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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study is to obtain a deeper understanding about fan engagement in
professional sports. Fan engagement originates from both the field of sports
marketing as well as relationship marketing. This thesis has examined the benefits of
fan engagement as well as marketing strategies for the concept. For this thesis,
qualitative case studies with three hockey teams from the Swedish Hockey League,
Modo Hockey, Skellefted AIK and Frolunda Indians, has been conducted in order to
be able to reach the purpose of this thesis.

Our findings suggest that team identification (fan loyalty and fan attachment to a
team), fan retention (fan satisfaction, strengthen the relationship with fans), new
opportunities for sponsorships and brand image are considered to be important
benefits for professional sports teams. Two strategies to use for professional sports
teams in order to engage fans are online and event strategies. Regarding websites,
data suggested that it mainly is used to provide information as a one-way
communication tool, and that social media is primarily used for professional sports
teams to interact with fans. A general conclusion can be drawn that fan engagement is
an important factor to consider for professional sports teams.
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SAMMANFATTNING

Syftet med denna studie &r att fa en djupare forstielse for supporterengagemang inom
professionell sport. Supporterengagemang hérstammar bade frén sportmarknadsforing
och relationsmarknadsforing. Denna studie har undersokt mal och fordelar med
supporterengagemang samt dess marknadsforingsstrategier. For att uppna syftet med
denna studie har kvalitativa fallstudier utforts med tre elitsericklubbar, Skelleftea
AIK, Modo Hockey och Frélunda Indians.

Resultat av var studie visar att klubbarna anser att det &r viktigt att f& supportrar att
kdnna sig som en del av organisationen, skapa lojala supportrar, stirka relationen
samt gora supportrar ndjda i syfte att behdlla dem. Nya sponsringsmojligheter och
varumirkets anseende visade sig ocksd vara fordelar. Tva strategier klubbarna kan
anvinda sig av fOr att engagera supportrar dr online och evenemangstrategier.
Insamlad data visade dven att klubbarnas officiella hemsidor primért anvéinds som
envigskommunikation for att tillhandahalla information och att social medier anvands
fraimst for att samverka med supportrar. En generell slutsats kan dras att
supporterengagemang dr en viktig aspekt att ta hinsyn till for professionella
sportklubbar.
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1 INTRODUCTION

In this initial chapter the background of the topic is presented, followed by a problem
discussion, and continuing with a research purpose along with research questions.
Finally an outline of the thesis and demarcation are introduced.

1.1 BACKGROUND

1.1.1 Sports Marketing

The sport industry is one of the largest and fastest growing industries in the world,
and its primary source for revenue is from fans (DeSabro & Madrigal, 2011). Sport
has become internationalized and increasingly commercialized, which has been a
result of entrepreneurial marketing ventures created within sports. Sport companies
need to be progressive service sellers in order to compete with other leisure activities.
(Bauer, Sauer & Schmitt, 2005) Sports marketing are an important aspect for sport
organizations as it is necessary to the businesses growth and survival. As sports
marketing includes both products and services it is important to separate how these
operate in the business environment. (Ratten & Ratten, 2011)

There is no clear and general definition of sport marketing because of the diversity
created by an unclear definition of what is included in the “sport industry” (Shannon,
1999). According to Shannon (1999) sports marketing can be divided into two
different categories. The first category, marketing of sports, involves marketing
sporting events and equipment to fans and participants. The second category,
marketing with sports, includes the promotion of products or services not associated
with sport at sporting events and the use of athletes to endorse non-sport products and
services. (Shannon, 1999) Adapted from a standard definition of general marketing,
Mullin, Hardy, and Sutton (2000) defines sports marketing as all activities designed to
meet the needs and wants of sport customers through exchange processes. Sports
marketing concerns two key themes: the marketing of sport products and services
directly to customers of sport; and marketing of other customer and industrial
products or services through the use of sport promotions.

Schlossberg (1996) describes sport marketing as a method for clubs to use the
emotional bonds of fans to their sport heroes and teams in order to positioning
themselves in a favorable position to sell more of the clubs products and services, and
to increase the awareness and goodwill of the organization.

1.1.2 Relationship Marketing in Sports

All sports marketing communications consist of relationship marketing in some
extent. In some situations the connection is clear and in other situations it is concealed
and more difficult to comprehend. (Bee & Kahle, 2006)



Morgan and Hunt (1994) define relationship marketing as “all marketing activities
directed toward establishing, developing, and maintaining successful relationship
exchanges.” From a relationship marketing in sports perspective, theses relationship
exchanges configures between athletes, teams, leagues, sponsors and fans. The
relationship structure in sports marketing can be improved with a comprehensive
analysis of these relationships. (Bee & Kahle, 2006)

Relationship marketing has gained significant attention in recent years and has been
labeled as both important and effective. The field of relationship marketing has over a
period of the last 20 years received increasingly popularity in sports marketing. This
increased importance is based on that professional sports teams understand the weight
of effective and successful relationship marketing. (ibid)

Marketing managers are focusing on bolstering the fan-team relationship, which
increases the possibilities of customer retention (Gray & Gray, 2011). Focus lies not
solitary on gaining customers, but also, and more notably on long-term customer
retention and engagement (Bee & Kahle, 2006).

1.1.3 Customer Engagement

The customer engagement theory is referred to as the extended field of relationship
marketing (Vivek, Beatty & Morgan, 2012). Similar literature discusses relationship
marketing as a wider theoretical lens which to study customer engagement (Ashley,
Noble, Donthu & Lemon, 2011).

Customer engagement is described as a significant tool for building and improving
relationships with customers (Brodie, Ilic, Juric & Hollebeek, 2011). The view of
marketing relationships has shifted focus from a traditional “goods-dominant” view to
a customer-focused perspective, which centers on attracting and retaining customers
and the importance of engaging customers with interactive experiences (Vargo,
2009). This new focus has made the customer engagement concept to be considered
as the main research area in order to understand the perplexity of interactive and co-
creative environments within the customer experience and behavior paradigm (MSI -
Marketing Science Institute, 2010 within Brodie et al., 2011)

Customer engagement is seen as a significant theory in marketing (Vivek et al.,
2012). The concept is believed to be both a vital strategic tool for creating and
preserving competitive advantages for companies, as well as an instrument for
analyzing and predicting business opportunities. Customer engagement is described to
be a key component for an organization in its efforts to increase sales, which leads
researchers to believe that the concept has a positive effect on profits. (Brodie et al.,
2011)

Customer engagement needs a clearer statement of meaning, for example there is no
unanimous definition to be found of the concept, and the few definitions found in the



literature have different approaches and some of them are in contrast with each other.
(ibid)

Patterson, Yu and De Ruyter (2006) define customer engagement as “the level of a
customer's physical, cognitive and emotional presence in their relationship with a
service organization.” Vivek et al. (2012) provides a more recent definition of
customer engagement and explain the notion as “the intensity of an individual's
participation and connection with the organization's offerings and activities initiated
by either the customer or the organization.”

Customer engagement has in recent years received positive attention from managers
of companies in most businesses and is seen as a vital concept to implement for
organizations in order to achieve objectives and become a successful establishment
(Sashi, 2012).

1.2 PROBLEM DISCUSSION

Although, the term “engagement” has been widely used in literature in recent years,
the conceptual meaning and substance of this term is inadequate. There is also
uncertainty regarding how the term deviates from related terms such as
“participation” and “involvement.” (Brodie et al., 2011)

Despite the need of theoretical clarification within the field there are some overall
understandings regarding customer engagement. The concept has gained more
attention due to the fact that organizations have realized the importance to build
deeper long-term relationships with customers and especially the value of customer
loyalty, satisfaction and retention. (Sashi, 2012) These three sub-terms are considered
to be the most important terms, which can be described through customer engagement
and are widely discussed in literature (Brodie et al., 2012; Gray & Gray, 2011; Sashi,
2012).

One major issue is the strategic use of customer engagement, literature suggest that
engagement refers to the establishment of experiences that allow organizations to
create interactions which are greater, more durable and more significant, with its
customers and external stakeholders. Customer engagement should be viewed as a
process that develops during the time of a relationship and consists of all stakeholders
and experiences, rather than a static point that could be achieved. (Sashi, 2012)

Sashi (2012) suggests that fan engagement occur when customers have relational
bonds and emotional exchange with an organization, and titles this group of
customers as fans. This notion provides awareness to the fact that engagement is
significantly interesting to examine in a professional sports context, and especially
from a professional sports team’s perspective. (ibid)

Furthermore, spectator-events in professional sports consist of different types of fans,



Richelieu and Pons, (2006) defines loyal and attached fans as “super-fans”. In
addition to “super-fans” game attendances also consist of “experiential spectators”
that attend sporting events in order to experience excitement, which they achieve from
either the actual game or the surrounding sporting event. (ibid)

Another important issue, which makes fan engagement particularly important for
professional sport teams, is the growing consensus among researchers regarding the
increasing number of fans that consider themselves as a part of the organization,
(Pronschinske et al., 2012) and consider the team to be their own (Sashi, 2012). The
possibility to develop a long-lasting fan-team relationship is based on the degree of
which fans identify themselves with an organization (Pronschinske et al., 2012).

Identification has been studied in literature in various sport contexts (Pronschinske et
al., 2012). Team identification is described with the level of attachment a fan has to a
professional sports team. Team identification is viewed to consist of two dimensions,
which are emotional involvement and personal commitment. Personal commitment
demonstrates fans possible engagement in consumption activities in order to connect
with the organization. Emotional involvement demonstrates fan’s psychological
attachment to a team, this dimension is more widely used in literature and used for the
purpose of defining team identification. (Gray & Gray, 2012; O’Shea & Alonso,
2012; YongMan & Kim, 2009)

Professional sports organizations that implements effective marketing strategies
which take the fan engagement concept into consideration, are most likely able to
build significant long-term relationships with its fans. These long-term relationships
in turn will contribute positively to an organizations possibility of customer retention.
(Gray & Gray, 2012; Pronschinske et al., 2012)

This study will mainly examine professional sports teams in regard of hockey teams
in the Swedish Hockey League (SHL). The league has experienced a decrease in both
total attendance as well as average attendance comparing last two seasons. Total
attendance dropped from 2 109 790 million in the 2011/2012 season to 1 883 124 in
the 2012/2013 season. The average attendance declined from 6393 in 2011/2012 to
5706 in the following 2012/2013 season. The decreasing attendance makes the SEL
interesting to explore and if clubs in the league can use fan engagement to turn the
decreasing numbers around. (SHL, 2013)

1.3 PURPOSE

The purpose of this study is to obtain a deeper understanding about fan engagement in
professional sports teams. Two research questions are formed for this thesis, which
are;

RQ1: What are the benefits of fan engagement?
RQ2: How can fan engagement marketing strategies be explained?



1.4 DEMARCATIONS

Due to the limitation of time, we have decided to only examine the concept of fan
engagement from professional sports teams’ perspective. This study will further
restraint the field of professional sports and only examine hockey teams in the
Swedish Hockey League.

1.5 OUTLINE OF THESIS

By now, the content of chapter one has been presented with the purpose to give the
reader an introduction for this thesis. Chapter one started with a background, followed
by a problem discussion, purpose, research questions and concluded with
demarcations.

The thesis is further divided into five chapters: literature review, methodology, data
presentation, data analysis and, findings and conclusions. The literature review
chapter, chapter two, presents previous theories and research regarding the purpose
and each research question. The most relevant issues for this thesis will in turn,
generate a conceptual framework. Chapter three, the methodology chapter, will
present a description and motivation on how data will be collected and analyzed.
Chapter four will present the empirical data collected for this thesis, and in chapter
five the empirical data will be analyzed with help from the theories presented in the
conceptual framework in chapter two. In the final chapter, the findings and
conclusions for this thesis will be presented, followed by a discussion regarding
suggestions for further research.

. Chapter two: Chapter Chapter four: . Chapter six:
frilt?‘gzletfc(t)ir:)% Literature three: Data ]():z}:;pzira?vsei.s Findings &
Review Methodolgy Presentation y Conclusion

Figure 1: Outline of the Thesis




2 LITERATURE REVIEW

In the previous chapter a background of the thesis was presented and followed by a
problem discussion and a purpose was created along with two research questions. In
this chapter previous studies will be presented concerning the research area and
research questions stated in chapter one, followed by a conceptual framework
containing the most significant theories will be presented.

2.1 BENEFITS OF FAN ENGAGEMENT

Sashi (2012) states that customer engagement provides value to customers through
focusing on satisfying customers and creating trust and commitment in long-term
relationships. Therefore, Sashi (2012) has developed the customer engagement cycle
to explain the process of creating customer engagement. The process is illustrated in
the figure below.

Engagement Connection
Advocacy Interaction
Commitment Satisfaction

- Retention .

Figure 2: Customer engagement cycle
Source: Adapted from Sashi, 2012

The process starts with the sellers connect with the customers to establish a relational
exchange with emotional bonds. The interaction with sellers and their customers can
improve the understanding of customer needs. Interaction allows customer to
participate in the value adding process and collaborate with sellers in creating value.
If the interaction between sellers and customers results in satisfaction, they will
continuous to interact with each other and advance towards engagement. Satisfaction
is necessary for customer engagement, however it is not sufficient. When customers
are overall satisfied and have developed highly positive emotions customer retention
can arise. Commitment has been found to have a positive effect on retention.
Commitment can be emotional and rational and results from trust and mutuality,
and/or from switching cost and lack of choice. Commitment results in loyal and



delighted customers. Loyal and delighted customers with developed emotional bonds
will become advocates. These customers are likely to spread their positive experience
through word-of-mouth. Customer loyalty and delight are both necessary for customer
engagement. When customers have strong emotional bonds in relational exchanges
customer engagement will arise. Customer engagement includes customers in the
value adding process as co-creators of value and increases the satisfaction. Customer
engagement turns customer into fans who will remain committed through ups and
downs in the relationship. (Sashi, 2012)

The customer engagement matrix illustrates emotional bonds on the vertical axis and
relational exchange on the horizontal axis. Customer satisfaction depends on the level
of relational exchange and emotional bonds an organization has with its customers.

(ibid)

HIGH Delighted
Customers

Emotional
Bonds

Low Transactional Loyal

Customers Customers

LowW HIGH

Relational
Exchange

Figure 3: Customer Engagement Matrix

Source: Adapted from Sashi, 2012

Low emotional bonds and low relational exchange signifies transactional customers.
That are customers which can be described as price sensitive and will buy the product
from who ever offers the lowest price they have no interaction or connection with the
company. (ibid)

If emotional bonds are high and relational exchange is low the customer are labeled
as delighted customers. In this category patrons experiencing a high level of
satisfaction and develops emotional commitment to the organization and its offering.
Additionally, delighted customers are believed to have a positive effect on word-of-
mouth communications with other customers. Although, these types of customers are
important for an organization, interactions between seller and buyers are unusual and
do not develop into long-term relationships. (ibid)

When relational exchange is high and emotional bonds, patrons are identified as loyal
customers. These customers have only rational motives and are not emotionally
commitment to an organization. (ibid)



If both emotional bonds and relational exchange are high the customers are
considered as fans and customer engagement occur. Fans are considered to be both
loyal and delighted and to have trust and passion for the organization they are
supporting. The relationship between fans and a team can be explained as an
affective, lasting and co-creative relationship, which shares both success and
problems. (ibid)

A characteristic illustration of fans is to be found in professional sports. Customers of
sports is often labeled as fans, they are loyal supporters that are thrilled when their
team performs well and devastated when the team looses. Fans interact with each
other and have a connection among them, which helps strengthen their loyalty and
delight. Fans also contribute to enhance overall satisfaction amongst themselves as
well as for other customers to the team. (ibid)

Customer engagement will in the reminder of this study be referred to as fan
engagement due to the fact that customers in sport context is often labeled as fans.

