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Abstract

Purpose – Social factors, such as fellow spectators in a stadium or other fans sharing their experiences on
online platforms, play a dominant role in spectator sport consumption. This conceptual article sets out to
achieve three objectives: classify customer-to-customer (C2C) interactions in the sport fan context, develop a
framework that links the classification of interactions to relevant outcomes and identify areas for related future
research.
Design/methodology/approach – The authors integrate conceptual and empirical contributions on C2C
interactions in the service, marketing and sport management literature.
Findings – The article proposes classifying C2C interactions into synchronous multi- and uni-directional
interactions as well as asynchronous multi- and uni-directional interactions. The C2C interaction framework
(C2CIF) proposes that such C2C interactions have hedonic, social, symbolic and utilitarian value outcomes.
It further suggests that physiological, psychological and social processes underlie the co-creation or
co-destruction of value and identifies contingencies at both the fan and the brand level.
Originality/value – Based on the C2CIF, we identify relevant topics for future research, in particular relating
to technology-supported and virtual interactions among fans, fan-to-fan interactions across different countries
and cultural backgrounds and fan-to-fan interactions as a way to reduce societal concerns.
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Introduction
Sports fans. Most of us likely associate this term with groups of people, packed stadiums, or
crowded trains, rather than individual persons or empty places. These associations point to a
notable feature of consumption by sports fans: the important role that other customers play in
shaping a focal customer’s emotions, cognitions and behaviors. Indeed, from the broad
theoretical perspective of the service-dominant logic, the mutual influence that fans have on
each other’s consumption experiences is one important form of value co-creation and
co-destruction (Stieler et al., 2014; Uhrich, 2014; Woratschek et al., 2014). Past research has
shown that customer-to-customer (C2C) influence emerges from various sources, ranging
from one-off verbal interactions in physical service environments (Harris and Baron, 2004) to
other customers’ recommendations on online platforms (Libai et al., 2010) to sharing
consumption experiences with friends or family (Lock and Funk, 2016). C2C influence in the
sports fan consumption context is a particularly complex phenomenon, because sports fans
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interact in various physical and digital environments and are often highly involvedwith their
focal sport properties. Also, they often consume in peer groups with strong social ties that are
nested in larger, widely anonymous fan communities, and the consumption experience is an
ongoing, multi-episode process lasting over years or even decades.

This article aims to achieve three main objectives. First, we define and classify C2C
interactions. Sports fans’ interactions are diverse in several ways, including their duration,
the places where they occur, and the number of and relationships between the people who
are involved. Thus, sports fans interact and influence each other in multiple ways.
Sometimes this influence is obvious, as in the case of face-to-face conversations, but it can
also be subtle—for instance, when fan communities develop implicit rules of appropriate
fan behavior. The variety inherent in these interactions makes it challenging to recognize
all manifestations of the concept. Our classification takes into account this diversity,
thereby helping researchers and practitioners to identify different types of C2C
interactions in the sports fan context. Many of these C2C interactions occur beyond
management control. The present research thus extends past work on the sports consumer
experience that primarily focused on interactions designed and delivered by the sports
organization (Funk, 2017). Second, we propose the C2C interaction framework (C2CIF),
which links the above classification of interactions to value outcomes for the focal
customer. The C2CIF also identifies both processes underlying these outcomes and
boundary conditions that may affect the influence of C2C interactions. To develop the
C2CIF, we synthesize existing research and structure the findings into categories of
broader theoretical interest. Our contribution here lies in the organization and structuring
of a complex and fragmented body of research. Third, we outline areas for future research
that relate to the components of the C2CIF. Our suggestions for future studies consider
major trends in sports consumption that are relevant for C2C interactions, including
technological advances and virtual environments, digital cross-national communities and
the increasing focus on the broader societal consequences of consumption. Thus, we
attempt to provide a basis for research that moves sports management and potentially
service management in general, forward in understanding how social influence from other
customers will play out in the future.

The following sections present our typology of C2C interactions and the C2CIF, illustrating
value outcomes, processes and contingencies of C2C interactions (see Figure 1 for an overview).
Finally, we link the C2CIF with major trends in sports consumption and gaps in existing
research to offer suggestions for future research on C2C interactions in the sports fan context.

Value outcomes

• Hedonic
• Social
• Symbolic
• Utilitarian

C2C interactions

• Synchronous vs. 
asynchronous

• Unidirectional vs. 
multidirectional

Co-creation 
and co-

destruction
processes

Sport brand-level contingencies

Sport fan-level contingencies

Source(s): Figure by authors

Figure 1.
Customer-to-customer
interaction framework
(C2CIF) in the sports
fan context
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Typology of C2C interactions
To account for the diversity of C2C interactions in the sports fan context, we draw on a
conceptualization of interaction proposed by Gr€onroos and Voima (2013), who define
interactions as situations in which actors are involved in each other’s practices, which results
in the co-creation or co-destruction of value. In addition to physical and virtual encounters,
mere mental contact can also constitute an interaction (Gr€onroos and Voima, 2013).
Thus, customers can influence each other without copresence in a physical or virtual space,
such as when a fan indulges in good memories of a previous joint stadium visit with friends
(Cowley, 2007). We use two dimensions to classify C2C interactions in the sports fan
consumption context. Both dimensions relate to the influence emanating from these
interactions. The first dimension refers to the temporal order of the influence, while the
second dimension refers to its directionality.

