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Fans Behaving Badly: The Psychology of Sports’ Team Identification, Group 

Dynamics, and Self-Esteem 

Packer Nation was in a state of panic.  Their beloved Packers had just lost to the 

lowly Detroit Lions; the final score was 19-7 (Green Bay Packers).  Were the Packers’ 

chances of repeating as NFC North Division champions in jeopardy?  How would they 

salvage the season? Was it time to look ahead to 2015?  

Excuses flew left and right.  “It’s the refs fault!” 

“Detroit plays dirty!” 

“It’s Olivia Munn’s fault. Ever since Aaron Rodgers started dating her…” 

“Aaron Rodgers needs to stop filming commercials and focus on football.”  

The following Tuesday, during his weekly radio show, Packers quarterback Aaron 

Rodgers was asked about the “Rory McIlroy effect”, the logical fallacy that there is a direct 

correlation between an athlete’s performance and his or her love life (Chase).  Rodgers was 

annoyed by the questions, referring to them as being so idiotic, they did not deserve an 

answer (Rodgers).  Then he went on to tell Packer Nation to “R-E-L-A-X”.  

All of this happened after Week 3.  Conventional wisdom says that the fans were 

overreacting. Week 3 is too early to even think about the playoffs.  Irrational fans and sore 

winners/losers are nothing new in sports. Psychologists have been studying this for 
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decades.  With social media bringing fans together and bringing fans closer to their favorite 

players, it seems that fan behavior has gotten more extreme. Or has it?  

While many studies have shown that fan behavior is rooted in their own self-esteem 

and how much their own identity is tied to their favorite team, media saturation, the 

anonymity of the Internet, and group behavior also contribute to fans behaving badly.  

Self-esteem is defined as your overall opinion of yourself, your abilities and your 

limitations.  This opinion is formed by many factors including your thoughts and 

perceptions of yourself, your relationships with people close to you (i.e. family, close 

friends, teachers, supervisors, co-workers, etc.), how others react to you, illness, injuries 

and/or disabilities you may have, messages from the media, your religion or culture, and 

your role and status in society (Mayo Clinic Staff).  A person who hears largely negative 

messages is more likely to internalize these messages. As a result, he or she has low self-

esteem.  Conversely, a person who hears largely positive or encouraging messages will also 

internalize these messages, which, in turn, results in higher self-esteem (Mayo Clinic Staff).  

It is human nature to want to be associated with a person, group or other entity who 

appears to be successful. Psychology has a term for this: BIRGing or Basking in Reflected 

Glory (Krauss Whitbourne).  A person who is BIRGing has attached themselves to someone 

or something they believe is a winner because being associated with this winner makes 

that person feel good about themselves.   

CORFing is the opposite of BIRGing. CORFing stands for Cutting off Reflected Failure. 

If the same person, group or entity that was successful hits rough times or adversity, the 

individual who was basking in this reflected glory will now try to distance themselves or 
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CORF because the attached person now feels that this attachment reflects poorly on 

themselves (Krauss Whitbourne).  

BIRGing and CORFing are not limited to the sports world.  During the 2014 mid-

term elections, Democrats decided it would be better to distance themselves from 

President Obama because they felt that any association with him would hurt them in the 

elections.  On the other side, former Presidential candidate Mitt Romney was seen 

stumping for Republican candidates during the campaign.  The GOP felt that Mitt Romney 

was an asset and a success and wanted to be associated with him.  

In the world of sports, BIRGing and CORFing are better known as “jumping on and 

off the bandwagon”.  For example, someone may decide to become a Seattle Seahawks fan 

because the team won Super Bowl 48. As long as the Seahawks are winning, they remain a 

fan. However, if the team should hit a rough patch and start losing games, this person may 

decide they don’t want to have that association with a team that has fallen from the top.  

While people who are termed “bandwagon jumpers” are often looked down upon by 

die-hard sports fans, these so-called fair-weather fans have somewhat of a healthy 

relationship between themselves and a sports team.  They are able to maintain a separation 

between their identity and their favorite sports team. Then there are fans who cannot make 

the separation because their identity is so tied up with their favorite team.  One common 

term psychologists use to describe this type of attachment is “team identification” (Pierce 

and Wann).  

