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1. Introduction

In professional team sports settings, fans often support a team via different activities
(e.g. cheer for the team, work as a volunteer), via different channels (e.g. online and
offline), and at different occasions (e.g. in the stadium, when following games in the
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media) (Bristow & Sebastian, 2001; Holt, 1995; Hunt, Bristol, & Bashaw, 1999;
Uhrich, 2014). The entirety of such interactions between fans and a team is subsumed
under the concept of engagement, which can be tentatively defined as a person’s
(here: a fan’s) investment of resources into interactions with an organization (here: a
sports team) (Hollebeek et al., 2019; Pansari & Kumar, 2017). While the investment
of resources can have both positive and negative consequences, fans’ high engagement
with the sports team is generally considered to be beneficial for the team for several
reasons. One reason is that engaged fans generate constant income from purchase
transactions (e.g. season tickets, merchandise) despite potential ups and downs in the
on-pitch performance (Yoshida et al., 2014; high BIRGing [basking in reflected glory]
and low CORFing [cutting off reflected failure] tendencies among fans have been
reported accordingly; Cialdini, Borden, Thorne, Walker, Freeman & Sloan, 1976;
Wann & Branscombe, 1990). Another reason is the positive influence that engaged
fans have on other consumers (e.g. word-of-mouth in social media; Kunkel, Doyle, &
Berlin, 2017; Uhrich, 2014). Thus, engaged fans co-create value with teams in differ-
ent ways (e.g. generation of stadium atmosphere; Uhrich & Benkenstein, 2010; par-
ticipation in open innovation practices; similar to what was shown for volunteers in
sports clubs, Wemmer & Koenigstorfer, 2016), resulting in beneficial outcomes for
the teams, such as higher revenues and cost savings (Harmeling et al.,, 2017; Pansari
& Kumar, 2017). As a result of this positive view of engagement, the majority of pre-
vious research focuses on the beneficial manifestations (e.g. Hollebeek et al., 2019;
Pansari & Kumar, 2016) or defines the construct as a purely positively valenced phe-
nomenon (e.g. Hollebeek, Glynn, & Brodie, 2014; Yoshida et al., 2014).

However, engagement can also be unbeneficial toward an organization (Bowden
et al., 2017; Hollebeek & Chen, 2014). Sports teams are affected, for instance, by inci-
dents of fans flinging objects onto the pitch (Fahey, 2017), setting off fireworks
(Boulton, 2017) or even attacking the referee during a game (Critchley, 2016).
Negative forms of fan engagement also occur beyond the stadium ground and the
game day, including postings of disrespectful messages or unfavorable word-of-mouth
on social media (Goodman & O’Neil, 2018) and brawls with opposing fans
(Koukouris & Stavros, 2009). Insults from fans and fan violence have several undesir-
able social, managerial, and sport-related consequences, such as putting others’ health
at risk, increasing costs via payment of fines, and lowering team performance.

As the above examples show, fan engagement is a multifaceted phenomenon that
aggregates the various ways in which fans create or destroy value for the sports team.
With only one notable exception (Yoshida et al.,, 2014), extant literature fails to pro-
vide categorizations of the plethora of different fan engagement components. Yoshida
et al. (2014) make an important contribution in identifying three components of the
construct (i.e. management cooperation, prosocial behavior, performance tolerance)
and find positive correlations between these dimensions and beneficial fan responses
(i.e. purchase intention and referral intention). However, the study only considers
positively valenced components and, hence, neglects dysfunctional forms of fan
engagement. Another aspect that limits the study’s comprehensiveness is the con-
strained scope of the measures of the three dimensions, which include only a small
selection of the conceivable manifestations of fan engagement. Beside Yoshida et al.’s
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(2014) research, a few other studies examine specific manifestations of fan engage-
ment, although not all of the studies make an explicit reference to the term engage-
ment. These manifestations include customer-to-customer interactions (Uhrich,
2014), dysfunctional forms of fan behavior at the stadium (Stieler, Weismann, &
Germelmann, 2014) and user-generated content on the team’s social media channels
(Geurin & Burch, 2017). Oliveira Santos, Correira, Biscaia, and Pegoraro (2018)
developed a domain-specific fan engagement scale through social networking sites.
Since engagement, however, represents several concepts that manifest in both online
and offline channels, such as co-creation, interaction, and service development
(Kumar & Pansari, 2016), we can state that the conceptualization of fan engagement
in extant sports management literature is largely fragmented. This has prevented the
research from moving from a context-driven generation of findings to a comprehen-
sive framework of fan engagement and the resulting benefits and detriments.

The purpose of this article is therefore to develop a framework that categorizes
both components and outcomes of customer engagement in team sports settings, tak-
ing into account the valence (positive vs. negative) of the activities. For this work, we
define components as the various facets or dimensions that compose the conceptual
content of engagement, while outcomes refer to the consequences of engagement.
Based on qualitative interviews with both team sports managers and fans, we extend
previous conceptualizations by adding negatively valenced components and detrimen-
tal outcomes of fan engagement. In doing so, we take into account the valence duality
of customer engagement that has recently been recognized (Bowden et al., 2017;
Hollebeek & Chen, 2014). As a result, we derive a comprehensive conceptualization
of fan engagement that should be less prone to over- or undervaluation of customers
compared to approaches that do not fully capture positive manifestations and/or neg-
lect the negative manifestations of the construct’s components and outcomes (Kumar
et al., 2010).

Another important feature of the framework is its focus on the perspective of the
sports team. It has been noted that the value outcomes of customer engagement (ben-
efits or detriments) vary across situations and actors (Hollebeek et al., 2019; Jaakkola
& Alexander, 2014). Previous studies on fan engagement often use the theoretical
lens of service-dominant logic and center on the outcomes as perceived by fans (e.g.
Stieler et al., 2014; Uhrich, 2014). However, sports teams (and their managers) are
the entities that are affected by the outcomes of fan engagement practices. Thus, it is
important to complement the fan perspective by identifying value outcomes of fan
engagement from the perspective of sport teams. From a theoretical point of view,
this broader approach results in a comprehensive understanding of the value conse-
quences of fan engagement because different actors are considered. From a manager-
ial point of view, our work can help managers to focus marketing activities on those
components of fan engagement that result in beneficial outcomes or that prevent det-
rimental consequences for their team. Thus, our framework partially fills a gap by
identifying the value outcomes of fan engagement from the perspective of sports
team managers beside fans.

In what follows next, we first present a literature review on customer and fan
engagement. We then present the results of a qualitative study with team sports
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managers and fans and focus on the exploration of positive and negative components
and outcomes of fan engagement. We conclude by discussing the results, providing
managerial implications, and giving future research directions based on the limita-
tions of our study.

2, Literature Review
2.1. Customer Engagement

Due to the sparse number of specific studies on customer engagement in team sports
settings, we begin our review with relevant previous work in general marketing litera-
ture. Considering the goals of the present research, the review of this literature is
structured into broad areas: (1) definitions and conceptualizations of customer
engagement and (2) valence of customer engagement (positive vs. negative).

2.1.1. Definitions and Conceptualizations of Customer Engagement

The extant definitions of customer engagement vary considerably, which complicates
the comparison of previous findings and impedes a systematic development of the
domain (Harmeling et al., 2017). For example, authors construe customer engagement
in terms of only behaviors (e.g. Harmeling et al.,, 2017; Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014)
or include both behavioral and psychological components (e.g. Brodie et al., 2011;
Hollebeek et al., 2019). Definitions also vary regarding the inclusion or exclusion of
transactional components. Several authors view customer engagement as activities
beyond the core transaction (e.g. word-of-mouth (WOM) activity, recommendations,
helping other customers, blogging, writing reviews; van Doorn et al., 2010; Vivek
et al., 2012), while others include the customers’ direct financial contributions (i.e.
purchases) (e.g. Kumar et al., 2010; Pansari & Kumar, 2017). Also, there are differen-
ces with regard to the motivational aspects of engagement: while some authors high-
light the affective dimensions (e.g. Chan & Li, 2010) others highlight the cognitive
dimensions (e.g. Mollen & Wilson, 2010).

