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Students who highly identify with a team are likely to share a personal self-
concept with larger groups in higher education. The improved self-worth is 
positively associated with the adjustment to college life, and is considered one of 
the significant predictors to achieve students’ educational goals. However, little 
research has been conducted to scrutinize the effects of team identification on 
school adjustment. The purpose of this study, therefore, was to examine direct 
and indirect relationships among team identification, personal self-esteem, and 
school adjustment. A total of 254 undergraduate students at a FBS institution in 
the southeastern region of the United States participated in the study. The results 
revealed that the higher team identification students possess, the higher personal 
worth they feel. In addition, team identification and personal self-esteem led to 
social adjustment while personal self-esteem and social adjustment had a posi-
tive impact on emotional adjustment. By understanding team identification as an 
important academic facilitator, administrators in both the academic and athletic 
fields can develop the most appropriate environment for students to enhance their 
adjustment to college life.
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A social group includes two or more individuals who pursue a reciprocal rela-
tionship, share similar characteristics, and collectively practice affiliation (Correll 
& Park, 2005). A number of social scientists have been interested in the benefits 
derived from social group membership. The valued social group can deliver intan-
gible benefits to the individuals via improving social and emotional relationships 
with the in-group members (Tajfel, 1981; Turner, 1975). In higher education, the 
individual commitment and psychological connection students have with their 
sport entities play a significant role in building a social group because the highly 
identified individuals easily associate with others in the circumstances where team, 
coach, or athletics is similarly supported (Koo & Hardin, 2008; Sutton, McDonald, 
Milne, & Cimperman, 1997; Wann & Pierce, 2005). This theoretical concept has 
been well developed as team identification reflecting “a central component of one’s 
overall social identity” (Theodorakis, Wann, & Weaver, 2012, p. 80).

Numerous studies extensively employed team identification to predict con-
sumer behaviors including merchandise purchases (Lee, Shin, Park, & Kwon, 
2010; Trail, Anderson, & Fink, 2000), game attendance (Madrigal, 1995), and fan 
motivations (Fisher & Wakefield, 1998; Koo & Hardin, 2008; Kwon & Armstrong, 
2004). In particular, Wann and colleagues have given great attention to the relation-
ship between team identification and psychological well-being (e.g., Wann, 2000, 
2006; Wann, Dunham, Byrd, & Keenan, 2004; Wann & Pierce, 2005; Wann & 
Weaver, 2009). However, little research has been conducted to comprehensively 
learn whether team identification either directly or indirectly triggers college 
adjustments. The purpose of this study, therefore, is to examine the direct and 
indirect effects of team identification on personal self-esteem, social adjustment, 
and emotional adjustment.

This study has both theoretical and practical implications. First, findings of 
this study could extend, theoretically, the existing research on the effects of inter-
collegiate athletics via scrutinizing whether team identification is associated with 
social and emotional adaption to college life beyond variance explained by personal 
self-esteem. Second, findings provide a practical aspect of why the development 
of an ideal student environment through intercollegiate athletics is beneficial in 
higher education.

Theoretical Framework
Over the last several decades, social identity theory has been best recognized as a 
theory that properly explains the intangible benefits of social group membership. 
This theory suggests that an individual could improve personal self-esteem through 
an association with a social group (Tajfel, 1981; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). In view 
of that, emotional attachment to the preferred group plays a major role in increas-
ing personal-self-esteem and assisting psychological well-being. For instance, an 
individual who is highly affiliated with the group is more likely to share a personal 
self-concept (i.e., personal sense of who I am) with the in-group members (Brans-
combe & Wann, 1991; Brewer, 1979; Wann, 2000). Active interaction with the 
in-group members lets individuals compare themselves with rival groups resulting 
in significant emotions and values toward the associated group (Tajfel, 1981). This 
circumstance might produce derogatory feelings about the out-group as well as 
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boost an individual’s personal self-esteem as a result of the level of affiliation with 
the in-group (Branscombe & Wann, 1994; Tajfel, 1981).

