
Georgia Southern University 

Digital Commons@Georgia Southern 

Electronic Theses and Dissertations Graduate Studies, Jack N. Averitt College of 

Summer 2013 

Sports Message Boarding: Association with Sports Team 
Identification and Social Well-Being 
Brian D. Carlson 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/etd 

 Part of the Psychology Commons 

Recommended Citation 
Carlson, Brian D., "Sports Message Boarding: Association with Sports Team Identification 
and Social Well-Being" (2013). Electronic Theses and Dissertations. 856. 
https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/etd/856 

This dissertation (open access) is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate Studies, 
Jack N. Averitt College of at Digital Commons@Georgia Southern. It has been accepted for 
inclusion in Electronic Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Digital 
Commons@Georgia Southern. For more information, please contact 
digitalcommons@georgiasouthern.edu. 

http://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/etd
http://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/etd
https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/
https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/etd
https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/cogs
https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/etd?utm_source=digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu%2Fetd%2F856&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/404?utm_source=digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu%2Fetd%2F856&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/etd/856?utm_source=digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu%2Fetd%2F856&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digitalcommons@georgiasouthern.edu


Page 1 
 

SPORTS MESSAGE BOARDING: ASSOCIATIONS WITH SPORTS TEAM 

IDENTIFICATION AND SOCIAL WELL-BEING 

by 

BRIAN D. CARLSON 

(Under the Direction of Jeff Klibert) 

ABSTRACT 

Research indicates that participating in or volunteering for sports related activities may increase 

overall well-being.  Additionally, identifying with, or being a fan of a particular sports team may 

contribute to positive psychological outcomes.  However, no study to date has examined whether 

participation in sports team message boarding is associated with positive psychological 

outcomes. As a result, the current study sought to determine if positive relationships exist among 

message board usage, team identification, and positive psychology variables. Three hundred and 

four members of an online sports message board completed self-report surveys examining 

message board usage, team identification, and positive psychological traits.  Results were 

inconsistent with existing research suggesting that participation in such forums may not be 

directly related to well-being.  However, one usage variable, lurking, predicted variance in team 

identification status, suggesting that some message board variables may increase fanhood. 

Methodological, theoretical, and practical implications are explored. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Traditionally, psychotherapeutic theories and techniques have been aimed at reducing 

debilitative symptoms (Seligman & Csikszentmihaly, 2000).  Accordingly, such theories and 

interventions guide the way professionals interact and foster change within their clients.  

However, in recent years, psychology has seen a shift in the way therapy is viewed and applied.  

One specific movement that has influenced the alteration of therapeutic approaches is positive 

psychology.  “Positive psychology is the scientific study of positive experiences and positive 

individual traits, and the institutions that facilitate their development” (Duckworth, Steen, & 

Seligman, 2005).  In keeping within this line of thinking, mental health professionals have begun 

to consider the impact of positive emotions, purpose, and quality of life in treating clients, 

instead of focusing directly on pathology or symptoms (Seligman, Rashid, & Parks, 2006).  To 

date, research has shown that attention to positive psychological factors within therapy is 

influential in the attainment and maintenance of successful outcomes (Seligman, Rashid, & 

Parks, 2006).  Overall, it seems important that researchers and clinicians work together to 

continue to investigate factors related to the promotion of positive psychological variables in 

diverse populations (Duckworth, Steen, & Seligman, 2005).   

Positive psychologists posit quality of life as the “central part of everyday functioning 

and experience” (Frisch et al., 2005, p. 67).  Moreover, researchers have suggested that various 

social components are integral in the development of positive outcomes that promote overall 

quality of life and life satisfaction (Kimweli & Stilwell, 2002).  To date, researchers have 

identified a wide range of social factors that cultivate increased feelings of quality of life and 

subjective well-being within individuals and communities (Kimweli & Stilwell, 2002).  Among 
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them, belongingness appears to be a powerful antecedent in the development of a healthy sense 

of subjective well-being (Kimweli & Stilwell, 2002).  Furthermore, research has also illustrated a 

strong positive link between prosocial behaviors and subjective well-being.  Such prosocial 

behaviors as volunteering, helping others, and donating time or money have been shown to 

increase happiness, self-esteem, and life satisfaction in adults (Weinstein & Ryan, 2010).  Social 

support has been shown to be an important factor in the overall well-being of adults.  

Specifically, connections with others afford individuals additional coping resources in addition to 

sharpening interpersonal skills that can be used in other areas of life (Fredreickson, Mancuso, 

Branigan, & Tugade, 2000; Conoley & Conoley, 2010).  Overall, it is important that researchers 

continue to identify variables that foster strong social abilities and dispositions so that we may 

develop more effective ways of helping individuals create and maintain healthy and meaningful 

interpersonal relationships. 

The examination of sports related constructs has proven beneficial in helping researchers 

construct a working conceptualization about mechanisms through which an individual can 

develop social abilities and dispositions.  For instance, youth sports programs have been shown 

to be effective in fostering specific social skills such as teamwork and leadership (Holt, Tink, 

Mandigo, & Fox, 2008).  Even in adults, participation in sports activities have been shown to 

precipitate more elaborate social networks and increased social support (Coalter, 2005).  

Interestingly, being an invested sports fan offers opportunities to promote one’s sense of social 

life satisfaction in adults.  Specifically, continued attendance at sporting events and increased 

levels of team identification (which is defined as the level of psychological connection a person 

feels for a player or team) can positively impact an individual’s social well-being (Wann, 2006; 

Wann, Martin, Grieve, & Gardner, 2008, Wann & Pierce, 2005).  Although researchers have 
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engendered a basic understanding of how fandom constructs may be related to the development 

of prosocial behaviors in adulthood, it is unclear what types of fan behaviors may be responsible 

for this link. 

Although some sports constructs such as team identification have been related to positive 

social attributes and behaviors, it is unknown whether there is a relationship between 

participation in sports related message boards and social psychological outcomes.  Although 

information gathering seems to be the most popular reason for using online message boards, 

research has suggested social interaction is an important motivation for forum users (Clavio, 

2008).  Social interactions online foster positive outcomes such as trust, integrity, and reciprocity 

(Best & Krueger, 2006).  Because theoretical and empirical evidence suggests being a proactive 

fan may have some mental health benefits, it is important to delineate what types of fan 

behaviors are associated with positive psychological factors. 

Purpose  

The current study explored the differences in self-reports of psychological well-being in 

urban versus rural populations.  Moreover, the primary purpose of this study was to investigate 

the univariate relationships between positive psychology variables (such as belongingness, 

prosocial behavior and satisfaction with social life) and team-based message board usage as 

defined by the number of hours, posts, and responses a person makes during a given week.  

Additionally, this study considered the impact of message board usage on team identification 

through a multivariate investigation.  Finally, this study also attempted to determine whether 

message board usage predicts a unique amount of variance in belongingness, prosocial behavior, 

and satisfaction with social life over and above the impact of sports team identification. 
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Significance 

Although sport team identification has been examined with respect to psychological well-

being, few studies have examined the impact of sport related message boarding overall on social 

well-being.  It is important that research investigate the influence of sports forums on 

psychological attitudes, behaviors, and social skills.  Such research could initiate and extend 

theories addressing the influence of sports related interactions in the development of social and 

communication skills.  Furthermore, continued research in this area could clarify the role of 

message boarding in the development of positive coping mechanisms for clients who suffer from 

a number of social and adjustment difficulties, especially ones who do not have access to mental 

health agencies.       

Examining rural versus urban differences on psychological well-being is important in 

order to clarify what specific resources may be lacking in certain environments.  Citizens in rural 

areas often have more difficulties in accessing needed psychological services than those in urban 

environments.  Considering such restrictions, individuals living in rural areas may benefit from 

online services such as informative websites or online communities that offer social interaction 

through chat rooms or message boards.  These types of social interactions could potentially 

increase a person’s sense of well-being through connecting and sharing experiences with others 

in online communities. 

Examining the relationships between sports related message boarding usage and social 

well-being could also extend how we cultivate and remodel interventions, particularly programs 

oriented towards social difficulties.  Since message boards serve as online communities, it may 

be possible for individuals to experiment with and obtain exposure to a wide range of social 

dynamics that might promote insight, flexibility, and self-efficacy on how individuals approach 
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interpersonal relationships.  Furthermore, due to the anonymous nature embedded within online 

communities, web chats and message boards may offer individuals a more comfortable 

environment in creating, reshaping, and maintaining healthy social skills.   

