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ABSTRACT

Professional soccer has been growing across the United States as the professional
leagues begin to expand and experience more success both on and off the field. A unique
fan experience can be seen with soccer as compared to other sports, with the opportunity
for fans to be a part of a supporter group, a group whose main purpose is to be the most
passionate and loyal fans for their team. Atlanta United, a Major League Soccer (MLS)
team located in Atlanta, GA, was one of the MLS’ expansion teams in 2017 and has
experienced immense success since its inception. Through the use of a phenomenological
study, I aimed to gain an in-depth understanding of the essence of the experience of being
in a supporter group of Atlanta United, specifically the Resurgence supporter group. I
conversed with nine participants from the Resurgence supporter group using a semi-
structured interview approach. Several themes emerged through the process of analyzing
interview transcripts, the relationship therein described by two overarching categories:
Unity and Disunity. The fan experience of unity is evidenced by sub-themes of
connection to the city, engagement, sense of family/home, performance, and recognition;
fans’ experience of disunity is evidenced by sub-themes of front office relations, inter-
group relations, and the future. These themes resonate with multiple communication
theories and concepts such as social identity theory, theory of performance, BIRGing and
CORFing, fan consumption, and organizational identification. In addition to the
theoretical significance of findings, this study also provides valuable information for
professional soccer teams within the United States as well as the organization of fan

groups designed to support them.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

We’re Here for Them and They’re Here for Us

We were playing our rival school, the University of South Carolina, on a weekday
evening in mid-September. It was my senior year and my last chance to finally defeat our
rival, which we had failed to do for all three of my other years playing for the Clemson
University women’s soccer team. To my surprise, there were more than a thousand
people in attendance at this game; as I learned to expect, though, our “supporter group,”
known as Central Spirit, was sitting at the front of the stands, banging on a drum, waving
flags, and cheering us on. The energy that they emitted onto the field, along with the
other fans, was all I could feel and hear after we scored our game-winning goal and I
rushed to celebrate with teammates. Our fans were always there for us. They helped us
achieve this win, just like many others, that I had longed for since first stepping foot on
Historic Riggs Field at Clemson.

I have played organized soccer since I was five years old. Even then, my
teammates and I felt the need to celebrate our fans, then mostly parents, that lined the
field. After each of our games at Clemson we made sure to thank the fans, specifically
our loyal supporter group, no matter what the result of the game. Of course, we played
hard on the field for one another, but we also played for them. They were there for us and

that was something for which each of us were incredibly thankful.



In the midst of the COVID-19 outbreak LeBron James, one of the most famous
professional basketball players in the world, was asked what he would do if teams in his
league were asked to play without fans. He responded:

We play games without the fans? Nah, that’s impossible. I ain’t

playing if I ain’t got the fans in the crowd. That’s who I play for. I

play for my teammates, and I play for the fans. That’s what it’s all

about. So if I show up to an arena and there ain’t no fans in there, I

ain’t playing. They can do what they want to do. (Levine, 2020)
Fans are vital to the world of sports and, for that reason, they cannot be taken for granted
or overlooked.

The Up-and-Coming Sport (in the United States)

Soccer in the United States has experienced a drastic increase in interest over the
course of the last few years. According to Nielsen Sports Sponsorlink, the top tier
professional soccer league in the United States, Major League Soccer, has seen a 27%
increase in interest since 2012 (“Gaining Ground”, 2018). This increase in interest has
also led to an increase of success for the MLS. Don Garber, MLS commissioner, said,
“Expansion during the last 15 years has been enormously successful” (LoR¢, 2019). One
important marker in this expansion was the creation of the club Atlanta United in 2014.
This club has grown over the years and, according to a CIES Football Observatory Study,
now ranks tenth in average attendance per game of all the clubs in the world with 51,547
between 2013 and 2018 (Poli, Ravenel, & Besson, 2019). With this high attendance rate,

it is no surprise that they are also the league’s most valuable club at $330 million (Bogert,



2018). This team stands as the example of excellence for MLS as a whole, as it has set
the records for attendance and fan dedication. This makes Atlanta United particularly
interesting for researching fan experiences and identification.

While interest in soccer in the United States has grown, there is still minimal
research on the U.S.-based fandoms and consumers of the sport. Most of the research that
exists centers on teams that are located across Europe and other parts of the world. This
research includes that of Decrop and Debraix (2010) in Europe on consumption
experience, fan identity, and brand loyalty as well as a study by Hedlund (2014) on
membership and participation in sport fan communities. Supporter groups, their
relationships with their clubs, and the impact they have had on soccer have also been
studied within European contexts (Jaquiss, 2000; Pietersen, 2009; Wolfson, Wakelin, &
Lewis, 2005). The context of this study differs from that of research in the United States
based on cultural differences, particularly those related to the consumption of soccer. My
goal is to fill the gap in research that exists within scholarship based on United States
soccer and supporter culture with professional soccer.

