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 abstract 
 Background:  In the sports sector, the expected outcome of having loyal fans is equated with the amount and 

frequency of game attendance, the purchase of team merchandise, following the club’s results in the 
media, and participation in discussions about the club, whereas the level of loyalty is determined by 
team identification and customer satisfaction with the team’s performance. However, previous studies 
have not investigated the differentiation of the loyalty of club fans across different sports disciplines. 
To fill this research gap, the goals of the study were to measure the difference in loyalty behaviors in 
sports club fans and their determinants across disciplines and to find whether the discipline can affect 
the general level of loyalty despite other determinants.  

 Material and methods:  The study was conducted in the form of an online survey (n = 1349) spread with the use of commercial 
advertisements in social media.

 Results:  Football and speedway fans have higher levels of identification and consumption behaviors than fans 
of clubs belonging to other sports disciplines. Contrary to expectations, satisfaction with a team’s 
performance made no significant difference among sport fans concerning match attendance and 
interest-in-media, and it had limited impact on merchandise purchasing. 

 Conclusions:  This study supports evidence from previous observations indicating the leading role of identification in 
enhancing loyalty behaviors among sports fans. The combination of findings provides some support for 
the conceptual premise that loyalty behaviors and their determining factors are varied across sports 
disciplines.

 Key words:  loyalty behaviours, match attendance, merchandise purchase, team identification, word-of-mouth 
(WOM).
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introduction 
loyalty attitudes and behaviors  
The concept of loyalty, which is defined by Oliver as “a deeply held commitment 
to rebuy or patronize a preferred product or service consistently in the future, 
despite situational influences and marketing efforts having the potential to cause 
switching behavior” has previously been widely evaluated in the marketing 
literature [1]. The interest of researchers and practitioners in loyalty can be 
easily explained by the positive outcomes of this attitude, including enhancing 
a customer’s profitability through repeat purchases, spreading positive content 
by talking about the brand, and the willingness to pay more for a product [2–4].

The relevance of maintaining loyalty among customers seems to be especially 
important in branches like the sports sector that are characterized by the 
uncertainty of performance outcomes [5–10].

However, none of the previous studies have investigated the differentiation of 
loyalty attitudes and behaviors across fans of sports clubs belonging to different 
sports disciplines. Therefore, the goals of this paper were to measure the difference 
in loyalty behaviors of sports club fans and their determinants across disciplines 
and to find whether the discipline can affect the general level of loyalty despite 
other determinants. The study was conducted in the form of an online survey  
(n = 1349) spread with the use commercial advertisements in social media.

It is hoped that this research will contribute to a deeper understanding of the 
loyalty behavior of sports fans by including the impact of unanalyzed factors. 
Moreover, understanding the link between loyalty behaviors, their determinants, 
and sports disciplines will help sports managers shape marketing programs to 
be more suited to the specificity of the discipline in which they operate.

measurement of consumer loyalty in sport 
As Tsiotsou clarified, studies of loyalty among sports fans are undertaken in 
two main streams. The first one focuses on external factors that influence a 
customer’s relationship with a team. The second one, applied in this study, 
concerns individual internal psychological factors [11].

The measurement of internal loyalty can be distinguished into attitudinal and 
behavioral loyalty [12]. Attitudinal loyalty means the psychological commitment 
of a consumer to the product, while behavioral loyalty refers to the relationship 
of various forms of consumption and other activities towards the brand by 
a customer [13]. With the understanding that loyalty is created by a three-
step process – cognitively (associated with brand performance), affectively 
(associated with brand likeability), and behaviorally (associated with the action 
of repurchasing) [14] – in the explanation of empirical studies, a good practice 
is to explain loyalty behaviors with attitudinal factors [15].

In the context of sports clubs, the loyalty attitudes among fans imply behavioral 
outcomes in terms of the amount and frequency of game attendance, watching 
the club’s games on TV, wearing the club’s colors and logo, and participating 
in discussions about the club [6, 9, 11, 16–18]. The two most important loyalty 
attitudes explaining loyalty behaviors are team identification and customer 
satisfaction.
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team identification 
Madrigal defines team identification as the valence of the unit relationship 
between a fan and a team [19]. According to Branscombe and Wann, identifying 
with a team has a positive impact on one’s self-esteem and outlook on life 
[20]. This fact could be explained by the concept of basking in reflected glory 
(BIRG), which assumes that fans display the successes of their favorite team 
as their own [21, 22]. The typical manifestation of BIRG is the tendency to 
use “we” or “us” when talking about the favorite team. The opposite attitude 
is cutting off a reflected failure (CORF), which generates the avoidance of 
identifying with a defeated team.