The dimension temporal order of influence distinguishes between synchronous and
asynchronous interactions. This distinction draws on Gr€onroos and Voima’s (2013) notion that
actors can bedirectly involved in other actors’ ongoing practices or, with some time delay, in the
outputs of others’ practices (see also the distinction of synchronous vs. asynchronous brand
community activities in Devasagayam and Buff, 2008). Thus, a synchronous interaction occurs
when customers are simultaneously involved in each other’s practices. Here, others’ practices
(e.g. a behavior or mere presence) and the focal customer’s contact with the practices occur at
the same time. The influence is direct and occurs immediately. Examples of synchronous
interactions include face-to-face conversations (Koenig-Lewis et al., 2018) and online chats with
other fans (Qian, 2022), the observation of a fellow fan’s behavior (Huettermann et al., 2022), or
the mere copresence of other fans (Uhrich and Benkenstein, 2012).

By contrast, an asynchronous interaction refers to situations inwhich the focal customer has
contact with the outputs of other customers’ previous practices. Examples of asynchronous
interactions include reading comments that other fans have left on a team’s online discussion
board or familiarizing oneselfwith the norms of the fan community bybrowsing thewebsites of
supporters clubs. In these examples, the practices (commenting on discussion boards,
communicating behavioral standards) and the focal fan’s involvement with these practices do
not occur simultaneously. Thus, social influence unfolds with some time delay when the
customer engages with others’ practices through physical, virtual, or mental contact.

The second dimension, directionality of influence, distinguishes between multidirectional
and unidirectional interactions. This dimension considers that interactions do not always
result in mutual influence among all of the involved parties, but can also be a one-way social
experience—that is, the focal party is influenced, but the source is not aware of this influence.
Inmultidirectional interactions, all of the involved parties (e.g. two or more individuals, two or
more groups of people) recognize and share the interaction (Argo and Dahl, 2020). Social
influence unfolds for all actors. This is the case, for instance, in the following synchronous
interactions: a discussion among fans, a fan helping a fellow fan to use the team app and two
groups of fans shouting at each other in the stadium.Multidirectional influence can also occur
in asynchronous interactions. Here, all parties experience social influence, too, but this
influence unfolds at different times. For example, a fan posts pictures or videos on social
media channels and other fans view this content later. In multidirectional interactions, the
influence can be analyzed from different perspectives. For example, the analysis can focus on
the fan posting pictures or videos or those fans who view the content later. The poster may
expect that the content impresses or entertains other fans, which can reinforce their self-
perceived status (Lai and Chen, 2014), while the viewers of the content may experience
pleasure and entertainment. In the scenario with one fan helping a fellow fan to use their
favorite team’s app, the focal customer can be the helper (who may experience higher self-
esteem or pride for being helpful) or the person receiving the help (whomay feel gratitude and
value the social support that they receive) (Weinstein and Ryan, 2010).

Customer-
to-customer
interactions



In unidirectional interactions, only one of the involved parties recognizes the interaction
with others. This is the case, for instance, when a fanwatches a ritual performed by other fans
(Yoshida et al., 2015) or chooses a different entrance to the stadium after noticing a long queue
in front of the targeted entrance. In these situations, social influence unfolds only for the focal
party. It should be noted that some situations can be cases of unidirectional or
multidirectional interactions. For example, the observation of other fans performing a
ritual turns into amultidirectional interaction when the performers recognize the observation
and engage in impression management behaviors. Unidirectional interactions can be
synchronous and asynchronous. Watching a car parade of fans celebrating their team’s
victory is a synchronous interaction, because there is an immediate influence on the focal fan.
Reading an article about recent fan clashes in the stadium is a case of an asynchronous
unidirectional interaction, because the influence on the focal fan (e.g. being discouraged from
attending the next game) occurs after the clashes happened.

Figure 2 illustrates the suggested typology of C2C interactions. The two dimensions
define four types of interactions: synchronous multi- and unidirectional interactions and
asynchronous multi- and unidirectional interactions. This classification takes into account
the typical characteristics of C2C interactions in the sports fan consumption context. The
consumption experience often has a long-term character; includes multiple physical, virtual
and mental touchpoints with others; and ranges from contacts between two individuals to
interactions of large crowds. The temporal dimension considers that social influence often
unfolds beyond situations of momentary contact between customers. The directionality
dimension considers that social influence and the resulting value consequences are not
always a multidirectional phenomenon, but involve situations where the cause of the social
influence is itself unaffected by that influence.

The C2C interaction framework
After introducing our typology, we now link C2C interactions to outcomes for the focal
customer, underlying processes and sports fan- and brand-related contingencies.

