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Intercollegiate athletics are often praised for the intangible benefits they provide their 
institutions, such as improving the sense of community on campus. Research on team 
identification has shown that students who highly identify with their teams are likely to have 
improved self-esteem and social capital, which help them adjust to college life. The purpose of 
this study was to add to previous findings, by exploring how team identification affected 
students’ personal self-esteem, social adjustment, and emotional adjustment to college, in the 
Division II context. The Division II context was chosen due perceived differences in student 
attachment to athletic teams at lower levels of collegiate athletics. Data were collected from 
undergraduate students at a Division II university and analyzed through confirmatory factor 
analysis and structural equation modeling. Findings indicated that team identification did not 
affect a students’ personal self-esteem, social adjustment, or emotional adjustment, however 
personal self-esteem had a positive impact on students’ social and emotional adjustment to 
college. These findings have serious implications for Division II administrators, regarding the 
value of intercollegiate athletics in serving the broader campus community and what can be 
done to create more engaging spectating experiences.      
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            ith intercollegiate athletics becoming increasingly more expensive (Gurney, 
Lopiano, & Zimbalist, 2016; NCAA, 2019), and university budgets tightening (Mitchell, 
Leachman, & Masterson, 2019; Murakami, 2020), universities need to have sound reasoning for 
funding athletic programs. Intercollegiate athletics have long been cited for the intangible 
benefits they bring to their universities, such as the promotion of social cohesion (Clopton, 
2008). Scholars have continuously noted that intercollegiate athletic events serve as venues for 
community-building activities, where students can become acclimated to the campus 
environment through social interactions with peers, alumni, and faculty (Toma, 1998). Attending 
athletic events provides students with the opportunity to create a stronger affiliation to the 
university and its members, through attachment to their university’s athletic teams.  
  An individual’s attachment to an athletic team is commonly referred to as their level of 
team identification, which is, “a fan’s psychological connection to a team, that is, the extent to 
which the fan views the team as an extension of his or herself” (Wann et al., 2001, p. 4). When a 
fan becomes highly identified with a team, they have a greater number of opportunities to 
integrate with other social groups’ members (Wann, 2000, 2006b; Wann & Pierce, 2005). These 
social interactions have been identified as beneficial for highly identified fans’ psychological 
well-being (Branscombe & Wann, 1991; Wann 2000, 2006b). More specifically, fans who highly 
identify with their teams have been found to have higher personal self-esteem, lower feelings of 
alienation, lower depression, and lower loneliness (Branscomber & Wann, 1991; Wann, 2006b). 
 Social identity theory describes the psychological benefits that individuals receive 
through social group membership (Tajfel, 1981; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). It posits that individuals 
place a level of emotional attachment and value to their social group membership (Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979). A group that an individual belongs to is referred to as their in-group, while groups 
they do not belong to are known as out-groups. Individuals who have a strong affiliation to their 
in-group will enhance their self-esteem through favorable comparisons between the in-group and 
an out-group, emphasizing their membership in a group that is perceived as superior (Tajfel, 
1981; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). In the sporting context, a sport team serves as an in-group, where 
fans may be viewed as the community members of the team (Heere & James, 2007). Therefore, 
college students who become fans of their university’s athletic teams can build social 
connections and enhance their personal self-esteem through affiliation with other identified fans 
(Koo, Sung, & Martinez, 2015; Wann & Branscombe, 1991).  

Universities seeking to improve their retention rates should take note of the positive 
affects intercollegiate athletics can have on students’ personal self-esteem and social 
connections, as both have been linked to college adjustment. Assisting students with their 
adjustment to college is one of the most crucial ways for universities to improve retention (Credé 
& Niehorster, 2012; Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994; Hiester, Nordstrom, & Swenson, 2009). 
Research has indicated that personal self-esteem and social support (Awang, Kutty, & Ahmad, 
2014; Credé & Niehorster, 2012; Friedlander et al., 2007), as well as a sense of belonging 
(Pittman & Richmond, 2007, 2008), are crucial predictors of a student’s social, emotional, and 
overall adjustment to college life. Social support may be the most important factor, as students 
rely heavily on their university peers for emotional support, even more so than their own families 
(Awang et al., 2014). Therefore, the formation of new on-campus social support networks are 
key to predicting a successful college adjustment. Ultimately, universities need to identify 

W  



Davis et al.  

Downloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2020 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved. Not for 
commercial use or unauthorized distribution. 

360 

avenues for assisting students in the development of on-campus support networks if they want to 
enhance their retention numbers, and more importantly the student experience.  

Intercollegiate athletics play an important role in helping students become socially 
acclimated to college life. More specifically, intercollegiate athletics serve as a facilitator for 
students’ socialization into the university and a tool for enhancing campus involvement (Heere & 
Katz, 2016; Katz et al., 2017). Athletic events serve as an initial point of attachment for students 
to the university (Katz et al., 2017). By attending athletic events, students can enhance their 
sense of belonging on campus (Heere & Katz, 2014; Katz & Heere, 2016; Sung, et al., 2015), 
improve their overall social capital (Clopton, 2007, 2008; Clopton & Finch, 2008), and help 
students’ adjustment to college (Koo et al., 2015; Sung et al., 2015). 

While research has provided significant evidence that intercollegiate athletics can assist 
students in their adjustment to college, most of this research pertains to the Division I level of the 
National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA). The lack of literature on Division II and 
Division III athletics stems from the notion that programs at these levels lack the same scope as 
‘big-time’ athletic programs, which may limit their influence (Toma, 1998). The supposition that 
only ‘big-time’ college athletics would impact the university has further been supported by 
Clopton (2008) who found that intercollegiate athletic programs associated with the Bowl 
Championship Series (BCS) had a greater impact on students’ sense of community than those in 
lower affiliated divisions.  

