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New sport teams have different challenges compared with established teams because they must first raise awareness 
of their brand. New teams in the US and Australia have successfully conducted pre-season marketing campaigns to 
foster early connections with consumers (Lock et al., 2009; James et al., 2002). However, as sport scholars have 
noted, a team that is yet to play is qualitatively different from a team with history (Lock et al., 2011), which may limit 
the effectiveness of pre-season communications. Further complicating the matter, people may become aware of the 
brand from a range of socializing agents, including the league, sport-focused websites, their friends and family, and 
local news (Funk & James, 2001). A sport team, especially a new franchise, with broad awareness, has a higher 
likelihood to engage fans and facilitate stronger connections with its patrons and forging brand loyalties (Kunkel et 
al., 2014; Kunkel et al., 2016). Therefore, it is essential to understand how sources of brand information influence 
brand awareness of new sports teams.  
 
Previous studies of new sports teams sampled from people who were already consumers of the team (e.g., James et 
al., 2002; Kunkel et al., 2016; Lock et al., 2011); this sampling strategy has limitations for examining changes in 
awareness. In this study, we collected a representative sample from the local market of a new sport team, at two 
times, and attempted to answer three research questions relevant to new sport teams.  
RQ1: What factors predict brand awareness before the first ever game? 
RQ2: Does brand awareness change after the team plays for the first time? 
RQ3: How and why does awareness change; what sources of brand information drive, elicit, and facilitate such 
change? 
 
Conceptually, the Psychological Continuum Model (Funk & James, 2001) represents a sound framework that fits the 
scope of the current research. The PCM is designed for studying a person’s psychological connection with a sport 
object (e.g., a team) or activity (e.g., running). Funk and James (2001) proposed that a sport consumer’s relationship 
with a team develops along four stages: awareness, attraction, attachment, and allegiance. Consumers become aware 
of a sport team due to sociological and environmental factors, including family, friends, and geography; moreover, in 
a new team context, marketers also use billboards, advertisements, giveaways, branding, promotions, and social 
media to increase their presence in a given online or geographical space. However, greater presence does not 
necessarily mean people will process the information (Jacoby et al. 1974). Consumers are more likely to be aware of 
a new team if they engage the brand, by searching for news and media or engaging with branded affiliates (Lock et 
al. 2012; Shapiro et al. 2013). Consequently, a team’s efforts to raise brand awareness will be mediated by consumers’ 
behavioral engagement with brand information (MacInnes et al. 1991). In the current study, we worked with the 
team to develop a list of sources of brand information that they had released in the market and then tested 
Hypothesis 1: behavioral engagement with sources of brand information will be positively associated with awareness 
before the team plays. 
 
Pre-existing attachments explain why different people engage with brand information. We define pre-existing 
attachments as a person’s existing connections to objects that have been associated with, or integrated into, the new 
team brand. Pre-existing attachments include identification with external group identities, such as city, state, and 
university, (Heere et al. 2011; Lock, Taylor, & Darcy, 2011) as well as existing attachments to the sport (Lock, 
Taylor, & Darcy, 2011) the league (McDonald, Karg, & Lock, 2010). Hypothesis 2: pre-existing attachments will be 
positively associated with behavioral engagement.  
 
When a new sport team plays for the first time, it starts to develop a history of on-field performance and can be 
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directly experienced by consumers. On field play is an important part of the process whereby people identify with a 
team (Lock et al., 2011; 2012). Kunkel et al. (2016) found new consumers’ brand associations changed over time on 
the basis of their experiences with the team. However, scholars have yet to study how a team playing for the first 
time influences awareness. The current study addresses limitations of previous research and advances the following 
Hypotheses. Hypothesis 3: awareness after the team plays will be greater than awareness before the team plays. 
Hypothesis 4: The increase in awareness from before the team plays to after the team plays will be mediated by the 
individual’s behavioral engagement with game-related brand information. 
 
This study was conducted in collaboration with a new major league expansion franchise in the United States. We 
selected the metropolitan area as the study context because it was the target market of the managers of the team. We 
conducted an online survey with a random sample of city residents. We used a two-wave design releasing the first 
survey a week before the team’s debut and releasing the second a month later, after the team had played three 
games. We worked with the team to develop relevant behavioral engagement and awareness measures; we used 
Doyle et al.’s (2013) Psychological Involvement (PI) measures and Beaton et al.’s (2009) staging mechanism to test 
the external validity of the awareness measures, and used a modified Points of Attachment Index (PAI) to measure 
pre-existing attachments (Shapiro et al. 2013).  
 
A pilot survey of 52 university students revealed the PAI and PI measures had good reliability (CA of .867 and .891). 
The first wave of data collection yielded 525 usable respondents with a response rate of 11.5%. The second wave of 
data collection yielded a total of 190 usable respondents, who completed both surveys, with a response rate of 
10.9%. The results of descriptive analyses and one-sample t-tests revealed that the merged sample was representative 
of the equivalent group obtained from the franchise with respects to socio-demographic characteristics. The 
Repeated-measures Analysis of Covariance (RM-ANCOVA) combined with the Cross-Lagged Panel Analysis 
(CLPA) were then conducted to test the proposed hypotheses. The findings of RM-ANCOVA suggested a 
significant increase in brand awareness across two data collections confirming H3 (F(16,632)=12.32, p<.01, η2=.16, 
d =.99). The fit indices for the tested CLPA model was adequate, χ2(10)= 26.94, χ2/df=2.69, p <.05, 
RMSEA=.051, CFI=.92, SRMR=.031(Hair et al., 2010). Results indicated that (1) brand engagement with sources of 
brand information was positively associated with awareness prior to team’s debut (β=.314, p<.01); (2) pre-season 
PAI had a positive influence on brand awareness during the season (β=.112, p<. 05). Finally, the results of 
bootstrapping analysis supported H4 that changes in awareness were partially mediated by an individual’s behavioral 
engagement with sources of brand information (95% CI (.08, .56)). 
 
Taken together, this study augments previous literature to show that brand awareness of a new sports team can be 
developed through individual’s interactions with the team’s marketing communication efforts (Kunkel et al., 2016). 
The current research also provides empirical evidence that new sports teams can use effective communication 
strategies to better manage sport brands, especially during the introductory phase of the brand life cycle, within the 
theoretical framework of PCM (Funk & James, 2001). Implications for new sports teams will be discussed. 
 