Based on the arguments provided by Hollebeek et al. (2019) and Pansari and
Kumar (2017), a person’s investment of resources into interactions with an organiza-
tion is at the core of the definition of customer engagement. The various definitions
share this perspective (even though there are sometimes slight differences in word-
ing). As is detailed below, the diversity of viewpoints also relates to the construct’s
conceptualizations.

There are various conceptualizations of the components and outcomes of customer
engagement. For example, Kumar and colleagues (Kumar et al., 2010, Kumar &
Pansari, 2016; Pansari & Kumar, 2017) define purchase behavior as one component
of engagement beside referrals, social influence, and knowledge sharing. Accordingly,
the authors propose that the outcomes of customer engagement include benefits that
are directly determined by the core transaction (i.e. revenues). Further benefits are
the three intangible aspects permission marketing, privacy sharing, and opportunities
for personalized marketing communications (Pansari & Kumar, 2017). Hollebeek
et al. (2019) develop a framework that comprises three antecedents (resource integra-
tion, knowledge sharing, learning) and three benefits (individual as well as
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interpersonal resource development, co-creation) of customer engagement. The rela-
tionships between the framework’s components are not entirely clear though because
the authors suggest that both the antecedents and the benefits can coincide with
engagement. Van Doorn et al. (2010) suggest five dimensions of customer engage-
ment: valence, form, scope, nature of its impact, and customer goals. These dimen-
sions are characteristics based on which specific manifestations of engagement can be
described, rather than conceptual components of the construct. Importantly, a specific
engagement behavior such as word-of-mouth can be described in terms of its valence
(positive or negative). With regard to firm-related customer engagement outcomes,
van Doorn et al. (2010) identify and briefly discuss several aspects, including finan-
cial, reputational, and competitive factors. In what follows, we describe the valence of
customer engagement in more detail.

2.1.2. Valence of Customer Engagement

A common characteristic of the vast majority of research contributions is their focus
on positively valenced components and outcomes of customer engagement (e.g.
Hollebeek, Glynn & Brodie, 2014). Despite this emphasis on the positive manifesta-
tions, the valence duality of the construct has been repeatedly acknowledged (e.g.
Bowden et al., 2017; Brodie et al., 2011; Hollebeek & Chen, 2014; Kumar et al., 2010).
Dysfunctional manifestations of the construct have been noted from the earliest stud-
ies in this realm (e.g. van Doorn et al., 2010), however, only very few studies have
addressed the negative components and outcomes in more depth. For example, Juric,
Smith and Wilks (2016) distinguish between negative customer engagement and cus-
tomer engagement with a negative valence. The former refers to behavior with the
intent to cause harm to the firm, while the latter describes behaviors that focus on
co-creating value but unintentionally result in detriments for the firm. Hollebeek and
Chen (2014) explore negatively valenced engagement from the perspective of the cus-
tomers. They conclude that negatively valenced engagement includes unfavorable
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Despite the study’s focus on the value consequences
for customers, the authors propose that these negative manifestations also lead to det-
rimental outcomes for the firm. Similarly, Bowden et al.’s (2017) examination of
engagement finds both positive and negative manifestations, which are categorized
into cognitive, affective, and behavioral aspects. Since the study explores customer
experiences, the benefits and detriments for the firm are not directly addressed in
the research.

2.2, Fan Engagement in Team Sports

Based on a review of the sport consumer behavior literature, Yoshida et al.’s (2014)
research is the only team sports-related study that focuses explicitly on the concept of
fan engagement. Beside their work, Oliveira Santos et al. (2018) examine fan engage-
ment in the specific domain of social networking sites. However, several other studies
contribute to the general understanding of fan engagement and its value outcomes
without making explicit reference to the construct. Thus, our review of sport-specific
literature first introduces Yoshida et al.’s (2014) work and then summarizes additional
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related work that addresses both positive and negative components and outcomes of
fan engagement.

2.2.1. Yoshida et al.’s (2014) Understanding of Fan Engagement

Yoshida et al. (2014) define fan engagement as “a sports consumer’s extra-role behav-
iors in non-transactional exchanges to benefit his or her favorite sports team, the
team’s management, and other fans” (p. 403). Within the boundaries of this defin-
ition, the authors suggest three dimensions of fan engagement: management cooper-
ation (helping the management of the team), prosocial behavior (helping other fans),
and performance tolerance (supporting the team regardless of the on-pitch perform-
ance). Their conceptualization of the construct includes three antecedents: positive
affect, team identification, and BIRGing. Yoshida et al’s empirical study indicates
that these antecedents predict the three proposed dimensions of fan engagement and
that these dimensions are positively associated with beneficial outcomes for the sports
team. Specifically, except for the relationship between positive affect and prosocial
behavior as well as BIRGing and performance tolerance, all antecedents are positively
correlated with the three dimensions of engagement. Furthermore, the dimensions
management cooperation and performance tolerance are positively correlated with
purchase intentions and prosocial behavior shows a positive correlation with referral
intentions. While Yoshida et al’s work provides an important initial step towards a
first team-sports-specific conceptualization of fan engagement, the rather narrow def-
inition ignores some potentially relevant components, including various co-creation
practices and activities related to the core transaction (see introductory examples) as
well as, most important to our study, negative aspects of fan engagement. In what fol-
lows, we describe both positive and negative components and outcomes of fan
engagement that have been identified in the literature.

2.2.2. Positive Components and Outcomes of Fan Engagement

Several studies contribute to the general understanding of fan engagement and its
value outcomes without making explicit reference to the construct. Lachowetz,
McDonald, Sutton, and Clark (2001) attempt to determine the value that the fans’
transactional activities provide for teams. They use the National Basketball
Association as a case to show sports team managers how to apply customer lifetime
formulas and use them for managerial decision-making. However, the authors neglect
fan activities beyond the core transaction and, therefore, these lifetime formulas only
cover a small part of the conceptual scope of customer engagement. Milne and
McDonald (1999) develop the so-called relative relationship strength measure and
recommend the combination of transactional figures with non-transactional indica-
tors, such as behavioral and psychological commitment. The combination of these
two dimensions that jointly determine the value that fans have for teams represents a
conceptual advancement. However, the study disregards several potentially relevant
components that are crucial to today’s understanding of fan engagement, such as con-
tent generation on social media channels and the influence that fans have on other
customers (Uhrich, 2014).
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Numerous studies have examined aspects that represent specific manifestations of
fan engagement. For example, Hajli and Hajli (2013) find that social media activities
of fans offer the team a source of social capital, which manifests in sharing informa-
tion, knowledge, and experiences. In a case study of season ticket holders, Zagnoli
and Radicchi (2010) reveal a system of relationships, where fans influence the internal
dynamics of the social network that has developed around a football team. They out-
line different ways of how fans influence decision-making processes of the team’s
management. In another study, Brown and Billings (2013) take a reputation-repair
perspective on social media activities. They surveyed highly identified college team
fans and their Twitter followers. The authors argue that these fans can “become an
unofficial arm” (p. 80) of their favorite team. As none of these and several other stud-
ies refer to the concept of fan engagement, the extant knowledge of the construct’s
positive components and outcomes is highly fragmented. One exception is Oliveira
Santos et al.’s (2018) study, which develops a domain-specific scale for fan engage-
ment through social networking sites. The scale covers the following components:
fan-to-fan relationship, team-to-fan relationship, and fan co-creation. With regard to
engagement outcomes, the study exclusively considers positive behavioral intentions
(both online and offline).

