be embedded
within strategic planning processes, transforming it into a reference point for internal align-
ment and performance orientation. Sport metaphors play a crucial role in this process by
offering an emotionally resonant language through which performance-related values (such
as excellence, perseverance, teamwork, and peak performance) can be rendered tangible and
meaningful. Empirical cases show that firms have used sponsorship as a foundation for multi-
year internal programmes aimed at demonstrating how individual capabilities are amplified
within high-performing teams. In these contexts, the sponsored sport property becomes not
merely a symbolic asset, but a practical framework for shaping how employees collaborate
and contribute to collective goals. Farrelly, Francis, et al. (2012) describe internal recognition
initiatives in which employees nominate colleagues who embody values inherent to the spon-
sored sport, such as initiative, determination, and teamwork. These programmes reinforce
desired behaviours, strengthen identification with corporate values, and translate sponsorship

into tangible internal incentives, including access to sport events.

Linking internal and external identity and performance

A second internal impact dimension concerns the alignment between internal identity and
external brand positioning. Sport sponsorship provides a powerful bridge between how or-

ganizations communicate externally and how employees interpret and enact corporate values
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internally. As one respondent noted, “We have always had various internal marketing pro-
grams... and of course active use of sponsorship to bolster our brand externally. Sport and
its associated meanings provide the obvious bridge” (Ibid., p. 511).

This alignment becomes particularly valuable when sponsorship is used to set parallel objec-
tives for employees and consumers, such as engagement, identification, and loyalty. Sport-
inspired training programmes, leadership workshops, and internal communication tools help
employees understand the connection between their daily actions and the broader brand nar-
rative communicated to the market. In this way, sponsorship functions as a mechanism of
internal—-external coherence rather than a purely promotional activity.

Managers interviewed emphasized that sustainability initiatives linked to sponsorship gener-
ated positive spillovers inside the organization, strengthening employees’ pride and sense of
belonging while simultaneously enhancing external legitimacy (Ibid., p. 512). The intentional
integration of internal sustainability programmes with external CSR communication ensured
consistency between corporate discourse and lived organizational experience, thereby rein-

forcing credibility.

Corporate identity and employee performance communication

The third internal impact dimension relates to the communicative function of sport sponsor-
ship in shaping corporate identity and employee performance expectations. When sponsor-
ship 1s positioned as part of the firm’s impact strategy, the sport property becomes a narrative
vehicle through which organizational values are expressed and reinforced. The way sponsor-
ship is narrated internally influences how employees interpret corporate culture, performance
expectations, and social purpose, and it can strengthen the “line of sight” between sustaina-
bility goals and everyday work behaviours.

In practice, firms have drawn on sport imagery and metaphors to communicate values such
as leadership, teamwork, responsibility, and rapid decision-making. By embedding these
symbols into everyday work practices, organizations create coherent narratives that support
behavioural alignment while reinforcing external brand positioning and CSR credibility.
When repeated through routines and systems, these narratives can reduce the gap between

declared values and enacted practices.
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Overall, sport sponsorship, when reframed as an impact partnership, emerges as a powerful
internal impact mechanism. By enabling cultural alignment, behavioural coherence, and per-
formance orientation, sponsorship contributes not only to external outcomes, but also to in-
ternal value creation. This internal dimension reinforces the strategic relevance of investing
in sport and provides a direct link to the internal motivations and organizational benefits that
will be examined in the following chapter, particularly in relation to employee commitment,

performance management, and long-term organizational sustainability.

1.5 Conclusion

This chapter has traced the evolution from CSR to ESG and, more recently, to an impact-
oriented perspective, highlighting a progressive shift from voluntary responsibility and pro-
cess-based measurement toward outcome-driven value creation. Within this framework,
sport emerges as a uniquely effective impact platform. Its intrinsic social value lies not in
abstract commitments, but in the concrete results it can generate (community engagement,
social inclusion, youth development, health promotion, and cultural cohesion) especially
when initiatives are intentionally designed and accompanied by credible indicators. There-
fore, corporate investment in sport can be understood as an impact activity capable of pro-
ducing measurable social and organizational outcomes alongside economic returns.

This shift fundamentally reshapes the role of sponsorship. No longer confined to a marketing
function centred on visibility and brand exposure, sponsorship evolves into a network-based
partnership oriented toward shared value creation. Through collaboration with sport organi-
zations, firms can align sustainability objectives with business strategy, strengthen stake-
holder relationships, and contribute to the broader social ecosystem in which they operate.
Sport sponsorship thus becomes a relational and strategic mechanism embedded in networks
of actors and resources, rather than a transactional promotional tool, and it requires clearer
governance arrangements and accountability for outcomes.

Beyond its external impact, the chapter has also demonstrated that sport sponsorship gener-
ates significant internal value for organizations. First, sponsorship can act as a catalyst for
defining or refining corporate identity and performance strategy, providing a symbolic and

practical reference point around which goals, behaviours, and expectations are structured.

23



Impact-Driven Sport Organizations

Second, sponsorship facilitates alignment between internal identity and external brand posi-
tioning, serving as a bridge between how organizations present themselves to the market and
how employees interpret and enact corporate values internally. Third, the internal narration
and activation of sponsorship initiatives influence how employees understand corporate cul-
ture, performance expectations, and social purpose. In this sense, sport sponsorship enables
cultural alignment and behavioural coherence, reinforcing performance and engagement

while amplifying the overall impact of sustainability-driven strategies.
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2. CHAPTER

STRATEGIC INTEGRATION OF
IMPACT PROGRAMMES IN
PROFESSIONAL SPORT CLUBS

2.1 Introduction

While the first chapter approached sustainability and impact primarily from the perspective
of firms investing in sport, this second chapter shifts the analytical focus to professional sport
clubs themselves. The objective is to examine how impact is generated, structured, and man-
aged from within sport organizations, and how impact-oriented practices become a strategic
necessity for clubs seeking long-term viability. In this sense, the chapter moves from the
logic of corporate engagement with sport to the internal logic through which clubs operation-
alize their social role and translate it into sustainable organizational outcomes.

Building on the discussion of the intrinsic social value of sport developed in Chapter 1, the
first part of this chapter explores how professional clubs are required to actively develop and
institutionalize these social values in operational terms. Passion, economic embeddedness,
transparency, and stakeholder management, previously identified as defining characteristics
of sport organizations, emerge as interrelated drivers that shape the need for structured impact
programmes. Taken together, these drivers reflect the deep social embeddedness of sport
clubs and explain why sustainability principles can no longer remain peripheral or symbolic,
but must be integrated into the strategic core of professional sport organizations. Impact ac-
tivities therefore represent the concrete operational translation of this necessity and increas-

ingly constitute a prerequisite for long-term organizational survival and legitimacy.
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The chapter then turns to the strategic factors that motivate and guide the implementation of
impact activities within clubs. In particular, it adopts a managerial lens that distinguishes
between an external, market-oriented dimension and an internal, competence-oriented di-
mension. On the external side, clubs face increasing pressure to respond to stakeholder ex-
pectations, preserve legitimacy, and strengthen brand image in highly visible and competitive
environments. On the internal side, impact initiatives must be aligned with organizational
resources, capabilities, and governance structures to ensure effectiveness and sustainability
over time. Together, these dimensions explain why impact programmes are not merely ethi-
cal choices, but strategic responses to both market pressures and organizational constraints.

Subsequently, the chapter examines the concrete ESG parameters through which clubs pur-
sue and measure impact across the environmental, social, and governance dimensions, high-
lighting how these parameters can be translated into priorities, targets, and operational rou-
tines. Finally, the chapter addresses the crucial role of communication in determining the
effectiveness of impact programmes. Particular attention is devoted to sustainability report-
ing tools, such as social reports and sustainability reports, and to their function in supporting
stakeholder management, reinforcing legitimacy, and enhancing transparency. In highly me-
diated sport contexts, the way impact is communicated becomes an integral part of impact
itself, shaping trust, credibility, and the long-term relationship between clubs and their stake-

holders.

2.2 Social Embeddedness in Professional Sport Clubs

The social values intrinsically associated with sport, discussed in the previous chapter, pro-
vide the foundational rationale for why professional sport clubs cannot treat sustainability as
an optional or peripheral concern. Operating at the intersection of business, culture, and com-
munity, professional sport organizations are uniquely exposed to social expectations that ex-
tend beyond competitive performance. As a result, the implementation of impact principles
within their strategic framework is not merely an ethical aspiration, but a practical necessity
for long-term viability:

“The functioning of professional sports organizations at the conver-
gence of business, culture, and community, renders their adherence
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to ESG principles as not merely ethical but practical” (Yu, Jae-Gu,
2025, p. 2).

Building on this premise, Babiak and Wolfe (2009) argue that the social function of sport
itself helps explain why professional clubs increasingly develop structured impact pro-
grammes. One central element is the extraordinary level of passion and identification gener-
ated by sport teams. Unlike most commercial products, sport evokes deep emotional attach-
ment, fostering strong bonds among fans and communities (Cashman, 2004). This passion-
driven identification has been shown to strengthen community integration and social cohe-
sion (Wakefield & Wann, 2006), reinforcing the idea that sport clubs hold a responsibility
that transcends entertainment and commercial exchange. Impact programmes therefore
emerge as mechanisms through which clubs can channel this emotional capital into socially
constructive outcomes, converting identification and visibility into initiatives that are rele-
vant for local communities.

Economic considerations further reinforce this responsibility. Professional clubs and leagues
often benefit from public funding and institutional support, particularly in relation to stadium
construction and infrastructure development (Swindell & Rosentraub, 1998). Such support
intensifies stakeholder expectations regarding accountability and social return, as clubs are
perceived not solely as private enterprises but also as beneficiaries of collective resources. In
this context, impact activities represent a way for clubs to legitimize their economic position
by demonstrating tangible contributions to community development and social welfare,
thereby strengthening their perceived social licence to operate.

Transparency and legitimacy represent a further, closely interconnected dimension of impact
for professional sport organizations. Owing to their high public visibility and constant expo-
sure to media scrutiny, clubs operate in an environment where reputational risks are amplified
and public judgment is immediate. In this context, the adoption of impact actions plays a
crucial role in strengthening organizational legitimacy and consolidating trust among stake-
holders. By openly communicating their objectives, actions, and results, sport organizations
are better positioned to address societal expectations and reduce skepticism toward their ac-

tivities, particularly when sustainability claims require evidence of coherence and results.
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Finally, the dense stakeholder environment surrounding professional sport makes impact im-
plementation strategically unavoidable. Clubs interact continuously with a wide range of ac-
tors, including players, sponsors, media, governing bodies, public institutions, fans, and local
communities. As Wallace (2004) notes, relationships with these stakeholders can signifi-
cantly benefit from impact-oriented activities, while Porter and Kramer (2002) highlight how
such initiatives generate goodwill, mitigate negative scrutiny, and facilitate access to institu-
tional support. Within professional sport, these dynamics are amplified, making impact pro-
grammes a key governance tool for managing complex stakeholder relationships in a coher-
ent and sustainable manner.

Taken together, these interrelated drivers (rooted in passion, economics, transparency, and
stakeholder management) reflect the broader social embeddedness of sport organizations and
explain why a sustainability vision must be integrated into the strategic core of professional
clubs. Impact activities thus represent the operational translation of this necessity, laying the
groundwork for the strategic and managerial considerations examined in the following sec-

tions.

2.3 Effective stakeholder management

Building on the social foundations of impact in professional sport organizations, it is essential
to examine the managerial motivations that lead clubs to formalize and institutionalize impact
activities within their strategic frameworks. While the social role of sport creates a strong
normative expectation for responsibility, the adoption of impact initiatives is increasingly
driven by managerial considerations related to competitiveness, efficiency, legitimacy, and
long-term sustainability. Consequently, these programmes are not merely responses to ethi-
cal imperatives, but strategic instruments through which professional clubs manage their po-
sitioning within complex social, economic, and institutional environments.

A useful lens to interpret these motivations is offered by Bruch and Walter (2005), who sug-
gest that strategic responsibility efforts develop along two interrelated dimensions: an exter-

nal, market-oriented dimension and an internal, competence-oriented dimension.
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The first dimension, the market or external orientation, centres on the organization’s ability
to develop and maintain strong relationships with its key stakeholders. Bruch and Walter

(2005) describe this orientation as an effort to

“Live up to the expectations of important stakeholders ... to achieve
competitive advantages such as improved marketing and selling ca-
pabilities, higher attractiveness as an employer or better relation-
ships with governmental and nongovernmental organizations”
(Bruch & Walter, 2005, p. 50).

In the context of professional sport, this logic is particularly salient. Achieving success re-
quires far more than on-field performance; it depends on the organization’s capacity to en-
gage effectively with a diverse and interdependent network of stakeholders. Clubs rely on
the collaboration of sponsors, federations, fans, media, public institutions, and local commu-
nities, making stakeholder management a critical element in the development of impact pro-
grammes within professional sport organizations.

From a governance perspective, the ability to manage these relationships strategically affects
a club’s legitimacy, stability, and capacity to generate shared value. However, positive stake-
holder relationships cannot be sustained through symbolic commitments alone. They depend
on how well clubs understand and respond to the legitimate expectations of their stakehold-

ers. As Babiak and Kihl (2018) observe,

“Stakeholders expected professional sport teams to engage in mean-
ingful CSR initiatives, that is, programs addressing specific commu-
nity needs, identifying sound objectives, and delivering programs that
met those objectives” (Babiak & Kihl, 2018, p. 129).

Translated into an impact logic, this implies that clubs are expected to deliver structured,
goal-oriented initiatives with demonstrable outcomes, rather than isolated or ad hoc actions.
Effective stakeholder-oriented impact management therefore requires professional sport or-
ganizations not only to communicate responsibility, but to operationalize it through measur-
able actions aligned with stakeholder expectations. When implemented coherently, impact
programmes become a governance tool: they strengthen trust, enhance reputation, and rein-

force the club’s social licence to operate. In this framework, the relationship between clubs
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and stakeholders evolves into a continuous exchange of value, where transparency, ethical
conduct, and community engagement are essential to long-term success. In highly visible
industries such as professional sport, public scrutiny, media attention, and community expec-
tations transform impact from a voluntary gesture into a strategic necessity.