Another gap that exists within research was discussed by Petersen and McNamee
(2017) regarding organizational communication specifically. Their research on
involuntary membership within the prison systems raised a question concerning the
nature and experiences that are tied to (in)voluntary membership. Their findings led them
to encourage future research to “consider how theories of dis/deidentification and
power/control might be revised with an eye toward the fluidity of (in)voluntary

organizational membership.” (p. 210). Voluntary membership creates unique experiences



that can often be overlooked within organizational communication and being a member
of a supporter group is a voluntary act. Therefore, the understanding of the voluntary
nature of choosing to become a member of an official supporter group, and then
(in)voluntarily becoming a member of the Atlanta United organization provides a unique
opportunity to better understand organizational communication within this (in)voluntary
context.

From an industry perspective, this research can play a vital role in understanding
the fan identification that occurs and how to improve the fan experience. This may allow
professional soccer teams to understand how to grow and maintain their fan bases,
potentially leading to an increase in attendance and in consistency of attendance, thereby
increasing the revenue of the club. Yoshida, Heere, and Gordon (2015) found that “fan
community attachment is the only construct that can predict attendance frequency over a
longer period of time...” (p. 318). Understanding the fans’ experiences and motivations
could help both Atlanta United and other MLS clubs to promote the type of experience
that intensifies fans’ attachment to their brand and the larger fan community.
Improvement of fans’ experiences may increase their passion for the team and may lead
to an increase of consumption of the teams’ media as well (Wakefield, 2016). Therefore,
studying the “most passionate” fans of an MLS team contributes to academia and

industry by filling a gap and also expanding on existing findings.



CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

Communication, an aspect of everyday activities that is intertwined with all of
human life, is often overlooked, and therefore its complexity, pervasiveness, and
importance is not always seen (Littlejohn & Foss, 2008). Communication acts as the
basic social process in which one can transform a raw place into a place that is publicly
meaningful, while inherently creating particular ways of living or acting (Carbaugh,
1996). Communication acts to define the world in which we live and the reality that we
experience. Therefore, to be able to fully explore the experiences of my participants it is
important to know the contexts in which communication has created that experience, as
well as how communication continues to shape it.

There is a lack of research on the application of social identity theory, fan
consumption behavior, and organizational identity theory to the context of professional
soccer in the United States. Previous literature has focused on the application of these
concepts and theories to other professional sports within the United States, or to
professional sports in other countries. In this literature review, I will provide a foundation
for my study by providing previous findings and concepts that helped me make sense of
the stories shared by participants in this study. The literature review provides background
on the history and growth of professional soccer in the United States, and then leads to
theories and concepts that appear in my findings: social identity theory, fan consumption

behaviors, BIRG-ing and CORF-ing, and organizational identification theory.



History

Professional soccer was introduced to the United States in 1921 when the
American Professional Soccer League (APSL) was started in the New York metropolitan
area and Pennsylvania (U.S. Soccer Timeline, n.d.). The league was shut down in 1933
because of low attendance rates and a small functioning area. Many years later, two
professional leagues formed, the United Soccer Association (USA) and the National
Professional Soccer Leagues (NPSL). By the end of their first seasons they merged, due
to a request from the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA), and they
became the North American Soccer League (NASL) in 1968 (U.S. Soccer Timeline,
n.d.). The NASL sparked the growth of professional soccer in the United States with its
original 17 teams located across the country (Lewis, 2018). The NASL’s mistakes and
misfortunes were also a lesson for those who followed in its footsteps, as it lost 10 teams
and millions of dollars in its last 5 years before its demise in 1984 (Lewis, 2018). The
downfall of this league was spurred by declining attendance figures, rapid franchise
expansion, the absence of a salary cap, and inconsistent media exposure (Strutner,
Parrish, & Nauright, 2014).

After a few years of no true professional soccer leagues in the United States,
Major League Soccer (MLS) was created in 1996 (Collins, 2006). The league started with
ten teams in its first year and added two more teams in its second season (Stejskal, 2017).
This early expansion worked well for some teams and not so well for others, as the
league held at 12 teams for 10 years. After the downfall of previous leagues, the goal of

this league was to not make the same mistakes. Therefore, early on, the league focused on



constructing soccer-specific stadiums, catering to Hispanic populations, encouraging the
youth of America to become spectators of the sport, as well as participants, and recruiting
new investors (Strutner, Parrish, & Nauright, 2014). After 10 years, the league began to
make more reforms, attempting to mirror their European counterparts, by adding more
professional leagues and even amateur leagues.