2.2.3. Negative Components and Outcomes of Fan Engagement

The negative manifestations of the construct can only be indirectly derived from
extant literature because no study makes explicit reference to the construct. In the
sport management literature, there is widespread consensus that the value outcomes
of interactions between teams and their fans are not always positive but can also be
of negative valence (Woratschek et al., 2014). This finds support in a number of stud-
ies that highlight that fan engagement is not limited to activities with positive out-
comes for the team. For example, Wann et al. examine the relationship between team
identification and fan aggression and find that highly identified fans are more often
involved in incidents of violence and aggressive behavior (Wann, Carlson, &
Schrader, 1999; Wann, Haynes, McLean, & Pullen, 2003; Wann, Peterson, Cothran, &
Dykes, 1999). Thus, while team identification is generally regarded as beneficial for
the team, these studies highlight that it can also result in negative consequences.
Harris and Ogbonna (2008) explore the complex relationships that fans can have
with different focal objects in and around their favorite team. While fans may support
the players, they often engage in activities with dysfunctional outcomes for the team
as a whole. McDonald and Karg (2014) investigate ritual behaviors of sports fans and
stress that while the majority of these behaviors creates value for the team, others
have a negative impact (e.g. where rituals include vandalism or intimidation). Stieler
et al. (2014) provide an in-depth examination of the negative manifestations of fan
engagement through the lens of service-dominant (S-D) logic. They focus on fan
engagement at the live venue that results in value co-destruction. Specific manifesta-
tions of such negatively valenced activities include derogating the team manager (e.g.
by barracking him or her), displaying antisocial behavior (e.g. by lighting bengalo
fires and causing physical harm to other fans), and being intolerant towards the poor
on-pitch performance of the team (e.g. by remaining silent when the team is losing).
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Anecdotal evidence provides support for the occurrence of negatively valenced fan
engagement, such as punching other fans, pelting the field with various things, and
peeing on the stands (and hence offending other fans) (Babb & Rich, 2016;
Bonsignore, 2012; Wilson, 2016). Some of these activities have direct value conse-
quences for the team, when the team gets fined for the misbehavior of their fans by
governing bodies (USA Today, 2016).

2.2.4. Defining the Scope of Fan Engagement for the Present Study

Construing fan engagement as the fan’s investment of resources into interactions
with the team that result in benefits or detriments means that the construct contains
a plethora of different activities. This points to the character of fan engagement as a
highly abstract construct. Abstract constructs vary considerably in terms of their
meaning across different contexts and raters (Rossiter, 2002). The abstractness gener-
ally increases as the number of dimensions of a construct increases (Fuchs &
Diamantopoulos, 2009).

Fan engagement is related to a number of other constructs. Due to the high
abstractness of the construct, these constructs might also be considered as dimensions
of fan engagement. For example, in Kumar and Pansari’s (2016) study, engagement
(employee engagement in their case) comprises of several other well-established con-
structs, including identification, satisfaction, commitment, and loyalty. Yoshida et al.
(2014) operationalize fan engagement via three dimensions that are constructs on
their own (management cooperation, prosocial behavior, performance tolerance).
Thus, fan engagement can be viewed as an umbrella construct that is related to sev-
eral other concepts. Despite its relatedness to other concepts, fan engagement is a
unique construct that can and must be distinguished from similar constructs. Table 1
provides definitions of related constructs and briefly describes how these constructs
are related to fan engagement in order to highlight distinctions of these constructs
with fan engagement.

With only one notable exception (Yoshida et al., 2014), team sports literature pro-
vides no categorization of fan engagement components and outcomes. In view of
Yoshida et al.’s (2014) study, we suggest that a broader conceptualization of the com-
ponents and outcomes is necessary to cover the construct more comprehensively.

We propose extending Yoshida et al.’s (2014) conceptualization of fan engagement
by considering both positively and negatively valenced components and outcomes
(the latter are referred to as benefits and detriments). Furthermore, in line with
Kumar et al. (2010), we propose that transactions should not be excluded from con-
ceptualizations of customer (and hence fan) engagement (see also Pansari & Kumar,
2016). A valid evaluation of a fan’s (or a group of fans’) engagement value should
include both transactional and non-transactional features (Kumar et al., 2010).
Suggestive evidence from managerial decision-making in sports can be used to sub-
stantiate this claim. For example, sports team managers often have to trade off and
make decisions based on both transactional and non-transactional components of fan
engagement (e.g. a sports manager’s decisions about ticket pricing according to the
closeness of the seat to the pitch vs. fans’ willingness to pay: fans who largely contrib-
ute to the stadium atmosphere may have a lower willingness to pay than fans who
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Table 1. Constructs related to fan engagement.

Construct

Definition

Relationship to
fan engagement

Operationalization
(example taken
from literature)

Origin of the construct
outside the
sport literature

Fan commitment

Fan loyalty

Fan (or team)
identification

Fan Involvement
(in reference
to sport;
can be
adapted to teams)

“A reflection of a
desire to maintain a
valued relationship
with his or her
favorite sports
team” (Kim, James,
& Kim,2013, p. 173)

“(...) attending a
game; watching a
game on television;
purchasing licensed
products; following
a team via media,
including radio,
newspaper and
internet; and so
forth” (Matsuoka,
Chelladurai, &
Harada, 2003, p.
246) for behavioral
loyalty (see also
Gladden &
Funk,2001, p. 76).
Attitudinal loyalty is
the strength of fans’
commitment to a
particular sports
team (Mahony,
Madrigal, &
Howard,2000, p. 20)

“The extent to which
individuals perceive
themselves as fans
of the team, are
involved with the
team, are concerned
with the team’s per-
formance, and view
the team as a rep-
resentation of
themselves”
(Branscombe &
Wann,1992, p. 1017)

“The level of interest
or importance a fan
ascribes to sports
representing the
level that a fan val-
ues or believes that
sports are relevant
and important to
their life and life-
style” (Stevens &
Rosenberger,2012,
p. 230)

Fan engagement
focuses on the
investment of
resources rather
than the desire to
maintain a
relationship

Fan engagement refers
to current activities,
whereas behavioral
loyalty is directed at
future activities;
attitudinal loyalty
can be considered
as an antecedent of
fan engagement
(see row below);
yet, loyalty (be it
attitudinal or behav-
joral) does not
encompass the fans’
investment of all
the types of resour-
ces covered by fan
engagement’s
conceptualization

Yoshida et al. (2014)
consider fan identi-
fication as an ante-
cedent of fan
engagement; con-
ceptually, resources
are likely to be
invested into a rela-
tionship with a
team when fans are
both involved and
concerned with
the team

Fan involvement can
be considered as an
antecedent of fan
engagement; con-
ceptually, resources
are likely to be
invested into a rela-
tionship with a
team when fans are
involved with the
sport (or the team)

Psychological commit-
ment to team scale:
fourteen-item, one-
dimensional con-
struct, validated in
three studies with
university students
from the United
States (Mahony,
Madrigal,

& Howard,2000)

Seven-item, two-
dimensional con-
struct (attitudinal
and behavioral loy-
alty), validated in
one study with sub-
scribers of a sports
magazine from the
United States
(Gladden
& Funk,2001)

Seven-item, one-
dimensional con-
struct, validated in
two studies with
university students
from the United
States (Wann &
Branscombe,1993)

Eight-item, two-dimen-
sional construct
(affective and cogni-
tive), validated in
one study with con-
sumers from the
United States
(Shank &
Beasley,1998)

Sociology, psychology,
and marketing;
commitment directs
individuals to a con-
sistent line of action

Marketing; fan loyalty
makes individuals
want to re-purchase
from the same com-
pany (and/or pur-
chase the same
products and serv-
ices again) despite
situational
influences

Psychology (Social
Identity Theory;
Tajfel & Turner,
1979); an individual
derives a greater
sense of self from
belonging to a
social group; this is
partly why fans
identify with a team

Marketing; fan involve-
ment makes an
object or an activity
(here: sports or
teams) meaningful,
important, and
engaging to
an individual

(continued)
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Table 1. Continued.