  Overall, message boarding through sports forums could initiate new opportunities and 

approaches for individuals to address social skill deficits.  For instance, individuals may use 

online environments to develop more assertiveness in social interactions or strengthen 

interpersonal relationships with individuals who may have different backgrounds or values.  

Practice of such skills may enhance the development and maintenance of healthy interpersonal 

relationships.     

Definition of Terms 

 The following concepts will be measured within the context of the current study. The 

subsequent section will highlight basic defintional and descriptive features of each concept. 

Belongingness. Belongingness refers to a person’s sense of connection to others in a 

meaningful way and the perception that one has stable relationships in his or her life (Anestis, 

Bryan, Cornette, & Joiner, 2009).  The need for such connections to positive relationships or 

social groups can have profound effects on an individual’s social well-being (You, Van Orden, & 

Conner, 2011). In the current study, belongingness served as one of the positive psychology 

outcome variables.   

Prosocial Behavior. According to Caprara and Steca (2007), “prosocial behavior refers 

to individuals’ tendency to undertake voluntary actions aimed at benefitting others, such as 

sharing, donating, caring, comforting, and helping” (p. 218).  Engaging in prosocial behaviors 

often leads to a number of positive outcomes for both the individual who acts prosocially, and 

the recipient of such beneficial actions. To date, engaging in prosocial behaviors has been 
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positively related to increased involvement in one’s community and to increased life satisfaction.  

In the current study, prosocial behavior acted as the second positive psychology outcome 

variable. 

Satisfaction with Social Life. “Life satisfaction has been identified as a distinct 

construct representing a cognitive and global evaluation of the quality of one’s life as a whole” 

(Pavot & Diener, 2008, p. 137).  In order to evaluate an individual’s overall judgment of his or 

her own social life, Wann and Pierce (2005) adapted the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, 

Emmons, Larsen, & Griffen, 1985).  Social life satisfaction refers to an individual’s view of his 

or her own social psychological health, which is associated with social self-esteem and well-

being (Wann, Martin, Grieve, & Gardner, 2008).  In the current study, social life satisfaction 

acted as the third positive psychology outcome variable. 

Sport Team Identification. According to Wann and Pierce (2005), sport team 

identification refers to “the extent to which a fan feels a psychological connection to a team or 

player” (p. 117).  Sports team identification offers opportunities to connect with others through 

group memberships or team-based communities (Wann & Pierce, 2005).  Since team 

identification has been shown to have positive social benefits, it was used as a control variable 

for this study.  

Team Based Internet Message Boards. Message boards provide users with organized 

forums to discuss specific topics.  Users are able to post messages that can be retrieved by other 

users at later times (Tumarkin & Whitelaw, 2001).  This study examined the use of sports team 

based message boards.  Internet message board usage was measured by survey questions aimed 

at gathering specific data such as a person’s own perception of his or her level of activity, the 

amount of time spent viewing or participating in online discussions, and the quantity of messages 
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posted or responses given.  The different facets of using of team based message boards served as 

the predictor variables within this study. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Rural Versus Urban Differences in Well-Being 

A pervading perception seems to exist within the literature indicating that individuals 

living in rural environments face more unique obstacles in developing stable levels of emotional 

and psychological functioning compared to those living in urban area.  The research literature 

has speculated that these challenges may result from unique dynamics underlying rural life. 

Potential rural hurdles may be related to lower incomes, limited job opportunities, and higher 

levels of unemployment (Wilson & Peterson, 1988).  Individuals from rural areas often report 

higher levels of stigma regarding psychological well-being and emotional functioning. These 

self-reported stigmas may be associated with smaller community size, less anonymity, unique 

cultural values concerning gender roles and masculinity, and less privacy within the community 

(Jones, Cook, & Wang, 2011). In contrast, individuals from rural communities may be the victim 

of societal stereotypes that may function as a debilitative force in developing a stable sense of 

well-being. Specifically, rural individuals may have to manage societal perceptions that 

undermine their intelligence, family values, and socialization practices (Bramston, Bruggerman, 

& Pretty, 2002).  In sum, there seems to be a significant amount of anecdotal evidence 

suggesting that individuals from rural areas may have a more difficult time of developing a high 

sense of life satisfaction.  However, empirical evidence regarding these perceived differences has 

been mixed.  

In an empirical examination of the differences between rural and urban areas, Youmans 

(1971) found that metropolitan areas offered more subjective rewards than rural areas. These 

differences in subjective rewards appeared to be most associated with deficits in the social 
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environment (e.g., ability to connect to a group of social networks).  However, more recent 

studies have indicated that rural social environments are a positive aspect of life satisfaction due 

the depth of interactions with community members of similar cultural values (Evans, 2009).  

Additionally, rural living has been shown to have positive effects on psychological well-being as 

defined by higher levels of life satisfaction and fewer reported depressive symptoms (Evans, 

2009).  In addition, although rural research participants have expressed frustration over the 

previously mentioned limited job opportunities and small community sizes, studies have also 

shown that individuals in rural areas often report increased satisfaction with respect to standards 

of living, places of residence, and family circumstances as compared to urban residents (Wilson 

& Peterson, 1988).  Finally, in an analysis of worldwide studies, Veenhoven (1994) found equal 

levels of satisfaction between rural and urban populations in developed countries, especially in 

richer nations such as Germany or the United States.  Although anecdotal evidence suggests that 

differences in life satisfaction occur between individuals living in a rural vs. urban area, 

empirical findings are not as conclusive. As a result, it seems apparent that more research is 

needed to determine if these differences exist in community samples of adults.    

Positive Components of Sport Participation 

Sport has been defined as “all forms of physical activity which, through casual and 

organized participation, aim at expressing or improving physical fitness and mental well-being, 

forming social relationships or obtaining results in competition at all levels” (Coalter, 2005, p. 

6).  As noted in this definition, sport participation can have a number of positive effects on an 

individual’s sense of well-being.  Benefits may range from physical health improvements to 

social and psychological advantages for participants, volunteers, and spectators.  Furthermore, 

the identification with specific sports teams may be associated with additional positive 
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psychological and quality of life outcomes (e.g. increased self-esteem through social connection 

and reports of more frequent positive emotions) (Wann, Melnick, Russell, & Pease, 2001).  To 

obtain a comprehensive understanding of the benefits of sports within society today, it is 

important to first examine the overall health advantages of sports participation. 

For years, researchers have theorized that active participation in sports activities can have 

profound physical health benefits.  The World Health Organization (2003) lists physical activity 

as an integral component to a healthy lifestyle. Empirically, various studies have linked physical 

activity with overall improved physical health.  For instance, people who are physically active 

are less likely to have difficulties with obesity, cardiovascular disease, non-insulin dependent 

diabetes, colon cancer, and osteoporosis (Coalter, 2005; US Department of Health and Human 

Services, 1996; European Heart Network, 1999).  However, other factors may affect the 

relationship between sports participation and outcomes.  The frequency and intensity of the 

participation, as well as an individual’s degree of dedication over time can all precipitate or 

hinder positive health outcomes normally associated with athletic activity (Coalter, 2005).   

Not only have scientists worked to connect sports participation with increased positive 

health outcomes, but also with the reduction of potentially negative outcomes such as disease 

(World Health Organization, 2003).  Researchers suggest that the lack of physical activity in an 

individual’s life could be a potential risk factor for a number of illnesses or conditions 

(Warburton, Nicol, & Bredin, 2006).  Specifically, an overall lack of exercise has been linked to 

heart disease (Wise, 2010) and increased mortality in chronic kidney disease (Barclay, 2009).  

Regardless, there remains “incontrovertible evidence that regular physical activity contributes to 

the primary and secondary prevention of several chronic diseases and is associated with a 

reduced risk of pre-mature death” (Warburton, Nicol, & Bredin, 2006, p. 807).  



 
 

20 
 

In addition to physical health advantages, sport participation offers mental health 

benefits.  Researchers contend that physical activity can not only promote positive mental health, 

but may also help prevent future mental illness (Cutt, James, & Street, 2007).  Additionally, 

these researchers theorize that participation in organized sports may be associated increased 

resiliency for everyday stress.  Others studies suggest that the social nature of sport participation 

may lead to decreased loneliness, which is just one of the potential social benefits that sport 

engenders (Page, Frey, Talbert, & Falk, 1992).  For instance, researchers postulate that sport 

participation can help develop social support and self-esteem (Findlay & Coplan, 2008).  

