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Over the last decade, expansion franchises have seen success in growing their brand very quickly. Notable 
examples within a North American context include Major League Soccer franchises Atlanta FC (2017) and FC 
Cincinnati (2019), and salient to the current study, the Vegas Golden Knights (2018) from the National Hockey 
League (NHL). An abundance of sport consumer behavior literature exists to describe the ways in which fans can 
build connections with a sport team (e.g. Funk & James, 2001; Ross, James, & Vargas, 2006). Specific to exploring 
the way new fans identify with a sport franchise, researchers have found that identification with a new team may be 
related with the curiosity and novelty of the discovering and associating with a new team (James, Kolbe, & Trail, 
2002; Park, Mahony, & Greenwell, 2010), a tie to the region in which the team exists (Greenwood, Kanters, Casper, 
2006), or for the chance to share in the creation of a team’s identity (Lock, Funk, Doyle, & McDonald, 2014).  

Traditional sport team branding literature would suggest that fans form team perceptions first through the 
more tangible brand attributes (e.g. star players, team moniker), before developing benefit-related brand associations 
(i.e. the value generated from the organization; Daniels, Kunkel, & Karg, 2019). At a time when no tangible brand 
attributes exist (e.g., team name, moniker, player roster), the purpose of this study is to explore the ways in which 
people become fans of an NHL expansion team. This study extends previous research by speaking with fans about 
not just what intrigues and excites them about the new team, but also, by having fans express what they believe their 
role to be as a fan and a member of this evolving fan group. The interest in the role identity of prospective fans 
allows for the extension of the recent work of Lock & Heere (2017).  

On December 4th, 2018, Seattle, WA was granted an NHL franchise by the league’s Board of Governors in 
a unanimous vote. After the success of the most recent Las Vegas expansion in the fall of 2018, the NHL added 
Seattle, bringing the league to 32 teams. Though the expansion has been approved by the NHL, the team will not 
compete until the 2021–2022 season, a full 33 months from the time of announcement. Without a team name, 
management staff, or other key franchise decisions, a unique opportunity to study the development of a team’s fan 
base from the very earliest developmental phases has been presented.  
Methods 

To explore these fan perspectives ahead of any team name, logo, or roster exists, the researchers are in the 
process of conducting semi-structured interviews with self-reported hockey fans in the greater Seattle area. 
Participants are being recruited using modified snowball sampling through personal relationships, social media (e.g. 
NHL Seattle Twitter, Seattle Reddit), and a connection to the future NHL team, via Elevate Sports Ventures. Data 
are being collected in a two step process. First, prospective participants are being asked to complete an online 
questionnaire to help describe the participants and measure their current identification with the Seattle NHL team. 
The questionnaire includes an informed consent form, basic demographic questions (e.g., sex, age, ethnicity), as well 
as questions about their current fan consumer behaviors (e.g., hours spent watching Seattle sports on TV, number of 
games attended of other Seattle sport events per season) and future expectations for behavior with the addition of 
the NHL Seattle team (e.g., type of ticketing plan). Finally, participants are asked to complete the Sports Spectator 
Identification Scale (SSIS; Wann & Branscombe 1993) and the Sport Fandom Questionnaire (Wann, 2002). At the 
completion of the questionnaire, participants are asked to volunteer to participate in the interview and/or 
recommend other participants for the study.   

The second data collection step involves semi-structured interviews. These interviews ask participants about 
their sport fandom in general, before asking what they expect their role to be as fans of this new team, and how they 
anticipate displaying their fandom toward the team. Questions also ask participants to explain how they define 
success for this new franchise, and what elements about the team they are most excited to discover. Interviews will 
be audio-recorded using two devices (e.g., iPhone, computer audio recorder) and transcribed verbatim (Lofland & 
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Lofland, 1995). Findings will be coded using an inductive analysis, allowing themes to emerge (Patton, 2015). Data-
collection is ongoing at the time of this submission, but potential findings and implications are provided below.  
Expected Findings and Implications 

Findings from this study are intended to be the first in a series of data collection opportunities to measure 
the evolution of these fans’ connections to the team and to the rest of the fan community over time. A better 
understanding of how individuals perceive their role as fans of an organization during a time of focused digital 
marketing and during the earliest stages of franchise development can provide value for both scholars and 
practitioners.  

Understanding how fans think and feel at the onset of their relationship with a new sport franchise has 
many possible implications for current and future sport franchises. Findings from this study may reveal 
opportunities for marketers to communicate and engage with fans before the traditional branding components exist. 
Previous sport consumer behavior literature has found that people who develop and strengthen their psychological 
connections with a sport team will also be more likely to exhibit lasting attitudes and behaviors toward the team 
(Campbell, Aiken, & Kent, 2004; Funk & James, 2001; 2006; James et al., 2002). From a managerial perspective, 
these fans are an important revenue source, by filling the stadium and driving value for sponsors, but the early fans 
are also especially important when it comes to generating buzz around the team and helping to recruit other new 
fans to follow and develop a connection with the new franchise (Dwyer, Greenhalgh, & LeCrom, 2015; McDonald 
et al., 2015; Ross, 2006).  
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