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Introduction 
 
Children love unconditionally. They attach themselves to the people and things closest to them with a ferocity that 
serves as a deterrent from separating from those entities later in their lives (Ji, 2002). It is this psychological 
commitment that creates desires for and loyalty to products that can influence the behaviors of children throughout 
the rest of their lives (Guest, 1955, 1964), and it is this loyalty that brand managers wish to develop in every 
consumer of their products. However, particularly in the context of sport fandom, we know very little about how 
this psychological commitment is formed or how to cultivate it so that it strengthens and lasts over time, even when 
one is exposed to changes affecting his or her fandom. Previous research has shown that this connection is first 
formed in childhood (Kolbe & James, 2000; James, 2001), which makes this young population of extreme 
importance to researchers’ and practitioners’ understanding of sport fans. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to 
examine childhood sport exposure and the extent of the psychological connections these child sport consumers 
have to professional sport teams. Specifically, the author aims to test the abilities of young sport fans to develop 
both team identity and loyalty to teams. 
 
Literature Review 
 
It is commonplace in the literature on team identification and loyalty to utilize surveys to gather data and to test 
scales attempting to uncover components that influence loyalty strength (Funk & Pastore, 2000; Gladden & Funk, 
2002; Heere & Dickson, 2008). While all of these scales have proven statistically reliable, scales are unreliable 
determinants of actual future behaviors. When researchers utilize survey methodologies, it is typical that questioning 
revolves around behavioral intentions and does not provide a way to measure the actual behavior of the survey-taker 
beyond the survey itself. The inability to measure actual behaviors makes it difficult to witness resistance to change 
within the sample, which is a key component of loyalty.  
While there have been a number of previous studies focusing on behavioral loyalty, many of these, particularly in 
sport management literature, have neglected the key component needed to test resistance to change: a negative 
situation or association with the product or team with which one identifies. Without providing individuals with a 
negative catalyst to produce change, the continuity of behaviors over time could be linked to other aspects of one’s 
team identification. If not given a reason to discontinue attendance, for example, it would be difficult to say if the 
attendance was a sign of loyalty to the team or to the socializing agent with whom the individual regularly attended 
games.  
 
It is no secret that many professional sport leagues, particularly the National Basketball Association (NBA), have 
become player-driven within a team format. The individual branding of NBA players in particular sometimes 
overshadows the importance of the teams for whom they play, as many fans have stated that they sometimes attend 
games just to see specific players on the opposing team rather than to support either team as a whole (Clark, 2014). 
However, this phenomenon has not been studied directly, and the effects of player identification on team 
identification have yet to be tested. Children’s team identification formation and loyalty behaviors will be tested 
through the following hypotheses: 
 
H1: Older children will exhibit team identification more often than younger children 
H2: Child fans will express identification with a team at a younger average age than behavioral loyalty 
H3: Loyalty will manifest more frequently in older children than in younger children 
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The effects of player identification or loyalty will be examined through the following hypothesis: 
H4: Children will be less likely to exhibit loyalty to a team when presented with player-driven behavioral outcomes 
as opposed to personal-driven behavioral outcomes. 
 
Methodology 
 
The researcher will utilize a quasi-experimental 6x2 design to test the loyalty of the child participants in the study. 
Participants will be broken into six groups based on their grade (i.e., two grades per group, grades K-11) and also by 
a choice experimental condition assigned to the participant by the researcher (i.e., personal or player). 
Kindergarteners tend to range in age from 4-6 years old, which both includes the youngest age used by James (2001) 
who showed signs of team identification as well as children potentially younger. 10th and 11th graders tend to range 
in age from 15-18 years old, which both includes the age at which Kolbe and James’ (2000) sample reported being 
truly loyal to a sport team (i.e., 15) as well as older adolescents. These grades should therefore encompass both those 
that are loyal and not loyal to a sport team while maintaining simple groupings found naturally in the American 
population.  
 
Given Hansen and Gauthier’s (1989) hypothesis that winning teams would see more positive fan behaviors than 
losing teams, team record was used as an indicator of a poor team, which was utilized in this study as the sample 
population to enhance the likelihood of participants not remaining loyal to the team (i.e., the poor win-loss record 
was used as the negative catalyst for resistance to change). The losing record encourages a need to resist change due 
to the change in the participant’s fan environment where they must now consider ego-protection in their decision to 
either break their loyalty to the team to protect their egos or resist their desire to change their behaviors and remain 
loyal to their team, with the consequence being possible ego deterioration. The team will also consist of no All-Star 
players, which is the league standard of a player with exceptional skills and/or high popularity. This allows for the 
test of loyalty given a plethora of relatively better alternatives, both in the case of team and players. Data collection is 
currently underway for this study, and collection is scheduled to end by the end of the 2017-2018 NBA season. 
Results from data analysis will be presented at the SMA 2018 conference.  
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