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Major league professional sports franchises have significant economic, psychological, and social impacts on 
communities and fans (e.g., Foster & Hyatt, 2007; Mason, 1999). There are 29 cities (urban areas) in the US that 
contain at least two teams in the four major professional leagues. However, having too many teams in an urban area 
could be problematic if the city lacks the capability to support them. The factors that sport economists use to 
identify the ideal number of sport franchise in a city (urban area) are the population and the mean household income 
(Wallace, 2015). According to Wallace’s formula, cities such as New York (nine teams) and Los Angeles (6 teams) 
still have room to host more sport franchises. But a smaller market city, such as Cleveland, is projected to have 1.1 
teams while it currently has 3, which means Cleveland has 1.9 more teams than it is capable of maintaining under 
Wallace’s projections. This figure implies that unless sport fans around Cleveland strongly support (i.e., attend more 
games and consume more than their economic status) their three professional sport teams, the teams will suffer 
financial difficulties because they have to share the small fan base.  
 
One of the strongest indicator of fan support is sport team identification which is a psychological connection to a 
team (Wann & Branscombe, 1993). Team identification is critical for the success of the sport organization as it is 
related to sport consumption such as game attendance and purchase of team product (Kwon & Armstrong, 2006; 
Theodorakis, Koustelios, Robinson, & Barlas, 2009). Theodorakis, Wann, Nassis, and Luellen (2012) identified the 
need to belong as a strong antecedent for the team identification that leads to the support of a local team. However, 
what happens to sport fans’ team identification when there are multiple sport franchises in the city? Local sport fans 
may choose their favorite local team based on their personal preference of sport (e.g., I like football therefore 
Cleveland Browns are my favorite team). But team identification stems from social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 
1986) which proposes that the group a person belongs to is an important source of pride and self-esteem. Therefore, 
in order to increase one’s self-image, one enhances the status of the group to which one belongs. In sport, winning 
offers fans a source of vicarious achievement, enhancing esteem, and pride (Cialdini et al., 1976; Fink, Trail, & 
Anderson, 2002). Here arises the research question, “will the sport fans’ team identification toward their local team 
change in regards to the local teams’ performance?” Yet, no study has attempted to examine the sport fans’ local 
team identification(s) fluctuation pattern based on the local teams’ performance.   
 
The purpose of this investigation is to extend the understanding of social identity theory to identify dimensions, 
which reflect positively and negatively on the unique nature of individual and group social alignment, and to identify 
socially creative and mobile strategies employed in adverse competitive environments. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
 
The main theoretical framework for this research is social identification theory which is  referred to as team 
identification (Doyle, et. al. 2016).  James, Kolbe and Trail (2002) noted that the success and sustainability of 
professional sport organizations largely depends on attracting and maintaining sufficient. According to Doyle et al. 
(2016), on-field performances are a key, yet uncontrollable, determinant of team identification therefore, 
identification and consumption must extend beyond on-field performance outcomes. Winning often offers potential 
and existing fans a source of vicarious achievement, enhancing esteem, pride and the linkage opportunities (Cialdini 
et al., 1976; Fink et al., 2002). Studies have demonstrated the importance of success on originating team 
identification (End, Dietz-Uhler, Harrick, & Jacquemotte, 2002) as well as its effect on facilitating and sustaining 
continued ongoing identification (Wann et al., 1996).  Contrarily, some of these same studies have also found that an 
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absence of success, sustained defeats, was the most popular reason for deciding to cease identification and to 
distance oneself from the team (Kim & Trail, 2010).   
 
Sport organizations invest heavily in programs designed to establish, maintain, and develop identification with their 
consumers (Doyle et al., 2016). To leverage the general population’s identification and interest sport organizations 
require a better understanding of the factors that facilitate the attraction, retention, and development of fans (James 
et al., 2002). The proliferation of studies supporting the role of team success in shaping identification raises 
questions in relation to how fans obtain and maintain positive identity during both positive and negative 
performances (Doyle et. al., 2016). Doyle et al. (2016) noted that in the absence of success, fans often seek to 
increase their status in the group to increase the positivity of association.   
 
Method 
 
Data collection is in process and will be collected three times from a panel of the residents in the northeastern Ohio 
(specifically the greater Cleveland metropolitan area). First (n = 117) and second (n = 107) data collection were 
completed in September 2016 (at the time MLB post season teams were decided) and December 2017 (after the 
MLB World Series and the NFL postseason teams were decided). Another data collection will be conducted in the 
middle of April which is the start of the NBA postseason. A mix of open-ended and close-ended interview survey 
questionnaire was used to collect data. Twenty five trained student interviewers collected the data from their 
interviewee panel (3 to 4) at three time points.  
 
Open-ended questions include items such as “can you tell me about yourself including your experiences as a sports 
fan in NE Ohio?”, “which team(s) do you identify with? which team the most? why?”, “what were the top reasons 
you decided to become involved with each of these teams?”, and “what does it mean to be a Browns, Cavs, 
Indians….fan, rather than a fan of another team – are Browns, Cavs, Indians ….fans special?” The closed ended 
questionnaire items include fan community identity questions, team identity items, civic pride, emotions toward the 
team, and demographic questions. To measure the fan community identity, Bagozzi, Dholakia, and Mookeriee’s 
(2006) visual representation of an individual’s perceived overlap between self-identity and group identity (team) was 
used. Team identity was measured using Trail and James (2001) 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale. Wood’s (2006) civic pride scale (14 items, 5-point Likert type scale) was used to 
measure the civic pride. The sport fans’ consumption emotions were measured using Sumino and Harada’s (2004) 
version of reduced consumption emotion scale (CES).  
 
The interview data will be transcribed and Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guidelines will be used to conduct the thematic 
analysis. Braun & Clarke’s (2006) method has proven its usefulness, not only in the social sciences but in psychology 
so it was considered an appropriate method to examine sport fans’ consumption behavior. Using SPSS 24.0, a series 
of repeated measures ANOVA will be conducted to examine the NE Ohio sport fans’ identification, civic pride, and 
emotion changes due to the local teams’ performance. The results and findings will be discussed. 
 
Significance of the Study 
 
Although sport fans support local sport teams no study has attempted to examine how the fans’ identification 
toward their local franchises changes due to the teams’ performance in the case of the presence of multiple teams in 
a city. Sport franchises in an urban area are partners, but at the same time they are the competitors, sharing the same 
target market segment. Understanding how and why the sport fans’ identification towards the local sport team 
changes can help the sport organizations to better deploy marketing strategies.  
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