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Abstract: Through restrictions and people’s behavioral changes with regard to public events, the
COVID-19 pandemic has had a massive financial impact on professional team sports clubs. Particu-
larly, many smaller clubs that are more dependent on match-day revenues were facing an existential
struggle. In this study, we examined the willingness of fans to contribute financially to help their
favorite teams to overcome financial difficulties caused by this unforeseen operational risk. Moreover,
we investigated the significance of the level of team identification among fans as an antecedent
for willingness to pay. Analyzing the data from an online survey with 178 respondents, we found
that fans would be willing to participate in fundraising campaigns to support their favorite teams.
Among the fans of small clubs, the level of identification drives the willingness to support. On the
one hand, the findings are encouraging for clubs as they underscore the potential role fans could
play in overcoming the current crisis while showing that including fans in future risk management
strategies is a promising approach. On the other hand, for this to be successful, clubs need to unravel
and invest in measures for nurturing the fans’ identification with the team.

Keywords: team identification; professional team sports clubs; willingness to pay; risk management;
crisis management; COVID-19; sports management

1. Introduction

On 11 March 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the coronavirus
disease (COVID-19) a pandemic (World Health Organization 2020). As of 24 October 2022,
over 623 million cases of COVID-19 and 6.5 million deaths had been confirmed globally
(World Health Organization 2022). In an attempt to protect human lives and health, as well
as the resilience of the public health care systems, governments around the world resorted
to tough measures such as lockdowns, curfews, and travel restrictions; moreover, they set
up policies and recommendations for social distancing. These preventive measures and
consequent sudden changes in consumer behavior had a huge economic impact, which
hit many fields of business exceptionally hard; tourism and event industries, for instance,
were shut down completely, as were many services such as hairdressers and gyms (Donthu
and Gustafsson 2020). As part of the event industry, the professional sports industry
was immediately impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic (Bazzanella et al. 2021). At the
beginning of 2020, several international sports events including the Olympic Games and
the UEFA EURO 2020® were either canceled or postponed, and many professional leagues
were either completely suspended (such as the majority of the European national soccer
leagues) or completed under tight restrictions and without spectators (such as the North
American NBA and NHL) (Drewes et al. 2021). As the initial standstill of professional
sports came to an end, most of the events were organized and leagues started without
spectators as “ghost games” (Drewes et al. 2021).
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The financial and economic impacts of the COVID-19 crisis on sports teams, both
directly through missing matchday revenues and indirectly through the financial problems
of commercial partners and sponsors (Maguire 2021), are self-evidently huge. However,
given that the professional team sports industry is characterized by deep identification
with the team and loyal support from fans even during times of poor team performance
(Wann and Branscombe 1990), we considered it possible that passionate fans could pro-
vide sports teams with additional means to cope with the financial consequences of the
COVID-19 crisis.

This is the first study analyzing the impacts of team identification (TI) on fans’ will-
ingness to financially support their favorite teams in a crisis. We assessed soccer fans’
(1) willingness to pay (WTP) to support their favorite teams by participating in crisis-
related fundraising campaigns and (2) willingness to accept (WTA) an increase in season
ticket prices. We employed techniques of statistical modeling to test the impacts of TI on
the WTP. From a managerial perspective, our results provide insights into the magnitude
of the possible role of fans in current and future risk and crisis management strategies
as defined by the clubs. From a theoretical perspective, the results of this study advance
the knowledge of the consequences of fans’ social identification with a sports team in a
crisis. This paper is structured as follows: In the next section, we review key literature and
propose a conceptual framework. We then go on to review the sampling process and report
the results. Finally, we provide some managerial and theoretical implications, and propose
directions for future research.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Impact of COVID-19 on Sports

When the WHO declared the COVID-19 outbreak a pandemic in spring 2020, the
situation quickly moved far beyond what was chiefly a medical emergency to a crisis
affecting society as a whole. Consequently, the pandemic rapidly caught the attention of
researchers from virtually all fields, causing an influx of pandemic-related publications.
This chapter provides an overview of the key research findings relating to the impacts of
the pandemic on finances, economies, and management especially from the perspective of
team sports.