Despite evidence that non-Division I intercollegiate athletics may not influence university 
campuses in the same manner as Division I athletics, recent research has begun to debunk this 
claim. Research at the Division III level has shown that intercollegiate athletics serve as an initial 
point of attachment to the university for students (Katz et al., 2017) and contribute to their 
community identity (Katz & Clopton, 2014). The positive impact of Division III athletics on 
their college campus has been attributed to the fact that universities at this level are often part of 
more intimate communities where athletics plays a key role in providing a common ground 
between students and the local community (Katz & Clopton, 2014). 

The recent findings at the Division III level provide evidence that conflicts previous 
notions that lower division athletics do not impact their campus communities in the same way as 
their Division I counterparts. While research has begun to look deeper at the influence of 
Division III athletics on campus communities, Division II has yet to be examined in a similar 
light. The lack of research at the Division II level is curious, considering one of the hallmark 
principles of Division II athletics is community engagement (NCAA, n.d.). This principle is 
based around intercollegiate athletic programs interacting with their campus and surrounding 
communities. As most Division II programs belong to “smaller, tightly knit communities” (para. 
2), they play a significant role in creating a shared civic experience between athletics and the 
community, thereby assisting students in their acclimation to the campus community (NCAA, 
n.d.). 

Since Division II programs are founded on the principle of adding to the campus 
community, it is important to understand if programs at this level are having the impact they are 
meant to. While intercollegiate athletics have been noted to have various intangible benefits to 
students in the campus community, perhaps the most relevant for universities is intercollegiate 
athletics’ ability to enhance a student’s adjustment to college, due to its impact on retention.  
Intercollegiate athletic teams may be able to assist students in their adjustment to college life 
through identification with university athletic teams. More specifically, team identification has 
been linked to enhancing personal well-being (i.e., personal self-esteem) (Branscombe & Wann, 
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1991; Koo et al., 2015; Wann, 2006a), which is a protective factor in student’s social and 
emotional adjustment to college life (Credé & Niehorster, 2012; Friedlander et al., 2007). 
Further, team identification also positively influences social well-being of fans (Wann, 2006b; 
Wann et al., 2011, 2015), which may assist students in their social adjustment to college life. 
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine the effects of team identification on 
students’ personal self-esteem, social and emotional adjustment.  
 

Literature Review 
 
Social Identity Theory 
 

Social identity theory refers to, “an individual’s self-concept which derives from his [or 
her] knowledge of his [or her] membership of a social group(s) together with the value and 
emotional significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1981, p. 255). The basis of this 
theory proposes individuals use social group membership in order to define themselves and their 
own position within a system of social categories (Turner, 1975). Individuals categorize 
themselves into groups which will positively reflect their self-concept, thereby linking their self-
worth to their group membership (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). A group an individual belongs to 
becomes their in-group, while those they do not are referred to as an out-group. Individuals will 
make favorable comparisons between their in-group and an out-group in order to enhance their 
self-esteem; more specifically, a person will associate positive attitudes toward their in-group 
while attempting to categorize out-groups as inferior (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). The comparison 
between in-groups and out-groups is particularly relevant when the two groups are in relative 
proximity with similarities between groups members (Hinkle & Brown, 1990). 

 
Team Identification 
 
 Social identity theory can be applied to a broad range of areas, as individuals belong to 
various in-groups. In the sporting context, social identity theory is often applied to sports fans, 
focusing on how fans identify with a sports team they follow (Branscombe & Wann, 1991; Koo 
et al., 2015). Team identification is defined as “a fan’s psychological connection to a team, that 
is, the extent to which the fan views the team as an extension of his or herself” (Wann et al., 
2001, p. 4). Therefore, a sport team serves as a social group, or in-group, for their fans, who may 
be viewed as community members of the team (Heere & James, 2007). 

Fans with stronger attachments to their teams have been reported to receive greater 
benefits to their well-being than fans with lower team identity (Wann, 2006b; Wann & Pierce, 
2005). More specifically, highly identified fans have been found to report having lower feelings 
of depression, alienation, and loneliness (Branscombe & Wann, 1991), while experiencing 
higher levels of personal self-esteem (Branscombe & Wann, 1991; Koo et al., 2015; Wann, 
2006b; Wann & Pierce, 2005). In addition, research has indicated that highly identified fans have 
healthier psychological profiles than those who did not identify with a team (Wann et al., 1999). 
These highly identified fans reported having higher levels of vigor and self-esteem, while also 
experiencing lower levels of confusion, fatigue, anger, and tension.  

Fans often manage their personal self-esteem benefits through basking-in-reflected-glory 
(BIRGing) and cutting-off-reflected failure (CORFing) (Wann & Branscombe, 1990). BIRGing 
occurs when an individual shares in the success of another individual they are associated with by 
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trumpeting their success (Cialdini, Borden, Thorne, Walker, Freeman, & Sloan, 1976), while 
CORFing occurs when an individual disassociates from others who have failed (Snyder, 
Lassegard, & Ford, 1986). Highly identified fans are likely to maintain their personal self-esteem 
and association with the team through BIRGing even when the team may not be performing well 
(Wann & Branscombe, 1990). When fans have lower levels of team identification, they are likely 
to CORF by disassociating themselves from an unsuccessful team in order to maintain their 
positive self-concept (Wann & Branscombe, 1990).  