Operationalization  Origin of the construct

Construct

Definition

Relationship to
fan engagement

(example taken
from literature)

outside the
sport literature

Fan identity

Brand equity
(customer-
based)

uals attach to their
role of being fans
of their favourite
team” (Biscaia,
Hedlund, Dickson,
Naylor, 2018,

p. 463)

of brand knowledge
on consumer
response to the
marketing of the
brand” (Keller, 1993,
p. 1)

are likely to be
invested into a rela-
tionship with a
team when fans
attach meaning to
their role as fans of
a team

“The differential effect Sport team equity

(fan-based) deals
with how marketing
outcomes are gen-
erated, considering
team knowledge
and behavioral
responses; while
knowledge can be a
component of fan
engagement, rela-
tionships are not

“The meaning individ- Conceptually, resources Sixteen-item, four-

dimensional con-
struct (power,
urgency, external
and internal legitim-
acy), validated in
two studies with
sport website visi-
tors from Portugal
(Biscaia et al.,2018)

Twenty-item, four-

dimensional con-
struct (two types of
attributes, benefits,
as well as attitudes)
adapted to the
sport context, vali-
dated in one study
with soccer fans
from Germany
(Bauer, Stokburger-
Sauer, & Exler,2008)

Psychology (Social

Identity Theory;
Tajfel & Turner,
1979); an individual
derives a greater
sense of self from
belonging to a
social group; this is
partly why fans’
identity is not inde-
pendent from

the team

Marketing; brand

equity allows brand
managers to evalu-
ate their own activ-
ities (i.e. a brand
[vs. un unbranded
control condition]
has a positive brand
equity when cus-
tomers react more
favorably to an
element of the mar-

considered in the keting mix)
conceptualization of

fan engagement

Note. The definitions and operationalizations are examples. Others exist in the literature.

contribute little to the atmosphere [but who have a higher willingness to pay]). From
a conceptual perspective, benefits and detriments result not only from purely transac-
tional or non-transactional activities, but also from an interaction of the two. This is
particularly true for the team sports context, as some non-transactional behaviors are
only displayed when matched with certain transactional behaviors (e.g. a ticket must
be bought in order for a fan to be able to contribute to an in-stadium choreography
before or during the game). Our empirical exploration, which is presented in the fol-
lowing section, takes into account the aforementioned aspects.

3. Method

Our research into fan engagement (in accordance with S-D logic defined as a fan’s
investment of resources into interactions with the sports team) aims to explore posi-
tively and negatively valenced components as well as their outcomes - that is, benefits
(positive in nature) and detriments (negative in nature) - from the perspective of
managers and fans of professional sports teams. We consider both fans and managers,
because the two perspectives can take a complementary view (or reveal differences) to
better understand fan engagement holistically. The exploratory nature of our research
goals indicates that a qualitative design serves the purpose of the study best.
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3.1. Informants

Our informants included managers and fans of sports teams of the first or second
division of the five most prominent team sports in Europe (football, team handball,
basketball, volleyball, and ice hockey). A purposeful chain sampling strategy (Suri,
2011) was used for our study. Chain sampling “involves seeking information from
key informants about details of other ‘information-rich cases’ in the field” (Suri,
2011, p. 6). Thirteen managers and twelve fans of professional sports teams were
recruited and we conducted in-depth interviews with them. We did not conduct fur-
ther interviews when saturation of knowledge was reached; this was the case when
thirteen managers and twelve fans had been interviewed.

All but one manager (who was the CEO of the team) had the position of the mar-
keting, media, ticketing, or sales manager. The managers worked for sports teams
from seven countries (Czech Republic, Denmark, Germany, Greece, Poland, Sweden,
and Switzerland). The fans supported one of these teams. Tables 2 and 3 describe the
informants and the teams that were included in the study.

The season games of the teams under consideration were broadcasted via the
media. Television and internet broadcasts of the season games were available for all
teams. Thus, fans from the team’s country as well as from other countries could fol-
low the games.

3.2. Procedure

In-depth interviews were conducted over a two-month period in summer 2016, a
one-month period in spring 2017, and another one-month period in winter 2017/18.
They were conducted face to face (seven interviews) or via telephone (eighteen inter-
views), as there were large distances between the interviewer and the participant at
times (Marcus & Crane, 1986). At the beginning of each interview, authorization was
sought to audiotape and transcribe the interview. We assured confidentiality to all
participants. All participants gave their informed consent for participation in
our study.

In agreement with Lincoln and Guba (1985), we applied the so-called emergent
schedule, where the focus is on key themes as an appropriate structure for our inter-
view-based exploratory research. This allowed us to keep the structure and the sched-
ule of the interviews as flexible as possible, but still focused: they developed as the
data collection progressed; in the interviews, we focused on key themes of fan engage-
ment: the exploration of components and outcomes of fan engagement, the valence
of the constructs, and the managers’ versus fans’ perspectives.

The interviews began with asking informants about their personal background and
what their responsibilities are at work (managers). Before we asked the informants
about fan engagement, the construct was defined. Then, we asked what fan engage-
ment means to them and their team, what the positive and negative aspects of fan
engagement are, what types of behaviors occur, which are indicative of high (vs. low)
engagement, and what the consequences of these behaviors are.
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The interviews lasted from 30 to 45minutes. They were recorded and then tran-
scribed verbatim for the analysis. Transcripts were returned to informants to check
for accuracy and to allow them to make any additional comments.

3.3. Data Analysis

As our research goal was to enable the informants to provide relevant and meaningful
data (but not to constrain their responses by an overly developed conceptual frame-
work), the analysis of interview data followed a general inductive approach (Thomas,
2006). This allowed us to identify the key themes that relate to fan engagement com-
ponents and outcomes.

The qualitative data analysis software MAXQDA was used to help analyze the data.
The content analysis followed the seven steps outlined by Creswell (2013). First, the
data were organized and prepared for analysis through the transcription of all interview
recordings. Second, all transcribed information was reviewed to gain a general sense of
the data. This offered an opportunity to develop a sense of the underlying meaning
(Tesch, 2013). Third, data were organized into categories, and categories were labeled
with a term. Initial codes were generated in the general inductive analysis, which were
then grouped under themes (Creswell, 2013; Thomas, 2006). The fourth step involved
generating a description of the setting and people for analysis. It was essential to go
beyond description and form thematic connections, resulting in how these themes col-
lectively related to the informants’ experience. In the fifth step, advancing how themes
are represented, we determined that narrative passages accurately conveyed the findings
of the analysis. The sixth and seventh steps in the data analysis involved identifying
thematic interactions and interpretation of the findings, respectively. The final inter-
pretation of the data was designed to explain how the findings not only address the
research questions, but also the conceptual relevance of the findings.

4, Results

The following themes emerged repeatedly from the data: (1) in relation to compo-
nents of fan engagement with positive valence, fan resource integration, fan learning
as well as fan knowledge sharing take place; (2) in relation to components of fan
engagement with negative valence, fan norm violation and fan resistance to the team
occur; (3) in relation to benefits, there are fan resource development and fan value
co-creation; and (4) in relation to detriments, there are fan value destruction and fan
identity conflict development. In what follows, we describe these components and
outcomes of fan engagement. Tables 4 and 5 provide definitions of all components
and outcomes and present exemplary statements made by the informants.

4.1. Positively Valenced Components of Fan Engagement

4.1.1. Fan Resource Integration
According to Vargo and Lusch (2008), resource integration can be described as the
involved actors’ activities and interactions when resources are integrated and operated
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upon. The data reveal that fans contribute various kinds of resources, including oper-
and (e.g. material goods such as fan equipment) and operant (e.g. intellectual prop-
erty, skills) resources. Examples of the integration of operand resources include the
following: fans wear purchased or self-made merchandise, bring fan paraphernalia
such as flags and banners with them, drive decorated cars, and use their cell phones
in order to participate in team-related digital activities (e.g. visit the team’s online
merchandising store) inside and outside the stadium.