People derive a good portion of identity and self-worth from the group or groups to 

which they belong (Branscombe and Wann).  Fans of a sports team can be one such group.  

Researchers have found that a fan’s attachment to a team can be an important predictor of 



  Kramer4 
 

 

numerous affective, cognitive and behavioral reactions.  A fan with a high level of 

attachment can experience intense emotional responses during and after watching their 

team play, including high levels of anxiety (Pierce and Wann 366).   

From a cognitive perspective, a highly attached person also has very biased 

perceptions of their team that include an overly positive outlook of their team’s past and 

future performances. One example of this is when a fan declares that their team is going to 

the Super Bowl because they went undefeated in the pre-season.  Another cognitive 

reaction from the highly attached fan is viewing other fans in a way that is consistent with 

in-group bias (Pierce and Wann 366).  This bias is usually shown when one person tries to 

dictate what qualities make up a “true fan”. The criteria for this is very subjective, ranging 

from how many jerseys someone owns to being a season ticket holder.  Green Bay Packers 

fans have an in-group bias that no other NFL team has; the stockholder.  These are fans 

who purchased Packers stock in the past and want to make sure that you know they are an 

“owner” of the Green Bay Packers.  

Behaviorally, the highly attached fan is more likely to exhibit aggressive reactions 

while watching their team and are less likely to distance themselves from the team 

following defeat (Pierce and Wann 366).  In other words, they are less likely to cut 

themselves off from reflected failure.  

A sports fan is unable to disconnect or distance themselves from a team’s defeat, 

because they view the team’s defeat as their own defeat.  This loss is a threat to their self-

esteem, and in order to protect this, the fan engages in behaviors that act as defense 

mechanisms meant to protect their self-worth.  It’s easier for the highly attached fan to 

blame their team’s shellacking at the hands of a division rival on the officiating, a player’s 
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spouse or significant other, or someone not following a superstition such as wearing their 

lucky pair of socks, than it is to admit that the team played poorly. It’s easier to make 

oneself feel better by turning on other fans and calling their loyalty into question, 

particularly if the other fan can distance themselves from the team after a loss.  Admitting 

the team performed poorly means that person has to admit that they failed as well.  

Collectively, fans are part of a group from which they also derive some of their 

identity. It’s also easy for someone who is in a group to lose their sense of self-awareness 

and forget the idea that a person is responsible for his or her own actions. This is known as 

deindivduation.  When this person is part of a larger group and they are afforded some 

anonymity just by being in that group, that person may act in ways that they would not 

normally act.   While there is some debate on this, many psychologists apply 

deindividuation to the anonymity that is afforded to someone on the Internet.  

In October of 2013, New York Giants running back Brandon Jacobs received threats 

to his family and himself via Twitter if he didn’t suit up and play against the Minnesota 

Vikings (Vacciano).  Jacobs was on the inactive list due to a hamstring injury and was not 

active for the game against the Vikings.  Jacobs exposed his harasser by taking screen 

captures of the offending tweets and then making them public. It turns out that Jacobs’ 

tormentor was a fantasy football team owner who felt that winning an activity that is 

supposed to be done for fun was more important than Brandon Jacobs being given the time 

to recover from his injury.  

This type of harassment is not limited to players. Chicago Bears’ head coach Marc 

Trestman’s daughters were harassed on Twitter following the November 9, 2014 defeat to 

their arch-rival Green Bay Packers (Cahill).   
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Such extreme reactions go back to self-esteem and the feelings of anxiety produced 

when a highly attached person is watching their team compete.   When a highly attached 

person’s team loses, that loss is a perceived threat.  The brain assesses the threat to 

determine the course of action: fight or flee and then kicks that information over to another 

part of the brain that prompts the person to act accordingly (Marantz Henig).  

Because their self-worth is so tied up with a team, the highly attached fan perceives 

a loss or poor performance as a threat to his or her self-worth.  And because this type of 

person cannot distance themselves from their team, their response is to fight, so to speak.  

This is when the bad behavior begins.  

Bad behavior by sports fans is nothing new. Although it seems like a cliché, research 

has shown that fan behavior is driven by that person’s level of self-esteem. The so called 

“die-hard” fan has his or her identity attached to their favorite team. That team’s 

performance is, as the fan perceives it, a reflection upon the individual fan.   
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