Compared to leagues across the world the MLS is unique in that it does not use a
system of promotion and relegation (commonly referred to as pro/rel), meaning that the
league only works within itself and teams are not at risk of being removed from the
league and put in a second division league if they do not perform well (Markovits &
Hellerman, 2001). Although they do not use the pro/rel system, since 2006 they have
adopted a type of farm league system, meaning that an MLS team and their minor league
affiliate teams could vertically exchange players (Strutner, Parrish, & Nauright, 2014).
One of the main leagues that became affiliated with the MLS in the years following the
beginning of this new system was the United Soccer League (USL), which was started in
2011 when two existing professional leagues were combined (History, 2019). This league
is viewed as the second tier of professional soccer in the United States, and the teams
within this league often act as feeder teams, or teams that supply players, for the MLS
teams across the country. The Charleston Battery, the USL team located in Charleston,
SC, is an example of a team that does not feed players directly to an MLS team. They
used to have an affiliation with Atlanta United, the MLS team in Atlanta, GA, but that
ended after the formation of Atlanta United 2, the Atlanta United Club’s own USL team.

In 2018, 19 MLS teams announced that they were affiliated with a USL team, leaving



only 5 teams without affiliates (Butler, 2018). Along with acting as feeder teams for the
current MLS teams, many USL teams are also placing bids to take their next step in
professional soccer by moving up into MLS. Both leagues play a vital role in
understanding the success and growth of soccer as a whole in the United States.
Growth

Since making their debuts, both MLS and USL have greatly increased their
number of teams, and they are both looking at expanding even more in the next couple of
years. Before this research began, MLS votes were being held for placement of their next
few expansion teams. There were bids coming from Charlotte, NC, Las Vegas, NV,
Phoenix, AZ, and other cities across the United States. Following completion of this
study, it was announced that 4 new teams would join the league in 2021 and 2022. These
teams will be located in Austin, TX; Charlotte, NC; Sacramento, CA; and St. Louis, MO.
The MLS currently consists of 24 teams and already has 3 new expansion teams set to
begin playing in 2020 (LoRé, 2019). As for the USL, they just created a new league
within their league called USL League One. This new league now acts as the third
division of United States professional soccer and it created 10 teams across the United
States that competed in their first season starting in the Spring of 2019. This league acts
under the USL Championship League which currently consists of 36 teams and is the
largest professional soccer league in the United States (History, 2019). These league
expansions are also accompanied by an increase in fan attendance for games and fan

interest across the United States as a whole.



For years now, fan interest has been increasing in the MLS and the USL.
According to Nielsen Sports Sponsorlink, there has been a 27% rise in interest in soccer
in the United States since 2012 (LoR¢, 2019). The days of the MLS being seen as a
retirement league for foreign star players whose best playing days have passed has slowly
become a thing of the past (Strutner, Parrish, & Nauright, 2014). An increase in the
number of younger players from both Europe and South America has improved the
quality of the sport within the MLS (Rogers, 2018). Star players, as well as coaches, have
greatly impacted the popularity of the sport in the United States, but the long-term
success of the sport rides on the ability to maintain a high level of quality across the
league and that cannot be obtained through a few star players.

To the surprise of many, MLS average attendance rates from 2013-2018 ranked
8th in the world with 21,358. Atlanta United led this increase in attendance with an
average attendance rate of 51,547 within its first few years of play, putting them at the
10th best average attendance in the world (LoRé, 2019). The USL has also produced
record setting numbers for fan attendance over the past few seasons with a total of almost
3 million fans attending games through the regular season and post season in 2018 (USL,
2019). With the expansion of the league, the new teams were setting records from the
beginning; one of the new teams, New Mexico United, set a record for Week 1
attendance with a sellout crowd of 12,896. This spike in attendance across the league led
to a 29% increase in attendance from the 2018 opening weekend and a 55% increase

from 2017 (Sellout Crowds..., 2019). Clearly, soccer is capturing an ever-larger share of



Americans’ interest, and with the U.S. hosting the 2026 FIFA World Cup, the biggest
soccer tournament in the world, that audience is on track to grow even bigger.

Social Identity Theory

Social identity theory was introduced by Tajfel (1978) and then developed further
by Tajfel and Turner (1979). This theory proposes that individuals categorize themselves
as belonging to various social groups, for example a fan base (Trepte & Loy, 2017). Stets
and Burke (2000) defined a social group as “a set of individuals who hold a common
social identification or view themselves as members of the same social category” (p.
225). The creation of social identity in some cases comes from demonstrating this
membership in a particular social group by associating oneself with a specific brand, or
set of brands, such as a specific team or even someone that is a part of that team (Carlson
& Donovan, 2013). In other words, individuals can choose to identify with an
organization on the whole (i.e., U.S. Soccer or Atlanta United), and/or an aspect of that
organization (i.e., U.S. Women’s National Team or Atlanta United’s MLS team,
respectively).