Closely connected to this external orientation is the role of brand image and legitimacy. Im-
pact initiatives can serve as a powerful mechanism for enhancing the image and brand of a
club within its community, reinforcing perceptions of credibility, responsibility, and align-
ment with social values. As discussed in Chapter 1 with reference to corporations more
broadly, legitimacy is not a static attribute, but an outcome continuously negotiated with
stakeholders. For professional sport clubs, impact programmes represent a concrete means
of sustaining this legitimacy in an environment characterized by intense visibility and emo-
tional engagement.

The second dimension identified by Bruch and Walter (2005) is the internal perspective. This
dimension focuses on aligning impact programmes with the organization’s resources, capa-
bilities, and core competencies, thereby increasing their effectiveness and sustainability.
From this viewpoint, impact initiatives are most successful when they are embedded within
the club’s operational structure, governance processes, and strategic priorities. Rather than
being treated as peripheral activities, these programmes become integrated into decision-
making, performance management, and organizational routines. This alignment enhances ef-
ficiency, reduces fragmentation, and increases the likelihood that impact initiatives can be
sustained over time.

Taken together, these two dimensions provide a coherent managerial framework for under-
standing why professional sport clubs implement impact programmes. External stakeholder
pressures and expectations drive clubs to act, while internal competencies and resources de-
termine how effectively those actions are designed and delivered. The strategic challenge for
professional sport organizations lies precisely in balancing these dimensions: responding
credibly to stakeholder demands while leveraging internal strengths to generate lasting value.

This integrated perspective lays the groundwork for understanding how impact programmes
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can move beyond compliance or reputation management and become a core component of

strategic management in professional sport clubs.

2.4 Types of impact programmes in professional sport organizations
The integration of sustainability principles within professional sport clubs becomes tangible
through the implementation of structured impact programmes designed to generate distinct
but interconnected outcomes across environmental, social, and governance domains. Rather
than representing abstract commitments, these programmes translate into operational choices
that influence matchday management, stakeholder relations, cost structures, reputational po-
sitioning, and long-term competitiveness.

From an environmental standpoint, clubs operate in contexts that inherently generate signif-
icant externalities. Matchdays involve large flows of spectators, catering services, merchan-
dising, logistics, and energy consumption. Waste reduction initiatives therefore represent a
foundational environmental intervention. By introducing recycling stations within stadiums,
replacing single-use plastics with eco-friendly materials in food and beverage services, and
encouraging the use of sustainable materials in sports gear and merchandising, clubs can
reduce landfill waste and increase circularity. These actions respond to growing regulatory
pressures and stakeholder expectations (Myung, 2024) and, as Ziilch et al. (2021) underline,
reflect the increasing accountability of professional clubs in setting behavioural standards for
fans and partners. The outcome is twofold: operational improvements (e.g., better resource
management) and enhanced legitimacy through visible environmental responsibility.
Closely connected is carbon footprint reduction. Clubs may implement carbon accounting
systems, optimize team travel logistics, incentivize carpooling or public transport for fans,
and invest in energy-efficient stadium technologies. Evidence suggests that climate-con-
scious initiatives can strengthen fan engagement and increase sponsorship attractiveness, par-
ticularly among environmentally aware partners. Examples of top-tier clubs disclosing emis-
sions and sustainability measures illustrate how transparency in environmental performance
responds to heightened scrutiny from regulators and media (David, 2024). In this sense, en-
vironmental impact becomes both a performance indicator and a reputational asset, as dis-

closure practices shape perceived credibility.
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The adoption of renewable energy further reinforces this trajectory. Solar panel installations
on stadium roofs, on-site energy storage systems, and smart energy management infrastruc-
tures can reduce long-term operating costs while signalling strategic commitment to sustain-
ability. However, as Yan and Chi (2024) note, such investments require alignment among
infrastructure partners and public authorities, and as Russo and Mataruna-dos-Santos (2024)
observe, initiatives such as promoting low-emission transportation depend partly on urban
policy frameworks. Consequently, environmental impact programmes are most effective
when embedded within broader stakeholder collaborations. As emphasized by Yu and Jeong
(2025), environmental sustainability projects must align with industry standards and stake-
holder expectations to generate systemic impact rather than isolated improvements.

Beyond environmental measures, social sustainability represents a core area where clubs can
produce differentiated outcomes. Local business partnerships for mutual growth, youth de-
velopment camps, athlete mentorship programmes, and structured family engagement initia-
tives illustrate how clubs can convert their social embeddedness into measurable community
benefits. Sports camps and youth academies, for example, foster physical health, discipline,
and social integration among young participants while simultaneously strengthening long-
term fan loyalty and community trust. Empirical studies show that structured programmes
enhance relational capital and reinforce stakeholder confidence (Babiak & Kihl, 2018; Lacey,
Russell, & Kennett-Hensel, 2016). The outcome is not only reputational improvement, but
also stronger organizational stability derived from sustained community support.

Diversity and inclusion initiatives further expand social impact. By promoting inclusive hir-
ing policies, implementing anti-discrimination programmes, and encouraging gender equal-
ity within sport structures, clubs contribute to broader societal equity objectives. Research
indicates that diversity-driven sport organizations can experience improvements in organiza-
tional performance and higher levels of stakeholder trust (Russo & Mataruna-dos-Santos,
2024). In this way, social impact initiatives intersect directly with competitive advantage:
inclusive governance strengthens internal culture while enhancing external credibility.
Governance completes the sustainability architecture by ensuring that environmental and so-

cial initiatives are supported by ethical and transparent decision-making systems.
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Strengthening ethical management practices, formalizing compliance procedures, publishing
sustainability reports, and ensuring transparency in financial disclosures are governance
mechanisms that institutionalize impact. Robust governance structures reduce reputational
risk, enhance sponsor confidence, and reinforce the club’s social licence to operate. Trans-
parency in reporting, particularly through sustainability disclosures, transforms impact from

narrative to accountability, aligning the club’s strategic intent with measurable performance

outcomes.

Figure 2 Types of impact activities (Yu, Jeong 2025, p. 7)

Category Preliminary Factor

Environmental sustainability Use of eco-friendly materials in sports gear

Implementation of sustainable packaging
Eco-certification for sports facilities and equipment
Waste reduction and recycling initiatives
Carbon footprint reduction programs
Adoption of renewable energy
Energy efficiency measures
Development of a green stadium certification system
Sustainable transportation initiatives for fans and teams
Community-driven environmental campaigns
Sports programs for underprivileged youth
Enhancement of accessibility in sports for disabled individuals
Local business partnerships for mutual growth
Support for public sports infrastructure
Health and wellness initiatives for local residents
Sports camps for youth development
Family engagement programs
Athlete mentorship programs
Diversity and inclusion in sports programs
Fair working conditions for club employees and players
Continuous skill development for players and staff
Anti-discrimination and human rights protection policies
Regular community engagement through charity and volunteerism
Elderly health promotion programs
Transparent reporting on social impact
Governance integrity Implementation of anti-corruption policies
Strengthening ethical management practices
Ensuring transparency in decision-making and financial disclosures
Publishing sustainability reports
Promoting diversity within club leadership
Enhancing independence of board members
Clear evaluation and dismissal criteria for executives
Regular stakeholder communication programs
Establishing fair decision-making structures
Ensuring the independence of internal audit committees
Developing a crisis management system

Social responsibility

Taken together, these environmental, social, and governance initiatives illustrate how clubs
can deliberately design impact programmes to achieve differentiated but complementary ob-
jectives: reducing ecological footprint, strengthening community cohesion, enhancing brand
value, building stakeholder trust, and ensuring organizational resilience. As highlighted by

Yu and Jeong (2025), social sustainability emerges as a fundamental driver of long-term
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survival and performance for professional sport organizations. Clubs that institutionalize im-
pact indicators across these three domains are better positioned to respond to rising stake-
holder expectations, attract strategic partners, and sustain competitive performance over

time.

2.5 The role of communication

The effectiveness of impact programmes implemented by professional sport clubs depends
not only on their design and execution, but also on how these initiatives are framed, commu-
nicated, and interpreted by external audiences (Brown & Dacin, 1997; Du et al., 2010). Com-
munication therefore represents a decisive factor in transforming impact activities from op-
erational practices into recognized sources of legitimacy and value.

In the context of professional sport clubs, this communicative dimension assumes even
greater relevance. Sport organizations operate under constant public scrutiny and maintain
emotionally charged relationships with fans, local communities, sponsors, and media. Con-
sequently, the way these initiatives are communicated directly affects consumer trust, brand
evaluation, and the broader societal impact generated by the club (Kallioupi & Triantafyllou,
2025). Ineffective, inconsistent, or ambiguous communication may undermine even well-
designed initiatives, while coherent and transparent narratives can amplify their impact,
strengthen stakeholder confidence, and reduce the risk of reputational backlash.

This growing awareness has contributed to the increasing diffusion of structured ESG report-
ing practices within professional sport organizations. As Kallioupi and Triantafyllou (2025,

p. 2) note:

“This underscores the necessity for organizations to ensure that their
ESG initiatives are not only genuine but also effectively communi-
cated to stakeholders.”

Reporting tools thus emerge not merely as disclosure instruments, but as strategic mecha-
nisms through which clubs articulate their identity, values, and social role, while providing
evidence that supports credibility and accountability.

Within this framework, different reporting instruments respond to different organizational

needs and levels of complexity. The social report represents the most direct tool for
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communicating a club’s social mission, community engagement, and stakeholder relation-
ships. As Valeri (2019, p. 66) emphasizes, “the role of the social report as a management tool
to support the construction and maintenance of a structured relationship with the stakeholders
is highlighted.” For many small and medium-sized clubs, whose primary impact is social
rather than environmental, the social report constitutes a particularly appropriate instrument
to provide a clear representation of institutional objectives, implemented activities, and the
quality of stakeholder relationships.

Environmental reporting, by contrast, focuses specifically on ecological impacts such as
waste management, energy consumption, and emissions. While this dimension may appear
secondary for smaller clubs with limited infrastructural control, empirical studies suggest that
reduced environmental impact can strengthen fan attachment and community embeddedness,
thereby becoming an indirect driver of loyalty and legitimacy. For larger clubs, and especially
those managing stadiums or major events, environmental reporting becomes increasingly rel-
evant both as a response to regulatory pressure and as an expectation from sponsors and
communities.

The most comprehensive instrument is the sustainability report, which integrates all three
ESG dimensions: economic sustainability (the ability to generate income, employment, and
long-term financial viability), social sustainability (respect for human rights, working condi-
tions, inclusion, and societal impact), and environmental sustainability (the preservation and
reproducibility of natural resources). Due to its holistic nature, the sustainability report is
particularly recommended for large and highly visible clubs, such as top-tier football organ-
izations, whose activities generate significant economic, social, and environmental external-
ities (Valeri, 2019, pp. 240-245). In these cases, reporting supports not only transparency but
also strategic alignment by clarifying priorities, targets, and progress over time.

An important consideration in the adoption of these reporting tools concerns standardization.
While excessive focus on uniformity and comparability may risk producing reports detached
from the specific realities of individual clubs, the use of established frameworks remains
valuable. Models such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) provide an exhaustive and

flexible reference structure, enabling organizations to ensure completeness and credibility
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while preserving alignment with their mission, values, and stakeholder priorities. As Valeri
(2019) underlines, the effectiveness of reporting ultimately depends less on rigid standardi-
zation than on the capacity of the document to reflect organizational identity and respond
meaningfully to stakeholder information needs.

Finally, stakeholder engagement plays a central role in enhancing the credibility and effec-
tiveness of ESG reporting. The involvement of external stakeholders in the construction of
social and sustainability reports not only improves the quality and relevance of disclosed
information but also strengthens trust and consensus toward the organization. In this sense,
reporting becomes a relational process rather than a purely technical exercise: a mechanism
through which professional sport clubs consolidate their social licence to operate and rein-

force the impact and legitimacy of their ESG strategies.

2.6 Conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated how the social values intrinsic to sport render impact pro-
grammes not an optional activity, but a strategic prerogative for professional sport organiza-
tions. Because clubs operate at the intersection of business, culture, and community, their
ability to fulfil these social functions is directly linked to organizational legitimacy and long-
term viability. In this context, achieving success in professional sport depends not only on
competitive performance, but also on the organization’s capacity to engage effectively with
a diverse and interdependent network of stakeholders, including fans, sponsors, institutions,
and local communities.

The analysis has shown that impact activities represent a central strategic function through
which clubs build trust, reinforce legitimacy, and strengthen their embeddedness within the
communities they represent. By responding to stakeholder expectations and addressing social
and environmental issues in a structured manner, clubs can consolidate their social licence to
operate and enhance the stability and quality of stakeholder relationships over time.

From an internal perspective, the chapter has also highlighted that impact initiatives are most
effective when they are fully embedded within the club’s operational structure, governance
processes, and strategic priorities. Rather than being isolated projects, impact activities must

be integrated into decision-making, organizational routines, and performance systems to
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generate durable results. In this sense, social sustainability emerges as a fundamental driver
of long-term survival and performance for professional sport organizations.

Clubs that proactively institutionalize impact programmes are better positioned to manage
stakeholder relationships, respond to rising expectations from sponsors and regulators, and
pursue consistent, sustainable development. Communication and reporting play a decisive
role in this process, because they transform impact from an internal practice into a credible

and verifiable commitment that sustains trust, transparency, and long-term legitimacy.
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3. CHAPTER

FROM SPONSORSHIP
TO PARTNERSHIP

3.1 Introduction

This chapter brings together the main perspectives developed in the previous sections by
shifting the focus from the theoretical foundations of impact and sponsorship to their mana-
gerial application within professional sport clubs. If earlier chapters examined how compa-
nies interpret investment in sport as an impact activity, here the perspective moves to the club
as the strategic actor responsible for structuring, managing, and leveraging these relation-
ships in a coherent and sustainable way. In other words, the chapter moves from the sponsor’s
rationale to the sponsee’s managerial capability: how clubs govern sponsorship-related re-
sources, translate them into organizational priorities, and generate durable value for multiple
stakeholders.