In a more specific sports context, social identity theory has primarily been 
applied in the examination of team identification of sports fans on a variety of levels 
(Branscombe & Wann, 1991; Heere & James, 2007b). Heere and James (2007b) 
suggest that using the team as one of the in-groups through which membership 
provides “value and emotional significance” (p. 66). Essentially, this viewpoint 
allows for fans to be more than simply consumers of the sport experience (Heere & 
James, 2007a). Previous research indicates that there are several fan segments for 
sports teams, with segments for college sports teams being rather unique because 
of the added segments of students and alumni (Boyle & Magnusson, 2007). For 
this reason, scholars have explored team identification using college students as a 
sample (e.g., Swanson, Gwinner, Larson & Janda, 2003). In the context of higher 
education, students are one such fan segment that is motivated to identify with a 
certain college sport team, and in turn positively interact with the affiliated group 
members following the team (Wann, 2000). Therefore, the current study employs 
social identity theory as a theoretical base to explain the linkage of team identifica-
tion with personal self-esteem and school adjustment.

Effects of Team Identification on Personal  
Self-Esteem

Wann (2000) purported that individuals highly identified with a team were more 
likely to reflect personal self-concept through maintaining social connections 
with associated group members. Team identification has a significant impact on 
psychological well-being including high personal self-esteem, low alienation, 
low depression, and low loneliness (Branscombe & Wann, 1991; Wann, 2006). 
The Psychological Health Model proposed by Wann (2006) specified that higher 
levels of team identification led to greater psychological well-being (e.g., personal 
self-esteem) caused by the cultivation of social and emotional connections with 
in-group members. Researchers have indicated an important role of basking-in-
reflected-glory (BIRGing), and cutting-off-reflected failure (CORFing) phenomenon 
to reveal fan group connection and psychological attachment, while also suggesting 
that team success can enhance self-esteem (Branscombe & Wann, 1991; Brewer, 
1979; Murrell & Dietz, 1992; Oakes & Turner, 1980; Turner, 1975; Wann, 1996; 
Wann & Branscombe, 1990). The studies indicated that individuals who have 
strong identification desire to maintain BIRGing and reduce a distance with a 
certain team even though the team has not had much success in the past years. In 
addition, they evaluate the team as a portion of their life, improving self-esteem. 
In contrast, individuals with low identification employ CORFing tactics and when 
the team is failing, distance themselves from the team and membership in that 
social group (Branscombe & Wann, 1990; Brewer, 1979; Murrell & Dietz, 1992; 
Oakes & Turner, 1980; Turner, 1975; Wann, 1996; Wann & Branscombe, 1990).

This relationship is consistent with numerous studies demonstrating that an 
individual’s high association with a favorite team has more powerful emotions of 
self-worth and positive effects on personal sense of who they are (Branscombe & 
Wann, 1991; Brewer, 1979; Oakes & Turner, 1980; Turner, 1975; Wann, 2000). 
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Highly identified fans not only associate with each team, but they often associ-
ate with the brand on a deeper level. This is evident in higher education whereby 
students often present themselves as a part of their athletic teams. For example, 
students who attend Florida State or Louisiana State may consider themselves as 
Seminoles or Tigers, respectively. The more students identify with the team, the 
stronger social group memberships they experience, which in turn, foster personal 
self-esteem of the students. Intercollegiate athletics, therefore, enable students to 
interact with other students and to strengthen their personal self-concept through 
the affiliation with the team (e.g., team identification).

Effects of Personal Self-Esteem on School 
Adjustment

Along with the benefits of social connections, which, in turn, result in positive 
personal self-esteem, a student’s psychological well-being has been considered as 
one of the significant facilitators to achieve his/her educational goals (c.f., Pedrotti, 
Edwards, & Lopez, 2008; Pittman & Richmond, 2007, 2008; Shankland, Genolini, 
Franca, Guelfi, & Ionescu, 2010). Pittman and Richmond (2008) examined the 
impact of a sense of school belonging on psychological and academic adjustment. 
They revealed that students who had a higher sense of university belonging were 
shown to possess higher levels of positive self-worth and perceived scholastic 
competence. Simek (2013) also purported that positive evaluation of self was 
positively interrelated with happiness and satisfaction with life, as well as nega-
tively associated with fears and anxiety. These findings were consistent with Wann, 
Brewer, and Royalty (1999) supporting that personal self-esteem was correlated 
with various psychological conditions of an individual such as decreased anxiety 
and increased life satisfaction.