Sport often acts as a unique way of identifying due to the degree that one will
identify with a team, athlete, or organization. Dunning (1999) stated that “identification
with a sports team can provide people with an important identity-prop, a source of ‘we-
feelings’ and a sense of belonging in what would otherwise be an isolated existence” (p.
6). Sport identification can play a vital role in the understanding of one’s self and one’s
self in specific community contexts. Hedlund (2014) stated that co-creation of value

during sporting events occurs when sport organizations, fans, and other parties
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collaborate and create relationships. Sociologists have postulated that the social worlds
and opportunities for collective identity that are inherent in sport raise it to a higher level
of social importance (Gibson, Willming, & Holdnack, 2002). Being a part of this unique
community is something that the fans take pride in because of their groups’ unique ethos
(Decrop & Debraix, 2010). Fans develop a sense of a “we” feeling with those around
them through relationships that are formed and, in turn, a sense of belonging.

While identification can link someone to a group, it can also cause them to
identify with a person or multiple people within a group. For example, people sometimes
identify with an athlete based on the athlete’s brand. There is a lack of research in
studying this form of identification within sport, but the literature that exists suggests that
media, oral communication, impression management, social agents and/or team, or sport
can help fans develop awareness and positive associations with those athletes (Hasaan,
Kerem, Biscaia, & Agyemang, 2016). Whether identifying with a club, team, or athlete,
sport identification is able to generate its own social identities that include patterns of
time allocation, expenditures, family relationships, and norms (Gillespie, Leffler, &
Lerner, 2002).

Performance

In a similar vein to things discussed in social identity is performance identity. The
concept of “performance” was coined by Erving Goffman in his book, The Presentation
of Self in Everyday Life. Goffman (1959) defined a performance as “the activity of an
individual which occurs during a period marked by his continuous presence before a

particular set of observers and which has some influence on the observers” (p. 13). There
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are several aspects of a performance that must be acknowledged. The front is the first
aspect and it is the aspect of a performance that is particular to a certain audience. The
second is the setting, any background that is involved in the performance. This
background can consist of specific locations, lay-outs, or props in the area. The next
aspect is the appearance of the performer, which can include signifiers of status to the
audience such as clothing or other aspects of physical appearance. Finally, there is the
manner which acts to signify the role that the audience should expect of the performer.

These performances take place constantly in people’s everyday lives, even when
they are exuding their fandom for their team. Sports fans, especially supporters, enact
certain types of performances to signify their support for each other and the club for
which they cheer. Supporters’ performances are often dramatized by highly visual
imagery, dramatic sound, and extraordinary settings (Chun, Gentry, & McGinnis, 2005).
These performances can be seen through actions such as singing, chanting, waving flags,
or even simply wearing the club’s colors. This induces participants to articulate symbolic
meanings related to the ritual.

BIRGing and CORFing

Other concepts related to identification that are heavily researched in sports are
basking-in-reflected-glory (BIRGing) and cutting-off-reflected-failure (CORFing)
(Billings, Delvin, & Brwon, 2016; Campbell, Aiken, & Kent, 2004; Spinda, 2011; Wann
& Branscombe, 1990). Identification with a group has important implications for one’s
self-esteem (Wann & Branscombe, 1990). The main assumption of the concept BIRGing

is that when a fan’s team is doing well, they will often identify more with that team
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through behaviors such as wearing the team’s colors, discussing previous games, and
specifically using the term “we” when doing so. The goal of BIRGing is to enhance the
fan’s ego. The goal of CORFing is to protect the fan’s ego: Fans will avoid association
with a losing (or poorly-perceived) team and will use the term “they” when discussing
previous games or other topics about the team. Billings, Delvin, and Brown (2016)
applied these concepts to the fan identifications that were seen in the 2014 FIFA World
Cup, specifically looking at the identification of fans to the U.S. Men’s National Team
(USMNT). They found that the level of consumption of the tournament was directly
related to one’s fan identification with the USMNT; the more one viewed, the more they
were identified with the team. They also found that these highly-identified fans were less
likely to partake in CORFing when the USMNT was eliminated from the tournament.
Although this study shows relationships between BIRGing, CORFing, and fan identity,
more research is needed to further these findings, especially as it relates to fans’
understanding of their own reactions and experience.

Fan Consumption

A large amount of research has been focused on sport consumption behavior
(Parry, Jones, & Wann, 2014) and loyalty, as well as pride (Decrop & Derbaix, 2010).
Hunt, Bristol, & Edward Bashaw (1999) even defined sport fans as “an enthusiastic
devotee of some particular sports consumptive behavior” (p. 440). Fan consumption can
be seen through the purchasing of paraphernalia, attending events, supporting the team
through their conversations with others (in person or on social media) and in many other

ways. Often their actions are the things that identify them with the team or organization.
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All of these actions are used in a way that allows fans to satisfy a very diverse and
complex range of needs (Wann, Melnick, Russell, & Pease, 2001). One of these needs is
a sense of membership. Hedlund (2014) found that fans often collaborate while
consuming sporting events in person to co-create the experience and feel that sense of
membership and belonging.