The starting point is the concept of strategic management applied to professional sport or-
ganizations. Clubs operate in environments characterized by high public visibility, strong
community embeddedness, and complex stakeholder expectations. In such a context, long-
term survival depends on the ability to define a clear vision and, above all, to communicate
this vision effectively to sponsors, fans, institutions, and local communities. Strategic man-
agement therefore becomes the framework through which clubs align sporting objectives,
economic sustainability, and social responsibilities into a coherent direction that guides or-
ganizational choices and stakeholder relationships, reducing fragmentation and supporting

consistency between declared purpose and operational decisions.
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Building on this foundation, the chapter connects the concepts of vision and strategic man-
agement to sponsorship management. Sponsorship is analysed from the point of view of the
club (sponsee), highlighting the factors that influence its effectiveness and its contribution to
long-term organizational stability. The way clubs manage relationships with sponsors, align
objectives, and structure communication processes becomes a decisive element not only for
revenue generation but also for reinforcing legitimacy, reputation, and stakeholder trust. In
this perspective, sponsorship management is not confined to commercial negotiation, but re-
quires governance mechanisms that clarify expectations, define activation priorities, and
monitor outcomes over time.

From these premises, and considering the impact-oriented perspective developed in the pre-
vious chapters, the chapter then addresses the evolution of sponsorship into partnership. This
shift implies moving beyond a transactional marketing logic toward a relational model based
on shared objectives, long-term collaboration, and co-creation of value between club and
companies. In this framework, sponsorship is no longer limited to visibility but becomes a
platform through which both parties pursue social, economic, and organizational benefits,
while also requiring greater accountability and alignment, because partnerships expose both
the club and the sponsor to reputational effects linked to coherence and credibility.

Finally, the chapter explores the role of the club as a facilitator of networks among its part-
ners. By acting as a hub that connects different organizations within its sponsorship ecosys-
tem, the club can foster B2B relationships, stimulate collaboration, and generate shared value
that extends beyond the sporting context. This networking function reinforces the club’s stra-
tegic relevance within its local and economic environment, positioning it not only as a sport
organization but also as an active intermediary within a broader relational and business net-
work, with the potential to strengthen territorial development and the stability of its sponsor-

ship base.

3.2 Strategic management in Professional Sport clubs
For a professional sport club to achieve long-term sustainability, it must be structured and
managed in a manner comparable to a business organization, while simultaneously acknowl-

edging the distinctive social and cultural role it plays. Strategic management therefore
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provides the overarching framework through which clubs define their long-term direction,
assess internal capabilities and external constraints, formulate coherent strategic choices, and
ensure their effective implementation across the organization. In professional sport, this
framework must also accommodate the club’s “dual logic”: the pursuit of sporting success
and financial viability, alongside a broader responsibility toward communities, institutions,
and stakeholders.

As highlighted in the previous chapter, professional sport clubs operate in an environment
characterized by intense public visibility, strong community embeddedness, and a dense net-
work of stakeholders whose expectations directly affect both legitimacy and performance. In
this context, strategic management cannot be reduced to a purely economic exercise. Hoye
et al. (2015) describe strategic management in sport as a continuous process of allocating and
balancing resources across multiple competing domains. Bradbury and O’Boyle (2017) fur-
ther argue that what distinguishes strategic management in sport from more traditional or-
ganizational settings is the heightened level of public responsibility borne by sport organiza-
tions, which are constantly subject to scrutiny from fans, media, sponsors, and institutions.
Consequently, strategic decisions are evaluated not only through financial results and on-
field outcomes, but also through reputational consequences, stakeholder trust, and perceived
coherence between values and actions.

Across the literature, two core features of strategic management in professional sport clearly
emerge. First, it is inherently multidimensional. Clubs are required to align economic objec-
tives, competitive ambitions, and social responsibilities within a coherent strategic vision.
None of these dimensions can be pursued in isolation without jeopardizing the overall equi-
librium of the organization. The managerial challenge lies in integrating sporting perfor-
mance, financial viability, and social impact into a unified strategic logic that remains adapt-
able to change. Second, this multidimensional alignment has direct organizational implica-
tions. To manage such complexity, clubs must develop governance structures, managerial
capabilities, and internal coordination mechanisms that support integration rather than frag-
mentation, enabling different functional areas (sporting, commercial, community, opera-

tions) to work toward shared objectives. In impact-oriented contexts, this also implies the
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need for clear accountability roles, monitoring routines, and credible indicators that connect
activities to outcomes.

Strategic management in sport is further shaped by relatively short planning horizons, typi-
cally ranging from two to four years. This reflects the volatility of competitive cycles, the
uncertainty of sporting results, and the rapid evolution of stakeholder expectations (Varnus,
2021). Effective strategy in this context requires not only analytical rigor and resource allo-
cation, but also adaptability, creativity, and the willingness to operate under conditions of
uncertainty. Passion and ambition, intrinsic to sport, must therefore be complemented by
disciplined managerial processes capable of sustaining performance over time, reducing de-
pendence on single-season results and strengthening organizational resilience.

Within this framework, vision-setting represents the first and most critical step of strategic
management. A clear and compelling vision defines the club’s identity, long-term aspira-
tions, and guiding values. For professional sport organizations, the vision must articulate not
only competitive objectives but also the club’s role within its community and broader eco-
system. As discussed earlier, the growing integration of impact considerations reshapes how
clubs conceptualize their future, pushing them to define what “success” means beyond the
scoreboard. In particular, the evolution of sponsorship from transactional arrangements to-
ward impact-oriented models offers clubs a strategic lever to counteract financial instability
and reinforce legitimacy (Chen, Tzu-Chia, 2025), provided that sponsorship is governed as
a partnership with shared objectives and measurable outputs.

Equally important is the ability to communicate this vision effectively to stakeholders. Sport
organizations operate within interdependent networks in which alignment among sponsors,
fans, institutions, and internal actors is essential for strategic success. A shared understanding
of the club’s vision facilitates coordination, fosters trust, and reinforces commitment across
the network. Moreover, in highly mediated contexts, communication is not only a dissemi-
nation activity but a legitimacy mechanism: stakeholders assess credibility through the con-
sistency between what the club declares (vision and values) and what it delivers (actions and

outcomes).
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Closely connected to vision-setting is the creation and implementation of strategy. While the
vision defines who the club aims to become, strategy specifies how that ambition is translated
into concrete, measurable objectives within a defined time horizon. Strategy formulation op-
erationalizes the club’s values and priorities into resource allocations, governance choices,
and action plans (Varnus, 2021). Given the multiplicity of stakeholder relationships that clubs
must manage, strategy creation in sport is necessarily complex and reinforces the need for an
integrated multidimensional approach. This complexity is most evident in the strategic trade-
offs that clubs must confront (Bradbury & O’Boyle, 2017): for example, allocating resources
between first-team performance and long-term development, between short-term revenue in-
itiatives and community programmes, or between visibility-driven sponsorship and partner-
ship-based projects. A well-articulated strategy serves as a coordinating mechanism, ensuring
that short-term decisions remain consistent with long-term objectives and that impact ambi-
tions are supported by governance and measurement.

To make the strategy effective, implementation must be designed to absorb volatility. While
on-field results can significantly influence short-term performance, organizational sustaina-
bility depends on maintaining strategic coherence over time. This requires a balance between
structured managerial processes (roles, routines, KPIs, reporting, accountability) and suffi-
cient flexibility, allowing clubs to adapt operational decisions without undermining their
overarching strategic intent. In impact-oriented clubs, this also implies feedback loops that
monitor outcomes, learn from stakeholder responses, and recalibrate priorities, so that strat-
egy remains both credible and sustainable in the face of changing competitive and social

conditions.

3.3 Sponsorship management

In the first chapter, sponsorship was analysed from the corporate perspective, highlighting
its evolution from a predominantly philanthropic and marketing-driven activity toward a
broader logic of network value creation. Building on this evolution, the present section ex-
amines sponsorship management from the point of view of the sponsee, the sport club. As
observed by van Rijn, Kristal and Henseler (2019) and Jensen and Cornwell (2017), this

perspective has received comparatively limited attention in academic literature, despite clubs
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being central actors in the sponsorship relationship and, in practice, the primary “architects”
of sponsorship experiences, activation opportunities, and stakeholder interactions.

Morgan, Taylor, and Adair (2020) provide a useful lens by defining sponsorship as a form of
inter-organisational alliance. From this standpoint, sponsorship is not merely a commercial
agreement for brand exposure, but a structured relationship between organizations which, if
managed strategically, can generate distinct competitive advantages for the partners involved
(Bell, den Ouden, & Ziggers, 2006). Strategic alliance literature broadly agrees that such
alliances involve purposive partnerships between organizations seeking mutual benefit while
recognizing their dyadic interdependence (Kale, Singh, & Perlmutter, 2000). Applied to pro-
fessional sport, this implies that clubs are not passive recipients of sponsorship resources;
they are relational actors responsible for designing conditions under which value can be cre-
ated, protected, and renewed over time.

Within this framework, communication emerges as a central managerial dimension. Morgan,
Taylor, and Adair (2020) identify communication as a key component of effective sponsor-
ship management, as it enables alignment of expectations, coordination of actions, and the
development of mutual understanding. More broadly, Nufer and Biihler (2010) identify trust,
mutual understanding, a long-term perspective, communication, and cooperation as funda-
mental elements of successful inter-organisational relationships. These elements are particu-
larly relevant in sport contexts, where high visibility and emotional engagement amplify rep-
utational consequences: misalignment, unclear expectations, or inconsistent narratives can
quickly undermine relationship quality, while transparent and coherent communication can
strengthen trust and deepen partner commitment.

The importance of a long-term perspective connects directly to the strategic management
discussion developed earlier. Toscani and Prendergast (2018) argue that sponsees must
clearly understand their own objectives in order to develop coherent and congruent sponsor-
ship alliances. For sport clubs, this means that sponsorship management cannot be detached
from the club’s vision and strategic priorities. When the club’s identity, values, and objec-
tives are unclear, sponsorship tends to remain transactional and short-term; conversely, when

vision and priorities are explicit, sponsorship can be governed as a partnership platform that
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supports not only revenue generation but also legitimacy, stakeholder trust, and impact-ori-

ented initiatives consistent with the club’s broader strategic direction.

3.3.1 Determinants of Effective Sponsorship Management from the Sponsee Per-
spective

From the sponsee perspective, three main factors emerge as determinants of effective spon-
sorship management: strategy, culture, and stability. Together, these determinants clarify
why sponsorship effectiveness depends less on the mere presence of sponsors and more on
the club’s managerial capability to govern relationships, align expectations, and sustain col-
laboration over time.

From a strategic standpoint, sponsorship must be managed not only as a source of revenue
but as a strategic resource linked to brand image, positioning, and long-term value. The align-
ment between the sponsor’s brand and the club’s identity is therefore fundamental, reflecting
broader strategic alliance scholarship that emphasizes the importance of compatibility in in-
ter-organisational arrangements (Elmuti et al., 2005). When sponsor and club values, audi-
ences, and objectives are coherent, sponsorship can evolve beyond exposure into initiatives
that generate relational and reputational returns for both parties. In addition, sport organiza-
tions are required to offer a distinctive value proposition to sponsors, moving beyond passive
visibility to a proactive leveraging of sponsorship relationships through activation, engage-
ment, and co-designed projects. As van Rijn et al. (2019) suggest, analysing sponsorship
through a relationship marketing lens provides an appropriate framework to understand the
antecedents of partnership success or failure, because the quality of interaction, reciprocity,
and perceived value co-creation become central drivers of outcomes.

The cultural dimension plays an equally important role. Conflict may arise when there is
cultural misalignment between sponsoring firms or between sponsors and the club, particu-
larly when partners differ in governance style, decision-making speed, communication
norms, or expectations about the purpose of sponsorship (e.g., visibility-driven versus im-
pact-oriented). Creating an environment conducive to cooperation is therefore essential. In-
terpersonal relationships between individuals representing the organizations are crucial for

the effective functioning of the inter-organisational arrangement, because day-to-day
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collaboration is often enacted through boundary-spanners rather than through contracts
alone. This aligns with partnership research showing that social exchange is as important in
inter-organisational relationships as in interpersonal ones (Muthusamy & White, 2005). Sim-
ilarly, Farrelly and Quester (2005) emphasize that building and maintaining trust is a funda-
mental underpinning of sponsorship relationships, as trust reduces perceived risk, facilitates
information sharing, and increases willingness to invest in long-term initiatives.

Finally, stability is a critical element in sponsorship management. The strength of the rela-
tionship often depends on continuity in personal interactions between club staff and sponsor
representatives. Staff turnover can weaken relational capital, disrupt tacit knowledge, and
reduce the sense of partnership continuity, while long-term sponsorship relationships are as-
sociated with more positive outcomes and deeper mutual understanding (Farrelly & Quester,
2005). For sport clubs, especially those operating on a seasonal or event-based calendar,
maintaining regular communication during off-season periods is essential for preserving re-
lationship quality and keeping collaboration active beyond matchday exposure.

A further complexity lies in managing multiple sponsors simultaneously. Clubs often operate
within multi-level sponsorship networks in which partners differ in objectives, market focus,
and expectations. Some sponsors may primarily target local audiences, while others operate
at national or international levels; similarly, some may prioritise community engagement and
impact, while others focus on B2B opportunities or brand positioning. Understanding these
differences, segmenting partners accordingly, and ensuring perceived equity across the spon-
sorship ecosystem becomes a fundamental managerial task. Not only do sponsor objectives
vary, but also the ways in which resources are allocated and activated within the partnership,
requiring tailored relational management rather than standardized approaches.