Furthermore, the interviews revealed several intellectual property items and skills
that fans integrate in interactions with the team. The intellectual property items con-
sist of the application of specific knowledge across different team-sports-related plat-
forms, such as the home stadium, the team’s digital channels or the opponent’s
stadium during away games. Thus, the application of skills and knowledge occurs
both at the live venue and on other platforms. For example, fans apply their know-
ledge about where to meet with other fans, how to unify to march to the stadium
together, or how to get tickets for special events. The integration of knowledge and
skills inside the stadium includes rhythmic clapping and jumping, singing (some fans
and managers told us that many fans lose their voice during the visit) and handcraft
skills. For example, Bruno (manager) stated that, “fans help the club: they handcraft
choreographies.” Dogan and Giulia (fans) stated that, “we create choreographies, pro-
duce flyers, and create our own merchandise.” The interviews also show that resource
integration is not limited to direct interactions with the team but also occurs when
fans interact with other fans, travel to attend games, or watch games on TV
(Table 4).

In line with our conception of fan engagement, the data indicate that financial
investments made by the fans are a component of fan engagement from the perspec-
tive of sports team managers. For example, Anja mentioned that, “the fans that we
consider as engaged with, and valuable to, our team are the ones who are active in all
of the following areas: single ticket purchases, or season ticket purchases, or when
they buy products from our official stores.” The integration of financial resources
also occurs when fans subscribe to a team-owned Internet television channel, for
example. Also, fans devote their time, for instance, when they decorate the grand-
stands with banners several hours before the game starts. An example statement for
time investment is the following: “fans spend their free time when they create stick-
ers, banners, etc. or preparing the stadium for choreographies (Michael; manager).”
Manuel (fan) stated further that, “the travel to games costs money, the ticket costs
money, you buy yourself something to eat and drink and you buy a jersey or a scarf.
For my team I've been on the road a few times. From a time perspective, my fandom
takes 10-12 hours a week.” For fans, not only finance matters, but time and overcom-
ing large distances between their home and important events matter too.

4.1.2. Fan Learning

Fan learning refers to the acquisition of knowledge or skills that relate to team sports
consumption. Specifically, fans acquire knowledge and skills that enable them to act,
think, and feel as a team sports fan. For example, they learn how to act in the sta-
dium, how to respond when they accidently meet fans of the opponent before a
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game, or how to compose comments in online discussion boards. In terms of in-sta-
dium behavior, fans learn, for instance, what clothes they are supposed to wear in the
stands to be accepted by other fans, how to sing songs to support their own team or
to disparage the opponent, and how to respond to decisions of the referee against
their own team. As an exemplary statement, Roger (manager) stated: “Certain songs
are only learned in the stands and then, of course, they sing them again and again in
the following games.” Our informant Michael (manager) mentioned that fans not
only learn behavioral patterns they are expected to exhibit but also what type of
behavior they are expected to avoid: “The fans ... represent a kind of community of
values, where certain behaviors are not tolerated.” Such behaviors include whistling
against their own team, throwing things on the pitch, the usage of bengalo fires and
the shouting of fascist, racist and sexist paroles.

The data also show that fans learn from different actors (e.g. the club, other fans
of their own team, fans of the opponent and other teams, fans from other sports, and
the media). The transfer of knowledge and skills from these actors can occur across a
variety of touchpoints. As for learning from the club, fans learn at the stadium,
through reading club materials on the homepage, the social media channels and in
mailings or by attending official fan club or member meetings. Ina (fan) stated that
she “learned this (appropriate behavior; the authors) through the stadium rules and
the behavior of other fans, such as respectful behavior towards women, equal rights,
no insults towards players and the referee, etc.” Fan learning from the club can take
place online and offline. However, fans can also learn from other actors at the same
online and offline touchpoints. Our informant Rolf (manager) pointed out that fans
learn, generally, when they “talk about the club with friends and meet other fans on
game day, for example.” Frank (manager) mentioned that, “fans learn when they read
the comments from others on social media.” Thus, fans do not have to be physically
connected to others to learn from each other. Interestingly, not only do fans learn
from other actors, but these other actors can also learn from interactions with fans,
observations of fans, and other practices. This brings us to another category that was
identified: fan knowledge sharing.

4.1.3. Fan Knowledge Sharing

A third positively valenced component of fan engagement that emerged from the
data is fan knowledge sharing. This component refers to the phenomenon that fans
sometimes pass on their specific knowledge to the club or other actors. For example,
fans communicate to the club “during fan meetings, which take place on a monthly
basis during the season,” David (manager) mentioned. Furthermore, he stated that,
“there are representatives from different supporters of the club who meet on a regular
basis to exchange needs and desires.” Thus, the recipients of fans’ knowledge sharing
engagement practices can be both the team and other fans. According to our inform-
ant Sandro, fans also share their knowledge through the participation in regular sur-
veys that the club distributes across different platforms (e.g. social media, mailings,
and homepage) to collect fan insights. In another interview, Michael (manager) said
that his team would ask the fans “whether the sponsor fits the club and its values or
not” as a means to initiative fan knowledge sharing. In this case, fan knowledge
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sharing serves as a precautionary measure to avoid reactance toward the sponsor-
ship deal.

In addition to passing on knowledge to the club, fan knowledge sharing includes
the communication of team-sports-specific information to other actors, particularly
other fans. This facet of knowledge sharing helps other fans develop their competen-
cies as team sport fans, as was described in the previous section. Thus, knowledge
sharing can facilitate the occurrence of learning. The data reveal that knowledge shar-
ing can also complement or substitute the club’s own marketing communications.
This is the case when fans pass on information about the club to people who are not
involved in team sports. For example, fans can recruit new supporters through word-
of-mouth in discussions with other people. A fan’s enthusiastic report about the last
game visit or an iconic victory in the past is a valuable instrument for creating aware-
ness for the club. This is important to teams, as “the teams can reach out to people
using a non-advertising path. Without these fans, they couldn’t reach them,” Rolf
mentioned. Frank even considers every single fan as a knowledge sharer: “every fan
becomes a valuable ambassador, not at least via digital media.” The importance of
knowledge sharing can also be seen in fan interviews. For example, Jan stated the fol-
lowing: “I always bring my team as a topic of conversation although some people
may not even be interested in it at first. At work, or when I meet friends, I talk about
my team and the great experiences I had.” The data also highlight the role of fans’
social media activities, such as the use of Twitter and Facebook in sharing knowledge
with others. Fans share their experiences they had with the club by making comments
or sharing pictures. Frank (manager) stated that, “it is valuable for the brand when
fans share their live experience in the stadium through Twitter or Facebook. This is
more credible than if we share those things.” Also, Rolf mentioned that, “when fans
share things we post, this is a good indicator for what fans are interested in and what
not.” Brian outlined that fans’ intrinsic motivation to share knowledge produces a
transparency “that ensures that any topic is discussed within the club, even topics
that go beyond the match day,” and that transparency leads to more informed and
democratic decision-making inside his club.

4.2. Negatively Valenced Components of Fan Engagement

4.2.1. Fan norm Violation

The dimension called fan norm violation is a negatively valenced component of fan
engagement that emerged from the data. This dimension embraces behavior that is
unintentionally detrimental for the club. For example, when fans override the fire-
works ban, they do not necessarily intend to cause harm to their club. They might
simply set off fireworks because they enjoy it and consider it an important compo-
nent of fan behavior, while the negative consequences (e.g. penalties for the club, put-
ting others at health risk) are not desired. This is reflected in the responses of several
informants. For example, they mentioned property damage caused by fans who put
up team stickers in the city or spray graffiti. “Those behaviors are not tolerated by
the government or the wide public, but our fan scene is strongly influenced by the
urban graffiti culture. When they spray graffiti in our district, they don’t do that to
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harm the club,” Michael stated. “It’s similar when fans fight with or steal things from
opposing fans,” David mentioned. He stated further that, “it seems that the fans have
fun with it. They don’t aim to harm the club with those behaviors though.” Dogan
(fan) stated that he sticks self-made “stickers on public facilities (traffic lights, etc.) in
my home town or when I am away from home to draw attention to the club.” He
continues: “A few years ago, I lit Bengal fires and was banned from the stadium for
two years. When I came back, I got a lot of respect and since then I have a lot to say
in the group. I did this because it was an adrenaline kick and because it was part of
the stadium choreography. But I don’t think that I harmed my team in doing so.”