Figure 2.
Typology of customer-
to-customer
interactions in the
sports fan context
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Value outcomes of C2C interactions
C2C interactions relate to a number of relevant outcome variables. To structure previous
findings regarding these diverse outcomes, we use the concept of value and focus on whether
interactions co-create or co-destroy value for the focal customer. Our rationale for doing so is
that we attempt to synthesize the fine-grained results of previous studies into relevant
outcomes on a broader theoretical level.

According to the service-dominant logic, value is uniquely and phenomenologically
determined by the beneficiary (Vargo and Lusch, 2016)—in our context, the focal sports fan.
The co-creation or co-destruction of value refers to an interactional process throughwhich the
beneficiary becomes better or worse off in some respect (Gr€onroos and Voima, 2013; Pl�e and
Chumpitaz C�aceres, 2010). Specific manifestations of value that result from C2C interactions
can be classified into hedonic, social, symbolic and utilitarian outcomes (Babin et al., 1994;
Grohs et al., 2020; Verleye, 2015). For example, sensory stimulation and emotional experiences
resulting from interactions with other fans are important manifestations of hedonic value (Hill
et al., 2021; Uhrich and Benkenstein, 2010, 2012). These variables can correlate with life
satisfaction and quality of life, because they give meaning to a fan’s life. Regarding social
value outcomes, Katz et al. (2020) have shown that interactions with other fans from both the
same favorite team and opposing teams result in feelings of emotional support. This influence
increases as the number of face-to-face touchpoints with other fans increases, while social
media-based interactions did not appear to have an influence. Sociability, community
participation and social integration are important sources of gratification in both virtual
settings such as social live-streaming of sports events (Kim and Kim, 2020) and physical
settings such as visits to sports bars (Eastman and Land, 1997). Behrens and Uhrich (2020)
noted a case of social value co-destruction when domestic fans of a team perceived new
international fans of their team as a threat to their social resources. Social value
co-destruction also results from violence between opposing fan groups (Stott and Reicher,
1998). Further, several studies have highlighted symbolic value outcomes as a result of fan-to-
fan interactions (often related to status and/or culture). These include increased levels of team
identification (Koenig-Lewis et al., 2018), group identity development (Katz and Heere, 2013;
Lock and Funk, 2016), group identity destruction (Berendt and Uhrich, 2016), control and
ownership (Healy and McDonagh, 2013) and the creation of symbolic resources (Hill et al.,
2021). Accordingly, manifestations of symbolic value can include self-esteem, recognition,
empowerment, ownership and taking part. Lastly, past studies have also shown utilitarian
value manifestations. For example, Huettermann et al. (2022) noted that fans often acquire
new knowledge and skills through learning from other fans, a finding consistent with Hill
et al. (2021), who identified learning as an important basis to create social atmospheres.
Accordingly, accomplishment can be an important manifestation of value.We note, however,
that knowledge and skills per semay also be viewed as epistemic value and could therefore be
classified as such (Pritchard, 2007).

Processes underlying C2C interaction outcomes
In this section, we address the next component of the C2CIF and analyze howC2C interactions
co-create or co-destroy value for sports fans. Thus, we turn our attention to the processes
underlying the effects of C2C interactions on outcome variables. Again, we attempt to
synthesize findings from existing studies and therefore group explanatory mechanisms into
physiological, psychological and social processes.

Regarding physiological processes, the consideration of human biology can improve our
understanding of social interactions (Heinskou and Liebst, 2016). The interaction ritual
theory developed by Collins (2004) proposes that “entrainment”, the stimulation of common
emotional responses, movements and vocalization, is driven by physiological mirroring.
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Similarly, Hill et al. (2021) have argued that groups sharing a common focus, such as
spectators at a soccer match, align their behaviors due to physiological predispositions to
imitate others. Physiological research, although not conducted in the sports context, suggests
that even heart beats can align among people who sing together (M€uller and
Lindenberger, 2011).

Psychological processes resulting from interactions also create or destroy value for the focal
consumer. Interactions among sports fans can result in discrete cognitions (e.g. perceptions of
group entitativity; Behrens and Uhrich, 2020) and emotions (e.g. thrill, Uhrich and
Benkenstein, 2012; pride, Decrop and Derbaix, 2010), which are related to value outcomes
(Yoshida, 2017). In addition, changes in social identification or fan identity salience caused by
C2C interactions constitute mechanisms that link these interactions to value outcomes. For
example, Levine et al. (2005) showed that fans are less inclined to help an injured person who
is wearing a shirt from a rival (vs. favorite) sports team. Finally, the flow concept has been
found to contribute to people’s wellbeing (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) and can explain how
individuals become immersed in mastering an activity losing track of self-consciousness and
time (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997)—for example, when sports fans interact in formal rituals and
ceremonies in stadiums (Hill et al., 2021).