Organizational Identification Theory

Literature suggests ambiguity as to what organizational identity means (Cheney,
Christensen, & Dailey, 2014). Although organizational identity is considered a specific
form of social identification (Haslam, Postmes, & Ellemers, 2003) there are multiple
approaches to understanding and defining organizational identity. Ashforth and Mael
(1996) defined organizational identity as “unfolding and stylized narratives about the
‘soul’ or essence of the organization” (p. 21). On the other hand, van Riel and Balmer
(1997) defined organizational identity as something that is solid, planned, shaped, and
manufactured. Albert and Whetten (1985) believed identity to be the center of an
organization that shapes its choices and helps to maintain its integrity. In most
organizational communication scholarship, membership is viewed as paid, full-time, and
permanent employment (Cheney et al., 2014). The type of identification of organizational
identification that I explore in the current study suggests that, with a sports team in
particular, fans of a sports team(s) see themselves as members of an organization and not
just consumers of the product (e.g., Heere & James, 2007).

Multiple factors may influence an individual’s reasoning for identifying with a

specific organization, team, or group. For fans, organizational identification with a team
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can occur when an individual’s beliefs about his or her team become self-referential or
self-defining (Pratt, 1998). This identification typically occurs through one of two
different ways, affinity or emulation (Foster & Hyatt, 2007). Affinity occurs when the fan
believes that the organization is similar to them in any particular way (i.e., endorsements
of ideas that they hold as well). Emulation occurs when the reverse occurs and the fans
begin to adopt the beliefs of the organization. These types of identification are often
related back to specific organizational attributes and not the entire organization as a
whole (Cheney et al., 2014). Gossett (2002) found that only wanting stakeholders to
identify with some aspects of the organization is a desirable situation in some instances
This means that is often understood that people do not always identify the same way with
an organization and therefore the ability to only identify with some aspects allows for
more opportunities for organizational identification.

Heere and James (2007) suggested that the identification with a team is also
greatly impacted by the external groups with which the team is associated. Specifically
within sports, geographic location of the team and their connection to the external group
of that city or region is a major influence on identification. This can also be seen in
Rooney’s (1974) study for which it was found that many supporters were proud of the
city or region where they live and therefore identified with the team that is located in that
region and this phenomenon is called “Glory of the Town.” This concept suggests that
fans do not only identify with a team, but also with the community that it represents as
well and that team can provide a symbolic representation of other aspects of social or

community life (Heere & James, 2007; Rooney, 1974).
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This representation of a geographical area can occur through team chants, logos,
colors, and names that are created by the organization or the fans. The use of these
chants, logos, colors, and names by the fans demonstrates how fans can use their
behaviors and fan consumption to show their connection and identification with the
geographical area through their identification with the team and/or club. This enacting of
identification is encouraged by organizational identification as a whole due to the fact
that actual, or even perceived, organizational identification creates a sense of loyalty and
devotion that, in turn, impacts the actions and behaviors of the individuals, in this case
the fans (Foster & Hyatt, 2007).

Pratt (1998) stated that one of the most frequently discussed reasons for
organizational identification is the need that one has for belonging and affiliation. This
concept is supported by the definition that Mael and Ashforth (1992) proposed. They
defined organizational identification as the “perception of oneness with or belongingness
to an organization” (Mael & Ashforth, 1992, p. 104). The need for belonging and
affiliation can be fulfilled through the identification one can have with a team or club.
When fans believe that the team or club endorses their beliefs or ideas, they feel this
sense of belonging and that need for connectedness is fulfilled (Foster & Hyatt, 2007).
This belonging and connectedness to an organization is something that is continuously
being studied, but research has traditionally focused less on becoming identified with an
organization and more on the sense of being identified (Glynn, 1998).

Supporter Groups
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Research surrounding supporter groups, some of the most identified groups of
sports fans, found that fans and clubs struggle to exist independently (Dixon, 2011). The
two entities are therefore connected at a level that requires that neither be overvalued at
the expense of the other. Scholars have been researching supporter groups throughout
Europe and other areas of the world for decades, specifically within the realm of football
(also known as soccer in the United States).