4.2.2. Fan Resistance

In contrast to fan norm violation, the dimension called fan resistance refers to nega-
tive behavior that is intended to harm the club. This type of engagement behavior
occurs when fans openly oppose their own club because they are dissatisfied with
something. Manifestations of fan resistance include displaying insulting banners
directed at the team management and singing insulting songs. The use of pyrotechnic
articles in the stadium can also be a kind of fan resistance when the use is motivated
by the desire to do harm to the club. Our informants mentioned that fans sometimes
set off fireworks in order to do something that is prohibited to signal their dissatisfac-
tion with certain club activities or decisions. Thus, they engage in this behavior to
penalize their club by causing game interruptions, fees that the club has to pay, or
sometimes even an abandonment of the game. When fans have these intentions, their
practices can be classified as fan resistance. Other examples of fan resistance include
booing the team or boycotting the games. Roger stated that, “if the fans boo their
own team, they demotivate the team, which of course does not improve the situation,
but deteriorates it.” Rolf mentioned that, “if our fans boycott games and leave the fan
area empty, there is an atmosphere of resistance in the air.” Lalith (fan) stated that,
“there was a big fan group that booed and shouted ‘fire the manager’ because they
wanted a change in the personnel.” A severe form of fan resistance is when fans
break ties with their club for a period of time or even permanently. Some of our
informants mentioned that fans who strongly oppose commercialization in sport
turned away from their club and then encourage others to do so too. Thus, fan resist-
ance may sometimes even result in exit strategies (Table 5).

4.3. Benefits of Fan Engagement

4.3.1. Fan Resource Development

The dimension called fan resource development is a benefit of fan engagement. It
refers to the improvement of the fans’ operand and operant resources that they inte-
grate in interactions with the team or other fans. Fan resource development results
from the two components fan learning and fan knowledge sharing. For example, if a
fan is willing to learn how to sing the team’s anthem (learning) and another fan pro-
vides support by sharing knowledge about how songs or the club anthem are per-
formed, the one fan develops his or her resources (intellectual property and skills)
further. It is important to distinguish fan resource development from fan learning.
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While the latter refers to the process of acquiring new knowledge, the former refers
to the outcome of this process (i.e. improved resources that are available for
integration).

Since many of the resources that fans integrate into interactions are based on very
specific knowledge, there is some potential to enhance these resources even for expe-
rienced fans. Our informants reported that even those fans who have been associated
with the team for many years continuously improve their specific resources. For
example, our informant David explained how fans integrated a diverse range of
resources in the organization of a fan event that was initiated by the team several
years ago. Today these same fans do not only invest their time, skills, and knowledge
in team-initiated events, but also independently suggest and organize such events:
“Now they organize themselves in online forums or in fan meetings ... they divide the
work and invite other fans to join...they proactively engage, involve, and guide
others. This means that what they bring in has become much better.” Manuel (fan)
stated the following: “I, as the executive director of the fan club, receive knowledge
from the fan representative of the club, pass this on to the fan club and then, we
organize ourselves to support the club in new, different ways.”

4.3.2 Fan Value Co-Creation

The dimension fan value co-creation refers to another beneficial outcome of fan
engagement, that is, fans’ creation of value for the team or other fans. The managers
mentioned several facets of value co-creation. First, fans can contribute to an add-
itional-man atmosphere by integrating their resources during games in the stadium.
Brian highlighted why this provides value for the club: “the team feels that the
(home; added by the authors) crowd is on their side.” He outlined further that, “fans
give our team extra motivation for the game or for the next games when they gener-
ate an extraordinary atmosphere, when they sing and cheer, even at non-successful
times.” Value is co-created because not only the fans but also the clubs integrate
resources (e.g. by playing music). The atmosphere co-created by fans can then
become an element of a club’s image. Brian said that, “in our first year in the 1st
league, each guest coach or manager mentioned the fantastic atmosphere in the arena
at the press conference after the match. That is very special and a value added by the
fans.” The fans provide the team an additional home advantage (e.g. Ponzo &
Scoppa, 2016) and influence how others perceive the club.

Second, some informants reported that their team worked together with fans to
create new products and services. Roger said that there are fans “actively shaping the
design of the jersey.” Also, Brian told us that, “fans have the possibility to create a
retro-style jersey in cooperation with the club. However, there is not only the jersey.
Every year, there is at least one more item that we create together with the fans.”
Sandro reported that, “creating new merchandising with the fans regularly through
social media” is one of the activities that bring value to the team. Furthermore, the
team can improve internal business processes (e.g. ticket sales, merchandising, and
service desk) based on feedback that they receive from fans. David stated that they
used the feedback from fans “to improve processes (... ). This is really the key to me:
find a consensus with the fans and find out where we can improve.” Thus, product
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and service development based upon the principle of open innovation is another way
how fans co-create value with the club.

Third, fans can participate in some (or all three) stages of the customer relation-
ship management process (recruit, retain, regain). Then, they co-create value and
complement the club’s marketing activities. David said that, “an engaged fan can be
an important marketing tool for us.” Roger, among others, outlined that many of
their existing fans bring new fans to the sport venues (e.g. a father takes his children
to the stadium) and that this is highly valuable to the team. Wolfgang (fan) stated the
following: “I brought people to my club by telling them about the team, buying them
tickets, and taking them with me to the games.” Michael stated further that some
fans, particularly what he calls very important people (VIP) fans, are not only ambas-
sadors, but become co-creators when they contribute to the image that the team
wants to stand for by their mere personality (theoretical arguments can be found in
celebrity endorsement and sponsorship literature; e.g. Gwinner, 1997). He describes
the situation in which a VIP fan “finds that we are a smart club and makes it public
when he wears our shirts in public. They are our fans too and they bring new fans
due to their behavior.” We call this co-creation by transfer of meaning from the
ambassador to the team.

Fourth, the interviews indicate that co-creation takes place to shape the fan culture
that is specific to the club. For example, fans develop, change, and represent the val-
ues that the club wants to stand for: “Fans influence the team’s values, such as to
stand up against homophobia, against sexism, or against right-wing parties
(Michael).” Michael stated further that, “the development of fan resources ensures
that a fan culture arises. This culture is anchored in the middle of a fan’s life and
ensures that a unique fan culture emerges. The fans are a very important asset for us
because they sharpen our whole brand. Our city is generally not very attractive to
players but the fans are our greatest good in international competitions with other
clubs to get the best players.”

Lastly, we found that engagement as a volunteer often goes along with co-creation
of value. According to some of our informants, fans often volunteer for activities that
their team is in need of. Brian, among others, told us that his team has a pool of vol-
unteers: “We can contact them and ask for certain activities and then some people
come to help us.” Raffael reported that, “during every game, the fans perform most
of the activities where work is needed.” Jan (fan) adds: “In the past there were events
where the team needed volunteers and I helped regularly. That was a matter of course
for me. I did this with friends, and it wasn’t work for me.” This, according to Raffael,
is highly valuable to the team. David told us also that the club saves more than EUR
100,000 per year due the volunteer engagement of their fans.

