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In many respects, women's softball is on the rise. Over 150,000 teams are registered with USA Softball, accounting 
for over 2 million adult players. Youth participation rates have continued to increase over the past four years, and 
now over 1.2 million girls play on a fastpitch softball team (USA Softball, 2018). Spectators are also showing up in 
record numbers. For instance, in 2015 and 2016, television viewership for the finals in the Women's College World 
Series (WCWS) surpassed the men's equivalent in the College World Series for baseball. In 2017, the WCWS finals 
averaged a total live audience of 1,720,000 viewers-the most watched sweep in WCWS history-and shattered online 
streaming records (Volner, 2017). Given softball's global appeal-as evidenced by the International Olympic 
Committee's unanimous vote to include softball in the Tokyo 2020 Summer Games-it is somewhat surprising 
professional women's softball has failed to draw significant fan followings.  
 
NCAA All Americans and Olympic gold medalists fill the NPF (National Pro Fastpitch) team rosters. Considering 
the high level of play on the field, teams expect to average 1,500 to 2,500 in attendance but usually see crowds of 
300 to 500 fans (McKinney, 2016). NPF Commissioner, Cheri Kempf, contends garnering the support of major 
corporations would enhance the status of the league and draw more people to the ballpark (Westly, 2016). While 
corporate sponsors would certainly help the financial stability of the league, there is limited empirical research to 
suggest such support would lead people to identify with and follow an NPF team. In fact, after reviewing 157 
journal articles examining team identification through 2017, we could identify only three that examined women's 
sport.  
 
The lack of research examining fans of women's professional sport is unfortunate. Examining fan involvement in 
sport allows sports organizations to understand a range of attitudes and behaviors among sport consumers. This is 
perhaps why a considerable amount of research focuses on how individuals are psychologically connected with 
teams and how this influences a variety of attitudinal and behavioral outcomes. However, nearly all of these studies 
have dealt with men's sport, essentially ignoring fans of women's sport. In an attempt to remedy this shortcoming, 
the purpose of this study was to examine fandom of a new (at the time of data collection) women's professional 
softball team-the Dallas Charge. Toward this goal, we explored two general research questions: what motivates a fan 
to identify with a team, and what do fans consider to be the most salient elements of a fan community?  
 
To answer the research questions, we used a broad mixed-methods case study involving ethnographic observations, 
semi-structured interviews, and questionnaires oriented by a grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 
The aim was to explore the distinct phenomenon of Dallas Charge Fandom in ways that allowed meanings to 
emerge through the various data collection methods. During the data collection and analysis, however, the authors 
also noted similarities and points of difference with the existing scholarly understanding of fan culture and 
motivation (see Guest & Luijten, 2017).  
 
For the purpose of the research project, the first author attended seven games during the inaugural season and five 
in the second season (the team's last season in Dallas, Texas). Prior to the team's third and final year, it relocated to 
San Marcos, Texas, and changed the name to the Texas Charge. Data collection involved the first author keeping 
ethnographic field notes during home games. Simultaneously, the first author conducted semi-structured interviews 
with 23 self-identified Charge fans ranging from 45 to 90 minutes in length. The interviews were guided by 
questions related to the interviewees' own fan experience, perceptions of the Dallas Charge fan culture, motivations 
to attend games, and why they identified (or did not identify) as a Charge fan. While we did not ask for formal 
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demographic information from each interviewee in an effort to respect their privacy, 16 identified as female, 5 as 
LGBTQ, 17 were parents, and nearly all were White, college educated and had played softball.  
 
The questionnaires contained a mix of open-ended and close-ended questions related to motivations and constraints 
for attending games, fan experiences at games, and demographic variables. The questionnaires were pilot tested for 
length and comprehension and administered through Qualtrics. We solicited responses by distributing the survey 
link on the Dallas Charge fan listserv and posting the survey link on the team's Facebook page. A total of 404 
completed surveys were deemed usable for analysis; respondents were mostly female (53.5%), White (75%), married 
(56%), college educated (89%), and reported a household income of over $60,000. 
 
The data analysis involved identifying patterns and themes by repeatedly reviewing field notes, interview transcripts, 
and open-ended questionnaire responses and following common practices in qualitative research (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2011; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Our primary method for validation involved triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985) between data sources and among researchers. When analyzing the transcripts and open-ended responses, we 
used an adapted version of thematic content analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to explore motivations for fandom. We 
(the authors) first independently coded the data and then collaboratively revised the themes until we reached an 
agreement rate of over 80 percent.  
 
Analysis of the data revealed three main fan groups: Fully Charged fans (high attachment to team, high attachment 
to sport, high desire to support women's sport, value the skill of the players, and were former softball players, 
enjoyed atmosphere at games); Family Charged fans (moderate attachment to team, high attachment to sport, have 
children who play softball, high desire to support women's sport, and appreciate the skill of the players, enjoyed the 
entertainment aspects of attending a game); and Locally Charged fans (low attachment to team, moderate 
attachment to sport, high desire to support women's sport, and enjoy the atmosphere of attending a game). Two 
main themes related to why fans were not motivated to attend future games: Limited Entertainment Value (beyond 
the Sport); and No Attempt to foster a Fan Community.  
 
Considering the lack of research on fandom in women's sport, this research is an important step toward enhancing 
our theoretical understanding women's sport consumers. In addition, in the final poster presentation, we will also 
discuss how the findings can inform practice by helping women's sport practitioners make decisions about 
marketing strategies with greater confidence. 
 