Through this lens, sponsorship management from the sponsee perspective emerges as a so-
phisticated relational activity. Strategic clarity, cultural sensitivity, and relational continuity
are necessary conditions to transform sponsorship agreements into effective, long-term part-
nerships and, consistent with the impact-oriented logic developed in earlier chapters, into
platforms for shared value creation that strengthen both organizational sustainability and

stakeholder trust.
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Figure 3 Factors influencing sponsor relationship (Morgan, Taylor, Adair, 2020)
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3.3.2 Impact Partnership: Co-Creating Value Between Clubs and Companies

A mature stage in the evolution of sponsorship management emerges when the relationship
between club and sponsor can no longer be adequately described as sponsorship, but rather
as partnership. As discussed earlier, effective sponsorship management depends on the align-
ment of objectives between sponsor and sponsee, a condition that Farrelly, Quester, and Clu-
low (2008) define as market orientation. When both parties clearly understand each other’s
goals and coordinate their actions accordingly, the relationship moves beyond transactional
exchange. Over time, trust and mutual understanding create the conditions for a more stable
and productive collaboration, in which value is intentionally co-designed rather than merely
exchanged.

This evolution is closely linked to the broader social role of sport and to the impact dimension
previously analysed. Sport organizations are not merely communication platforms; they are
socially embedded institutions capable of generating community value, legitimacy, and en-
gagement. When companies recognise this characteristic, their involvement with the club

shifts from seeking visibility to pursuing shared projects that address social, environmental,
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and organisational objectives. In this context, the relationship becomes a partnership aimed
at co-creating value rather than a sponsorship centred on brand exposure (Morgan et al.,
2014). The partnership logic also implies stronger mutual interdependence: outcomes depend
on coordinated decisions, shared activation efforts, and the capacity of both organisations to
invest resources beyond financial transfer.

In practical terms, this shift can be observed in joint initiatives that go far beyond traditional
marketing activation. For example, a company and a club may co-develop youth develop-
ment programmes, health promotion campaigns, or sustainability projects that involve fans,
local schools, and community institutions. These initiatives simultaneously strengthen the
club’s social role and allow the company to translate its sustainability commitments into vis-
ible, measurable actions. When goals are explicit and outcomes are monitored, the result is
not only reputational gain, but also stronger stakeholder trust and deeper community embed-
dedness for both partners, reinforcing the legitimacy of the club and the credibility of the
sponsor’s commitment.

At the same time, the benefits of this partnership can extend inside the sponsoring firm. As
examined in the first chapter, sport-based collaborations can contribute to internal alignment,
employee motivation, and cultural coherence. When employees are involved in events with
the club, participate in community projects linked to the partnership, or engage with narra-
tives drawn from the sport context, the relationship generates tangible organisational out-
comes such as higher identification, engagement, and reinforcement of shared values. The
partnership therefore produces value not only in the external stakeholder environment but
also within the internal structure of the company, strengthening consistency between external
sustainability claims and internal practices.

From the club’s perspective, this transformation implies a different approach to sponsorship
management. The objective is no longer to sell visibility packages, but to design relational
ecosystems in which partners can interact with the club, with the community, and with one
another. This network logic strengthens long-term collaboration, reduces revenue volatility,
and positions the club as a strategic partner capable of delivering social, reputational, and

organisational returns. It also requires governance choices (such as clear roles, activation
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plans, communication routines, and performance indicators) that sustain the partnership be-
yond single seasons and protect relationship quality under volatile sporting conditions.

In this sense, the passage from sponsor to partner represents the operational manifestation of
the broader transition from marketing logic to impact logic. The relationship is sustained by
shared projects, shared values, and shared benefits that make the partnership durable over
time, while enabling both parties to treat sport not only as a visibility channel but as a plat-

form for measurable shared value creation.

3.4 Understanding Networks: From Dyadic Relationships to System-
Wide Value Creation

Before turning specifically to networks within sport partnerships, it is useful to briefly outline
the theoretical foundations of the network approach in interorganizational contexts. The net-
work perspective moves beyond isolated dyadic exchanges and conceptualizes markets as
systems of interconnected relationships. Within the “markets-as-networks” view, markets are
understood as associated or bonded structures that include not only buyers and sellers, but
also a broader set of relevant actors such as institutions, consultants, and public organizations
(Easton, 1992). This approach extends the traditional economics-oriented view of markets
by explicitly recognising non-market actors and non-economic bonds (such as trust, shared
norms, reputation, and social ties) that shape interorganizational behaviour and influence
how resources and opportunities circulate.

The concept of an industrial network allows analysis to move beyond single relationships
toward system-wide effects. A core implication of this perspective is that no relationship can
be managed in isolation: each interorganizational tie is embedded within a wider network
and simultaneously acts as a conduit to other relationships through which resources,
knowledge, and opportunities can be accessed (Easton, 1992). From this viewpoint, the stra-
tegic value of a relationship depends not only on its bilateral characteristics (e.g., contractual
terms, alignment, satisfaction), but also on its position within the broader relational structure,
including the capacity to connect the organization to additional partners, information, and

complementary capabilities.
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Empirical research highlights several outcomes that networks are able to generate, including
business development and growth (Schoonjans et al., 2013), enhanced cooperation and inno-
vation (Tomlinson & Fai, 2013), and brand image reinforcement through more effective re-
lational marketing processes (O’Malley, 2014). These benefits appear to be particularly sig-
nificant for small and medium-sized enterprises, for which networking often represents a
critical lever for competitiveness, success, and profitability (Street & Cameron, 2007). Im-
portantly, the network approach also implies that value is often produced indirectly: not only
through direct exchanges between two actors, but through spillovers, referrals, shared learn-
ing, and access to new opportunities enabled by the relational structure.

A key determinant of network effectiveness lies in the quality of interpersonal relationships
among actors. Several studies emphasise that personal ties between organizations facilitate
the diffusion and adaptation of innovation, thereby increasing firms’ competitive capacity
(Ceci & Tubatti, 2012). More broadly, networks and networking can be understood as pro-
cesses of building, maintaining, and sustaining relationships defined as collaborative arrange-
ments established through interactions among actors embedded within a shared social con-
text. This relational foundation is particularly relevant in sport settings, where repeated in-
teraction, social proximity, and symbolic affiliation can accelerate trust building and lower
coordination barriers. It provides the conceptual basis for analysing how networks operate
within sport partnerships, where clubs can potentially function as relational hubs that connect
sponsors, institutions, and community actors, enabling system-wide value creation beyond

the dyadic sponsor—sponsee relationship.

3.5 Sport Clubs as Network Orchestrators

Sport organizations can play an active role in transforming sponsorship networks into plat-
forms for inter-firm collaboration and economic exchange. Beyond the traditional marketing
function of sponsorship, participating in a shared project with other corporate partners allows
firms to expand their strategic horizons and build relationships that extend well beyond brand
visibility. Within this collaborative ecosystem, companies not only reach consumers but also
encounter other firms with whom they may develop meaningful business ties, fostering part-

nerships that generate new opportunities and shared value.
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For a club, implementing a coherent and sustainable vision implies rethinking sponsorship
as a relational system rather than a set of isolated agreements. In contexts where the organi-
zation is deeply embedded within the local community, the club can act as a genuine bridge
between businesses, facilitating collaboration and partnership development. By positioning
itself as a facilitator of B2B relationships among sponsors and local enterprises, the club
contributes to long-term value creation that strengthens both its economic sustainability and
its social role. This role is particularly salient when clubs intentionally design spaces, rou-
tines, and occasions for interaction, thereby converting sponsorship from a bundle of benefits
into an ecosystem of relationships.

This perspective aligns with the view that sponsorship can become a distinctive competence
when strategically managed (Amis et al., 1999) and with the notion that contemporary spon-
sorship increasingly involves network orchestration rather than simple exposure (Ryan &
Fahy, 2012). Empirical evidence confirms that the strength of such networks can be observed
through measurable indicators, such as the number of business contacts among members be-
fore and after entering the sponsorship network (Wagner, 2017). Moreover, network hetero-
geneity enhances the quality of ties by increasing access to non-redundant information, com-
plementary resources, and new business opportunities (Sullivan & Marvel, 2011). In other
words, the value of the network is not only the density of connections, but the diversity of
competencies, markets, and perspectives that sponsors bring into the ecosystem.

The outcomes of these dynamics are tangible. Survey results indicate that firms participating
in sport-based networks often increase their business interactions with other network mem-
bers, with a significant proportion expressing a preference for conducting business within the
network rather than outside it (Wagner, 2017). These findings highlight the club’s role in
facilitating local B2B interactions, particularly in everyday settings that influence the re-
gional business landscape rather than only in large international events (Wagner, 2017). In
this sense, clubs can contribute to local economic development by lowering relational barri-
ers and accelerating trust-based exchanges among firms.

As suggested by Ryan and Fahy (2012), sponsorship should be viewed less as a communica-

tion tool and more as a platform for relational engagement with stakeholders, managed
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through relationship portfolio practices. However, managing such networks presents chal-
lenges. Networks are loosely coupled systems, and direct control is limited (Ritter et al.,
2004). For this reason, the concept of orchestration is particularly appropriate: the club can-
not command the network, but it can actively shape and facilitate interactions within it
through agenda-setting, event design, signalling, and the creation of coordination mecha-
nisms that sustain engagement over time.

In practical terms, hospitality during sporting events plays a crucial role in this process. Reg-
ular matches provide recurring opportunities for partners to meet, interact, and build inter-
personal relationships. Clubs can further enhance this dynamic by organizing dedicated net-
working events where managers, staff, and even athletes act as hubs connecting different
firms, and by creating structured moments that encourage exchange beyond casual conver-
sation (e.g., themed roundtables, project showcases, joint community initiatives). At the same
time, clubs must be aware of a potential paradox: by fostering direct business relationships
among partners, they may reduce the partners’ dependence on the club as an intermediary
(Cobbs, 2011). This implies that clubs must continuously renew their value proposition as
orchestrators by offering distinctive relational infrastructure, curated access, and strategic
alignment that partners cannot easily replicate on their own.

Informal communication emerges as a fundamental mechanism in sustaining and expanding
the network. Exchanging information among current members about desirable prospective
partners facilitates efficient network growth and reinforces relational commitment (Farrelly
& Quester, 2003). The entry of new members, recommended by existing ones, creates addi-
tional relational benefits and strengthens the cohesion of the network. In this way, the club’s
role evolves from sponsorship provider to network orchestrator, reinforcing its position as a
central actor within the local economic and social ecosystem and strengthening the conditions

under which sponsorship can evolve into durable partnership-based value creation.

3.6 Conclusion
This chapter has shown how the themes developed in the previous parts of the thesis converge
into a coherent strategic logic for professional sport clubs, where strategic management,

sponsorship management, and impact orientation are no longer separate domains but
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mutually reinforcing elements of long-term sustainability. The chapter therefore bridges the
conceptual foundations discussed earlier with their managerial implications for clubs operat-
ing in highly visible, stakeholder-intensive environments.

Managing a professional sport club today requires an approach comparable to that of a com-
plex business organization, yet adapted to the specific conditions of sport: high public visi-
bility, deep community embeddedness, and constant stakeholder scrutiny. Within this con-
text, strategic management emerges as the foundational framework that enables clubs to nav-
igate uncertainty and balance sporting ambition, financial stability, and social responsibility.
The central outcome of this analysis is the pivotal role of vision. A clear and credible vision
provides direction, integrates multiple objectives, and offers a shared reference point for de-
cision-making across the organization. Crucially, the value of such a vision depends on its
effective communication: in sport, alignment with stakeholders is not a secondary concern
but a prerequisite for legitimacy, stability, and execution. In impact-oriented settings, vision
also defines what “success” means beyond on-field performance and creates the conditions
for consistent accountability.

This strategic clarity directly shapes how sponsorship is conceived and managed from the
club’s perspective. Sponsorship management proves to be effective only when it is embedded
within the broader strategic orientation of the club. Rather than being treated as a purely
commercial transaction, sponsorship becomes a relational process that reflects the club’s
identity, priorities, and long-term goals. Communication plays a decisive role here, not only
in conveying value propositions to sponsors but also in sustaining trust and continuity over
time. Especially in an environment characterized by volatile sporting results, the quality of
relationships (supported by transparent, consistent, and often informal communication) be-
comes a stabilizing factor that protects collaboration and preserves relational capital across
seasons.

Building on this foundation, the chapter highlights a mature evolution in sponsorship man-
agement: the transition from sponsor to partner. This shift is driven by the impact perspective
developed in the earlier chapters, where investment in sport is framed as an impact activity

grounded in the intrinsic social value of sport and its capacity to generate measurable
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outcomes. In this setting, companies are no longer simply purchasing visibility; they are en-
gaging in collaborative relationships with clubs to co-create value across social, reputational,
and organizational dimensions. Partnership management, however, is inherently non-stand-
ardized. It requires customization, sensitivity to partner objectives, and continuous nurturing
of trust, largely sustained through interpersonal relationships and shared activation practices
rather than through contractual mechanisms alone. When managed coherently, these partner-
ships also contribute to the club’s legitimacy and reinforce its social licence to operate.

As partnerships multiply, the logic of value creation extends beyond individual dyadic rela-
tionships and evolves into a network dynamic. The chapter demonstrates how clubs can as-
sume the role of orchestrators within a sponsorship ecosystem, facilitating connections
among partners and enabling B2B interactions that generate additional economic and rela-
tional value. Match-day hospitality, recurring interactions, and dedicated networking initia-
tives position the club as a hub that bridges firms, encourages collaboration, and strengthens
local and regional business ties. At the same time, the network perspective underscores that
such systems cannot be tightly controlled; they must be guided through orchestration, trust-
building, and alignment around shared norms and objectives, with the club providing rela-
tional infrastructure and coordination rather than hierarchical authority.