While team identification has been correlated to personal self-esteem, it is important to 
note that simply being a fan does not mean that an individual will experience positive 
psychological benefits (Wann, 2006b). Rather, the positive effects of team identification will 
largely be derived when an individual establishes social connections with others in the group, 
leading to a sense of belonging and camaraderie (Wann, 2006b; Wann & Pierce, 2005). The 
social connections that a fan makes may be classified as enduring, where a fan lives in proximity 
to the team they support, or transient, where a fan may be supporting their team from a distance 
(Wann, 2006b). Fans who create enduring connections are in a situation where they can easily 
identify and interact with other fans, allowing them to develop social connections in their 
community and enhance their sense of belonging (Wann, 2006b). Ultimately, fans with enduring 
connections are more likely to derive the psychological benefits experienced through team 
identification (Wann, 2006b; Wann & Pierce, 2005). 
 In addition to psychological benefits, team identification significantly contributes to a 
fan’s social well-being (Wann & Pierce, 2005; Wann et al., 2011; Wann et al., 2015). Highly 
identified fans have reported having higher levels of social well-being when compared to those 
who are unidentified (Wann et al., 2011; Wann & Pierce, 2005). The higher levels of social well-
being can be explained by the evidence that highly identified fans are better able to establish and 
maintain relationships (Wann, 2006b; Wann et al., 2015). Ultimately, a higher level of team 
identification correlates to fans creating relationships with other fans, who make up a significant 
portion of their friend group (Wann, 2006b; Wann et al., 2015).  
 
College Adjustment 
 
 The social benefits derived from team identification, as well as psychological benefits, 
may be of importance for universities seeking to enhance their retention rates. Research has 
noted that one of the keys for universities to increase their retention rates is to assist students in 
their adjustment to college life (Credé & Niehorster, 2012; Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994; Hiester 
et al., 2009). More specifically, adjustment to college life has primarily been examined through 
the lenses of emotional and social adjustment (Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994; Hiester et al., 
2009). Emotional adjustment to college life addresses the emotional upheaval that comes with 
the transition into college life. That is, undergraduate students face various emotional challenges 
across their college careers including higher levels of stress, depression, and loneliness 
(Friedlander et al., 2007; Hiester et al., 2009). Meanwhile social adjustment to college life 
focuses on how students become integrated into their campus community through the building of 
social support networks and managing newfound freedom (Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994; Gray 
et al., 2013).  

Research has suggested that both social and emotional adjustment are important 
predictors of students’ success and adaption to college life (Friedlander et al., 2007; Gray et al., 
2013; Hiester et al., 2009). Therefore, a significant focus of higher education has been placed on 
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understanding the adjustment process of students and what protective factors help ease a 
student’s adjustment to college life. What this research has shown is that positive feelings of self-
worth (Awang et al., 2014; Credé & Niehorster, 2012; Friedlander et al., 2007), a sense of 
belonging on-campus (Pittman & Richmond, 2007, 2008), and social support (Awang et al., 
2014; Friedlander et al., 2007) are pertinent factors in helping students adjust to college socially 
and emotionally. More specifically, students who have higher levels of self-esteem have been 
found to have an easier time adjusting socially and emotionally to college life because they have 
more effective strategies to cope with emotional disturbances and an easier time making friends 
(Credé & Niehorster, 2012; Friedlander et al., 2007).  
 From a social aspect, adjustment to college also requires students to become integrated 
into their campus through the construction of social support networks and developing a sense of 
community (Friedlander et al., 2007; Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994). For students to receive the 
necessary social support, it is vital they establish on-campus social groups (Awang et al., 2014; 
Friedlander et al., 2007). Research has shown that students rely on their university peers as their 
primary source of emotional support, due to the distance from family (Awang et al., 2014). 
Therefore, for universities to assist students in their adjustment, they need to create an 
environment that provides students with the opportunity to become integrated into the social 
fabric of campus, allowing them to form new social groups and develop a sense of belonging 
(Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994; Pittman & Richmond, 2007, 2008).  
 
Community Building Through Intercollegiate Athletics 
 

To help create a sense of community on campus, universities can utilize the non-
academic environment. Intercollegiate athletics are a major part of the student experience, with 
athletic events serving as surrogates for more intimate community-building activities (Toma, 
1998). By attending on-campus athletic events, students can create social connections with 
classmates, faculty, and alumni through a shared identification with their university’s athletic 
teams (Katz et al., 2017; Toma, 1998). Highly identified students report having higher levels of 
social capital (Clopton & Finch, 2008), personal self-esteem (Koo et al., 2015), and become 
more involved on campus (Katz & Heere, 2016). Ultimately, identifying with on-campus athletic 
teams leads to a deeper connection to the university and sense of belonging for students 
(Clopton, 2008; Heere & Katz, 2014; Sung et al., 2015).  

The positive impacts that intercollegiate athletics have on students’ personal self-esteem 
and sense of belonging are of important note due to the importance of these factors in predicting 
students’ college adjustment (Credé & Nierhorster, 2012; Pittman & Richmond, 2007, 2008). 
Previous research on intercollegiate athletics has examined the impact of team identification on 
students’ adjustment to college through a mediated relationship with personal self-esteem (Koo 
et al., 2015). Koo and colleagues (2015) found that highly identified students had higher levels of 
personal self-esteem and were more well-adjusted to college than their lower identified 
classmates. While contributing to the body of knowledge, this finding pertained to a Division I 
institution only.  

 
Division II Intercollegiate Athletics and Community Building 
 

Most research examining intercollegiate athletics on college campuses has focused on the 
Division I level, due to its scope and popularity (Toma, 1998), leaving a gap in whether these 
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findings may exist in other college divisions. Research has indicated that lower levels of 
intercollegiate athletics may not have the same influence on campus communities as those at the 
Division I level. Students at BCS institutions have been found to have a greater sense of 
community than those in lower affiliated divisions (Clopton, 2008). Further evidence has shown 
that Division III athletics does not serve as social anchors like their larger institutional 
counterparts (Katz & Clopton, 2014).  

While findings suggest that intercollegiate athletics may not be as important to Division 
III college campuses, recent findings have suggested that athletics at this level may serve as 
initial points of attachment to the university for students (Katz et al., 2017). Students utilize 
athletic events to become accustomed to university life during their first year on campus, before 
eventually branching out to other activities (Katz et al., 2017). The reasoning for this positive 
impact may be explained by the smaller communities which most Division III universities reside. 
In this environment, athletics may serve as a bridge to the greater community for incoming 
students who are unfamiliar with the university (Katz & Clopton, 2014).  

