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Abstract

Research into fan and consumer behavior has provided information explaining the psychological reasons people choose to identify with sport teams and organizations.  The concepts of Basking In Reflected Glory (BIRGing; Cialdini et al., 1976) and Cutting Off Reflected Failure (CORFing; Snyder, & Fromkin, 1980) indicate that a person will attempt to associate and disassociate themselves with others perceived to be successful and unsuccessful in an attempt to maintain a favorable public image.  The current study investigates another potential avenue of team identification entitled Glory Out of Reflected Failure (GORFing), which attempts to determine if a relationship exists between a fan’s level of identification and affiliation based on the perceived failure of a “rival” not at the hands of the favorite team.  Interviews conducted at large universities with prominent athletic programs provided information whether the phenomenon of GORFing was present, and indicated if further research into the inquiry was warranted.  

Introduction


People consume sport for different reasons, including enjoyment, socialization, influence from others, and the desire to belong to a group.  Researchers have identified how a person is introduced to sport (de Groot, & Robinson, 2008), and what influences them to consume sport at different levels (Funk, & James, 2001; 2006).  One area of consumer behavior that has received considerable attention is the psychological reasons people choose to identify with a sport team or organization (Cialdini et al., 1976; Snyder, & Fromkin, 1980; Snyder, Lassegard, & Ford, 1986; Campbell et al., 2004).  It is important for practitioners to be cognizant of factors affecting fan identification, as fan loyalty is desired by all sport organizations.  The concepts of Basking In Reflected Glory, (BIRGing; Cialdini et al., 1976), and Cutting Off Reflected Failure (CORFing; Snyder et al., 1986) give a foundation for understanding fan identification tendencies and how such tendencies are affected by on-field production.  Additional concepts, such as Basking In spite of Reflected Failure (BIRFing) and Cutting Off Reflected Success (CORSing) provide further evidence in deciphering fan behavior (Campbell et al., 2004).  The current study examines a new potential avenue for understanding identification behavior; Glory Out of Reflected Failure (GORFing), which attempts to explain what affect the perceived success and failure of a rival has on the identification and affiliation tendencies of a fan.  Specifically, the following research question was formulated to guide the research:

RQ: 
How do people make meaning out of the Glory Out of Reflective Failure phenomenon?


This study looks at a person’s tendency to display affiliation with their favorite team after the defeat of a rival.  Qualitative interviews were conducted to gauge how the level of identification with a team was affected after the defeat of a rival at the hands of someone other than the favorite team.  Previous research has found that people will show team affiliation following a defeat by jeering or Blasting another who cheers for an opposing team (Cialdini, 1976, de Groot, & Robinson, 2008).  

To further explain the proposed phenomenon, an alumnus of The University of Texas at Austin is happy and will display a high level of affiliation with the university after an athletic victory.  Additionally, they are expectedly happy when Texas defeats rivals within their conference.   Further, the alumnus can also experience joy when these rivals are dealt a defeat at the hands of someone other than Texas, such as was the case with the 2009 BCS National Championship game where Florida defeated Oklahoma.  

Review of Literature


Based out of balance theory (Heider, 1958), Cialdini et al., (1976) examined the attachment tendencies of college students attending schools with prominent football programs.  First, the authors observed that students tended to wear merchandise of the school more often after a football win than after a non-win.  By asking students the outcome of football games, supporting data was gathered, which found that subjects used associative words when describing a win and distancing words when recounting a non-win.  Additionally, tendencies to BIRG where stronger when public image was in danger and when the person asking about the outcome had lower affiliation with the team or school than did the subject.  In conclusion, the term Basking In Reflected Glory (BIRGing) was coined to describe the tendency of one to associate with a successful other in an attempt to enhance public image (Cialdini et al, 1976).


Snyder, Lassegard, and Ford (1986) found people attempted to distance, or Cut Off Reflected Failure (CORFing) from a person or group perceived as unsuccessful.  When this occurred, people chose to BIRG with another group that experienced success, leading the authors to cite BIRGing as an enhancement tactic, and CORFing as image-protection tactic.  In the study, subjects were assigned to work in groups on certain tasks and received either positive, negative, or no feedback regarding their production.  Subjects were then asked their intentions to present the group work to judges and given the opportunity to take and wear group-identifying badges.  The authors found that those whom received negative feedback were less likely to take and wear identifying badges and did not desire to present with group members (Snyder, Lassegard, & Ford, 1986). 


It is understood that not all people feel the same amount of affiliation with a team or organization.  To measure how the level of identification and allegiance to a team affected a person’s tendency to BIRG and CORF, a study conducted on Kansas Basketball fans found that individuals with high levels of team identity were more likely to BIRG and less likely to CORF.  Adversely, opposite actions were found in fans with low levels of identification (Wann, & Branscombe, 1990).  Consistent with Cialdini et al., the authors posed that people tend to BIRG and CORF in order to maintain a level of self-esteem along with a favorable public image.