Intercollegiate athletics is often considered as one of the potential outlets that 
facilitate the student’s adaption to the complex nature of college life and has been 
regarded as an influential component to enhance university communality in higher 
education. A student’s social and emotional adjustment could be determined by 
“becoming integrated into the social life of college, forming a support network, 
and managing new social freedoms” (Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994, p. 281). 
For instance, students highly associated with the team have more opportunities 
to socially and emotionally interact with the in-group members, which, in turn, 
magnify their personal self-esteem (Branscombe & Wann, 1994; Correll & Park, 
2005; Tajfel, 1981; Turner, 1975; Wann, 2000; Wann & Pierce, 2005). Conversely, 
students who have difficulty making social and emotional adjustment to college 
life feel more homesickness and loneliness (e.g., Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994; 
Houston, 1971; Lokitz & Sprandel, 1976; Rich & Scovel, 1987).

A strong sense of attachment to the sports team is one of factors influencing 
the extent to which students interact with one another while activities surrounding 
attendance at collegiate athletic events serve as a surrogate for the more intimate 
community-building activities (Toma, 1998). Students with a high level of per-
sonal self-esteem derived from identification with intercollegiate athletics would 
experience a high level of social or emotional adjustment as compared with those 
individuals having a low level of personal self-esteem (Arndt, Greenberg, Schimel, 
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Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 2002; Tajfel, 1981). As a result, it is conceptually evident 
that personal self-esteem derived from team identification is positively related with 
social and emotional adjustments to college life (Bettencourt & Dorr, 1997; Simek, 
2013). The forgoing discussion leads to the following research hypotheses (RH):

• RH
1
: Team identification with a college athletics program has a positive impact 

on personal self-esteem.

• RH
2
: Personal self-esteem has a positive impact on social and emotional adjust-

ment.

• RH
3
: Team identification with a college athletics program has a positive impact 

on social and emotional adjustment.

Finally, a conceptual model reflecting the research hypotheses is shown in 
Figure 1.

Method
Participants

A convenient sample of 254 undergraduate students enrolled in a major public 
university in the southeastern region of the United States was recruited for this 
study. In addition, the university sampled was traditionally successful, ranked in 
top 30 in all-time win-loss records reported by NCAA in 2013. Despite the lack of 
external validity, the university sampled was considered a good example to support 
an important role of intercollegiate athletics (i.e., team identification) in terms of 
attendance and winning (Wann, Tucker, & Schrader, 1996).

Of the total 254 students, 131 (51.6%) were male and 123 (48.4%) were female 
including 50 freshmen (19.7%), 88 sophomores (34.6%), 64 juniors (25.2%), and 
52 seniors (20.5%). The majority of students (96.1%) were between the ages of 18 
and 25 while the mean age of participants was 20.64 years (SD = 2.38).

Data Collection Procedure

This study employed a cross-sectional quantitative survey design. A sample of 
undergraduate students was chosen from the 12 general elective courses offered 

Figure 1 — The Conceptual Model of the Study
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by the Department of Health, Human Performance and Recreation throughout 
the university. Students were contacted via e-mail and were asked to complete a 
self-administered on-line survey. McDonald and Adam (2003) suggested that an 
on-line survey has some advantages such as lower costs, higher response rate, and 
lower rate of missing data as compared with traditional ones (e.g., pen-paper and 
telephone methods). In this study, completion of the survey was voluntary and 
therefore students could choose not to complete the questionnaire anytime during 
their participation. To increase the response rate, students who did not respond to 
the initial request also received a follow-up e-mail requesting their participation 
within the first week of the initial request. As a result, of the 386 students who were 
contacted by e-mail, 254 students voluntarily completed the on-line questionnaire 
which resulted in a 65.8% response rate.