The finding that Division III athletics may facilitate student integration into the greater 
community, may also exist at the Division II level. Division II athletic programs are noted for 
belonging to “smaller, tightly knit communities” (NCAA, n.d., para. 2), like their Division III 
counterparts. According to the NCAA (n.d.), Division II athletic programs are meant to develop 
relationships with the greater community to create a “shared civic experience” (para. 2). Based 
off this principle, and positive findings at similar communities, it would appear that identifying 
with university athletic teams should positively impact students. 

 
Hypotheses 
 
 Research suggests that team identification is a predictor of one’s social psychological 
well-being (Wann, 2006a, 2006b). More specifically, when a highly identified fan lives near 
other fans, they are likely to develop enduring social connections (Wann, 2006b), which may 
enhance their personal self-esteem through a shared identity with the team (Branscombe & 
Wann, 1991; Koo et al., 2015; Wann, 2006a). Since traditional college students often live in 
close proximity to other students who might identify with their university team, students who 
have a high team identification are more likely to build enduring connections with other 
identified fans and as a result experience higher personal self-esteem. Thus, we hypothesize: 
 

Hypothesis 1: Team identification with a college athletics program will have a positive, 
direct impact on a student’s personal self-esteem. 

 
 Scholarship highlights students who have higher personal self-esteem are likely to be 
better at managing stress and negative emotions (i.e., emotional adjustment) due to their feelings 
of competence (Credé & Niehorster, 2012; Friedlander et al., 2007). Further, high levels of self-
esteem also help students form new relationships (i.e., social adjustment) (Credé & Niehorster, 
2012). As such, the literature suggests personal self-esteem developed through team 
identification may be helpful in students’ emotional and social adjustment to college (Credé & 
Niehorster, 2012; Friedlander et al., 2007; Koo et al., 2015). Thus, we hypothesize: 
 

Hypothesis 2: Personal self-esteem will have a positive impact on a student’s emotional 
and social adjustment. 



             Team Identification and College Adjustment 

Downloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2020 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved. Not for 
commercial use or unauthorized distribution. 

365 

In consideration of the relationships hypothesized in H1 and H2, we believe that team 
identification will have indirect effects on emotional adjustment and social adjustment through 
personal self-esteem. That is, students who highly identify with their university athletic teams are 
likely to have higher levels of personal self-esteem than those who are less identified 
(Branscombe & Wann, 1991; Koo et al., 2015; Wann, 2006a), and resultantly experience greater 
emotional adjustment and social adjustment to college (Credé & Niehorster, 2012; Friedlander et 
al., 2007). Thus, we hypothesize  

 
Hypothesis 3: Team identification with a college athletics program will have a positive, 

indirect impact on a student’s emotional and social adjustment, through a 
mediated impact on personal self-esteem. 

 
Individuals with higher levels of team identification have been found to have an easier 

time adjusting to college socially, but not emotionally (Koo et al., 2015). The relationship 
between team identification and social adjustment is likely due to team identification having 
greater positive effects on an individual’s social well-being than their personal well-being 
(Wann, 2006b; Wann et al., 2011, 2015). More specifically, highly identified fans are more 
likely than low identified fans to have a greater number of social connections (Clopton, 2008; 
Clopton & Finch, 2010; Wann et al., 2011), a greater sense of belonging (Sung et al., 2015; 
Wann & Pierce, 2005), and lower levels of loneliness, isolation, and alienation (Branscomber & 
Wann, 1991; Wann, 2006b; Wann et al., 2001). Thus, we hypothesize: 

 
Hypothesis 4: Team identification with a college athletics program will have a positive, 

direct impact on a student’s social adjustment. 
 
Finally, students who can adjust socially to campus life, may experience an easier time 

adjusting emotionally to college life as well. More specifically, students who develop a sense of 
belonging on-campus and can establish on campus supports are likely to feel more positive 
emotions and be more adaptive in handling emotional disturbance. Thus, we hypothesize: 

 
Hypothesis 5: A student’s social adjustment to college will have a positive, direct impact 

on a student’s emotional adjustment. 
 
The following model (Figure 1) is proposed to examine how identifying with a university 

athletic team at the Division II level, may positively influence students’ personal self-esteem and 
social and emotional adjustment to college life.  
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Figure 1.  
The proposed SEM model  

 
 

Method 
 

A cross-sectional quantitative survey research design was employed to measure students’ 
team identification, personal self-esteem, emotional adjustment, and social adjustment. The 
researchers utilized the methods proposed by Koo et al. (2015) as a guiding framework, as the 
current study is considered an extension of this line of inquiry. Confirmatory Factor Analysis 
(CFA) was used to assess the fit of the observed variables to the latent constructs. A Structural 
Equation Model (SEM) was used to decompose the significant direct and indirect relationships 
among the latent constructs. 

 
Participants and Procedure 
 

The study was conducted at a mid-sized, public, secondary institution in the northeastern 
region of the United States. At the time of the study, the university had a total student population 
(i.e., undergraduate and graduate) of over 12,000, which was predominantly made up of in-state 
and undergraduate students. Additionally, the university has a history of athletic success at the 
Division II level, specifically in football and men’s basketball, which are consistently ranked 
nationally.  

Prior to data collection, all procedures were approved by the institution’s review board. A 
random sample of 2,000 undergraduate students, currently enrolled at the institution under 
investigation, was provided by the on-campus Applied Research Lab (ARL). Students under the 
age of 18 were excluded from the sample. Undergraduate students in the sample were contacted 
via their university email address, which provided students with a summary of the research being 
conducted as well as a direct link to the survey on Qualtrics. To increase the response rate, a 
follow-up email was sent out five days after the initial email to all participants who had yet to 
complete the survey. Due to a low response rate from the first sample, a second random sample 
of 2,000 undergraduate students was drawn by the ARL, with measures taken to avoid students 
being drawn twice. Following, the generation of the second random sample, the same 
recruitment procedures occurred as with the first.  

