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Organizational Attachment and Self-Congruity: A Dual-Carriage Way Examination of Fan Identification

Abstract

Fan identification has been defined as “the personal commitment and emotional involvement customers have with a sports organization” (Sutton 1997, p. 15).  This identification with a team is established through two similar, yet distinct processes: affinity and affiliation.  The brand personality literature indicates that consumers have affinity with those brands that are congruous with the individuals’ own personality (Aaker 1997; Sirgy 1986).   On the other hand, affiliation is best represented by the attachment a consumer feels with a certain brand.  The consumer may see the brand as an extension or self, or use the brand to establish a sense of self or sense to others (Mael & Ashforth 1992). The current study examines the relative contributions of affinity and affiliation processes to fan identification toward an intercollegiate football team.  Results support a dual carriageway (Phau & Lau, 2001) formation of fan identification, though affiliation, as measured by organizational attachment to the institution, was a relatively stronger contributor to fan identification than affinity.  Implications for practice and future research are discussed.

"The most visible thing in Portland, Ore., is probably the Portland Trail Blazers on a national basis.  This doesn't do our community any service. We're embarrassed. And we've got to work harder and do a better job. This needs to stop." –TrailBlazers team President Bob Whitsett after four TrailBlazers players were arrested in 4 days in 2002 (McAllister, 2002).
"From Day One the plan was to change the type of players we brought in. We were going to look at, not only at talent, but also the character of the players. What a player could do off the floor was just as important as what he could do on the floor. We had to change on the floor, but we also had to get out into the community and allow them to get to know us."-TrailBlazers coach Nate McMillan on the team’s response to rebuilding after the “Jail Blazers” years (Kelley, 2009).
By and large, individuals derive “strength and a sense of identity” from their connections to social groups (Kelman 1961).  If a sports team portrays strength or other desirable qualities, individuals will psychologically connect more easily to that team.  The introductory quotes regarding the rebuilding of the National Basketball Association’s (NBA) Portland Trailblazers indicate the importance of such connections.  The absence of congruency in team personality and fan values was never clearer than in the “Jail Blazers” years.  Fans disconnected from the team, attendance declined, and the team became a source of public embarrassment.  The team was forced to rebuild its team and its image in order to reconnect with fans.  
Fan identification has been defined as “the personal commitment and emotional involvement customers have with a sports organization” (Sutton 1997, p. 15).  This identification with a team is established through two similar, yet distinct processes: affinity and affiliation.  The brand personality literature indicates that consumers have affinity with those brands that are congruous with the individuals’ own personality (Aaker 1997; Sirgy 1986).   On the other hand, affiliation is best represented by the attachment a consumer feels with a certain brand.  The consumer may see the brand as an extension or self, or use the brand to establish a sense of self or sense to others (Mael & Ashforth 1992).  

