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 As evidence of the worldwide popularity of soccer, China has around 300 million soccer fans. 200 million 

fans in China watch soccer games regularly, 100 million fans watch online soccer broadcasting, and 37 million define 

themselves as enthusiastic soccer fans (China Business Research Institute, 2018). Due to the influence of the existing 

soccer population and the growing attention people pay to soccer, the soccer market will continue to have a huge 

impact on the sports market in China, particularly when considering the investment in the Chinese sports market by 

international brands. In order to understand Chinese soccer fan culture, this paper focuses on the fans that comprise 

soccer club brand communities. 

First noted by Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) that brand communities are specialized, non-geographically bound 

communities centered on a set of structured relations among admirers of a brand. Brand communities are 

considered a distinct market category (Heere & James, 2007) and provide data related to customer marketing 

information (Fuïler, Matzler, & Hoppe, 2008). Whereas traditional marketing research focuses on the dyadic 

relationship between consumer and brand, the brand community framework emphasizes the role of relations 

between consumers (Mcalexander, Schouten, & Koenig, 2002). Within sport, many researchers have focused on the 

relationships among consumers in sport brand communities (Heere et al., 2011; Katz, Ward, & Heere, 2018). 

Within the existing sport brand community research, however, there is a noticeable dearth of research with 

a focus on Asian populations, where collectivism has a long-term impact on people’s social attitudes and behaviors 

(Yoshida & Heere, 2015; Samaha et al., 2014) In addition, there is another literature gap regarding homogeneity and 

heterogeneity within brand community participants. Sport management researchers have long noted that fans and 

non-fans possess different attitudes towards a team (James, Delia, & Wann, 2017); yet less effort has differentiated 

between fans’ identification with the different levels of team identification. Grounded within the Multiple In-Group 

Identity Framework (Lock & Funk, 2016), sport consumers utilize multi foci of identification and may belong to 

multiple groups within a superordinate identity that influences attitudes and behaviors. In the current research, we 
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aim to classify brand community members into manageable subgroups based on their different foci of identification 

within the MIIF. 

The Multiple in-group identification framework (MIIF) helps us to understand the different types of in-

group identities within a sport brand community: superordinate identity, subgroup identity, and relational group 

identity (Lock & Funk, 2016). The MIIF also explains the benefits of self-conceptualization from the perspective of 

social identity theory which enrich sport consumption experiences. MIIF describes the different identifications that 

fans have with the superordinate group and the substantial psychological benefits of joining a subgroup. However, it 

does not distinguish the differences in team identification between the superordinate and subgroup. Besides the 

need for distinctiveness, this paper seeks to explain the reason why people join subgroups by examine fans’ need to 

associate with other fans who share the same identification level. 

Derived from social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), team identification is commonly used by 

researchers to distinguish fans from non-fans, which is largely based on demographic and membership differences 

(D. Lock & Heere, 2017). One characteristic of brand community members is a shared sense of group identification 

(Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Norris, 2002), and many brand community studies assume all members of the community 

identify with the superordinate identity through similar means of identification. However, homogeneity among 

brand community members may be misleading as fans in the same community can be different due to their 

background (Armstrong, 2002; Crawford, 2004). Based on the MIIF and other consumer characteristics, such as fan 

club membership status, we aim to examine whether brand community members are marked by heterogeneity or 

homogeneity on key characteristics. This paper extends the knowledge of team identification within brand 

community by moving beyond the traditional brand and consumer relationships which only focus on the individual 

level, toward the understanding of the groups comprising brand community. 

Ultimately, the community that exists around a Chinese Minor League Soccer club is the focal point of this 

essay. We conduct an empirical study to understand to what extent does fan club membership affect fans’ team 

identification and how fans are segmented in the team community. The respondents of the survey are self-identified 

fans of the Minor League Soccer club. A total of 4114 fans took this survey, with 2439 of responses considered 

adequate for this study. Consistent with social identity theory, this study measures team identification using a 

modified Team*ID scale from Heere and Walker (2011). In addition, other variables, like age, gender, game 
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attendance, breath of interest, time as a follower of the team, and team club membership status are also captured in 

the survey. There are in total 1985 non-club fans and 454 club fans in the sample. 

We analyzed the data through SPSS 25. Using an ANOVA analysis, we found that membership status has a 

significant effect on Team ID level at the p<.05 level, [F (1, 2436) = 145.77, p <.01]. The mean score for the club 

members (M = 4.46, SD = .45) was significantly different than other fans (M = 4.12, SD = .56).  

In addition, due to the multidimensionality of the Team ID items and the goal of understanding the 

segmentation of the fans, the researcher conducted a cluster analysis and generated the fans typologies based on the 

values of their Team ID. Three distinct groups are identified through the analysis: indifferent fans, passionate fans, 

and pessimistic fans. By distinguishing the fans in the club, we are able to understand the heterogeneity of fan 

attitudes in the same community. 

By studying the brand community around a Chinese soccer league, this study will enhance the knowledge 

that the Asian sport industry can offer to the world. In addition, this study contributes to the understanding of the 

MIIF theory by distinguishing the superordinate group and subgroup by individual dimensions of identification and 

other fan characteristics.  
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