Overall, the chapter illustrates a clear progression: strategic management provides the vision
and governance logic; sponsorship management translates this vision into structured relation-
ships; the impact perspective elevates sponsorship into partnership; and partnership, when
embedded within a network, becomes a platform for shared value creation. Through this lens,
sponsorship is no longer a peripheral marketing tool but a strategic asset that links organiza-
tional vision, stakeholder relationships, and impact-driven growth, thereby reinforcing the

long-term sustainability of professional sport clubs.
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4. CHAPTER

LOCAL IMPACT ARCHITECTURE: SCHOOLS,
UNIVERSITIES AND SOCIAL PARTNERSHIPS

4.1 Introduction

This chapter shifts the focus from the strategic and organizational dimensions of impact pro-
grammes to their concrete field of application: the local community in which professional
sport clubs are embedded. Building on the stakeholder management perspective developed
in the previous chapters, the concept of community capacity provides the analytical lens
through which this chapter is structured. Community capacity refers to the degree of collab-
oration, interaction, and resource sharing among the various actors operating within a given
territory, and to their collective ability to mobilise these resources to address shared problems
and improve community well-being. It is therefore directly linked to stakeholder manage-
ment, as it reflects the quality of relationships, trust dynamics, and coordination mechanisms
that enable local actors to respond effectively to social needs.

Within this framework, sport clubs emerge as particularly influential agents. Owing to their
high visibility, symbolic status, and strong emotional ties with fans, clubs are uniquely posi-
tioned to convene, aggregate, and coordinate different stakeholders (such as schools, univer-
sities, charitable organizations, public institutions, and corporate partners) around common
objectives. Rather than acting as isolated providers of social initiatives, clubs can function as
hubs that enhance cooperation and amplify the effectiveness of impact activities, translating
social engagement into observable and, where possible, measurable outcomes for the com-

munity. In doing so, clubs can contribute to strengthening relational infrastructure within the
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territory, enabling collaborations that would be harder to activate through single actors oper-
ating independently.

The chapter therefore examines how clubs operationalize their impact role across several key
domains. Particular attention is devoted to health promotion, where sport clubs can leverage
both the intrinsic value of physical activity and their brand power to develop programmes in
collaboration with schools, fostering healthier lifestyles from an early age and increasing
participation in sport. This logic of partnership extends to higher education, where coopera-
tion with universities allows for reciprocal exchanges of resources, knowledge, and legiti-
macy, supporting innovation in sport performance, education, and community projects. Fi-
nally, the chapter explores how clubs institutionalize their social commitment through char-
itable foundations or long-term collaborations with charity partners, demonstrating an active
and credible role in addressing broader social challenges and sustaining initiatives beyond
episodic campaigns.

Taken together, these dimensions illustrate how community-focused impact activities are not
peripheral initiatives, but a strategic extension of the club’s stakeholder management and
legitimacy-building efforts. By strengthening community capacity through structured part-
nerships, professional sport clubs contribute not only to social development but also to their
own long-term sustainability, reputational resilience, and embeddedness within the territories

they represent.

4.2 Sport Clubs as Catalysts of Community Capacity and Local Impact
As mentioned above, the focus shifts decisively to the field of application of impact activities
implemented by professional sport clubs. From a corporate perspective, investing in sport
clubs represents an effective platform for impact-oriented initiatives; the complementary im-
plication is that clubs themselves must be able to absorb, manage, and operationalize these
activities within the communities in which they are embedded. In this sense, the community
represents both the primary arena in which impact is generated and the ultimate beneficiary
of these initiatives. Impact activities carried out by clubs therefore translate strategic inten-
tions into observable outcomes at the local level, reinforcing legitimacy and supporting stake-

holder management for both clubs and corporate partners.
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The social objectives pursued through sport within the community are well established in the
literature and include positive health outcomes, enhanced social interaction, cultural integra-
tion, educational development, and increased sustainability awareness. Understanding how
clubs can contribute concretely to these outcomes requires a conceptual lens capable of cap-
turing the collective and relational nature of community-level impact. For this reason, this
chapter draws on the concept of community capacity, which has been widely adopted in com-
munity development and public health research. Community-level approaches are grounded

in the idea of building community capacity, defined as

“The interaction of human capital, organizational resources and so-
cial capital existing within a given community that can be leveraged
to solve collective problems and improve or maintain the wellbeing
of a given community” (Chaskin, 2001, p. 295).

Community capacity is both a means of effective implementation of community development
initiatives and an outcome, as it strengthens the long-term functioning and resilience of the
community.

Applied to the sport context, community capacity offers a useful framework to understand
how clubs can act as catalysts for local development. By adopting community-led manage-
ment practices in the design and delivery of sport programmes, clubs can improve local skills
and knowledge, such as leadership and organizational competence, while simultaneously
strengthening connections with schools, local authorities, voluntary organizations, and other
community institutions (Edwards, 2015). Importantly, the community capacity perspective
places emphasis not only on outcomes, but also on processes, recognising that sustainable
impact depends on how relationships are built, maintained, and mobilised over time, and on
how resources are coordinated across actors rather than delivered by a single organization.
In this respect, community capacity reflects the degree of engagement, interaction, and rela-
tional quality among stakeholders within a given territory. The higher the level of involve-
ment and cooperation among actors, the greater the potential for generating durable social
outcomes. Sport organizations are particularly well positioned to support this process. Their
deep community embeddedness, high visibility and media exposure, and strong emotional

engagement from fans enable clubs to assume a convening role within local ecosystems,
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coordinating stakeholders around shared objectives and lowering barriers to participation
through trust and symbolic identification.

Empirical research highlights several dimensions through which sport clubs can contribute
to strengthening community capacity. Jones (2020) shows that clubs enhance local skills and
resources by managing programmes and events that improve infrastructure, organisational
knowledge, and access to opportunities. In terms of social relations, sport-based social capital
can extend beyond the sporting context, helping to bridge social divides and mobilise collec-
tive action within the broader community (Edwards, 2015). Clubs also create structures and
spaces for dialogue, as inter-organisational partnerships open channels for communication,
resource exchange, and collective decision-making, particularly when networks extend be-
yond the sport sector itself (Edwards, 2015). In this way, clubs can operate as relational hubs
that connect heterogeneous actors who would otherwise interact less frequently, improving
coordination capacity and enabling more integrated responses to local needs.

Leadership represents another critical dimension of community capacity. Effective commu-
nity development requires local champions capable of articulating goals, motivating partici-
pants, acquiring resources, and guiding implementation (Edwards, 2015). Sport leaders often
enjoy high levels of trust and credibility within their communities, enabling them to galvanise
diverse stakeholders around shared initiatives (Burnett, 2006). Similarly, sport programmes
can stimulate civic participation by providing inclusive contexts in which individuals inter-
act, develop shared identities, and become more engaged in wider community development
processes. This civic dimension is reinforced when clubs frame sport participation not only
as an athletic activity but as a community project oriented toward inclusion and well-being.
Beyond participation, clubs can also influence the value system of the community by pro-
moting norms aligned with local cultures and beliefs, thereby fostering inclusion and social
justice (Edwards, 2015). Finally, community capacity is reinforced through the development
of a learning culture. Continuous reflection on outcomes and underlying assumptions allows
organizations to adapt their strategies and improve effectiveness over time. This dimension
is particularly relevant for sport-for-development initiatives, where the social role of sport

requires ongoing critical assessment. When embedded within organizational practices, a
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learning culture not only strengthens internal management but also diffuses outward, stimu-
lating critical thinking and adaptive capacity across the wider community (Edwards, 2015).
From an impact perspective, this learning orientation also supports accountability: it encour-
ages clubs and partners to move beyond activity reporting toward evidence-based refinement
of programmes and their intended outcomes.

Taken together, this perspective highlights how professional sport clubs can act as central
actors in community capacity building. By leveraging their unique social position, clubs
translate impact strategies into concrete, locally embedded outcomes, reinforcing both com-

munity wellbeing and the strategic legitimacy of their broader impact activities.
Figure 4  Examples of sport’s potential role in enhancing capacity (Wendel, et al. 2009)

Table 1 >
Dimensions and constructs of community capacity and examples of sport’s potential role in enhancing capacity.

Examples of how sport may enhance dimension of
capacity

Dimension of capacity Definition

Availability of sport facilities and supporting
infrastructure; Development of volunteer skills;
Support of national sporting organizations
Positive social interactions among participants,
volunteers, and spectators; Sport as a mechanism
to build community social capital
Inter-organizational community partnerships
developed to promote sporting events; Sport as a
mechanism to build collective identity; Sport as a
comfortable psychological space for inter-group
dialog

Development of and access to resources and skills
within the community

Level of skills and resources
Nature of social relations

Sense of community; social capital

Social and inter-organizational networks; Mechan-
isms for communication and citizen input

Structures, mechanisms, and
spaces for community dialog

Leadership

Civic participation

Effective and sustainable community leadership and
leadership development

Distribution of community power and ability for

Leadership development among participants and
volunteers; Credibility and symbolic power of
athletes and coaches within communities

Sport encourages civic engagement and citizen

citizens to participate in community processes involvement; Sport forming the basis of community
identity

“Sport for all" approaches that encourage democratic
processes and inclusivity; Culturally relevant sport;
Sport programs that are designed to teach ideal
cultural values to participants.

Sport programs including process for critical reflection
and feedback from multiple stakeholders; Cross-
sectorial and geographical partnerships that provide
access o information for benchmarking and lessons
learned; Evaluation of programs

Value system Shared community values that support democracy,

inclusion, and social justice

Learning culture Understanding and awareness of community history

and ability to critically reflect on shared experiences

4.3 Sport, School Partnerships and Community Health Promotion

Building on the concept of community capacity, professional sport clubs can play a concrete
and strategic role in improving community health by acting as integrators of local actors and
resources. Community capacity highlights that health outcomes are not produced by isolated

interventions, but by the interaction of human capital, organizational resources, and social
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capital within a given territory (Chaskin, 2001). In this framework, sport represents a partic-
ularly effective entry point for health promotion, as it combines physical activity with social
engagement and symbolic influence. Existing literature shows that sport can function both as
an individual-level health promotion practice (Edwards & Casper, 2012) and as a commu-
nity-level intervention tool aimed at encouraging healthier behaviours, such as increased
physical activity and awareness of specific health issues (World Health Organization, 2003).
Professional sport clubs are uniquely positioned to operationalize these dynamics because of
their strong community embeddedness, high visibility, and emotional connection with fans,
which can be leveraged to mobilise participation and sustain engagement over time.

From a practical perspective, clubs can translate community capacity into health outcomes
by developing structured programmes in collaboration with schools and local institutions.
The branding power and fan attachment associated with professional sport clubs act as strong
“pull factors”, attracting participants who might otherwise be disengaged from traditional
health services (Edwards & Casper, 2012). Club-related assets (such as the stadium, coaches,
athletes, and club identity) enhance participation and retention in health promotion initia-
tives, particularly among groups at higher risk of poor health outcomes, including individuals
experiencing obesity or mental health challenges. In these settings, the club functions as a
trusted and culturally resonant intermediary that lowers barriers to access and reduces the
perceived distance between health promotion and everyday life.

Empirical evidence supports this role. Evaluations of large-scale initiatives such as the Prem-
ier League Health programme demonstrate measurable improvements in physical activity
levels, dietary habits, and reductions in sedentary behaviour and alcohol consumption among
participants (Pringle, 2013). These results underline how clubs can generate observable and
measurable health outcomes when programmes are designed with clear objectives, delivered
consistently, and embedded within robust community networks. Importantly, this also con-
nects to the impact-oriented logic developed earlier: clubs and partners can strengthen cred-
ibility by moving beyond general claims and demonstrating evidence of change.

The effectiveness of such initiatives, however, depends on cooperation across multiple stake-

holders. Public health systems are inherently based on partnership, requiring coordination
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between clubs, schools, local authorities, and health organizations (Timm et al., 2021).
Through these interorganizational networks, stakeholders benefit from information ex-
change, shared knowledge, resource mobilization, and increased public awareness, creating
a critical mass for action. In this context, schools represent a key partner for clubs seeking to
promote community health. By tailoring programmes to different educational levels, such as
introducing physical activity and sport engagement during compulsory education, or rein-
forcing participation and healthy lifestyles during adolescence, clubs can leverage their in-
fluence on young people to generate longer-term public health benefits and to foster routines
that extend beyond sport participation.

Ultimately, when embedded within a broader framework of community capacity, health pro-
motion initiatives co-developed by clubs, schools, and local actors move beyond isolated
projects and become sustainable mechanisms for improving the overall health and well-being
of the community. By convening partners, mobilising participation, and supporting continu-
ity over time, professional sport clubs can contribute to preventive health strategies while
simultaneously reinforcing their legitimacy, community embeddedness, and long-term sus-

tainability.

4.4 University—Club Partnerships

From a community-capacity perspective, collaboration between professional sport clubs and
universities represents a strategic opportunity primarily from the club’s point of view, both
in terms of legitimacy and access to high-level resources. Universities are socially recognised
institutions devoted to education, research, and personal development; by cooperating with
them, clubs can strengthen their public image as organizations that promote dual careers,
long-term personal growth, and socially responsible values, rather than focusing exclusively
on short-term sporting performance. In this sense, university partnerships reinforce the club’s
positioning as a socially embedded actor that contributes to wider developmental objectives
within the territory.

A clear example is provided by the University of Padova, one of the first Italian universities
to formally recognise the dual career of student-athletes. Through this framework, academi-

cally deserving athletes benefit from organizational flexibility that allows them to pursue
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sporting and academic careers in parallel, reflecting an institutional commitment to holistic
individual development and to the diffusion of sport culture within society.

From the club’s perspective, such initiatives reinforce its role as an educational and commu-
nity-oriented actor. The collaboration between the University of Padova and Pallavolo Pa-
dova illustrates how these partnerships can translate into concrete actions: discounted tickets
for university students to first-team matches, joint events that emphasise the social and edu-
cational value of sport, and cooperation in research-related activities. These initiatives not
only expand the club’s audience and deepen its connection with younger generations, but
also enhance its legitimacy by aligning sporting activities with broader educational and cul-
tural objectives, consistent with the health and social values discussed in the previous sec-
tions.