Interactions among sports fans can also initiate social processes that lead to value
outcomes. Research in this realm usually draws from sociological theories. Hill et al. (2021), for
example, used interaction ritual theory (Collins, 2004) to explore how social atmospheres are
co-created in an English Premier League soccer stadium. Here, interactions among fans in
private spaces are a precursor of collective rituals in the stadium, which ultimately result in
the experience of collective effervescence. Several studies have built on practice theory and
investigated how practices foster value co-creation in fan-to-fan interactions during
tailgating (Bradford and Sherry, 2015), in fan communities (Brown, 2008) and when
following sports events (Grohs et al., 2020), facilitated by various other platforms besides the
events themselves (Uhrich, 2014). In addition, researchers have integrated sociological
concepts of communitas (Turner, 1969; for the consideration of the sports fan context, see
Jahn et al., 2018) and collective effervescence (Durkheim, 1995, see Hill et al., 2021) to explain
the natural and formal climax that occurs in C2C interactions during sports events.

We concede that the relationships between interactions, processes and value outcomes
may not always follow the causal logic implied by the C2CIF. Instead, the components of the
framework may have complex interrelationships that we are only beginning to understand.
Thus, the status of particular variables as causes, processes, or outcomes depends on the
scope and focus of the specific theories researchers employ.

Contingencies of effects of C2C interactions
This section addresses the final component of the C2CIF—that is, the contingencies of effects
of C2C interactions. Various contingencies can affect the influence of C2C interactions on
value outcomes. Drawing from existing research, we group these contingencies into sports
fan- and sports brand-level contingencies. The former contingencies include fan
identification, status, group size and relationships. The latter contingencies include
activities by the sports brand (management) regarding the orchestration (e.g. of formal fan
rituals) and the resources (e.g. team colors) provided by the sports brand.

Sports fan characteristics affect the consequences of C2C interactions on the individual
level as well as the group level. Fan identification levels, for example, range from low to high
identification (Funk and James, 2001). This may lead to tensions and disruptions in the value
co-creation process, when highly identified, prepared and activated fans interact with less
identified, unprepared and less activated fans in the context of stadium atmosphere creation,
for example (Hill et al., 2021). Similarly, fan heterogeneitymay result in elitist and gatekeeping
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behaviors from insiders, as Thomas et al. (2013) showed in the context of the North American
distance running community, thereby destroying value for newcomers. However,
heterogeneity among members of a brand community can also positively influence value
outcomes. This is the case when more (vs. less) knowledgeable insiders provide participation
access and guidance to newcomers (Kelleher et al., 2019), for example, with respect to rituals
and symbols relevant in a sports stadium. This is in line with the findings of Katz and Heere
(2013), who showed that a relatively small number of highly committed fans and their
personal networks are much more important for the creation and identity formation of fan
communities than the larger group of average consumers.Fan group size is another important
contingency. Smaller groups allow a more intimate experience (e.g. watching a soccer game
with friends at home or at a pub), while larger crowds make feelings of collective solidarity
and identification more intense (Cottingham, 2012). Relationships among fans are also
relevant.While interactions with friends and family are valued for their familiarity (e.g. in the
case of tailgating, Bradford and Sherry, 2015) and increase live attendance (Bednall et al.,
2012), interactions with strangers enhance team identification, satisfaction with game
attendance, and, consequently, word-of-mouth intentions (Koenig-Lewis et al., 2018). Yet, as
Behrens and Uhrich (2020) have shown in the context of satellite fandom, positive effects for
local fans occur only if the unknown satellite fans comply with the norms of typical fan
behavior.

Apart from fan characteristics, the specifics of fan-to-fan interactions resulting from
interventions by sports brands may make a difference in terms of value co-creation or
co-destruction. Organic C2C interactions arise spontaneously and are community driven,
whereas company-driven interactions are designed to amplify C2C interactions (Car�u and
Cova, 2015; Libai et al., 2010). While amplificationmay be needed to reach broader audiences
and have greater impact, Thomas (2018) has shown that highly identified fans react
negatively to company-induced fan activation. Similarly, spectacle may distract and irritate
fans and reduce shared focus (Hill et al., 2021), but sometimes fans welcome spectacle and it
has actually become an integral part of fans’ shared focus (e.g. the Super Bowl halftime show).
Finally, sports brands provide resources that the fan community integrates and refers to in
their offline and online interactions. Examples include various emotionally charged objects
(Lock and Funk, 2016), including narratives, symbols, team colors, mascots and increasingly
also assets created through digital technology, such as non-fungible tokens or fan tokens
issued by sports teams (Stevens, 2022). The provision, acquisition, distribution, maintenance
and loss of such resources (e.g. symbolic ownership, stadium names, or team colors; Brown,
2008; Guschwan, 2012; Hewer et al., 2017; Hill et al., 2021) can affect how C2C interactions and
value co-creation processes unfold.

Future research directions
In the following sections, we discuss future research opportunities in relation to the C2CIF.
The framework points to a plethora of fruitful research directions, but it is beyond the scope
of this article to elaborate on all of these. Thus, our discussion of future research directions is
selective rather than exhaustive. The examination focuses on those trends that we believe
have the potential to substantially broaden our understanding of C2C interactions in the
sports fan context in the next decade. Based on this premise, we identified three substantive
areas of particular interest: (1) the emergence of innovative technology, (2) the increasingly
global nature of sports fandom and (3) the increasing focus on broader societal consequences
of (sport) consumption in management and academia. In what follows, we link these three
substantive areas with the components of the C2CIF (i.e. C2C interactions, outcomes and
processes and contingencies) and derive research questions for future studies (see Table 1 for
an overview).