Relationship marketing has an important role in sports organizations. Working with
fan engagement and strengthening the fan-team relationship creates value for a sports
organization in form of long-term relationships and increases the fan retention. Fan
engagement benefits professional sports teams with greater fan loyalty and fans
increased intentions to support the team. (Gray & Gray, 2012) Sports managers that
understand the variables which influence loyalty may be assisted when managing
relationships to fans (Bee & Havitz, 2010).

An issue for professional sports teams is that they have to create fan loyalty and
changing casual fans (experiential spectators) to feel more identified to a team (Bodet,
2009). Several terms has been used throughout the literature to describe fans
psychological attachment to professional sports teams. The most commonly is team
identification. (Gray & Gray, 2012; Zhu & Doyeon, 2010)

According to O’Shea and Alonso (2012) sport is different from other entertainment
sources in ways of evoking high levels of emotional attachment and identification. It
is important for sports managers to understand and focus on creating team
identification. O’Shea and Alonso (2012) says that team identification is based on a
persons personal identity, such as abilities and interests, and social identity such as
group memberships and inter group relations. When people identify themselves with
teams they create belongingness or oneness with a team, and define themselves in
terms of the team, which they are members of. O’Shea and Alonso (2012) also states
the importance of team identification to establish a long-term relationship between
fans and teams.

Loyalty can be viewed as the strength of relationships between attitude and
purchasing behavior, and from a behavioral perspective loyalty contain of



consistency, repeat purchase, frequency of meetings and repetitive behavior (Dick &
Basu, 1994).

Team identification is used in relation to fan loyalty, referring to the meaning of a
person’s psychological attachment and relationship to a sports team. Team
identification has been found to have a positive impact on fans intention to attend
games and purchase of team merchandise. Team identification also has a positive
impact on media-based attendance and word-of-mouth communication. Fans that are
more identified with the team are more likely to brag and spread positive words about
their team than fans with low team identification. Fans satisfaction with team
performance has a positive impact on fans intention to attend future games. (Gray &
Gray, 2012)

Zhu and Doyeon (2010) define team identification as “the degree of unity to which
fans perceive with the team they identify”. The study further explains that the higher
level of unity the fan feels, the stronger the desire is to express their support for,
involvement with, and attachment to their team. Team identification in association
with consumption behavior was found to have a positive impact on each other. A
common way of expressing fans desire of a team is through the consumption of team
merchandise, in form of wearing teams apparel, having a team bumper sticker, or
displaying the team’s mascot in the office. Further, team identification is a necessary
condition for fans to seek information and purchasing team merchandise online. (ibid)

Sports organizations need to find a way to move fans from a casual and compliance
stage, which is the most superficial level of social influence, to an identification stage,
so that fans form a psychological attachment to the team. Identification can be
influenced by teams success and the promotion of team merchandise. Professional
sports teams must be visible, attractive and desirable to fans. In order to gain an even
deeper relationship sports organizations has to reach the internalization stage.
Internationalization stage is when fans behavior is influenced through shared values.
In order to reach this stage, sports organizations have to promote values that are
viewed as credible and trustworthy, and similar to fans values. This will create a
meaningful relationship for fans and will result in a long-term support. Sharing team
information is important in order to strengthen the relationship with fans. (Bee &
Kahle, 2006)

When customer expectations are exceeded and emotions become highly positive, the
customer has not only achieved satisfaction but also delight, and that will result in
customer retention. Satisfaction is not an end state it is an intermediate step in
strategies to achieve the goals of an organization. (Sashi, 2012) Fan retention is about
establishing short-term and long-term relationships with fans in order to add value for
professional sports teams. A fan in the short run generates revenue by being a retained
fan, reduces losses from deserting fans and low-cost maintenance of the fan base. In
the long run retained fans provides greater fan lifetime value. Professional sports
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teams should shift focus on improving and increasing fan retention, by developing
team identification, loyalty and satisfaction, and by engaging in their consumption
behavior. Thus, organizations that are pursuing this and are in line with their fans
needs are able to create fans that will return value to the organization. (Gray & Gray,
2012)

A fans engagement with the sport has a positive impact on the development of
psychological commitment to a related sports event. The components of
psychological commitment, position involvement, informational complexity and
volitional choice, has to be considered by a sports marketers when creating a sports
event. These components emphasizes on the importance of image management and
customer service, information spreading through promotional tools, and providing the
best sporting event alternative. The information has to be consistent, easy to access
and understand, through the sources. Developing strong emotional commitment has
the possibility to increase behavioral loyalty. (Bee & Havitz, 2010)

The brand of a company is an important asset and with high awareness and positive
image of the brand the probability of choosing the brand is higher, therefore
generating higher fan loyalty (Kapferer, 2001; Keller, 1993). A brand will become
more successful by creating a strong emotional and personal relationship with fans
which will generate more trust and loyalty toward the brand (De Chernatony, 2001).
Professional sports teams benefits from developing a strong brand because it implants
trust and trigger loyalty. Trust and loyalty will help teams to use their brand through
brand extension and deliver values, and that will generate revenues through sales of
goods and services, both within and outside the arena. (Richelieu & Pons, 2006)

The personality of a professional sport team is a combination of the image of several
things, such as the image of its fans and the image of the team’s players and coaches
(Tsiotsou, 2012). In a professional sport team several factors are affecting the
perception of its personality and therefore the teams image. The relationship between
a sport brands image and developing a personal meaning and a sustainable
relationship with fans has been found (ibid). Fans will become more involved,
emotionally attached and loyal depending on how much a sport brand expresses the
inner-self and the brand personality (competitiveness, prestige, morality, authenticity
and credibility) and reflects the personal meaning and values of fans (ibid). Tsiotsiu
(2012) describes the meaning of competitiveness, prestige, morality, authenticity and
credibility, as “Competitiveness reflects the perceptions of sport consumers regarding
the ability of a sport team to win its competitor teams and achieve its goals. Prestige
refers to the superiority of the sport team and its general recognition for its
accomplishments. Morality mirrors consumers’ perceptions of the team’s code of
conduct. Authenticity indicates the uniqueness of the sport team and Credibility
manifests whether a team inspires trust and confidence.” Developing strong
emotional bonds with fans is a desirable outcome because it facilitates for sport
marketers when building long-term relationships with fans. Strong emotional
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attachment to a team provides several benefits, such as enhanced image and positive
word-of-mouth, which can attract sponsors. (Tsiotsou, 2012) Bodet (2009) shows an
example of how a rugby team succeeded to fill the stadium even if the team
performed badly. Fans were satisfied because of a developed modern brand image
that was created through team merchandise and events that engaged fans in a more
emotional way.

Team identification has a positive impact on sponsor identification. Sponsor
identification refers to how much sports fans perceive themselves as having a
common fate with a company. The awareness of a sponsor is highest among fans that
are most involved in the sponsored activity. Highly involved fans constant attendance
to games and sporting events allows fans to become more aware of long-term
sponsors. (YongMan & Kim, 2012) Fans with a higher degree of loyalty to a team and
have greater team identification are more likely to attend games, purchase team
merchandise, and spend more on tickets and products. Sponsors may want to be seen
as an ally with fans that have high level of team identification to influence fans
consumption behavior. (Gray & Gray, 2012; Smith, Graetz & Werstebeck, 2008) The
result of Smith, Graetz and Wersterbeck (2008) studies suggested that sponsors
success can be amplified by engaging with the team and its fans and encourage them
to participate in team events.

2.2 FAN ENGAGEMENT MARKETING STRATEGIES

2.2.1 Online Strategies
On one hand traditional one-way marketing strategies and communication with fans

have mainly been created and upheld from the company itself. Feedback regarding
products and services has been time-consuming in a complex process of obtaining
fans wants and needs. (Bernhardt, Mays & Hall, 2012) On the other hand fan
engagement in terms of strategy, is about building experiences (Sashi, 2012) through
interacting with customers in co-creative environments (Brodie et al., 2011), in which
organizations have the opportunity to receive instant feedback. Professional sports
teams are with this instant feedback able to customize marketing activities in order to
meet fans needs and wants in an effective way. (Bernhardt et al., 2012)

The key factor that have made fan engagement into an area of interest and ensured the
possibility for professional sports teams to perform successful strategies within the
field is the increase of new digital technologies (Sashi, 2012).

The generic term regarding new digital technologies along with the progression of
Internet has been described in literature as “Web 2.0” or “new media” (ibid). New
media is referred to as decentralized with focus on user-based activities and
experiences (loakimidis, 2012). The concept provides organizations and fans with
several new possibilities, one is the opportunity for teams and fans to have constant
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contact, with the capability of real time interaction in 24/7 forum, worldwide,
regardless of location and time (Sashi, 2012).

2.2.1.1 Social Media

New media consists of all websites that can provide two-way communication and
especially social media sites such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, MySpace and
LinkedIn. Additional websites that are considered to be a part of new media are blogs,
chat rooms, discussion boards and fan communities. (Bernhardt et al., 2012)

There is a rapid growth in social networking sites, in less than two years the numbers
of monthly active users of Facebook, which is the most popular social networking
website (Bernhardt et al., 2012) have increased from 750 million in August of 2011
(Facebook, 2011) to over 1.1 billion of March 2013 (Facebook, 2013). This rapid
growth demonstrates the importance and power of social media (Bernhardt et al.,
2012).

Two fundamental factors within new media are user interaction and multimedia, due
to this, new media is considered to be a vital tool for professional sports teams
marketing strategy. In addition, this notion is especially interesting within fan
engagement because it gives organizations opportunities to expand its fan base and to
interact with fans through social media. (Ioakimidis, 2012) Furthermore, social
medias importance regarding fan engagement is significant and is believed to have an
affect on fan behavior such as opinions, attitudes, information gathering and purchase
behavior (Dees, 2011).

Social media sites can be viewed as a tool that provides deeper, quicker, more
frequent and co-creative interactions between teams and all of its fans. Professional
sports teams are able to form relationships with both new and existing fans through
the use of social media. (Sashi, 2012)

Organizations should take advantage of this new technology in order to create closer
and deeper engagement with their fans. Social media is a tool, which give teams the
possibility to contact with its fans where they are, at the right place at the right time.
Organizations should take advantage of this new technology in order to create closer
and deeper engagement with their fans. Social media is a tool, which give teams the
possibility to contact with its fans where they are, at the right place at the right time.
The technological advancement of smartphones assists in enabling deeper fan
engagement through social media with co-creative content and information exchange
in location-based services. (Bernhardt, et al, 2012) Facebook alone has approximately
751 million monthly active users, which uses their mobile products (Facebook, 2013).

Studies indicate that sport fans desire co-creation content and engagement regarding
usage of social media. Researchers also states that the two most important factors for
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a social networking site to be engagement and authenticity in order to create a large
social media fan base, as well as retracting fans in that forum. The authenticity factor
is about displaying a social networking site as an official team-developed site. This is
important due to fans disorientation with large number of user-created unofficial team
pages and accounts. One effective way of ensuring that fans are connecting with the
official social media page/account is to advertise the site on the official team web site
as well as during spectator-events. Further this will show the teams attention to
engage with their fans. (Pronschinske et al., 2012)

Studies imply that two-way communications that are encouraged by engagement
strategies from an organization have a positive effect on the social media fan-base.
Because fans respond optimistically to two-way dialogues, with other fans and the
organization, it is believed that these interactive communications is not just vital for
teams to consider but a necessity. (ibid)

Another factor that effects engagement from fans is to what extent a team’s social
networking sites are recurrently updated. If a team provides constant attention it will
effect desired engagement from fans negative if lacking and positive if provided.
Real-time info is one of the most attractive features, infrequent information could
make fans become displeased with the team which will result in less frequent visits on
the social networking sites and thereby limiting the impact of the information transfer.
(ibid)

A current study within social media usage has recognized trends by fans. Fans tend to
use different social media sites for different purposes in different situations. Fans
utilize social media communication in various ways depending on if it is pre-game,
during-game or post-game. Results of the study showed that Facebook was the
preferred site for pre-game purposes, fans favored Facebook in order to keep track of
their favorite team and to discuss games before they started. Twitter was the preferred
choice to use during games. YouTube was the most popular social media site to use
for post-game related activities in order to watch game highlights, as an example.
(Dees, 2011)

New media has facilitated a paradigm shift in communications, which allows for more
extensive interaction (Leighton, 2007). It is advised for professional sports teams to
have a clear social media strategy, in order to attract new fans and retain long-lasting
relationship with existing fans (Pronschinske et al., 2012).

2.2.1.2 Official team websites
Traditionally professional sports teams only used official team websites as a tool with

the purpose of delivering information (Kitchin, 2006). With the advent of new media,
teams have noticed an increase in team site visitors, as well as an intensification
regarding fans passion and enthusiasm toward a professional sports team (Ioakimidis,
2012). If this information is applied correctly it could turn a team’s official website
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into a forum with large possibilities for interaction and engagement and business
capabilities.

According to loakimidis, (2012) two key factors are important for professional sports
teams when establishing and developing team websites, they are media-related
content and opportunities for user interaction, based on the two main dimensions of
new media, mentioned earlier. Providing media-related content on team websites (e.g.
Videos, game-highlights and pictures) can assist with fan interaction and time fans
spend on the site. It is preferred for teams to create new methods for fan engagement
and interaction with the team and its players on their website (e.g. fan communities
and blogs).

If information is processed suitably in order to recognize teams web audience needs
and wants and consider them when creating effective online strategies will give the
opportunity to utilize team websites as a significant tool for e-commerce, in order to
integrate developed web shops, which in turn can enhance sales of team merchandise
(Ioakimidis, 2012; Zhu & Doyeon, 2010).

It is preferred for professional sports teams to develop a “sticky” team websites to get
frequent and recurrent visits, and to increase time that fans spend on the site. This can
be achieved through building an interactive website which provide opportunities for
engagement with fans. Further, this will also help bolster the team-fan relationship.
(Kitchin, 2006) Professional sports teams that creates team websites with ways to
engage and interact with fans improve both the fan-team relation and the opportunity
to increase time visitors remains on the website (Ioakimidis, 2012).

2.2.3 Event Strategies
The core product of a professional sports team (e.g. hockey for a professional hockey

team) is of great importance for both the fans and the organization in sporting events
as well as winning (Bodet, 2009). Fans will be satisfied when the team performs well
and wins, the most favorable promotional tool for a sports organization is if the team
displays a spectacular show in the arena as well as an impressive performance which
results in winning. Winning is a self-explanatory term and if the team is popular in the
city it plays, the teams accomplishments can become part of fans everyday life.
(Richelieu & Pons, 2006) Although, this result-based satisfaction from fans will only
occur if the team continually performs well and maintains a winning record (Wann,
1994).

