Title: Korean World Cup Soccer: Examining the Relationships among Past Success, Soccer Knowledge, National Identification, and Future Interest

In 2002, the FIFA World Cup, co-hosted by Korea and Japan, was the first soccer World Cup finals to take place in Asia. The Korean National Soccer team exceeded fan expectations by winning their first FIFA World Cup match since 1954 and by finishing fourth in the world. The Korean teams’ success in 2002 was a source of national pride, and the number of loyal soccer fans in Korea had never been higher (Cho, 2004). While media coverage over the past five years has focused on the success of the team at the World Cup, there is no empirical evidence to date investigating whether the success of the national team has a positive relationship with future interest (i.e., Koreans’) in that sport.

Previous sport management literature has provided some examples of how team success, national identification, and future interest relate with each other. For example, the team-fan connection has been studied as part of identification to a team (Sutton, McDonald, Milne, & Cimperman, 1997; Wann & Branscombe, 1993), loyalty to a team (Wakefield & Sloan, 1995), and points of attachment for sport fans (Funk & James, 2006). These frameworks for understanding fan consumer behavior have shown that the more identified, loyal, or attached a fan is to a team or a sport this will lead to more positive outcomes in terms of sport consumption intentions or actual behavior. Additionally, research related to team success (Greenstein & Marcum, 1981; Kahle, Kambara, & Rose, 1996; Pan, Gabert, McGaugh, & Branvold , 1997; Wann, Tucker, & Schrader, 1996) have shown how winning positively correlates with attendance, purchase behaviors, and reasons for following a team. Identification with specific National teams, culture, and national identity have also been found to play an important role for sport teams. For example, Pons, Laroche, Nyec, and Perreault (2001) and Harrolle and Trail (2007) found links to national identification and being a fan of a certain sport. 

The purpose of our study was to understand World Cup soccer interest in South Korea and to investigate if the team success in the 2002 World Cup had a long-term impact on the spectatorship interest of World Cup soccer in Korea. Because our study looked at interest in Korean World Cup soccer currently and retrospectively, we identified three variables (Korean National Identity, Soccer Knowledge, and Previous World Cup Experience) that could directly influence interest in the 2006 World Cup in a hypothesized model.  
The questionnaire was administered in Seoul, South Korea two weeks before the start of the 2006 World Cup. A total of 200 questionnaires were distributed and 185 of the surveys were returned and deemed usable for analysis (93% response rate). Overall, the sample comprised of 41.4% males and 58.9% females (mean age = 28.98 years, SD = 8.76 years). The participants’ educational levels included high school (37.1%), undergraduate degree (50.6%), advanced degree (11.2%), and other (1.1%). The 26 item questionnaire included five items relating to interest in the upcoming 2006 World Cup Soccer event (WCSI), four items relating to Korean National Identity (KID), three items relating to Soccer Knowledge (SK), and four items relating to Previous 2002 World Cup Soccer Experience (PWCSE).  Each item was based on a 5-point Likert-scale anchored from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”.  

Structural equation modeling showed reasonable model fit [RMSEA = .079 (90% CI = 0.063 – 0.094); χ2/df = 2.14; and CFI = .944]. Soccer Knowledge was a significant predictor of World Cup Soccer Interest (B = .495) and moderately correlated to Previous World Cup experience (r = .415). Previous World Cup experience was a significant predictor of Korean National Identity (B = .352) and of World Cup Soccer Interest (B = .292). Korean National Identity was a weak, but significant predictor of World Cup Soccer Interest (B = .101).  Soccer Knowledge, Korean National Identity, and Previous World Cup Experience explained 49% of the variance in the World Cup Soccer (2006) Interest.

The current study provides empirical data to test the relationship between team success and interest in a sporting event over a four-year time period. The results show that while success is a significant factor in explaining future interest, additional variables, such as an increased knowledge of the game may be more important to sustaining interest over long periods of time between events. While the teams’ 2002 success may have increased national pride, national identity was not a major contributor to future interest. It may be that team success may heighten national identity (as shown in the results), but this heightened identity may not contribute to a greater interest in the sport itself. The results indicate that marketing strategy should focus on the game of soccer and less on the outcomes of success. A more detailed discussion related to marketing strategy and limitations of the study will be discussed further in the presentation. 
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