Customer-
to-customer
interactions



Emergence of innovative technology
C2C interactions � What dimensions constitute the social influence of non-human social actors in

virtual environments, and how do these dimensions compare to those relevant in
physical environments?

� What distinguishes fan-to-fan interactions via non-human elements (e.g. avatars)
from purely human interactions?

� Which gamification elements promote or prevent multi- and unidirectional
interactions?

Outcomes and
processes

� What types of C2C interactions increase immersion in virtual environments?
� Which factors drive the influence of C2C interactions on the immersive virtual

experience?
� How do social group bonds, rules and norms develop through interactions in and

across different social virtual environments?
Contingencies � How does the relevance of digital fan-to-fan interactions compare between teams

with high and low geographical dispersion of their fan base?
� How does a fan’s affinity to technological innovations affect the social influence

resulting from technology-enhanced and virtual C2C interactions?

Increasingly global nature of sports fandom
C2C interactions � How can cross-national fan communities be detected?

� How does the global scatter of fan communities relate to the prevalence and
importance of certain types of C2C interactions?

� Which non-language-based symbols and information can fans, who do not speak
the same language, use to express their joint enthusiasm for a particular team?

Outcomes and
processes

� How do cross-national fan communities co-create or co-destroy different types of
value?

� How can perceptions of undesirable mainstreaming through new international
fans be prevented?

� How does the global scatter of fan communities change the relevance of
established reputation signals (e.g. frequency of attendance)?

Contingencies � How does the team’s brand positioning as global or local brand influence domestic
fans’ responses to satellite fans of their team?

� How do domestic and foreign fans evaluate and respond to their team’s strategic
use of cross-national fan-to-fan interactions?

� How do cultural dimensions influence the effects of particular C2C interactions
(e.g. observation of rough behaviors)?

Increasing focus on broader societal consequences of (sport) consumption
C2C interactions � How can C2C interactions that increase physical activity andmaximize health and

subjective wellbeing benefits be detected?
� When and how do unidirectional interactions become multidirectional

interactions, in situations where moral courage and advocacy is needed?
Outcomes and
processes

� Which types of C2C interactions can create positive outcomes beyond the
consumption context, such as better health and subjective wellbeing?

� How can C2C interactions produce trickle-down-effects on active sport
participation?

� What types of interventions can reduce or prevent detrimental C2C interactions,
such as incidence of violence?

Contingencies � How does group size influence fans’ willingness to intervene in emergency
situations (e.g. violence against other fans)?

� Which conditions (e.g. different strength of ties between fans, rivalry vs. non-rival
competition) determine if C2C interactions have positive vs. negative outcomes?

� Which specific resources and initiatives can sport brands provide to foster C2C
interactions that benefit fans’ health and subjective wellbeing?

Source(s): Table by authors

Table 1.
Overview of future
research questions in
three substantive areas
of interest
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Emergence of innovative technology
Perhaps the most prominent trend is the emergence of innovative technology that can both
enhance existing social interactions and create completely new opportunities to interact with
others in virtual spaces (Uhm et al., 2020). Such technology-enabled interaction opportunities
go well beyond exchanges on general social media platforms and range from social live
streaming and watch parties (Kim and Kim, 2020) to social augmented reality (Hilken et al.,
2020) to the full virtual emulation of physical environments. For example, Sony is currently
conducting a proof of concept for a virtual recreation of Manchester City’s Etihad stadium.
This endeavor aims to create a digital engagement platform on which fans from around the
globe can interact with other fans, for instance, by using customizable avatars.

C2C interactions. New technology influences the occurrence and relevance of certain types
of interactions. For example, the widespread use of text messaging applications can shift the
temporal order of interactions from synchronous (phone calls) to asynchronous, depending on
individual preferences and personalities (Harari et al., 2020). Virtual and augmented-reality
technology can result in profound changes by creating situations in which sports fans are
exposed to non-human social influencers such as chatbots with human-like characteristics,
online avatars and virtually created crowds in a stadium. Initial evidence shows that
interactionswith virtually embodied non-human agents can produce similar social influence as
face-to-face interactions (Miller et al., 2019). Past research on non-human social influence
through mannequins in retail stores also indicated similar outcomes for the focal customer as
those resulting from human actors (Argo and Dahl, 2018). Future studies could identify the
dimensions that constitute the social influence of non-human social actors in virtual worlds and
contrast the findings with the dimensions found for human social factors in physical
environments, such as stadiums (i.e. density, appearance and behavior; Uhrich and
Benkenstein, 2012). In addition to engagement with non-human actors, another interesting
form of interaction arises when sports fans interact with other fans via non-human elements.
This is the case, for example, in multi-player games, where fans interact via online avatars
(Teng, 2019). Thus, while the involved parties are human, their contactmanifests itself through
non-human elements. Research could, for example, examine which gamification elements
promote (vs. prevent) multi- (vs. uni-) directional interactions. Further, fan communities are
no longer bound to interact via platforms that are owned or controlled by sports properties.
Instead, fan networks have expanded and now include technological companies, including
streaming services such as Twitch or Netflix. Despite not being related to specific sports
properties, these platforms become important players in sports property networks (e.g. when
Netflix introduced the sports documentary series Formula 1: Drive to Survive). Such
programming broadens the scope of sports fan consumption and engages new audiences with
different takes on the sports phenomenon, resulting in additional C2C interactions. With the
development of low-code or even no-code platforms, fans can even build their own software
without possessing extensive programming knowledge. An interesting question will be how
the multiple distinct, yet connected touchpoints and their heterogeneous fan groups will
interact and how the links and networks among sports property owners, technology
companies, and their users and fans will develop over time.