Research regarding spectator’s perceptions with a sporting event has concentrated its
focus solitary on game outcome and team performance. Although, studies have
identified the increased importance of service quality and fan satisfaction in the
literature, regarding attracting and retaining beneficial attendance at sporting events.
Several vital factors are beyond direct control of sports marketers regarding sporting
events, and together with an increase in the competitive environment make it
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important for marketers to identify and focus on issues that are under their direct
control. One key factor that is under the control of sports marketers are building and
keeping spectators interest in a sporting event, as well as fill the stadium with both
new and existing attendance. (Clemens, Brush & Collins, 2011)

“Chicago Cubs have not won a World Series Championship since the beginning of
the 20th century, yet their die-hard fans follow them religiously and fill Wrigley
Field for every game”

Richelieu and Pons, 2006

It is a necessity for sports marketers to create a positive fan experience with a sporting
event, even if the home team is not winning and when it is an unexcited game. This
strategic focus can turn a simple home game into an extraordinary event experience
for spectators, and create a shift in focus in order for the core product, the actual game
and team performance, to be considered as secondary entertainment variables. In
conclusion, professional sports teams that consider implementing this strategy will
create an opportunity to increase attendance and most preferably fill their stadiums
and arenas even if the team does not perform preferably. (Bodet, 2009) One example
that proves that winning is not everything for a professional sports team is the
Chicago Cubs, which is an American team in the major league baseball. The club has
created extensive fan engagement, and Cubs fans are very loyal and are highly
identified with the team. (Bodet, 2009; Richelieu & Pons, 2006)

It is vital for professional sports teams to use a strategy in which they are able to
manage spectator’s perception of service quality at a sporting event. Researchers have
discussed how to measure and conceptualize service quality perceptions within sports,
and despite extensive research there is still deviating theories regarding these factors
in the sport environment. (Clemens et al., 2011)

Clemens et al., (2011) suggests that service quality is based on three primary
dimensions, which are interaction quality, physical environment quality and outcome
quality. Within these primary dimensions there are a number of sub-dimensions. The
study conceptualizes spectator’s perception of service quality in professional sports
into a hierarchical model, called the professional sport experience, in which the notion
is examined.
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Figure 4: A conceptual model of the professional sport experience
Source: Adapted from Clemens et al,, 2011

Clemens et al., (2011) addresses interaction quality’s sub dimensions to be security
employee performance (SEP), food and beverage service (F&B), player interaction
with spectators (PLY) and social environment (SE). Sub dimensions under physical
quality are: social environment (SE), visuals and sound (V&S), stadium access
(ACS), seating (STG) and stadium cleanliness and design (CLN). Sub dimensions
within outcome quality are; atmosphere (ATM), game quality (GME), match day
entertainment (ENT) and social environment (SE). Social environment has a
substantial effect on all primary dimensions.

Results of the study show that each sub dimension has a significant impact on
respectively primary dimension and that all primary dimensions are positively related
to fans perception of overall service quality. It is not exclusively important for
professional sports teams to implement a strategy to manage spectator’s perception of
service quality, it is also of great importance for a team to examine relation and affect
on satisfaction, fans behavioral intentions and value. (ibid)

Physical
Environment

Quality

Primary
Dimensions

Figure 5: A conceptual model of the professional sport experience
Source: Adopted from Clemens et al., 2011
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Clemens et al., (2011) demonstrate in the complete model of the professional sport
experience, the interrelationship between service quality, fan satisfaction, value and
team identification (or fanship). Results from the study further explains that a positive
increase in fans perception of overall service quality have a favorable impact on both
perceived spectator satisfaction, as well as fans perceived value, which in turn have a
positive influence on satisfaction. (ibid)

Team identification (or fanship) has a substantial influence on both overall service
quality and satisfaction. This model concludes that perceived service quality, fan
satisfaction and team identification have a positive impact on attendance and word-of-
mouth, which will affect fans intentions of recommending and attending future
sporting events. (ibid)

2.3 CONCEPTUALIZATION

The previous section examined studies relevant to the research questions. In this
section the literature review based on the research questions are being conceptualized.
Miles and Huberman (1994) refer to this notion as building a conceptual framework
regarding the main things to be studied, which can be explained either in a narrative
form or graphically. For this study the conceptual framework will be presented in
both a graphically and a narrative way.

2.3.1 Conceptualization of RQ 1 — Benefits of Fan Engagement

Research question one focus on professional sports teams benefits of fan engagement.
The benefits will be examined through various studies. The literatures presented
above discuss how fan engagement can develop long-term relationships through
certain variables. The benefits of fan engagement is team identification, fan retention,
new opportunities for sponsorships and brand image.

Team identification
 Loyal fans and fans attached to the organization

The studies chosen for team identification are Gray and Gray (2012), and Sashi
(2012). They have been chosen because they are up-to-date regarding fan engagement
and have similar opinions about the subject, which will provide our thesis with recent
information about the concept.

Gray and Gray (2012), and Sashi (2012) argue about the importance of creating

loyalty and get the fan’s to feel more attached and connected to the team in order to
establish a long-term relationship.

Fan retention
» Fan satisfaction
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* Strengthen the relationship with fans

The studies used for the fan retention section are Sashi (2012), Gray and Gray (2012)
and these have been chosen because they are current studies which explain
satisfaction and strengthening the relationship as important variables resulting in fan
retention. Bee and Kahle (2006) is also chosen because it provides interesting
information about the relationship of sharing information and strengthen the
relationship with fans.

When fan expectations are exceeded, fans are overall satisfied and have developed
highly positive emotions, and that will result in fan retention (Sashi, 2012)

Strengthening the fan-team relationship creates long-term relationships and increases
the fan retention (Gray & Gray, 2012). To strengthen the relationship with fans it is
important for teams to sharing information about the team (Bee & Kahle, 2006).

New opportunities for sponsorships

This section will rely on the studies from (Smith, et al, 2008). The study is chosen
because it shows and explains the relationship between team identification and
sponsors.

Sponsors can be successful if they engage with a professional sports team and its fan
and encourage them to interact and participate in team events. (Smith, et al, 2008)

Brand image

For this section, the study from Tsiotsou (2012) will be used. This study has been
chosen because of its up-to-date information about brand image and fans, and because
the study explains the importance and benefits of a strong sport brand image.

According to Tsiotsou (2012) fans will become more engaged and attached to a team
that’s express their inner-self and reflects the social-self of a customer.

2.3.2 Conceptualization of RQ 2 — Fan Engagement Marketing Strategies

The second research question focus on professional sports teams marketing strategies,
toward their fans. Strategic techniques that are used in order to increase fan
engagement are examined. This section studies online marketing strategies and event
marketing strategies.

Online marketing strategies
+ Official team websites

* Social media

For the online marketing section we have chosen loakimidis (2010), Pronschinske et
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al., (2012) and Sashi, (2012) as studies to use. Online marketing and especially social
media is a rapidly evolving field, and that is the main reason why we have chosen up-
to-date studies for this particular purpose.

Professional sports teams that creates team websites with ways to engage and interact
with fans improve both the fan-team relation and the opportunity to increase time
visitors remains on the website (Ioakimidis, 2012).

It is recommended for professional sports teams to have a clear social media strategy
in order to attract new fans and retain long-lasting relationship with them
(Pronschinske et al., 2012).

Social media can be viewed as a tool, which provides deeper, faster, more frequent
and co-creative interactions with both new and existing fans, for a professional sports
team (Sashi, 2012).

Event marketing strategies
 Fan experience

For the event part, Bodet (2009) and Clemens et al., (2011) will be the studies used.
Bodet (2009) will be used because the article consists of real-life examples of
successful marketing strategies implemented in spectator-events by a professional
sports team. Clemens et al., (2011) is chosen because it provides a conceptual event-
experience model, in which interrelationships between important factors regarding fan
engagement is explained.

It is a necessity for sports marketers to create a positive fan experience with a sporting
event, even if the home team is not winning and when it is an unexcited game (Bodet,
2009).

One key factor that is under the control of sports marketers are building and keeping
spectators interest in a sporting event, as well to fill the stadium with both new and
existing attendance (Clemens et al, 2011).

2.3.3 Graphically Conceptual Framework
The figure below illustrates the conceptual framework graphically with the theories
we have chosen from the literature review.
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3 METHODOLOGY

In the previous section theories was presented in a literature review and the most
significant theories was later presented in a conceptual framework. In this chapter the
research method used for this thesis will be presented. This section will include
discussions about: the purpose of the research, research approach, research strategy,
data collection method, sample selection, analysis of data and finally, quality
standards with validity and reliability.

3.1 PURPOSE OF RESEARCH
As stated by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009), there are three types of purposes
to use when performing a research: exploratory, descriptive and explanatory.

An exploratory study is used when the purpose is to find out what is happening, seek
to clarify and find new insights. The method is flexible and adaptable, and good to use
if the researcher is willing and prepared to change the direction in case new insights
and data appear. The focus is initially broad and as the research progresses the focus
becomes progressively narrower. (Saunders, et al, 2009)

The purpose of a descriptive study is to describe situations or events, rather then
finding the cause to the research problem. This can be an extension of, or a forerunner
to, or a part of an exploratory research. An explanatory study has the purpose to
establish and explain casual relationships between variables. (Saunders, et al, 2009)

Since the purpose of this study is to obtain a deeper understanding about fan
engagement, and that the thesis will describe current situations in professional hockey
teams, the purpose of this study can be viewed as a mix of exploratory and
descriptive.

3.2 RESEARCH APPROACH

There is two research approaches: qualitative and quantitative. A quantitative
approach is used to quantify data and generalize results on a larger number of
samples, such as questionnaires that generates or uses numeric data. A qualitative
approach is used to gain a deeper understanding through a small number of cases,

such as unstructured or semi-structured interviews that generates or uses non-numeric
data. (Saunders, et al, 2009)

The purpose of this research is to obtain a better understanding about fan engagement,
therefore a qualitative research is most suitable because the qualitative data collected
will be expressed in words, which can give insights in the topic, and because the
purpose is not to find a numerical, quantitative generalization. Therefore a qualitative
approach has been chosen for this thesis.
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3.3 RESEARCH STRATEGY

Yin (2009) lists five major research strategies: experiment, survey, archival analysis,
history and case study. Yin (2009) states that the choice of strategy, are affected by
three conditions:

1. Type of research question
2. Control over behavioral events
3. Focus on contemporary events

The following table, table 1, shows the importance of each condition and the relevant
situation for each research strategies:

Table 1: Situations for Different Research Methods

(€Y 2) 3

Method Form of Research | Requires Control | Focuses on

question of Behavioral Contemporary

Events? Events?

Experiment how, why? yes yes
Survey who, what, where, | no yes

how many, how

much?
Archival Analysis | who, what, where, | no yes/no

how many, how

much?
History how, why? no no
Case Study how, why? no yes

Source: Adapted from Yin, 2009, p. 8

For this thesis a case study will be used as research strategy. According to Yin (2009)
a case study are a useful strategy when trying to get a better understanding and
examining a contemporary event, and when no control of the actual behavioral event
is required. A case study’s strength is that it gives the researcher the ability to conduct
direct observations and interviews. Research questions asked in a case study is “how”
and “why”. (Yin, 2009)

Even though our first research question, “What are the benefits of increased fan
engagement?”, is a “what” type of question, it has the same purpose as “how” or
“why” questions, because it will answer how and why they are benefits. Yin (2009)
states that ”what” questions can be exploratory and the first research question is in
fact exploratory. The second research question, “How can the marketing strategies be
explained?”, is a “how” type of question.

Due to the fact that our research questions are of “how” and “why” types, and that
focus is on a current event and does not require control over a behavioral event, a case
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study is the most suitable research strategy to answer the research questions and by
that reach the purpose of this study.

3.4 DATA COLLECTION METHOD

According to Yin (2009) there are six different sources to collect data from for a case
study: documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant-
observation, and physical artifacts.

For this study interviews will be used. The strengths and weaknesses for interviews
used as a source is presented in table 2:

Table 2: Sources of Evidence: Strengths and Weaknesses

Source of Data Strengths Weaknesses
Interviews * Targeted: focuses directly | ® Bias due to poorly articulated
on case study topic questions
* Insightful: provides * Response bias
perceived casual * Inaccuracies due to poor
inferences and recall
explanations * Reflexivity: interviewee
gives what interviewer wants
to hear

Source: Adapted from Yin 2009, p. 102

According to Yin (2009) an interview is one of the most important and essential
sources of case study information. An interview can be targeted, which means that it
focuses on the research topic. It can also provide insights about the casual inferences
and explanations. An interview is a guided conversation by specific questions, rather
than a structured inquiry. That means that the stream of discussion will be fluid and
flexible rather than inflexible. (ibid)

The interviews for this study will be with individuals, both face-to-face and through
telephone and they will be audio-recorded. The interviews will be semi-structured,
which means that the interviewee’s answers might make the flow of the discussion
vary between the interviews (Saunders, et al, 2009). An interview guide with prepared
questions is developed to use as an instrument in order to guide the conversation. The
questions is based on theory brought up in the conceptual framework in chapter two,
and will be open-ended which will make us able to ask the interviewee about the facts
of a matter as well as their opinions about events (Yin, 2009).

The reason why there will be both face-to-face interviews and a telephone interview is
because a interview will be done with Frolunda Indians that is located in Gothenburg,
and due to the lack of time and financial resources we will not be able to perform the
interview in place. Saunders, et al, (2009) says that face-to-face interviews allow
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more complex questions than telephone interviews, despite that the same questions
will be asked during the interviews.

The importance of multiple sources of evidence is Yin (2009) first principle of data
collection. Yin (2009) uses the word “Triangulation” and describes it as “rationale
for using multiple sources of evidence”. Yin (2009) states that a major strength of
case studies data collection is the opportunity to use many different sources of
evidence. Due to the matter of time the interviews are our only source of collecting
data for this study.

3.5 SAMPLE SELECTION

The purpose of this study is to obtain a deeper understanding about fan engagement in
professional sports teams. Therefore the chosen industry for this study is professional
sport with concentration to professional hockey teams in form of teams from the
Swedish Hockey League (SHL). We have chosen the SHL because we are interested
in this league and we are actively following this league.

The SHL consists of 12 teams from around in Sweden. We have chosen to do proper
and detailed interviews with the three most interesting teams, according to us, in the
SHL. The teams that will be interviewed are Skellefted AIK, Modo Hockey and
Frolunda Indians. Skellefted AIK, located in Skelleftea, and Modo Hockey, located in
Ornskéldsvik, have been chosen because of their geographical location, which means
that it is a preferred distance to travel, and that enabled for us to come and visit them
to perform face-to-face interviews. Modo Hockey and Frélunda Indians have also
been chosen because we have a personal connection to them, and are fans of these
teams because they are from our hometowns. Since Frolunda Indians are located in
Gothenburg we was not able to travel there to perform a face-to-face interview, thus
there was a telephone interview with them.