Due to the unforeseen and shocking nature of the COVID-19 pandemic and the fact
that recovery from the crisis is still ongoing, much of the pioneering research on the
pandemic’s economic impacts on sports is intrinsically exploratory in nature and focuses
on mapping the impacts on different areas of the sports industry. First, many researchers
have highlighted the indirect and rather long-term impact of matches without spectators.
In one of the first published papers after the outbreak, Parnell et al. (2021) shed light on
the complex and networked production structure of soccer and the importance of fans
within that structure. The authors stressed the role of fans as simultaneous producers and
consumers of the product and accentuated the importance of innovative strategies by clubs
to involve fans and, hence, to generate income when stadia were closed. Grix et al. (2021)
emphasized the likelihood of unpredictable impacts from the absence of the feelgood factor
triggered by the social consumption of sport and the stadium atmosphere not only for live
but also for TV audiences. The long-term impacts of these “ghost games” along with the
role of spectators as co-producers of the sports product were brought up in the study by
Drewes et al. (2021). The authors additionally proposed that one of the consequences of the
COVID-19 crisis was that clubs have started to gain a stronger appreciation of the fans’ role
in the production process.

In general, sports teams generate revenues mainly from three sources: (1) matchday
sales, (2) commercial partnerships (i.e., sponsorships), and (3) broadcasting and media
rights (Desbordes et al. 2019). Traditionally, matchday revenues and sponsorships have
been the most important income sources. This still remains the case in most of the national
soccer leagues, while in a few big European leagues, especially the English Premier League,
the rapidly growing value of broadcasting rights has changed the revenue structure around
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(Solberg et al. 2018). As far as gate receipts are concerned, the clubs in the English Premier
League generated on average EUR 36.2 million in 2018, which accounted for 13% of total
revenues, whereas in mid-sized European leagues, the absolute value was much lower, but
the share of total revenues considerably higher (e.g., Scotland: EUR 1.9 million and 43%;
Austria: EUR 1.5 million and 17%) (UEFA 2020). Similarly, clubs in the lower levels of the
league pyramid in major soccer countries are also more dependent on gate receipts; the
clubs in the bottom two leagues of the English system generate up to 40% of their income
on match days (Maguire 2021).

Hence, it is clear that closed stadium gates had a tremendous impact on club and
league finances. The North American professional leagues NFL, MLB, NBA, and NHL,
for instance, suffered an immediate financial loss of almost USD 7 billion in gate receipts
alone (Ehrlich et al. 2021). While lost matchday revenues hit the rich leagues and clubs
hard, the impact was proportionally even greater for those leagues and clubs that are more
dependent on gate receipts (Bond et al. 2020).

The immediate impact of the COVID-19 crisis on broadcasting revenues is more
difficult to estimate and largely depends on the deals negotiated between the leagues and
the broadcasters. In England, for example, domestic broadcasters granted subscription
holidays for their customers and negotiated rebates with the leagues for matches not played
(Bond et al. 2020). However, as most of the major leagues resumed operations quickly
without spectators, the immediate impact on TV and new audiences was more positive
than negative, as live attendance was not possible (Ehrlich et al. 2021). In fact, this may
have even solidified the media’s power in sports (Manoli 2020).

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic not only exposed the professional sports
clubs to a financial shock through reduced matchday revenues (spectator restrictions) and
falling sponsorship revenues caused by liquidity problems and insolvencies among their
partner organizations, but it also revealed notable weaknesses in their risk management
capacities and fragilities in their crisis resilience. One of the most important—if not the
most important—reasons for these industry-specific vulnerabilities is the balancing be-
tween profit maximization and on-field success maximization, which has led to negligible
profit margins and consequently to low liquidity among many professional team sports
(Hammerschmidt et al. 2021). Not focusing on team sports but cycling competitions and
with a more generic view of sports events, Bazzanella et al. (2021) highlighted the kind of
measures that had to be taken to organize these events and showed how different stake-
holders evaluated new measures from their point of view. Furthermore, Bazzanella et al.
(2021) suggested that an improved approach to risk management could also be a positive
outcome of the COVID-19 crisis.

