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Abstract
Devoted sports fans are known for being passionate; such enthusiasm creates more excitement in the arena. Nevertheless, there is little distinction between appropriate and inappropriate sports fan behavior. Though this negative behavior is often accepted and expected in public arenas, this project served to evaluate the implications of hostile sports fan behavior on Christian colleges and universities. Interviews with private Christian universities athletic directors, along with focus group discussions and observations of collegiate (Nazarene, Baptist and a Catholic institution) basketball games, were conducted to evaluate sports fan behavior. Christian fans’ display of hostile behavior (i.e. booing, taunting, and mocking) was found to be dynamically linked to fans’ Cognitive Dissonance Theory and Social Identity. Such strong identification ultimately impacts the perception of the university. 



	“Boo! Number 23 that was an awful shot! Ref you need to get your eyes checked!” How do these words sound coming from the stands of an institution that prides itself on developing a student body that will “maintain high standards of moral conduct, evidence concern for the well-being and rights of others, and generally conduct themselves in a manner which is consistent with the purpose and character of the University” (Oklahoma Baptist University, Green Book, 2012, para. 86)? This policy is in direct contrast to many of the communication acts that emerge from the student fan section at the same institution. Since the Baptist university seeks to foster a Christian worldview, such fan behavior may be surprising. 
	A collegiate student athlete participating at a sporting event away from his home field described the following experience: 
I was on the sideline and heard about three students call out my number…I turned around and that [turning around to the student section] was the worst decision I could have ever made…they [the opposing school’s fans] were on me the entire game and I could not stop thinking about it. (personal communication, November 8th, 2012)
This perspective, in part, reveals the impact of unsportsmanlike fan behavior.  There are only three months of transition between a students’ high school and college experience. In light of my experience as a Christian high school sports enthusiast, the transition to the Christian collegiate level of athletics struck me as dramatic. I questioned how displays of aggressively negative behavior were acceptable. 
	The Theory of Cognitive Dissonance exposes “the existence of non-fitting relations among cognitions” (Festinger, 1957, p. 3) and serves as a crucial aspect of this study. In light of this cognitive dissonance, this study sought to determine to what extent individuals perceive that hostile fan behavior affects a Christian university’s image.  Specifically, the answers to the following questions were addressed in this study: 1) To what extent do invested university members perceive that hostile fan behavior harms the institution’s image and 2) To what extent does Social Identity foster Cognitive Dissonance from the student fan base. 
Based on interviews with two athletic directors who represented a Baptist university and a Presbyterian university, along with focus group discussions from both of the universities and observations of five collegiate basketball games, I found that Christian higher education should better understand how hostile fan behavior such as booing may affect the reputation of a religiously affiliated institution. 
Many Christian colleges and universities were established with the pursuit of being different and standing out among secular schools. Nevertheless, hostile fan behavior is often observed at such schools. For many universities, the line between acceptable and unacceptable fan behavior is blurred. To foster fan behavior that is more congruent with a religiously affiliated institution, students need to better understand the differences between unacceptable and acceptable behavior. In order to better understand the overall impact of sport’s fan behavior that is deemed ethically acceptable and reflective of the university’s mission and goals, a review of literature was conducted. 
Literature 

	For small Christian universities considering the impact that sports spectators have on reflecting the university’s mission, understanding the effects of communication acts that are perceived as hostile is crucial. This literature review focused on three types of research. First, examining team identification and Social Identity Theory are discussed. Next, research focusing on aggressive sport spectators was reviewed. Finally, the literature review concluded with highlights from websites representing popular perspectives on negative sports fan behavior. In the end, scholarly research specifically related to Christian universities and sports fan behavior was not found.
Relevant Theories 
	Festinger (1957) defined cognition as “the things a person knows about himself, about his behavior, and about his surroundings. These elements, then, are knowledges” (p. 9). He further explained that these elements characterize knowledge about oneself: actions, wants, desires, motivations, beliefs, and values. He further explained that two components are dissonant if, for any reason, they do not agree. Two components are in a dissonant relationship if when only considering the two components, the opposite would follow from the other. This disagreement of elements might exist because “of what the person has learned or come to expect, because of what is considered appropriate or usual, or for a number of other reasons” (p. 13). Furthermore, the more the incongruent elements are valued by a person, the greater amount of dissonance occurs. 
	Festinger (1957) cited the following example of allowing a person’s dissonance, “A person who is habitually very hostile toward other people may surround himself with persons who provoke hostility” (p. 20). Here the person’s behavior is consistent with the behavior within the environment; therefore, there is little to no cognitive dissonance. The context impacts both the individual’s cognitive responses as well as behavioral outcome. 