The individuals that was be interviewed are marketing managers or employees that
work within the marketing department, that has a broad knowledge about how the
teams work with their marketing strategy. The interviewees have been chosen with a
judgmental sampling method, which means that we have found the persons best fitted
for this research and will provide us with the best answers to the questions, based on
their knowledge and professional judgment (Saunders et al., 2009). The persons
interviewed for this thesis are:

» Anna Ersson, Director of Sales and Marketing at Skellefted AIK

» Anders Trollsés, CEO and President at Modo Hockey

» Peter Gyllander, Director of Communications & Media Relations at Frolunda
Indians

From now on the clubs will not only be referred to as Modo Hockey, Skellefted AIK
and Frolunda Indians, but also Modo, Skellefted and Frolunda.
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3.6 ANALYSIS OF DATA

According to Yin (2009) there are four general strategies when analyzing the
collected data: relying in theoretical propositions, developing a case description, using
both qualitative and quantitative data, and examining rival explanations.

For analyzing the data collected for this study, we will use the “relying on theoretical
propositions”-strategy. This means that the existing theories and theoretical
propositions that have designed this case study and data collection plan will be
analyzed and compared with the collected data. (Yin, 2009)

After deciding the strategy, the next thing is to define which specific analytic
techniques that will be used (Yin, 2009). There are five analytic techniques according
to Yin (2009): pattern matching, explanation building, time-series analysis, logic
models and cross-case synthesis.

For this thesis, the pattern-matching technique will be used. This technique has been
chosen because it deals with external and internal validity, and compares the collected
empirical data, in our case from the interviews, with the theory used for this thesis to
see if they match.

There is two ways of analyzing data collected for a case study. The first one, with-in
case analysis, is explained as comparing the collected data against the theory used in
the study. The other one, cross-case analysis, is explained as comparing the collected
data from different cases with each other. (Yin, 2009) Analyzing qualitative data are
done by three steps: Data Reduction, Data Display and Drawing Conclusions. (Miles
& Huberman, 1994)

Both with-in case analyses and cross-case analysis will be used for this thesis. First,
each case will be analyzed with a with-in analysis comparing the empirical data with
the theory and then a cross-case analysis will be done to show similarities and
dissimilarities. The three steps data reduction, data display and drawing conclusions,
will be used when analyzing the empirical data. The empirical data will be reduced
and the essential parts will be displayed in an organized way and compared with the
theory used, in order to draw conclusions and answer the research questions.

3.7 QUALITY STANDARDS

To establish the quality and creditability for this research the validity and reliability
has to be considered. Yin (2009) explains four tests that have to be considered. Three
test for validity: construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and one for the
reliability. These will be presented in the following table, table 3. After the table they
will further be explained in relation to how they will be used in this thesis
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Table 3: Case Study Tactics for Four Design Tests

Tests Case Study Tactic Phase of research in
which tactic occurs

Construct *  Use multiple sources of evidence | Data collection

validity * Establish chain of evidence Data collection

 Have key informants review draft | Composition
case study report

Internal validity | ¢ Do pattern matching Data analysis
* Do explanation building Data analysis
* Address rival explanations Data analysis
* Use logic models Data analysis
External validity | ¢ Use theory in single-case studies Research design
* Use replication logic in multiple- | Research design
case studies
Reliability * Use case study protocol Data collection
* Develop case study database Data collection

Source: Adapted from Yin 2009, p. 41

3.7.1 Validity
Construct validity establish the correct optional measures for the concepts that are

being studied (Yin, 2009). Three tactics for this test are suggested, as showed in table
3. This thesis will only use interviews as a source of evidence, therefore we will not
use multiple source of evidence. The theory used in this thesis has created a chain of
evidence that will be considered when analyzing the empirical data. Key informants,
e. g supervisors, has read and supervised the study.

Internal validity is only for explanatory studies and not for exploratory and
descriptive studies (Yin, 2009). Since this study is a mix of an exploratory and a
descriptive study, the internal validity will not be an issue for this thesis.

External validity establishes the domain to which a study’s findings can be
generalized. When analyzing qualitative data the assumption of generalizing the
findings is a problem because of the poor basis offered from a single case. (Yin, 2009)
This study will explore three teams in the SHL and find out how they work with fan
engagement. The findings will be drawn from only these teams and may therefore be
too narrow to generalize for other teams. However, since the teams in the SHL work
very similar the theory that led to this study can be generalized, and the findings and
implications can be generalizable.

3.7.2 Reliability
Reliability demonstrates if the study can be repeated with the same procedures and

reaches the same findings and conclusions. The purpose of reliability is to minimize
the risk of errors and biases. (Yin, 2009) For this study an interview guide has been
developed to increase the reliability and to make this study repeatable. The
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interviewees has not known about the questions in for hand and to reduce error the
interviews will be held in Swedish, so that any misunderstandings or doubt can be
discussed in a more fluid way, and so that the interviewee’s answers isn’t restrained
due to a different language knowledge than their native language. The interviews will
be audio-recorded and then transcribed so that it will be easier to get an overall view
of the answers and so that nothing is forgotten when analyzing the data. There can be
a risk of reliability when translating the data into English, but good knowledge in the
English language and good translating skills will minimalize the risk of reliability.
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4 EMPERICAL DATA

The previous section presented the methodology of the thesis. In this chapter
empirical data collected from interviews with three professional hockey clubs in the
Swedish Hockey League (SHL) will be presented. The clubs will be presented
separately based on, and in the same order as the conceptual framework and
research questions. First an introduction will be presented of the clubs and as well a
presentation of the person interviewed.

4.1 SKELLEFTEA AIK

4.1.1 Background

Skellefted AIK was founded 1921 but it wasn’t until 1943 they started play hockey. In
1985 the club's hockey organization was detached and a pure hockey club with the
name Skellefted AIK Hockey was formed. The team is located in Skellefted and the
home arena is Skelleftea Kraft Arena. The turnover for 2012 was 110,7 million SEK.
Skellefted AIK has 70 fulltime employees. (Skelleftea AIK, 2013)

SKELLEFTEA
AIK HOCKEY

Source: Skelleftea AIK, 2013

Anna Ersson, director of sales and marketing at Skellefted AIK, works overall with
sales, both in terms of tickets as well as advertising, and marketing of games.

4.1.2 RQ 1 - Benefits of Fan Engagement

According to Anna Ersson a loyal supporter is a fan that follow and support the team,
and does that mainly at the arena and wants to emphasize on these fans as the most
loyal fans. Fans can be loyal even if they do not live in Skellefted and have the
possibility to visit the arena, but follows and supports the team in other ways, such as
memberships. Ms. Ersson further argues that there are a lot of fans that consider
themselves as loyal because they are at home, sitting in the couch cheering and
watching the game on TV through pirate channels. The respondent sees this as a
problem and is not considering these fans as loyal fans because they are not directly
contributing any support, both at the arena and in a financial matter.

According to Ms. Ersson it is important to involve and engage fans, make them feel
important, and make them participate to create a good atmosphere at the games. Ms.
Ersson further says that a major benefit with engaged fans is the power of word-of-
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mouth and how fast words is spreading, which makes it easy for the team to advertise
different events.

Skellefted AIK is having a good and close relationship with their fans. Ms. Ersson
says that they have several different types of fans, everything from their official
supporter group, North Power, with the hard-core fans, to an older gentleman in the
seats. Ms. Ersson further says that they are working to maintain and improve the
relationship with fans by communicating, sending out weekly newsletters, invite the
buyers of season-tickets to information-gatherings to present news and letting them
meet people within the organization, and that they have several meetings with North
Power during the season. The interviewee has noticed that the attendance on the
meetings has decreased, and thinks it has to do with the lack of time, therefore
providing information has to go through other ways. According to Ms. Ersson, it is
important to establish such a relationship so that fans understands and feels like they
are of importance, that they feel identified and attached to the team and that they are
the difference between winning and losing, and to achieve that the term “together”
has been heavily used as a communicatively concept. Another important thing with
the relationship with fans is to make them feel that it is a greater experience to watch
the game live, because if they have a full arena the team will get support both by a
financial way and by cheering fans.

In order to make fans feel satisfied after the game and give them the intention to
attend future games, Ms. Ersson says that they are working with the level at the arena,
to inform personnel working with the game how to treat fans and to provide good
service. The respondent further explains that they are looking at each game, to make a
plan how they will fill the arena by offering something else, besides the hockey, that
are appealing for the entire segment, and find the right segment for the game and have
a theme of the game that give fans incitement to attend. They are using the standing
places as a step-in product where the tickets are cheaper to attract younger fans. Ms.
Ersson explains that these younger fans are important and needs to be captured in an
early stage and increase the interest in hockey to create retention among them, so that
they in the future will become buyers of season-tickets and thereby generate revenue.
The club focusing on retaining and strengthen the relationship with their current fans,
even though it is important to attract new fans, according to Ms. Ersson. Since
Skellefted AIK has been playing very well and has been in the final the last three
years, the interviewee says that it is hard to say if they would have a lesser fan
attendance at the game if the team performs badly. The respondent says that they
know that the attendance goes up and down, and thinks that the performance of the
team will influence some fans intention to attend games, and that it is important to
create an experience at the arena besides the hockey to attract these fans. The
interviewee further says that during these three years they have experienced it hard in
overall to attract fans to the game, and thinks it because the lack of time and that fans
today are more picky about where and how they spend their money, and that it is
more convenience to stay home and watch the game on TV.
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Anna Ersson describes Skellefted AIK’s brand image and how they want the brand to
be perceived, with the term together as the ground idea, a brand with passion that
plays fast-paced hockey with a great atmosphere at the game, and emotions and
solidarity. Ms. Ersson further says that they want to be perceived as a serious
organization and Sweden’s leading hockey organization that will be able to compete
for and win the trophy year after year. Since they won the league this season, the
respondent says that they will have a humble approach but keep the hunger and show
that they are not pleased just because they won the trophy. The respondent argues that
strengthen the brand and that fans like the brand goes hand in hand, and further says
that fans like the brand because it is expressed in their presence, that it has
transparency and that they provide them with interesting information that fans are
looking for, such as behind the scenes material.

Regarding sponsorship, Ms. Ersson says that they are working with sponsors from the
local area, to create a “local feeling” for fans at the arena. The respondent says that
they are working to establish long-term relationships with the sponsors, and that it is a
benefit to have local sponsors because they can create events together with them. The
interviewee further says that they are working to get more sponsors and trying to find
new ways to involve sponsors, and says that a trend has been noticed among the
sponsors that they want to be more active and do different things at the arena to
engage and be more involved. Ms. Ersson says that they could use the technology in
the arena in more ways with sponsoring, but that the right balance has to be found so
it will not be an annoyance for fans.

The team’s merchandise has been outsourced to another company, because of their
great knowledge in the area, that deals with basically everything about the products,
e.g. purchasing, inventory and distribute the merchandise to the stores. Ms. Ersson
says that they have a close relationship with this company and has a dialog about the
collection, design and how it will be communicated out to fans. Regarding other
goods and services, Ms. Ersson says that they are working to provide services at the
restaurant and sports bar in the arena, and having betting areas around the arena, and
communicate special offers in the arena, through the jumbotron and speakers, and
before the game through the newsletter and the website. They have tried to have
personnel walking around in the arena selling beverage, candy and so on, without
success, the respondent thinks that is because fans wants to move and walk around
during the breaks.

4.1.3 RQ 2 - Fan Engagement Marketing Strategies

Regarding if Skellefted AIK has a specific online marketing strategy, Ms. Ersson says
that they have an overall marketing strategy that includes which marketing channels
they should use, and a strategy and the purpose with social media, and further says
that they have starting to use WebTV where they send their own match studio from
the arena.

30



Skellefted’s official team website is used as a one-way communication tool. The
objectives with the website is according to Ms. Ersson, to communicate the brand and
the purpose of the team, and to provide information and communicate their offers, and
having interesting information and articles about the team. The respondent states that
they do not have a forum on the website where fans can make comments. The largest
newspaper in Skellefted has two journalists working fulltime with a hockey blog
covering the club. This is according to Ms. Ersson favorable for the brand, and
positive in regard that the journalists are handling all opinions from fans, although the
club does not control the information.

To interact with fans Skellefted are using social media, for example Facebook where
fans can talk about and express their thoughts. The respondent says that they are using
Instagram and Facebook, and that the objectives with social media is to strengthen the
brand and interact with fans, and states that they are very careful to use it as a sales
channel. The interviewee says that they want to provide fans, through social media,
with easygoing information that fans often are seeking such as pictures and interviews
from the looker room, and information about players that are injured. Anna explains
that they sometimes have competition and/or polls on Facebook and Instagram to
interact and involve fans.

Anna Ersson argues that, except from hockey, it is the entire event that should be a
great experience. Everything from when fans enter the stadium, the visuals with lights
and music, the opening of the game and entertainment during the intermission are
important and things they can control and work with. Another important thing in the
live experience according to Ms. Ersson, is the supporter group North Stars that
arrange the tifosi and cheering songs in the arena. The respondent says that they have
a relationship and communication with this group but that they work as an
independent group and doesn’t want to be controlled. The respondent further
discusses that the club follows a schedule for the intro, starting with a song developed
for this occasion that everyone sings to, followed by special effects and
flamethrowers. The interviewee says that they have developed a CD with songs that
they always are playing at the arena, before the games and in breaks, so it will be a
recognizable mood enhancer for fans. The interviewee says that during the games
they are enhancing what is happening on the ice, for example if there is a goal there
will be lights and every screen will have “goal” on it, if there is a power play it will
say “power play” on the screens and a replay of the incident will be shown, and if it is
box play it will say “box play” on the screens. Ms. Ersson further says that they do
not do anything in particular to interact with fans during these breaks. During the
intermissions, the respondent says that they are always trying to have some kind of
activity on the ice or in the arena, depending on what kind of theme the game has, e.g.
family-theme. They have something that they call “the dream shot” where fans from
the audience who has signed up for the drawing of lots, are invited to the ice to shot a
puck into a tiny hole at the goal to win a car or a trip to a game in NHL. Ms. Ersson
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further says that other times they have kids playing a match and sometimes they have
their mascot Garvis, that walks around and shoot out candy into the audience. They
are arranging fans-corner on specific dates, where the players are being interviewed
and writing autographs. After games that are closer to or in the weekend, they have
“after ice” in the sports bar. Ms. Ersson says that after some of the games it is not
worth trying to keep fans at the arena because they just want to go home, like a game
on a Monday or Tuesday before payday.

Ms. Ersson states that they are having other activities and events, besides the actual
game event, where they involve and engage with fans. The respondent says that they
have had events like Christmas gifts evenings where fans can come and meet the team
and get autographs, “AIK on tour” is another event where they travel around with
different players and visiting fans from other parts in Sweden, another big event they
have is one when they are playing away games in Stockholm, where they are inviting
companies and fans that lives in Stockholm to come and mingle. Ms. Ersson further
discuss that they are inviting fans to the teams first ice-practice and that they have
playoff-kickoff where fans can skate with the team and also get autographs, that
according to Ms. Ersson is really appreciated. The respondent states that it is
important to try to give back as much as they can to fans.

4.2 MODO HOCKEY

4.2.1 Background
Modo Hockey originates from the city of Ornskoldsvik and was established in 1921.

Modo’s home arena is Fjillraiven Center. Today the club has around 730 employees,
in which 90 are fulltime employees. The yearly turnover was in 2012 around 140
million SEK for the club. (Modo Hockey, 2013)

Source: Modo Hockey, 2013

Anders Trollsas is the CEO and President of Modo Hockey and Evenemangsarenan i
O-vik AB. Modo Hockey operates as a non-profit organization, although the club
owns the limited company Evenemangsarenan i Ornskdldsvik AB, which in turn
owns the club’s arena, Fjillrdven center, and is responsible for all operations

regarding the arena.