Moreover, increased social interaction may foster both increased social skill development and 

potentially decreased social anxiety (Findlay & Coplan, 2008). 

Empirically, engaging in athletic activities has been shown to be related to a number of 

positive outcomes including elevated mood and emotional well-being, self-esteem, lower reports 

of anxiety, and fewer psychological difficulties (Mutrie & Biddle, 1995).  Although the duration 

of the activity allows for differences in these results, individuals who make small increases to 

their sporting activity levels generally report increases in positive self-assessments (Roberts & 

Brodie, 1992).  For example, their positive self-statements may be as simple as, “I am a 

respectable and productive person,” or “Despite losing, I am still a winner,” or something more 

detailed such as, “although this will be difficult, I am confident I will do well.”  In addition to 

potential short-term gains, long-term participation in exercise or sports programs may result in 

higher levels of self-efficacy, self-esteem, and perceived competence (King, Taylor, Haskell, & 

DeBusk, 1989).  Even a single episode of physical activity has been shown to reduce anxiety 

levels and increase feelings of overall well-being for as long as three hours following the 

exercise or sport participation (Raglin, 1990; Steptoe, 1992).   
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Further benefits of physical activity exist with respect to social components underlying 

sports. Since most sporting events or activities consist of more than one participant, social 

aspects and interactions are likely to be affected as a result of engaging in such activities.  

Coalter (2005) postulated that social aspects of sports can foster encouragement and support 

within individuals and groups.  Moreover, wider social networks tend to form and social 

cohesion can be solidified through active engagement and investment in team sports. Holt et al. 

(2008) describe a variety of life skills that have been associated with participation on sports 

teams.  Specifically, constructs like initiative, respect, teamwork, leadership, communication, 

and social connections can develop through sport participation.  Initiative refers to people’s 

ability to set realistic goals, manage time, and take responsibility for his or her actions.  Respect 

for societal and cultural rules and norms may also result from being an active member of a team.  

Furthermore, teamwork, leadership, and communication skills learned through active sport 

participation are suggested to be highly transferable to other areas of one’s life (Holt et al., 

2008).  Moreover, Danish and Nellen (1997) contend that abilities to handle success and failure 

and receive constructive feedback are also advantages gained through sports that can transfer to 

other areas of life.  It has been theorized that individuals who develop reliable and stable social 

networks, through group activities such as sports, tend to live longer, are less depressed, and 

have a reduced risk of heart disease (Health Education Authority, 1999).  Overall, participating 

in sports across the life span appears to cultivate numerous physical and psychological benefits 

that are likely to increase one’s quality of life.  

Positive Aspects of Sport Volunteerism  

Although engaging and participating in sports related activities has been shown to have 

positive effects for physical and mental health, actual participation in the physical sport activities 
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may not be necessary for these benefits to occur. Specifically, volunteers are extremely 

important to the sustained success of sport organizations and events (Hoye, Cuskelly, Taylor, & 

Darcy, 2008).  Researchers describe the motivation to volunteer as a strong desire and 

investment in helping others. Such altruistic motivations may foster personal and social benefits 

specific to the volunteer (Hoye et al., 2008).  Although theories vary on the specific motivations 

of volunteers, Wang (2004) suggests five possible motives that include: personal development, 

ego enhancement, social adjustment, community concern, and altruistic value.  Personal 

development involves gaining experience, being challenged, and being around people who have 

similar interests (Hoye et al., 2008; Wang, 2004).  People may become involved with sport 

volunteering for fun, the need to feel important, or the opportunity to be a part of a unique set of 

people, events, and/or experiences. Combinations of these ideas make up Wang’s (2004) motive 

of ego enhancement.  Enjoyment and involvement are also suggested to be a part of the altruistic 

value of volunteers.  Additionally, people may want to volunteer because others within their 

social network find this type of work important (Wang, 2004). As a result, volunteering for 

sporting events maybe an important means of creating and maintaining social connections with 

individuals from various cultures and backgrounds.  

Empirically, volunteering has been shown to offer positive mental health outcomes 

through non-physical participation in sports.  For instance, volunteering “has the potential to 

assist in the development of self-esteem, transferable social and organizational skills, and greater 

community coherence” (Coalter, 2005, p. 21).  Evidence supports Wang’s (2004) 

multidimensional motivation theory of volunteering.  Specifically, Hoye and colleagues’ (2008) 

research indicates that altruism, personal development, community concern, and social 

development are all integral components in one’s desire to volunteer their time to a personally 
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invested cause. Moreover, volunteering often offers social rewards, particularly ones related to 

being able to give back to society and corresponding feelings of joy and productivity (Coalter, 

2005).  In a study of adolescent attitudes towards volunteering for sporting events, Eley and Kirk 

(2002) found that individuals with more positive attitudes towards volunteering reported 

increases in leadership skills, altruistic attitudes, and overall improved feelings about themselves. 

Additionally, sport volunteering has been shown to encourage citizenship and pro-social 

behavior (Coalter, 2005).  Based on these findings, researchers suggest that volunteering may 

appeal to individuals as a way of achieving one’s social needs.  Moreover, such skills and 

attitudes appear important in the creation and maintenance of deeply connected interpersonal 

relationships (Eley & Kirk, 2002).   

Well-Being and Fandom 

Although participating in and volunteering for sporting events offer social advantages, 

some theorists believe that being an active fan may also facilitate a wide range of social skills.   

Specifically, Reysen and Branscombe (2010) describe two constructs underlying an investment 

in a favorite team or club: fanship and fandom.  Fanship is defined as having a connection to a 

sport team whereas fandom involves a connection to other fans of a particular sport team.  

Fandom is similar to social identity where a portion of one’s self-concept may be derived from 

being a member of a social group.  Such membership offers emotional support and interpersonal 

connectedness (Reysen & Branscombe, 2010).  Other research suggests that positive social 

identity is something that fans actively seek (Boen, Vanbeselaere, & Feys, 2002) while also 

avoiding negative identities (Bizman & Yinon, 2002).  Sports fans have a tendency to gravitate 

toward other fans who share the same team interests in an attempt to gain such positive social 

identity (Reysen & Branscombe, 2010).  Sandvoss (2005) theorized that although individual fans 
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may not be formally connected with a sports team or organized fan club, they still believe that 

they are part of a group.  This line of thinking has been supported by multiple studies (Reysen & 

Branscombe, 2010; Sandvoss, 2005) and suggests that other forms of social connection may 

develop from initiating conversations and group activities with other people who are equally 

invested in a specific sports team or club.  Additional data from Reysen and Branscombe (2010) 

illustrates that “merely thinking that one is part of an entitative fan group is associated with a 

positive emotional state” (p. 188).   

In looking at sport fan groups more closely, researchers have postulated that greater well-

being by way of social connections can be achieved through higher levels of identification with a 

particular sports team (Wann, 2006).  Sport team identification is defined as the amount of 

psychological connection that an individual feels towards a specific sports team (Wann & 

Branscombe, 1993).  There are many possible factors that may lead a person to identify with a 

particular team (e.g., team location, success, or facilities, the influence or one’s family or friends, 

or internal personal factors such as a need for belonging or affiliation) (Wann, 2006).  

Researchers have linked high levels of sport team identification to such positive psychological 

benefits as increased personal self-esteem, social life satisfaction, and increased positive 

emotions, among others (Wann, Keenan, & Page, 2009).  However, most theories expand this 

idea to include social connectedness and a sense of belongingness as potential catalysts for these 

positive outcomes.  “Only when the role of team follower leads to a sense of belongingness to 

and camaraderie with others would one expect to find psychological benefits related to the 

identification” (Wann, 2006, p. 275).   

Wann (2006) developed the Team Identification – Social Psychological Health Model as 

a way of testing the effects of team identification on a person’s social and psychological well-
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being.  The model theorizes that social well-being is positively related to one’s level of 

identification with a local sports team (Wann & Pierce, 2005).  Support for the model illustrates 

that the correlations between team identification and social well-being are generated through 

connectedness with others who highly identify with the same local team.  Although most of the 

support for this theory revolves around college-aged participants, research with other diverse 

populations reflects these same trends (Wann, Rogers, Dooley, & Foley, 2011).  In fact, older 

participants have been found to report a greater number of positive evaluations of team specific 

groups to which they belong (Wann, Rogers, Dooley, & Foley, 2011).  Overall, considering 

theory and relevant empirical findings, it is expected that sport team identification will be 

positively related to measures of belongingness, social life satisfaction, and prosocial behavior in 

the current study.  

