The Fan Ritual Scale and Sports Attendance

Abstract

Rituals are an important part of society, and are a frequent topic of investigation among sociologists and anthropologists.  Marketing applications of ritual, however, are rare.  This study investigates the relationships between sports fan rituals, team identification and attendance using the Fan Ritual Scale.  Data were collected at a professional football game in Australia.  The results reveal a significant and positive relationship between social rituals, identification and attendance.  There was no relationship however, between identification, attendance and personal rituals.

Introduction

The sports marketing literature is replete with studies linking group or team identification with desirable marketing outcomes such as attendance, attitudinal loyalty, media consumption and merchandise spend.  Studies in the 1970s found evidence of students BIRGing (basking in reflected glory) or CORFing (cutting off reflected failure) after sporting events (Cialdini, et al., 1976).  BIRGing is revealed when a sports fan is more likely to wear their favorite team apparel after the team wins than when it loses. In a later study, Wann and Branscombe (1990) found that highly identified fans were more likely to BIRG and less likely to CORF.  Madrigal (1995) found that team identification had more influence on BIRGing behaviors than satisfaction with the event.

This study takes an alternate view and focuses on game day behaviors.  Rather than viewing BIRGing behaviors as an outcome of identification, we propose these behaviors make up a part of the overall game day ritual for sports fans.  More ritualistic fans not only wear the team apparel, but also sing the team song, paint their faces in team colors, wear lucky charms to the game and pray for team success.  What is the relationship of these ritualistic behaviors with team identification and attendance?  After briefly discussing the literature on identification and rituals, this paper uses the Fan Ritual Scale to test these relationships.

Previous Research

Identification

Identity theory states that an individual’s self concept has a personal identity and a social identity.  Personal identity comprises characteristics such as abilities and interests.  Social identity stems from how a person sees themselves fitting in with significant and relevant groups such as social groups, club memberships, employment situations and sporting teams.  Researchers frequently link identification with marketing objectives.  For example, in an empirical study of art museum members, Bhattacharya , Rao and Glynn (1995) found identification with the museum is positively related to the prestige of the museum, along with the frequency of visit and length of membership.  Sutton et al’s (1997) study found highly identified fans of sports teams were less sensitive to ticket price increases.  Branscombe and Wann (1991) found positive social and psychological outcomes of identification, and Gladden and Funk (2002) found identification to be a strong predictor of brand (team) benefits.  Regarding the link between identification and attendance, both Fisher and Wakefield (1998) and Schurr, Wittig, Ruble and Ellen (1988) found a significant and positive relationship between highly identified fans, and attendance.  

Ritual

Human rituals are prevalent throughout every society and culture. Researchers can trace the origins of some prominent rituals to religious worship, but even secular Western society creates rituals (Arnould & Thompson, 2005; Moore & Myerhoff, 1977).  There are examples of human rituals in obvious places such as religious ceremonies, political conventions and weddings, and the less obvious such as maternity hospitals, gift giving and professional sports.  Ritual provides identity and solidarity, and is one of the oldest human activities.  By studying ritual, societal behavior often becomes more understandable and explainable (Wilson, 1954). 

The terms rite and ritual are used widely throughout literature, and have varied meanings and definitions, usually in the practice of religious activities (Grimes, 1996).  Most researchers, however, subscribe to Wilson’s view whereby studying a culture’s rituals can lead to a better understanding of its belief systems (Davis-Floyd, 1996; Turner, 1969).  Rook’s (Rook, 1985 p. 252) definition of ritual incorporates both religious and non-religious behaviors and forms the basis for the use of ritual in marketing.

“…a type of expressive, symbolic activity constructed of multiple behaviors that occur in a fixed, episodic sequence, and that tend to be repeated over time.  Ritual behavior is dramatically scripted and acted out and is performed with formality, seriousness, and inner intensity.” 

Blanchard (1988) argues that unless rituals have explicit religious ends, almost every behavior in everyday life from brushing teeth to taking the dog for a walk could then be considered ritualistic.  What is a ritual, and what is merely behavioral habit?  Whereas rituals and habits share the common ground of repetition of an event over time, they differ in at least five ways.  First, rituals are a repetition of a fixed sequence of multiple behaviors over time (Rook, 1985). Second, rituals contain artifacts and symbolism that are taken seriously by the ritualistic consumer (Rook, 1985), and are performed (Moore & Myerhoff, 1977) with a sense of formality (Rappaport, 1996). Third, a higher level of consumer involvement distinguishes ritual from habit (Celsi & Olson, 1988; Tetreault & Kleine, 1990).  Fourth, ritualistic behavior appears to stimulate a higher level of affective response than does habitual behavior (Warner, 1959). Last, rituals are ordered, have a beginning, middle and end, and tend to be less amenable to modification or extinction than habits (Kertzer, 1988; La Fontaine, 1985).  