	In terms of social outcome, Giddens’ (1979) Theory of Structuration engages both social practices as well as the context of those social practices, essentially emphasizing mutual dependence. The environment as well as the function of the environment are dynamically linked. Giddens stated, “Structure is both enabling and constraining and it is one of the specific tasks of social theory to study the conditions in the organization of social systems that govern the interconnections between the two” (p. 70). 
	Greer (1983) and his team of investigators examined college basketball players and their behaviors immediately following spectator protest (post booing). The researchers used four measures of performance that were compared to the player’s performance during normal crowd conditions: scoring, turnover, foul and composite performance. The data indicated that spectator protest was positively related to the home team success and advantage, while the visiting team’s success and advantage declined. This decline was especially apparent in the fouls committed and composite performance measurements. This experiment served to indicate that collective protest by fans contributes significantly to home court advantage. Greer argued, “The data clearly provokes speculation on the possibility that the judgment of referees might have been influenced by booing” (p. 258). 
	Greer’s (1983) research reviewed over two basketball seasons of data. Within the data, the researchers focused on booing and selected fifteen instances for analysis. The most typical type of booing was directed toward the game referees for making incorrect calls against the home team. None of the games studied had any booing toward the home team. Greer admitted that trying to distinguish if the booing was directed at the referees or toward the visiting team was difficult. 
	For an explanation as to what motivates sports fans to boo, Wann and Grieve (2005) investigated the impact of social identity threat to in-group sports fans. These researchers hypothesized that the losing teams’ fans and fans of the home team would experience threats to their identity; therefore, they would exhibit high levels of in-group favoritism. This hypothesis was deemed correct, with one exception of the fans of the winning team reported higher levels of bias and in-group favoritism. In Wann and Grieve’s (2005) study 148 participants attended one of two North American collegiate university men’s basketball games. Spectators completed a brief post game survey. These participants were given different surveys depending on which team one supported. Wann and Grieve’s (2005) research indicated that in-group bias was greatest from highly-identified fans (fans with a strong connection to their team) after a home game. 
Similarly, Wann, Haynes, McLean and Pullen (2003) examined the likelihood that sport spectators would consider participating in hostile anonymous aggression acts. These researchers sought to discern if sport fans would consider engaging in hostile anonymous aggression acts even if these communication acts did not give their team a competitive advantage.  This team of researchers integrated Social Identity Theory within their study and related to the theory by hypothesizing that highly identified fans were more likely to participate in hostile anonymous aggression acts than fans who did not highly identify. The data supported their hypothesis.
Such group association was assessed with additional qualifiers when Fallon and Butterfield (2012) studied the relationship between unethical peer behavior and observer’s unethical behavior. They looked at the relationship from three perspectives: social learning, social identity and social comparison processes. The researchers surveyed 600 college-aged males and females in an academic setting. Both the unethical peer behavior portion and observers’ unethical behavior portion were measured with McCabe and Treviono ‘s (1993) Academic Dishonesty Scale.
In the end, Fallon and Butterfield (2012) revealed that the more people observe others engaging in unethical activities, the more the observers trusted that the unethical behaviors are consistent with the norms, values and beliefs of the social group. The authors stated, “Through the process of depersonalization, individuals begin to think and act in accordance with this group prototype and engage in unethical behavior” (p. 126). 
Emotional attachment, as well as motivation to avoid being seen as an in-group deviant was also cited as a reason for participating in the unethical behavior. In-group deviants can be viewed as less skilled, tattletales; they are often more likely to be the target of retaliation. In-group deviants, in many circumstances, have two options: leave the group or conform to the group. 
The work of Greer (1983), Wann and Grieve (2005) and Fallon and Butterfield (2012) served to illustrate that one’s level of team identification may be positively associated with one’s social identity. The next segment of literature reviewed how and why the in-group impact generated negativity. 
Spectators Motivation of Hostility
	Along with Wann and Grieve’s (2005) research on in-group bias, Wann worked with Carlson and Schrader (1999) and studied hostile and instrumental aggressive behavior. They defined hostile as “aggression (that) involves violent actions that are motivated by anger with the goal of harming another person” (p. 279). This behavior included fans yelling obscenities or throwing objects at players or referees out of anger and/or the fans desire to physically or psychological harm them. Instrumental aggression was defined as actions with the intention of harming another person to increase his/her team’s chance of winning, rather than harming the victim out of anger. This also included fans yelling at referees or opposing players in order to improve their team’s likelihood of winning. 