Positive Components of Online Sports Forums  

It has been suggested that well-being does not come from team identification alone, but 

rather through the social connectedness of the person to other highly identified fans of the same 

team.  Although fans can connect with other fans at games and organized team-related activities, 

it is possible that fans can develop and maintain meaningful connections with each other through 

a non-face-to-face method.  Dino, Reysen, and Branscombe (2009) suggest that online fan 

communities offer a unique type of social vehicle for fans to connect.  Moreover, research 

examining social media outlets has been shown to engender a variety of social benefits based on 

the types of motivations and the amount and types of usage. 

Researchers have suggested that individuals are driven to use the internet through both 

extrinsic and intrinsic motivations (Teo, Lin, & Lai, 1999).  External motivations for internet 

usage theoretically involve such constructs as perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use.  In 
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other words, how much will a person gain by using the internet and how knowledgeable must 

one be in order to use the internet effectively are important questions that predict one’s 

investment in and frequency of internet use.  Intrinsic motivations involve a person’s perceived 

enjoyment in using the internet (Teo, Lin, & Lai, 1999).   If perceived enjoyment is high, it 

would stand to reason that the person’s internet usage would increase.   

It is also important to discover what aspects of the internet may allow for individual 

enjoyment.  Discovering what particular areas may increase perceived enjoyment, or even more 

completely defining the psychological aspects of such enjoyment, could facilitate a better 

understanding of the psychosocial benefits that are related to internet usage.   

Broadly, the internet engenders a variety of benefits such as providing information about 

finances, employment, politics, and interpersonal communication (Hacker & Steiner, 2001).  

Additionally, researchers suggest that those who exhibit higher levels of internet usage are more 

likely to report benefits from such usage (Hacker & Steiner, 2001).  Socially, the internet offers 

opportunity for individuals to make personal connections with other people and develop a sense 

of collective identity (Best & Krueger, 2006).  Potential benefits such as positive social 

interactions, psychological support, recreation, and personal companionship are all theoretically 

connected to internet usage (Best & Krueger, 2006).  Researchers also suggest that the internet 

aids individuals in connecting to people with whom they would not otherwise have the 

opportunity to interact; suggesting the internet may be a unique forum where one can extend 

their abilities to connect with diverse groups of people.    

Best and Krueger (2006) noted that online social interactions tend to occur with people 

who share specific interests.  As more people connect, online communities begin to form which 

allow users to find other individuals who share a common passion.  Granovetter (1973) theorized 
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that as social networks form and grow, so does an individual’s trust in others.  Social elements 

such as trust, integrity, and reciprocity are believed to be gained through online interactions (Best 

& Krueger, 2006).    

To date, little research has investigated the link between positive psychological outcomes 

and how one uses the internet. Moreover, it is unknown which purposes or types of motivations 

for using the internet are specific to developing positive psychological benefits. However, Katz 

and Aspden (1997) theorize that intrinsic motivations for internet use, including personal and 

social development (defined as increasing the ability to communicate with others), may facilitate 

greater social awareness and skills. 

One important tool that online communities use is that of the message board.  A message 

board is defined as “a static web page where users can read and post messages to one another, 

and respond to messages created by other users” (Clavio, 2008, p. 13).  Message boards are 

typically associated within a website that is dedicated to providing other services such as news 

organizations, political causes, support groups, or product reviews.  Clavio (2008) found that 

information gathering seems to be the most popular reason individuals frequent message boards, 

but social interaction has been shown to be a strong motivation as well.  For a message board to 

succeed, “its content must have depth and variety” (Morris & Ogan, 1996, p. 45).   

Studies have garnered evidence suggesting potential benefits of participating in online 

community message boards.  For instance, a study of a breast cancer bulletin board suggested 

that message boarding was related to numerous psychosocial benefits including: receiving/giving 

information, improved mood, receiving/giving social support, optimism, increased ability to 

cope, decreased psychological distress, and strategies for managing stress (Rodgers & Chen, 

2005).  Additionally, the researchers found a positive link between the amount of participation 
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by an individual and that individual’s psychosocial well-being.  Rodham, McCabe, and Blake 

(2009) examined the benefits of message boards for individuals with Complex Regional Pain 

Syndrome (CRPS).  The researchers concluded that message boards offered opportunities to give 

and receive social support, as well opportunities to enhance one’s sense of belongingness.  

Furthermore, the researchers noted that the act of writing about feelings served as a valuable 

emotional outlet and coping resource in managing pain and stress associated with the syndrome 

(Rodham, McCabe, and Blake, 2009).   

Moreover, Hadert and Rodham (2008) qualitatively examined message boards with 

respect to arthritis patients.  Their results suggested aspects of message boarding such as the 

added benefits of 24-hour access to support, as well as decreased importance of an individual’s 

geographic location were unique and valuable resources for this population.  Hadert and Rodham 

also noted that their research offered important implications within rural communities where 

support groups and other resources may prove more difficult to access than in urban 

environments.  Overall, it appears that message boards have the potential to provide individuals 

with a useful coping device that offers validation and a sense of belonging (Hadert & Rodham, 

2008). 

Other studies suggest that the positive benefits of message boards help alleviate stress 

embedded within psychological difficulties.  Specifically, Johnson, Zastawny, and Kulpa (2010) 

found that individuals who engage in self-injurious behaviors reported decreases in the frequency 

of self-injurious behaviors over the course of their participation in message boards. This finding 

suggests that positive psychological benefits may be obtained through the supportive nature of 

online communities (Johnson, Zastawny, & Kulpa, 2010). After considering their findings, 

Johnson, Zastawny, and Kulpa concluded that message boards could be an important supplement 
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to intervention at reducing self-harm thoughts and behaviors.  Consistent with research in other 

areas, the connection to emotional support and a sense of community appear to be important 

unique and valuable benefits of message boarding.   

Culturally, message boards have been shown to be a useful tool in bringing people from 

different backgrounds together.  Poggi and Di Blas (2008) questioned whether forums had the 

ability to encourage discussion, collaboration, and positive cultural exchanges among people in 

various countries.  The study examined students from 17 different countries over the course of 

two years.  Although the nature of the research was complex, ultimately, the investigators 

concluded that online forums offered a variety of cultural benefits (Poggi & Di Blas, 2008).  

Specifically, message boarding promoted reflection and discussion of cultural issues and 

supported intercultural exchanges (Poggi & Di Blas, 2008).  Additionally, participants appeared 

motivated to participate due to the social bonds that were created through this process.  These 

reported benefits add to the growing body of evidence that suggests message boards offer 

positive outcomes for those who participate in them. 

Given the positive nature of these findings, the potential link between message boards 

and positive psychology appears plausible. However, few researchers have studied the 

relationship between message boarding and positive psychological outcomes in non-clinical 

populations.  However, some studies suggest that social media outlets, of which message boards 

play a large role, may be related to a number of psychosocial benefits, especially for adolescents 

and young adults.  For instance, some suggest that teenagers and young adults are developing 

socially and emotionally through their time spent on the internet (McBride, 2011).  Specifically, 

social media can foster improved communication skills and expanded social connections that 

may precipitate more growth within abstract and self-aware thinking processes.  Rogers and Lea 
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(2005) theorized that social presence and group identity can increase through online forums, 

primarily through enhanced communication.   Moreover, although research has indicated that 

adolescents and young adults may be motivated to participate in social media outlets to develop a 

sense of community (Rafaeli, 1986), interact with others through different forms of  self-

expression (Garramone, Harris, & Anderson, 1986), socialize with diverse people (James, 

Wotring, & Forrest, 1995), and seek social support and friendship through different approaches 

(Ridings & Gefen, 2004).  Overall, message boards allow users to take an active role in their 

social or interactive interests and development (Rafaeli, 1986). 

Message boarding may also have unique benefits for fans who are looking for more 

unique ways of connecting to one another and one’s favorite team or club. Although some view 

message boards as old and irrelevant due to the advent of other social media outlets such as 

Facebook and Twitter (Hawkins, 2010), research has demonstrated the relevant nature of this 

medium, especially within the realm of sports and sports fans (Ruihley & Hardin, 2011; Clavio, 

2008).  Similar to the aforementioned online support groups, sports related message boards and 

online fan pages can offer a level of positive support and interpersonal interactions for fans 

(Shaw & Gant, 2002).  End (2001) suggests that “message boards may afford sports fans with 

additional options for enhancing their self-esteem that may not be available in face-to-face 

interactions” (p.167). Specifically, Joinson (1998) describes decreased levels of self-

consciousness, worries about public evaluation, and anxiety in social situations through 

disinhibition.  This refers to the absence or reversal of factors or behaviors while using the 

internet.  Disinhibition may allow an individual to speak and act more freely on message boards, 

potentially enhancing his or her self-esteem in ways unavailable elsewhere. 
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Researchers also contend that there are varying types or dimensions of gratification that 

exist with respect to sports message boards.  Specifically, Clavio (2008) identified dimensions 

that include interactivity, information gathering, diversion, argumentation, and community.  