Looking ahead, the strategic potential of club—university partnerships extends well beyond
image-related benefits. Universities and professional clubs can engage in a structured ex-
change of resources that generates mutual value. On the one hand, sport clubs and elite ath-
letes provide unique environments for academic research in areas such as performance anal-
ysis, sports science, psychology, medicine, and management. On the other hand, universities
represent a reservoir of highly qualified human capital. Structured internship programmes
and applied research projects can facilitate the entry of young professionals into the club’s
organizational system and support evidence-based innovation. In this way, cooperation with
universities allows clubs to enhance their technical and managerial capabilities while simul-
taneously contributing to education, employability, and knowledge transfer, reinforcing com-

munity impact and long-term sustainability.

4.5 Charitable Foundations-Club Partnerships

An important area in which professional sport clubs can implement impact activities concerns
collaboration with charitable foundations. Clubs may either establish and manage their own
charitable foundation or engage in structured partnerships with external charity organizations
to support specific social causes. The choice between these two models often depends on the
size, resources, and strategic orientation of the club, as well as on the degree to which social

impact is institutionalised within governance and managerial routines.
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Large clubs, particularly global football brands, frequently create their own charitable foun-
dations. These foundations are typically managed as legally independent entities, yet they
remain aligned with the club’s social mission and impact objectives, as the club itself often
acts as the primary financial supporter and reputational anchor. From an organizational per-
spective, foundations represent a formal and decentralised mechanism through which social
impact activities can be planned, governed, and monitored more effectively. As noted by
Walters (2009), charitable foundations offer several advantages: they provide greater mana-
gerial control over CSR initiatives, enhance reputation and brand-building processes, and
facilitate long-term partnerships with public and private institutions. Moreover, foundations
often act as “guardians” of the club’s social mission, ensuring continuity, accountability, and
coherence in impact-related activities across stakeholders, particularly when initiatives need
to be sustained beyond seasonal cycles or leadership changes.

The Real Madrid Foundation represents one of the most emblematic examples of this model.
As analysed by Baena (2018), the Foundation has become a central pillar of the club’s iden-
tity and global brand, functioning as a highly visible instrument for addressing social issues
such as poverty, inequality, and social exclusion. Its impact is amplified by the active in-
volvement of multiple actors, including public institutions, private partners, and committed
supporters, who perceive the Foundation as an authentic expression of the club’s values. In
this sense, the foundation model also strengthens emotional ties and legitimacy: it signals
that social commitment is not episodic but institutionalised, embedded in governance, and
supported by dedicated resources. Empirical evidence further suggests that socially engaged
clubs benefit from stronger fan identification, increased brand attachment, and enhanced
commercial outcomes, as highly involved supporters are more likely to support sponsors,
attend matches, and purchase merchandise (Lings & Owen, 2007).

Smaller clubs, by contrast, often lack the financial and organizational capacity to sustain an
internal foundation. In these cases, impact activities are commonly implemented through
seasonal or multi-year partnerships with external charity organizations. These collaborations
typically involve financial support for a specific cause combined with strong visibility ef-

forts: fundraising initiatives during matches, dedicated stands within stadiums, logo

63



Impact-Driven Sport Organizations

placement on kits, and joint awareness campaigns. While more limited in duration and scope
than foundation-based programmes, these partnerships allow clubs to leverage their visibility
and community embeddedness to amplify the reach of charitable organizations, while simul-
taneously reinforcing their own legitimacy and local identity. When such collaborations are
repeated over time and integrated into stakeholder communication, they can also strengthen
trust and demonstrate continuity.

Across both models, collaboration with charitable foundations plays a strategic role in
strengthening club—community relationships and enhancing stakeholder trust. Whether
through a dedicated foundation or a structured charity partnership, these initiatives contribute
not only to social outcomes but also to brand positioning, fan engagement, and long-term
relational value. In this sense, charitable collaborations represent one of the most visible and
externally observable dimensions of impact activities implemented by professional sport

clubs, particularly when accompanied by transparent reporting and evidence of outcomes.

4.6 Conclusion

This chapter has shown that the practical field of application of impact activities is the local
community, and that their effectiveness depends largely on the level of community capacity
that a club is able to generate and sustain. Community capacity, understood as the quality of
collaboration among local actors and their collective ability to address shared needs, repre-
sents a concrete expression of stakeholder management at the territorial level. When a club
cooperates with schools, universities, charitable organizations, and public institutions, it does
not merely implement isolated initiatives; it strengthens the relational fabric of the commu-
nity. In doing so, it responds to local social needs while simultaneously reinforcing its own
legitimacy, community embeddedness, and stakeholder trust. These elements are not second-
ary outcomes but strategic assets that enable the club to assume a genuine convening role in
aggregating and coordinating relationships within its ecosystem.

Within this framework, health promotion emerges as one of the most tangible areas of inter-
vention. The intrinsic link between sport and physical activity provides clubs with a powerful
platform to promote healthier lifestyles, particularly among younger generations. By devel-

oping structured programmes in collaboration with schools at different educational levels,
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clubs can encourage regular physical activity, contributing to improved physical health, re-
duced sedentary behaviour, enhanced mental well-being, and stronger social skills among
students. The benefits of sport participation (ranging from cardiovascular health and obesity
prevention to teamwork, discipline, and self-esteem) translate into measurable community
outcomes. Through these initiatives, clubs move beyond symbolic engagement and become
active contributors to long-term public health objectives, especially when programmes are
sustained and evaluated within broader community networks.

The chapter has also highlighted the strategic relevance of partnerships with universities. The
collaboration between the University of Padova and Pallavolo Padova illustrates how aca-
demic institutions and sport clubs can create reciprocal value. On the one hand, universities
benefit from increased visibility, opportunities for applied research, and engagement with
high-performance sport environments. On the other hand, clubs gain access to scientific ex-
pertise, specialised knowledge, and qualified human resources. Such collaborations can
evolve into structured exchanges, including internships, joint research projects, and profes-
sional development pathways in areas such as sports science, nutrition, psychology, physio-
therapy, and management. This interdependence strengthens both institutions and contributes
to the broader educational and social ecosystem, reinforcing knowledge transfer and local
talent development.

Finally, the role of charitable engagement has been examined as a further expression of the
club’s impact function. Larger clubs may institutionalise their social commitment through
the creation of their own charitable foundations, separately managed but aligned with the
club’s social objectives and often financed primarily by it. Smaller clubs, by contrast, often
collaborate with external charity partners, supporting specific causes on a seasonal or annual
basis through fundraising initiatives, matchday visibility, and joint campaigns. In both cases,
the objective remains consistent: to demonstrate an active and credible commitment to ad-
dressing social issues. Whether through an internal foundation or through external partner-
ships, charitable engagement reinforces the club’s ethical positioning and strengthens iden-
tification among supporters and stakeholders, particularly when activities are transparent and

outcomes are communicated credibly.
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Overall, the chapter confirms that impact activities at the community level are not peripheral
gestures but strategic mechanisms through which clubs consolidate trust, legitimacy, and
long-term sustainability. By enhancing community capacity, promoting health, fostering ed-
ucational collaboration, and supporting social causes, professional sport clubs translate their
social embeddedness into structured action. In doing so, they reinforce their role not only as
sporting organizations, but as central actors in the development, cohesion, and resilience of

the communities they represent.
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5. CHAPTER

THE CASE OF PALLAVOLO PADOVA

5.1 Introduction

In this final chapter, the thesis turns to the empirical analysis of Pallavolo Padova, one of the
historic clubs of the Italian SuperLega. The case study is developed through a qualitative
lens, combining an in-depth interview with the club’s Marketing Manager, Marco Gianesello,
and my personal experience as a professional athlete who grew up within the Pallavolo Pa-
dova system and has spent a significant part of his career in the organization. This dual per-
spective provides both managerial insight and contextual familiarity, enabling an internal
understanding of how strategic choices are formulated, communicated, and implemented in
practice.

The chapter traces the strategic management trajectory of the club. It begins with an exami-
nation of its history and organizational structure, highlighting how the legacy of the past has
shaped the current governance model and remains a foundational element of the club’s iden-
tity. The rebirth of the organization in 2009 is not interpreted merely as an institutional reset,
but as the starting point of a renewed strategic vision built upon tradition, territorial embed-
dedness, and relational governance.

The analysis then focuses on the club’s vision and its multidimensional structure. Particular
emphasis is placed on the interconnection between economic sustainability, sporting objec-
tives, and social engagement, demonstrating that none of these areas operates in isolation.

This reinforces the central argument of the thesis: a professional sport club cannot limit its
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strategic horizon to competitive performance alone, but must develop a comprehensive and
sustainable vision in order to ensure long-term financial and organizational stability.
Subsequently, the chapter examines the concrete management of sponsorship, which within
Pallavolo Padova is explicitly conceived as partnership. The terminology itself reflects a stra-
tegic orientation: relationships with corporate actors are not limited to brand exposure but
are structured around long-term collaboration, stakeholder engagement, and, where relevant,
impact activities. Through this lens, sponsorship management becomes a core strategic func-
tion aligned with the broader vision of the club.

Finally, the chapter explores the network of relationships with local institutions, including
the Municipality of Padova, the University of Padova, schools, and charity partners. By ana-
lysing these collaborations, it becomes evident that each dimension of the club’s activity is
interconnected with the others. Economic sustainability, social engagement, infrastructural
development, and partnership management form an integrated system in which impact is not
peripheral but structural. The Pallavolo Padova case thus offers a concrete illustration of how
a sport organization can operationalize a sustainable strategic model rooted in stakeholder

integration and long-term community embeddedness.

5.2 History and organizational chart

To understand Pallavolo Padova’s current strategic positioning and stakeholder management
approach, it is first necessary to situate the club within its historical, institutional, and organ-
izational context.

Pallavolo Padova represents one of the most historic institutions in Italian volleyball. After
Modena, it is among the clubs that have participated in the highest number of top-division
championships, a fact that consolidates its role as a structural pillar of the Italian volleyball
movement. This historical continuity is reinforced by a strong youth development sector and
by its location in the province of Padova, within the Veneto region, an area characterised by
a widespread volleyball culture and a dense network of grassroots organizations. The club
therefore operates in a territory marked by high participation rates, strong cultural attachment

to the sport, and an ecosystem that supports youth development and community engagement.
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The current organizational cycle began in 2009, following the financial crisis that led to the
end of the previous Volley Padova ownership. The new phase was not conceived as a simple
continuation, but as a structural redefinition of the governance model. Instead of relying on
a single owner, the club was re-founded on a multi-shareholder structure, initially composed
of eight or nine partners with equal decision-making power. The explicit objective was to
broaden the ownership base and distribute responsibility across a wider entrepreneurial net-
work. Today, the club counts more than 110 partners. Its governance structure includes a
Board of Directors (Consiglio di Amministrazione), which appoints the President, while the
operational management of the organization is entrusted to a General Manager. This model
was deliberately chosen to guarantee long-term planning and organizational continuity, re-
ducing the fragility typical of single-owner sport clubs, where the withdrawal of one individ-
ual can jeopardize the entire project.

From a legal standpoint, Pallavolo Padova is structured as a Societa Sportiva Dilettantistica
a responsabilita limitata (SSD a r.1.). This means that it is a limited liability company with a
corporate structure typical of capital companies (share quotas, capital contributions, ap-
pointed administrators), while operating under the Italian amateur sport legal framework. As
clarified in the legal literature, amateur sport companies are explicitly prohibited from pur-
suing profit as an objective and from distributing profits to shareholders, either directly or
indirectly (Camilletti, 2020). This represents a substantial difference from professional sport
companies, where profit distribution is permitted. It is important to underline that a signifi-
cant portion of SuperLega volleyball clubs are legally classified as amateur entities, even
though the scale of their operations, financial flows, and managerial complexity often resem-
ble those of professional enterprises.

This hybrid configuration is particularly relevant for the analytical framework developed in
this thesis. Amateur sport organizations, by definition, exist to promote community develop-
ment, respond to the needs of specific groups, and pursue the public good rather than indi-
vidual wealth creation. As noted by Hoye et al. (2015), nonprofit sport organizations aim to
provide participation opportunities and competitive structures for athletes, coaches, and

members of the public. They are inherently interdependent, relying on networks of clubs,
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associations, volunteers, and institutional actors for talent development, competition access,
resource exchange, and funding. Volunteers remain central to governance and service deliv-
ery, even when larger organizations employ professional staff to support administration and
strategic management.

Although legally categorized as amateur, SuperLega clubs operate in an environment char-
acterized by professional-level budgets, high media exposure, structured sponsorship portfo-
lios, and complex stakeholder relationships. This dual identity, nonprofit in legal form, pro-
fessional in operational scope, creates a distinctive organizational profile. It also provides
fertile ground for the “impact identity” discussed throughout this thesis: a model in which
economic sustainability, social responsibility, and community embeddedness are not periph-

eral considerations, but structural features of the club’s existence.

5.3 Vision

The vision of Pallavolo Padova represents the strategic core around which the entire organi-
zational model has been constructed. As outlined in the previous section, the rebirth of the
club in 2009 was not merely a financial restructuring, but the definition of a new long-term
direction based on shared ownership, territorial embeddedness, and relational development.
The founding idea was clear: the club should not depend on a single benefactor, but on a
broad network of entrepreneurs united by a common project. This vision has progressively
materialized in a corporate structure composed today of more than 110 partners, transforming
the club into a genuine business community connected through sport.

To make the project attractive to current and prospective partners, the founders understood
that participation in SuperLega, the most visible and competitive volleyball championship in
the world, could not be the only value proposition. While top-division visibility provides
important marketing exposure, the club’s strategy required deeper roots. Pallavolo Padova
capitalized on its historic volleyball tradition, inherited from Petrarca Pallavolo (founded in
1970 and competing in the top league as early as the 1971/72 season), and on the strong local
volleyball culture of the Veneto region. This historical legitimacy was combined with a stra-
tegic reinforcement of youth development and grassroots promotion, transforming the youth

sector into a structural pillar of the club’s identity.
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Today, the club’s vision rests on three interconnected assets. First, a structured network of
enterprises: Pallavolo Padova defines itself as a network, a business community that finds
within the club’s ecosystem opportunities for long-term human and commercial relation-
ships. Second, the visibility guaranteed by SuperLega, which offers partners national and
international exposure in a highly professional sporting environment. Third, the social impact
generated by the club’s activities, particularly through its youth academy and territorial en-
gagement with schools and local institutions. These three dimensions operate synergistically:
visibility enhances network attractiveness, the network sustains the sporting project, and so-
cial impact strengthens territorial legitimacy.