	Moreover, Wann, Carlson, and Schrader (1999) had 196 participants complete a questionnaire before and after attending a collegiate basketball game. The results indicated that highly identified fans reported greater levels of both hostile and instrumental aggression. The highly-identified fans did not prefer one aggressive type over the other, but equally exhibited both forms. Aggression toward the referees was more hostile than instrumental, while aggression directed toward the opposing team was equally hostile and instrumental. 
	Likewise, Arms, Russell and Sandilands (1979) measured the hostility of spectators viewing aggressive sports by exposing both male and female participants to aggressive and non-aggressive sporting events. The participants were assessed before and after three sporting events: wrestling, ice hockey, and swimming. Increased spectator hostility was a result of observing aggression. They argued, “The observation of aggression on the field of play leads to an increase in hostility on the part of spectators” (p. 278). Another change that occurred in audience members after both the aggressive and non-aggressive sporting events was the decline in social affection (i. e. “affection,” “forgiving,” and “kindly” responses). 
	To further support their argument, Arms, Russell and Sandilands (1979) cited an earlier study (Goldstein and Arms, 1971) that evaluated the hostility level of fans before and after an Army-Navy football game. The 1971 study indicated that males (from both the winning and losing teams) leaving the game scored significantly higher on the Buss-Derkee Hostility Scale than before the game. The study also revealed that the fans who did not have strong team loyalty or sporting interests were, nevertheless, as prone to hostility as the fans that surrounded them. 
Home Court and Spectators
	 Not only does sports fan behavior influence the player’s performance, home court advantage also influences the game’s outcome. Eric Leifer (1995) studied the effects of fan support in Major League Sports. He analyzed the home court advantage and why the advantage weighed so heavily on the outcome of a game. One of the factors he found to influence home court advantage was the behavior of the fans (i. e. booing or cheering). Leifer gathered data for the 1980 major league seasons evaluating game-level attendance and the outcome of those games. The data revealed that fans were going to come and support their home team, no matter the past success of the visiting team; the biggest crowds recorded came from the games where both teams were successful and playing well that season. 
Popular sports like football and basketball both showed that the higher the likelihood that the home team would win, the more fans would attend. Leifer (1995) concluded, “Crowds tend to have their greatest impact in games between performance equals, though this impact can be channeled in opposite directions across sports” (p. 102).
Popular Culture 
Some sports writers discussed the issue of collegiate sports fans taking their hostile fan behavior to extreme levels. According to Decuir (2007), many collegiate universities took desperate measures to try and keep their students from practicing hostile fan behavior. For example, measures like altering what songs the band plays (to keep the students from chanting profane words against their opponents) were implemented. Louisiana State University senior associate athletics director stated, “It reflects poorly on the university when there is any kind of derogatory language coming out of our stands in a unified manner like that” (para. 3). Furthermore, Ngo’s (2012) article focused on negative sports fan behavior in colleges in Iowa, 
UI’s official student section of Hawkeye Athletics, is asked to play a role in the university’s effort to improve sportsmanship, although it yells “sucks” after the names of visiting team members when starting lineups are introduced before a basketball game. (para. 19)
On the other hand, some argue that aggressive fan responses serve to create a more energized atmosphere where rivalry is encouraged (i. e. Boobirds.com; huffingtonpost.com, When Booing is Right; sports.espn.com, To Boo or Not to Boo). Boobird’s (2013) emphasized such thinking via Rule 9 and 10 of The Official Rules of Booing, 
BOOing is acceptable at the High School/Collegiate Level. The athletes by this time are young adults have acquired the skills and confidence to excel. Part of the fun of High School/College Sports is the friendly rivalry between schools and cheering for the home team and booing the visiting team. (para. 14 and 15)
	In the end, the scholarly literature review revealed that fans that highly identified with their team have a greater in-group bias after a home game. Additionally, there were two types of aggression, hostile and instrumental aggression that fans displayed. Fans believed yelling at the referees or opposing players improved their team’s likelihood of winning. Highly identified fans reported greater levels of aggression and, in turn, a greater willingness to consider anonymous acts of hostile aggression. Highly-identified fan behavior revealed a host of characteristics that generate more negative communication acts within the fan section. Another study indicated that fans that were not highly identified were predisposed to showing hostility as the fans that surrounded them. Essentially, spectator hostility was motivated by observing other hostile communication acts. Further, males reported higher levels of team identification, and intensified their aggressive behavior.
 The literature also indicated that that highly identified fans possess more self-esteem and had more intention to be aggressive than low identifying fans. Finally, literature indicated that university administrators are starting to show some concern about the impact of hostile sports fan behavior on the universities reputation. Nevertheless, other writers had little concern for the ethical implications of fan behavior and argued that hostile fan behavior encourages competition.
