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Team identification has frequently been associated with positive outcomes, including a sense of belonging for fans 
and consumer loyalty for sport entities (Wann & Branscombe, 1993). However, team identification is also associated 
with negative outcomes such as identity threat (Wann, 2006). Within sport, identity threat has primarily been studied 
from the perspective that fans enduring identity threat employ emotion-focused rather than problem-focused coping 
strategies because they do not have the authority to change a team-related stressor such as poor team performance. 
The purpose of this study was to examine fan reaction to team identity threat, wherein fans used both problem-
focused coping and emotion-focused coping strategies. Specifically, digital ethnography was used to understand how 
and why Syracuse University Men’s Basketball fans celebrated what they perceived as Head Coach Jim Boeheim’s 
1,000th win in February 2017, which was not recognized by the university or National Collegiate Athletic Association 
(NCAA) due to program sanctions. The case highlights the potential impact of fans’ use of problem-focused coping 
on the image of an entire sport entity. 
 
Literature Review 
 
Team identification is the degree of one’s psychological connection to a sport entity (Wann & Branscombe, 1993). 
For many sport fans, identifying with a team presents the psychological benefit of a sense of belonging and thus, an 
enhanced sense of self (Lock & Funk, 2016; Wann & Branscombe, 1993). Rooted in social identity theory (Hogg & 
Abrams, 1988; Tajfel & Turner, 1979), the psychological benefits of team identification often translate into positive 
behavioral outcomes for sport entities. Despite the benefits of team identification, there are also negative 
consequences of team identification, ranging from fan aggression (Branscombe & Wann, 1992; Cialdini & 
Richardson, 1980) to negatively influencing one’s sense of self as a result of identity threat (Wann, 2006).  
Considering identity threat, sport fans may use a variety of coping strategies to navigate identity threat; fans often 
employ these strategies as they deal with crises such as poor team performance, athlete transgression, or program 
scandal (Delia, 2017; Wann, 2006). Most often, these are emotion-focused tactics, such as distancing oneself from 
the team (Bizman & Yinon, 2002) or forming biased perceptions of the issue (Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, & 
Manstead, 1998). Emotion-focused coping is often used in instances where individuals can do nothing to change the 
stressor (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), because they allow individuals to manage the stressor emotionally rather than 
trying to physically change it via problem-focused coping.  
 
Broadly, emotion-focused coping is more prevalent than problem-focused coping among sport fans experiencing 
identity threat because most often, fans have little influence over the behaviors of athletes or teams. However, there 
are instances where fans use problem-focused coping in addition to emotion-focused coping. A recent example is 
how University of North Dakota fans continued to chant “Sioux!” at men’s ice hockey games following the 
controversial renaming of the University of North Dakota Fighting Sioux to the Fighting Hawks (Borzi, 2016); fans 
rejected the university’s actions to eliminate mention of the Sioux, and carried on tradition themselves. Despite 
practical examples, we know very little (theoretically) about how and why sport fans sometimes employ problem-
focused coping strategies when enduring identity threat. Such instances are important to understand, not only 
because they threaten the fans’ identity, but also the image of the team and related stakeholders. 
 
Research Context 
 
In March 2015, the NCAA imposed sanctions on the Syracuse University Men’s Basketball program following an 
investigation into violations spanning over a decade. In addition to a self-imposed postseason ban, the NCAA 
sanctions included a loss of team scholarships, suspending Head Coach Jim Boeheim for nine games, and vacating 
101 of Boeheim’s career wins. The reaction from fans was one of devastation, as the effects of the sanctions would 
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be long lasting. In February 2017, nearly two years after the sanctions, Boeheim achieved what would have been his 
1,000th career win without the vacated wins. Fans celebrated the milestone despite no recognition by Boeheim, the 
university, or the NCAA. Concurrently, mainstream and local media acknowledged the unofficial 1,000th win, with 
many reporting that the sanctions imposed on the program by the NCAA in 2015 were too severe (Norlander, 
2017). 
 
Method 
 
Digital ethnography was used to understand how Syracuse fans used problem- and emotion-focused coping 
strategies regarding the lack of recognition of Boeheim’s unofficial 1,000th win. Digital ethnography allows 
researchers to observe how individuals behave and interact in a virtual space, often in real-time as events occur 
(Kozinets, 2002; Murthy, 2011). In an effort to triangulate the sources in the data collected, data were collected from 
three sources: news articles from Syracuse.com (the leading online source for local news in Syracuse); posts on 
Syracuse.com’s Facebook page; and Troy Nunes is an Absolute Magician (a SB Nation Syracuse Athletics blog). Local 
sources were chosen over national sources in an effort to narrow the analysis to only Syracuse fans. These sources 
were also selected over Twitter, a common social media data source, because of the site’s character limit. A primary 
objective of the study was to understand how fans explained their celebration of the unofficial achievement and 
thus, sources that allow for longer comments were favored. Fan comments to articles and posts were analyzed over 
a three-day period, leading up to fan celebration of Boeheim’s unofficial 1,000th win on February 4, 2017. In total, 
over 700 comments were analyzed from 13 articles or posts across the sources. Fan comments were analyzed to 
understand the particular coping strategies employed and how fans rationalized their celebration of Boeheim’s 
unofficial 1,000th win. 
 
Results and Discussion 
 
A full analysis of fan comments is still in progress, however based upon initial analysis of the comments, it appears 
fans used problem- and emotion-focused coping strategies simultaneously in dealing with Boeheim’s unofficial 
1,000th win. They used problem-focused coping by rejecting the NCAA’s vacating of 101 of Boeheim’s wins, 
celebrating the milestone together (among other fans) despite no recognition by the university or NCAA. In 
addition, they used a variety of emotion-focused coping strategies in justifying their actions, such as derogating 
others (e.g., the NCAA) and ingroup bias. Fans appeared to rationalize their actions in two ways. An overwhelming 
majority focused on the NCAA, explaining that the sanctions imposed on the program in 2015 were too severe, 
especially compared to the wrongdoings of other university’s athletic programs. Others also claimed that because 
they witnessed Boeheim accumulate 1,000 wins over the years, those memories could not be taken from them, nor 
Boeheim or the players who contributed to the victories. 
 
The findings will be discussed in detail in the presentation with verbatim quotes from fans. It is anticipated that the 
findings of this study will add to the growing body of literature on fan coping with identity threat, particularly by 
understanding fan rationale for engaging in problem- and emotion-focused coping following identity threat. In 
addition to a discussion of theoretical implications, the author will discuss managerial implications of the study, 
particularly the potential impact of fan coping on the image of sport teams and other stakeholders. Finally, 
suggestions to researchers interested in studying this phenomenon further will be offered. 
 