Interactivity refers to the interactive nature of message boards, which includes participating in 

discussions, communicating with fellow fans, offering input and opinions, and generally sharing 

information with other members of the online community.  The information gathering aspect of 

sports message boarding relates to team or group-specific content such as news or analysis 

offered by the board’s members.  Diversion speaks to elements of message boards that may not 

be related to sports.  For instance, sports related forums may still engage in discussions involving 

politics or religion, as well as offering opportunities to keep in touch with old friends or 

classmates.  The sense of community aspect focuses on the quality of the interactions with other 

users (Clavio, 2008).  Ruihley and Hardin (2011) add themes such as logistical conversation, 

increased social involvement, and the giving or receiving of advice as important factors for 

sports message board users.  Researchers frequently point to the interactive and community 

aspects of sports message boards as vehicles for psychological benefits (e.g., optimism, 

motivation, and increased social and community connections) (Clavio, 2011; Woo, An, & Cho, 

2008).  However, research has yet to determine whether message boards related to sports teams 

or clubs can enhance team identification and lead to specific social and psychological benefits.  

Current Study 

The underlying aim of the current study was to achieve a better understanding of the 

relationships between sport message board usage and measures of social and psychological well-

being.  Considering developed theory and relevant empirical findings,  it was hypothesized that 

(a) positive relationships would exist between team-based message board usage and the positive 
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psychology variables (belongingness, prosocial behavior, and satisfaction with social life); (b) 

message board usage would predict a significant amount of variance in team identification ; and 

(c) message board usage would predict a significant amount of variance in our selected positive 

psychology variables over and above that of team identification. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

Participants 

Participants were recruited though an online sports form. The sample consisted of 304 

members of an online sports message board.  Of the participants 292 (97%) were men and 9 

(3%) were women. Participants age ranged anywhere between 18 and 78 years, with a mean age 

of 37.80 years.  In terms of marital status, 85 participants (28.1%) reported that they were single, 

206 (68.2%) reported that they were married, 9 (3.0%) were separated/divorced, and 2 (0.7%) 

reported that they were widowed.  In terms of highest level of education completed, 1 participant 

(0.3%) reported having some high school, 4 (1.3%) reported having a high school degree, 79 

(26.0%) reported having some college experience, 121 (39.8%) reported having a college degree, 

and 99 (32.6%) reported having a graduate degree.  With respect to location, 240 participants 

(78.9%) reported living in a metropolitan/urban area, while 64 (21.1%) reported living in a rural 

area. In terms of race, the majority of sample identified as European American (97%, n = 295). 

Three participants (1.0%) identified as African American and 4 (1.3%) reported identified as 

Other.   

Procedure 

This study targeted sports message board users from a large collegiate based sports 

forum, which is a part of a larger network of collegiate sports team websites.  The moderators of 

the chosen forums were contacted and granted permission to conduct the study within the site’s 

primary message board forum.  In order to recruit participants for this study, a post was placed 

on the site and locked by the moderators in order to keep it visible for an extended period of 

time.  Within the post, interested message board users were asked to follow a link that directed 
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them to Surveymonkey.com, an approved data collecting cite supported by the researcher’s 

dissertation committee.  The link took participants directly to the informed consent portion of the 

online survey.  Interested individuals were asked to thoroughly read through the informed 

consent procedures.  If interested individuals decided to volunteer for the study, they were asked 

to electronically sign the informed consent page.  After giving their consent to participate in this 

study as a volunteer, they were directed to the survey which consisted of a demographic 

questionnaire, a questionnaire regarding the extent of their message board usage, and four 

instruments that measure for belongingness, prosocial behavior, satisfaction with social life, and 

sports team identification.  Participants were notified that they could skip any question they liked 

and discontinue taking the survey at any time without penalty.  After completing these 

questionnaires, participants were directed towards a debriefing page that further explained the 

goals of the research and provided information regarding free to low cost mental health services 

that they could access using a toll free phone number or through the internet.  The final page of 

the survey provided incentive information regarding the gift card raffle.  Interested participants 

were asked to e-mail their contact information to the primary investigator in order to be 

registered for the raffle.  Having interested participants contact the primary researcher after 

completing the survey through e-mail was a secure means of ensuring anonymity and an easy 

way of sending the winners of the raffles their electronic gift cards.   

Data Storage 

SurveyMonkey.com stored all entered data onto an excel spreadsheet.  The primary 

researcher retrieved the data from SurveyMonkey.com once the survey was closed.  Data were 

then transferred from an excel spreadsheet to an SPSS data file.  Once all data were loaded onto 

an SPSS file, the primary researcher deleted all data responses from SurveyMonkey.com.  Data 



 
 

35 
 

within the SPSS file is password protected and will continue to be stored on a secure hard drive 

for five years. 

Measures 

Interpersonal Needs Questionnaire (INQ; Van Orden, Witte, Gordon, Bender, & 

Joiner, 2008a).  The INQ is a 12-item instrument designed to assess for an individual’s 

perceived levels of burdensomeness and belongingness as they relate to negative outcomes 

(Freedenthal, Lamis, Osman, Kahlo, & Gutierrez, 2011). The INQ can be broken down into two 

subset scores: belongingness, the amount of meaningful connection a person feels to other 

individuals or groups (Anestis, Bryan, Cornette, & Joiner, 2005) and burdensomeness which 

describes an individual’s sense of utility in helping promote or advance the goals of a group 

(Freedenthal et al., 2011).  For the purposes of this study, only the belongingness subscale will 

be used. The belongingness scale consists of 5-items that are measured on a seven point Likert 

scale. Total scores range from 5-35 with higher scores reflecting stronger levels of perceived 

belongingness. The INQ belongingness subscale score has been found to be a psychometrically 

sound instrument. Specifically, the belongingness subscale score has been to shown to have high 

internal consistency (α = .92; Freedenthal et al., 2011).  Additionally, the belongingness subscale 

has demonstrated excellent construct validity as evidenced by significant associations with 

measures of social support, reasons for living, and depression (Freedenthal, et al., 2011). In the 

current study, the INQ belongingness subscale demonstrated solid internal consistency (α = .82). 

Prosocial Behavior Scale (PBS; Caprara, Steca, Zelli, & Capanna, 2005).  The PBS is 

a 16-item instrument designed to assess for the degree to which individuals voluntarily help, 

comfort, or take care of other people (Caprara et al., 2005).  The items of the scale are measured 

on a five point Likert scale.  Total scores range from 16-80 with higher scores reflecting stronger 
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levels of prosocial behavior.  The PBS has been found to be psychometrically sound.  

Specifically, the PBS has been shown to have high internal consistency (α = .91; Caprara et al., 

2005).  Additionally, the scale has been shown to have high construct validity as indicated by 

moderate relationships with agreeableness and empathic self-efficacy (Caprara, Alessandri, Di 

Giunta, Panerai, & Eisenberg, 2010). In the current study, the PBS demonstrated solid internal 

consistency (α = .88). 

Satisfaction with Social Life Scale (SWSLS; Wann & Pierce, 2005; Diener et al., 

1985).  The SWSLS is a modified version of the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 

1985).  The current measure was designed to focus on the level of satisfaction an individual 

perceives in his or her social life (Wann & Pierce, 2005).  The SWSLS consists of 5 items that 

are measured on a seven point Likert scale.  Total scores range from 5-35 with higher scores 

reflecting higher levels of social life satisfaction.  The SWSLS has been found to be 

psychometrically sound.  Specifically, the scale has been shown to have high internal 

consistency (α = .88; Wann & Pierce, 2005).  Additionally, the SWSLS has demonstrated strong 

concurrent validity as evidenced by a significant positive correlation with a measure of collective 

self-esteem (Wann & Pierce, 2005). In the current study, the SWSLS demonstrated excellent 

internal consistency (α = .92). 