Recently, Campbell, Aiken, and Kent (2004) have suggested two new concepts describing these unique behaviors; BIRFing, and CORSing.  Basking In spite of Reflected Failure describes the tendency of fans to maintain, and even increase their level of support for a team during periods of extended perceived failure.  One example of BIRFing is the fan base of the Chicago Cubs.  The Cubs baseball club has not won a league championship in over a century, yet are able to sellout Wrigley Field on a regular basis.  The authors explain fans that choose to BIRF possibly do so because they want to display their loyalty to the team and do not want to be perceived as “fair-weather fans”.  By showing loyalty to a struggling team one boosts self-esteem, and associates with others perceived to be “die-hard fans”, thus meeting the human desire for belonging.  Cutting Off Reflected Success occurs when a person chooses to weaken or terminate their affiliation with a team during a period of achievement.  A person who chooses to CORS may do so for many reasons as well.  If a struggling team suddenly has a good year in which they experience on-field success, they will undoubtedly gain exposure and an increased fan base.  Supporters of the team when it was struggling may not like the onslaught of “new fans” and wish things the way they were previously.  Not to say these fans wish on-field failure for their favorite team, but they may not welcome the “new” attention the team is receiving and resent bandwagon jumpers.  Additionally, fans may not wish to conform to the new fad of supporting the team, and instead wish to show individuality and rebellious behavior.  The Oakland Raiders, 1919 Chicago Black Sox, and Pete Rose were given as examples of teams or individuals that fans could choose to CORS against (Cambell, Aiken, & Kent, 2004).


Extending the existing literature, Glory Out of Reflected Failure (GORFing) helps to explain the relationship that exists between fans, their favorite team, and their favorite team’s rival.  According to the Psychological Continuum Model introduced by Funk and James (2001; 2006), people identified as allegiant and attached to a team are the most loyal fans, and display this steady commitment by watching and monitoring the success and failure of their favorite team.  Some examples of how they do this is attending games, researching statistics and stories online, belonging to team support groups, and wearing team apparel.  Fans may also choose to visit rival team Web sites and blogs in an attempt to gain insider information about the counterpart and allow Blasting of opposing team’s fans.  This is most commonly seen in college football, as fans will follow spring practices of their favorite team while also keeping abreast on information regarding other teams on the schedule, in the conference, and the national picture.  Cialdini found that students were more likely to wear merchandise from another university following their football teams failure (1976).  This points to the fact that people will identify with another successful team when faced with failure, and introduces the question will fans more strongly identify with a team after a rival has experienced some level of failure, even if the failure is at the hands of someone other than the favorite team?

Methodology


College athletic fans are among the most loyal to their teams because of the tie they enjoy with the university.  For this reason, the study guided by constructivist theory (Crotty, 1998) will focus on the fans of colleges and universities with prominent athletic programs. Semi-structured interview protocol has been adopted, allowing participants to talk about their unique experiences and feelings regarding the proposed phenomenon.  Since the study is exploratory and on going, a discovery-oriented method has been employed (Hill, Thompson, & Williams, 1997).  This method allows for minor adjustments during the interview process.  

As previously mentioned, there are theories to explain the phenomena of people identifying with a team after perceived success (BIRGing: Cialdini et. al, 1976), and distancing from a team that has experienced failure (CORFing; Snyder, Lassengard, & Ford, 1986.).  However, these theories do not suffice for the purpose of this study, which explains the effects of a rival’s defeat on fan behavior.  Therefore, this grounded study theory (Creswell, 1998) sets out to illustrate how GORFing affects a fan’s identification and behavior. 

This study will consist of individuals who strongly identify with their respective team or institution.  To ensure a high level of commitment and identification with the respective institution, each participant will be administered a preliminary staging tool (Funk, 2008), which will help to determine where they fall on the Psychological Continuum Model (Funk, & James, 2001; 2006). After saturation has been reached, gathered data will be coded using open and axial procedures to allow for category construction, and trustworthiness accounted for in analysis (Merriam, 1998).  As in all grounded theory research, specific themes and statements will be analyzed to find all possible meanings (Creswell, 1998).   

Possible Findings and Future Study

It can be expected that individuals will display a higher level of affiliation with a favorite team after they defeat a rival, as explained by the BIRGing phenomenon (Cialdini et. al, 1976; Wann, & Branscombe, 1990).  Additionally, the amount of joy experienced and affiliation displayed will depend on the level of attachment a fan feels toward a particular team. Analysis will provide preliminary evidence if the tendency to GORF exists and lead to future study on the subject, which may include the likelihood of GORFing to occur depending on level of attachment, outcome of favorite team, and the magnitude of the rival contest.   
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