4.2.2 RQ 1 - Benefits of Fan Engagement
Mr. Trollsas defines a loyal supporter as a person that continuously follow and

support the team in any way. Not necessarily attend games at Fjéllrdven center, Modo
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also have fans attending and supporting the team at other arenas, which according to
Mr. Trollsés are considered to be loyal fans, even if these fans not directly contribute
with income for the club.

Regarding the relationship Modo has with its fans, Mr. Trollsas argues that fans
consist of different groups. On one hand there is Modo’s official supporter group,
Lumberjacks, which consists of the teams hard-core fans, the club has regularly and
direct contact with. Another group is season ticket holders that do not scream and
shout during games, they are supporters too, in which the club has a relationship,
according to the respondent, and continues to state that the club in general has a good
relationship with its fans, although it is impossible to have a relation with every fan.
Modo also have supporter groups in other parts of the country, in which the club has a
good relation with. Mr. Trollsas further state that supporters are demanding, and that
demands are often connected to results, he also believes that it is important how the
team is perceived from fans, and vital how the club acts and handling different
situations that can occur. When it comes to communicating with fans, the interviewee
states that the club are often judged by its fans, and that they receive both positive and
negative feedback. One factor that that assist the good relation with fans is according
to Mr. Trollsés the fact that the club are thorough and consistent with event security.
The club believes it is handling the security-issue well without being too strict.
Further the interviewee explains that fans have lots of emotions during games and that
is something the club have to respect for, and that good communication is key both
with the clubs own fans as well as visiting supporters.

Regarding strengthen the relationship with fans, Mr. Trollsas argues that it is not
possible or desirable to establish relationships that are too deep and close with fans,
and that some sort of distance needs to be created, at least from some parts of the
organization e.g. security and front office. Although, the club tries to have a close
relationship and good communication with fans, from the sport section of the
organization. Modo has several meetings with the core of Lumberjacks during a
season to discuss different topics. Apart from the hard-core fans, the club also has
communication with season ticket holders, not together, because it is difficult to
gather all season ticket holders at the same time. The club sends out a special
magazine for members.

Mr. Trollsds argues that the club is dependent on its fans and that it is impossible to
manage a professional sports team without revenue and fans are an important source
of income for the organization, and that source of income starts with fans interest in
the club. If the club cannot provide a product that is attractive for fans they wont
attend games and provide income for the club. Because of this the clubs objective is to
have a product that is attractive for fans and supporters, Mr. Trollsas, states that fans
are satisfied if the organization are able to exceed expectations.
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Even though Modo hockey historically is an established club in the Swedish Hockey
League, with traditions of advancing in playoffs. The organization has to have
realistic objectives, especially in regard of the increased competition in form of a
close Swedish Hockey League, according to the respondent. Further Mr. Trollsas
states that the club cannot promise to win gold every season, instead fans of Modo
can expect that the club are in the playoff race at the end of the season both with the
first team as well as the clubs youth section, it is nothing the club can promise,
although that is the objective. Modo won the Swedish championship in 2007 and that
victory ended a 28-year-old wait for its fans. Moreover, the interviewee believes that
if the club communicates and fans expect to win every season that will make it
impossible to be able to exceed expectations.

Regarding fan retention and satisfying fans, Mr. Trollsas explains that the team’s
hard-core supporters, attend every game, and don not need a significant amount of
resources. Lumberjacks makes it on their own the only important factor is to give
them the opportunity to have a cheering-section, which is a spectacle that pretty much
only exists in Swedish hockey, The National Hockey League (NHL) does not have
that. The interviewee states that it is important to have interplay with the hard-core
fans and an understanding for their culture and way of doing things. Furthermore, the
club has a responsibility to create an attractive event for the rest of its fans. The
respondent considers it as challenge to satisfy all types of fan groups, because they
have clearly different needs and wants. Mr. Trollsds states that it is easier in NHL
where it is possible to arouse an entire arena, sitting down. Although, in the NHL the
crowd can also be quite for 20 min as well as leave their seat to eat, the crowd in
Sweden does not act that way. The club is constantly working in order to create a
better event for its fans, with a main focus on visuals and sound, e.g., smoke
machines, lightings and sounds. The club is uncertain if all fans desire this approach,
and that they have almost reached maximum capability in that regard, it needs to be at
a functional level in order to satisfy all fans. The club also needs to attract new fans,
and the need of that group is of course unknown but needs to be considered. The club
needs around 20% of the entire population in the commune to attend every game in
order to fill the arena, so it is a necessity to have a wide-range focus. Mr. Trollsas
argues that it is impossible to focus on one target group that will result in an
attendance of around 1600 people, because that’s the biggest segment. The club needs
to do something for everyone, kids, parents, and women. On way of handling this is to
create different theme nights, e.g. Ladies night, to attract more women and Kids-day
to recruit future attendance.

Modo is experiencing a difference in attendance when the team is not performing
well. Mr. Trollsas underlines that it depends on other factors as well. In the middle of
the series e.g. the months of October, November if the team does not perform well
then, the team experiencing a drop in attendance, even season ticket holder, choose to
do something else. Mr. Trollsés also believe it is a matter of time; people do not have
time for 28 home games today, especially not families. Modo does not act differently
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in these situations, the interviewee states that the club never offers discounts on game
tickets, that would only result in dissatisfaction for fans that paid full price. Although,
the respondent argues that rare occasions can occur with rebates on tickets through
business partners, never from the club itself.

Mr. Trollsds describes Modo brand image to be associated with a historically
successful youth academy and with the notable number of players the organization
have provide for NHL, which is, according to Mr. Trollsas, a remarkable effort from a
very small city. The respondent further states that the feeling, if it is something in the
water, together with long-term professionalism as main variables in the brand. Local
associations with the brand are the dream and the vision is to have five guys from the
same street in the city to play together in the same line in an NHL club.

Modo wants to have loyal sponsors, with regional connection. In the city there are
many successful small-sized companies, which are, very loyal and understands the
importance and value with collaboration with the club. Today the club needs national
sponsors, and the respondent believes that the brand is interesting for both national as
well as international sponsors and points out that, and that this is something only a
few teams in the league can attract. Mr. Trollsas further states that Modo’s brand
stands for something unique compared to other teams. At the moment the club are
selling sponsorships which cover around 90% to full price. Although the club are
looking to expand sponsorships opportunities, not advertised exposure, the club wants
to find a good balance and not exceed the cluttered sponsorship landscape and with
efforts connected to the brand. The club also working on attracting sponsors
connected to women in order to attract large companies such as H&M and Lindex and
strengthen the women fan base.

According to Mr. Trollsds is team merchandise, interesting but the main thing is not
to get rich but the most important is support and enhancing the brand image. The club
planning on investing in a really good web shop, they have international fan which is
interested in buying team apparel. Modo also have plans on outsourcing sales of team
merchandise, because it could be better to let sales professionals handle that. Mr.
Trollsas argues further that the Restaurant-operation of the club is interesting, food,
beverage and entertainment is believed to be an increasing demand from spectators.
The restaurant need to be considered, even though its contribution margin is not as
good compared to rink-side advertising, according to the interviewee. Regarding the
ice sold central through Swedish Hockey League, the club believes they get more
money that way, so that is a channel they cannot control.

4.2.3 RQ 2 - Fan Engagement Marketing Strategies

The interviewee states that online marketing strategies is constantly evolving, due to
fast changing landscape. One factor in the teams online strategy is that all important
official information in which the club want to be sender of will always be presented
on the team website first. Mr. Trollsés states that the club has a big Facebook group
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and presence on both Twitter and Instagram, with a focus to have a mirroring-image
on content from the clubs team website. It is important for the club to fluctuate its
communication strategies. There are a lot of speculations and opinions about the
team, and sometimes the club leak things to these forums. Further the respondent
states the need to be balanced in order to keep professionalism, and that the club don
not want anybody else to be the sender of its information, and have to control of its
content. The club tries to be up-to-date, adapt, what fans desire, and they believes that
it is not enough to know who is playing with who, now its more interest in the team
such as what players are eating for dinner and who they are dating. The club believes
they somehow have to adapt to that.

The club uses the team website as a one-way communication tool to provide fans with
information. Historically the supporter group Lumberjacks had a fan-forum on the
site, but in order not to restrict them, Lumberjacks now have their own site separated
from the official team site. The club can still read it and look for feedback regarding
potential improvements. The club has recently changed their site, with a new design
and more user-friendly. Mr. Trollsds says that the team website has a clear strategy
with its website and that it is a little up tight and it is even difficult to find
misspellings and that social media is more relaxed.

The respondent states that the club has no specific social media strategy, although
they want to spread as much information as possible. The club are relatively new with
use of social media, and its main use are to mirroring things from the team website.
Mr. Trollsas believes social media is a great tool to use and it allows for fan
interaction, without restrictions, and welcoming feedback from the club if they post
information of a player signing on e.g. Facebook, in form of likes and comments from
fans. The interviewee argues that the club tries to post many videos on Facebook, and
more pictures from around the team, when something is happening, practices, on the
bus, make it possible for fans to follow the team closer, with clearer communication
from the club. Mr. Trollsas believes it is important to interact and engage fans and
that social media today is an integrated part of society, and the fact that hockey is
public business. Modo states that social media is a vital tool for fan engagement as
long as the club can keep the professionalism and excitement factors. The club does
not perform particularly innovative action for engaging fans on social media just
standard actions such as competitions, polls and lotteries. Moreover Mr. Trollsas says
that the older parts of fans are conservative and use social media in a limited way.

Modo are working with creating a good event experience for its fans, the club does a
lot of things together with the other teams in the Swedish Hockey League such as
investing in a powerful Wi-Fi network in all arenas, and with a large project called
“better then home” a key factor with that project is to compete with the TV-audience,
to provide fans with information, and change the fact that fans can get more
information if watching the game on TV compared to attend the game. The club,
cannot control the convince of watching a game at home, although the club needs to
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control the information and a powerful Wi-Fi assist in that matter, and that the club
planning to use smart phones in a wider-range in the future as an interactive tool.
According to Mr. Trollsés it is vital to focus on things the club can control. Modo
invests in a lot of areas, especially in visuals, sound and the restaurant operation, they
are trying to take advantage of intermissions and other breaks to sell and serve
spectators. The interviewee says that availability, is a key word a and it is something
the club is working hard to achieve together with logistics, so that everything is at the
right place at the right time in order to make it convenient for fans an minimize lines.
The club invests a lot in new technology and has an external event consultant in order
to be able to get a different view of the event and to attain knowledge what fans want.

Modo has an intro containing team achievements and historical success in order to
enhance fans emotions for the club before a game starts. The club does a mix of
things during and before games, and put efforts in visuals and sounds which are
familiar for fans at the same time as the club tries to surprise fans with something
new. According to the Mr. Trollsas is power breaks created whit the intention to sell
that time/space to companies. The club had an agreement to sell that space together
with other teams in the Swedish Hockey League. Although, that did not really turned
out the way the club had hoped, so power breaks are now being sold to local
businesses. The interviewee believes it is important to have different feelings if it is a
power play or a box play. Power play should be up-tempo music and a positive
feeling, while box-plays and when the other team scores, should be the opposite, with
slow music, cool things down, in order to excite fans when the puck drops again.

Modo whishes fans to stay as long as possible after games. The club has a couple of
pubs, and a restaurant at suite-level. Every Saturday there is a live band or a DJ, as
well as “fans corner”, which is when two players after a game attend a place to talk
and sign autographs for an hour. In some occasions the club uses their own TV-
studio, and conducts interviews with interesting people, coaches etc. The club
believes in creating a positive live feeling for fans.

The interviewee explains that the club engaging and involving fans during events in
some games during a season, but not every game because that would be to much for
both the organization and fans. E.g. invite fans to dress in a specific way during a
game, and to do different things. Sometimes the club co-create typhus’s with their
official supporter group Lumberjacks. The club also tries to create different theme
nights, as mentioned. Modo does not actively work with events online

The club believes that it is important to interact and engage with fans, and really
believes that more interaction is necessary. Further, Mr. Trollsas states that Swedish
hockey clubs have a lot to learn from NHL, although the fans have different needs
and wants with different culture and act differently. The respondent argues further
that fans get better-perceived experience from an event if they have participated in it.
Furthermore, fans perceive the same game differently depending on if they are sitting
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or standing in the official supporter group. The interviewee discusses another factor
which is influenced from NHL, the LED-signs, and especially the LED-strip around
in the arena, the club cannot really afford that yet, put plans to bet that in the future,
Mr. Trollsés believes that could strengthen the overall experience with the event. The
respondent believes that fans perceive games differently, a spectator that watches
almost every game, knows the players and know whom plays together have a
different and more intense engagement and understanding for hockey compared to
other fans.

4.3 FROLUNDA INDIANS

4.3.1 Background
Frolunda Indians originates from Gothenburg and their home arena is Scandinavium.

Frolunda was established 1930 but it was not until 1943 they started to play hockey.
1984 the hockey section became an own organization. The organization has 65
fulltime employees and the turn over for 2012 was around 127 million SEK.
(Frélunda Indians, 2013)

Source: Frolunda Indians, 2013

Peter Gyllander is the director of communications and media relations for Frolunda.
Mr. Gyllander is responsible for all internal and external communication in all
channels, from advertising, media, to members.

4.3.2 RQ 1 - Benefits of Fan Engagement

Peter Gyllander define a loyal supporter as a person which shows passion and
engagement, and adds, that a loyal supporter does not always have to agree and be
positive the most important is to be engaged.

The interviewee describes the relationship with their fans as very good, and that the
club has good communications with their fans. Frolunda has regular meetings with
fans and Mr. Gyllander underlines the importance with good communication with
fans, and points out that fans have many options to contact the team and give
feedback. The club tries to be as accessible and open as possible with media, in order
to provide as much information to supporters as possible. Although, the club states
that it is important have clear restrictions what fans can and cannot do.
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Frolunda are actively working with strengthen the relation with their fans, and
especially with their official supporter group “Goa Gubbar” which consists of the
clubs hard-core fans. Mr. Gyllander says it is important to work together in a
cooperative environment with the official supporter group, which creates a good
relationship over time. In that relationship the club both gives and receives feedback.

The clubs objective with the relationship with their fans is, according to the
respondent, to have a good relationship and that it is nothing that can be measured.
The club argues that there is many positive outcomes with a close and deep relation
with its fans, they can provide the club with advice and feedback regarding game
events and create a good atmosphere in the arena.

Regarding retention of fans and to make them satisfied, the club believes how the
team is performing is a vital part. When the team performs well, play an appealing
hockey, and the fact that the team has some star players helps satisfying fans, and is
something the club can influence. Moreover, Mr. Gyllander explains that it is
significant that everything is functioning in the arena, that there are enough good
seats, deals on game tickets and that fans a being recognized, respected and that the
club listen to its fans. The interviewee, once again underlines good communications
with fans, to be the main factor.

