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Individuals in collegiate sport organizations’ negative on- or off- field behavior can lead to a form of crisis (or 
scandal) for that individual, for the team (Wilson, Stavros, & Westberg, 2008), and potentially for the university as a 
whole. Sport scandals can be limited to a single individual or numerous parties, including multiple players, coaches, 
administrators (Fink, Parker, Brett, & Higgins, 2009; Lee, Bang, & Lee, 2013). For example, in 2017, University of 
Louisville Athletic Director, Tom Jurich, and head basketball coach, Rick Pitino were fired after a federal 
investigation uncovered multiple individuals, including coaches, funneling money from an adidas executive to the 
families of two basketball recruits (Boone, 2018). The Baylor University football program was outed in a sexual 
abuse scandal, resulting in seven Title IX lawsuits filed against the University (Ericksen, 2017). Subsequently, head 
coach Art Briles was fired while Baylor President, Ken Starr, was demoted from his position and eventually resigned 
from the university (Tracy, 2016).  
 
Most recently, Michigan State University’s (MSU) osteopathic physician, Larry Nassar, was convicted of sexually 
abusing over 150 women and girls over the past two decades. Multiple complainants allege MSU officials, coaches, 
trainers and staffers were aware of Nasser’s abusive behaviors, but did not report him (Vagianos, 2018). In addition 
to the Nassar incident, an ESPN investigation found that university officials unsuccessfully sought multiple times in 
the past three years to withhold names of athletes in campus police records, and that basketball coach Tom Izzo and 
football coach Mark Dantonio were aware of the allegations (Miller, 2018). As a result of the scandals, the MSU 
president and athletic director resigned.  
 
The examples provided are only a small sample of university scandals. Multiple universities (teams and employees) 
have been involved in scandals ranging from sexual abuse allegations to corruption scandals, which could potentially 
impact fan identification with the team and university. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to investigate the 
effect of off-field legal scandals on consumer perceptions of universities.  
 
Although sport scandals differ by type of misconduct and participants, they can all disrupt dominate expectations 
fans have of the team. Research has reported a decrease in fans’ attitudes when more severe scandals were involved, 
as the fans believed the incidents to reflect poorly on themselves (Lickel, Schmader, Curtis, Scarnier, & Ames, 2005; 
Wann & Branscombe, 1990). Chien, Kelly, and Weeks (2016) found fans’ attitudes towards a team were negatively 
affected when several team members were implicated in a scandal. This suggests that fans may exhibit negative 
attitudes toward their identified university as a result of a scandal.  
 
Social identity theory posits individuals have both a personal and social identity, and the social identity is established 
through membership of social groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). For college sport fans, this may include the university 
they attended or a chosen university to support. Highly identified sport fans see their team or university as an 
extension of themselves (Wann, Melnick, Russell, & Pease, 2001), and have very favorable attitudes towards their 
own in-group (Hogg & Abrams, 1999). Further, social identity theory suggests individuals identify with social groups 
partly to enhance self-esteem (Hogg & Turner, 1985; Tajfel, 1978) and view other groups (out-groups) as inferior 
(Fink et al., 2009). However, off-field transgressions that jeopardize the groups perceived social status may 
negatively affect fan identity (Sanderson, Frederick, & Stocz, 2016).  
 
Fans that identify with sport teams may feel embarrassment or shame during negative incidents, which may include a 
loss to an important rival, the team failing to qualify for postseason play, or even the suspension of a star player 
(Partridge, Wann, & Elison, 2010). When a fan is highly identified with a team, they may experience shame 
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vicariously through others (Partridge et al. 2010). Research has shown that individuals are invested in maintaining a 
positive reputation of their social identities, and are distraught when unfavorable news about their group is 
confirmed (Lickel et al., 2005). Partidge et al. (2010) found sport fans were more likely to cope with negative events 
related to their team by avoiding the incident and not directly addressing the shaming event in order to maintain 
their identity. Thus, it is imperative to research how fans of collegiate sport teams are affected by high profile 
scandals involving their team, and also how these fans respond to other teams embroiled in controversy. As a result, 
the following research questions were developed to guide this study: 
 
RQ1: How do university scandals influence fan identification? 
RQ2: Do significant differences exist for fan identification between highly identified and lowly identified fans? 
RQ3: Are there significant differences between fans’ attitudes towards their own university as opposed to other 
universities regarding scandals? 
 
The study will be conducted during the summer of 2018. The link to the survey will be posted on fan pages for 
University of Louisville, Michigan State University, and Baylor University to invite participants who identify with 
these universities. Fan identification will be measured using Trail and James’ (2001) 3-Item Team Identification 
Indent scale. Attitudes toward the brand will be assessed by adapting a scale from Becker-Olson (2003). Participants 
will asked to evaluate their own university and current level of identification. Next, they will be shown details of the 
scandal involving the university they identify with, and subsequently, researchers will re-evaluate their attitudes 
toward their university. Respondents will then be exposed to scandals from the other universities, and will be asked 
to evaluate each university based on the Becker-Olson (2003) adapted scale.  
 
Theoretically, this study adds to the literature by examining fan identification in response to real-life, high profile 
scandals. Additionally, the study seeks to extend the current literature on social identity theory by exploring the 
effects of university scandals on fan attitude, specifically comparing in-group versus out-group responses. Practically, 
the results of this research will not only provide insight into how fan identification is affected by university scandals, 
but also how these same fans respond to scandals involving other universities. 
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