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1. Aim and Research Questions 
Fan engagement has received increased academic and practitioner attention because of its ability to influence 
organization-consumer relationships. However, existing research on fan engagement has mostly focused on an entire 
team and neglected specific player-related facets. The following research questions guide this project: Is fan 
engagement primarily a team related issue and how do individual players play a key role? Building on this, an additional 
question is: Which recommendations for associations and sponsors can be derived from this? 
  
2. Theoretical Background and Literature Review 
In literature, fan engagement is mainly associated with an entire team and revealed different fan behaviors (Yoshida, 
Gordon, Nakazawa, and Biscaia, 2014; Huettermann, Uhrich, and Koenigstorfer, 2019). However, Fisher and 
Wakefield (1998) mention, that an influence on the identification with a team can also occur through the performance 
of individual players. Hunt, Bristol and Bashaw (1999, p. 441) point out that a person can become a fan of a team and 
then of a player in the team. They also mention the option that an individual can become a fan of an athlete and as a 
result can become a supporter of that team.  
  
Some players are well known and have their own fan base. Cristiano Rolando, for example, is the most successful 
influencer on Instagram with 149 million followers (Hartmans, 2018). Within a few days of the announcement that 
Real Madrid had transferred Cristiano Ronaldo to Juventus Turin, the Italian club won over 1.4 million followers on 
Instagram and 0.4 million followers each on Twitter and Facebook (Hislop, 2018). 
  
The Red Card Report showed that fans in China are increasingly focusing on individual football players instead of a 
team (Mailman, 2019). This is particularly evident in the fact that athletes on social networks have almost 30 percent 
more followers than their clubs. One reason for this, according to the report, is the 2018 FIFA World Cup, where 97 
per cent of the growth in followers in China was allocated to the tournament. The Red Card Report also reports a 
positive impact of the transfer from Cristiano Ronaldo to Juventus Turin for the club (Mailman, 2019). The growth 
of Juventus Turin in the social media in China is largely the result of the club's new player. Reed (2019) mentions that 
Real Madrid lost about 8,000 followers in China after the transfer. 
  
3. Research Design, Methodology and Data Analysis 
The exploratory nature of our research goals indicates that a qualitative design serves the study’s purpose best. We 
recruited twelve fans of professional soccer teams of the first divisions in Europe and we conducted in-depth 
interviews with them. The interviews were conducted face to face in March 2019. In agreement with Lincoln and 
Guba (1986), we applied the so-called emergent schedule, where the focus is on key themes as an appropriate structure 
for our interview-based exploratory research. This allowed us to keep the structure and the schedule of the interviews 
as flexible as possible. The qualitative data analysis software MAXQDA was used to help analyze the data. The 
interviews lasted from 30 to 45 minutes.  
  
4. Results 
The interviews revealed three main directions: fan engagement exclusively related to a team (1), to a team with 
influence of individual players (with varying degrees of intensity) (2), and related to an individual player (3).  
The first group states that the team is above the individual players ("I'm a fan of the team"). Nevertheless, individual 
players stand out mainly because of their performance, which leads to enthusiasm but not to "fan-ism". 
In the second group, there are different tendencies with regard to the importance of the individual players. One 
tendency is that people are fans of a team and for them individual players are the core of the team. However, for them 
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the team counts more ("players come and go, the team stays"). Another tendency is to continue following individual 
players from the favorite team when they no longer play for them. In general, it is highly appreciated when players 
stay loyal to a team for several years. This allows fans to identify more with these players and follow them in social 
media, for example.  
Finally, group three. In this group is a strong focus on an individual player. This player stands for the fan over the 
team. It is even reached that a despised team becomes suddenly sympathetic for the fan, only because the player is in 
this team. The player is a role model for the fan and has a high value in his life. The performance of the player has a 
great influence on the fan (feeling of personal success, defending the player externally). For this fan, soccer is no longer 
the same without having his or her favorite player.   
  
5. Conclusion, Contribution and Implications 
They results are of major importance for clubs, associations, agencies and other stakeholders in the sports market. 
Our study show that individual players are responsible for showing a greater fan engagement. Thus, it is worth signing 
specific players as this can increase the interest of the club in that country and the engagement of their fans. This is 
particularly interesting in view of the continuing internationalization of sports clubs, as they can open up new markets 
(countries, continents, language regions, etc.) through individual players. On the other side, there are also fan groups 
that have a deeper relationship to the club than to individual players. Therefore, it is important to find a good balance 
and to determine the view of the fans of each club. 
  
We contribute to the sport management literature by exploring how individual players play a key role in fan 
engagement. We have been able to expand the existing literature, identify three different types of fan groups and offer 
a broader perspective on the construct of fan engagement. Hereby, we seek to help future research capture the 
phenomenon of fan engagement more holistically. 
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