Outcomes and processes. Virtual renderings of physical spaces also pose interesting
research questions regarding the outcomes of C2C interactions and the underlying processes.
Key questions in this realm include whether C2C interactions increase immersion in virtual
environments, whether the interactions themselves are an immersive (that is, a realistic)
experience and how technology-enhanced interactions create value for customers. Research
on multi-player gaming suggests that the presence of computer-generated or human-based
avatars increases immersion in virtual environments (Cairns et al., 2014). It would be
interesting to examine what types of C2C interactions increase the realism of virtual
experiences and which factors drive these effects. Dede (2009) has provided a conceptual
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basis by suggesting that three factors contribute to the impression of a realistic experience:
sensory, actional and symbolic immersion. He notes that sensory immersion “replicates
digitally the experience of location inside a three-dimensional space; total sensory interfaces
utilize either head-mounted displays or immersive virtual reality rooms, stereoscopic sound,
and—through haptic technologies that apply forces, vibrations, andmotions to the user—the
ability to touch virtual objects,” while actional immersion “involves empowering the
participant in an experience to initiate actions impossible in the real world that have novel,
intriguing consequences,” and symbolic immersion “involves triggering powerful semantic,
psychological associations by means of the content of an experience” (p. 66).

Future studies could explore additional consequences of immersive virtual experiences
resulting from C2C interactions. For example, realistic experiences may contribute to higher
levels of attachment to virtual environments or could facilitate the creation of relationships
with other fans using these environments. Further, it would be interesting to examine long-
term outcomes, such as how bonds are created between customers and how social group rules
and norms develop through interactions in and across different social virtual platforms. Such
research has the potential to contribute to our understanding of virtual brand communities
(Brodie et al., 2013). Another relevant aspect for future inquiry is how the interplay of C2C
interactions in physical and digital spaces contributes to relationship and community
building across physically proximal and distant fans. Esports in particular is a setting in
which physical and virtual interactions blend, including interactions in user-generated
spaces (Pizzo et al., 2022), which would provide an interesting context for future empirical
studies.

Contingencies. The effects of technology-enhanced or virtual C2C interactions likely
depend on brand- and fan-related variables. One factor may be the geographical distribution
of a team’s fan base. For teams whose fan base is spread all over the country or the globe,
digital fan-to-fan interactions should have stronger effects on hedonic (e.g. emotional
experiences), social (e.g. community participation), and other outcomes, compared to teams
with a predominantly local fan base. On the sports fan level, variables representing a person’s
general affinity to technology and innovations, such as technology readiness (Parasuraman,
2000) or consumer innovativeness (Kim et al., 2017), may influence the extent to which fans
use digital channels to interact with fellow fans. In addition to usage frequency and duration,
such variables may also affect the extent to which fans are influenced by digital interactions.
For example, fans with low innovativeness may show higher obedience to community rules
defined through physical contact compared to digitally communicated rules, while for fans
with high levels of innovativeness such differences do not occur. The extent to which general
acceptance barriers impede fans’ usage of specific innovations (e.g. augmented reality
technology used in stadiums) can also influence whether, and to what degree, technology
shapes C2C interactions and their outcomes (Uhlendorf and Uhrich, 2022).

Increasingly global nature of sports fandom
As sports properties strive to conquer foreign markets and the availability of digital sports
content is growing, sports fandom is increasingly becoming a cross-national phenomenon.
Teams and leagues explicitly address fans from around the globe in their communications
and attempt to build global fan communities, while satellite fandom—that is, fans following
teams and leagues in foreign countries—has become a common behavior. Against this
background, the scope of C2C interactions becomeswider. The geographical dispersion of fan
communities increases, fans of different languages and cultural backgrounds can interact,
and questions of status and authentic fandom are redefined, to mention but a few aspects.