While all professional clubs and leagues suffered tremendous financial hardship
because of governments’ measures in fighting the pandemic, the evidence presented in this
section indicates that the impact on small- and mid-sized professional clubs and leagues
was even greater, as they are more dependent on gate receipts than their larger counterparts.
Additionally, the findings described above suggest that there were serious shortcomings
in the risk management and resilience of many sports organizations. In summary, there
is an obvious need to study particularly the fans of small and mid-sized clubs’ potential
willingness to support their favorite teams in a crisis, and thus, the extent to which fans
could be incorporated in clubs’ risk management strategies.

2.2. Team Identification (TI)

The social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1979) defines social identity as the self-
image that people derive from the categories and groups to which they perceive themselves
as belonging. According to the theory, people strive for a positive social identity by
drawing favorable comparisons between their own group and relevant rival out-groups. An
extension to the social identity theory—the self-categorization theory (Turner et al. 1987)—
posits that once group membership becomes salient, it generates a sense of belonging and
strengthens group identification among its members, who adopt the group norm-conform
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behavior (Hogg and Reid 2006). When a group is exposed to an existential threat, its
members are also willing to engage in in-group strengthening behavior (Wohl et al. 2010).
Commercial brands can also offer meaningful social identities if they can satisfy consumers’
needs for self-enhancement and self-differentiation. This social identification with a brand
further leads to supportive behavior toward the brand such as loyal repurchases and
positive word of mouth (Bhattacharya and Sen 2003). Brand researchers have also observed
that a threat to a brand triggers a similar defensive response among brand fans than a
threat to the self (Lisjak et al. 2012).

TI—i.e., a person’s social identification with a sports team (Heere 2016; Lock and Heere
2017)—is a concept sports management and sport psychology scholars generated on the
basis of the social identity theory. To date, several studies have investigated the outcomes
and consequences of TI. It has been observed that TI has a number of positive consequences
from the perspective of the sports club with which the fans identify. In a seminal study
on the field, Wann and Branscombe (1990) demonstrated that highly identified “die-hard”
fans tended to maintain their association with the team despite poor on-field performance.
Since then, several scholars have corroborated the causal link between TI and fans’ loyal
consumer behavior toward the team (Gladden and Funk 2001; Karjaluoto et al. 2016; Laverie
and Arnett 2000; Matsuoka et al. 2003; Stevens and Rosenberger 2012). In addition to direct
impacts on consumer loyalty, TI benefits the team, for example, through its positive impacts
on the fans’ attitude toward the team’s sponsors (Gwinner and Swanson 2003) and the fans’
tendency to buy team merchandise (Kwon and Armstrong 2002). Wicker et al. (2016) found
that identified fans are willing to pay more for fan bonds—i.e., credit instruments issued
by professional team sports clubs.

Hence, based on the evidence of the positive impact of (team) identification on fa-
vorable consumer behavior and the willingness to defend the object of identification in
case of a threat and considering the generally more severe impacts of the COVID-19 crisis
on financially weaker sports clubs that are more dependent on match-day revenues, we
propose the following formal hypotheses:

H1. Fans of small clubs are more willing to pay than fans of large clubs.

H2. A higher level of TI leads to a higher WTP for clubs.