	In light of this literature review, this present study evaluated aggressive fan behavior as it relates to the school’s image as well as how fans Social Identity fosters Cognitive Dissonance. 
Methodology
	In order to access and evaluate data that would generate potential answers to my research questions, I determined the best approaches would be to interview two athletic directors (sharing 34 years of collegiate sports experience) along with focus group discussions from two universities and completed five collegiate basketball game observations.
Interviews
	Two athletic directors (AD’s) were interviewed. One represented a Baptist university in Oklahoma; the other represented a Presbyterian university in Georgia. These athletic directors were chosen not only because they were both dynamically connected to the general area of research (fan behavior at basketball games), but they were also able to offer insight regarding perceptions of fan behavior and ethical conduct at a Christian university.
The AD’s both had a vested interest in Christian higher education and also men’s collegiate basketball. Through a series of open-ended and follow up questions, they explained their thoughts on the following: appropriate sports fan behavior, the difference between behavior toward the referees and the opposing team and coaches, how fan behavior is communicated efficiently and to what extent sports fan behavior effects the university’s image. 
Focus Groups
	In the fall of 2012, six sports enthusiasts from a Baptist university were selected to be a part of the pilot focus group discussion in order to better understand sports fan behavior on a small, religious collegiate campus. This focus group served as a preliminary focus group that helped shape questions for future student focus groups. The topics of discussion included defining hostile or aggressive sports fan behavior, how appropriate behavior is communicated and to what extent sports fan behavior affects the school’s image. 
	Following the pilot focus group, two other focus groups were formed, one from the Baptist university and one from the Presbyterian university. Names of potential focus group members were identified by those at the institution as meeting the following requirements: undergraduate student status, basketball game attendee and general sports fan enthusiast. 
Game Observations	
	Five Christian collegiate basketball games were unobtrusively observed in order to assess home court sport fan behavior-three Baptist university home games, one Nazarene university home game and one from the Baptist university away game. Student section fan behavior directed toward the referees, toward the opposing team and coaches was recorded on audio and copious notes were taken. Specifically, the observations were conducted in light of the following issues: taunting directed toward referees and players, harassing a specific player, yelling insults toward referees and players, and booing at referees and players. 

Data 
Athletic Directors (AD’s) Interviews 
	In this section, the data will be presented in chronological order. Specifically, the results from the interview with the Baptist AD is first, then followed by the results from the interview with the Presbyterian AD.  First, the interviewees were asked about their university’s sports conduct code. One AD admitted his university did not have a sports fan protocol. The other AD explained that his university enforces a sports code of conduct by posting a banner in sporting arenas as well as opening each athletic event in prayer and an oral reading of the code of conduct. 
	 During one interview the phrase was consistently repeated: “There is a fine line [between offering support and responding in an unsportsmanlike manner]” (personal communication, October 11, 2012). The AD clarified that this fine line is between demonstrating support for the home team versus demonstrating unsportsmanlike behavior. In reference to the “fine line” the AD stated, “ [the school] always errs on the side of trying to stay away from the thin line of causing problems…you have to be true to who you are” (personal communication, October 11, 2012). He further expressed that what was hostile in the 1970’s when he was playing basketball is not acceptable now.
The other AD admitted he was probably stricter about the issue than most, “I would say that any comment made toward an opposing team or coach [during the game] would be unsportsmanlike fan behavior” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). He asserted that fans should be at the game to cheer on their team, not to act negatively. 
When asked in what ways have your different roles and responsibilities influenced your opinion of unsportsmanlike fan behavior? One AD argued that he is sensitive to today’s politically correct era, noting that someone will find a way to take offense. He explained that when he played basketball, comments were often taken in a good-natured spirit; however, today’s culture is more sensitive. The other AD indicated that, as a coach, he takes on the responsibility of being an overseer of his players—seeing them as his children and wanting to protect them. Furthermore, he explained how he tries to get fans to understand that the opposing team are people too and that just because it is an environment where hostile behavior seems appropriate, it does not justify unkind behavior. For example, “You would never sit in church and make fun of someone…so why is it all of the sudden okay to do it here” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). 
	When explaining his personal point of view of hostile behavior, one AD indicated there is a difference between such behavior toward players and the referees. He argued that referees will make mistakes, but part of their motivation to do their job well is that they know the fans will let them know if they do not do their jobs well. He explained that being “a little harder on the referees” is acceptable because “with great power comes great responsibility” (personal communication, October 11, 2012). Nevertheless, he argued that the fact that they are being paid does not make the referees open targets for hostility, only more acceptable targets. The other AD did not discuss hostility toward the referees. 