C2C interactions. Because fan communities are often scattered across several countries or
continents and exist within larger networks, it can be challenging for sports properties to
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identify these communities and target them. Based on recent methodological advances,
future research could detect meaningful fan communities within global fan networks. For
example, Hoffmann et al. (2020) provide a community detection algorithm using time-series
data fromnodes (in our case, fans as entities) to infer relationships (edges) between them. This
approach identifies relevant communities without actually having to observe or survey
relationships—an often costly and time-consuming task. In the sports context, the media
consumption data of fans may be used to detect such communities, which share important
features (e.g. team identification, relationship quality characteristics and preferred
touchpoints with the team) and hence resemble target groups. Communities and relevant
interactions could be detected around the globe, which would offer the potential to study
geography-based differences in fan status (e.g. insiders vs. outsiders or newcomers). The
extent of the global scattering of fans of the same team may also change the frequency and
importance of certain types of interactions. For example, the prevalence of asynchronous
interactions is likely higher when the involved parties come from different countries and
continents, because different time zonesmake synchronous interactionsmore complicated. In
addition, language barriers may hamper synchronous interactions among fans from different
countries. Research could examine how interactions among fans who do not speak the same
language unfold: Which non-language-based symbols and information can fans use to
express their joint enthusiasm for a particular team? How do language barriers impede the
formation and maintenance of cross-national fan communities, and how can such barriers be
overcome?

Outcomes and processes. The expansion of fan communities beyond local and national
boundaries will likely affect the value outcomes of C2C interactions. For example, undesirable
mainstreaming can become an issue for brand communities when large numbers of people
claim to be members of the community (Thompson and Coskuner-Balli, 2007). In this case,
established fan communities may frown upon international fans following their team, an
issue that is attenuated when the newbies act according to prototypical group norms
(Behrens and Uhrich, 2020). Future research could explore how cross-national fan
communities create or destroy value for sports fans. Past research has indicated that
social media–based interactions result in lower social and psychological value for fans
compared to in-person interactions (Katz et al., 2020). How should digital interactions be
designed to compensate for such disadvantages? An interesting related question is whether
the global distribution of fans changes the relevance of particular reputation signals within
fan communities. Traditionally, sports fans’ standing in the community—and thus their
influence on others—was heavily dependent on location-bound aspects, including game
attendance and participation in local cultural practices (Garcia and Welford, 2015). It would
be interesting to explore the dynamics of reputation signals when local face-to-face fan
communities expand into international communities involving fans from different countries
as well as both virtual and physical interactions. Research on online brand communities
indicates that reputation signals evoking a positive social role are valued more compared to
signals that do not provide this information (e.g. loyalty points; Hanson et al., 2019). Based on
these initial findings, future studies could identify the most relevant reputation signals in
international sports fan communities.

Contingencies. Regarding brand-level factors, the image of team brands may influence the
effects of cross-national fan-to-fan interactions on value outcomes. Fans of teams positioned
as global brands (e.g. Manchester City or FC Barcelona) may respond more favorably to
interactions with international followers of their team compared to fans of teams with a local
brand positioning (e.g. Athletic Bilbao). Another brand-level factor is the extent to which
teams attempt to capitalize on cross-national fan-to-fan interactions in their international
marketing activities. Teams may involve their domestic fan base in their international
marketing activities and actively try to establish connections with fans abroad, while other
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teamsmay focus on other aspects to attract satellite fans. In this context, potential differences
between domestic and satellite fans, for example, in terms of loyalty towards the team or
focus on individual star players, must be considered, as they may affect the quality of fan-to-
fan interactions. A related fan-level factor is the reputation of the domestic fan community.
Satellite fans may be particularly drawn to foreign teams or leagues known for their
enthusiastic fans. Research questions in this realm include: What factors drive the desire of
satellite fans to engage with a team’s domestic fans? How do cultural peculiarities change the
effects that particular C2C interactions have on customers’ value outcomes? For example,
referring to the individualistic-collectivistic spectrum, one might be interested in finding out
whether sports fans from individualistic cultural backgrounds prefer weaker ties to other
fans, while fans from collectivistic cultures may prefer stronger ties. Another research area
would be to identify how differences in conformity to social expectations and norms influence
customers’ reactions to the rough behaviors of others (e.g. derogation of referees or players of
the opponent).

Broader societal consequences of (sport) consumption
Another important trend is the increasing focus on the greater good of consumption in both
practice and research. The greater good can be defined as the “collective well-being of the
broader social group” (Labroo and Goldsmith, 2021, p. 417) and is a counterpoint to viewing
consumption and consumer research only through the lens of what is best for the financial
performance of firms. While this notion is not entirely new, the consideration howmarketing
and consumption relate to larger societal concerns is increasingly coming to the fore.
Accordingly, several recent publications call for marketing and service research that
provides solutions for societal concerns and contributes to creating a better world (Chandy
et al., 2021; Labroo and Goldsmith, 2021; Madan et al., 2022). This trend is particularly
relevant for C2C interactions in the sports fan context, because they can achieve two goals:
first, fan-to-fan interactions can be harnessed to foster subjective and societal wellbeing; and
second, fan-to-fan interactions can attenuate detrimental behaviors that are common in the
sports fan context, such as racist comments, violence and destruction of property. Thus,
future research should address such situations and develop a repertoire to influence fans for
the better, as well as to create safe and healthy environments (House et al., 1988).