These hypotheses have to be seen in the context of fans supporting their favorite team
in overcoming the negative financial impacts caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

3. Methodology
3.1. Setting and Measures

An online survey was distributed to several selected soccer fan groups on Facebook:
the Tottenham Hotspur supporters’ clubs in Austria and Germany, two Wacker Innsbruck
fan groups, an FC Bayern Munich fan group from Austria, and one FC Chelsea supporters’
club. The several Facebook groups were chosen in order to secure varied levels of identifi-
cation amongst the participants. The survey was online from 6 April until 15 June 2020.
After agreeing to fill in the survey, the participants were first presented with demographic
items (gender, age, nationality, country of residence, and level of education) as well as
an item on income for measuring the potential interaction effect. In order to categorize
the participants based on the size of their supported club, the respondents were asked to
name their favorite team. Moreover, they indicated their level of TI using a 3-item 8-point
Likert scale previously validated by, e.g., Collins et al. (2016). To measure whether the
respondents were local or distant fans, they were asked to state whether they lived within
50 km of their favorite team’s home stadium.

The next part of the questionnaire included items measuring the outcome—the will-
ingness to support the team to compensate for financial losses caused by the COVID-19
pandemic. For this, we utilized a contingent valuation method—a survey-based technique
to elicit the respondents’ WTP for hypothetical projects (Portney 1994). As there was no
real product to be evaluated, we included a scenario describing the potential financial con-
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sequences of COVID-19 for teams and potential fundraising actions taken by teams. After
describing the scenario, two WTP items were presented: first, we asked for the respondents’
WTP for a fundraising campaign with no actual counter value (“Game against COVID”,
in which the team sells tickets to a fictitious game). Second, we asked respondents’ WTP
for specific merchandising products offered within a merchandising campaign including
scarves, shirts, caps, and mugs (WTP was asked for each of the products separately). Finally,
we also included an item measuring the season ticket holders’ WTA season ticket price
increases for the next season. An open-ended approach was utilized for eliciting the WTP
for the fictitious game and for the merchandise campaign. The WTA season ticket price
increases were examined with the payment card method, from which the respondents
selected the maximum tolerable increase in season ticket price measured in percent.

3.2. Sample and Procedure

A total of 178 fans provided usable responses to the survey questionnaire. The vast
majority (92%, n = 163) of the respondents were male, and only slightly above 7% were
female. The participants’ ages ranged from 13 to 77 years old; the average was 32.6 years
(Mdn = 29.5 years). The clear majority of the survey participants were Austrian (88.8%,
n = 158). Of the respondents, 32% had a university or college degree, 37.1% had completed
upper secondary school, and 19.2% had completed an apprenticeship or vocational edu-
cation. In total, 12 out of 178 respondents opted not to respond to the item on personal
income. Following the suggestion of Whitehead (Whitehead 1994), we imputed these
missing responses as it improves the performance of the contingent valuation model. For
the imputation, we used the median of income for the specific age group, as the median
is more robust to outliers, which are typical for income distributions (Punzo et al. 2018).
The average monthly net income of the respondents was EUR 1868.60 (Mdn = EUR 2000).
Finally, by using a squad market value threshold of EUR 20 million (2019–2020 season
market values extracted from the online platform “transfermarkt.de”), we divided the
respondents into small-club and large-club fans: 71.3% (n = 127) of the respondents were
categorized as small-club fans and 28.7% (n = 51) as large-club fans. Table 1 shows the
descriptive statistics of the variables used in the hypotheses testing by fan group.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Variables Used in Hypotheses Testing.

Variable
Small-Club Fans Large-Club Fans

M Mdn SD n M Mdn SD n

WTP (Fictitious Game) 67.26 50.00 96.77 127 52.73 20.00 152.65 51
WTP (Merchandise) 54.86 56.00 41.40 127 44.45 40.00 37.47 51

Identification 7.14 7.67 1.23 127 7.01 7.33 1.19 51
Income 1877.20 2000.00 1139.10 127 1847.20 2000.00 1161.70 51

Note. M = Mean, Mdn = Median, SD = Standard Deviation, n = Sample Size. All monetary values in EUR.

