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Out-group Derogation in Online Forums: Examining Online Comments in Sport and Politics 
 
The purpose of the current, on-going study is to compare the comments left by users surrounding sport and politics. 
In particular, the researchers were interested in comparing user comments about well-known college football rivalry 
games and the three presidential debates. One way for people to show their attachment to a sport team or political 
candidate is to discuss and defend their team or candidate online, while arguing against or derogating the opposing 
team or candidate. Using social identity theory, the current study addresses how people show their affiliation with 
the in-group in the online environment. Users leaving comments in online chatrooms represent the vocal minority. 
The vocal minority are dedicated users that tend to generate a large amount of conversation (Mustafarai, Finn, 
Whitlock, & Metaxas, 2011). Further, the vocal minority can impact perceptions of the silent majority (Bolce, Maio, 
& Muzzio, 1996; Xie et al., 2011).  
 
Using 434 participant responses to open-ended questions about their favorite and rival teams, Havard and Dwyer 
(2016) identified eight categories of comments left by fans in online forums. Those categories were (1) 
Acknowledgement Good (AG) (e.g., fans stating enjoyment or positive aspects of rivalry, (2) Acknowledgement 
Neutral (AN) (e.g., fans acknowledging the rivalry without mentioning positive or negative attributes of the 
relationship, (3) Acknowledgement Bad (3) (e.g., fans seeing the rivalry as too intense or containing inappropriate 
fan behavior on both sides, (4) Support Rival (SR) (e.g., fans displaying a form of support for the rival team, (5) 
Favorite Team Support (FTS) (e.g., fans choosing to cheer for favorite team rather than derogate rival or 
acknowledge the relationship), (6) Derogation3 – Low (D3) (e.g., mostly playful jabs at rival teams), (7) 
Derogation2-Moderate (D2) (e.g., fans using stronger language or curse words to describe the rival team, and/or 
alleging the rival team of inappropriate behavior, and (Derogation1-High (D1) (e.g., use of threating words or 
wishing physical harm to describe the rival team and fan base. The current study seeks to use the categories 
identified by Havard and Dwyer to compare comments regarding college football rivalry games and the three 
presidential debates. 
 
Methods 
 
Using the eight categories described above as parameters, the researchers collected online user comments left on 
ESPN.com and Yahoo!Politics. In particular, the researchers collected user comments on rivalry game threads on 
ESPN and the Yahoo!Politics chat function surrounding the three presidential debates between Hillary Clinton and 
Donald Trump. In both instances, users were able to leave comments while watching the games or debates. 
Currently, comments addressing the three political debates has been gathered and comments on three college 
football rivalry games will be collected following the 2016 football regular season (i.e., December, 2016).  
 
Because the three political debates received wide-spread attention across the country, and due to the passion of 
political candidate supporters in the United States, the researchers are currently evaluating which three college 
football rivalry games to analyze based on the following criteria. First, to address the intensity of online users often 
associated with political campaigns, researchers are using rivalry games found in the Top 25 Most Intense Fan 
Rivalries on www.sportrivalry.com. Second, to address the wide-spread popularity of the presidential debates, 
Nelisen Ratings for the Top 25 Most Intense Fan Rivalries will be compared to ensure games with the largest 
viewership are used in analysis. Finally, to address the importance placed on the presidential debates, rivalry games in 
which each team was ranked at the time of the contest will be used.  
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Analysis 
 
After secondary data is compiled, the researchers will begin to code the online comments left addressing the three 
college football rivalry games and three presidential debates. Coding will follow the eight categories discussed above. 
The Ward’s cluster algorithm will then be used for this study in an exploratory hierarchal cluster analysis to assist in 
selecting the number of clusters (segments) for a subsequent K-means analysis. Cluster analysis is often used as a 
means for segmentation when researchers do not know the number of groups in advance but wish to establish 
groups and then analyze group membership (Kaufman & Rousseeuw, 2005). Following the segmentation of the 
sample, the data will be analyzed using a full factorial MANOVA to ascertain whether statistically significant 
differences could be identified between the type of comment and the sentiment and intensity of the comment 
(positive, neutral, or negative). Comparison of percentages of positive, neutral, and negative user comments, along 
with degree of comment intensity will be analyzed ex post facto by the research team. In addition, differences and 
similarities between sport and political comments will be identified.  
 
Discussion 
 
Discussion will focus on the types of comments left by sport fans regarding college football rivalry games and 
comments of political consumers during the three presidential debates. The current study will help validate the 
categories of online comments identified by Havard and Dwyer (2016). The current study carries implications for 
sport managers and political science scholars. By addressing the types of comments left by consumers of sports and 
politics, the current study will provide areas of future study to bridge the gap between sport management and 
political science literature. 
 