4.4. Detriments of Fan Engagement

4.4.1. Fan Value Destruction

A detrimental consequence of fan engagement is labeled fan value destruction. This
dimension refers to situations where fans’ involvement in interactions with the team
destroys value. Fan value destruction is often a direct consequence of the negative
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engagement components of fan norm violation and fan resistance. One example of
fan value destruction is when fan behavior leads to an interruption of the game,
which may then relate to a sporting loss of the team or to some financial loss (or
lower profit). For example, bengalo fires and other practices that interrupt the game
(i.e. norm violations or resistance-to-the-team practices) can result in a lost game,
monetary fines, the necessity to host a future game without spectators, or higher
safety requirements. In the past, clubs have received a lost-game punishment (no
matter what the actual score was), or they have been fined for their fans’ misbehav-
iors (Gladwell, 2018; Holyman, 2017). The club may then face higher costs because
additional private security services that monitor or exclude fans have to be paid. Or
they face a loss of profit because they have to play in an empty stadium as a punish-
ment. Also, ticket sales may go down, because certain spectator segments could feel
that it is not safe to attend games any more.

A negative impact on the team’s image is another manifestation of fan value
destruction. The negative image may result from away fans who have developed a
reputation for misconduct. For example, Brian stated that, “it affects our image as a
club if fans travel to an away game and misbehave in the city by destroying the train
interior, leaving waste in the train and on the streets, and so on (i.e. norm viola-
tions).” Frank stated that media reports about such misbehaviors would transmit the
negative image of the fans onto the team’s image. Michael stated further that, “the
club is accused of not having its fans under control. The media then turns clubs and
their fans into a socio-political problem that damages all actors.”

Beside sporting, financial, and image effects, there may be negative health effects.
For example, Kerstin said that, “when pyro and smoke are inside the stadium many
fans have problems with breathing. We had a lot of injuries when this happened.
And this isn’t good. Fans come for the first time or the media covers this. Then, we
can be sure that there will be fewer fans at the next game.” The additional health
risks of bad air (or any other form of fan violence, such as burned skin and other
injuries from bengalo fires) may then have negative consequences on any of the three
variables described before. Yet fans who lit bengalo fires in the past (e.g. Dogan)
were not aware of these negative consequences.

4.4.2. Fan Identity Conflict Development

Another negative outcome of fan engagement is labeled fan identity conflict develop-
ment and refers to discrepancies between the identity of certain fan segments and the
identity of the team and other fan segments. A key antecedent of this outcome is the
dimension fan resistance. Fan resistance reflects the dissatisfaction of fans with their
team. It can result in the development of a fan identity that deviates from the identity
of the team and other fan segments because the dissatisfied fans intentionally dissoci-
ate their identity from others. For example, our informant Frank reported that, “the
tendencies of some fans to publicly show their opposition to the team and put some
pressure on other fans to join them could make spectators leave the stadium and
thus lower the atmosphere.” Rolf stated that families and season ticket holders who
were interested in a safe stadium visit did not purchase new tickets or renew their
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season tickets if conflicts with other fan segments made the stadium visits
appear dangerous.

The interviews showed that identity conflicts between fan segments are developed
through fan resistance and non-conforming behavior. The fan base becomes increas-
ingly diverse, which limits understanding for the actions of other groups. Frank men-
tioned that, “fan groups become more and more heterogeneous and often there is a
lack of understanding between these different groups.” Fans supported this view. Some
informants expressed a lack of understanding for other fans regarding the acceptance
of violence against other people, lighting bengalo fires in the stadium, whistling out
their own team, excessive drug use, misbehaving during away matches, boycotting via
lowering the stadium atmosphere, and stealing fan utensils from fans of other clubs.
Detriments also include identity conflict development practices that are directed at the
team. Rolf provides an example: “If both fans and the team can no longer comprehend
the actions of each other, there is no common identity anymore.” Beside the potential
for violence, the increase in psychological distance from fans or the team for some fan
groups makes it harder for the team’s management to target those groups and take
into account their needs and preferences. This was true for some so-called Ultra fans,
fans who “felt themselves deeply tied to the colors of their team and were strongly con-
nected to the popular supporter culture” (Brown, 1998, p. 92).

5. Discussion

The purpose of the study was to explore the components of fan engagement in team
sports that are of positive or negative valence and to categorize the construct’s bene-
fits and detriments. The study takes the perspective of both fans and managers of
professional sports teams in Europe and identified fan engagement categories using
inductive coding. The results showed that fan engagement components can be posi-
tive, falling into fan resource integration, fan learning, and fan knowledge sharing, or
negative, falling into fan norm violation and fan resistance to the team. There are
two benefits: fan resource development and fan value co-creation. And there are two
detriments: fan value destruction and fan identity conflict development. In what fol-
lows, we discuss the theoretical and managerial contributions of our work.

5.1. Theoretical Contribution

The results of this study extend our understanding of fan engagement in the follow-
ing ways. First, in contrast to previous work (e.g. Stieler et al.,, 2014), we provide a
holistic perspective on both the positive and negative facets of fan engagement (as
called for by Bowden et al. [2017] and Hollebeek and Chen [2014] in general man-
agement literature). The positive components go beyond the components proposed
by Yoshida et al. (2014), because fan resource integration includes more than cooper-
ation with the management (the latter variable was measured in Yoshida et al’s
scale). In contrast to Yoshida et al., we consider resource development and value co-
creation as fan engagement outcomes, which may subsume pro-social activities
among fans and tolerance toward poor team performance with regard to wearing the
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team’s merchandise despite lack of success (the latter variables were measured via
three items each in Yoshida et al.’s scale). Fan behaviors identified in our study are,
for example, fans’ contribution to stadium atmosphere and fans’ open innovation
activities, that is, co-creation facets that have not been considered by Yoshida et al.
(2014). In contrast to Oliveira Santos et al. (2018), who considered co-creation as a
component of their domain-specific fan engagement scale, co-creation emerged as an
outcome in our study. Our work also extends Hollebeek et al.’s (2019) customer
engagement framework. While there is some conceptual overlap with their antece-
dents and benefits, we add negative components and detriments of engagement and
propose some team sport-specific sub-categories.

The negative components identified in our study are fan norm violation and fan
resistance to the team. These components add to the literature on negative interpreta-
tions of fan engagement. For example, Martin and Goldman (2016) describe the pro-
cess of fan detachment via three stages: dissolution (including the sub-stages of
trigger, breakdown, and determinant incident), exit, and post-dissolution. We provide
more detailed evidence on the determinants by describing fan behaviors that lead
fans to engage with the team in a way so that managers perceive a negative valence
of these activities. We also extend Stieler et al.’s (2014) work by offering two compo-
nents of fan engagement and two outcomes. The variables identified in their study
may be categorized along these dimensions. Such categorization of the negative facets
of fan engagement is completely absent in Yoshida et al’s (2014) framework of fan
engagement. As a result, in our study, we derive a comprehensive conceptualization
of fan engagement that should be less prone to over- or undervaluation of customers
compared to approaches that neglect the negative manifestations of engagement
(Kumar et al., 2010).

Second, our framework distinguishes between components and outcomes of fan
engagement. The outcomes have been defined in non-sports-related fields according
to a firm’s customer-directed goals (e.g. increasing the likelihood of product and ser-
vice purchases, increasing positive word of mouth; Pansari & Kumar, 2017;
Villanueva, Yoo, and Hanssens, 2008). However, for professional sports teams, the
consequences typically include various other activities, ranging from volunteering for
the club to shaping the club’s image via a unique fan culture. Also, facets such as
boycotts of silence in the stadium to raise voice against authorities and the team’s
management have been identified as outcomes that have negative valence. The differ-
entiation between components and outcomes should also help general management
literature conceptualize the construct. For example, Hollebeek et al. (2019) distinguish
between antecedents and foundational processes of engagement. They suggest that
antecedents and the benefits can coincide with engagement, but they remain unclear
about what the components and what the outcomes of fan engagement are. We con-
tribute to sports management (and general management) literature by proposing vari-
ous outcomes of fan engagement, such as value co-creation and value destruction as
well as resource development and identity conflict development. Future research may
find out whether they apply to both sports and non-sports contexts.

