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Like it or not sport fans have little do with wins and losses. This can be a can be incredibly aggravating for sports 
fans, especially for those not attending the game (Knobloch-Westerwick, Eastin, & Tamborini, 2009). The desire for 
control or to combat uncertainty is a fundamental motivating force (deCharms, 1969), and according to Whalen 
(1998), experiencing a lack of control over an important outcome negatively impacts a person psychologically and 
even physically. To avoid this aversive state and in an attempt to control uncertainty, sport fans create pre-game 
rituals and/or perform in-game superstitions (Dwyer, LeCrom, & Greenhalgh, 2017; McDonald & Karg, 2014). 
While the effectiveness of these behaviors on actual game outcomes is unlikely and difficult to measure, the effect 
on the fan is unknown and may assist sport marketers in understanding how fans cope with uncertainty. 
The drama of unscripted results is a hallmark of sport spectatorship and a major driver in why televised sport is so 
popular. Yet still, feeling out of control from a fan’s viewpoint provides a unique challenge for sport marketers. 
Marketers are constantly looking to foster positive sport fan experiences regardless of the team’s success or failure, 
and in most cases, 50% of fans experience team failure on a nightly or weekly basis. Previous researchers have found 
that rituals and superstitions can galvanize sport fan groups and elicit positive mood states when prompted by 
advertisers (Hanks et al, 2016; McDonald & Karg, 2014). Thus, much can be gained and applied from studying sport 
fan superstition (SFS) from a marketing perspective.  
 
Purpose: Based on these potential implications, the current study explored the phenomenon of SFS from two 
theoretical perspectives. A multi-stage quantitative approach was devised to comprehensively explore SFS within the 
context of mediated team sport spectatorship.  
 
Study One 
 
Conceptual Framework: Study one tested the dimensionality of SFS and explored the impact of Locus of Control 
(LoC) as an antecedent. It also examined the impact of SFS on self-reported mood state as an outcome variable. 
Cognitive-Experiential Self-Theory (CEST) was used to explore the dimensionality of SFS. By definition, 
superstition is dependent upon cognitive thought, personality trait, and behavior (Rudski, 2001). CEST was 
grounded in personality theory and suggests individuals use two systems for information processing: analytical-
rational and intuitive-experiential (Epstein et al., 1996). Based on this, study one operationalized SFS as 
multidimensional and looked to validate the following underlying factors: trait superstition (personality), belief in 
superstition (analytical-rational), and superstitious behavior (intuitive-experiential).  
 
Method: Through a partnership with a newspaper, 307 sports fans from a large, Mid-Atlantic metropolitan area 
were surveyed. Participants were questioned about their favorite team and the most recent favorite team game they 
watched. Respondents were also asked to indicate if the team won or lost. The survey instrument included four 
unidimensional scales and one multidimensional scale developed and validated by previous researchers to measure 
trait superstition, superstitious behavior, belief in superstition, LoC, and mood states.  
 
Analysis & Results: A Confirmatory Factory Analysis was used to test the dimensionality of the proposed SFS 
model, and Structural Equation Modeling was used to test the path model between LoC and SSF. The data indicated 
that the measurement model exhibited a good fit. Thus, it was determined that SFS was sufficiently explained by the 
CEST proposed trait, cognitive, and behavioral superstition factors. The path model to explore the impact of LoC 
on SFS also displayed a good fit. The results suggested LoC had a negative impact on SFS (β = -.449, p < .001); thus, 
one who felt less in control of his/her life displayed higher levels of SFS. To explore the affective mood outcomes 
of SFS, four multiple regressions were conducted. Participants were split based on if their favorite team won or lost 
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in their most recent game. The mean mood dimension scores were then regressed on the three factors of SFS. Only 
superstitious behavior impacted mood state, as it positively impacted one’s good mood during a win and positively 
impacted both good and negative mood states during a loss.  
 
Study Two 
 
Conceptual Framework: Study two segmented fans by the SFS factors validated in study one and tested the 
attributional differences in how the groups explained wins and losses. Attribution theory centers on the fundamental 
need for people to explain the underlying causes of an important outcome (Weiner, 1985). Wann and Dolan (1994) 
found that sport fans look either Internally (players, coaches, or front office) or Externally (opposing players, 
referees/umpires, or fate) to explain team outcomes. Previous researchers have also found that superstition impacts 
how individuals attribute previous uncertain events (Case et al., 2004). 
 
Method: This study utilized Amazon’s Mechanical Turk and surveyed 330 North American sports fans. The same 
research protocol used in study one was implemented. SFS was measured on the same three factors. Internal and 
external attributions were assessed through Wann and Dolan’s (1994) six-item sport fan attribution instrument.  
 
Analysis & Results: An exploratory hierarchal cluster analysis with a follow-up K-means analysis was conducted to 
segment the sample on SFS. Two follow-up MANOVAs were conducted where the independent variables were the 
superstition segments uncovered from the cluster analysis and the dependent variables were internal and external 
attributions. The first MANOVA included only the winning subsample (N=221) and the second MANOVA 
included the remaining (losing) subsample (N=109). The cluster analysis results uncovered five data driven segments 
ranging in the level of trait and belief in superstition and the frequency of superstitious behavior. The names of the 
segments were the Pragmatist, Believer, Moderate, Demonstrator, and Dependent. Similar to the study one results, 
superstitious behavior was the most influential factor separating the Demonstrator and Dependent segments from the 
rest. The MANOVA results indicated these two segments were significantly more likely to attribute a win to internal 
reasons and a loss to external reasons than their counterparts.  
 
Contribution: The results provide a number of foundational findings for the future study of SFS; however, the 
strongest contribution is related to the power of superstitious behavior. It appears that this factor is a key control 
mechanism for fans. The results suggest that increased superstitious behavior creates positive mood attributes 
despite a loss and enhances separation from the loss. Taken together, it appears fans engage in superstitious 
behavior to exhaust any and all perceived impact on game outcomes. In other words, these fans do everything they 
can by acting superstitiously to induce a win, and then they transfer failure to external sources. These behaviors 
ultimately result in positive mood consequences despite the negative result (team loss). This presentation will discuss 
these findings and more as well as introduce practical implications for sport marketing practitioners and suggestions 
for future work in this area.  
 