The collaboration with local institutions represents a further strategic component of this vi-
sion. The Kioene Arena, owned by the Municipality but granted to the club as its home venue,
was renovated in 2009, the same year the new organizational cycle began. It has since become
the operational and symbolic “home” of the club, hosting first-team matches, youth activities,
and community initiatives. The ongoing cooperation with public institutions is further
demonstrated by recent PNRR-funded investments for new facilities, including upgraded
training and medical/performance spaces. This institutional alignment reinforces the club’s
embeddedness within the local governance framework and stabilizes its long-term opera-
tional capacity.

A central expression of the club’s impact-oriented vision is the Accademia Pallavolo Padova,
founded in 2010 as the youth development brand of the organization. With approximately
150 male and female athletes, the academy has achieved multiple national youth titles while
maintaining a strong educational mission. The objective is not limited to competitive success,
but to accompany athletes along a pathway of technical, personal, and educational growth.
The academy operates with professional-level coaching, integrated physical preparation and
physiotherapy, shared facilities with the first team, and a structured collaboration with the
University of Padova to support the dual career of student-athletes. Academic performance
is considered a prerequisite for participation, reinforcing the holistic development model.

Summer camps and outreach initiatives further extend the academy’s territorial presence.

71



Impact-Driven Sport Organizations

This vision is effectively summarized in the club’s recent slogan: Piu di una Squadra (More
than a team). The claim communicates that Pallavolo Padova is not solely a sporting entity
competing in SuperLega, but a relational platform, an educational institution, and a territorial
hub. It reflects the integration of sporting tradition, business networking, and social engage-
ment.

From a strategic management perspective, this model aligns with the stakeholder-oriented
logic discussed in Chapter 2. In professional sport, success depends not only on on-field
results but on the ability to manage a complex network of sponsors, institutions, fans, media,
and community actors. The club’s external orientation, in the sense described by Bruch and
Walter (2005), is evident in its continuous effort to meet stakeholder expectations and create
competitive advantages through relational strength. In line with Babiak and Kihl (2018),
stakeholders increasingly expect professional sport organizations to implement meaningful
impact programmes addressing concrete community needs. For Pallavolo Padova, this ex-
pectation is particularly relevant because sporting ambition is not centered on winning cham-
pionships at all costs, but on sustainable participation in SuperLega supported by structured
impact activities.

For corporate partners, this represents a coherent and predictable strategic framework. Com-
panies associate with the club not primarily to benefit from short-term sporting success, but
to become part of a stable network that combines visibility, territorial legitimacy, and social
engagement. When implemented coherently, impact programmes function as a governance
tool: they strengthen trust, enhance reputation, and reinforce the club’s social licence to op-
erate. The relationship between Pallavolo Padova and its stakeholders thus becomes a con-
tinuous exchange of value, in which transparency, ethical conduct, and community engage-

ment sustain long-term organizational stability.

5.4 Partnership management

Partnership management at Pallavolo Padova cannot be understood as a standalone commer-
cial function: it is the managerial translation of the club’s vision into day-to-day relationship
governance. The three assets described in the previous section ((i) a network of firms, (ii)

SuperLega visibility, and (iii) the club’s social impact (youth development and satellite
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initiatives with schools and other partners)) are not separate benefits offered to sponsors; they
are the pillars around which the club structures, segments, and activates its partner ecosystem.
This is also why, from the very beginning of the 2009 project, the organizations supporting
the club were not framed merely as “sponsors” but as soci or partners in the literal sense. The
terminology matters because it signals a different logic of exchange: the relationship is built
less around a one-off purchase of exposure and more around joining a shared project, with
relational and impact-oriented returns.

Operationally, Pallavolo Padova manages this ecosystem through differentiated partnership
levels, where contribution and activation opportunities scale together. At entry level
(“Friends” on the club’s website), the relationship is primarily anchored to stable in-arena
visibility and the matchday experience: a fixed advertising board at Kioene Arena, accredi-
tations for home games, and access to hospitality. Even at this level, the club integrates part-
ners into the social fabric of the network by granting access to key seasonal moments, open-
ing and closing events that bring together companies and the first team. The managerial ra-
tionale is clear: early-stage partners are not only buying space; they are being introduced into
a community and a recurring rhythm of interactions.

The second tier (“Sponsor”) marks the shift from visibility to activation and relationship
deepening. Brand exposure expands through in-game LED visibility (depending on contrac-
tual terms), but the distinctive element becomes personalization: the club can support tailored
activations where players are present in corporate settings or partner events. The opening of
the NonSoloSport store provides an illustrative example: athletes attending and representing
the club across the day turns sponsorship into a lived interaction between brand, people, and
community. In parallel, these partners gain broader access to structured networking initia-
tives designed by the club. Knowledge-sharing sessions hosted in the Kioene Arena hospi-
tality area and delivered by specialised partners for the benefit of the wider network illustrate
the club’s role as an orchestrator of learning and B2B contact creation, not merely a provider
of marketing inventory.

This logic becomes even more explicit in the Business Lunch format. These lunches, hosted

in venues linked to the Pallavolo Padova project, are intentionally positioned as informal yet
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high-quality settings where entrepreneurs build ties beyond matchday routines. The club’s
narrative around the initiative is revealing: relationships and interactions among partners are
presented as a strategic differentiator, and the network itself is described as a space where
collaboration can translate into concrete opportunities. In other words, partnership manage-
ment is not limited to servicing contracts; it actively engineers contexts where the network
can self-generate value.

A third layer of partnership value, increasingly relevant as relationships deepen, concerns
internal organizational impact within the partner firms. Beyond external visibility and stake-
holder-facing initiatives, Pallavolo Padova enables partners to use sport as a cultural and
behavioural lever inside their organizations. This internal impact mechanism includes em-
ployee engagement moments connected to the team (for instance, curated match attendance),
leadership or motivation events hosted in-company or in the hospitality area, and the use of
sport narratives to reinforce teamwork, resilience, error management, and performance dis-
cipline. When coaches or players speak to employees about group dynamics and competitive
pressure, the activated “asset” is not advertising: it is the transfer of sport-based meaning into
corporate culture and people outcomes (e.g., motivation, cohesion, identification), consistent
with the impact-oriented view developed in Chapter 1.

At the top of the hierarchy sit the jersey sponsors and, above all, the main sponsor. Here, the
value proposition includes amplified visibility (logos on match jerseys and often on warm-
up apparel, plus merchandising spillovers), but the managerial logic remains relational: these
partners are embedded more deeply into the club’s identity. The recent case of Sonepar as
main sponsor illustrates how the relationship extends into internal engagement opportunities
at scale: for the January 18 home match won 3-2 against Cisterna Volley, more than 100
Sonepar employees and collaborators attended the game. This is simultaneously brand acti-
vation, employee engagement, and stakeholder alignment, an outcome that matters because
it links external sponsorship to tangible internal effects (participation, pride, identification)
within the partner firm.

Match sponsorship provides another high-intensity relational mechanism that strengthens

partnership over time. The presence of a company representative on the bench during a home
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match, often a senior executive, creates a unique form of informal communication and trust
building. Experiencing the match “from inside” transforms interaction from formal contract
management to interpersonal relationship development, which is crucial for longevity. This
matters strategically because Pallavolo Padova’s stability depends on retention: the club em-
phasises that most of its more than 100 partner companies remain in the project over time,
and that entry tends to lead to continuity.

That continuity became especially valuable during major disruptions such as COVID-19,
when games were suspended, youth activity was halted, and subsequent matches were played
without spectators, reducing both the commercial and social activation normally attached to
sponsorship. A resilient partner ecosystem, built on trust and relational density rather than
solely on matchday exposure, helped the club absorb that shock.

Partnership management also includes deliberate portfolio governance. Pallavolo Padova
maps its partner base across sectors (banking, B2B electrical components, construction, food,
and commercial services) and in selected categories offers exclusive sector partnerships. The
exclusivity granted to Volksbank in banking and AboutBlu in safety/industrial workwear il-
lustrates a strategic response to competitive sponsorship dynamics within specific industries.
When competitors invest heavily in sport sponsorship, sector exclusivity becomes both a
defensive and value-enhancing clause: it protects the partner’s differentiation and, for the
club, stabilizes category revenues and positioning.

Finally, the club’s physical infrastructure is treated as a governance tool for partnership and
network value creation, not merely as a venue. The centrality of Kioene Arena hospitality to
the partner ecosystem explains why Pallavolo Padova has invested in making it more attrac-
tive and functional, including the recent collaboration with LAGO to redesign the lounge and
event areas. The communication around this project emphasises versatility (hospitality, in-
stitutional meetings, conferences, interviews) and, more importantly, alignment of values be-
tween the two organizations (teamwork, people, emotions, community). This framing cap-
tures the essence of Pallavolo Padova’s partnership management model: the club uses visi-

bility to attract, impact to legitimise, and the network to retain, turning sponsorship into an
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integrated partnership platform that produces marketing outcomes, social outcomes, and or-

ganizational outcomes simultaneously.

5.5 Local impact network

The partnership model described in the previous section becomes strategically credible only
if it is matched by a stakeholder ecosystem that produces visible outcomes in the territory. In
Pallavolo Padova’s case, this is where the most concrete impact layer of the project sits: the
club does not limit itself to coordinating corporate partners inside the arena, but connects
partners, public institutions, education, and the third sector into a single local platform where
social objectives can be activated, observed, and communicated. This 360-degree stakeholder
management generates reciprocal value on multiple fronts: corporate partners gain a legiti-
mate channel for impact initiatives; the club strengthens trust, legitimacy, and community
embeddedness; and the community benefits from programmes with tangible social outcomes
(health, youth development, education, inclusion, awareness).

A first pillar of this ecosystem is the relationship with local institutions, particularly the Mu-
nicipality of Padova. Institutional presence at matches and partner events is not merely cere-
monial; it signals public endorsement and helps stabilise the club’s social licence to operate.
Over recent seasons, the club has increasingly been positioned as an ambassador of the city,
an idea reinforced by the recurrent participation of the Mayor and/or the Sport Councillor at
key events. The collaboration around Padova Urbs Picta is illustrative: after UNESCO recog-
nition, the club leveraged its visibility to amplify territorial promotion, using high-attention
moments (season presentations, official events) to connect the team’s identity with the city’s
cultural capital. Holding the 2025/26 season presentation inside the Archivio Antico at
Palazzo del Bo (University of Padua) is a strong example of “institutional triangulation™: the
club, the city, and the university appear in the same symbolic frame, and the event functions
simultaneously as sport communication, territorial marketing, and stakeholder alignment.
This institutional bond is also reflected in infrastructure. The Kioene Arena, municipal prop-
erty with the club as concessionaire, emerges as more than a venue: it is the operational hub
that enables impact programmes and partner activation. The municipality’s ongoing invest-

ment (including PNRR-funded works, with new training spaces and upgrades to locker rooms
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and medical/performance areas) consolidates the club’s capacity to deliver sport and com-
munity projects over the long run. At the same time, it provides partners with a more robust
and credible engagement platform because the club’s activities are anchored to stable, city-
backed infrastructure. This is precisely the kind of institutional embedding that makes a part-
nership network resilient: the club’s role is not purely commercial, but partially infrastruc-
tural and civic.

The second pillar is the structured link between the club and the University of Padova, which
reinforces legitimacy while expanding resources. As already noted in the previous chapter,
the university’s recognition of the dual career of student-athletes is a concrete institutional
commitment to sport culture and personal development, creating a coherent narrative for col-
laboration with an elite club. For Pallavolo Padova, the partnership produces community-
facing outcomes (discounted tickets for students, joint events emphasising sport’s educa-
tional value, cooperation on research initiatives). Strategically, this relationship also repre-
sents a pathway to human capital and applied knowledge. The club becomes a living labora-
tory for research in performance, psychology, medicine, and management, while the univer-
sity acts as a pipeline of qualified professionals through internships and project-based col-
laboration (e.g., strength and conditioning, nutrition, sport psychology, physiotherapy, ortho-
paedics, performance analysis). In this case, the dual-career infrastructure is not an abstract
policy: it provides enabling conditions that make a university pathway compatible with elite
sport, thereby reinforcing the argument that the partnership generates concrete, not merely
symbolic, impact.

A third pillar concerns schools and youth-oriented programmes, where impact becomes
highly observable from the outside. The Volley School Project operationalises the club’s
community role through a scalable model: coaches (often supported by first-team players)
bring volleyball into primary and middle schools, combining introductory training sessions
with dialogue moments (Q&A) that translate sport into learning about teamwork, emotions,
and performance anxiety. The project culminates at the Kioene Arena with a shared event
that transforms a professional sport venue into an educational and community space, rein-

forcing the arena’s strategic centrality. The programme’s evolution with OrtoRomi as title
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sponsor for 2025/26 and 2026/27 makes the corporate-impact mechanism explicit: the part-
nership funds and amplifies a health-promotion objective that fits both the club’s social mis-
sion and the partner’s identity (healthy lifestyles, fruit and vegetable consumption). The re-
ported scale (159 classes, 4,000+ students, 318 hours delivered) provides a measurable foot-
print that substantiates impact claims for both sponsor and club.

The fourth pillar is the charity dimension, where the club uses SuperLega visibility as a de-
liberate amplifier for social causes. The partnership with Fondazione Veneta Terapia Cellu-
lare del Diabete (TCD) for 2025/26 clarifies the logic: the club acts as a bridge between sport,
research, and public awareness, supporting a cause with strong community relevance (type 1
diabetes) and anchoring it to a powerful testimonial narrative (an elite athlete living with the
condition). From the club’s standpoint, this strengthens legitimacy and reinforces the claim
that visibility is being “spent” responsibly; from the foundation’s standpoint, the collabora-
tion expands reach, mobilises attention, and supports fundraising and public education. Pal-
lavolo Padova manages this charity component through a form of portfolio logic, including
seasonal rotation (e.g., IRPEA in 2024/25, TCD in 2025/26). Strategically, this approach
broadens the civic scope of the project over time while renewing the relevance of the club’s
social positioning.