Fan identification is critical in the sports context, as strong fan identification has often been linked to positive behavioral outcomes.  Studies have examined, among others, the impact of fan identification on attendance (e.g., Kahle, Kambara & Rose 1996), television viewership (e.g., Melnick & Wann 2004), emotional reactions (e.g., Wann, Brewer & Royalty 1999), and charitable behavior (e.g.,  Fisher & Wakefield 1998).  Most importantly, fan identification is a precursor to many of the revenue producing opportunities available to sports organizations.  
This research is designed to focus on the affinity and affiliation processes as foundations of fan identification.  Specifically, the research will examine affinity and affiliation from a brand management perspective.  Brand as a contributor to fan identification is especially critical as unlike many other contributors to fan identification (i.e., team performance, player/coaches, etc.) brand remains under the purview of the sport marketer.  Appropriately leveraging the brand to foster a fan’s affinity and desire to affiliate with a team may lead to increased levels of fan identification, and subsequent increases in attendance or other pro-team behavioral outcomes (See Figure 1).  Further, this research will explore the relative contribution of affinity and affiliation to fan identification.  
Affinity 
The need for self-representation is thought to be one driver of a fan’s connection to the team (e.g., Kahle et al. 1996).  Congruity between the group image and the consumer’s self-image is central to this affinity process. Sirgy et al. (2000) suggested consumers prefer to visit retail outlets where the consumer’s perception of the outlets’ image matches the consumer’s perception of his/her own image.  In the sports context, fans perceiving a match between team image and self-image should be more likely to develop strong levels of fan identification.  
Much of the research examining self-congruity in the consumer context has investigated congruity with brand personality (Phau & Lau 2001).  In her widely cited work on brand personality, Aaker (1997) identified five dimensions of brand personality: sincerity, excitement, competence, sophistication, and ruggedness.  Thus, self-congruity is the level of similarity between the consumer’s perception of the brand personality and the consumer’s own personality across these dimensions.  The more congruous the two, the stronger the consumer’s affinity with the brand (Sirgy, Grewel & Mangleburg 2000).  The potential exists for a sport brand manager to develop/manage a brand personality such that it more closely resembles the perceived self-personality of the team’s fan base.  Alternatively, a team could take a more customer-centered approach and use its understanding of the perceived personality of their fans to create a brand image for the team (Rust, Zeithaml & Lemon 2004).  Both strategies are apparent in the sports context.
For example, some teams seek to reinforce important brand personality elements in their marketing, and even team management, decisions.  The Portland Trailblazers example noted at the outset of this article suggests that the team’s brand personality was no longer congruous with the self-perceived personality of the team’s fan base.  The result was the executive decision to re-align the brand around the character of the players, seeking a stronger consistency between the fan’s perceived personality of the team and of themselves.  

Developing self-congruity can also be a customer-centered process.  The Seattle Sounders, a 2009 expansion team in Major League Soccer (MLS), have proactively sought to develop a strong affinity for the team by developing a brand personality that is congruous with the fan base (Seattle Sounders, 2009).  The team has established its brand around passion, community courage and excellence, values already apparent in the Seattle market.  The fan base was allowed to select the team name (voting in the Sounders even though it was not on the original list of names submitted to fans by the team), and such areas as team charitable activities have been closely aligned with the fans.  The end result was over 20,000 season tickets sold (more season tickets than any other MLS team in the league’s 13-year history) before the team even played its inaugural game.  
Importantly, brand personality is not solely determined by won/loss records.  A host of marketing applications, well within the realm of a sport marketer’s control, can be managed in an effort to maintain high self-congruity, such as uniforms and logos, advertising, ticket prices, and the brand personality characteristics noted above. 
Affiliation
The second antecedent process to fan identification is affiliation.  Group affiliation or the social consumption of sports has long been considered a motive for fandom. This motive has been included in studies of fan behavior to reflect the attachment the fan has with a social or peer group (Wann, 1995) and as an indicator of the attachment the fan has to the organization (Trail, Robinson, Dick & Gillentine 2003).  Organizational attachment is the “psychological attachment felt by the person for the organization; it reflects the degree to which the individual internalizes or adopts characteristics or perspectives of the organization” (O’Reilly and Chatman 1986, p. 493).  Fostering strong organizational attachment has been linked to pro-social behaviors (O’Reilly & Chatman 1986); pro-organizational behaviors (Mael & Ashforth 1992), and pro-team behaviors (Woo, et al. 2009).  Thus, sport marketers will benefit by developing stronger organizational attachment as a precursor to fan identification.  
As with the management of brand image, the development of organizational attachment is at least partly under the purview of the brand manager.  Strategies designed to align organizational values with fans’ values and to increase the involvement (commitment) of the fan base to the organization are witnessed throughout all levels of sport.  Colleges and universities have developed “clubs” that provide special perks designed to strengthen the affiliation of fans with the athletic department (Howard & Crompton 2003).  Professional teams have also developed strategies for fostering increased attachment with the organization.  For example, borrowing from the strategies of some European football teams, the Seattle Sounders of the MLS have created a club of all season-ticket holders.  The club has the ability to vote the general manager out, providing fan’s ownership in the team.  Further, the club is developing youth and community soccer leagues, allowing fans to increase involvement, commitment and attachment to the organization.  
The purpose of the current study is to examine the contribution affinity and affiliation to fan identification.  The results will allow marketers to better manage the respective processes to achieve desirable behavioral outcomes (i.e., attendance).
Methodology