Behavior is a key to all definitions of ritual.  Rituals are laced with emotion, symbolism and even cognition, but rituals must be performed (Ibrahim, 1988; Malley & Barrett, 2003) – either individually or in a group.  Ritual and behavior go hand in hand.  

Ritual in Sports 

What is common among previous studies of ritual is that none have attempted to measure ritual to determine the level of ‘rituality’ an individual exhibits – either in a religious or non-religious context.  This is perhaps due the complexity of the ritual construct, and the almost unlimited multitude of rituals available to be performed. Rituals consist of a wide range of actions that vary from social and public displays, to extremely private behaviors (Gainer, 1995).  Professional sporting contests provide a context within which opportunities for social and personal ritual behavior are prevalent and measurable.  Sport mirrors society (Eitzen, 1999) and often has a mass fanatical appeal matched perhaps only by religion.  Qualities such as mystique, tradition, nostalgia and cultural fixation are common to both (Frey & Eitzen, 1991).  

Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses

According to social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1985), an individual’s self concept is composed of their social identity and a personal identity.  Following on from this, the rituals that people perform can be either personal or social in nature.  Depersonalization is the term used in social psychology to describe an individual’s shift in focus from their personal identity to their social identity (Banaji & Prentice, 1994).  The consequences of depersonalization are that people tend to behave as group members rather than as individuals.  Marshall (2002) proposes that public (or social) rituals are more likely to produce belonging and belief than personal rituals.  If this is the case, social rituals will have more influence on attendance and commitment than personal rituals. 

The Fan Ritual Scale (FRS), found in Table 1 (Neale, Mizerski, & Lee, 2008), was developed following Churchill’s (1979) guidelines. It uses four game-day behaviors to measure social ritual (items 1-4) and three indicators of personal ritual (items 5-7) of attending a sporting event.

Table 1: Fan Ritual Scale

	
	On game day as a spectator have you ever…..
	
	Never
	Only Once
	Rarely
	Some-times
	Often
	Every Game

	1
	Painted or decorated any part of your body with team colours.
	
	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	2
	Sung the team song with other members of the crowd.
	
	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	3
	Purchased any team merchandise at a game.
	
	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	4
	Worn team colours when you attend the game.
	
	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	5
	Worn a “lucky charm” that can be seen by others.
	
	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	6
	Worn a “lucky charm” that cannot be seen by others.
	
	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	7
	Prayed for team success before or during the game.
	
	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5


Identification and Attendance 

Highly identified fans are likely to behave differently to lowly identified fans (Mitriano, 1999; Sutton, et al., 1997).  Researchers have found a positive relationship between levels of identification and game attendance (Fisher & Wakefield, 1998; Schurr, et al., 1988).  

H1: Identification with the team is positively associated with behavioral loyalty (attendance) towards the team.

Ritual and Identification

Ritual is used throughout history as a major means of social integration (Goethals, 1996).  One of the primary purposes of ritual is to align the belief system of the individual with that of society (Davis-Floyd, 1996), and for ritual participants to discover who they are in the world (Jennings, 1982) via performance of the ritual.  While investigating consumers of the performing arts, Gainer (1995) found that shared consumption rituals bound consumers together by managing their social relationships.  This indicates that increased ritual activities among community members may strengthen their commitment. Therefore:

H2a: Social ritual is positively associated with identification towards the team.

H3a: Personal ritual is positively associated with identification towards the team.

Ritual and Attendance

One of the defining characteristics of ritual is that it is resistant to change.  Some level of invariance is a characteristic of all rituals, both human and non-human (Rappaport, 1996).  Those rituals that have been performed for many years tend to become stable over time, thus perpetuating the invariance.  Perhaps this resistance to change may result in higher retention rates among attendees. Therefore:

H2b: Social ritual is positively associated with behavioral loyalty (attendance) towards the team.

H3b: Personal ritual is positively associated with behavioral loyalty (attendance) towards the team.