Taken together, these institutional, educational, and charity collaborations show the nature
of Pallavolo Padova’s stakeholder governance. The partnership network is not only a busi-
ness ecosystem inside the arena; it is a territorial system in which the club orchestrates rela-
tionships among public actors, knowledge institutions, schools, and third-sector organiza-
tions. This orchestration turns partnership management into shared value creation: corporate
partners obtain credible channels for impact initiatives with measurable outputs; the club
accumulates trust, legitimacy, and long-term stability; and the community receives pro-

grammes that tangibly advance health, education, inclusion, and local development.

5.6 Conclusion
The analysis developed throughout this chapter has highlighted how impact activities are not
an ancillary component of professional sport clubs but rather an intrinsic dimension of their

organizational identity and long-term sustainability. In the case of Pallavolo Padova, the
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integration between sporting activity, community engagement, and partnership development
demonstrates that sustainability is embedded in the club’s operating model rather than treated
as a separate strategic domain.

The historical overview and organizational structure illustrated how the rebirth of the club in
2009 represented not only a change in ownership but the introduction of a new managerial
vision grounded in collective governance, territorial embeddedness, and relational develop-
ment. Building upon the rich volleyball culture of the city, the new organizational model
transformed this heritage into the foundation of a broader strategic project capable of com-
bining sporting continuity with economic and social sustainability.

Within this framework, the club’s vision emerges as structured around three mutually rein-
forcing assets: the development of a structured business network, the visibility provided by
participation in SuperLega, and the social impact generated through youth development and
territorial initiatives. These dimensions operate synergistically. Competitive visibility en-
hances the attractiveness of the network, the network provides financial and relational stabil-
ity to the sporting project, and social impact strengthens legitimacy within the local commu-
nity. This multidimensional alignment confirms how effective strategic management in sport
requires the integration of economic, sporting, and social objectives into a single coherent
trajectory.

The partnership management model adopted by Pallavolo Padova represents a tangible man-
ifestation of this alignment. The network of enterprises does not function as a traditional
sponsorship structure but as a relational ecosystem in which companies interact, exchange
knowledge, and develop collaborative opportunities. Events such as seasonal presentations,
business lunches, and networking initiatives sustain this ecosystem, while the hospitality area
of the Kioene Arena acts as a pivotal relational space where informal interaction strengthens
trust and supports long-term collaboration. The recent renovation of the hospitality lounge in
partnership with LAGO further reinforces the strategic relevance of this environment as a
physical platform for relationship building and value co-creation.

More broadly, the Kioene Arena itself represents a fundamental strategic asset. Infrastruc-

tural improvements, including new training facilities and the modernisation of support areas,
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strengthen the club’s operational capacity while consolidating its symbolic presence within
the city. By concentrating first-team and youth activities in the same venue, the arena be-
comes not only a sporting facility but also a shared space where competitive performance,
community engagement, and partner interaction converge.

The differentiation among partnership levels (Friends, Sponsors, Jersey Sponsors, and Title
Sponsors) reflects the flexibility of the club’s relational approach. Rather than applying a
standardized sponsorship model, Pallavolo Padova allows partners to personalise their in-
volvement through tailored initiatives that combine marketing visibility with internal and
external impact activities. Examples such as employee engagement through match participa-
tion or co-developed community programmes illustrate how partnerships generate organisa-
tional benefits extending beyond brand exposure.

A further cornerstone of the club’s impact identity is represented by the youth academy. The
Accademia embodies not only a pathway for sporting excellence but also an educational en-
vironment focused on personal development, value transmission, and social inclusion. This
dual sporting and educational mission strengthens the club’s legitimacy and reinforces its
perception as a developmental institution within the community.

The analysis of territorial initiatives demonstrated how the club’s impact extends through a
dense network of local stakeholders. The relationship with municipal institutions confirms
the club’s role as a representative actor of the city, while collaborations with the University
of Padova illustrate the potential for mutual legitimacy, knowledge exchange, and human
capital development. The presence of the university’s logo on the first-team jersey symboli-
cally reflects this integration between sport and education.

Similarly, the Volley School Project represents a concrete example of community impact. By
promoting physical activity, health awareness, and nutritional education among primary and
middle school students, the initiative demonstrates how corporate partners can translate spon-
sorship into meaningful impact activities. The involvement of OrtoRomi as title sponsor fur-
ther illustrates the alignment between corporate objectives and social outcomes, reinforcing

the thesis that sport can operate as a vehicle for measurable impact generation.
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Finally, collaboration with charity partners confirms the club’s commitment to addressing
broader social needs. Whether through annual partnerships with local foundations or aware-
ness initiatives linked to health and inclusion, these collaborations expand the scope of the
club’s impact while strengthening stakeholder trust and reinforcing social legitimacy.

Overall, the Pallavolo Padova case illustrates how the integration of vision, partnership man-
agement, infrastructural assets, and community engagement enables a professional sport club
to position impact as a core strategic function. The club’s experience demonstrates that, when
impact activities are coherently embedded within governance, relational management, and
sporting operations, they contribute simultaneously to economic stability, organizational le-
gitimacy, and long-term sustainability, confirming the role of sport organizations as engines

of shared value creation within their communities.
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6. CHAPTER

KEY TAKEAWAYS & FUTURE PATHS

The point of departure was the intuition advanced by Smith and Westerbeek (2007): invest-
ment in sport can serve as a vehicle for corporate social responsibility. Building on this foun-
dation, the thesis reframed the discussion in outcome-oriented terms. What ultimately matters
for firms is not the symbolic association with sport, but whether that investment generates
social, environmental, relational, and organisational outcomes. From the corporate perspec-
tive, sponsorship is no longer interpreted as a mere marketing expense, but as a potential
source of sustainable competitive advantage. This advantage materialises when companies
engage with sport organisations in collaborative initiatives capable of generating tangible
outcomes beyond visibility. Through joint programmes (such as youth development projects,
health promotion campaigns, inclusion initiatives, and environmental awareness activities)
corporate sponsors and sport clubs co-create value that strengthens stakeholder trust, en-
hances organisational legitimacy, and reinforces corporate identity. Within this perspective,
sponsorship increasingly assumes the characteristics of a cross-sector partnership in which
commercial objectives and broader societal goals converge.

Ryan and Fahy (2012) provide a useful lens to interpret this transformation, highlighting how
sponsorship has evolved from a predominantly philanthropic and marketing-oriented practice
towards a network-based strategic resource. The network approach suggests that firms
achieve greater effectiveness when sponsorship is activated through relationship-based strat-

egies, including the joint definition of objectives, collaborative activation processes, and
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continuous interaction with multiple stakeholders. Consequently, sponsorship becomes em-
bedded within a wider relational ecosystem rather than remaining confined to brand expo-
sure.

Building on this broader understanding, the analysis also introduced the notion of the internal
impact of sponsorship. Beyond external relational benefits, sponsorship can generate intra-
organisational effects by reinforcing corporate identity, aligning employee behaviour with
strategic priorities, and translating sport-derived values (such as teamwork, resilience, disci-
pline, and commitment) into organisational culture. Internal communication campaigns, em-
ployee engagement initiatives linked to the sponsored team, and the symbolic integration of
sport narratives into performance management practices illustrate how sponsorship can op-
erate as an internal alignment mechanism. In this sense, impact encompasses both external
collaborative programmes and internal organisational processes, confirming that the strategic
value of sponsorship emerges when relationships are intentionally managed as platforms for
shared value creation rather than as isolated promotional investments.

However, for companies to interpret sport investment as an impact activity, clubs must be
structurally capable of absorbing and managing such investments within their organisational
processes. This consideration marks the shift towards the club perspective developed in the
second part of the thesis, where the focus moves from corporate motivations to the internal
responsibilities of professional sport organisations. Because sport is inherently socially em-
bedded and generates extraordinary levels of passion and identification among supporters
(Cashman, 2004), contributing to community integration and social cohesion (Wakefield &
Wann, 2006), clubs operate within a context where their role extends beyond entertainment
and competitive performance. The implementation of impact programmes thus becomes a
natural expression of this social embeddedness, allowing clubs to translate emotional capital
into initiatives that address concrete community needs.

In this environment, stakeholder management emerges as the central managerial mechanism
through which clubs operationalise these responsibilities. Professional sport organisations
interact with a dense network of stakeholders, including fans, sponsors, institutions, media,

educational actors, and local communities, whose expectations increasingly emphasise
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tangible social contribution and responsible behaviour (Babiak & Kihl, 2018). High visibility
and continuous public scrutiny further intensify these expectations, making legitimacy and
trust contingent upon the club’s capacity to demonstrate coherent and meaningful impact
actions (Wallace, 2004).

This stakeholder-driven orientation materialises through the implementation of diverse im-
pact activities across environmental, social, and governance dimensions. Environmental ini-
tiatives, including carbon accounting systems, energy-efficient stadium technologies, and
transparent emissions reporting, illustrate how impact can be translated into tangible opera-
tional and governance outcomes. These climate-conscious strategies not only respond to
growing accountability and transparency pressures (Myung, 2024), but can also generate re-
lational and economic benefits. Empirical evidence indicates that environmentally responsi-
ble actions strengthen fan engagement and enhance sponsorship attractiveness, particularly
among sustainability-oriented investors (David, 2024). At the same time, the effectiveness
of such initiatives relies heavily on coordinated stakeholder collaboration among clubs, pub-
lic institutions, and corporate partners, highlighting the interdependent nature of environmen-
tal impact in sport settings (Yu & Jeong, 2025).

The social dimension remains even more central. Youth academies, athlete mentorship pro-
grammes, local business collaborations, and structured family engagement initiatives trans-
form social embeddedness into measurable community benefits. Empirical evidence shows
that these programmes enhance relational capital, reinforce stakeholder confidence, and ulti-
mately contribute to economic stability derived from sustained community support (Babiak
& Kihl, 2018; Lacey, Russell & Kennett-Hensel, 2016).

Governance completes this architecture by ensuring that environmental and social initiatives
are supported by transparent and ethical decision-making systems. Formalised policies, com-
pliance procedures, accountability roles, and reporting practices institutionalise impact, re-
duce reputational risk, and strengthen the club’s social licence to operate, thereby improving
credibility with sponsors, institutions, and the broader public.

The third dimension of the thesis examined sponsorship management from the club’s per-

spective. A clear strategic vision and a coherent strategic management framework are
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prerequisites for transforming sponsorship into partnership. Sponsorship can be understood
as an inter-organisational alliance capable of generating competitive advantage when strate-
gically managed (Morgan, Taylor, & Adair, 2020). Such alliances require alignment of ex-
pectations, mutual interdependence (Kale, Singh, & Perlmutter, 2000), and sustained com-
munication. Trust, long-term orientation, and cooperation are structural pillars of durable
inter-organisational relationships (Nufer & Biihler, 2010). The evolution from sponsor to
partner therefore reflects the operational transition from marketing logic to impact logic:
shared projects, shared values, and shared benefits replace transactional visibility agree-
ments.

Beyond dyadic relationships, clubs may assume the role of network orchestrators. By facili-
tating B2B interactions among sponsors and positioning themselves as relational bridges
within local ecosystems, clubs contribute to long-term value creation. Sponsorship becomes
a distinctive competence when embedded in relational systems, and contemporary engage-
ment increasingly resembles network orchestration rather than simple exposure (Ryan &
Fahy, 2012). Network strength can be empirically observed through increased business in-
teractions and enhanced resource access among partners (Wagner, 2017; Sullivan & Marvel,
2011). In this sense, partnership management strengthens both economic sustainability and
social embeddedness.

The fourth dimension examined the role of professional sport clubs within their local com-
munities through the concept of community capacity, defined as “the interaction of human
capital, organizational resources and social capital existing within a given community that
can be leveraged to solve collective problems and improve or maintain the wellbeing of a
given community” (Chaskin, 2001). Within this framework, professional sport clubs occupy
a particularly strategic position. Their deep community embeddedness, combined with high
media exposure and strong emotional resonance among stakeholders, allows them to act as
catalysts of community capacity by mobilising diverse actors, facilitating collaboration, and
amplifying socially oriented initiatives.

By functioning as relational hubs that connect public institutions, educational organisations,

corporate partners, and third-sector actors, clubs contribute to the coordination of resources
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and the alignment of collective objectives. Sport’s ability to combine physical activity with
symbolic influence further reinforces this role, making it an effective platform for health
promotion and social development (Edwards & Casper, 2012; World Health Organization,
2003). Collaborations with schools, universities, and charitable organisations therefore illus-
trate how clubs can generate tangible outcomes in terms of health, education, social inclusion,
and sustainability awareness, while simultaneously strengthening legitimacy, responding to
media and fan expectations, and consolidating their territorial identity.

The empirical case of Pallavolo Padova confirmed how these theoretical principles can be
operationalised within a coherent strategic framework. The club’s vision integrates corporate
partners, local institutions, youth development, and community engagement into a unified
system. Sponsors are explicitly defined as partners, reflecting the deliberate evolution from
transactional sponsorship to relational co-value creation. The club operates within an inter-
connected ecosystem in which sponsors, institutions, schools, universities, and youth pro-
grammes reinforce one another.

The overarching conclusion of this thesis is therefore structural: corporate investment in sport
can generate genuine impact only when clubs are strategically organised to manage that in-
vestment through coherent stakeholder governance, partnership-based sponsorship, and com-
munity-oriented programmes. The expectations of companies, the social embeddedness of
sport organisations, and the needs of local communities are not parallel dynamics but inter-
dependent forces. When strategically aligned, they transform professional sport into a plat-
form for shared value creation, strengthened legitimacy, durable partnerships, and long-term

sustainable development.
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