Stratified random sampling of classes at a large, public university in the Southwest was employed to collect the data for this study.  Three freshman classes, three sophomore classes, four junior classes, five senior classes and five graduate classes were randomly chosen during the fall semester.  Course instructors were contacted via e-mail to gain permission to administer a survey during class.  
The six-page survey was divided into four sections:  demographics; game attendance; attitude statements about the university and its football team; and perceptions of self-image.  Measures for school attachment, self-congruity and fan identification were adapted from previous studies. Five items were adapted from O’Reilly and Chatman’s (1986) scale to assess student attachment to the university.   Six items were adapted from Mael and Ashforth’s (1992) scale to asses student attachment to the institution’s football team.

Twenty items were adapted from Aaker’s (1997) scale to first determine the fan’s self-perception of their personality. The scale was then used to assess fan’s perceptions of the team’s personality.  Following the formula used by Sirgy (1997), Σ│Ti - Pi│, where i=1, difference scores were created by taking the absolute value of the individual’s self-image subtracted from the team’s personality. The sum was then taken of all of the scores.  A behavior scale to assess intentions to attend games was adapted from Grewel et al. (1998).

Analysis

Of the 430 respondents, the largest group was freshmen (33.2%).  Fifty-one percent were female. Almost one-third (32.3%) of the respondents were student ticket holders for the football season, but over half (57.7%) did not attend football game during the season. 
Measurement Development

Principle components analysis was used to examine each of the constructs.  Results appear in the following tables.  Each of the factor analytic results suggested stable, uni-dimensional solutions for the school attachment, fan identification and game attendance constructs (Tables 1-3).
Table 1 

Factor Analysis of School Attachment (α = .865)
	Items:
	F1

	Since enrolling at ASU, I have come to share many of the school’s values.
	.812

	The reason I prefer ASU to other universities is because of what it stands for, its values.
	.851

	My attachment to ASU is primarily based on similarity of my values and those represented by ASU.
	.854

	What ASU stands for is important to me.
	.781

	Rather than just being a student, I feel a sense of “ownership” with ASU.
	.740

	Eigen Value
	3.270

	Variance Explained %
	65.40


Table 2

Factor Analysis of Team Identification (α = .878)
	Items:
	F1

	When someone criticizes ASU football, it feels like a personal insult.
	.801

	I am interested in what others think about the ASU football team.
	.798

	The ASU football team’s successes are my successes.
	.833

	When someone praises the ASU football team, it feels like a personal compliment.
	.815

	I would be upset if a story in the media criticized the ASU football team.
	.807

	Eigen Value
	3.834

	Variance Explained %
	63.90


Table 3

Factor Analysis of Game Attendance (α = .897)
	Items:
	F1

	All things being equal, the probability that I would attend ASU football games is…
	.877

	The likelihood that I would attend an ASU football game over another event is …
	.901

	The probability of my purchasing ASU football tickets rather than tickets to another event is…
	.900

	Eigen Value
	2.968

	Variance Explained %
	74.21


As expected, five factors, consistent with Aaker’s (1997) scale were extracted explaining 68.66% of the variance in the self-congruity scores.   A reliability score (α = .810) was calculated for the average scores of the five factors. 

Table 4

Factor Analysis of Self-Congruity Difference Scores (α = .810)
	Items:
	Sincere
	Sophisticated
	Competent
	Excite
	Rugged