Sports Spectator Identification Scale (SSIS; Wann & Branscombe, 1993). The SSIS 

is a 7 item instrument designed to assess for the degree to which fans identify with a specific 

sports team.  The items of the scale are measured on an eight point Likert scale.  Total scores 

range from 8-56 with higher scores reflecting stronger levels of team identification.  The SSIS 

has been found to be psychometrically sound.  Specifically, the scale has been shown to have a 

high internal consistency (α = .91; Wann & Branscombe, 1993).  Additionally, the SSIS has 
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demonstrated excellent construct validity as evidenced by significant associations with spectator 

investment in their teams, involvement with their teams, and attributions about their teams 

(Wann & Branscombe, 1993). In the current study, the SSIS demonstrated adequate internal 

consistency (α = .71). 

Questions Related to Sports Message Board Usage.  This section consisted of 9 

questions related to an individual’s interest and involvement in sports team message boards.  

Specifically, the individual was asked for the number of sports forums he or she participates in, 

as well as the specific teams he or she follows through online discussion forums.  Additionally, 

the participant was asked to select what aspects attract him or her to a specific team and the 

perceived benefits of engaging in online discussions through sports forums.  This section also 

sought to address the person’s level of activity on sports related message boards.  Specifically, 

the individual was asked about the weekly amount of time spent monitoring sports forums, and 

actively engaged in online discussions through such forums.  Finally, the participant was asked 

how many “threads” he or she initiates per week on sports forums, as well as the number of 

“posts” he or she responds to per week.  

Proposed Analysis 

Reliability coefficients for each measure were examined to determine internal 

consistency.  A Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) was conducted to determine if 

there were differences for individuals residing in urban versus rural communities in the reporting 

of belongingness, prosocial behavior, and social life satisfaction.  Pearson product correlations 

were used to analyze the relationships among belongingness, prosocial behavior, social life 

satisfaction, team message board usage, and sport team identification.  One enter method 

regression was examined to determine if message board usage predicts a significant variance on 
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team identification.  Block regression models were conducted to determine if message board 

usage predicts any significant variance in belongingness, prosocial behavior, and social life 

satisfaction over and above the influence of sport team identification.   
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Mean scores for the study’s main variables were examined. In regards to sports-related 

message board activities, participants reported spending 11.02 hours lurking on web-based sports 

forums and 2.35 hours engaging online discussions with other users through sports forums per 

week. In addition, sports message board users reported posting 2.15 original threads and positing 

responses to 8.50 developed threads per week. Participants also reported moderate scores for 

prosocial behavior (M = 60.10, SD = 8.54) and high scores for belongingness (M = 31.81, SD = 

4.49), social life satisfaction (M = 25.59, SD = 6.24), and team identification (M = 50.61, SD = 

4.65). Means, standard deviations, and minimum/maximum scores are displayed in Table 1.  

In addition, data were checked for violations of normality in the study’s main variables. 

There were numerous violations of normality within the data set. Specifically, belongingness 

(D(241) = .24, p < .01), social life satisfaction (D(241) = .12, p < .01), and team identification 

(D(241) = .16, p <.01) were negatively skewed. Only prosocial behavior (D(241) = .05, p > .01) 

was normally distributed throughout the sample.   

Mean Comparisons 

A Multiple Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) was conducted to examine differences in 

location (urban vs. rural) on the three social well-being measures (belongingness, prosocial 

behaviors, and social life satisfaction). The MANOVA revealed no significant overall effect for 

urban versus rural differences (Wilks’ Lambda, (1, 290) = .988, p > .05, η2 = .012) across the 

three social well-being measures.  Follow-up ANOVA’s also revealed no significant main effects 

in urban versus rural differences in belongingness, F(1, 292) = .03, p > .05, η2 = .00, prosocial 
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behavior,  F(1, 292) = 2.95, p > .05, η2 = .01, and social life satisfaction,  F(1, 292) = .01, p > 

.01, η2 = .00.   

A second MANOVA was analyzed to examine the differences in the participant’s 

childhood home location (rural vs. urban) on the three social well-being measures. The 

MANOVA revealed no significant overall effect for urban versus rural childhood home 

differences (Wilks’ Lambda, (1, 290) = .074, p > .05, η2  = .024) across the three social well-

being measures. Follow-up ANOVA’s indicated no significant main effects in urban versus rural 

childhood home differences in belongingness, F(1, 292) = .015, p > .05, η2 = .00, prosocial 

behavior, F(1, 292) = 6.30, p > .05, η2 = .02, and social life satisfaction, F(1, 292) = .069, p > 

.05, η2 = .00.  Taken as a whole, these findings were inconsistent with the expectations of the 

current study and suggest that individuals from rural and urban areas report similar amount of 

belongingness, prosocial behaviors, and social life satisfaction. 

Pearson Product Correlations 

Bivariate correlations were conducted to determine the relationships among the four 

dependent variables (belongingness, prosocial behavior, social life satisfaction, and team 

identification) and the four web-based variables (hours lurking, hours engaged in online 

discussion, threads initiated and responses to current posts).  The results are presented in Table 2.  

Unexpectedly, belongingness was not significantly correlated with the four web-based variables.  

These results suggest that participants’ message board activity is not related to their sense of 

belongingness. Prosocial behavior was negatively correlated with the number of threads a 

participant initiates within a given week (r = -.13).  This suggests that the more threads a person 

reportedly initiates, the less likely he or she is to report engaging in prosocial behavior. Contrary 

to stated hypotheses, social life satisfaction was also not significantly correlated with the four 
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web-based variables.  These results suggest that a person’s social life satisfaction is not related to 

his or her involvement in an online sports message board. Finally, team identification was 

positively correlated with the number of hours a participant reportedly spends lurking on an 

online message board (r = .18).  This suggests that message board members who more highly 

identify with a given sports team are more likely to spend time reading message board material, 

but not necessarily actively engaging in forum discussions. 

Regression Analyses 

Initially, block regressions were expected to be analyzed to determine if message board 

variables could predict unique variance in positive psychological constructs over and above the 

influence of team identification. However, the majority of the criterion variables were non-

normally distributed; suggesting that logistic regression analysis would be more suitable option 

in examining the hypotheses. In order to analyze logistic regression models, the criterion 

variables much be transformed from continuous variables to categorical variables. As a result, 

percentile splits were conducted to determine high, medium, and low levels of each criterion 

variable. To ensure maximum differences between levels of each criterion variables, respondents 

who scored in the medium level for each criterion were removed from the analysis. Only low and 

high scores were examined in each logistic regression model.  

In total, four logistic regressions were analyzed. Status (high vs. low) on team 

identification, belongingness, prosocial behaviors, and social life satisfaction were the criterion 

variables, whereas hours lurking, hours engaged in online discussion, thread initiated, and 

threads responded to were the predictor variables. Only one of the four models revealed 

significant findings. Message board variables did not predict a significant amount of variance in 

belongingness status, prosocial behavior status, or social life satisfaction status. Interestingly, 



 
 

42 
 

hours spent lurking on sport message board websites significantly predicted whether an 

individual was in the low or high category status on team identification, b = .06, Wald χ2 (1) = 

5.71, p > .05. This result indicates that individuals who spend more time lurking on sports 

message boards are likely to report higher rates of team identification.  



 
 

43 
 

CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 In review, the purposes of the current study were to: 1) determine whether significant 

differences exist between the reported psychological well-being measures from urban versus 

rural adults, 2) examine potential relationships between sports message board usage constructs 

and various measures of social and psychological well-being, 3) to determine if team message 

board usage constructs could predict a significant amount of variance in sport team identification, 

and 4) to determine if sports message board usage constructs could predict a unique amount of 

variance in belongingness, prosocial behavior, and satisfaction with social life over and above 

the impact of sports team identification. 

Rural versus Urban Differences 

 A MANOVA was run to examine the differences between urban and rural residents on 

the three social well-being measures (belongingness, prosocial behavior, and social life 

satisfaction). The results revealed no significant differences between the two groups on the three 

well-being measures. These findings are inconsistent with the proposed hypotheses and fail to 

support research indicating that challenges to rural life precipitate lower levels of positive 

psychological growth and well-being when compared to individuals living in urban areas. 

Specifically, despite deficits in available social and financial resources and an increased risk of 

being stereotyped or stigmatized (Jones, Cook, & Wang, 2011; Wilson & Peterson, 1988), my 

results suggest that individuals from rural areas report similar levels of well-being compared to 

individuals living in urban areas.     