If the team performs poorly in one game, it won’t result with a drop in attendance the
next couple of games, according to Mr. Gyllander. Although, he believes that if the
team is placed around 7-8 in the standings during the course of a season compared to
the top, that will however have a negative affect on attendance. The club does not
work differently in times when the team performs bad, compared to when the team
performs well. The club has a good relation with its fans and a solid way of working,
so the only change in these situations is a different approach in order for fan to stay
within restrictions set by the club.

Mr. Gyllander describes Frolunda’s brand to be associated with everything the club
stands for, with the objectives of being a successful hockey club that foster and
develops young and talented hockey players. That is very important for the club.
Furthermore, the club has four value words, connected to the brand, which is passion,
courage, solidarity, and responsibility. These words are something the club tries to
permeate in all activities. Mr. Gyllander further states that he wants the brand to be
associated with positive, fun, offensive-oriented, and goal-orientated hockey.

Frolunda’s existing strategies with sponsorships consist of commercials on the
jumbotron, boards advertising with an effort to focus on sponsoring in new media.
Mr. Gyllander argues that it might not be the most modern channels, although efforts
are in place to modernize and digitalize sales of sponsorships. Further, the clubs tries
to locate more money from different budgets, then the sponsorship budget, in order to
attain more money for sponsorships. The respondent states that it is easier to retain
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sponsors compared to attract new ones, although, creating sponsorship contacts is a
continuous process. Frolunda are working with creating new opportunities for
sponsorships, in from of new products, especially within new media. The interviewee
continues to explain that today’s market is more demanding and requires more efforts
from the club toward its sponsors. The club works hard to establish and maintain
extensive buyer-seller networks together with its sponsors.

Frolunda has outsourced all sales regarding team merchandise, the club believes they
are lacking expertise in the area and that it is better for a company that are
professionals to handle all sales. The club is part of a council together with the
company concerning production and design of products, in which the club have the
final say, apart from that, is everything in regard of Frolunda’s team merchandise
handled by the outsourcing company.

Sales of other products and services, such as food and beverages is nothing Frolunda
can influence or affect, because the club does not own the arena Scandinavium where
they play their home games. The club can only affect sales of tickets and
sponsorships, otherwise it is Scandinavium that have exclusive rights to sell food and
beverages inside of the arena.

4.3.3 RQ 2 - Fan Engagement Marketing Strategies

Mr. Gyllander states that they have an online marketing strategy, a clear strategy
about where, when and how they want to be perceived, so that they will operate in the
same way, communicate the right and constant message, use the same font and design
in order to be recognized in all their work online. The respondent further says that
they are collaborating with another bureau that helps them develop the message.

Frolunda have a clear objective with their website. According to Mr. Gyllander the
objective is to commercialize the website to earn more money, and that is a project,
called “Frolunda-TV”, that they are working with at the moment. The interviewee
says that they see great potential in their website because they are among the top three
in number of unique visitors in the league. The respondent further explains that the
website are their most important communication channel, and they use the website to
releases their own version of news and information so that the right message is
communicated instead of the evening newspapers versions.

Mr. Gyllander argues that Frolunda’s have been active in social media for several
years, and that they have the largest Facebook group in the league, and one of the
largest in the world. They are using Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and the purpose
with social media is to create an interest for the organization and build the brand, to
release pictures from the looker room and news on Facebook and short messages on
Twitter and Instagram, and to give fans something extra that will influence them to
attend games. The respondent states that they are not using social medias for
commercial use. Mr. Gyllander explains that they are having a two-way-
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communication on Facebook and that they are in the process to improve Twitter and
Instagram to be able to handle the communication.

Mr. Gyllander says that they are trying to create an attractive event and that they have
the project “Better then home” with the other teams in the league that has the purpose
to provide as much and as good information as possible for fans in the arena, almost
the same information people can get when they watching the game on TV. The
respondent says that they are trying to create an attractive and exciting event that will
influence fans intention to attend games. The respondent further explains that it is
important that it happens a lot of activities that contributes to a better atmosphere in
the arena because that will make fans attend, even if the team are performing badly
over a shorter period.

The interviewee says that before the game they are having tents outside the arena
where players are signing jerseys, autographs and taking pictures and talks with fans,
and also there is music playing to create a good mood outside. Sometimes the match
host hands out a price. Mr. Gyllander says that they have an intro to the match where
they show an introduction film and plays a special song that everyone is singing along
to, to create a good mood and atmosphere in the arena before the players enter the ice.

In the intermissions, Mr. Gyllander says that they are having the Frélunda-TV in
Scandinavium where the host and an expert is analyzing the period and explains why
certain things happened, why they did score or why they didn’t score, and try to
explain some calls from the referee. Highlights from the game and other games are
being shown. Sometimes a player are getting there in the first intermission to answer
few questions and get his view and thoughts on the game, other times the host is
interviewing a celebrity. Mr. Gyllander also says that they are interacting with fans by
asking questions on Facebook and also allow fans to ask questions, and further
explains that they will improve the capacity of the Wi-Fi-technology in the arena so
that they can communicate with fans with different online events during the
intermissions.

They are also having competitions, in cooperation with a network operator, where
fans have to answer a question that are being asked in the second intermission, and
the fan who sends the right answer fastest wins a cellphone that they can collect after
the game. The respondent further says that they are having competitions on the ice
where a fan has to shoot the puck into the goal. According to Mr. Gyllander they are
not in the position to control what is being shown on the jumbotron during power
breaks because it is the Swedish Hockey League that owns the rights to it, but the
interviewee says that they are using the jumbotron during intermissions to show other
activities

The respondent says that they have “McDonalds fans corner” where fans can meet a
different player after every game. The interviewee says that they do not have
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opportunities to retain fans in the arena since they do not control the food or
beverages in the arena.

Mr. Gyllander states that he sees great potential in fans with smartphones and tablets,
and that the club can use that both commercially and to communicate with fans, and
connect it to the event. It is important for the club to engage with their fans and make
them participate, and the respondent further states that it is very important to have
good communication with fans. Mr. Gyllander says that they will continue to work
with focus groups, a group consisting of fans who will have focus on different things,
such as the event, the ticket issue, the mood at the arena, and then have meetings with
the club to discuss these issues, also discuss what the club is doing and not doing so
that the club can improve them in order to create an even better experience at the
game. Mr. Gyllander further states that they are actively and continuously working to
improve the events around the games, and two years ago they won a poll about
Sweden’s best match event.
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5 DATA ANALYSIS

In this chapter the empirical data presented in the previous chapter is compared to
the conceptual framework presented in chapter two. This section is divided according
to the research questions. First, in each research question a within-case analysis is
preformed in order to reduce data, and compare the theory from the conceptual
framework with the empirical data. Finally, a cross-case analysis comparing the
cases among each other are performed.

The analytic strategy for analyzing this study is relying on theoretical propositions,
meaning that the data is compared to theory (Yin, 2009). Miles and Huberman (1994)
stated that qualitative data is analyzed through these three steps:

1. Data Reduction
2. Data Display
3. Drawing Conclusions

The empirical data is analyzed for each research question, and these steps have been
followed. The data has been compared to the theory in order to reduce data, thus a
with-in case analysis has been done. In the cross-case analysis the data is presented in
matrixes to show and clearly display patterns.

5.1 RQ 1 - BENEFITS OF FAN ENGAGEMENT

In this section an analysis concerning research question one is conducted. First of all
within case analyses for each case will be done, comparing the data with the theory
presented regarding each benefit in the conceptual. This research question is based on
several theories. The theories by Gray and Gray (2012) and Sashi (2012) will be
compared with data collected for Team Identification, with the focus on loyal fans
and fans attached to the team, and they will also be used in the analysis in fan
retention sections, Satisfaction and strengthen the relationship. In addition the study
from Bee and Kahle (2006) will be used when analyzing the part with strengthen the
relationship. Smith et al., (2008) will be used when analyzing the new opportunities
for sponsorships part, and Tsiotsou (2012) will be used in the brand image part.

5.1.1 Within-case analysis - Skelleftea AIK

Loyal fans and fans attachment to a team

It is important to create loyal fans and get fans to feel more attached and connected to
the team in order to establish long-term relationships (Gray & Gray, 2012: Sashi,
2012). For Skelleftea it is important to establish a relationship where fans feels and
understands that they are important, that they feel identified and a part of the team,
make fans participate to create a good atmosphere at the arena, and that they are the
difference between winning and losing, thereby Skellefted are in line with the theory
from Gray and Gray (2012) and Sashi (2012). Skelleftea states that a benefit with
engaged fans is the power of word-of-mouth.
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Skellefted’s view of a loyal supporter is a fan that follows and supports the team
mainly at the arena, but also in other ways, such as memberships, if fans do not have
the possibility to attend a game. Skellefted is not considering fans that are watching
the game at home through pirate channels on TV as loyal fans because these fans are
not contributing any financial support or support at the arena to the team.

Fan satisfaction

In order to make fans overall satisfied and influence their intention to attend future
games, Skellefted are working to create an experience that exceeds fans expectation.
According to Sashi (2012) when customer expectations are exceeded customers are
overall satisfied and that will increase customer retention, hence the data corresponds
with the theory. Skellefted is trying to create a great experience by offering something
extra at the arena, besides the core product hockey, that is appealing and will give
fans incitement to attend games. Skellefted believe that, despite the team’s
performance, the matter of time and the convenience to watch games on TV, has an
impact on the intention to attend future games and because of that it is important to
create a greater live-experience at the arena in order to retain fans.

Strengthen the relationship with fans

Concerning the importance of strengthen the relationship towards fans to increase fan
retention (Gray & Gray, 2012), the data shows that Skellefted are focusing on
retaining and strengthen the relationship with their existing fans, but it is important to
attract new fans. Skellefted are trying to capture the young fans in an early stage in
order to create retention among these so that they will become season-tickets buyer in
the future. To strengthen the relationship with fans, Skellefted are sharing information
about the team by communicating, sending out newsletters, and having information-
gatherings with fans, which supports the theory from Bee and Kahle (2006) about the
importance of sharing information in order to strengthen the relationship.

New opportunities _for sponsorships

Skellefted’s overall sponsorship approach is to work with local sponsors, and that the
club wants to establish long-term relationships with its sponsors. Skelleftea states that
it should be clear for fans to recognize that the local business community is
represented within the arena. Skelleftea believes that a benefit to have local sponsors
is that the club easily can create events together them. The club are working on
attracting new sponsors and finding new ways to involve sponsors, and that they have
noticed that sponsors wants to be more active in different activities, in order to engage
fans to be more involved in their sponsorships of the club. The empirical data
collected for Skellefted supports Smith et al, (2008) theory that sponsors can be
successful if they engage with professional sports teams and its fans and encourage
them to participate in team events.
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Brand image

Tsiotsou (2012) states that teams who express their inner-self, brand personality, and
reflects the social-self of sport customers, the more involved, emotionally attached
and loyal these customers will become. Skellefted agrees with theory, the team
expresses the desire to be perceived as a serious organization and Sweden’s leading
hockey organization that will be able to compete for and win the trophy every year,
and as a team with passion, emotions, solidarity, and plays fast-paced hockey. The
club believes that strengthening the brand and that fans perception of the brand has a
clear connection, fans like the brand because it is expressed in their presence, has
transparency and provides fans with interesting information about the team that fans
are looking for.

5.1.2 Within-case analysis - Modo Hockey

Loyal fans and fans attach to the team

Modo are in line with the theory from Gray and Gray (2012) and Sashi (2012), about
creating loyal fans and get fans feel attached to the team. Modo are dependent of their
fans because they are an important source of income, and that source of income start
with fans interest in the club. Modo has a good relationship with its fans although
Modo express that it is impossible to have a relation with every fan. Modo states that
supporters are demanding and that demands are often connected to the result. Modo
believes that it is important how the team is perceived from fans, and vital how the
team acts and handling situations that can occur. The club further believes that it is
important to interact and engage with fans, and that more interaction is necessary.

Modo define a loyal fan as a person that continuously follow and supports the team in
any way. A loyal fan dose not necessarily attend games at the home-arena but also
attending and supporting Modo at other arenas, even tough these fans not directly
contribute with income for the club.

Fan satisfaction

Regarding making fans overall satisfied, Modo’s objective is to have an event that is
attractive for fans, because Modo believes that fans are satisfied if the organization is
able to exceed expectations. Because of that Modo supports the theory from Sashi
(2012) about exceeding expectations in order to make fans overall satisfied. Modo is
constantly working in order to create a greater experience at the event for its fans, but
Modo explains that their hard-core fans doesn’t need a significant amount of
resources but it is important to have interplay and an understanding for their culture
and way of doing things. Modo considers it as challenging to satisfy all different types
of fans because of their different needs and wants, it needs to be at a functional level
in order to satisfy all fans. The club also needs to attract new fans, and the need of
that group is of course unknown but needs to be considered. Modo believes that the
intention to repeatedly attend games has to do with the matter of time, people do not
have time to attend all 28 games nowadays.
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Strengthen the relationship with fans

The empirical data coincided with Gray and Gray (2012), about the importance of
strengthening the relationship in order to establish fan retention. Modo argues that is
not possible or desirable to establish too deep and close relationships with fans, and
that some sort of distance needs to be created, although the clubs tries to have a close
relation and good communication with fans. Modo has several meetings with their
hard-core fans during a season to discuss different topics, the club has also
communication with season-tickets buyers and sends out a special magazine for
members, thus this is in line with Bee and Kahle (2006) suggestions about sharing
information in order to strengthen the relationship. The fact that Modo are consistent
and thorough with event security is according to Modo one factor that assists to a
good relation with fans.

New opportunities _for sponsorships

Modo are trying to attract sponsors with regional connection and sponsors that are
loyal to the organization, the club is working with many local small-sized companies,
which are successful and understands the value of having a partnership with the team.
Modo is examining possibilities for new sponsorship opportunities and the club
believes that their brand stands for something unique compared to other teams in the
SEL, and that the club could be able to attract international sponsors in the future.
Modo is primary considering expanding ways for sponsorships that are connected to
the brand image, in front of traditional advertising exposure. Modo are not expressing
fan participation and fan engagement as factors for finding new ways for
sponsorships, and that disagrees with Smith et al, (2008) suggestion that sponsors can
be prosperous when engaging with professional sports teams and its fans and incite
them to participate in game events.

Brand image

Modo states that the feeling, if it is something in the water, together with long-term
professionalism as main variables in the brand. Modo’s brand image is associated
with a historically successful youth academy and with the notable number of players
the organization have provided for NHL. Local associations with the brand are the
dream and the vision is to have five guys from the same street in the city to play
together in the same line in an NHL club. Even though Modo hockey historically is an
established club in the Swedish Hockey League, with traditions of advancing in
playoffs Modo states that the club cannot promise to win gold every season, instead
fans of Modo can expect that the club to be in the playoff race at the end of the
season. The data is in line with theory from Tsiotsou (2012) about expressing the
brand and reflect the social-self of a customer.

5.1.3 Within-case analysis - Frolunda Indians

Loyal fans and fans attached to the team

Frolunda agrees with the theory from Gray and Gray (2012) and Sashi (2012), about
creating loyal fans and make fans feel as a part of the organization. The club states
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that they have a good, close and deep relation with its fans and that it is important that
fans are being recognized, however Frolunda states that a good relationship is
impossible to be measured. It is important for Frélunda to have good communication
with its fans. Fans can provide the club with good information and feedback.