	Down-to-earth
	.737
	.153
	.237
	.136
	.045

	Honest
	.769
	.183
	.324
	.116
	.101

	Sincere
	.796
	.127
	.265
	.160
	.088

	Wholesome
	.771
	.268
	.102
	.063
	.032

	Cheerful
	.554
	.301
	-.028
	.467
	-.045

	Daring
	.019
	.205
	.131
	.559
	.405

	Exciting
	.160
	.253
	.242
	.768
	.109

	Spirited
	.165
	.005
	.089
	.815
	.121

	Imaginative
	.384
	.354
	.241
	.413
	-.018

	Up-to-date
	.378
	.370
	.254
	.347
	.008

	Reliable
	.500
	.094
	.668
	.115
	.146

	Competent
	.398
	.337
	.684
	.198
	.009

	Intelligent
	.250
	.410
	.695
	.189
	.069

	Successful
	.246
	.454
	.585
	.287
	.007

	Upper-class
	.123
	.722
	.350
	.175
	.121

	Sophisticated
	.280
	.752
	.286
	.145
	.099

	Charming
	.279
	.746
	.205
	.135
	.016

	Outdoorsy
	.231
	.472
	-.175
	.122
	.497

	Ruggedness
	.006
	.117
	.044
	.048
	.894

	Tough
	.062
	-.071
	.114
	.173
	.870

	Eigen Value
	3.773
	2.984
	2.480
	2.425
	2.070

	Variance Explained %
	18.86
	14.92
	12.40
	12.12
	10.35


Testing the Identification Model

The proposed model of team-fan relationships was tested. Responses from respondents to each construct’s attitudinal statements were submitted to a path analysis program (Arbuckle, 1997). Several diagnostic indicators support the integrity of the model (Pritchard and Negro 2001). Overall, the parameters specified by the model demonstrated an acceptable fit with the data (X² = 193.4, df = 112, p < .01). Three model diagnostics, the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI = .96), the Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI = .94) and Bentler’s (1990) Comparative Fit-Index (CFI = .98) all provided evidence of an appropriate fit (i.e. > .9 benchmark).  The regression coefficients from school attachment to team identification (β = .62) and team identification to game attendance (β = .60) explained a significant proportion of both outcomes (Squared Multiple Correlations = .51 and .36). Self-congruity was also shown to be significant predictor of fan identification (β = .17).

Table 5 


Path Analysis Results (n=430)

Measurement
                                                               Structure

	Path Relationships
	( ( r
	P ( 

	Self-Congruity ( School Attachment
	.44
	.001

	Self-Congruity ( Team ID
	.17
	.001

	School Attachment (Team ID
	.62
	.001

	Team ID ( Game Attendance
	.60
	.001

	Squared Multiple Correlations
	R2
	P (

	Team Identification
	.51
	.001

	Game Attendance
	.36
	.001
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	Chi-square Test = 193.4  (df = 112; p<.01)
	
	

	
	
	

	Goodness-of-Fit-Index = .96
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Adjusted Goodness-of-Fit-Index = .94
	
	

	Comparative-Fit-Index = .98
	
	

	
	
	


Discussion
The study re-affirmed a dual carriage-way process of fan identification development.  Both affiliation and affinity processes were shown to have significant influence on the formation of fan identification.  This finding is wholly consistent with previous research (e.g., Sirgy, et al. 2000). In this case, however, the affiliation process, measured by school attachment was the strongest contributor to fan identification.  Situational influences may dictate whether affiliation or affinity processes are the most relevant to the formation of fan identification.  In the current study, students have a multi-faceted relationship with the focal organization, of which the football program is only one potential point of connection.  Thus, the students’ identification and involvement with the university as a student may be nearly synonymous with their identification with the football team.  Quite possibly, in other contexts where organizational attachment is weaker, affinity processes may predominate.  One possible case would be fan identification with professional sports teams.  Many professional sports fans may not have strong, multi-faceted connections to the organization.  In the absence of strong organizational connections, affinity may be a stronger contributor to fan identification.  Future research should examine this possibility.  
If on the other hand, affiliation processes are consistently stronger than affinity processes in the development of fan identification, organizations and teams may significantly benefit from developing stronger organizational connections with their fans.  For example, organizations may benefit significantly from pursuing the club model more commonly associated with European sports teams, where the team builds community through sponsored competition at various levels (youth, recreational) instead of a sole focus on top-level professional competition.  Broadening the relationship a fan has with the organization may foster organizational attachment which in turn may lead to higher levels of fan identification.  This possibility awaits future research.

In either case, the results of this study are consistent with previous work indicating that fan identification is a significant predictor of game attendance.  Fostering both affiliation and affinity processes may help a team build stronger levels of fan identification and result in pro-organizational behaviors.
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