Alternatively, this finding is in keeping with the position that individuals in rural areas 

find culturally unique ways of developing comparable degrees of well-being to individuals living 
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in urban areas. Most notably, Evans (2009) indicated that rural residents often rely on a strong 

sense of community to develop positive psychological traits known to promote overall life 

satisfaction. However, the current study was only designed to examine differences in the 

frequency of reported positive well-being attributes.  In the future, it is important that researchers 

examine unique pathways by which urban residents and rural residents develop a sense of 

positive well-being. Notably, it may be fruitful for researchers to examine how individuals invest 

themselves in and draw support from their community to elucidate if and how urban versus rural 

residents differentially develop a stable sense of well-being.  

Relations between Message Board Constructs and Indices of Well-Being 

 The current study examined potential relationships between message board usage 

constructs (hours lurking, hours invested in online discussion, the number of threads initiated, 

and the number of posts responded to) and measures of well-being (belongingness, prosocial 

behavior, and social life satisfaction). Based on previous research, it was expected that most, if 

not all, of the message board usage variables would be positively associated with the three 

indices of well-being. Surprisingly, not one message board usage variable was significantly 

related to any of the three well-being variables in the expected direction. There was a significant 

inverse relationship between the frequency of threads initiated and prosocial behaviors (r = -.13, 

p < .05); however the relationship is small suggesting little to no practical value.   

Overall, these findings are inconsistent with a substantial amount of research indicating 

that the interactive and community aspects of online sports forums are related to psychological 

and interpersonal benefits (Clavio, 2011; Woo, Ann, & Cho, 2008).  However, there are multiple 

explanations that may illuminate the disconnect between my findings and the findings of 

previous investigations. Most notably, my findings may have been negatively influenced by the 
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restricted range of the participants demographic make-up.  Secondly, it is possible that the 

relationships under examination are best understood through indirect (e.g., mediated and 

moderated) pathways.   

 In examining the demographic characteristics of the sample, it is important to consider 

the impact of marital status and education level on the obtain findings. Interestingly, 68% of the 

participants identified as being married.  Previous research has indicated that being married is an 

important interpersonal resource in the development of well-being in adulthood (Kiecolt-Glass & 

Newton, 2001). For instance, Marks (1996) compared well-being scores between married and 

unmarried community participants and found that married people reported a higher frequency of 

well-being compared to unmarried people. In addition, 98% of the participants in the current 

study reported having at least some college level education and 72% of the participants reported 

having an undergraduate degree or higher.  Similar to the findings on marital status, education 

level appears to be a prominent feature of life satisfaction in adulthood as it generates more 

opportunities for financial, interpersonal, social, and familial growth (Rentfrow, Mellander, & 

Florida, 2009)  In sum, given the demographic characteristics of the sample, it is possible that 

well-being (as measured by a sense of belongingness, prosocial behaviors, and social life 

satisfaction) is relatively homogeneous, diminishing the possibility of detecting significant 

relationships. Future research may benefit from re-examining these relationships with a more 

diverse sample of online sports forum members.   

Secondly, a basic assumption underlying the proposed questions and hypotheses of the 

current study is that the relationships between message board usage variables and indices of 

well-being are direct. The obtained findings suggest that these relationships are more complex, 

facilitated through mediating and moderating mechanisms. Namely, the relationships between 
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message board usage variables and indices of well-being may operate through specific 

motivations for visiting and investing time into sports forums.  As Clavio (2011) reported, people 

frequent online forums for different reasons.  Additionally, people may have decidedly different 

motivations for participating in message board discussions.  For instance, some individuals may 

be seeking the community and support offered by online message boards, whereas others may be 

driven by other motivations such as participation for the sake of antagonizing the other 

participants or to exclusively collect information.  Considering the motivations behind sports 

forum use may offer an indirect means of understanding the potential relationships between 

message board usage variables and well-being. Unfortunately, the current study did not consider 

the motivations underling message board usage; however, this may be a fruitful means of 

evaluating the impact of sports forum investment on a number of positive and negative 

behavioral outcomes.  

Relations between Message Board Constructs and Team Identification 

 This study examined the relationships between team identification and online message 

board usage.  However, team identification was negatively skewed to a significant degree, 

making it difficult to assess the existence or nonexistence of such relationships. In response, I 

altered the nature of the variable by placing individuals into high versus low team identification 

groups. To accomplish this I examined the frequencies of team identification mean scores. The 

low team identification group (n = 102) was comprised of individuals who fell in the lower one-

third of the team identification frequency distribution. Alternatively, individuals who fell in the 

upper one-third of the frequency team identification distribution made up the high team 

identification group (n = 127).  Given the categorical nature of the team identification variable, it 

was not possible to examine the relationships between team identification and message board 
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usage variables. Thus, the current study examined the relationships between team identification 

status and message board usage variables through a logistic regression. 

 In the logistic regression model, only the lurking behaviors were retained as a significant 

predictor of team identification status.  This finding suggests that those who proactively search 

for and invest their time in obtaining relevant information and perspectives about their favorite 

team are likely to report higher levels of team identification. Moreover, this result is consistent 

with previous research suggesting that team identification is associated with increased 

involvement with team related activities (Wann & Branscombe, 1993) and the consumption of 

team associated information and media (Volkov, Johnson, & Summers, 2008). However, it is 

important that future research explore this connection further.  

Lurking behavior may be associated with increased levels of team 

investment/commitment in any number of ways; however social components seem important in 

conceptualizing this connection.  Notably, lurking on message boards may offer the casual fan a 

unique opportunity that fosters more robust fan experiences through shared information 

resources, community support, and united emotional occurrences. In turn, these experiences may 

promote a sense of competence when discussing sports related issues and an enthusiasm about 

the prospect of getting more involved in an athletic team’s day-to-day transactions or affairs. 

Ultimately, lurking behaviors may be one of the first steps to integrating one’s personal identity 

with one’s affection for a specific sports team.  Examining the social and personal gains from 

lurking behavior may be a fruitful means of understanding how individuals develop a strong 

sense of fanhood and commitment to a sports franchise.    

Practical Implications 
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            The current study highlights a variety of practical implications that are worth noting. The 

implications may serve researchers who wish to conduct empirical investigations with sport-

oriented population, theorists who are trying to understand the process of developing well-being, 

and mental health practitioners who are looking for you unique ways to use sports based 

behaviors as a means of promoting a sense of commitment and investment in their clients. 

Research Method Implications. Given the degree to which sports message board users 

invest their emotional and social resources into their favorite sports team, it is important to 

examine the potential drawbacks of using such a sample in team identification research. In 

addition, it is important to identify potential avenues for reaching a more diverse sports-oriented 

population to survey.  Obtaining access to a sample of sports fans with more diversity may be an 

important step for sports psychologists who are interested in examining the impact and/or 

influence of team identification on emotional and behavioral outcomes. As identified in this 

sample, individuals who spend time and effort observing and participating in team based internet 

forums are characterized by a rather restrictive demographic description and high levels of team 

identification.  The current sample included overwhelming percentages of Caucasian, married, 

well-educated men who reported extremely high rates of team identification.  As a result, we 

must consider different approaches to acquiring a diverse sample of sports fans, as well as 

different methods of collecting data that will engender more statistical power for empirical study.  

For instance, rather than conducting an online survey using message board participants, 

researchers may find it beneficial to solicit participation from sports fans by standing outside of a 

sports venue prior to a specific event.  Considering that sports games are inclusive family and 

social events, it is possible that surveying sports attendees may generate greater variability in 

terms of demographic characteristics and investment toward a specific athletic team.  Overall, it 
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seems important that researchers find creative means of surveying a diverse sports population to 

generate more accurate and powerful means of assessing sports phenomena related to fanhood.  

Theoretical Implications. Although the current research was inconclusive with respect 

to the prediction of social and psychological well-being, the results may offer some important 

insights into the construct of social well-being. The current study proposed that singular 

behaviors (e.g., lurking, posting threads, etc.) may be predictive of certain aspects of social well-

being. Based on the results of the current study, it seems that social well-being is a more 

complex construct. Namely, it seems, as though, variation in social well-being scores may be 

related to more complex sets or sequences of sport fan behaviors.  For instance, it is possible that 

the combination of proactively engaging others in discussions, responding positively to other’s 

perspectives, and providing support for other’s opinions and feelings may be a behavioral 

sequence that may engender higher levels of social well-being in oneself.  Ironically, all of the 

previous behaviors can and often are observed on sports message board forums (Clavio, 2011).  

