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The common issues in most rural communities are associated with geographical isolation as a factor in the shortage 
of community resources and decline in local job opportunities, ultimately increasing the out-migration of 
unemployed workers and their families. In response to the rural economic challenges, city planners and community 
leaders put their efforts into building upon and harnessing the unique strengths and assets of the community, which 
can create a wide range of community value for their local residents. Examples of positive community value stem 
from realms of entertainment, recreation, socialization, professional development, and social responsibility/welfare, 
among other areas (Zhang, Peace, & Hui, 1996).     
 
Sparvero and Chalip (2007) assert that the dynamics of sport teams, events, and their facilities play a critical role in 
filling the aforementioned need for community value in the local community, eventually building up the community 
identity, self-esteem, and collective conscience (Bob & Swart, 2009; Eckstein & Delaney, 2002). Furthermore, a large 
body of research indicates that sport teams representing their cities enthusiastically invest in community value 
creation and return their benefits to their society (Babiak & Wolfe, 2009). Overall, the community value innovation 
catalyzed by sport teams can be a sustainable asset for communities to reinforce their capacity and achieve their 
desired futures. 
 
To date, however, the majority of research regarding the social impacts and benefits of sport organizations and their 
events on the community has predominantly emphasized professional sport teams in urban areas. In contrast, the 
social impacts and benefits of minor-league sport teams in rural areas for the community have been largely 
overlooked in the sport marketing literature. Moreover, the previous studies have tended to neglect the empirical 
examination of the social roles and benefits of local sport teams and the investigation of the psychological 
mechanisms of the local residents’ perception of the sport teams. Therefore, in filling this gap in the sport marketing 
literature, the purpose of the study is twofold: (a) to provide empirical evidence of community value and social 
benefits of sport teams in rural areas; and (b) to examine multi-factoral relationships among the local residents’ 
perception of community value created by the sport teams, their psychological sense of community, and their 
potential experience of positive emotion. 
 
The hypothesized model is developed in accordance with the following notions. First, three components of 
community value (i.e., antecedents) created by the local sport team are entertainment value, socialization value, and 
social responsibility/welfare (e.g., James & Ross, 2004; Sheth & Babiak, 2010; Sweeney, 2008). Next, the 
psychological sense of community, consisting of place identity and pride in place (i.e., consequences), could be 
influenced by the local residents’ perception of community value components. Place identity refers to the symbolic 
connection to a certain place where people can experience positive emotions and build relationships that give 
meaning and purpose to their lives (Williams & Vaske, 2003). Pride in place is defined as people’s belief in the value 
of public goods due to its symbolic representation elevating the image of their city and making them feeling proud 
of where they live (Gladden & Funk, 2002). Finally, and most importantly, gratitude, a key emotional mediator, 
interconnects the relationships among the three components of perceived community value and the local residents’ 
sense of place identity and pride in place (Palmatier, Jarvis, Bechkoff, & Kardes, 2009). The important mediating 
role of gratitude in the community can be supported by the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions 
(Fredrickson, 1998, 2001, 2004). The fundamental premise of this theory is that individuals who perceive that they 
receive community support and benefits from another social agent’s (e.g., local sport team’s) prosocial/altruistic 
actions will experience positive emotions (e.g., feelings of gratitude) as a result. These experiences of feelings of 
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gratitude broaden people’s modes of thinking and build stronger and healthier psychological responses to their civil 
community (e.g., community attachment). 
 
A cross-sectional survey-based research design was utilized in this current study. A convenience sample consisted of 
307 local residents who visited the United States Hockey League team’s facility located in a small-sized city in the 
Midwestern United States. The participants who visited the facility for non-sporting events (e.g., concerts), youth 
and adult club hockey programs, and public skate sessions responded to the face-to-face, self-administered 
questionnaire. The survey consisted of questions related to six study constructs. Each construct included four 
representative items. Of the participants, 50.8% (n=156) were male and 49.2% (n=151) were female, with an age 
range of 19 to 71 years (M=35.77, SD=12.19). An examination of the hypothesized model in the context of a minor 
league sport team in a rural area was achieved through the use of structural equation modeling (SEM: Anderson & 
Gerbing, 1988) and the measurement and structural models were estimated separately using Mplus 6.0.  
 
First, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was carried out using the Maximum Likelihood estimator. The results of 
CFA indicated that the proposed measurement model provided an acceptable fit to the data (CFI=.913, 
SRMR=.057, RMSEA=.072) with the factor loadings ranged from .600 to .947. The values of average variance 
extracted for study constructs ranged from .510 to .838, exceeding the recommended guideline of .50 (Fornell & 
Larcker, 1981), showing a good reliability of all study constructs. The next analysis involves an examination of the 
hypothesized relationships among the latent constructs through SEM. The fit of the structural model was acceptable 
(CFI=.913, SRMR=.057, RMSEA=.072). The overall results indicate that gratitude fully mediates the influence of 
perceived entertainment value on place identity (indirect effect, γ = .141, p < .05), perceived socialization value on 
place identity (indirect effect, γ = .227, p < .05), and perceived social responsibility/welfare on place identity 
(indirect effect, γ = .120, p < .05). Likewise, gratitude fully mediates the indirect path from perceived entertainment 
value to pride in place (indirect effect, γ = .220, p < .05), the indirect path from perceived socialization value to pride 
in place (indirect effect, γ = .355, p < .01), and the indirect path from perceived social responsibility/welfare to pride 
in place (indirect effect, γ = .187, p < .05).  
 
The findings of this study demonstrate the important roles and social benefits of minor league sport teams in rural 
communities. The local residents do perceive and feel grateful for their minor league sport team’s provisions, efforts, 
and contributions, such as sporting and non-sporting events, social interaction opportunities, and socially 
responsible initiatives, to fulfill the needs for community value. Furthermore, the local residents who perceive and 
feel appreciative toward the community value innovation efforts made by the minor league sport team can build the 
positive and strong sense of community identity and pride, thereby actively building and sharing sense of 
excitement, friendship, and belonging. In conclusion, this study contributes to the sport marketing literature by 
applying the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions to better understand the psychological (mediating) 
mechanisms of the benefit of minor league sport teams within rural communities. In practice, this study’s findings 
shed light on a critical function and the window of benefit of minor league sport teams in the challenged rural 
communities. Hence, it is suggested that the dynamics of minor league sport teams, events, and their facilities are a 
powerful vehicle and sustainable asset for city planners and community leaders in rural regions to better use for the 
improvement of local residents’ lifestyle and quality of life, eventually achieving their desired future community 
traditions and characters. 
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