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One of the most interesting developments in European soccer is the growing phenomenon of fans involving in their 
team’s governance or creating new clubs under their control. Although such cases have been reported in countries 
such as Austria (Hudson, 2010), Croatia (Strahija, 2011), Romania (Udrea, 2017) and Israel (Last, 2007), most of the 
instances have occurred in the United Kingdom (UK). For example, supporters of Manchester United, unhappy 
with the takeover of the team by Malcom Glazer, decided in 2005 to found their own club, FC United of 
Manchester (Brown, 2008). In another case, supporters of the team in Northampton became part owners of their 
club and got involved in its management after it ran into serious financial problems (Lomax, 2000). The purpose of 
the current study was to explore the role of psychological ownership in the involvement of fans in team governance. 
 
Literature Review 
 
Many scholars have paid attention to historical, social and economic factors that have influenced the increase in fan 
involvement in club governance in the UK (Cleland & Dixon, 2015, 2015; D. Kennedy & Kennedy, 2007; P. 
Kennedy, 2012; Margalit, 2008; Senaux, 2008). Researchers have found that fan involvement in club governance is 
usually reactive. It follows periods of fan frustration and dissatisfaction caused by managers’ or owners’ decisions. In 
some cases, fan dissatisfaction is also accompanied by activism, protests and game boycotts (Brown, 2007, 2008; 
Brown & Walsh, 2000; Cleland & Dixon, 2015; Millward, 2012; Millward & Poulton, 2014; Williams, 2012). Despite 
this growing body of academic work, the current literature on the involvement of fans in club governance or team 
ownership has several gaps (García & Welford, 2015). For example, researchers have not paid enough attention to 
explaining why and how groups of fans become involved in club governance. García and Welford (2015) called for 
researchers to approach this task using concepts from management scholarly work, and making links to the 
developed consumer fan behavior literature.  
 
As part of our literature review, we explored a theoretical link between the current work on involvement of fans in 
club governance and that focusing on fan consumer behavior. One of the most well-known psychological 
phenomena experienced by fans identified with a team is cutting-off-reflected failure (CORFing), the process 
through which fans tend to distance themselves from a losing team, in order to protect their sense of self (Snyder, 
Lassegard, & Ford, 1986). As Wann and Branscombe (1990) showed, highly identified fans have difficulties to 
CORF, and need to use other strategies to protect their threatened identities (Breakwell, 1986). We suggest that it is 
possible that the actions taken by club owners are sometimes considered by fans as major threats to the identity or 
survival of their favorite team. In these situations, unable to CORF, highly identified fans may try to make their 
dissatisfaction heard through protests and game boycotts (Brown, 2007, 2008; Brown & Walsh, 2000; Cleland & 
Dixon, 2015; Millward, 2012; Millward & Poulton, 2014; Williams, 2012). When these strategies do not bring the 
desired changes, it is possible that highly identified supporters may see their involvement in their club’s governance 
or the creation of a new club as an ultimate identity protection strategy. However, at the same time, there are many 
cases in which highly identified fans do not engage in club governance. We argue that while explaining much of fans’ 
feelings and behaviors, team identification does not offer us a full picture of their involvement in team governance. 
We suggest that the feelings of ownership developed by some groups of fans towards their team may play a role in 
explaining the involvement of supporters in club governance. The construct of psychological ownership is 
conceptually different from identification and has been extensively researched in the management literature 
(Dawkins, Tian, Newman, & Martin, 2015; Galvin, Lange, & Ashforth, 2015; Pierce, Kostova, & Dirks, 2001). We 
thus follow García and Welford’s (2015) suggestion to integrate concepts from the management literature in 
explaining fan involvement in club governance. We suggest that besides the need to protect their identity, some fans 
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may experience psychological ownership towards their team, together with its consequences, such as the need to 
enhance or protect the target of ownership, or feelings of having a right to express one’s voice in decisions related to 
the object of ownership. We suggest that these psychological ownership consequences, together with the need to 
protect one’s identity, may ultimately lead to supporter activism, protests, and involvement in club governance or 
actual ownership. 
 
Method 
 
We conducted a study that attempts to respond to some of García and Welford’s (2015) calls for future research. 
More specifically, we used an inductive research design meant to help us explore why some groups of fans engage in 
club governance. We used semi-structured interviews to explore the experience of 19 fans of the Romanian soccer 
team Steaua Bucharest, at a time when certain supporter groups were involved in protests against the club’s owner 
and were ready to launch an ownership takeover of the club. We conducted our analysis in several stages. During the 
interview process, we used memos to capture our emerging ideas about the experience described by Steaua’s fans. 
Also, during and especially in the late stages of the interviews, we engaged in open coding to capture the categories 
of information we perceived to be salient in the data. We later drew from our memos and our understanding of the 
literature to identify second-order codes and emerging themes. We then used these theoretical groupings to explain 
our understanding of the factors that lead fans to activism, protests or involvement in club governance. 
 
Findings 
 
In our analysis we identified three groups of fans, defined by distinct attitudes and behaviors. The first group 
consisted of identified fans that maintained their loyalty to the owner of the team and did not question the team’s 
ownership. A second group of identified supporters manifested confusion about the ownership of the team, caused 
by recent legal conflicts between Steaua’s former and current owners. The third group of identified supporters were 
characterized by a deep dissatisfaction with the current club owner and a desire to take over the ownership of the 
club. This third group showed clear signs of not only high identification, but also psychological ownership, its 
antecedents and consequences. Some of the consequences of psychological ownership, such as the need to have a 
voice in the club’s management and the need to protect the club, seemed to be connected to the fans’ initiative to 
take over the team’s ownership.  
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
 
The results of the current study offer a significant contribution to the sport management and marketing literature in 
that the use of psychological ownership towards one’s team appears to offer a deeper understanding (than team 
identification alone) of how and why some fans engage in club governance. In the presentation, we will discuss each 
of the identified fan groups in detail, with verbatim quotes to support key findings. We will also discuss the 
implications of this research for both academics and practitioners. 
 