Frolunda describes a loyal fan as a person that shows passion and engagement, a loyal
supporter does not always have to agree and be positive the most important is to be
engaged.

Fan satisfaction

The empirical data shows that Frolunda are considering the importance of making
customers overall satisfied in order to retaining fans, as stated by Sashi (2012).
Frolunda believes that the team’s performance is a vital part for fans to feel satisfied.
Good team performance and when the team plays appealing hockey and has some star
players helps satisfying fans, and is something the club can influence. Frolunda
considers that it is of importance that everything is functioning in the arena, that it is
an attractive and exciting event, and that fans are being recognized, respected and that
the club listens to their fans. Frolunda emphasizes that good communications with
fans is a main factor to make fans overall satisfied.

Strengthen the relationship with fans

The data supports the theory from Gray and Gray (2012), about strengthening the
relationship with fans to increase fan retention. Frélunda are working with
establishing a stronger relationship with their fans, especially with their official
supporter group. Frolunda tries to be as accessible and open as possible in order to
provide as much information to fans as possible, which is in accordance with theory
from Bee and Kahle (2006) about the importance of sharing information in order to
strengthen the relationship. For Frdlunda it is important to work together in a
cooperative environment with the official supporter group, which creates a good
relationship over time. Although, the club states that it is important to have clear
restrictions what fans can and cannot do.

New opportunities _for sponsorships

Frolunda’s strategies with sponsorships are traditional exposure in terms of
advertising on boards and jumbotron as well as focusing on new media sponsorships.
Frolunda is currently working on modernizing and digitalizing the club sales of
sponsorships. Further, Frolunda is attempting to allocate additional resources from
different budgets within the organization in order to attract new sponsors. Frolunda is
also examining new opportunities for sponsorships, in form of offering new products
for sponsors, especially within new media. Frélunda is focusing on building and
retaining extensive networks with its sponsors, in addition, the club believes that
today’s sponsorship market is more demanding and requires more efforts toward
sponsors. Frolunda is not stating the importance for the club and its fans to engage
and participate with sponsors during games and does not support Smith et al, (2008)
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theory that sponsors success can be described through engaging with professional
sports teams and their fans and encouraging them to participate in activities during
games.

Brand image

Frolunda is in line with the theory from Tsiotsou (2012). The club’s value words
connected to the brand are passion, courage, solidarity and responsibility, and are
something the club tries to permeate in all activities. Frolunda describes the brand to
be associated with everything the team stands for, with the objectives of being a
successful hockey club that foster and develops young and talented hockey players.
Furthermore, the club wants to be associated with positive, fun, offensive- and goal-
orientated hockey.

5.1.4 Cross-case analysis
This section will compare the data collected from the three professional sports teams

and identify similarities and dissimilarities between them. In order to simplify and
reduce data the patterns are displayed in the table below:

‘ Theory Skelleftea Modo Frolunda

Team Identification

— Loyal fans and fans attached to the team v v v
Fan Retention

- Fan satisfaction v v v

- Strengthen the relationship with fans v v v
New opportunities for sponsorships v 2 %
Brand Image v 4 v

Codes: ¢ Data agrees with theory
O Data agrees with theory to some extent
® Data disagrees with theory

Loyal fans and fans attached to the team

Skellefted, Modo and Frolunda have recognized the importance of making fans feel
more identified and attached to the team, and involve them to create long-term
relationships. Furthermore, Skellefted is the only club that mentioning word-of-mouth
to be of great importance and a vital benefit of engaged fans.

Fan satisfaction

All participant teams are working to create something extra at the arena that will
exceed fans expectations in order to make fans feel overall satisfied, which will retain
fans.
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Strengthen the relationship with fans

The clubs are aware of the importance to strengthen the relationship in order to
increase fan retention, and are working to strengthen the relationship with their fans
and all participant clubs consider sharing information as an important part of the
process.

New opportunities _for sponsorships

All three teams are trying to find new ways for sponsorship, however two out of three
teams are not expressing the opportunity for engaging fans in these new ways. Data
shows that Skellefted is working toward new ways of sponsorships that gives the
opportunity for engagement and involvement with fans and sponsors. Modo and
Frolunda are not expressing the opportunity for engagement between the club,
sponsor and fans at games, hence they disagree with theory. Although, Modo and
Frolunda are stating plans to increase sponsoring in new ways.

Brand Image

Skellefted, Modo and Frolunda are expressing their brand’s personality in attractive
and appealing ways so that fans can reflect and associate themselves with the teams,
although the teams are expressing the brand in different ways.

5.2 RQ 2 - FAN ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES

The second research question is based on studies from Pronschinske et al., (2012),
Ioakimidis (2012) and Sashi (2012) reading team websites and social media within
online strategies and Bodet (2009) and Clemens et al., (2011) concerning fan
experience in event strategies. These studies will be compared with the empirical data
in terms of within-case analysis with each professional sports team. Finally a cross-
case analysis will be presented, in which data collected from Frélunda, Modo and
Skellefted are compared with each other regarding fan engagement.

5.2.1 Within-case analysis — Skelleftea AIK

Official team websites

loakimidis (2012) study states that professional sports teams which creates team
websites with ways to engage and interact with fans improve both the fan-team
relation and the opportunity to increase time visitors remains on the website.
Skellefted disagrees with theory, the club use its official team website primary to
provide information for fans. Skellefted’s website is not used as an interactive channel
with fans, the club have previously had a fan-discussion board on the site but it was
resource demanding and fans posted disturbing opinions which the club did not
wanted to be associated with. Skellefted states that the largest newspaper in the city
has a hockey blog about the club in which two journalist are working full time
covering the team, this is according to the club favorable for the brand, and positive in
regard that they are handling all opinions from fans, although the information is not
controlled by the club.
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Social media

Skellefted has a specific strategy for social media. This supports Pronschinske et al.,
(2012) suggestion that it is recommended for professional sports teams to have a clear
social media strategy. Skellefted’s objectives with their social media strategy are to
strengthen the brand and to interact with fans in a two-way communication, in order
for supporters to be able to express thoughts and opinions with the team. Examples of
engaging activities the club use on social networking sites are competitions and polls.
This agrees with Sashi (2012) suggestion that social media is a tool that provides new
and existing fans with faster, deeper and more frequent co-creation interactions.
Skellefted use Facebook and Instagram, where they share easy-going information
such as updates of injured players and pictures from the locker room.

Fan Experience

The empirical data collected for Skellefted agrees with Bodet (2009) and Clemens et
al., (2011) suggestion that it is necessary for professional sports teams to create a
positive fan experience with, and keeping fans interest in, a sporting event regardless
of team performance. Skellefted believes it to be important to create a great event
experience and a positive live feeling for fans. It is vital for the club to create a
positive atmosphere from the moment fans entering the arena with visuals and sound,
to the opening of the game and interactive entertainment during intermissions, e.g.
activities on the ice, and the team mascot shooting candy out in the audience. After
games, Skellefted gives fans the opportunity to remain in the arena and at restaurants
and pubs and for interactions with players from the team. All these activities are
significant for the club and factors they can manage. It is important for Skellefted to
engage and involve fans and making them feel important and participate to
create a good atmosphere at games, which supports Clemens et al., (2011)
statement that interaction has a favorable impact on fans perceived experience of
a sporting event.

5.2.2 Within-case analysis — Modo Hockey

Official team websites

Modo use their official team website as a one-way communication tool in order to
provide fans with information. The club used to have fan-discussion board on the
website, but removed them from the site, due to the need of restrictions from the club.
Fan-discussion boards can now be found on independent fan sites such as Modo’s
hard-core fan supporter group, Lumberjacks. Modo states that they can still read these
discussion boards to provide the team with feedback from its fans. Modo changed
their website recently to be more user friendly and with a new design. Modo has a
clear communicative strategy with its website, and states that all new information
controlled by the club shall be posted on the website before any other channel, further
the club adds that the official website can be viewed as up tight and that it is even
difficult to find misspellings. The empirical data collected, regarding Modo, disagrees
with Toakimidis (2012) suggestion that professional sports teams should develop an
official team website which provides opportunities for fan engagement and interaction
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to be able to increase time fans spend on the site as well as enhance relations with
fans. Modo is planning on investing and improving their web shop because they have
international fans, which are interested in buying team apparel.

Social media

Modo has an overall online strategy and use social networking sites such as
Facebook, Twitter and Instagram, although a specific strategy for social media is
missing. Modo disagrees with Pronschinske et al., (2012) proposition that
professional sports teams have a clear social media strategy. Modo states that social
media is an integrated part of society, and together with the fact that hockey clubs
operates in a public business with much interest and opinions, makes social media a
vital tool to use for the club in order to interact and engage with fans. Examples on
social media activities on are competitions, polls and lotteries, and provide easy-going
information for fans. This supports theory, which state that sport teams use, social
media with a view of creating co-creative interaction with fans (Sashi, 2012). Modo
use social media for different reasons, one factor is to spread information about the
team as mirroring-image of the teams official website. Modo admits to not providing
innovative activities for engaging fans on social media.

Fan experience

Modo is continually working with creating a positive event experience for its fans.
Before games starts the club has an intro that shows team achievements to create
positive emotions for fans. Modo wants to build up different mood settings with in-
game activities for fans, e.g. create a cheerful mood in power plays and cheerless in
box plays. Modo has on ice entertainment during intermissions and are focusing on
logistics and serving fans with food and beverages as convenient as possible and to
reduce lines, this is being done by having everything at the right place at the right
time, with availability as a key word. After game activities is created to get fans to
stay in the arena when the game is over and fans can interact with some players from
the team in restaurants and bars. Modo supports Bodet (2009) and Clemens et al.,
(2011) theory regarding the necessity for professional sports teams to create positive
fan experience at a sporting event, even if the team is not performing well and during
unexcited games. Modo focus on factors in which the club can control in terms of
game event. Modo creates different theme nights during a season e.g. ladies night, and
states that the club are engaging and interacting with fans during games. This further
agrees with Clemens et al., (2011) suggestion that interaction with fans has a positive
impact on event experience.

5.2.3 Within-case analysis — Frélunda Indians

Official team websites

The official team website is the most important communication channel for Frolunda,
and the objectives with the site is to provide information controlled by the club and to
commercialize the website to increase sales growth. Frolunda views its official

51



website as a channel of great potential and underlines that the club are among the top
three clubs in the league in terms of unique visitors. Frolunda does not use its team
website for two-way communications, something that disagrees with loakimidis
(2012) study that shows the importance for professional sports teams to interact and
engage with fans on official team websites to increase time fans spend on the site and
the relationship with fans.

Social media

Pronschinske et al., (2012) states that it is recommended for professional sports teams
to have a clear social media strategy in order to attract new fans and retain long-
lasting relationship with them. Frolunda agrees with theory, the club has a specific
strategy for social media, they use Facebook, twitter and Instagram in order to create
an overall interest for the club and enhance the brand image. The club states that it has
been active on social networking sites for several years and has one of the largest
Facebook fan-bases in the SHL. Frolunda states that the club does not use social
media for commercial purposes; the main purpose is for the club to create interactive
two-way communications with fans, and to provide fans with pictures form the locker
room and give them a taste of what is happening “behind the scene”. Frolunda are
also planning on improving its use of social media, especially Twitter and Instagram.
This supports Sashi (2012) view that social media should be used in professional
sports teams for co-creative interactions in order to enhance relationships with both
new and existing fans.

Fan experience

Data regarding Frolunda agrees with Bodet (2009) and Clemens et al., (2011)
suggestion that it is necessary for professional sports teams to create a positive fan
experience regardless if the team preforms well or not. Frolunda have a focus on
creating an attractive and exciting event experience for spectators. Before games the
club is trying to create a positive atmosphere outside of the arena, and maintain that
atmosphere inside of the arena before the puck drops, with a spectacle intro and sing-
along-songs. During intermission the club use its club-TV along with different
competitions, which allows for engagement and interaction with fans, on the ice and
on the jumbotron. Examples of competitions are questions on the jumbotron that fans
can answer with the use of cell phones and Facebook-related competitions. Frolunda
states that the club wants to expand these interactive communications, something that
now is possible due to an improved Wi-Fi network in the arena. Frélunda’s empirical
data also supports Clemens et al., (2011) theory that interaction has a favorable
impact on fans perceived experience in a sporting event. Frolunda do not have the
opportunity to keep fans in the arena after games because the club does not own the
arena they are only renting it and cannot control sales of food and beverages,
although, the club offer fans to meet and interact with one player after each game.
Frolunda believes that it is important to create many activities that contribute to a
positive atmosphere in the arena, which will provide an increase with overall fan
experience.

52



5.2.4 Cross-case analysis

This section will identify similarities and dissimilarities between the three
professional sports teams through a comparison based on data collected from the case
studies.

Theory Skelleftea Modo Frolunda
Online Strategies

- Team websites 3 x ®

- Social Media v o v
Event strategies

- Fan experience v v v

Codes: ¢ Data agrees with theory
O Data agrees with theory to some extent
® Data disagrees with theory

Official team websites

All three professional sports teams do not regard official team websites to be used as
an interactive communication tool. Nevertheless all clubs consider their official team
website to be an important communication tool. However, Modo is the only club
expressing that they have international fans and are considering them, by improving
the web shop on Modo’s official team website.

Social media

All three professional sports teams are using social networking sites and two out of
three teams have a clear and specific strategy for social media, Modo has no specific
strategy expressly for social media, although the club believes it to be an important
communication tool. Using social media for interactive and co-creative purposes with
fans is seen as a factor of great importance for all case studies. Two out of three clubs
agrees with theory regarding social media, Modo agrees to some extent due to
agreeing with one study and disagreeing with another study, based on the two studies
used to compare empirical data with theory regarding social media.

Fan experience

All clubs believes that it is important to create an attractive sporting event in order to
enhance fan experience. All three teams are continually working with improving fans
perceived event experience in form of pre game, during game and post-game
activities. All investigated clubs consider interacting with fan in sporting events as
important. Additionally, the clubs have together with the rest of the clubs in SEL,
created a communal campaign called “better then home” in an effort to compete with
the TV-audience.
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6. FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS
In this final chapter of the study, findings and conclusions are presented based on the

data analysis in the previous section, which will hopefully help us reach the purpose;

“To obtain a deeper understanding about fan engagement in professional sports
teams”.

Each research questions are presented and answered separately, after which
implication for practitioners, implication for theory, implications for future research
as well as limitations will be presented.

6.1 GENERAL CONCLUSIONS

A general conclusion can be drawn that fan engagement is an important factor to
consider for professional sports teams. Another factor is the meaning of the term
“engagement” in line with previous theory this study supports the complication of
absence of a general definition and how the term deviates from related terms such as
involvement and interaction. During the process of this study we have learned that it
is a confusing area of research.

6.2 RQ 1 - WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF FAN ENGAGEMENT?

For this case we have investigated benefits with fan engagement in order to gain a
deeper understanding. We have looked at four benefits; team identification, fan
retention, new opportunities for sponsorships and brand image. We found that the
interviewed teams considered all of these four benefits to be important, although they
had their own preferences and thoughts about the benefits. Overall, we did found that
all participant clubs considered communication as an important factor to establish a
good relationship with fans, and that interaction with fans is important.