Team 
Identification 

Emotional 
Adjustment 

Social 
Adjustment 

Personal Self-
Esteem 
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  Any respondent who did not complete all measures in the survey was deemed ineligible 
and eliminated from the study. After removing ineligible respondents, a total of 255 completed 
surveys were returned from the two samples (6.4% response rate). This low response rate may be 
explained by the simple fact that an increase in the number of unsolicited emails sent to 
individuals may generate ill will among potential respondents (Sheehan, 2001). Of the 255 
participants, the majority were female (71.4%), as males accounted for 27.5%, making the 
sample skewed toward females, in relation to the university population (58% female). In 
addition, there were 67 freshmen (26.3%), 70 sophomores (27.5%), 54 juniors (21.2%), and 63 
seniors (24.7%).  
 
Measures 
 

The survey used in this study consisted of four adapted scales: 1) Spectator Sport 
Identification Scale (SSIS; Wann & Branscombe, 1993); 2) Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 
(RSES; Rosenberg, 1979); 3) Perceived Stress Scale 10 (PSS-10; Cohen, Kamarck, & 
Mermelstein, 1983); and 4) the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, Peplau, & Ferguson, 1978). 
Each of the items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to 
strongly agree (5).  

Team identification was measured by a five-item scale adapted from the original seven-
item SISS (Wann & Branscombe, 1993). The SISS was chosen due to its consistent use in 
research examining team identification (James, Delia, & Wann, 2019) and strong reliability. For 
the adapted scale, the items were slightly modified from a question to statement format, with a 
few items dropped due to conceptual fit. For example, the original item, “How strongly do you 
see yourself as a fan of the university’s men’s basketball team?”, was reworded to, “I strongly 
see myself as a fan of the university’s men’s basketball team”. Two items were considered to not 
conceptually fit the current study. More specifically, the current study focused on students’ 
personal self-esteem through in-group interaction rather than disparagement of out-groups, 
which led the authors to remove the item “how much do you dislike the university’s men’s 
basketball team’s greatest rivals”. In addition, the item “how important to you is it that the 
university’s men’s basketball team wins” was dropped due to concerns that team winning may be 
a preliminary condition that would impact other items in the SSIS. Lastly, the university’s men’s 
basketball team was indicated in each item in order to capture how well students relate to the 
institution’s men’s basketball team. The men’s basketball team was chosen to measure a 
student’s level of team identification due to the team’s continued success, attendance rate, and 
popularity compared to other athletic teams on campus. The five-item adapted scale has been 
previously tested and demonstrated acceptable reliability (α = .93; Koo et al., 2015). 

Personal self-esteem was measured using a three-item scale adapted from the RSES 
(Rosenberg, 1979). The RSES contains ten items, five positive-wording and five negative-
wording (Rosenberg, 1979). The authors chose to utilize the positive-wording items to minimize 
errors in reverse coding as well as the possibility of participants accidentally agreeing with 
negative questions (Sauro & Lewis, 2011). Additionally, the items “On the whole, I am satisfied 
with myself” and “I take a positive attitude toward myself” were dropped from the scale due to 
previous findings indicating the two items decreased scale reliability due to low-squared multiple 
correlations (Koo et al., 2015). The final adapted scale consisted of three positive-wording items 
measuring personal self-esteem, which has demonstrated acceptable reliability in the literature (α 
= .86; Koo et al., 2015). 
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Emotional adjustment was measured using a five-item scale adapted from the PSS-10 
(Cohen et al., 1983). Previous research has indicated the utilization of a reduced subscale for 
perceived stress is acceptable, as the reduced five-item scale did not alter the structural integrity 
of the construct (Cole, 1999). Items in the adapted scale were modified to assess students’ 
satisfaction and confidence in their school life, reflecting emotional adjustment. Moreover, the 
five-item adapted scale consisted of the following modified items: a) I am happy with my school 
life; b) I feel confident about handling my school life; c) I deal successfully with irritating life 
hassles at school; d) I am able to control irritations in my school life; and e) I feel that things are 
going my way at school. The five-item adapted scale has been found reliable in previous research 
(α = .85; Koo et al., 2015). 

Social adjustment was measured using a four-item scale adapted from the UCLA 
Loneliness Scale (Russell et al., 1978). The original scale consisted of nine positive-wording 
items, however the authors identified the six items that most closely represented the definition of 
social adjustment – students able to integrate themselves into social groups – which has been 
supported in the literature (Koo et al., 2015). Previous research has shown that two of the 
identified items (i.e., “There are people who really understand me” and “I feel in tune with 
people around me”) had low-squared multiple correlations, thereby decreasing the reliability of 
the scale. Therefore, the following four-item adapted scale was used to measure social 
adjustment: a) I feel part of a group of friends; b) I have a lot in common with the people around 
me; c) There are people I can turn to; and d) I am able to do things socially with my friends (e.g., 
visiting, entertaining, and going out together). Reliability of the four-item adapted scale has been 
found acceptable in previous scholarship (α = .85; Koo et al., 2015). 