Supporter groups were not always as appreciated as they are now, as Russell
(1997) discussed when noting that fans in the 1980s in England were neglected due to the
clubs stereotyping them with bad behavior. This led to the creation of the Football
Supporters’ Association (FSA), an independent organization for soccer supporters in
England where they were able to become more involved with both club and community.
The creation of the Independent Supporter Associations (ISAs) followed, and provided
fans with a greater opportunity to partake in the team’s affairs (i.e. setting prices or
creating the match day atmosphere). Soon after the creation of these two entities, they
combined to create Supporter’s Direct (Jaquiss, 2000). The goal of this organization was
to counteract the control that was held by clubs’ management over the supporters. Smith
(2000) took a historical approach to gaining a better understanding of how supporter
culture works and has evolved over the years to become more inclusive, as it is today.

There have been several types of supporters found in research done in Europe and
England. Pietersen (2009) talked about two of these supporter types: Roligans and
Hooligans. Roligans are defined as supporters that are more commonly associated with

national teams and can be identified by their social behavior and creative events.
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Hooligans are the most well-known supporter types and are defined as supporters who
are commonly focused on local clubs and are known for the vibrant atmospheres that they
often create at games due to their high levels of passion and excitement. Another type of
supporter was defined by Roversi (1994) when discussing u/tras in Italy who add another
layer to supporter culture by also typically being aligned through political parties, as well
as through their community’s football club.

These different types of supporters may differ in definition, but similarities are
often found in their drive to support their teams through their actions. These actions can
be seen as singing, chanting, and creating flags, among other things. Scholars have begun
to research these actions in the European and English contexts. Kyto (2011) studied
solely the sounds (singing and chants) of the Carsi supporter group in Turkey, where
soccer plays a vital role in their lives, in order to better understand the culture of the
group. Power (2011) aimed to gain a better understanding of the use of singing within the
English Premier League due to the important role that singing plays in that context.

Supporter groups have been studied across multiple contexts, but yet to be studied
within the context of professional soccer in the United States. Supporter groups often
have their own distinct identities, but the commonalities that exist within them are many.
Supporters are a passionate, loyal, and integral aspect to the success of soccer clubs

around the world, even in the United States.

Atlanta United
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MLS has been expanding since its first season in 1996. In 2014, one of the cities
that was awarded an expansion team was Atlanta, GA. The team began play in the 2017
season under the ownership of Arthur Blank, who also owns the Atlanta Falcons, the
city’s National Football League (NFL) team (“United”, 2019). In their first season, they
were able to set multiple attendance records in the MLS including single match,
postseason, and season average. As for performance, Atlanta United qualified for
postseason play with the second-most goals in MLS through the regular season (Weiner,
2017). In their next season, their success only improved.

In 2018, Atlanta United broke MLS records again by breaking their previous
season records with a total of 901,033 fans across 17 games and a season average of
53,002 (Rodriguez, 2018). This improvement off the field was accompanied by
improvement on the field as Atlanta United won the 2018 MLS Cup, defeating the
Portland Timbers. In their most recent season, they were unable to beat their average
attendance from the previous year and remained at 52,520, but they topped their previous
single-match attendance with 72,548 fans coming out to support the team against the LA
Galaxy (Catanese, 2019). This team has also become affiliated with the USL team
Atlanta United 2, which was created by the Atlanta United organization (or club as it is
known in soccer terminology). The USL included the Atlanta United 2 team in their 2018
expansion. The team is also located in Atlanta, but plays its matches at a different
stadium. With this second team located in the USL as well, Atlanta United has been able

to take part in the growth of professional soccer as a whole and not just within the MLS.
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The creation and branding of Atlanta United was based around the city of Atlanta
and its history. Each element of the logo represents different aspects of the city as well as
the club’s ties to the community. The description of the logo and the meaning of each of
its parts can be found on their website’s “About the Club” page. There is a description of
the logo’s circle as representation of the city’s “Olympic heritage” and “never-ending
passion for the city and the club”. There is also a description of the “Five Stripes”, stating
that they tie into the city’s railroad history, as well as represent their five pillars of
character; unity, determination, community, excellence, and innovation.

Their connection to the community does not stop here as they have webpages for
both their fans and their supporter groups on the team’s official website. This inclusion
was also taken a step further when Atlanta United announced the reservation of the
number 17 for the supporters shortly before their first game ever played. This gesture was
made to signify the inclusion and importance of the supporters in the creation of Atlanta
United in 2017. A statement by the club’s president, Darren Eales, can be found on their
website regarding the importance of this number retirement:

The supporters have always been the most important and fundamental
aspects of Atlanta United and they’ve been part of the excitement of
this journey building the club as we approach the 5th of March, our
first-ever game. They’re an integral part of the squad so we felt it was
only appropriate that they should have a number that is theirs alone.

(Rossitch, 2017)
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The inclusion of their fans, their city, and the community as a whole is something that is
visible across Atlanta United’s website, as well as their social media platforms,
demonstrating their aim to unify.