	When asked to what extent, if any, do you think unsportsmanlike fan behavior affects a Christian witness, the first AD replied, “We are not going to make everyone happy, but it’s my job to make as many people happy as possible” (personal communication, October 11, 2012). He argued that fan behavior reflects represents the university: “We want to represent the university in a manner we are proud of…We want to be different – in a good way” (personal communication, October 11, 2012). The other AD stated, “I think it has a huge impact” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). 
	When asked, have the schools you have worked for prior coming to [his university] had a code of conduct for student fans, one AD explained that there has been no specific code of conduct at any schools he has served, rather only do’s and don’ts. He also offered that his university is stricter than other schools where he has worked. Yet, he has never seen a written set of rules. He believes a written set of rules is not necessarily because the students should have self-government; the more rules, the more likely there will be more rebellion. The other AD explained that most of the schools he worked for previously went by whatever the conference code of conduct stated and nothing more but shared the significance of it, 
I think it’s really important [to have a code of conduct]. I think, especially the longer I do this, coaching basketball and being athletic director, I think we as coaches and athletes have a huge platform in athletics, but fans have as big of a platform, especially in a context of a Christian institution. (personal communication, October 17, 2013)
Furthermore, he explained how, during the previous basketball season, his players were discussing the opposing teams fan’s negative behavior and its negative impressions. 
Finally, I asked: would you say there is ever a time that booing/hostile behavior is acceptable, the first AD replied, 
No. Not in the collegiate level—at the professional level of sports, it is acceptable in some cases. Hostile behavior is an absolute no. Expressing displeasure with an official is okay, just not hostile behavior (making threats, etcetera). There are limits to fan behavior (not wanting injury, no vulgarity or racial slurs). (personal communication, October 11, 2012)
The other AD also indicated that hostility is never appropriate. He also argued that hostile fan behavior can affect the university image in a negative way:
It [athletics] is the most visible daily representation of who you are…the behavior of the fans is going to be the witness everyone sees; it’s going to be what their view of it [the university] is, for better or worse.” (personal communication, October 17, 2013)
Baptist Focus Group
	The seven Baptist university students that participated in the focus group discussion all attended men’s basketball games and witnessed the sports fan behavior. The first area of discussion was describing hostile sports fan behavior. 
	Participant A stated, “Degrading” (personal communication, October 14, 2013). Participant B stated, “I think it reflects more poorly on the people doing it than the point their trying to get across” (personal communication, October 14, 2013). When asked to discuss the extent to which your school’s hostile behavior toward other schools affect your school’s image, participant B said that it does to a great extent then gave an example of an opposing team’s mother questioning the religious affiliation of the university because of the hostile fans. Participant D explained that the fan behavior can get out of hand, but for the most part “It’s just part of it [the game] (personal communication, October 14, 2013). Participant A shared, “No matter who we play or whatever, we are always going to be held to a higher standard” (personal communication, October 14, 2013).
	When asked to what extent do you feel that your school’s fans understand appropriate sports fan behavior, participant C stated, 
I feel like, the majority have an understanding of what’s appropriate and inappropriate…yeah, you have one or two people that might cross the line, but it’s funny so everybody is going to laugh…we’re not going to scream cuss words at them. Most of them know a boundary. (personal communication, October 14, 2013). 
Furthermore, participant E discussed how the accountability of the fans professors being present at the sporting event factor into how they behave. When asked to discuss to what extent do you feel being a strong competitor impacts negative/hostile fan behavior, participant B stated, 
It helps when you know a lot of the players, it’s small enough to where you have classes with them or whatever else, so you know them personally and you want them to do well, so it help you be invested when you’re cheering and everything.” (personal communication, October 14, 2013). 
Moreover, participant A discussed how fans work hard to get inside the other team’s heads that they forget to cheer for their own team, “I feel like we know the other teams players sometimes better than our own” (personal communication, October 14, 2013). 
Also the participants discussed how one bad experience with only a few people from the opposing team or fans changes the perception of the whole school, “Even if it’s just a couple people that do cross the line, other teams perception of [that school] is going that the whole school is like that” (personal communication). Participant B agreed stating, “One negative experience goes a lot farther than all the other positive things” (personal communication October 14, 2013). 
When asked if the students had ever been personal affected by hostile sports fan behavior, participant B clarified that most of the time when she experienced hostile fan behavior on a personal level, it has made her want to do better; but she also stated, “It kind of helped [me], but I know [that for] some people it might not be the same” (personal communication, October 14, 2013). Participants B and G agreed with participant B that when they have personally experienced hostile fan behavior, “It was a confidence boost because if they [opposing team’s fans] chose you to say stuff too, then you’re obviously doing something they don’t like” (personal communication, October 14, 2013). 