Measures

All latent constructs employed multi-item scales and were measured by a 5-point 
Likert type scale anchored by strongly disagree (1) and strongly agree (5). Research-
ers considered the use of parsimonious measures by reducing the number of items 
in each inventory, without altering the latent construct. This approach might avoid 
“a response tendency resulting from the length of a group administered question-
naire instrument” (Herzog & Bachman, 1981, p. 549). Details of the four major 
psychological properties (e.g., team identification, personal self-esteem, emotional 
adjustment, and social adjustment) in the conceptual model were as follows.

First, team identification was measured by a five-item scale adopted from 
Wann and Branscombe’s (1993) Spectator Sport Identification Scale (SSIS). While 
the original SSIS contained seven items, the current study employed five items, 
slightly modified to serve the operational definition of team identification, reflecting 
the degree to which students experience a sense of belonging to a certain team. A 
reduced subscale for team identification has been widely used in the field of sport 
management (c.f., Lee, Shin, Park, & Kwon, 2010; Madrigal & Chen, 2008) while 
the omitted two items were considered not to fit the current study. Researchers 
focused on an individual’s personal self-esteem as a result of in-group interaction 
rather than out-group derogation (e.g., rivalries) as well as viewed team winning 
as a preliminary condition that would have an impact on other items in the SSIS. 
Thus, the five items chosen from the SSIS to examine a sense of belonging to the 
team were: (a) My friends strongly see me as a fan of (the team); (b) I strongly 
see myself as a fan of (the team); (c) I display (the team)’s name or insignia at 
my place of work, where I live, or on my clothing; (d) It is important to be a fan 
of (the team); (e) I regularly follow (the team). Although Wann and Branscombe 
(1993) reported an internal consistency of 0.91 for the SSIS, the reliability of the 
current scale was .93. Therefore, the scale of team identification was considered 
to have an acceptable level of reliability exceeding the .70 threshold (Nunnally & 
Bernstein, 1994).

Second, personal self-esteem, reflecting the degree to which students perceive 
their own overall self-worth or value, was measured by a five positive-wording item 
scale adopted from Rosenberg (1979). Although the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 
(RSES) contained a total of 10 questions, consisting of five positive-wording and 
five negative-wording items (Rosenberg, 1979), researchers intended to employ 
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positive wording items to minimize the possibility of accidentally agreeing with 
negative questions as well as errors in coding caused by the reverse scales (Sauro & 
Lewis, 2011). However, of the chosen five items, two items (e.g., I take a positive 
attitude toward myself; On the whole, I am satisfied with myself) had low-squared 
multiple correlations decreasing the reliability of the measure. As a result, the cur-
rent study eventually employed a three-item scale to measure personal self-esteem 
which included: (a) I feel that I have a number of good qualities; (b) I feel that I 
am a person of worth, at least on equal basis with others; (c) I am able to do things 
as well as most other people. Although the original RSES reported an internal 
consistency of .86, the reliability of the three-item sale was .75 demonstrating an 
acceptable level of reliability (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).

Third, a five-item scale, adopted from the Perceived Stress Scale 10 (PSS-10) 
introduced by Cohen, Kamarck and Mermelstein (1983), was slightly modified 
and applied to measure emotional adjustment reflecting the degree to which stu-
dents are satisfied and confident with their school life. For example, one from the 
PSS-10 read, “In the last month, how often have you felt that things were going 
your way?”. Researchers adapted this item to read, “I feel that things are going 
my way at school”. Thus, the five items to measure emotional adjustment were: 
(a) I am happy with my school life; (b) I feel confident about handling my school 
life; (c) I deal successfully with irritating life hassles at school; (d) I am able to 
control irritations in my school life; (e) I feel that things are going my way at school. 
Using a reduced subscale to examine perceived stress has been acceptable as the 
reduced versions did not significantly change the results and alter the structural 
integrity of the latent construct (c.f., Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983; Cole, 
1999). In addition, Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein (1983) demonstrated strong 
evidence for unidimensionality among items in the PSS-10. While the original 
PSS-10 reported an internal consistency of .73, Cronbach’s reliability alpha of .85 
for the current study revealed an acceptable level of internal consistency (Nunnally 
& Bernstein, 1994).