 
Statistical Analysis 
 

Data were analyzed through R version 4.0.0, RStudio version 1.3.1056, and Mplus 
version 8.2. Prior to conducting CFA, preliminary analysis of the data was conducted to assess 
the validity and reliability of the measures. An Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) was 
conducted to examine the factor structures for each of the modified scales. Factors extracted with 
an eigenvalue greater than 1.0 were retained, with items demonstrating a factor loading greater 
than .40 deemed acceptable and maintained if theoretically supported (Stevens, 2009).  
 CFA was employed to test the factor structure of the modified SSIS, RSES, PSS-10, and 
the UCLA Loneliness Scale measures. Due to personal self-esteem only having three items, the 
authors chose to utilize a pooled measurement model CFA, combining all constructs at once, to 
assist in the model identification process (Awang, 2012). Standardized factors loadings for the 
indicators were calculated and considered an ideal fit if they were above the .70 level (Hair et al., 
2010. Lastly, model fit was assessed based upon the following recommended standards: 
nonsignificant chi-square (χ2), root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) less than .08 
(with the lower bound of the 95% confidence interval near 0 and the upper bound near .08), 
goodness-of-fit index (GFI) and comparative fit index (CFI) greater than .95, and standardized 
root-mean-square residual (SRMR) less than .06 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The model was 
considered theoretically and empirically supported if most fit indices demonstrated an acceptable 
model fit and there were no theoretically justifiable modification suggestions. 
 Once construct validity of the measures was established, the reliability for each scale was 
calculated, for which Cronbach alpha of .70 or greater was considered reliable (Hair et al., 2010). 
Due to minor deviations from normality stemming from the ordinal level or measurement, robust 
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weighted least square estimation was used (Bowen & Guo, 2011). Structural equation modeling 
(SEM) was employed for the main analysis to examine the direct and indirect effects between the 
latent constructs. The procedures conducted for the CFA were replicated to assess the structural 
model. 

 
Results  

 
Preliminary Analysis 
 
 The screening of the data indicated that only four individuals were missing data. Full 
information maximum likelihood (FIML) was used to handle missing data (Muthén & Muthén, 
2017). Parallel analysis (Hayton et al., 2004) suggested that four factors should be extracted from 
the data. EFA of the adapted SSIS, RSES, PSS-10, and UCLA Loneliness Scale measures was 
conducted using an oblimin rotation. The analysis extracted one component for each of the 
scales, and reliability testing demonstrated strong internal consistency: SSIS (α = .89), RSES (α 
= .89), UCLA Loneliness Scale (α = .91), and PSS-10 (α = .93). The factor loadings for each of 
the scales can be seen in Table 1.  
 
Confirmatory Factor Analysis 
 
 CFA was used to examine whether the observed variables actually measure each related 
latent construct as well as whether the latent constructs are distinct to the other constructs (Hair 
et al., 2006). All standardized factor loadings met the acceptable threshold of .70. In addition, 
each latent construct met convergent validity standards as each AVE was greater than the .50 
threshold (SSIS = .896, RSES = .836, PSS-10 = .828, UCLA Loneliness Scale = .886). 
Therefore, the measures were found to have acceptable levels of discriminant validity. Figure 2 
displays the CFA loadings and interfactor correlations found from the data. 

After determining the reliability and validity of the psychometric measures, tests were 
run in order to assess the goodness of fit between the data and the CFA model. While the χ2 test 
(χ2 [84] = 182.1, p < .001) and RMSEA (.096 [.077, .115]) did not meet Hu and Bentler’s (1999) 
cutoff criteria, CFI (.981), TLI (.977), and SRMR (.053) were all well within the acceptable 
thresholds. Per Schumacker and Lomax (2012), no one fit statistic is determinative, and 
researchers should make a holistic determination based not only on statistical tests, but also on 
the theoretical validity of the results. Therefore, the fit indices for the comprehensive 
measurement model met the recommended values specifying a good model fit to the data 
(Browne & Cudeck, 1993; Hu & Bentler, 1999; Steiger, 2007). 
 
Structural Equation Model 
 
 SEM was conducted to examine the relationships between team identification, personal 
self-esteem, emotional adjustment, and social adjustment. Although the chi-square test was again 
statistically significant (χ2 [85] =  180.7, p < .001), RMSEA (.066 [.053, .080]), CFI (.991), TLI 
(.989), and SRMR (.037) all met the recommended criteria, suggesting good model fit.  

The SEM analysis revealed that not all relationships between the constructs were 
significant. First, decomposition of significant relationships derived from the SEM revealed that 
hypothesis one was not supported, as students’ team identification was not significantly 
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associated with self-esteem (β = .144, t = 1.70, p = .088). Additionally, students’ team 
identification was not significantly associated with social adjustment in higher education (β = 
.069, t = 0.947, p = .344), therefore, hypothesis four was not supported. Next, support for 
hypothesis two was provided, given that personal self-esteem had a significant, direct positive 
impact on social adjustment (β = .627, t = 10.8, p < .001) . Therefore, about 39% of the variance 
in social adjustment can be explained by the direct effect of personal self-esteem.  

Finally, personal self-esteem (β = .438, t = 5.02, p < .001) and social adjustment (β = 
.378, t = 4.23, p < .001) had a significant, direct positive impact on students’ emotional 
adjustment. These direct effects also triggered the meditating roles of personal self-esteem and 
social adjustment, as indicated by the significant indirect effect of team identification found in 
Table 2. Figure 3 also displays the SEM model. 
 
Table 1 
EFA Factor Loadings 
Item Text F1 F2 F3 F4 

EA2 I feel that things are going my way at 
school. 0.96    

EA3 I deal successfully with irritating life hassles 
at school. 0.89    

EA5 I am happy with my school life. 0.89    

EA1 I feel confident about handling my school 
life. 0.82    

EA4 I am able to control irritations in my school 
life. 0.81    

SA3 
I am able to do things socially with my 
friends (e.g., visiting, entertaining, and 
going out together) 

 0.93   

SA1 I feel part of a group of friends.  0.91   

SA2 There are people I can turn to.  0.83   

SA4 I have a lot in common with the people 
around me. 

 0.82   

TI2 I strongly see myself as a fan of the [school] 
men's basketball team. 

  0.98  

TI1 My friends strongly see me as a fan of the 
[school] men's basketball team. 

  0.93  

TI3 It is important to be a fan of the [school] 
men's basketball team. 

  0.71  

PSE1 I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on 
equal basis with others. 

   0.96 

PSE2 I am able to do things as well as most other 
people. 