Many researchers have investigated the role and sources of this attitude. The 
result of this is a variety of team-related behavioral, affective, and cognitive 
outcomes. According to Sutton et al. [23], the identification of fans can be 
improved by increasing the accessibility of the team, building community 
involvement, and creating opportunities for fans to affiliate with each other. 
Unsurprisingly, fan identification has a positive impact on several behavioral 
outcomes, such as: fan loyalty [11, 24, 25], purchasing team merchandise 
[26], attending team’s games [21, 27–33], following team in media [34, 35], 
engaging in discussion about the team [19, 26, 27, 36, 37], satisfaction with 
the team’s performance [38, 39], and brand equity [5, 6].

customer satisfaction 
Consumer satisfaction is conceptualized as “a customer’s overall evaluation 
of the performance of an offering to-date” [40]. This evaluation is strictly 
dependent on the expectation the customer had before the consumption of 
the product [41]. In general, satisfaction can be analyzed in two ways: as 
transaction-specific and as overall level [42]. Transaction-specific satisfaction 
concerns a particular service encounter, whereas overall level satisfaction 
expresses the cumulative notion of all encounters between the customer and 
the organization. As is noted by Jones and Suh [42], overall satisfaction is a 
better predictor of future consumer behaviors. Thus, a single-item satisfaction 
measurement of the favorite team’s performance was applied in this study.

It was Madrigal [19] who implemented consumer satisfaction into the 
measurement of the behaviors of sports fans by showing its role in predicting 
the likelihood of fans to attend future sports events. More recently, the role of 
satisfaction with previous games in predicting the intention to attend future 
games has been proven several times [7, 11, 31]. Moreover, the positive impact 
of fans’ satisfaction on generating word-of-mouth (WOM) marketing [43] and 
all behavioral intention [44] was found. 

As a result, according to Van Leeuwen, Quick, and Daniel [45], keeping fans 
satisfied should be a strategic goal for sports organizations because it enhances 
the tendency to repeat consumption experiences. On the one hand, this is 
difficult because of the dependence of satisfaction on unpredictable variables, 
such as the team’s performance [9]. On the other hand, some fans are able 
to tolerate weak results from their favorite team by using this opportunity to 
show their true loyalty to the team [31, 46, 47].
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material and methods 
The data for the study were collected using an online questionnaire from August 
2016 to July 2017. The questionnaire was published on the discussion forums 
of football, basketball, handball, volleyball, and speedway clubs participating 
in the highest professional leagues in Poland and distributed via a sponsored 
Facebook ad campaign among the followers of those clubs’ fan pages. Using 
convenience sampling, 1,349 properly filled out questionnaires were received. 
Respondents who said they were fans of amateur or non-domestic sports clubs 
were excluded from the study.

The respondents were asked to indicate their age, sex, and favorite sports 
team and were to answer seven questions on a five-point Likert scale (Table 
1). In order to keep the survey short and to make the results of the research 
comparable with previous studies, it was decided to follow the approach of Trail, 
Fink, and Anderson [26] and Gray and Wert-Gray [11] and to measure the loyalty 
concept in the sport sector by using single-item scales. A survey constructed in 
this way is judged to be doubly concrete in the minds of the raters [48].

The selection of the disciplines was based not only on their popularity in the 
area of the study, but also on their local specification. In Poland, volleyball is 
positioned as a weekend sport for families [49], football has a large group of 
highly involved fans [50], and speedway has a unique popularity with higher 
match attendance than football matches [51, 52]. The category of other fans 
was grouped with the rest of the market.

In the sample, football fans comprised the largest group of fans (n = 489; 36%), 
volleyball fans accounted for 228 fans (19%), speedway fans accounted for 252 
fans (17%), and fans of other sports totaled 382 fans (28%) (Table 2).