Finally, social adjustment was measured by a six-item scale adopted from 
the UCLA (University of California, Los Angeles) Loneliness Scale developed 
by Russell, Peplau, and Ferguson (1978). Researchers intended to choose posi-
tive wording items to minimize errors in coding and survey responses caused by 
the reverse scales (Sauro & Lewis, 2011). While the original scale contained nine 
positive wording items, the current study initially selected six items that we were 
considered properly serving our operational definition of social adjustment: the 
degree to which students are able to integrate themselves into the social groups. 
However, of the chosen six items, two items (e.g., There are people who really 
understand me; I feel in tune with the people around me) were considered to have 
low-squared multiple correlations resulting in a decrease in the reliability of the 
measure. The current study, therefore, employed a four-item scale to measure social 
adjustment which included: (a) I feel part of a group of friends; (b) I have a lot in 
common with the people around me; (c) There are people I can turn to; (d) I am 
able to do things socially with my friends (e.g., visiting, entertaining, and going out 
together). Since an internal consistency for social adjustment was .85 exceeding the 
.70 threshold, the current scale was considered to be just as acceptable (Nunnally 
& Bernstein, 1994) as the original UCLA Loneliness Scale reporting an internal 
consistency of .73 (Russell, 1996).
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Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using the IBM SPSS 20.0 and EQS 6.1 programs. All measure-
ment and structural equation models were examined using the covariance matrix 
and maximum likelihood estimation (Bentler & Hu, 2005). Before evaluating 
the decomposition of structure effects, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was 
employed to examine psychometric evaluation of the measures including conver-
gent validity and discriminant validity. Decomposition of the significant direct 
and indirect relationships among the latent constructs (e.g., team identification, 
personal self-esteem, social adjustment, and emotional adjustment) was scruti-
nized by assessing the structural equation model (SEM). The estimates of various 
fit indices also determined whether the proposed SEM had a favorable model fit 
to the observed data.

Results

Means, standard deviations, and correlations

The means and standard deviations of latent constructs were demonstrated in Table 
1. Personal self-esteem (M = 4.21) had the highest mean followed by social adjust-
ment (M = 4.10), emotional adjustment (M = 3.86), and team identification (M = 
3.80). The standard deviations ranged from .54 for personal self-esteem to 1.04 
for team identification. In addition, an examination of correlation matrix indicated 
moderate discriminant validity among the latent constructs although all correlation 
coefficients were statistically significant at .05 level. Of the six correlation coef-
ficients, four correlations did not meet the recommended cut-off point of the r < 
.50, probably violating linear independency (George & Mallery, 2000). However, 
the decision was made to use all four latent constructs in the further analysis as the 
previous literature suggested that they were theoretically different psychological 
properties. In addition, Mertler and Vannatta (2001) recommended merging highly 
correlated variables as a solution when the correlation coefficient is greater than 
.80. But, none of the correlations in this study was of that magnitude.

Table 1 Correlation Matrix, Means, and Standard Deviations

Factors 1 2 3 4 Mean Std. Dev.

Team Identification 1 3.80 1.04

Personal Self-
esteem

.298** 1 4.21 .54

Emotional Adjust-
ment

.355** .532** 1 3.86 .67

Social Adjustment .533** .539** .546** 1 4.10 .71

Notes. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
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Psychometric Evaluation of the Measures

A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was employed to examine whether the items 
actually measure each related latent construct as well as whether a latent construct 
is distinct to the other constructs (Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, & Tatham, 2006).

As shown in Table 2, evidence of convergent validity was found by calculating 
average variance extracted (AVE) of each latent construct. As the estimated AVE 
were greater than a 0.50 cutoff threshold ranging from .736 to .818 for all latent 
constructs, the measures were considered to possess acceptable levels of conver-
gent validity. In addition, evidence of discriminant validity was determined by 
comparing the AVE with the square of the correlation between the latent construct 
and the other latent constructs, respectively (Hair, et al., 2006). As the calculated 
AVE for each latent construct was greater than the squared phi correlations (ϕ2) 
in the measurement model, the measures were found to have satisfactory levels of 
discriminant validity.