   0.86 

PSE3 I feel that I have a number of good qualities.       0.78 
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Table 2 
Decomposition of SEM Standardized Effects 

Outcome Predictor Effects R2 
Direct Indirect Total 

Personal Self-Esteem Team Identification .144 -- -- .021 
 

Emotional Adjustment Team Identification -- .123* .123* 
.411*  Personal Self-Esteem .438* .237* .675* 

 Social Adjustment .378* -- .378* 
 

Social Adjustment Team Identification .069 .090 .160* .545* 
  Personal Self-Esteem .627* -- .627* 
*Bootstrap 95% CI does not include 0 

 
 
 

 
Figure 3.  
SEM Path Diagram  

 
 

Discussion 
 

Previous research has suggested that being highly identified with a college sports team 
can enhance students’ personal self-esteem, psychological well-being (Branscombe & Wann, 
1991; Wann, 2006b), and adjustment to college (Koo et al., 2015). The purpose of this study was 
to add to these previous findings by examining the effects of team identification on students’ 
personal self-esteem, social adjustment, and emotional adjustment to college at a Division II 
institution.  

First, the authors’ hypothesized that a student’s level of team identification with the 
institution’s men’s basketball team would have a positive and direct effect on their personal self-
esteem. Previous research surrounding team identification has shown that individuals who report 
being highly identified fans of a team are likely to experience greater feelings of self-worth 
(Branscombe & Wann 1991; Koo et al. 2015; Wann, 2006a). However, these findings are more 
in line with past research that has found team identification to have no effect on personal well-
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being (Wann, 2006a; Wann et al., 2003; Wann et al., 2015). The lack of connection between 
team identification and personal well-being has previously been explained by the fact that the 
benefits received through social well-being are likely to be stronger than personal well-being, 
due to most of the benefits of team identification coming through social connections (Wann, 
2006a; Wann et al., 2003). Therefore, it may be that no relationship was found between personal 
self-esteem and team identification because benefits received by students were to their social 
well-being rather than personal well-being (Wann, 2006a; Wann et al., 2003). Additionally, the 
lack of relationship between team identification and personal self-esteem may be explained by 
students’ lack of attachment to their university’s men’s basketball team. Most students reported 
low levels of identification with the team (M = 2.04), it is likely that being a member of the 
men’s basketball fan group was not important to them (James et al., 2019). Therefore, students 
psychological well-being was not likely to be tied to being a member of the men’s basketball fan 
group, leading to the lack of a relationship between team identification and personal self-esteem. 

Second, while there was a lack of a direct relationship between team identification and 
personal self-esteem, personal self-esteem did have a mediating effect between the relationship 
of team identification and emotional adjustment. This finding supports previous research, which 
has shown that team identification can have indirect effects on emotional adjustment through a 
mediated relationship with emotional adjustment (Koo et al., 2015). However, this finding 
should be take cautiously, as the lack of direct relationship between personal self-esteem and 
team identification may be more indicative of team identification having little to no effect on 
students’ emotional adjustment.  

This mediated relationship is likely caused by students receiving psychological benefits 
through a shared attachment to the university’s men’s basketball team (Koo et al., 2015; Wann, 
2006a). While team identification had indirect effects on emotional adjustment, it did not have 
indirect effects of social adjustment. Most likely, this lack of relationship may be due to the fact 
that team identification and personal self-esteem had no direct relationship, limiting the influence 
that team identification may have on social adjustment through personal self-esteem.  

Third, it was hypothesized that a student’s level of team identification would have a 
direct impact on their social adjustment to college. While most research has shown positive links 
between team identification and social connections (Wann, 2006b), social capital (Clopton, 
2007, 2008), and integration into the campus community (Katz & Heere, 2016; Katz et al., 2017; 
Koo et al., 2015), the results of this study suggested that a student’s level of team identification 
was not associated with their social adjustment. Ultimately, this finding most closely resembles 
the findings of Warner et al. (2011), who found that the introduction of a college football team 
had no effect on students’ sense of community on campus. Warner and colleagues (2011) 
attributed their findings to students being passive spectators, which has been shown to not lead to 
any social benefits (Lim et al., 2011). As Wann (2006b) noted, the social benefits that are 
derived from team identification require fans to believe they can make enduring connections 
through their group membership. For the students in the study, it may be possible that they did 
not see any social benefit to being a fan of an athletic team, possibly leading them to seek other 
social groups (e.g., clubs, job) to form social bonds that helped them in their adjustment to 
college life. More specifically, students may have become integrated to campus life and develop 
social connections through membership in learning communities (Hoffman, et al., 2002; Pike, 
2000), clubs, or fraternities and sororities (Jacobs & Archie, 2008). Additionally, social media 
offers another option for students to develop social connections with fellow students on-campus 
while maintaining already existent relationships, which can assist in their social adjustment to 
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college (Gray et al., 2013; Yang & Brown, 2013). Therefore, students in this study may have 
used other social groups to assist in their social adjustment outside of being a fan of their 
university athletic team (Smith et al., 2012). 

Finally, while not related to team identification, it was hypothesized that a student’s level 
of personal self-esteem would have a direct and positive effect on their social and emotional 
adjustment to college. The results supported this notion, as personal self-esteem was significantly 
associated with social adjustment as well as emotional adjustment. This finding contributes to 
previous research which has shown that students with higher levels of personal self-esteem 
viewed themselves as more socially competent (Credé & Niehorster, 2012). When students feel 
more socially competent, they can have an easier time interacting and making friends, thereby 
helping their social adjustment (Credé & Niehorster, 2012; Grant-Vallone et al., 2003; Gray et 
al., 2013). Further, personal self-esteem was also found to positively impact students’ emotional 
adjustment. Again, this finding supports much of the previous literature which has shown that 
students with higher levels of personal self-esteem are likely to have higher levels of happiness 
and life satisfaction and lower levels of stress and depression (Dixon & Kurpius, 2008; Simek, 
2013; Wang & Sound, 2008). Lastly, students’ emotional adjustment was also found to be 
positively influenced by social adjustment. This supports previous findings which have shown 
that having peers on-campus to share experiences with, can help with emotional adjustment 
(Awang et al., 2014; Friedlander et al., 2007). 
 