4. Results
4.1. WTP for Fictitious Game and Special Merchandise

We analyzed the fans’ WTP for supporting their favorite team by participating in a
campaign without any material counter value (Figure 1). Altogether, 88.2% (n = 157) of the
respondents indicated that they would be willing to pay for a ticket to a fictitious game
against COVID-19 if their favorite team organized such a fundraising campaign. Only 7%
of small-club fans would not be willing to pay; this share was higher among large-club fans
(23.5%). There was also an apparent between-groups difference at the higher end of the
WTP: 32% of small-club fans would be willing to pay more than EUR 50, compared with
only 8% of large-club fans. Overall, the respondents’ median (mean) WTP for a fictitious
“game against COVID-19” was EUR 30 (EUR 63.10); the median (mean) WTP of small-club
fans was EUR 50 (EUR 67.26), whereas the WTP of large-club fans was lower with a median
(mean) of EUR 20 (EUR 52.73). Due to the non-symmetric WTP distributions, we used
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Kruskal–Wallis H tests to test our formal hypothesis H1 and compare the WTP of two
fan groups (van Hecke 2012). The test confirmed that the difference between the WTP of
small-club fans and large-club fans was statistically significant (Kruskal–Wallis H = 7.687,
p = 0.006), which allows us to conclude that small-club fans are generally willing to pay
more for a fundraising campaign with no material counter value.
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Figure 1. Share of Respondents/WTP (Fictitious Game) in EUR.

Examining the respondents’ WTP for a merchandise fundraising campaign (Figure 2),
we found that 82% of the respondents (n = 146) would be willing to pay for at least one of
the special merchandise items. Of the small-club fans, 15% had no WTP for special mer-
chandise whereas 55.8% would be willing to pay more than EUR 50 altogether. Regarding
merchandise, we also observed a tendency toward a lower WTP among large-club fans:
25.5% of them would not be willing to pay at all, whereas 43.1% would be prepared to pay
more than EUR 50. The overall median (mean) WTP for merchandise was EUR 55 (EUR
51.88). The central tendency of small-club fans was higher (Mdn = EUR 56, M = EUR 54.86)
than that of large-club fans (Mdn = EUR 40, M = EUR 44.45). However, the Kruskal–Wallis
H test indicated that the difference in the WTP for a merchandise fundraising campaign
between groups was not statistically significant (Kruskal–Wallis H = 2.734, p = 0.098).
Hence, despite the higher central tendency values among the fans of small clubs, we cannot
conclude that the groups differ from each other in terms of their WTP for a merchandise
fundraising campaign. However, based on these two WTP comparisons, we can partly
confirm H1.

Finally, we investigated the season ticket holders’ WTA an increase in season ticket
prices to offset financial hardship caused by the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 3). Only six
of the season ticket holders in the sample were large-club fans, which is due to the fact
that most of them were distant fans—i.e., fans supporting foreign teams (Lianopoulos et al.
2020) or teams from a city in which they have never lived (Lintumäki and Koll 2022). Hence,
regarding the WTA season ticket price increases, we looked only at the fans of small clubs
and did not include the analysis in formal hypotheses testing. From the data, we observed
that 85.9% of the (small-club) fans would be willing to accept an increase in season-ticket
prices; 41.2% of respondents would be willing to accept a price increase of up to 10%, 15.3%
of up to 20%, and 29.4% of more than 20%.
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4.2. Determinants of WTP