The estimates of exact, absolute, parsimonious, and incremental fit indices 
demonstrated a favorable model fit for the initial measurement model: χ 2 (129) = 
232.893, p < .001; Standardized Root Mean Squared Residual (SRMR) =.052; Root 
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) = .065; Comparative Fit Index 
(CFI) = .952. The Lagrange Multiplier (LM) tests suggested that the model would 
fit slightly better if the covariance of one pair of error terms were allowed to be 
freely estimated. Therefore, the final measurement model allowed the covariance 
of error terms because the modification was supported by the theoretical rationale. 
For instance, the pair of error terms that were allowed to freely estimate was, I deal 
successfully with irritating life hassles at school and I am able to control irritations 
in my school life. While two items assessed the same construct, the error terms 
could be allowed to covary each other. All fit indices for the modified measurement 
model met the recommended values specifying a good model fit to the data (Hu 
& Bentler, 1999; Kelloway, 1998): χ2 (333) = 208.378, p < .001, SRMR = .05, 
RMSEA = .058, CFI = .962. The selected model indices recommended the use of 
the modified measurement model as part of a structural model examining causal 
relationships among the latent constructs.

Decomposition of the SEM
As shown in Table 3, the model indices derived from the SEM revealed a good fit to 
the data; χ2 (113) = 208.747, p < .001, SRMR = 050, RMSEA = .058, CFI = .962, 
and all estimated parameters were significant. Although the results of the LM test 
suggested model modifications which would provide a slightly better fit to the data, 
the recommended modifications were not theoretically justifiable. Therefore, no 
additional path was included in the SEM for the further consideration.

First, decomposition of significant relationships derived from the SEM revealed 
that students’ higher levels of team identification predicted were associated higher 
levels of self-esteem (t = 4.838, p < .05). Approximately 13% of the variance in 
personal self-esteem was explained by team identification.

Second, students’ team identification was positively related to higher levels of 
social adjustment in higher education (t = 6.450, p < .05) while personal self-esteem 
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had a direct positive impact on social adjustment (t = 6.471, p < .05). These direct 
relationships also revealed the meditating role of personal self-esteem between 
team identification and social adjustment. Therefore, about 59% of the variance 
in social adjustment was explained by both the direct and indirect relationships 
with team identification.

Finally, in contrast to social adjustment, team identification did not have a 
direct impact on students’ emotional adjustment (t = .603, p > .05). However, 
personal self-esteem (t = 3.355, p < .05) and social adjustment (t = 4.703, p < .05) 
directly led to students’ emotional adjustment. These direct effects also triggered 
the meditating roles of personal self-esteem and social adjustment. In other words, 
team identification had a direct significant impact on personal self-esteem and 
social adjustment, which in turn influenced emotional adjustment. As a result, these 
determinants comprised completely of the direct and indirect effects accounted for 
approximately 52% of the variance in emotional adjustment. Finally, standardized 
parameter estimates for the structure components are presented in Figure 2.

Discussion and Conclusions
A number of scholars and administrators have paid significant attention to the 
nonacademic environment (e.g., intercollegiate athletics) which facilitates social 
and emotional adaptation to college life and stimulates positive academic moti-
vation. The major goal of the study was to gain a better understanding of how 
intercollegiate athletics, one of the nonacademic environments in higher educa-
tion, is associated with students’ social and emotional adjustment. Specifically, 
theoretical propositions derived from social identity theory (Tajfel, 1981) and the 
team identification-psychological health model (Wann, 2006) were employed to 
explain related findings.