For the purpose of this study, the fans of Atlanta United were the focus,
specifically Resurgence, one of the club’s official supporter groups. Atlanta United has
four official supporter groups—Resurgence, Footie Mob, Terminus Legion, and The
Faction—that can be found on their official club website. Supporter groups are vital to
the success of soccer clubs as they are the fans that truly lead the charge in supporting
their team. Regarding their supporter groups, the Atlanta United website states:

The Supporter Section’s purpose is to be your worst nightmare and
our secret weapon. It is the engine, the driving force behind the ATL
every day, and the heart of game-day. Here, we support and promote
all things Atlanta United.

The Supporter Section is the heartbeat of the stadium, where
the ATL is brought to life by its most passionate fans. Together, we
strive to create the loudest, most creative, most passionate and
stunning, gritty yet flashy sporting experience in North American
soccer.

Unite and Conquer. (“Supporter Groups”, 2020)

Through this research project, I hope to gain a better understanding of these
passionate fans who are said to be the driving force behind Atlanta United. By gaining a

better understanding of their lived experiences it was my goal to fill the gap in both
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scholarship and the industry that exists in the United States around supporter groups within
the MLS. This led me to my research question:

RQ: How do fan club members understand their Atlanta United fan experience?
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CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

To thoroughly be able to understand and describe the creation of fan identity of
Atlanta United fans through social identification and organizational identification it was
essential for me use a qualitative methodological approach for this study. The creation of
an identity is a complex and ever-evolving process and therefore required the perspective
and voice of participants in order to comprehend their experiences and subjective truths.
Qualitative research aims to construct a complex and holistic picture, examine the use of
words, and provide an account of a detailed view of participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Pursuing a phenomenological design enabled me to focus on participants’ understandings
of their own experiences and beliefs about the meaning of their identification. In this
study, I sought to understand the particularities of participants’ experiences and the
subjectivity of their accounts of experiences (Creswell, 2013).

To achieve an in-depth understanding of the participants’ lived experiences as
fans of Atlanta United, I conducted a phenomenological study using semi-structured
interviews. The purpose of a phenomenological study is to explore and explain the
meaning of shared lived experience (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Phenomenology aims to
focus on the commonalities found between participants’ lived experiences by focusing on
the meanings that the participants create surrounding these lived experiences.
Phenomenology allows the essence of the lived experience to emerge by giving a voice to
the participants themselves and therefore generating a unique insight into the studied

phenomenon (Groenwald, 2004). Lyotard (1991) stated that experience is the sole source
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of all knowledge. It is through the understanding of these lived experiences that I was
able to further the knowledge that surrounds the concept of fandoms within professional
soccer in the United States. Specifically, within this research, I aimed to understand the
lived experience of Resurgence supporter group members as a whole and how they define
and frame their fan experiences in terms of their identification and support of the club
Atlanta United.
Reflexivity

Soccer has played a major role throughout my life as I have played the sport since
I was 5 years old and participated on countless teams throughout the past 16 years. My
participation has occurred on recreational teams, high school teams, club teams and even
on the national level. I have also been a fan of multiple soccer teams throughout the
world and within the United States, attending matches both in England and in the United
States. While playing soccer I developed a true love for the sport, and it is for this reason
that I am highly invested in the success of this sport in the United States. My lived
experiences with the sport are what led to my desire to research fans of a professional
soccer club within the United States with the goal of gaining intimate understanding.

Within my research I shared my background, experiences, love for the game and
goals of my research with my participants in order to garner trust from them and elicit
more meaningful conversation. Berger (2015) stated that reflexivity from a researcher
that is similar to their participants can increase the amount of information that the
participants are willing to share. This is an example of how reflexivity can demonstrate

the interactive nature of interviews in which the researcher’s and participant’s
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perceptions of each other and their respective experiences can impact the nature and the
outcome of an interview (Hsiung, 2008). Acknowledging these findings in regards to

impact of reflexivity, I relied upon my identity as a soccer player and fan of the sport to
both gain knowledge and better understand my participants from an insider perspective.

Culture of Interest

The phenomenon of interest that my study focused on was the essence of the
experience of Atlanta United’s Resurgence Supporter group members. Atlanta United, as
a club, has experienced great success since its creation in 2017. As discussed in the
literature review Atlanta United has achieved success both on and off the field, setting
records for attendance and winning an MLS championship within its first few years of
existence. With a total of 901,033 fans filling Atlanta United’s stadium over 17 games
and an average attendance of 53,002 (Rodriguez, 2018). Members of supporter groups
are consistent attendees of the games who act as the driving force behind the vibrant
game day atmosphere. Defined as the “heartbeat” by the club, these fans are some of the
most loyal, passionate fans of Atlanta United. The combination of a passionate fan group
and a young, growing, and successful MLS club provided a unique opportunity to study a
professional soccer supporter group in their early stages with a successful club, a topic
that has not been researched within the context of United States professional soccer.