We found that Skellefted, Modo and Frolunda all have good relationships and
communication with their fans, although Frolunda stated that it is impossible to
measure a good relationship. All participant teams are working to create loyal fans
and make fans feel attached to the organization in order to create long-term
relationships. All three teams believe loyal supporters to be important and the clubs
have similar definitions of a loyal supporter, although some deviations are to be
found, Frolunda consider engagement to be the primary factor with a loyal fan, Modo
argues that it is anyone who follows the team regardless of providing the club with
income and support during games. Skellefted primary defines loyal fans as supporters
that shows support and attend games and provide income for the organization.

As we found out fan retention is important for all participant teams. We found that the

clubs believe it is important to create something that exceeds fans expectations
because it will increase overall fan satisfaction, which will positively affect fan
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retention in terms of enhancing fans incitement to attend future games. Although,
Skellefted and Modo have gained knowledge regarding fans decreasing time to spend
and believe allocating of time is a crucial factor for fans intention of attending future
games, this needs to be considered by the clubs and makes it more important for them
to satisfy its fans. Skellefted and Modo consider team performance as a factor for fans
satisfaction, although Frdlunda is the only club expressing it to be a vital factor in
order to satisfy fans. We also found that different types of fans need different amount
of resources in order to be satisfied.

Strengthen the relationship in order to increase fan retention is considered by all three
teams to be important, and are something they are actively working with. The clubs
are providing interesting, appealing and relaxed information to meet fans demand
such as behind the scene material in order to strengthen the relationship. We
discovered that all teams are focusing on retaining and strengthening the relationship
with its existing fans, further the clubs also expressed the importance of attracting
new fans. Another finding of interest was that two out of three teams believe there
should be clear restrictions with the fan-team relationship and that some distance
needs to be established.

The teams are looking for new ways to increase sponsorships, however it is only
Skellefted that is working to find new ways of using sponsorship as a tool to engaging
and involving fans. Nevertheless, Frolunda and Modo are working with creating new
opportunities for sponsorships. Frolunda believe the sponsorship market to be more
demanding today and requires more efforts from the club toward its sponsors, while
Modo states that their brand stands for something unique compared to other teams in
the SHL, and with that attract international sponsors in the future. Modo and Frélunda
are not expressing to utilizing engagement and involvement between fans and
sponsors in game events as an important factor for creating new ways for
sponsorships.

The expression and perception of all three team’s brands are considered to be an
important issue for the clubs in order to get fans more loyal, emotionally attached and
involved, although the clubs are expressing the brand in different ways. Modo and
Skellefted want the brand to be perceived with a local association so that fans can
associate themselves with the organization. All three clubs are expressing the desire to
be perceived as a successful hockey club with passion for the sport, although
Frolunda is the only club, which considers it important to be consistent in expressing
the brand and implicate it in every activity.

To briefly recap and benefits with fan engagement, a list of main conclusions, based
on professional sports teams in our thesis, is presented below.

*  Our study found that it is important for teams to create loyal fans and make
fans feel as a part of the club in order to create long-term relationships.
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* The most important factor for teams in satisfying fans is to exceed
expectations, which in turn, will increase fan retention.

* Teams main focus with fan retention is to strengthen the relationship with the
clubs existing fans.

* Teams have not fully considered the opportunity to use engagement and
interaction between sponsors and fans at games.

* Teams consider, how their brands are expressed and perceived as an important
factor to make fans involved, loyal and emotionally attached to the team.

6.3 RQ 2 -HOW CAN FAN ENGAGEMENT MARKETING STRATEGIES BE
EXPLAINED?

In order to answer the second research question we have chosen to examine online
strategies and event strategies. Official team websites and social media have been
examined as sub-sections within online strategies and fan experience as a sub-section
for event strategies.

An interesting finding was that all professional sports teams in this study rejected the
suggestion of constructing an official team website which allows for interaction and
engagement for fans. Two out of three teams, Modo and Skellefted, have previously
used team websites as a two-way communication channel in form of fan discussion
boards. Due to the need of restrictions and moderation of troubling opinions from fans
a decision was made by the clubs to remove fan discussion boards from their official
team websites. Skellefted’s way of handling this was to let all opinions from fans be
managed and controlled by a hockey blog in a local newspaper, which made
information about the club no longer controllable and manageable by the team. This
contradicts with Modo and Frdlunda’s view that all information from the club should
be controlled and managed by the teams themselves. We also discovered that
providing information for fans through one-way communications, is considered to be
the most important factor with an official team website for all three teams. Modo
release all vital information on the website first, before spreading the information
through other channels, and Frolunda believes the official team website to be the
clubs most important source of communication.

Our study found that the most important objective with the use of social media
regarding professional sports teams, from our study’s cases, are engaging and
interacting with fans in a two-way communication environment. With a view of
attracting new and retain existing fans and establish long-term relationships, all clubs
are providing fans with relaxed and easy-going information and media content with
the objective to make fans feel closer to the team and receive intimation of “behind
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the scene” feeling. Frolunda and Skellefted both have specific strategies for social
media, Modo deviates from the other clubs as the only club with no specific social
media strategy, the reason may generate from the fact that their social media strategy
is integrated in the clubs overall online strategy.

This thesis examined the use of fan engagement to create positive fan experience. We
discovered the significance for teams to create an exciting and appealing event
experience to satisfy fans. Further data showed that it is essential for the teams to
create positive fan perceptions of a sporting event, even if the home team is not
winning and the game is unexcited, in order to increase fan retention. We found that a
pre-game activity is a great way to bring excitement to fans and to create a positive
atmosphere in and outside of the arena. During games, the teams provide its fans with
on ice and media related entertainment for fans. All teams post-game activities for
fans to interact with players after games. Modo and Skellefted encourage fans to stay
after games and keep restaurants and bars open. Frolunda diverges because the club
does not own their arena and cannot control sales of food and beverages. This study
further identified the importance for teams to interact and engage with fans in sporting
events, engaged fans will perceive more positive fan experience which will lead to fan
retention and positive word-of-mouth. All clubs in the SHL have in a joint effort
created a project called “better then home” to control information and to achieve more
competitive advantages compared to TV. A powerful Wi-Fi network is also
constructed and integrated in all arenas in the SHL, in order to increase opportunities
to provide fans with better information during games as well as fan interaction.

In order to briefly summarize fan engagement strategies, we have presented our main
conclusions, based on participating teams in our thesis, in a simplified form.

e Teams does not consider their official team website to be a co-creative and
Interactive communication tool for fans.

* Professional sports teams main purpose with social media are engaging and
interacting with fans in a two-way communication environment.

e It is important for teams to create attractive and exiting sporting event which
allows for fan engagement and interaction which in turn will have a positive
effect on fan retention and word-of-mouth.

6.4 IMPLICATIONS FOR MANAGEMENT

Implication for management is aspects managers should consider and can do better
and improve, regarding working with fan engagement. These aspects are based on the
data collection and findings of our case studies.
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We believe that the clubs should provide engagement and interaction with fans
on their official team websites in order to create websites which are appealing
for fans so they spend more time on the site and more frequently visits. Clubs
should utilize their websites from a one-way communication tool to an
interactive tool controlled and managed by the club. When fan discussion
boards are not appropriate for clubs to use, other interactive alternatives are
available such as polls, competitions and media content e.g. game highlights.

Social media is a vital area for professional sports teams to utilize when
increasing fan engagement. It is an important tool to create two-way
communication in a co-creative environment with fans. We believe that there
is room for improvements and that clubs should utilize social media to a
greater extent. Social media provides teams with limitless opportunities to
interact with fans in new and innovative ways, wherever they are.

We believe that clubs should take advantage of engaging fans, through
interaction with new and existing sponsors and find more innovative ways to
engage both fans and sponsors at events in form of interactive entertainment.
This could result in more satisfied fans and more income for the club.

We believe that clubs could enhance sporting events with new and innovative
ideas such as more interactive competitions on the ice during intermissions
and increase the amount of entertainment on the jumbotron. This could create
an exciting and fascinating event experience for fans and the clubs are able to
satisfy their fans in order to create fan retention and positive word-of-mouth.

It is important to invest in and develop web shops that allow international fans
to by team apparel in a convenient way around the world. We further suggest
that a strategy regarding attracting more international fans should be
considered by the clubs, because it will not only spread teams brand across the
world, it will also spread the brand of the Swedish Hockey League.

Another factor which is vital for clubs to consider is the power of engaged and
loyal fans and their ability to spread positive word-of-mouth. This is
something the clubs has to reflect on and utilize more when they want to
spread information to fans.

6.5 IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY

We found that most of the theories from conceptual framework correlates with the
empirical data, which can be implications for theory, in regard that the theories are
still practical. However, we found that none of the participant teams used their official

team websites as a two-way communication tool, which can be an implication for
theory that website does not have to be used as an interactive two-way

communication tool, it could be used as one-way communication tool to mainly
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provide information in a formal context. In addition, if professional sports teams use
official team websites as a one-way communication tool, social media could be used
as complement in order to provide relaxed information, as an interactive two-way
communication tool for its fans. Professional sports teams want to control information
regarding their team website and are more open and provide co-creative content in a
relaxed manner on social media sites.

6.6 IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
During this research we have found some aspects and topics we consider can be
examined in future research.

* Comparative studies with teams from another league e.g. compare teams from
NHL and SEL

* Examine fan engagement from a fan’s perspective e.g. season ticket holder
¢ Study fan engagement in a different sport context, such as football

* Cultural differences with fan engagement in a comparison between teams and
leagues from different countries.

* Investigate how fans allocate time and how that reflects on game attendance.

* Examine the different types of needs different fans have in order to be
satisfied.

* How teams can benefit if the club owns the arena compared to renting the
arena

6.7 LIMITATIONS

One limitation with this thesis is that it only examines professional hockey teams in
the Swedish Hockey League, the study could have been more comprehensive if
professional sports teams from different sports would have been examined or a
comparison with another hockey league in Sweden or in an additional country.
Another limitation for this thesis is that we only conducted data from three hockey
teams in the Swedish Hockey League, interviews from more of the 12 teams could
have provided the study with more accurate information as well as different
perspectives and views.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX 1: INTERVIEW GUIDE, ENGLISH

What is your name?

Are we allowed to refer to you/use your name in our paper?

We will record this interview for the purpose of transcribing, and so that we will
quote you correctly?

1. Describe your position and responsibilities within the organization?
Team identification

Loyal fans and fans attached to the team
2. According to you, what defines a loyal fan?
3. Describe your relation towards your fans?/What is your relationship toward
your fans?
a. What is important with your relationship?
b. How are you currently working to strengthen the relationship?
c. What are your objectives with the fan-team relationship?

Fan retention

Satisfaction and Strengthen the relationship
4. How are you working in order to satisfy fans in order to make them come
back?
5. Are you experiencing a difference in numbers of spectators when the team not
performing well?
a. Compared to when the team performs well?
b. Are you handling these situations differently?

Brand Image
6. What are the basic elements of the brand?
a. Describe the brand?
7. According to you, what are the meaning of the brand?
8. How do you want the brand to be perceived?

New opportunities for sponsorships

9. What are your current sponsorship strategies?
10. What are your strategies to attract new sponsors?

Sales of team merchandise and other goods and services
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11. Are you working to increase sales of team merchandise?
a. How?

12. Are you working to increase sales of other goods and services during games?
a. How?

Online marketing strategies
13. Do you have an online marketing strategy?

Team websites
14. Do you have a team website?
15. What objectives do you have with your team website?
a. To provide information?
b. To interact with fans?

Social Media
16. Do you have a strategy for social media?
a. Ifyes, which social media sites are you active on?
17. What are your objectives with the presence in social media?
a. In order to provide information?
b. In order to interact with fans?
18. Are you actively working with involving and engaging with your fans in
social media?

Events

19. Except from the core products, what is part of the event/experiences from the
clubs perspective?
a. Pre-game?
b. Intermissions, power breaks?
c. During games, power plays?
d. Post game?
20. Are you actively working with involving and engaging with spectators during
games?
21. Are you currently working with events online?
a. How?

Ending questions

22. Is it important for you to involve, engage and get the fans to participate?
a. What are the benefits of involving and engaging fans?
b. Do you have any other strategies for involving and engaging fans?
23. Is there any other factors that you think is important to work with to improve
the relationship with your fans?
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APPENDIX 2: INTERVIEW GUIDE, SWEDISH

Vad heter du?

Far vi anvénda ditt namn i rapporten?

Ar det okej att vi spelar in intervjun for att sedan kunna transkribera och citera dig
ratt?

1. Beskriv din position och arbetsuppgifter i organisationen
Team identification

Loyal fans and fans attached to the team
2. Enligt dig, vad definierar en lojal supporter?
3. Beskriv relationen som ni har med era fans?
a. Vad dr viktigt i relationen?
b. Jobbar ni aktivt med att stirka relationen?
c. Vad dr era mal med relationen till era supportrar?

Fan retention

Satisfaction and Strengthen the relationship
4. Hur jobbar ni aktivt med att gora era supportrar ndjda och f& dem att komma
tillbaka?
5. Upplever ni en skillnad i antal dskadare nir laget spelar daligt?
a. Jamfort med nér laget spelar bra?
b. Jobbar ni annorlunda i dessa situationer?

Brand Image
6. Beskriv ert varumérke? Vad ér basen, grunden i ert varumérke?
7. Vad star ert varumérke for?
8. Hur vill ni att varumérket ska upplevas?
New opportunities for sponsorships
9. Vilka dr era nuvarande strategier med sponsorer?
10. Jobbar ni med utdka och fa in fler sponsorer?
a. Nya satt?
Sales of team merchandise and other goods and services

11. Arbetar ni med att 6ka forsiljningen av lagets souvenir produkter?
a. Hur?
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12. Arbetar ni med att 6ka forsiljningen and andra varor och tjdnster under
matcher?
a. Hur?

Online marketing strategies
13. Har ni en strategi/plan for online marknadsforing?

Team websites
14. Har ni en officiell klubbhemsida?
15. Vad dr malen med er hemsida?
a. Information?
b. Samverka med era fans?

Social Media

16. Har ni en specifik strategi for sociala medier?
a. Vilka sociala medier &r ni aktiva inom?

17. Vilka dr era mal med er nirvaro i sociala medier?
a. For att informera?
b. Samverka med fans?

18. (Jobbar ni aktivt med att involvera och engagera fans att delta och medverka i

sociala medier?)

Events

19. Fransett huvudprodukten, hockey, vad ér del av eventet/upplevelsen, fran
klubben?
a. Fore match?
b. Under match?
c. Power Plays? Power Breaks?
d. Efter match?
20. Jobbar ni aktivt med att involvera och engagera fans att delta och medverka i

event?
21. Jobbar ni aktivt med events online?
a. Hur?
Ending questions

22. Ar det viktigt for er att involvera och engagera era fans att delta/medverka?
a. Vad ser ni for fordelar med att engagera och involvera era fans att
delta/medverka?
23. Finns det nigra andra faktorer som du anser &r viktiga att jobba med i syftet
att engagera och involvera era fans?
Anvinder ni er av ytterligare strategier for att engagera och involvera era fans?
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