The relationship among relative deprivation, regional identification, and team identification: Test of a structural model

Today, sport is a big business. However, due to the global economic downturn, the sport industry is facing financial challenges. As revenues from TV broadcasting rights and corporate sponsorships decrease, sports franchises and organizations realized they need to reconnect with their traditional sport fans (Mahony, 2000). Understanding sport fan behavior has never been more important.

In the last decade, numerous studies have been undertaken to understand sport consumer attitudes and behaviors.  Numerous studies have pointed out that fans with strong psychological attachment to a team would continue to support their team in any circumstance (Funk & James, 2006; Funk, Mahony, & Ridinger, 2002; Harada & Matsuoka. 1999; Madrigal, 1995; Sutton, McDonald, Milne, & Cimperman, 1997; Wann & Barnscombe, 1990). Team identification, a type of psychological attachment, has been considered one of the most important factors in understanding sport fan behavior as the construct influences almost every aspect of sport fan-ship (i.e., cognitive, affective, conative domains and actual behavior; Kwon, Trail, & Anderson, 2006; Madrigal, 1995; Matsuoka, Chelladurai, & Harada, 2003; Melnick & Wann, 2004; Wann, 2002; Laverie & Arnett, 2000; Trail, Anderson, & Fink, 2005).

Despite the increased interest in team identification, relatively little is known about the antecedents to the construct to date (Dimmock & Gucciardi, 2007; Fink, Trail, & Anderson, 2002). 

The term of team identification originated from the social identity theory (Tajfel & Tunner, 1979). According to the theory, people find their identity within a group which they are affiliated with. Identity is salient when people from one group (in-group) view people from other groups (out-group) differently. This type of classification brings homogeneity within the in-group, knowing that out-group members are different than they are (Tajfel & Tunner, 1979).

On the other hand, the relative deprivation theory received attention from social psychologists to explain the behaviors of social groups and their members. Stouffer et al. (1949) first introduced the concept of relative deprivation and later theoretical frameworks of the concept were introduced by Runciman (1966) and Townsend (1979). According to the theory, a group member’s deprived feeling (emotional consequences) comes from relative standards of comparison with others rather than absolute standards. A group member could draw comparison with members of other groups (reference group; Runciman, 1966). In a sport setting, the reference group could be a rival team or other teams within the league. 

Although both social identity theory and relative deprivation theory share common knowledge from social comparison theory, only few studies have been conducted by adapting both theories (Han, 2003). Specifically, the theoretical relationship between group identification and relative deprivation has not been examined in the context of spectator sport. Accordingly, the purpose of this study was to examine the role of relative deprivation and regional identification in predicting team identification. For this purpose, a structural model was developed to explain hypothetical relationships among relative deprivation, regional identification, and team identification. 

The researchers obtained a total of 600 samples from two different cities (i.e., Che-Ju Province and Kwang-Ju City) in South Korea. Only 524 useful cases were included in data analysis. The measurement tools included three scales: Team Identification, Regional Identification (group esteem, identification, and categorization), and relative deprivation (cognitive and emotional deprivation). 

A descriptive analysis was conducted for initial data screening. Reliability tests and a confirmatory factor analysis were performed to establish the reliability and validity of the measurement scale. Cronbach's alphas ranged from .85 to .97, which represents good reliability of the measures. A CFA for the measurement model yielded a satisfactory fit, x2=1074.90(df=369, p<.001), SRMR=.04, CFI=.94, NNFI=.93, and RMSEA=.06. Finally, a structural equation model test was performed to test the proposed model. The results suggest that the proposed model is psychometrically sound with model fit indices, x2=1074.90(df=369, p<.001), SRMR=.04, CFI=.94, NNFI=.93, RMSEA=.06. 

The examination of path coefficients supported hypothesized relationships among the research constructs. Specifically, both relative deprivation and regional identification significantly influenced team identification. In addition, there was a positive correlation between regional identification and relative deprivation. Theoretical and practical implications and future research directions will be presented.
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