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In 1976, Robert Cialdini and colleagues published the first research study investigating the psychology of sports fans. 
Basking in reflected glory: Three (Football) field studies (Cialdini et al., 1976), found that, after a win, fans were more likely 
to wear team-affiliated apparel and use first person personal pronouns to describe the event, providing empirical 
evidence of the psychological phenomenon of “Basking in reflected glory,” or BIRGing. The study demonstrated 
the presence of an ego defense mechanism that has had a profound effects across a variety of fields, including 
cognitive and social psychology.  
 
In the succeeding four decades, a number of other psychological mechanisms have been theorized by studying the 
behavior of sports fans, including “Blasting” (Cialdini, & Richardson, 1980) and “Cutting off reflected failure” 
(CORFing; Snyder, Lassegard, & Ford, 1986). In 2004, two additional theories were offered by Campbell, Aiken, 
and Kent (2004) to explain why fans of losing teams continued their support (i.e., “Basking in spite of reflected 
failure,” or BIRFing) and may grow tired of winning teams (i.e., “Cutting off reflected success” or CORSing). Given 
these theoretical explanations, the present study explored the presence of BIRFing behaviors of fans of a 
traditionally losing team, Major League Baseball’s Chicago Cubs, at two time periods across a ten-year span. 
In 2006, coming off yet another losing season that earned them a fourth place finish in the National League’s 
Central Division, the researchers recruited 250 fans of the Cubs for a study intended to better understand their 
underlying motivations to support their beloved losers. The research yielded interesting results, but a subsequent 
data collection ten years later following a Chicago Cubs victory in the World Series offered the opportunity to 
explore the underlying psychological mechanisms in greater depth.  
 
The resulting multi-study, exploratory research paper is the first in the consumer behavior literature to validate a 
psychological scale for BIRFing and identify its antecedents, investigate the influence of fans’ identification with the 
team on their propensity to BIRF, as well as assess changes in the psychological states of fans of the Chicago Cubs 
now that they have finally, after 108 years of waiting, captured a long-awaited World Series title.  
 
A total of 252 Cubs fans were surveyed in the initial (i.e., pre-championship) group, of which 189 (75%) were male, 
with the majority of fans (79.4%) ages 18-34, attending an average of 15.95 (SD =  23.89) Cubs games each season. 
Initial results from an exploratory factor analysis revealed the first five items extracted from the scale explained 
54.98% of the variance in BIRFing behaviors. The validated scale exhibited a Cronbach’s alpha of .838, deemed by 
Nunnally (1978) to be good reliability.  
 
Next, in order to investigate whether the fans’ level of identification with the Cubs predicts their propensity to 
exhibit BIRFing behaviors, the Sport Spectator Identification Scale (SSIS; Wann & Branscombe, 1993) was utilized 
to measure fan identification. A median split (e.g., Iacobucci, Posavac, Kardes, Schneider, & Popovich, 2015) 
revealed that 51.2% (129) of the study participants were designated as highID, while 123 (48.8%) fell below the 
median. 
 
Linear regression analysis found, even when controlling for gender, age, and the number of games attended, one’s 
level of identification did predict their propensity to exhibit BIRFing behaviors, revealing a significant effect of 
identification on BIRFing (t = 10.065, p < .001). This result provides empirical evidence to support Campbell et al.’s 
(2004) contention that those who BIRF are more likely to be “true fans” (Campbell et al. 2004, p. 153).  
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Subsequently, in order to determine the antecedents of BIRFing, a model was constructed that controlled for age, 
gender, game attendance, and identification, explaining a significant amount of variance in BIRFing, F(9,242) = 
19.870, p < .001. The model explains 42.5% of the variance in the propensity for Cubs fans to exhibit BIRFing 
behaviors (R2 = .425). Mulicollinearity was not an issue, with the model’s largest variance inflation factor (VIF) 
under 2.0 (1.698). 
 
Results indicate that, among Cubs fans, their propensity to support the team over years of losing seasons is not 
simply explained by the fact that they are being rebellious and/or individualistic (t = -.823, p = .412) or feel they 
have no other option but to support the Cubs (t = -1.403, p = .162). In fact, Cubs fans continue to support the team 
because they are truly loyal (t = 4.452, p < .001) and enjoy the camaraderie of other Cubs fans (t = 2.505, p = .013), 
rather than individuality. In addition, Cubs fans experience a significant level of cognitive dissonance, given their 
knowledge of the long history of the club’s failures and their continued actions taken in support of their team (t = 
2.134, p = .034). In other words, the research suggests that Cubs fans realize that it is irrational to continue to 
provide their support, yet their loyalty to the Cubs and interest in sharing their suffering with fellow Cubs fans 
compels them to continue, season after losing season.  
 
Finally, a cross-sectional research design was utilized to compare results from a survey of Cubs fans following the 
team’s 2016 World Championship to the results from Cubs fans who had yet to experience a championship, with 
the goal of understanding how the unique psychology of Cubs fans may have changed over the preceding 10-year 
period. A total of 277 fans responded to an online survey placed on Cubs fan sites on social media, with 98.56% 
(273 of 277 respondents) confirming they were indeed Cubs fans. A total of 200 complete, usable surveys were 
collected. There was no difference between the samples in the two studies in the number of Cubs games typically 
attended, F(1, 446) = 1.162, p = .282, and the gender of the respondents, F(1, 446) = .987, p = .321. However, 
differences between the groups in age, F(1,446) = 8.742, p = .003, and identification, F(1,446) = 73.837, p < .001, 
were controlled for in the subsequent analyses.  
 
Among other results, data analysis confirmed that the psychology of Cubs fans has evolved over the preceding 
decade, as the group of Cubs fans who have experienced a championship season are more likely to “bask in 
reflected glory” than the prior group. The groups’ propensity to BIRG increased from a mean of 25.60 (SD = 3.602) 
to 27.08 (SD = 2.641), which an analysis of variance confirmed that, when controlling for age, gender, games 
attended, and identification, was a statistically significant difference, F(1, 446) = 22.742, p < .001, with a medium 
effect size (ηp2 = .049; Richardson, 2011) and strong power (.997).  
These and other results, along with the theoretical and managerial implications of this research, will be discussed.  
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