To test our formal hypothesis H2 and measure the impact of TI on fans’ WTP for
(a) fictitious game and (b) merchandise campaign as well as the moderating role of income
between TI and both WTP measures, we conducted stepwise hierarchical regression anal-
yses. As gender (Wicker et al. 2016) and age (Castellanos Garcia et al. 2014) were shown
to have an impact on financial support to a sports team, we also controlled for these two
variables in our tests. The regression models (Figure 4) were run separately for the fans
of small and large clubs. In the first step, we tested the impact of the control variables on
the WTP. We added the explanatory variable TI in the second step and income in the third
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step. In the final step, an interaction term (standardized value of TI x standardized value of
income) was added to the model.
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The results of the stepwise regression models (Table 2) indicated that the impact of TI
on the WTP for a fictitious game is positive and that income strengthens the positive impact
among the fans of small clubs (Model A I). However, no causal relationship between TI
and WTP was identified among the sample of large-club fans (Model A II). Measuring the
impact of TI on the WTP for a special merchandise campaign, we found that the impact
among the fans of the large clubs is non-significant (Model B II) whereas the impact among
the small-club fans is negligible at most (Model B I). Income does not moderate the impact
of TI on the WTP for merchandise in either of the groups. An impact of the control variables
(gender and age) on the WTP was found in none of the models. Hence, as TI increased the
WTP for a fundraising campaign with no material counter value, we can partly confirm
H2. However, although the relationship is positive and significant, the total explanatory
power of the specific model remains rather weak (R2 = 0.141). Therefore, we acknowledge
the positive relationship while advising to avoid exact monetary predictions based on
the model.

The ordinal logistic regression model (Table 3) was applied to determine the impacts
of TI, respondents’ income, and interaction of TI and income on the fans’ WTA season
ticket price increases. Only those participants who indicated the intention to purchase a
season ticket for their favorite team if the upcoming season were unaffected by COVID-19
were selected to the model. This resulted in the subsample of 78 small-club fans. Here
too, the regression model was conducted only with a subsample consisting of small-club
fans, and the analysis did not include testing of the research hypotheses. First, the X2 test
results (χ2 (3) = 7.935; p < 0.05) confirmed that the selected predictor variables significantly
contribute to the model. TI (β = 0.551; SE = 0.236; OR = 1.735; p < 0.05) significantly
predicts the WTA season ticket price increases; the odds ratio (exp[B]) of 1.735 indicates that
one point increase in identification is associated with a 73.5% increase in the odds of the
respondent belonging to a higher WTA price increases category. Respondents’ income and
interaction (TI x Income) were not associated with the WTA price increases level. Overall,
with Nagelkerke Pseudo-R2 being 0.106, the model accounted for 10.6% of the overall
variance in the respondents’ WTA season ticket price increases.
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Table 2. Hierarchical Regression Analyses.

Model IV DV β p R2 Adj. R2

Model A I Small-Club Fans: TI→WTP (FG) (Moderating Role of Income)
1 TI WTP (FG) 0.211 0.017 0.045 0.037
2 TI WTP (FG) 0.194 0.024 0.110 0.096

Income 0.257 0.003
3 TI WTP (FG) 0.268 0.004 0.141 0.120

Income 0.216 0.013
TI x Income 0.194 0.038

Model A II Large-Club Fans: TI→WTP (FG) (Moderating Role of Income)
1 TI WTP (FG) −0.035 0.807 0.001 −0.019
2 TI WTP (FG) −0.034 0.816 0.001 −0.040

Income −0.004 0.977
3 TI WTP (FG) −0.034 0.821 0.001 −0.062

Income −0.005 0.975
TI x Income 0.012 0.935

Model B I Small-Club Fans: TI→WTP (Merc) (Moderating Role of Income)
1 TI WTP (Merc) 0.166 0.062 0.028 0.020
2 TI WTP (Merc) 0.164 0.067 0.028 0.013

Income 0.030 0.733
3 TI WTP (Merc) 0.160 0.100 0.029 0.005

Income 0.032 0.725
TI x Income −0.01 0.923

Model B II Large-Club Fans: TI→WTP (Merc) (Moderating Role of Income)
1 TI WTP (Merc) 0.004 0.976 0.000 −0.020
2 TI WTP (Merc) −0.190 0.894 0.016 −0.025

Income 0.128 0.385
3 TI WTP (Merc) −0.020 0.893 0.016 −0.047

Income 0.128 0.389
TI x Income −0.009 0.948

Note. IV = Independent Variable, DV = Dependent Variable, Adj. R2 = Adjusted R2.