Effects of Team identification on Personal Self-Esteem

One of the findings from the decomposition of the SEM specified that a significant 
causal relationship between team identification and personal self-esteem exists. 
Several researches determined that students’ overall emotional evaluation of 

Table 3 Decomposition of Effects with Standardized Values

Outcome Predictor Effects

Direct Indirect Total

Personal Self-Esteem Team Identification .361 .361

R2 = .130

Emotional Adjustment Team Identification .119+.183+.231 .533

R2 = .695 Personal Self-Esteem .332 .332

Social Adjustment .455 .455

Social Adjustment Team Identification .425 .183 .608

R2 = .637 Personal Self-Esteem .508 .508
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themselves is enhanced when they are strongly attached to an institution of higher 
education (Pedrotti, Edwards, & Lopez, 2008; Pittman & Richmond, 2007, 2008; 
Shankland, Genolini, Franca, Guelfi, & Ionescu, 2010). Our findings imply that a 
positive attachment to a certain intercollegiate athletic program not only provides 
students the opportunity to involve themselves in a certain social group, but also 
improves individual self-esteem in their collegiate life. As a result, intercollegiate 
athletics that enhance students’ self-esteem are demonstrated as one of the factors 
assisting in school adjustment. This was parallel with the social identity theory 
assertion that an individual could improve personal self-esteem through belonging 
to a social group (Tajfel, 1981; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Findings were also con-
sistent with the team identification-psychological health model conceptualized by 
Wann (2006). He purported that emotional attachment to a certain team predicts 
an individual’s psychological well-being, through active interaction and sharing 
personal self-concepts with social group members. Accordingly, the current study 
suggests that identification with intercollegiate athletics in higher education could 
allow students to improve their personal self-concept via social interactions with 
other students. From a practical standpoint, this finding further suggests that the 
benefits to a university that supports intercollegiate athletics go beyond mere rev-
enue generation and appear to impact students’ well-being.

Effects of Personal Self-Esteem on Social/Emotional 
Adjustment

Findings indicated that personal self-esteem is positively associated with social and 
emotional adjustment. Firstly, personal self-esteem had a direct effect on social 
adjustment which in turn played a mediating role between team identification and 
social adjustment. Findings were consistent with Tao, Dong, Pratt, Hunsberger, and 
Pancer (2000). They found that students with high levels of personal self-esteem 
derived from a sense of belonging to the university would experience a high level 
of social adjustment as compared with those individuals having a low level of 
personal self-esteem. Credé and Niehorster (2012) also indicated that adjustment 

Figure 2 — The Full SEM Model Labeled With the Significant Standardized Effects
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to college is determined by personal self-esteem as students with high levels of 
personal self-esteem were easily involved in social relationships. In other words, 
positive evaluations of self could lead to higher levels of social competence facili-
tating social adjustment to college.

Secondly, personal self-esteem had a direct effect on emotional adjustment. 
The impact of personal self-esteem on emotional adjustment is supported by Simek 
(2013). He specified that personal self-esteem is significantly related to positive 
(e.g., happiness, satisfaction with life, etc.) and negative (e.g., fears, anxiety, etc.) 
aspects of subjective well-being. Simek’s (2013) findings were parallel to those of 
Wann et al. (1999), confirming that personal self-esteem was correlated with various 
emotional conditions. Thus, the significant causal relationship between personal 
self-esteem and emotional adjustment identified in this study was fairly evident.

Although there has been no research directly examining the mediating role 
of personal self-esteem in the relationship between team identification and school 
adjustment, the current findings provide favorable evidence that this might be the 
case in higher education. Indeed, research indicates that for individuals who are 
collectively affiliated, personal self-esteem seems to be the basic underlying factor 
in the relationship between team identification and social and emotional well-being 
(Wann, 2006). In addition, the enhanced personal self-esteem nurtured by social 
group connections was an important element in predicting well-being and school 
adjustment. In this regard, this finding suggests that intercollegiate athletic programs 
can have a positive effect on students’ well-adjusted school life.

