
2017 Sport Marketing Association Conference (SMA XV) 

Boston, MA November 1-3, 2017 

  

 

Impact of Negative Media Stories on Fan Perceptions and Behavior toward Rival Teams 
 
Cody T. Havard, University of Memphis  
Terry Eddy, University of Arkansas 
 
Friday, November 3, 2017 50-minute poster presentation 
8:00-8:50 AM, Washington Ballroom (including questions) 
 
Rivalry can influence behavior in both positive and negative ways, such as providing assistance to other fans in 
emergency situations (Cothran, Prosser, Evans, & Reicher, 2005), participating in unethical behavior (Kilduff, 
Galinsky, Gallo, & Reade, 2016), and/or celebrating failures of the out-group (Cikara & Fiske, 2012).  Additionally, 
when an out-group member (e.g., rival team fan) exhibits perceived negative or deviant behavior, in-group members 
tend to display linguistic intergroup bias (LIB) by stereotyping these actions to the entire group (Maass, Salvi, Arcuri 
& Semin, 1989).  Further, sport fans tend to celebrate the perceived failures or misfortunes of their rival teams 
(Havard, 2014; Dalakas & Melancon, 2012; Dalakas, Melancon, & Sreboth, 2015).  These behaviors are the focus of 
the current on-going study.   
 
In particular, the current study uses an experimental design to examine whether varying degrees of negative stories 
involving the rival team (e.g., rules infraction vs. misdemeanor vs. felony) impacts how fans display in-group bias 
toward the rival team and celebrate the negative news involving the rival team.  Participants will be exposed to a 
negative story that can be categorized as (1) slightly negative (e.g., rules infraction), (2) moderately negative (e.g., 
misdemeanor), or (3) very negative (e.g., felony) and then asked to report their likelihood to stereotype the action to 
the rival team, their perceptions of the rival team, and their likelihood to celebrate the perceived failure or 
shortcoming of the rival team.  
 
Background and Hypotheses 
 
LIB (Maass et al., 1989) states that people will stereotype positive actions of in-group members and negative actions 
of out-group members.  Additionally, people draw on behavioral memory when evaluating negative out-group 
behavior (Sherman, Klein, Laskey, & Wyer, 1998).  The current study is interested in examining how the severity of 
the negative behavior influences fan LIB, therefore the following hypothesis is offered: 
 
Hypothesis 1: The degree of severity of a negative story involving a rival team will influence a fan’s 
likelihood to display linguistic intergroup bias toward the rival. 
 
Many factors can cause fans to evaluate their rival team negatively, including team identification (Wann et al., 2016), 
gender (Havard, Eddy, & Ryan, 2016), and competitive outcomes from recent rivalry contests (Havard, Reams, & 
Gray, 2013).  The current study concerns the role negative stories involving the rival team plays in the way fans 
perceive or evaluate their rival.  The following hypothesis was developed: 
 
Hypothesis 2: The degree of severity of a negative story involving a rival team will influence a fan’s rival 
team perceptions. 
 
Finally, people tend to celebrate the accomplishments of in-group members and failures of out-group members 
(Zillman & Cantor, 1976).  Further, sport fans will celebrate when a rival failures or negative news both inside and 
outside the sport competition setting (Cikara & Fiske, 2012; Dalakas et al., 2015).  The current study is interested in 
measuring how the severity of rival failure can influence fan celebration, therefore the final hypothesis is offered: 
 
Hypothesis 3: The degree of severity of a negative story involving a rival team will influence a fan’s 
likelihood to celebrate the perceived failure of the rival team.   
 
Method 
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In order to test the impact of severity of negative stories involving the rival team, fans will be randomly assigned to 
one of three groups and exposed to one of three scenarios involving a negative story about the rival team (slightly 
negative; moderately negative; very negative). In order to test the influence of the negative stories, three phases will 
be conducted. 
 
Preliminary Phases  
 
In Phase One, the researchers will develop a list of nine possible violations that vary in degree of negativity (i.e., 
three each for Tier 1, Tier 2, and Tier 3).  Following evaluation and recommendations of experts in the area of fan 
behavior, a panel of undergraduate students enrolled in university classes related to sport and recreation 
management and psychology will be asked to rate their level of perceived severity regarding the indiscretions on a 
scale from 1 (Not Negative at All) to 10 (Extremely Negative).  Findings from this phase will be analyzed and the 
negative stories involving rival teams will be classified based on median scores.  
 
In Phase Two, graduate students enrolled in sport and recreation management classes will be consulted and asked to 
provide their perceptions of the degree of negativity of each indiscretion using a similar method as employed in 
Phase One.  Based on findings from Phase One and Phase Two, the researchers will develop a single story, similar 
to what would be found on a Twitter feed, to represent each of the three tiers of negativity being tested in the 
experiment.   
 
Experimental Phase 
 
In Phase Three, participants will be exposed to one of the three selected negative stories and respond to items 
measuring (1) how representative the negative story is of the rival team (LIB), (2) their perceptions of the rival team, 
and (3) their likelihood to celebrate or take joy at the negative news involving the rival team.   
 
The instrument in Phase Three will consist of four sections.  The first section will prompt participants to identify 
their favorite and rival sport teams.  Level of identification with the favorite team will be measured using the Sport 
Spectator Identification Scale (SSIS: Wann & Branscombe, 1993).  In the second section, participants will be 
exposed to one of the three negative stories involving the rival team (e.g., slightly negative, moderately negative, very 
negative).  Following exposure to the stories, in section three participants will respond to questions measuring (1) 
how representative they believe the stories are of their rival team (one question asking participants to respond on a 
7-point Likert scale 1 = Not At All Representative to 7 = Very Representative), (2) their perceptions of rival teams via the 
Sport Rivalry Fan Perception Scale (Havard, Gray, Gould, Sharp, & Schaffer, 2013), and (3) their likelihood to 
celebrate the negative story involving the rival team through schadenfreude (Dalakas & Melancon, 2012 and Glory Out 
of Reflected Failure (Havard, Wann, & Ryan, in press).  
 
Discussion 
 
Findings from the current study will help researchers and practitioners better understand fan reactions to the 
perceived failures (i.e., infractions) of their rival teams.  Further implications, along with directions for future 
research will be discussed.   
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