Table 3. Ordinal Logistic Regression Model.

Mean (Median) for WTA Season Ticket Price Increase Categories

IV β Exp(B) p 0% 1–19% 20–39% >40%

Model C Small-Club Fans: TI→WTA (ST Increase) (Moderating Role of Income)
TI 0.551 1.735 0.021 6.58 (6.67) 7.44 (7.83) 7.41 (7.83) 7.83 (8.00)

Income 0.000 1.000 0.622 1642.00 (1900.00) 1906.00 (1800.00) 2087.00 (2125.00) 2010.00 (1950.00)
TI x Income 0.206 1.228 0.638

Nagelkerke R2 0.106
Likelihood Ratio X2 7.935 * (df = 3)

Note. IV = Independent Variable, Exp(B) = Odds Ratio, * = Significant at 95% (p < 0.05).

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The purpose of this research was to investigate soccer fans’ willingness to support
their favorite teams through the financial challenges because of the COVID-19 pandemic
and related mitigation measures, in particular league suspensions and ghost games. As a
primary finding, we highlight the considerable potential of a base of highly identified fans
as a risk and crisis management resource, particularly for small clubs. Given the median
WTP of EUR 50, a club in a mid-sized European soccer league could realistically raise tens
of thousands of euros alone through a counter-value-free fundraising campaign. The results
of our causal analyses also revealed that the higher the respondents’ identification with the
team, the higher the tendency and willingness to support the team at the cost of personal
finances. This finding supports the earlier findings on the positive financial and marketing
impacts of TI such as its impact on attendance (Katz et al. 2018) and on spreading positive
word-of-mouth about the team (Gwinner and Swanson 2003). From the perspective of risk
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and crisis management, Chien et al. (2016) highlighted the fans’ enduring support and
favorable attitude toward a team embroiled in a sports scandal. Findings of this research
reinforce the significance of fans’ identification with the team as a potential asset in the risk
and crisis management of professional sports clubs.

Although we used the WTP for fundraising campaigns (with and without direct
counter value) as outcome variables, the results of this study should be considered as an
indication of fans’ general willingness to support their favorite club in a crisis. Hence,
professional team sports clubs could profit by organizing other kinds of fundraising ac-
tivities such as a voluntary ticket price premium. Going beyond direct fundraising, clubs
could also launch other marketing campaigns, for example to encourage fans to bring their
friends and family members to games to support the club in trouble. Moreover, highly
identified fans could powerfully transmit a message and build awareness of the club’s
situation among the local community, for example through a well-organized social media
campaign, which could lead to supportive actions also by non-fan residents of the club’s
home region if they perceive the club generally beneficial to the community.

We recommend that sports team managers acknowledge that a base of highly identified
fans not only offers a tool for safeguarding sufficient matchday revenues during seasons
when performance is poor (Laverie and Arnett 2000; Matsuoka et al. 2003), but also can be
a remarkable contribution to the financial survival of a team in a crisis. Hence, managers
should consider nurturing fans’ identification with a team as an objective not only from
a marketing perspective, but also from a risk management perspective. Extant research
has offered recommendations on how managers can address fans’ identification with the
team: Lintumäki and Koll (2022), for instance, underscored the importance of focusing
on distinctive aspects of a team brand and desired aspects of team brand personality
in strengthening the points of identification, which requires a clear picture of the fans’
perceptions of a team brand. We also consider it essential to note that management should
not take fans’ identification with a team for granted, but should see it as “a two-way street”:
For instance, if fans feel that their favorite team is contributing positively to the community,
their TI is likely to deepen (Kim and Manoli 2022; Ullah et al. 2021). During the acute
phase of the COVID-19 crisis, several professional team sports clubs engaged in corporate
social responsibility (CSR) actions to support the groups heavily affected by the crisis
(López-Carril and Anagnostopoulos 2020). Based on our findings, we encourage managers
of sports clubs to plan and undertake CSR actions, as they not only strengthen the clubs’
role as a facilitator of societal wellbeing and cohesion, but also have a positive impact on
inducing identification. Furthermore, especially in a crisis affecting society broadly (such
as the COVID-19 pandemic), clubs should recognize their roles as impactful organizations:
By contributing to the community through CSR actions, clubs could not only fulfill their
role as responsible organizations, but also improve and strengthen their broader societal
image (Blumrodt et al. 2012).