Presbyterian Focus Group
	The Presbyterian focus group consisted of six students from a Presbyterian university in the south United States. All six participants had a vested interest in athletics and had attended a men’s basketball game. The first segment discussion was to describe hostile fan behavior. 
	Participant A described hostile fan behavior as, “someone who at times can be violent, in either physical behavior or in with their language (personal communication, October 17, 2013). Participant B added that this behavior can also be directed toward the officials and not just the opposing team. Participant C described it as, “When you’re not cheering for something good for your team but the downfall of the opposing team” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). Furthermore, participant E stated, 
The school would like us to say that hostile behavior is anytime someone is singled out…personally I think that’s a part of the game but at the same time there is that line…between taunting and harassing, attacking the person; that’s the line we have to draw. (personal communication, October 17, 2013)
Participant F agreed and added that hostile behavior is when the fans attack the person’s personal life. 
	When asked to what extent do you think your school’s sports fan behavior affects the school’s image, participant A stated, “It does a lot…there’s not many times they see our campus outside of a few games. That’s all they know about it” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). Participant C added he also thinks it affects the image, especially because the school professes to be Christian, “We need to make sure we’re honoring Christ’s name in all that we do” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). Participant B argued that while behavior does affect the image, since only a small number of people are witnessing the behavior (fans, players, coaches, referees). It doesn’t have a huge effect on the broader view of the school (games are not broadcast). In reply to this argument, participant D discussed how word-of-mouth can factor into the perceived reputation of the school, “If our fans behave badly they will tell other people about it and it will spread” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). Participant E added the sports fan behavior does not only affect the school’s image, but also everything that is associated with the school. 
	When asked, to what extent do your school’s fans understand appropriate fan behavior, participant B indicated the issue was not whether the fans understand appropriate behavior but if they abide by the rules or not. Participant D stated, 
Even if the intent is to go out there and be the best fan ever, you’re in the heat of the moment. If something happens…it’s just the way the sports culture has shaped us. The sports culture has shaped us and how we’re in in it so much, how we’re obsessed with sports, and how we take things personally. It’s not about if we know the rules or not, but if we are going to be focused enough in the heat of the moment to know [what’s appropriate]. (personal communication, October 17, 2013) 
Participant E agreed, “You relate to them [the athletes]…you want to do everything you can to help them succeed” (personal communication, October 17, 2013).
	When discussing to what extent do you feel being a strong competitor impacts negative/hostile fan behavior, participant E responded, “Very much, it’s hard to contain your competitive side. You want your school to win and you have personal interest in the guys out there…you want to see them win” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). Participant A discussed how the hostility of the opposing team impacts the hostility of the home team, “It’s how far you’re willing to go…are you going to rise up the opposing team’s bad behavior or not; there is a line when people are being too hurtful” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). Participant B indicated that some individuals are changed by the sports environment, “Their personality completely changes, they could be the most calm, collected person in life; but when they’re on the field or court they turn into someone completely different and it [competiveness] just takes over” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). 
	When asked, to what extent do you feel booing the opponent harms or helps the competitive environment, participant B argued that booing the opponent increases the competition and hostility level.  Participant C discussed how one person’s increased hostility level can ignite others’ level of hostility, “Someone starts booing then everyone starts booing and it just gets out of control” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). Both participants A and D argued that most players like getting booed at because it means the fans care. Participant E stated, “It’s the nature of the game, fan interaction. Knowing fans care enough to interact makes it fun. You’re playing basketball as well as entertaining” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). 
	When discussing to what extent does hostile fan behavior affect a Christian witness, participant A stated, “In some ways we kind of write off the behavior at sporting events; not completely but at least to a degree, ‘oh this isn’t how we really are, just how we are at basketball games’” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). Participant C indicated that hostile behavior has a significant negative impact on a Christian witness, “When I see one of our players do something that’s stupid, I begin to see them differently; so I can’t image what unbelieving schools and fans think” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). 