Implications 
 

The findings from this study may be useful for practitioners on a few levels. First, college 
athletics have been continuously cited for the intangible benefits they bring to their college 
campuses, including enhancing the sense of community on campus. Findings from this study 
suggest not all students may be likely to use attachment to university athletic teams to become 
integrated into the campus community. This aligns with previous research that has shown the 
context of a university can influence the institution’s ability to enhance students’ social capital 
(c.f., Clopton, 2008; Katz & Clopton, 2014). Therefore, findings in this study suggest that 
understanding where athletics exists in the university context is important for understanding the 
possible benefits that athletics may have on the greater campus community. 

Another implication of this study relates to the Division II principle of community 
engagement. The findings from this study suggest that college athletics may not resonate as an 
important social group for all students on campus. Students in the study reported low levels of 
team identification, but still reported high levels of social adjustment (M = 4.01) to college. This 
may suggest that for the institution in the study, the men’s basketball team, while popular in 
attendance, may not have been important to students’ engagement with the greater campus 
community and helping them develop a sense of belonging on campus. These findings are 
limited, as they only apply to one institution and one athletic team, but they may serve as a 
reminder of the importance of assessing how the principle of community engagement is being 
fulfilled by athletic departments. How athletic administrators assess their fulfillment of the 
principle of community engagement is likely dependent on their vision for what community 
engagement means and looks like at their university (Lind, 2016). For some universities, 
including the one in the study, using athletic teams and events to foster social interactions and 
community amongst students may not be their goal of community engagement. Regardless of 
their purpose, it may be helpful for university athletic departments to continuously reassess 



             Team Identification and College Adjustment 

Downloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2020 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved. Not for 
commercial use or unauthorized distribution. 

375 

whether they are meeting their purpose and finding new and innovative ways to connect with 
their communities (Lind, 2016).  

 
Limitations and Future Recommendations 
 

This study has several limitations. One of the limitations of this study is that it is not 
representative of every university. This study focused on one DII institution, which can hardly be 
expected to account for the differences that are present across institutions. Second, in this study, 
students’ level of team identification was only assessed for one of the university’s athletic teams. 
While the men’s basketball team was chosen based on its success and high attendance, it is 
possible that some students had varying levels of identification depending on the athletic team. 
Third, the study’s measurement of sport fandom may place limitations on the validity of the 
findings. More specifically, the study used a scaled version of the SSIS, which has recently been 
critiqued for not allowing non-fans to identify as such (James et al., 2019; Lock & Filo, 2012). 
Since this study did not provide a non-fan option on the survey, it is possible that many of the 
low scores for team identification were indicative of non-fans than low-identified fans, thereby, 
skewing the results. Additionally, previous research on team identification has also provided a 
measure of sport fandom alongside of team identification to assess for general fandom and high 
levels of team identification (Wann, 2006a; Wann et al., 1999; Wann et al., 2015). Again, 
including this type of measure could have clarified the relationships between respondents, the 
team, and their identification level to help in the interpretation and validity in the findings. A 
fourth limitation of this study was the sample’s unequal representation of male and female 
respondents. Research has indicated that men may exhibit higher levels of team identification 
than women (Fink, Trail, & Anderson, 2002). Therefore, since most of the sample was female, 
this could have impacted the results of the study to a certain degree. Finally, while the sample for 
this study met the recommended 200 participant cutoff for SEM analysis (Boomsma, 1982), it is 
important to note that the sample was small, which may influence the accuracy of the results. 

Future studies should continue to examine how college athletics enhance the campus 
community at various institutions. College athletics have become increasingly costly to 
universities (Fulks, 2015), making it vital to understand what they contribute back. To this point, 
research has shown that athletics generally have a positive impact on students’ connection to 
their university (Clopton, 2007, 2008; Heere & Katz, 2014; Katz & Heere, 2016; Katz et al., 
2017). Yet, this study, as well as others (e.g., Clopton, 2008; Katz & Clopton, 2014), have 
indicated the context of a university may affect athletics’ level of impact on the campus 
community. Researchers should continue to examine the importance of college athletics at 
institutions with a lower athletic classification as well as different geographic locations, student 
body makeup, and religious affiliations.  

Future research should examine the success of DII institutions in meeting the community 
engagement principle. To this point, research has yet to examine how DII athletic departments 
work to meet their foundational principle of community engagement. Lastly, future research 
should seek to understand how the importance of college athletics compares across university 
administrators, athletic administrators, and the general student body. College athletics are often 
purported to be a key part of the college campus community, yet this study suggested that 
students may not feel that way. Researchers should seek to understand how the general student 
body views college athletics on their campuses and their associated intangible benefits.  
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Conclusion 
 
 Previous research has linked a student’s level of identification with a university athletic 
team with enhanced psychological well-being, greater sense of community, and increased social 
connections (Branscombe & Wann, 1991; Clopton, 2007, 2008; Katz & Heere 2016; Koo et al., 
2015; Wann, 2006b). Yet, this study suggests that athletic team identification does not have an 
impact on a student’s personal self-esteem or school adjustment. The results from this study most 
align with previous research that has found a lack of connection between team identification and 
personal well-being (Wann, 2006a; Wann et al., 2003; Wann et al., 2015) as well as those from 
Warner et al. (2011) who found the introduction of a new football team on campus did not foster 
greater sense of community for students. Students in this study reported low identification with 
their university’s men’s basketball team, which indicates these students may not look to 
intercollegiate athletics as a way of developing new social connections. Rather, it is possible 
these students use other social groups (e.g., clubs and intramural) to develop the social 
connections necessary to assist them in their college adjustment. Ultimately, the findings suggest 
that more work is needed to explore how Division II athletic departments are fulfilling their 
principle of community engagement and the role that Division II athletic programs have in 
enhancing their campus communities.  
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