Table 1. Overview of variables

Variable Description Scale

Y1 Match attendance ‘How often do you attend your favorite sport team’s 
games?’ Ordinal

Y2 Interest in media ‘How often do you follow your favorite sport team’s news 
and matches in media?’ Ordinal

Y3 Word-of-mouth ‘How often do you discuss with others about your favorite 
sport team?’ Ordinal

Y4 Merchandise 
purchase ‘How often do you buy your favorite sport team’s merchandise?’ Ordinal

X1 Identification ‘What is your identification level with your favorite sport 
team?‘ Ordinal

X2 Satisfaction ‘What is your satisfaction with the recent performance of 
your favorite sport team?’ Ordinal

X3 Football fan ‘I am a football team fan’ Dummy

X4 Speedway fan ‘I am a speedway team fan’ Dummy

X5 Volleyball fan ‘I am a volleyball team fan’ Dummy

Kościółek S.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the sample

Variable Frequency Percentage

Gender

Male 906 67%

Female 443 33%

Age

<20 304 23%

21-30 638 47%

31-40 228 17%

41-50 97 7%

>50 82 6%

Sport discipline

Football fans 489 36%

Volleyball fans 228 19%

Speedway fans 252 17%

Other fans 382 28%

Among loyalty behaviors, talking about the team and generating WOM marketing 
in this way (M = 4.54; SD = 0.75) is done in the highest intensity by sports fans 
(Table 3). Subsequently, interest in the media (M = 4.30; SD = 0.74), match 
attendance frequency (M = 3.77; SD = 1.34), and purchase of merchandise 
with the club’s logos (M = 4.54; SD = 0.77) are behaviors conducted with 
less intensity. This gradation seems to be understandable considering the 
involvement required for each of them. However, the respondents’ answers 
characterize a right-side skewedness that shows the high level of engagement 
in all items making up the loyalty behaviors construct.

Table 3. Loyalty behaviors of the sports fans

Mean SD

Word-of-mouth (WOM) 4.54 0.75

Interest in media (IM) 4.30 0.74

Match attendance (MA) 3.77 1.34

Merchandise purchase (MP) 3.08 1.14

Identification 4.54 0.77

Satisfaction 4.10 1.09

The data analysis consisted of two main steps. In the first one, Kruskal-Wallis tests 
and Dunn’s post-hoc tests were applied to show the difference in terms of the 
loyalty determinants and four loyalty dimensions across fans of four categories 
of sports disciplines: football, volleyball, speedway, and others. However, levels 
of loyalty behavior variables for some disciplines were probably affected by 
the various levels of the determinants. To give a more complex view on the 
role of sports discipline in loyalty behaviors, in the second step, the impact 
of identification and satisfaction were the control, and the importance of the 
disciplines was isolated. This procedure of constructing four regression models 
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using loyalty behaviors as dependent variables allowed for an understanding 
of how loyalty behaviors vary across disciplines when other factors remain at 
the same level.

results 
In the first step of the analysis, the differences in all measured variables – loyalty 
factors and loyalty behaviors – were examined (Table 4). This showed that the 
frequency of match attendance (HM.A.= 158.41), merchandise purchasing (HM.P. 
= 81.89), and satisfaction with the team’s performance (HSAT.=67.30) are the 
variables that differentiate fans of sports clubs across disciplines the most.

Table 4. Means, standard deviations, and results of Kruskal-Wallis tests

Football fans Volleyball fans Speedway fans Others H

n 489 252 228 382

Identification
4.69a 4.31b 4.63ac 4.43bc

53.70***
(0.64) (0.91) (0.67) (0. 83)

Satisfaction
3.76 4.27a 4.43a 4.22a

67.30***
(1.23) (0.86) (0.83) (1.07)

Match 
attendance

3.81a 2.29 4.40 3.39a

158.41**
(1.27) (1.37) (0.97) (1.33)

Merchandise 
purchase

3.34a 2.59 3.23ab 2.59b

81.89***
(1.00) (1.20) (1.05) (1.20)

Interest  
in media

4.19a 4.23a 4.33ab 4.23b

29.40***
(0.83) (0.67) (0.68) (0.67)

Word-of-mouth
4.46a 4.53ab 4.68b 4.53ab

13.16**
(0.84) (0.68) (0.64) (0.75)

Note: For each variable (row), the medians for different disciplines with the same superscript (a or b) are not significantly 
different (p < 0.05) based on Dunn’s multiple comparison tests. 
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05

In the context of loyalty determinants, identification and satisfaction with  
a team’s performance varied across disciplines. Football (M.FOOT.ID.= 4.69) and 
speedway (M.SPEED.ID.= 4.63) fans were the groups with the highest level of 
identification with a team. On the other hand, football fans were an exceptional 
group (all different disciplines are similar to each other) characterized by the 
lowest level of satisfaction with a team’s performance. This is probably because 
of the relatively weak competitiveness of Polish football teams in contrast to 
volleyball and speedway local leagues, which remain at the international level.