Participants

Participants in this study were members of an officially sanctioned supporters

group of Atlanta United called Resurgence. Atlanta United has four officially sanctioned

supporter groups: Footie Mob, Resurgence, Terminus Legion, and The Faction.
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Resurgence’s mission statement states that their goal is to create a “rowdy and passionate
in-match, Supporter’s Section, experience” while also motivating “members to sing
original songs and wave hand-made flags” (“Supporter Groups”, 2020). I chose to study
Resurgence because they represent the supporter group cultures that have typically been
researched across Europe and England. The level of fandom that members of an official
supporter group, such as Resurgence, exude provides a unique opportunity to understand
some of the most highly identified fans of Atlanta United. The “hardcore” and
“hooligan-istic” nature of these fans often acts as a driving force for setting the tone for
the experience of a game as a whole. Understanding this population is vital to
understanding the experience of being around Atlanta United.

When contacting members of Resurgence, I emailed the group using the email
that was found on their website and asked for assistance in recruiting participants for this
study. I then provided my contact information to the organizational leaders with a link to
a Google Form that asked the participants several questions. First, the form asked if they
were members of Resurgence, then inquired about the number of Atlanta United games
that they attend, and concluded by asking if they would like to participate in the study. If
they chose to participate, they were then asked to provide an email address as their
contact information. Once I received an email address from a surveyed potential
participant, I sent them a personalized email thanking them for their participation and
asked to set up a time for the interview, preferably over a video call. Out of the 26

responses to the Google Form, 19 Resurgence members provided their email addresses.
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All 19 members were contacted, of which 9 agreed to complete an interview with me (see
Appendix A).

All contact information that was obtained through this recruitment processes was
stored in a password-protected Google Drive file. I was the only person who accessed
their contact information; it was only used for research purposes and then deleted after
the research process was completed.

Data Collection

In this research study, I used semi-structured interviews to collect the necessary
data for understanding this phenomenon. Semi-structured interviews rely upon a guide
prepared in advance by the researcher that includes questions and topics that need to be
covered in a loosely guided conversation with participants (Harrell & Bradley, 2009).
This method allowed me, as the researcher, to ensure that all aspects of the phenomenon
were covered while also allowing the participants to cover topics that they felt were
important and should be discussed. Longhurst (2003) supported this concept by stating
that “semi-structured interviews unfold in a conversational manner offering participants
the chance to explore issues they feel are important” (p. 103). Therefore, through the
process I began the interviews by following the discussion guide, but allowed the
conversation with the participant to flow freely and allowed them to develop their own
topics and thoughts surrounding their experience(s).

The discussion guide contained several open-ended questions and sub-questions
about participants’ experiences as fans of Atlanta United, as well as their involvement

with soccer as a whole (see Appendix B). Although this was the structure of the guide to
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begin the study, it evolved through the interview process to include more questions about
their opinions on different aspects of the club such as the team, president, and front
office. An example of this evolution could be seen when I added a question to the
discussion guide about the participants’ viewpoints of their responsibility or privilege to
support the team/organization. This question was developed early on in the research
process as many of the participants voiced their concerns with the organization, while
also discussing their love for supporting the team. Kvale (1996) asserted that qualitative
research is more concerned with being attuned to the participant than with following the
same set of questions for every participant. For this reason, as the interviews were
conducted and themes began to emerge, I allowed the discussion guide to evolve in effort
to include topics that the participants were choosing to discuss, which further prioritized
participants’ voices and experiences throughout the research process rather than relying
solely on my own assumptions.

There were also two questions that were based on pictures that related to the
organization. The participants were asked what the first thing that came to mind was
when looking, or thinking, about these pictures. One of the pictures was of the Atlanta
United logo and the other one was a picture of a sold-out crowd at an Atlanta United
game in Mercedes-Benz stadium (see Appendix C). Novak (2010) stated that “visuality
remains a key aspect in engaging and understanding the social world” (p. 293). Through
the use of photos in the interview process I hoped to engage the participants at a deeper
level by allowing them to visualize certain aspects of their experience. Photos were not

only used by myself, but one participant felt so strongly about the visuality of one aspect
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Appendix G

Figure G-1: An example of a full stadium tifo for an Atlanta United game.
(USA Today Sports Images, 2018)

Figure G-2: An example of a supporter section tifo for an Atlanta United game.
(Culver, 2018)
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Appendix H

The ATL Pup

Figure H-1: Spike, the service dog that Atlanta United has sponsored and taken on as
one of their own.
(Spike’s Signing, 2020)

“They have a service dog who has, you know, a Twitter and it's the

cutest thing ever.” -Veronica
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