Model

 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 



Collecting Data

Data were collected at a mid-season Australian Football League (AFL) game between the Fremantle Dockers (home team) and the Sydney Swans in Perth, Australia.  Eight research assistants were stationed just inside four roughly equidistant gates in an attempt to gather data from both members and non-members.  To randomize the sample, the assistants were instructed to approach every fourth individual or group, with further instructions not to give the questionnaire to more than one person in any group.  The respondents could either complete the questionnaire on the spot, or return the questionnaire to the same location before the end of the three-quarter time break.  A total of 651 completed questionnaires were returned for a response rate of 79%.  This response, from a game day attendance of 35,037 corresponds to 1.8% of the overall crowd.  Of these, a sub-sample of 295 was used for the analysis. A small incentive (cap in team colors) was given to respondents as they returned their completed questionnaire to the research assistant.  

The Sample

The sample was 55% male, with an average age of 38.1 years.  The gender split of the sample compares favorably with the overall gender split of professional football games in Australia (57.6%) (Megalogenis, 2004).  Approximately 61% of the respondents were financial members of the Fremantle Football Club, and of those members, 94% purchased season tickets.  The Fremantle Football Club reports that during most home games, 65% of the attendees are Fremantle members.  The sample profile indicates that the sample is similar to the attendee population.  Ninety seven percent of attendees report performing at least one ritual on game day.  Wearing team colors to a game is the most frequent ritual performed (86%), followed by singing the club song (80%) and purchasing team merchandise (62%). Twenty-two percent of respondents report praying for team success.

Analysis and Results

The data were analyzed with Structural Equation Modeling using AMOS, and the overall model fit was acceptable (Chi-square = 88.81, p = 0.054, Χ2/df = 1.287, SRMR = 0.046, RMSEA = 0.031, GFI = 0.959, TLI = 0.962, CFI = 0.971, no standard residual co-variances over 2.58).

	
	Path
	Estimate
	S.E.
	t
	p

	H1
	Beh Loyalty<--- Identification
	.493
	.168
	2.940
	.003

	H2a
	Identification<--- Social Ritual
	.264
	.066
	3.981
	***

	H2b
	Beh Loyalty<--- Social Ritual
	.190
	.083
	2.287
	.022

	H3a
	Identification<--- Personal Ritual
	-.013
	.185
	-.072
	.943

	H3b
	Beh Loyalty<--- Personal Ritual
	.052
	.242
	.216
	.829


As hypothesized, and found in other studies, there is a significant and positive relationship between Team Identification and Behavioral Loyalty.  The data support hypothesis H1.  Results revealed a significant and positive relationship between Social Rituals and both Identification and Behavioral Loyalty, supporting H2a and H2b. However, neither H3a nor H3b can be supported from the data.  There was no significant relationship between Personal Rituals and either Identification or Behavioral Loyalty.

Discussion and Implications
This study has implications for marketing researchers, sports marketers and marketers of other consumer products.  Researchers can take this study as the starting point for measuring ritualistic behavior in a marketing context. While this study cannot conclude a causal relationship, it clearly indicates that ritualistic consumption may be an important element when investigating game day attendance.  
Sports marketers should design the game day experience to facilitate social rituals wherever possible.  For example, teaching fans the team song (or even making sure there is a team song), and providing an opportunity before the game begins to sing collectively will strengthen this ritual.  The good news for sports marketers is that these social rituals are observable – by participating in these rituals, fans teach others how to be ‘good’ fans.
Can marketers of other products learn from studying ritual?  Obvious services that have consumers exhibiting ritualistic behavior such as religion, would be an interesting test.  Certainly churches, synagogues and mosques are rich with ritual ceremonies, but marketers have also woven rituals into the purchase and usage of some consumer products.  For example, the HOGs (Harley Owners Group) meet regularly to socialize and ride their motorcycles together. This is a ritual that Harley Davidson facilitates and encourages with its marketing.

Limitations and Future Research

The scale developed to measure fan ritual and its application in this study simply marks the starting point.  The scale needs further refinement, and then it needs to be tested in other sports and countries. If there are common rituals involved with attending varied sporting events around the world, then researchers should incorporate these into subsequent scales. In much the same way that some consumers are more prone to use coupons/vouchers than others (Lichtenstein et al. 1990), an intriguing study would be one that tests whether some people have a higher propensity to be ritualistic than others, and if so, what the antecedent personality characteristics would be.  
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