As a result, it may be important for future researchers to measure for consistent behavioral 

patterns instead of singular behaviors to obtain a better understanding of how aspects of fanhood 

promote or inhibit social well-being. 

            Mental Health Implications.  Finally, the implications of the current study may offer 

some useful perspectives on how to help individuals connect to other people.  Currently, social 

skills deficits associated with forming and maintaining relationships are quite common for 

individuals suffering with a specific mood or anxiety related disorder (Perez, Riggio, & 

Kopelowicz, 2007). Finding unique and less threatening ways for clients to explore and share 

their interests with others is an important initial step in developing more effective social skills. 

Sports message boards may offer unique opportunities for some of these people. For instance, 



 
 

50 
 

individuals who tend to be more socially apprehensive or withdrawn may benefit from being 

introduced to online communities as a way of exploring their interests and interacting with 

people who share those interests. Therapists may be able to encourage their clients to lurk on a 

given message board as a non-threatening means of exposing their clients to a socially interactive 

environment.  It is possible that such actions may instill a greater sense of commitment to and 

investment in an athletic club, which in turn might spur clients to take more risks to engage 

others with similar interests in conversations. Overall, lurking behaviors may serve as the initial 

step in an exposure based hierarchy that will facilitate more lasting and positive social skill 

development.   

Limitations 

 A number of limitations to the current study warrant discussion.  First, the lack of 

variability within the measures was a concern as the majority of the outcomes variables were 

negatively skewed.  Non-normal distributions, like the ones found with the study’s variables, 

may have negative effects on power; ultimately reducing the likelihood of detecting significant 

findings (Stevens, 2002). Additionally, the sample demographics revealed a lack of diversity in 

terms of participant demographics. Specifically, the overwhelming majority of participants 

reported were men (96%), Caucasian (97%), married (68%), and having at least some college 

experience or higher (98.6%). As a result, the demographics of the current sample limit the 

generalizability of the results to Caucasian, married, educated men.  Moreover, these 

demographic characteristics may explain why a number of the variables measured for within the 

current study were negatively skewed.  For example, research has suggested that being married 

and having higher levels of education are psychological resources that increase the likelihood 

that an individual will experience greater levels of well-being (Kiecolt-Glass, & Newton, 2001; 
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Marks, 1996; Rentfrow, Mellander, & Florida, 2009).  Future studies may need to re-examine 

these research questions using samples that are more diverse and variable in terms of sports team 

identification.  

 Another limitation to the current study was the exclusive use of self-report measures.  

Social desirability and demand characteristics are some of the drawbacks when using self-report 

measures. Future research in this area may benefit from using more behavioral based measures to 

determine whether relationships exist between message board constructs and measures of well-

being.  If behavioral measures are not possible, future researchers should at least control for the 

effects of social desirability and demand characteristics in future studies examining these 

relationships.  Furthermore, the use of one-item measures for examining message board usage 

may have hindered the study since we were attempting to measure a complex construct with a 

single item.  The development of scales specific to online message board usage may help 

researchers more thoroughly examine and better understand the impact of message boarding on 

well-being measures.  Lastly, the current study used a cross-sectional design; limiting the nature 

and amount of implications that can be inferred from the results. For instance, the use of cross-

sectional designs severely limits the amount of implications that can be made about the stability 

within the relationships between message board constructs and well-being variables. 

Longitudinal and experimental designs may engender more robust and accurate interpretations 

concerning the relationships between message board constructs and well-being variables.      

Overall Conclusions 

 The current findings offer some insight into the relationships, or lack thereof, among 

online sports message board usage, sports team identification, and positive psychology variables 

such as belongingness, prosocial behavior, and satisfaction with social life.  Most notably, 
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message board behaviors do not appear to be related to positive psychology variables and team 

identification.  However, it is important to consider these results within the context of the study’s 

limitations. Particularly, non-normality, a lack of diversity within the sample’s demographic 

characteristics, and problems related to the design and measures selected may have negatively 

affected the power of the study to detect significant relationships among the study’s variables. As 

a result, it is recommended that researchers re-examine these questions using a more robust 

research design and more diverse sample of adults.  One exception that is worth noting is the 

significant relationship between message board lurking and team identification.  This positive 

association indicates that highly identified fans are more likely to visit sports message boards as 

a means of staying connected with the day-to-day news of their favorite sports team. While 

active participation in message board discussions does not seem to be related to team 

identification, the relatively simple act of lurking on a sports message board seems to be a 

valuable resource in one’s ability to identify with a given sports team.   

In terms of practical application, this finding could generalize to other aspects of 

identification. The act of searching and reviewing information related to a personally invested 

topic through online forums or within online communities could engender a closer connection 

with an idea, position, or group.  Just as participants in the current study seemed to identify with 

a given sports team through information seeking behaviors, others may be able to connect with 

different aspects of mental health groups such as child advocacy, cancer support, and LGBT 

rights movement. Going a step further, therapists may be able to encourage clients to engage in 

information seeking behaviors, especially if their clients exhibit social anxiety regarding the 

prospect of connecting with groups of people face-to-face. Instead, information seeking 

behaviors through on-line forums and communities may help clients generate a more developed 
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sense of competency regarding a personally important value or position that may eventually 

facilitate the desire and ability to reach out to others who hold similar positions through social, 

face-to-face interactions.  
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Table 1 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Minimum and Maximum Scores for Social Factors Examined 
and Message Board Usage  
 
  
Variables   Mean (SD)         Min-Max Scores     
Belongingness                        31.80 (4.49)        10.00 – 35.00  
Prosocial Behavior                          60.10 (8.54)        37.00 – 80.00  
Satisfaction with Social Life                        25.59 (6.23)        5.00 – 35.00  
Team Identification                        50.61 (4.65)        3.00 – 20.00  
Hours Lurking                        11.02 (10.75)      1.00 – 105.00  
Hours Engaged in Discussion                        2.34 (6.51)          0.00 – 70.00   
Frequency of Threads Initiated                        2.15 (5.52)          0.00 – 50.00  
Frequency of Responses to Posts                     8.50 (16.42)        0.00 – 100.00  
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Table 2 
 
Correlation Matrix, Means, and Standard Deviations of Study Measures 
 
Variable 1          2          3          4          5          6          7          8       
 
1. Belongingness            -- 
 
2. Prosocial Behavior    .35**     -- 
 
3. Social Life Satisfaction   .56**    .36**    --                     
 
4. Team Identification .03       .05       .03       --     
           
5. Hours Lurking -.09      -.05     -.09      .18**    -- 
 
6. Hours Engaged in Discussion              -.10     -.09     -.01      .05    .65** -- 
 
7. Threads Initiated Frequency  -.02     -.13*   -.02      -.01      .23**  .50**    -- 
 
8. Responses to Posts Frequency  -.08     -.07     -.07      -.02      .43**  .53**   .49**   -- 
 
Note. N = 413. Tabled values are zero-order correlations.  
* Significant at the .05 level. 
** Significant at the .01 level 
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Table 3 
 
Logistic Regression on Criterion Status Measures 

                             95% CI for Odds Ratio 
Variables                 B (S.E.) Odds Ratio      Lower      Upper 
Team Identification Status   
Hours Lurking   .059 (.025)    1.061*       1.011       1.114 
Hours Engaged   .000 (.051)    1.000       .905       1.105 
Threads Initiated  -.017 (.051)    .983        .890       1.086 
Posts Responded To  -.015 (.015)    .985        .957       1.013 
 
Belongingness Status   
Hours Lurking   -.002 (.017)    .998         .965       1.033 
Hours Engaged   -.037 (.038)    .963         .895       1.037 
Threads Initiated   .008 (.030)    1.008       .951       1.069 
Posts Responded To  -.006 (.010)    .994        .974       1.014 
 
Prosocial Behavior Status   
Hours Lurking   -.022 (.020)    .978         .940       1.017 
Hours Engaged   .035 (.043)    1.036       .951       1.128 
Threads Initiated  -.119 (.067)    .888        .778       1.013 
Posts Responded To   .006 (.017)    1.006       .973       1.041 
 
Social Life Satisfaction Status   
Hours Lurking   -.017 (.021)    .983         .944       1.023 
Hours Engaged   -.007 (.052)    .993         .897       1.099 
Threads Initiated    .008 (.035)    .983        .890       1.008 
Posts Responded To  -.016 (.014)    .985        .958       1.012 
* Significant at the .05 level. 
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