The results also showed that there is an apparent conditionality of financial support
for the team. As the fans of large clubs are less willing to participate in counter-value-free
fundraising campaigns than fans of small clubs, there is an indication that regardless of a
very high level of identification, fans do consider the actual state of their club’s finances
in a crisis when making decisions about participating in fundraising campaigns. This
leads us to recommend that club managers give careful consideration to potential means of
fundraising. In case of a large club struggling with weak liquidity, fundraising options with
a counter value might be more recommendable; besides special merchandise campaigns,
crowd investments or fan bonds could offer more appropriate options. The results of
our study support the findings of Weimar and Fox (2021) and Wicker et al. (2016) about
the positive impact of fans’ involvement in and identification with their favorite club on
investing in it in the form of a bond. Fan bonds, albeit being credit funding, could be an
attractive option for clubs, because fans may accept below-market interest rates due to
emotional reasons (Weimar and Fox 2012).
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There are several limitations in this study, which researchers and practitioners alike
should observe when interpreting the results. First, although we consider our sample size
sufficient for simply analyzing fans’ WTP for supporting their favorite team in a crisis, we
suggest future researchers aim for a larger sample size so that they can run causal analyses
with greater comparative power between the fans of large and small teams. Second, our
sample consists mainly of highly identified fans. Hence, the results in this study are more
representative for a population of “die-hard” fans. Given that a significant share of people
supporting sports teams are more casual followers than fans, we advise that caution be
exercised when interpreting the actual WTP—especially since our results suggest that
decreasing identification is likely to lead to a lower WTP. Third, as we collected the sample
from German-speaking countries (mainly Austria), the generalizability and transferability
(to, e.g., Latin American or Asian fans) of our findings are limited.

Managers should be particularly careful when reflecting upon increasing single and
season ticket prices: Although the results of this study suggest a rather high WTA increased
ticket prices, they offer limited evidence on the attitudes of less identified fans. Finally, as
we employed contingent valuation in eliciting the WTP, we need to point out the possibility
of biased responses (Venkatachalam 2004); most importantly, the hypothetical nature of
the “fundraising campaigns” might have led some respondents to state a higher WTP than
would be the case in a real-life situation.

Considering that some leagues and teams have recently reported lower average
attendance figures in comparison with the pre-pandemic era (Davidi 2021), we would like
to bring up a specific suggestion for future research. Social identification with a group is a
dynamic construct, which requires accessibility to the group to render it meaningful to an
individual (Oakes 1987; Trepte and Loy 2017). As this has been tested also in the context
of team sports fans and the involvement with a club has been confirmed to be driven
by its visibility and exposure to publicity (Laverie and Arnett 2000), we would consider
it important to study whether seasonal interruptions and “ghost games” have caused a
decrease in identification among some spectators and fans. Given that fans are co-creators
of the team sports product and the stadium atmosphere is an essential part of the matchday
experience (Bond et al. 2020; Drewes et al. 2021), we consider it possible that the lockouts
and consequent absence of a stadium atmosphere have caused some fans and spectators to
distance themselves from the team. If measures combatting the pandemic have jeopardized
some fans’ identification with their team, this would, in the worst case, have severe and
long-lasting financial impacts on teams. Hence, a study on the impacts of the pandemic on
TI would be important also from a managerial perspective.
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