Game Observation
Observation Schedule 
	Home Team
	Away Team
	Date

	Baptist 
	Assemblies of God 
	11-5-2012

	Nazarene 
	Independent Christian 
	11-9-2012

	Baptist 
	Christian Works 
	11-10-2012

	Catholic 
	Baptist 
	1-31-2013

	Baptist 
	Catholic 
	2-12-2013


Table 1 
In four of the five games observed more hostility was shown toward the opposing team than to the referees. The Nazarene university (NU) demonstrated little hostility toward the referees. The two Baptist (BU) games against the Catholic university (CU) were rival games. These games revealed the most hostility toward the opposing team and the referees. The last three BU games showed significantly more hostility toward both the opposing team and referees. Such phrases as “ref, you suck,” “ref you blew it,” and “that was a horrible call” were all used throughout the BU games and were also heard coming from the CU student section. Hostility shown toward the opposing team consisted of yelling comprised of name calling, making fun of their performance, making fun of their shoes or hair, shouting at them, and yelling such phrases as “air ball.” 
Game Observation Data
Table 2
Discussion
Many Christian universities desire to maintain an environment that is unique from secular universities. However, when Christian university fans consistently display hostile fan behavior, standing apart from non-religious schools is difficult. In the end, the literature reviews, interviews, focus group discussions and game observations not only served to shed light on how hostile fan behavior harms the perception of the school’s reputation, but also how Christian fans may struggle with cognitive dissonance as they project an anti-Christian image. 
Perception of School’s Image 
In an effort to assess how students and athletic directors (AD’s) perceive the impact of hostile fan behavior, I first sought to elicit the participating school’s definition of hostile sports fan behavior. To that end, it became apparent that defining the phrase is difficult for Christian higher education institutions. During the interview with one AD, the phrase “there is a fine line [between appropriate and inappropriate sports fan behavior]” was stated and restated (personal communication, November 8, 2012). When two of the focus groups were asked to define hostile sports fan behavior, they only described some features of such behavior. Members of one focus group attempted to describe the phrase hostile sports fan behavior (see Appendix A). Nevertheless, the phrase hostile sports fan behavior seems to escape a generally understood definition.
The data from the interviews with the AD’s and focus group’s indicated that sports fans’ communication is perceived to have a significant impact on a university’s image. For example, one AD stated, “We want to represent the university in a manner we are proud of…We want to be different – in a good way” (personal communication, October 11, 2012). Another AD explained how during the previous basketball season, his players noticed the opposing teams’ fan behavior and were left with negative impressions. Further, he shared his concern for the non-Christians attendees explaining that some visitors come guarded toward Christianity. Such individuals may be predisposed to characterizing hostile fan behavior as Christian hypocrisy. He conveyed his belief that sports behavior is a serious responsibility for the fans, players and coaches. Likewise, a focus group participant stated, “I’ve made [negative] assumptions for years about [university X] based on their fan behavior… if I am doing it, then others are doing it” (personal communication, November 8, 2012). 
Moreover, the unobtrusive game observations revealed that all five universities had student fan hostility directed toward both the opposing team and referees. Counter to Greer’s (1983) study, more hostile fan behavior was shown toward the opposing team than toward the referees. 
	In response to the question to what extent does student booing at the referees and opposing team harm the perception of the school’s image, a focus group participant stated, “If we [the school’s fans] act the same way everyone else does, then we’re not making an impact or witness at all because we’re not distinguishing ourselves…we’re no different (personal communication, October 17, 2013). Similarly, another participant argued, “No matter who we play, we are always going to be held to a higher standard” (personal communication, October 14, 2013). These comments and others emphasized the concept of a “higher moral standard” for fans in Christian higher education.
	In direct opposition, there were a few indications (from the student focus groups) that hostile sports fan behavior is acceptable. A participant from one focus group stated, “Most players like getting booed at because it means the fans care about the game” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). This notion supported the popular culture perspective that aggressive fan responses serve to create a more competitive atmosphere.
Though none of the reviewed literature offered moral judgments concerning hostile fan behavior, the interviews and focus groups conducted in this study generally revealed concern for the moral implications of negative communication acts at Christian higher education sporting events. 
Social Identity Fosters Cognitive Dissonance 
	Elements of Social Identity and Structuration Theory are reflected in fans’ communication acts. Results of this study could not generate a conclusion regarding the difference between hostile fan behavior directed at the referees and hostile fan behavior directed at the opposing team. Nevertheless, I speculate, based on the game observations, that fans display more hostile behavior toward whatever agent (referees or opposing team) is causing more harm to their team. For instance, in one observation (February 12, 2013), when leading by over ten points, the winning student section became more hostile toward the referees than the opposing team. In another instance (November 9, 2012), the home team showed more hostile behavior toward the opposing team than toward the referees. 