When it comes to loyalty behaviors, as was mentioned above, match attendance 
varies the most among sports fans across disciplines. In contrast to the previously 
analyzed variables, football fans represent the sectoral average (M.FOOTM.A.= 
3.81), similarly to representatives of other disciplines (M.OTH.M.A.= 3.39). Two 
opposite poles of match attendance were formed with the volleyball and speedway 
fans. The former generate a lower level of match attendance (M.VOLL.M.A.= 2.29), 
whereas the latter the highest forms (M.SPEED.M.A.= 4.40).

Merchandise purchasing was the second most influential behavioral aspect in 
terms of fan variation. With the highest level of identification among football 
fans, it can be expected that they consume more club merchandise than fans 
of other disciplines, including volleyball. Speedway fans are the only fans who 
buy products with a club’s logos to a similar extent.

Kościółek S.
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Interest-in-media and WOM are the least varying variables of loyalty behaviors 
(HI.M.= 29.40; HWOM= 13.16). In general, fans of other disciplines (excluding 
volleyball and speedway) demonstrate a significantly lower interest in the 
media than football fans, whereas volleyball fans participate in discussions 
about their favorite club even more often than football fans.

In the second step of the analysis, which isolated the impact of identification 
and satisfaction, the influence of sports disciplines was adopted into the 
regression model as binary variables. In this way, four regression models, 
one for each loyalty behavior, were estimated (Table 5). The results of this 
procedure revealed that, in most cases, identification with a sports club is the 
most powerful factor explaining the level of loyalty behaviors.

Table 5. Summary of regression models

Y1: MA Y2: IM Y3: WOM Y4: MP
Coeff. t Coeff. t Coeff. t Coeff. t

X0: Constant 1.54 7.06*** 2.97 22.97*** 2,40 19,16*** 0,05 0,26
X1: Identification 0.65 14.96*** 0.31 11.98*** 0,40 15,94*** 0,61 16,54***
X2: Satisfaction -0.11 -3.68*** 0.03 1.60 0,09 5,10*** 0,05 1,97*
X3: Football fan -0.34 -4.17*** -0.33 -6.85*** -0,14 -2,96** 0,22 3,15**
X4: Speedway fan 0.36 3.69*** -0.19 -3.23** 0,03 0,56 0,12 1,44
X5: Volleyball fan -0.94 -9.89*** -0.19 -3.43*** 0,04 0,67 -0,31 -3,85***
adj-R2 0.242 0.123 0.198 0.228
F 86.950 38.675 67.866 80.466
p-value <0.001*** <0.001*** <0.001*** <0.001***

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05

When analyzing the first model (Y1), match attendance is determined by 
identification with a team and all sports disciplines, such as football, volleyball, 
and speedway. This means that, when controlling the role of identification and 
satisfaction, speedway fans are willing to attend matches more often than 
others, whereas football and volleyball fans attend matches less often than 
others. Satisfaction with a team’s performance is also a statistically significant 
variable that explains match attendance; nevertheless, its role is negative 
(X2 = -0.11; p < 0.001). This is because the model controls the impact of the 
sports discipline. It must be noted that football fans, who dominated in the 
sample, were highly dissatisfied with the results of their favorite team. Thus, 
satisfaction cannot be treated as a factor in match attendance.

Similarly, interest-in-media is affected by the identification level and affiliation 
with a sports discipline. Again, satisfaction with a team’s performance was 
not a factor influencing this loyalty behavior. Surprisingly, when excluding the 
role of identification, football fans are less interested in news of the team. The 
negative effect of volleyball can also be noted, whereas with speedway it is 
moderately positive. The explanation of that fact can be a sport’s popularity: 
when a discipline is narrowly described in the media, it forces fans to be more 
dedicated in finding news about their favorite team.