Third, we explored fan engagement from the perspective of both fans and manag-
ers of professional sports teams. The managers’ perspective adds to existing literature,
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because the value outcomes of customer engagement (benefits or detriments) vary
across situations and actors (Hollebeek et al., 2019; Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014).
Previous studies on fan engagement often center on the outcomes as perceived by
fans (e.g. Stieler et al.,, 2014; Uhrich, 2014). However, sports teams (and their manag-
ers) are also affected by the outcomes of fan engagement practices. Thus, our frame-
work partially fills a gap by identifying the value outcomes of fan engagement from
the perspective of sports team managers and complementing it to fans’ perspective.
Also, the identification of both components and outcomes may add to an extension
of the conceptualization of facets, such as those found in Yoshida et al.’s (2014) scale.

Lastly, our study used a broad definition of fan engagement that refers to the
transactional and non-transactional activities of fans (in contrast to Yoshida et al,,
2014). While this is a conceptual issue with advantages and disadvantages for one or
the other (e.g. Kumar et al., 2010; Pansari & Kumar, 2017; van Doorn et al., 2010;
Vivek et al, 2012), we note that fans and managers were not explicitly informed
about whether we considered transactional and non-transactional behaviors or only
one type of these behaviors. The interviews, however, showed that both types contrib-
ute to the engagement levels of fans with their team. While conceptual arguments are
needed to make arguments with regard to the definition of fan engagement, our work
should help both researchers and practitioners take into account the opinions of both
managers and fans about the construct when contrasting theory-driven conceptual
arguments with field evidence.

5.2. Managerial Contribution

The management of fan engagement components and outcomes is central to any cus-
tomer relationship management activities of professional sports teams. Our proposed
fan engagement framework provides managers with a classification scheme for posi-
tive versus negative components and benefits versus detriments. As Michael noted,
“[most clubs; added by the authors] would not exist without fans.” Thus, they can be
recommended to ensure that fans can integrate various resources into the team, learn
from each other, and share knowledge. Any signs that fans violate norms or resist to
the team should be used as a warning signal that negative consequences may arise if
these activities continue. The managers can thus be recommended to gauge both
positive and negative components of fan engagement and use tactics to influence
them for the benefit of the team (e.g. hold discussion forums with fans, use social
media to learn about needs and preferences and respond accordingly). The use of
open innovation platforms has been particularly effective in this regard (Wemmer &
Koenigstorfer, 2016).

The positive and negative outcomes of fan engagement practices relate to both the
on-pitch performance of the team (e.g. win [loss] of a game as a result of a better sta-
dium atmosphere [or an interruption of the game via violent behaviors]) and business
performance (e.g. higher or lower turnover depending on sponsors’ engagement in
response to different fan engagement levels). Managers consistently referred to both
aspects, thus, we can assume that both are relevant to evaluate fan engagement practi-
ces (beside social effects, such as health and well-being). The tools that managers can
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use to profit from highly engaged fans are not limited to typical customer relationship
management tools, but also include the recruitment of fans as volunteers for social
activities (e.g. children’s camps, refugee inclusion activities, maintenance work), open
innovation activities (e.g. in relation to co-creating stadium atmosphere or co-creating
designs for merchandise), and consultancy on managerial decision making (e.g.
recruitment of players and sponsors).

When managers’ and fans’ perspectives differ (in the present study, this was the
case when fans enjoy the use of bengalos or when they are violent and break the law,
for example), managers should aim to communicate with fans to find solutions of
how to prevent these activities and avoid the negative outcomes that go along with
them. According to conflict management approaches, such as the Thomas-Kilmann
Conflict MODE (Management-of-Differences Exercise; Kilmann & Thomas, 1977),
managers have several options to solve such conflicts: (1) competing, (2) collaborat-
ing, (3) compromising, (4) avoiding, and (5) accommodating. Two separate dimen-
sions describe these five options: assertiveness (i.e. an attempt to satisfy one’s own
concerns) and cooperation (i.e. an attempt to satisfy the other person’s concerns).
Competing is assertive and uncooperative, collaborating is assertive and cooperative,
avoiding is unassertive and uncooperative, accommodating is unassertive and
cooperative, and compromising is intermediate in both assertiveness and cooperative-
ness. The most attractive (but effortful) solution that creates a win-win-situation and
is appealing to both parties (here: fans and managers) is collaborating; temporary sol-
utions may be found based on compromising. Depending on situational factors, other
options may be viable too.

To manage these processes of conflict resolution, managers should be in a constant
dialogue with fans. Mediators often help establish this dialogue (e.g. in roundtable
meetings, online chat rooms, and on-site fan talks). Fan representatives are such
mediators who act as contact persons for the fans of the team. Efforts are not only
made towards solving conflicts, but also towards preventing conflicts via a proactive
commitment to common goals, such as avoiding verbal and physical fights among
fans (and with fans of other teams), avoiding riots, and banning fireworks that may
harm people and break the law. Therefore, the mediators often take part in safety
planning meetings.

To conclude, we encourage managers to consider fan engagement broadly and
assess each fan’s contribution to the value of the team in general based upon both
transactional and non-transactional components. The contribution of fans to the mis-
sion and the value statements of a team add value to the team.

5.3. Limitations and Outlook

Despite its contributions, this research is subject to some limitations. First, the study
is limited to two particular groups of stakeholders. This has important implications
for the interpretation of fan engagement outcomes. For example, managers may con-
sider bengalo fires and violence as value-destructive. Those fans who engage in such
practices, however, may enjoy themselves, and these practices may create value for
them, or for people that have similar interests. Politicians, public health
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representatives, the media, sponsors, and other stakeholders may have different opin-
ions, and these stakeholders have not been studied extensively until now.

Second, the study did not explore the antecedents of fan engagement. For example,
Yoshida et al. (2014) conceptualize BIRGing as one antecedent of engagement -
BIRGing may therefore drive several other components of fan engagement than those
included in their model as our findings about the complex nature of fan resource
integration reveal. Other potential factors may be explored too (e.g. low levels of
CORFing and other psychological mechanisms that may lead fans to invest resources
into the relationship with a team, such as motives and role meanings).

Third, while we explored categories that are of positive or negative nature (either
components or outcomes), we did not study interactions between the two and the
processes that make fans go into one direction or the other. Managers of sports teams
may be interested in learning what situational and personal factors determine whether
fans violate norms or become resistant to the team (vs. integrate their resources,
learn, and share knowledge). Situational factors may include team-related aspects (e.g.
a new investor that is disliked, relegation to a lower league) and other fan-related
aspects (e.g. uninspiring or aggressive stadium atmosphere, violence of other fans).
Personal factors may include trait variables (e.g. aggression, coping, and frustration
tolerance) and fan identification levels (e.g. die-hard fans vs. fair-weather fans). This
would then allow managers to design tools that produce most positive effects for the
team depending on the needs and preferences of certain sub-groups within their fans.

Lastly, we defined fan engagement broadly and used an inductive coding that was
informed by the S-D Logic, which has been criticized for its vagueness and high level
of abstraction (Gronroos & Ravald, 2011). The criticism in relation to the S-D Logic
also applies to our research. For example, we do not propose a measurement scale
that would allow researchers and practitioners to measure fan engagement beyond
what Yoshida et al. (2014) have proposed. Thus, it remains unclear whether the cate-
gories are discriminant from each other from a statistics-driven scale-development
perspective. Future research may address this concern and propose a multidimen-
sional scale that assesses the components and the outcomes of fan engagement. Such
scale would also allow researchers and practitioners to make comparisons between
different sports. Some engagement activities (e.g. use of bengalos) may depend on
whether fans watch the game in roofed arenas or roofless stadiums. Thus, depending
on the contextual setting that is provided by the sports, fan engagement activities
might differ.
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