Wann, Carlson, and Schrader (1999) and End and Foster (2010) found that highly identified fans reported greater levels of both hostile and instrumental aggression. Specifically, Wann et al found: “High identifying fans experience greater arousal and anxiety during a sporting event, and because of this aroused state are more prone to act out in a hostile aggressive manner than low identifying fans” (p. 422). The focus group results supported these two studies. For example, one participant stated, “Even as a fan you identify with the team” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). Additionally, another participant shared that fan identification is especially true at smaller schools, since everyone is familiar with everyone else: “You want to do everything you can to help them succeed” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). Yet another participant stated, “It helps when you know a lot of the players. It’s small enough to where you have classes with them or whatever else. So you know them personally…so it helps you be invested when you’re cheering” (personal communication, October 14, 2013).
Practically speaking, the fans ability to identify with their team is dynamically related to context. 
Giddens’ Theory of Structuration emphasizes how the interaction of participants within a particular organization creates the organization’s character. Likewise, “Organizational culture provides meanings for routine organizational events, thereby reducing the amount of cognitive processing and energy members need to expend” (Modalf, et al, 2013, p. 92). Hence, a culture is accepted and maintained as a social norm. Therefore, sporting arenas serve to weaken one’s cognitive dissonance regarding behavior. For instance, a focus group participant stated, 
Even if the intent is to go out there and be the best fan ever, you’re in the heat of the moment. If something happens…it’s just the way the sports culture has shaped us. The sports culture has shaped us and how we’re in in it so much…how we’re obsessed with sports and how we take things personally. It’s not about if we know the rules or not, but if we are going to be focused enough in the heat of the moment to know what’s appropriate. (personal communication, October 17, 2013)
Sports culture shapes how individuals view appropriate fan behavior, regardless of a moral compass. Ultimately, cognitive dissonance results from one’s value system (Larson, 2013) and social elements are dynamically linked to cognitive dissonance. Bottom-line: people participate in ongoing social interaction in order to be accepted. One focus group member argued that the environment motivates the behavior, “You would never sit in a classroom and heckle someone.”  Another agreed, “In some ways we kind of write off the behavior at sporting events; not completely but at least to a degree, ‘oh this isn’t how we really are, just how we are at basketball games’” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). In this manner, the fan, irrespective of Christian affiliation, essentially becomes a victim of sports culture and falls prey to the expectations of hostile behavior. The fan seeks to “write off the behavior” in order to decrease the cognitive dissonance. One AD stated, “You’re not going to say something hurtful to someone sitting in front of you in class, so why are you going to do that when someone is sitting in front of you playing soccer, or hitting a baseball” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). 
Ultimately, hostile sports fan behavior is difficult to define; nevertheless, audience members know it when they see it and they believe that such communication acts negatively impact the university’s image. The data generated for this study revealed a correlation between being a hostile fan and socially identifying with a team. This social identity along with their Christian framework often leads to cognitive dissonance. In an effort to alleviate the cognitive dissonance, fans justify their actions by blaming the competitive context. 
Conclusion
Whether we are in a private, public, high school, university or professional arena, I argue that fans can identify with their team without being victimized by a hostile environment. When fans start to believe this, the sports world will become more honorable. Individual integrity as a sports fan is to be celebrated and stands to inspire the most exciting competitive environment. Fans have the power to strongly identify with their team without being held hostage to hostile sports culture. Integrity should trump negative sports fan behavior.  
Based on outcomes of this project, it is clear that defining hostile sports fan behavior, dictating a policy to counter it, and seeking to enforce a policy in Christian higher education is both impractical and counterproductive. The best approach is for the concerned university to promote a culture of new thinking regarding sports fan behavior. In other words, establishing a narrative to saturate the university culture may facilitate a more positive sports fan mindset. Such a narrative should be brief, speak to the unique university culture, and celebrate true athletic spirit. If such a document were intertwined with the university sports program, perhaps students buying into the university culture would begin to revise the notion of what it means to be in the student fan section and be passionate about the game (see Appendix B for example). 
Ultimately, a Christian university’s mission is to reflect more than just athletic ability. After all, more than just an athletic victory is on the line--the Christian worldview is also being judged. The less hypocrisy, the better. As a professor/theologian stated after praying before a Christian university basketball game, “We should either quit praying before the game, or stop behaving the way we [the fans] do during the game” (K. Hall, personal communication, October 28, 2013).




Appendix A
Members from one focus group discussion provided the following definitions: 1) “When you’re not cheering for something good for your team, but for the downfall of the opposing team”; 2) “when fans attack a person’s personal life” (personal communication, October 17, 2013). 


Appendix B 
Sports fans at University X uphold integrity as they encourage and support our teams and players. Players, coaches, and fans should represent us with pride, honor and proper demeanor; the opposing team and referees deserve equal respect. X’s sports fans represent the university’s spirit of positive competition.  
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