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Cialdini and Richardson (1976) introduced the concept of basking in reflected glory (BIRGing), or fans 

using team success to bolster their own image and associate with a winning product. Years later, scholars began 

exploring team identification (Wann & Branscombe, 1990), or fans’ psychological connection to sport teams, an 

example of a social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). A wealth of research has highlighted the importance of team 

success upon team identification (Branscombe & Wann, 1991; Delia, 2015; Fisher & Wakefield, 1998). Wann, 

Tucker, and Schrader (1996), for example, found individuals most commonly abandon their fandom because of a lack 

of team success, which exemplifies the strong effects of team performance on identity. Similarly, Hyatt and Foster 

(2015) found issues at the team level are one of the factors that best explain the ‘de-escalation’ of fandom. 

Despite the compelling evidence that a team’s performance strongly impacts its fan base, many highly 

identified fans remain psychologically connected to their favorite teams even in the face of continued failure. Such 

fans persevere despite facing a threat to their identity (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Researchers have posited that fans 

who remain loyal during unsuccessful periods shift their evaluations of the team to deemphasize on-field success, 

instead using social creativity strategies to improve private evaluation of their group membership (Bernache-

Assollant, Laurin, & Bodet, 2012; Doyle et al., 2017). For example, Campbell, Aiken, and Kent (2004) introduced 

the concept of basking in spite of reflected failure (BIRFing). Fans who BIRF generally do so because they believe 

their loyalty reflects well on their character. Similarly, Mansfield, Delia, and Katz (2018) found such fans perceive 

their identity as offering distinctiveness, believing their perseverance positions them within a unique subset of 

dedicated fans. Indeed, researchers have noted that a social identity, such as team identity, should be distinct 

(Brewer, 1991, 2003; Dimmock, 2009). Optimal distinctiveness theory (Brewer, 1991) states individuals seek 

exclusive subgroup membership so they may separate themselves from the masses without becoming too distinct. 

Andrijiw and Hyatt (2009) extended this theory to sport, finding nonlocal fans often maintain team identification 
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because they perceive their fandom fulfills desires for both uniqueness and belongingness. Such a desire for optimal 

distinctiveness appears to explain much of why coping fans remain loyal to the teams they support, despite the 

disappointment of the sporting product. 

 It is unclear, however, what happens to fan identity once a historically disappointing team begins to 

experience success. Our study aims to address this gap. Specifically, this study examines the (potential) change in an 

individual’s identification with a sport team that was once unsuccessful and is now experiencing success. The 

researchers are currently conducting semi-structured interviews with fans of Major League Baseball’s (MLB’s) 

Chicago Cubs, who won a World Series in 2016 after a 107-year drought. Recruitment for the interviews has been 

done via snowball sampling. Interviews are underway, and will be completed (along with data analysis) before the 

presentation of this research at the 2019 Sport Marketing Association Conference. We aim to conduct roughly 20 

interviews in total, but conversations will continue until reaching the point of theoretical saturation (Charmaz, 2005; 

Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

Interviews for the study have focused on, and will continue to focus on, (1) how the individual identified 

with the Cubs when the team was unsuccessful, (2) how the individual identifies with the team now that it is 

successful, and (3) whether (and how) the meaning of the fan’s identification with the Cubs has changed. All data 

will be collected by May 2019. This project will include fans between the ages of 18-65 to understand the 

perspectives of a wide variety of individuals with a psychological connection to a team. 

Given that data analysis has long been considered the least examined aspect of the qualitative research 

process (Miles, 1979), we are implementing a multifaceted approach to analysis, aiming to optimize trustworthiness 

and credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Material for analysis consists of audio recordings, transcripts, and interview 

field notes. Data analysis has taken place simultaneous to data collection, with findings organized and refined 

throughout the collection process and between interviews. This approach has allowed us to “switch between the 

forest and the trees” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 210), both digesting an interviewee’s immediate message and 

contemplating its broader theoretical meaning. We plan to employ the same approach as the research exploration 

shifts from inductive to deductive.  

Data are being analyzed through the well-established open-axial-selective coding process (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990), with interview transcripts evaluated both on an individual and collective basis (Fournier, 1998; Joy & Sherry, 
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2003). This approach is allowing us to identify patterns across multiple participants’ accounts. We are first coding 

data by hand (Rossman & Rallis, 2012), applying themes such as “team identity” and “BIRFing” to relevant sections, 

and then importing and categorizing the codes in NVivo software for organizational purposes (Gibbs, 2013). We are 

also employing member checking of transcripts (Wallendorf & Belk, 1989) to ensure interviewees’ perspectives are 

accurately reflected in the data, as well as peer debriefing with uninvolved colleagues (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To 

clearly communicate takeaways from these interviews, we will reduce findings to several key themes, per the 

recommendation of Creswell (2014). We will strive to present these key findings with “rich, thick description” 

(Schwartz & Jacobs, 1979). To do so, we will use participants’ voices “to tell as much of their collective and 

individual stories as possible” (Staurowsky & DiManno, 2002, p. 136). 

This research aims to understand how newfound team success following long-term mediocrity and failure 

impacts a fan’s psychological connection to the team. It is our goal to extend the literature on team identification, 

coping, and optimal distinctiveness. The conclusions of the present study will hold implications for scholars 

interested in sport fandom, specifically, and social identity more broadly. 

 

 