In the case of WOM, both identification and satisfaction significantly affect 
frequency in talking about the team. However, this time satisfaction generates 
loyalty behavior (X2 = 0.40; p < 0.001) and its impact is considerably lower than 
the impact of identification with a team (X1 = 2.40; p < 0.001). Interestingly, 
WOM is the only variable that was not differentiated by a sports discipline.
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If we now turn to the last model (Y4) explaining merchandise purchasing, the 
limited role of satisfaction as a factor affecting this loyalty dimension can be 
seen (X2 = 0.05; p < 0.05). The act of buying items with a club’s colors and logo 
is mostly determined by the identification level (X1 = 0.61) and the discipline 
represented by the fan. Football fans and volleyball fans are situated at two 
opposite poles: the former consume their club’s products the most (X3 = 0.22; 
p < 0.001), whereas the latter purchase their team’s merchandise the least (X5 
=-0.31; p < 0.001).

To sum up the above results, the loyalty profile of each discipline’s fans can be 
described as follows: 
• Football fans – the group highly identifies with the supported team, and 

their high frequency of match attendance and merchandise purchasing is 
comparable only with speedway fans. This high level of all aspects of loyalty 
behaviors is the result of identification with a team, while satisfaction with 
its performance does not influence their consumption habits;

• Volleyball fans – supporters do not greatly identify with their favorite 
team, but are relatively satisfied with its results; this fact leads them to 
promote their club, mostly through interest-in-media and generating WOM 
marketing about the team. On the other hand, this group generally has a 
low level of match attendance and merchandise purchasing, even excluding 
the impact of their low identification with their team;

• Speedway fans – these fans have the second-highest identification level, are 
usually satisfied with their team’s performance, attend matches extremely 
often, are interested in news of the team in the media, and talk about the 
team a lot. This is probably the most beneficial group of clients in the sports 
club sector. When other loyalty factors are controlled, being a speedway 
fan still influences loyalty behaviors;

• Other fans – these fans have the second-highest identification level and 
are usually satisfied with their favorite teams. Fans of other sports is a 
group mostly formed of handball and basketball fans that represent an 
average level of identification, satisfaction, and all other loyalty behaviors 
(excluding merchandise purchasing).

conclusions 
The aim of the present research was to examine the differences in sports 
club fans’ loyalty behaviors and loyalty determinants across disciplines, and 
to find whether the discipline can affect the general level of loyalty despite 
other determinants. The results of this study show that identification is the 
most influential determinant in predicting loyalty behaviors. Moreover, this 
factor considerably differs across disciplines – it is the highest among football 
fans and the lowest among volleyball fans. As a result, when comparing the 
loyalty behaviors of fans of clubs belonging to different sports, the level of 
loyalty behaviors also varies a lot. On the other hand, satisfaction with a team’s 
performance was not an important factor in this. This has both theoretical and 
practical implications.

The findings reported here shed new light on the role of satisfaction with 
a team’s performance. It made no significant difference among sport fans 
concerning match attendance and interest-in-media, and it had limited impact 
on merchandise purchasing. Considering the uncertainty of results in sports 
and the difficulties of planning team performance in the short run, this appears 
to be positive information for sports clubs managers. It shows that they should 
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emphasize increasing fans’ identification with their sports club more than 
communicating “how good” the results of the club are.

Finally, the results of the study revealed that loyalty behaviors across some 
disciplines can remain at a high level despite the different levels of the 
determinants between them. The exemplification of that fact is the case of 
speedway in Poland, which generates higher match attendance and merchandise 
purchases resulting from the high level of identification. Despite the fact that 
this sport is location-specific, this rule could work for any different local sports 
phenomenon in other countries.

limitation and recommendations 
This study is limited by the sampling procedure and the research approach. The 
data were gathered using convenience sampling by distributing surveys through 
social media. As a result, the sample was dominated by highly engaged fans, 
which means that the sample lacks non-regular fans. In this paper, moreover, 
the single-item scale was applied to make the results fully comparable with the 
benchmarking paper of Gray and Wert-Gray [11] and to make the survey short 
and easy to complete [48].

However, further studies should enhance this approach and replicate the 
measurement of loyalty behavior among sports fans using multi-item scales. 
It could be interesting to add new disciplines to the analysis and to project 
one model of loyalty behaviors using structural equation modelling, including 
team identification and team satisfaction scales, and to build a loyalty behavior 
construct with a known element of sports fans’ loyalty (such as match attendance, 
interest-in-media, WOM marketing, and merchandise purchasing) as one output. 
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