C2C interactions. Regarding the first goal, C2C interactions can contribute to consumer health
when they are the basis for initiating physical activity. New services such as Zwift offer digital
competitionswhere people engage in physical activity tomake their avatarwin.Thus, fan groups
may play video games (e.g. FIFA) online against other fan groups, while they can boost their
performance in thegamebybeingphysically active at the same time (e.g. riding an indoorbike).A
key research question for future studies is how to design such virtual contests among sports fans
to incentivize participation andmaximize health benefits. Regarding the second goal, it would be
important to find out when, and how, unidirectional interactions become multidirectional
interactions, in situations in which moral courage and advocacy are needed. This is the case, for
instance, when fans oppose other fans’ immoral behaviors, such as insulting players on the pitch,
being physically aggressive towards rival fans, or bullying others in online spaces during esports
events. This is a unidirectional interaction as long as the group that feels uncomfortable
observing such derogative behavior silently disapproves of the behavior but does not actively
oppose it. The interaction becomes multidirectional, however, when fans actively oppose the
wrongdoing, so that the insulting fans realize that others reject their behavior.

Outcomes and processes. Research indicates that C2C interactions trigger physiological,
psychological and social processes that have important consequences for the focal consumer
beyond the sports consumption context itself. For example, interactions with other fans may
affect cardiovascular, neuroendocrine and immune systems (for potential correlates, see Uchino
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et al., 1996). Fan-to-fan interactions can have positive (e.g. stress reduction) and negative effects
(e.g. increase in aggression leading to aggressive driving) (Inoue et al., 2020;Wann, 2006;Ward,
2002;Wood et al., 2011). Future research could identifywhich types of C2C interactions result in
positive outcomes, such as better health and subjective wellbeing, for individuals or groups of
fans involved in the interactions. In a related research stream,we encourage authors to examine
how C2C interactions in a sports fan context stimulate fans’ level of physical activity. Existing
evidence on the trickle-down effects of sports events on participation in sports and physical
activity is mixed. Some research has suggested that spectator experiences induce inspiration
while being immersed in the event which can drive participation in the sports on display (Teare
et al., 2021). However, such positive effects likely depend on proper leveraging activities (Weed
et al., 2015). Against this background, it would be interesting to investigate the impact of C2C
interactions in facilitating such trickle-down effects, because social influence–related processes
may play an important role in inspiring sports fans to become more physically active. For
example, the warmup rituals of NBA basketball star Stephen Curry made an eleven-year old
boy copy some of his skills. An in-family interaction—the boy’smum filmed and posted a video
on Instagram—made the young fan’s amazing performance go viral, and he was invited to
meet his idol before a game. Thismay have inspiredmany other young fans to play basketball,
a notion that could be examined from the perspective of various theoretical angles, including
social learning theories and the leveraging of trickle-down effects through social interactions.

Finally, studies should also examine ways to improve adversarial relationships between
fans in the long run. Research like the ambitious real-world intervention study byMousa (2020)
and the longitudinal field study of Yudkin et al. (2022) could inspire future work to illuminate
how fan-to-fan interactions can be improved or even be harnessed to benefit society. For
example, a fan group’s engagement in physical activity or voluntary work (often related to the
fan context) with other fan groups may have positive socio-psychological effects. Future
studies could also explore which types of C2C interactions at multi-day sporting events may
result in prosocial behavior beyond the event. While such possible positive effects of fan-to-fan
interactions are not immediately obvious andmay appear coincidental, researchers should aim
to identify these links and design interventions that policymakers can use to prevent (or at least
attenuate) detrimental fan behaviors and improve consumer wellbeing.

Contingencies. At the fan level, the presence of many (vs. few) other fans can inhibit fans
from intervening in an emergency (e.g. the aggressive or violent behavior of fans towards other
fans; Reicher et al., 1995). This may be because people may fear embarrassment, because of the
inaction of others (and a downgrading of the severity of the situation and urgency to act) and
because of a shift of responsibility to others (see the seminal work conducted by Latan�e and
Nida, 1981). In the sports context, hooliganism can become a social norm and contribute to the
failure of pro-social action in general andmoral courage in particular (Stott et al., 2001).A deeper
understanding of the circumstances (e.g. strong versus weak fan ties, rivalry between fan
groups; Berendt and Uhrich, 2018) under which fan-to-fan interactions are more likely to have
positive or negative effects on collective wellbeing is needed. At the sports brand level, authors
could explore what specific resources and initiatives and what types of orchestration sports
brands need to harness fan-to-fan interactions to foster engagement in activities that help to
create safe and healthy environments and improve fans’wellbeing.While existing research has
started to examine sports brand interventions (Casper et al., 2020), further work is needed to
understand how such interventions unfold in the context of the wide variety of interactions
among different fans and (rival) fan groups.

Conclusion
In this article, we developed a typology of C2C interactions in the sports fan context and
introduced the C2CIF, which suggests a causal chain from C2C interactions via underlying
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processes to value outcomes, conditional on the characteristics of the sports fan and the
sports brand. The C2CIF provides a useful starting point for identifying areas for future
research. Drawing on the framework components, we identified pertinent research questions
relating to three important trends in (sports) consumption. Through the resulting set of
research questions, we seek to move sports management, and potentially service
management in general, forward in understanding how the social influence from other
customers will play out in the future.
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