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In the early stage of sport socialization, consumers make purchase decisions based on others’ opinions and 
behaviors to maintain favorable relationships with the others and fit into their social environment (Funk & James, 
2004). In particular, scholars have found that consumers tend to receive significant influence from a local 
community (Melnick & Wann, 2004, 2011; Parry, Jones, & Wann, 2014). However, little is known about the 
psychological mechanisms of how potential fans of a local sports team perceive the team’s existing fan base and how 
this perception influences their decisions about supporting the team and joining a fan group. In this study, we 
developed and tested a research model explaining a psychological process of potential fans’ decision-making.  
 
Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development 
We developed hypotheses based on self-categorization theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987) 
and social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954). We proposed that when potential fans of a local sports team 
observe the team’s existing fans, they psychologically classify the fans and themselves into certain social categories 
depending on the relative size of the fan base. Specifically, if fans are a minority in a community, potential fans 
activate the fan category and perceive a clear distinction between existing fans and themselves. Consequently, 
potential fans perceive a low level of similarity to existing fans and think that supporting the team is not something 
they would enjoy. Thus, they would be unwilling to support the team. However, if fans are a majority in a 
community, potential fans activate the resident category and psychologically classify both existing fans and 
themselves into a same category (because they are both community residents). As a result, potential fans perceive a 
high level of similarity to existing fans and think that they would enjoy supporting the team. Hence, they would be 
willing to support the team. Accordingly, we developed the following hypotheses. 
 
H1. Potential fans of a local sports team perceive a greater level of similarity to the team’s fans when the fans 
represent a majority rather than a minority of the community’s residents. 
H2. Potential fans of a local sports team are more likely to engage in supporting behaviors when the team’s fans 
represent a majority rather than a minority of the community’s residents. 
H3. Potential fans’ perceived similarity to fans mediates the effect that the relative size of a sports fan base has on 
their intentions to support the team. 
 
Study 1 - Experiment 
 
To test research hypotheses, we employed a mixed-method approach. First, we conducted an experiment to test 
causal effects of relative size on potential fans’ perceived similarity to fans and their behavioral intentions. Based on 
previous research, we selected three behaviors as focal supporting behaviors (i.e., game attendance, merchandise 
purchase, and fan group membership). The research participants included 95 U.S. residents recruited on Amazon 
Mechanical Turk (MTurk). We manipulated relative size of a sports fan base by showing different descriptions about 
a fictitious sports team and its fan base. The results of MANCOVA showed significant positive effects of relative 
size on perceived similarity to fans, F(4, 86) = 14.41, p < .001, intention to attend a game, F(4, 86) = 42.97, p < 
.001, intention to purchase merchandise, F(4, 86) = 80.99, p < .001, and intention to join a fan group, F(4, 86) = 
50.14, p < .001 (supporting H1 and H2). To test mediation effects of perceived similarity, we conducted structural 
equation modeling (SEM) using Mplus 8. The research model showed an acceptable model fit (χ2/df = 1.65, 
RMSEA = .08, CFI = .94, SRMR = .10; Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2009), and we found significant indirect 
effects from relative size to intention to attend a game (standardized estimate = .167, p = .002), intention to 
purchase merchandise (standardized estimate = .107, p = .004), and intention to join a fan group (standardized 
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estimate = .152, p = .004) through perceived similarity to fans (supporting H3).  
 
Study 2 – Survey 
 
We then conducted a survey to examine the generalizability of our research model in a more real setting. The 
research participants included 471 U.S. residents recruited on MTurk. The participants indicated their perceptions of 
their local sports teams and their fan bases. The results of MANCOVA showed significant positive effects of 
relative size on perceived similarity to fans, F(4, 463) = 30.54, p < .001, intention to attend a game, F(4, 463) = 7.25, 
p = .046, intention to purchase merchandise, F(4, 463) = 28.94, p = .001, and intention to join a fan group, F(4, 
463) = 8.35, p < .001. Additionally, the results of SEM suggested that the research model had an acceptable model 
fit (χ2/df = 2.15, RMSEA = .05, CFI = .97, SRMR = .05) and there were significant indirect effects from relative 
size to intention to attend a game (standardized estimate = .052, p < .001), intention to purchase merchandise 
(standardized estimate = .039, p = .003), and intention to join a fan group (standardized estimate = .034, p = .001) 
through perceived similarity to fans. Taken together, the results of Study 2 confirmed the findings of Study 1. 
 
Discussion 
 
The current study provides significant theoretical implications by explaining a psychological mechanism of how 
potential fans of a local sports team perceive existing fans and how this perception influences their decisions to 
initiate socialization. Also, this study provides unique practical implications for sports teams, especially unpopular 
sports teams. Based on the results of this study, we argue that unpopular sports teams struggle with attracting 
potential fans because the potential fans perceive a clear distinction between existing fans and themselves. Thus, to 
attract potential fans, sports teams should create a salient connection between existing and potential fans by hosting 
special game day events (e.g., Dog Day) and posting images of existing fans on social media while emphasizing the 
similarity between existing and potential fans. 
 