Effects of Team Identification on Social/Emotional 
Adjustment

Another interesting finding derived from the current investigation was that team 
identification was directly and indirectly associated with school adjustment. Firstly, 
student’s team identification toward the intercollegiate athletic team had a direct 
effect on student’s social adjustment. Wann and Pierce (2005) purported that an 
attachment to a certain team was associated with social aspects of well-being as 
team identification readily created connection with in-group members. According 
to social identity theory (Tajfel, 1981), a sense of belonging to a certain group could 
generate the intangible benefits of social group membership. The levels of team 
identification in higher education might regulate the extent to which students are 
involved in active interaction with other students (Tajfel, 1981; Tajfel & Turner, 
1979). As a result, a student who highly identifies with his or her team is likely not 
only to seek social groups, but also to have the enhanced self-worth associated with 
intermingling with the in-group members (Arndt et al., 2002). These theoretical 
schemes evidently supported our findings that an increase in team identification had 
a direct impact on an increase in social adjustment for students in higher education.

Secondly, although team identification was not directly associated with stu-
dents’ emotional adjustment in this study, the positive self-evaluation and social 
connection with other students had a direct impact on emotional adjustment. In 
other words, development in the level of team identification indirectly assisted with 
the student’s emotional adjustment through positive social associations and self-
esteem. Findings support the connection between the role of team identification 
in sociopsychological well-being and students’ social and emotional structure in 
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campus life in higher education. Therefore, understanding a theoretical link between 
models of team identification that focus primarily on psychological well-being (e.g., 
Wann, 2006) and those that focus primarily on school adjustment (e.g., Credé & 
Kuncel, 2008) has provided additional support for the importance of intercollegiate 
athletics in higher education and has clarified why administrators in academics 
should consider a prominent relationship with intercollegiate athletics.

Practical Implications
Findings provide promising evidence that intercollegiate athletics may assist in 
students’ social and emotional adjustment by stimulating active social interaction 
with in-group members. In particular, the current study suggests several prominent 
implications for college or university administrators. Firstly, college administrators 
need to highlight the impacts of intercollegiate athletics that affect school adjust-
ment in higher education. For example, university orientation should spotlight 
social integration of intercollegiate athletic programs, especially targeting freshmen 
because they have a higher level of difficulty adjusting to new college environments. 
In addition, counselors need to reinforce attending intercollegiate athletic games 
for a way to better interact with peers in the complex nature of school life. While 
many factors play a role in a student’s emotional adjustment to college life, the 
social adjustment becomes especially important for students who attend primarily 
residential institutions (Friedlander, Reid, Shupak, & Cribbie, 2007). In this regard, 
our findings suggest that an intervention of college administrators and faculties 
regarding the social aspect of intercollegiate athletic events could be addressed for 
a better quality of school life.

Secondly, as intercollegiate athletics improve student’s adjustment, there is 
evident need for athletic promotions to assist students’ team attachment. From a 
practical sense, there are several ways in which a university or college athletics 
department can further enhance student engagement with its athletics programs. 
Among these are the culture-building events that occur when new students arrive on 
campus. For example, institutions could promote “pep-rally” like activities where 
students learn the fight song, cheer and attendance rituals, and actually experi-
ence the college game atmosphere before the start of the season. These activities 
could occur in a number of settings, including new student orientation or a final 
preseason football scrimmage. Toma (2003) suggests that promotion of these rights 
and rituals are an important aspect of the institutional identity of the university. 
In addition, athletic departments can implement more student-focused activities 
such as student booster clubs and student tailgating events. Building from the 
BIRGing and CORFing literature (Wann and Branscombe, 1990), the increase of 
fan identification for students as a result of these activities would be a worthwhile 
endeavor for athletic organizations. Such examples could include students-only 
“meet and greets”, special recognition at events, promotional items such as apparel 
and memorabilia, aspects that are usually reserved for major donors and traditional 
booster clubs and affinity groups.

Finally, while the findings of the current study extend previous literature, it is 
interesting to understand the context in which these findings have occurred. Previous 
literature has supported the relationship of fan identification and self-esteem, but 
the fact that the findings of the current study occurred during such an age of social 
media is in itself interesting to note. Gray, Vitak, Easton and Ellison (2013) suggest 
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that one of the consequences of social media is the reliance of college students of 
staying engaged with their high school peer groups, which could further inhibit the 
student’s social adjustment to college. While not a focus of the current study, the 
social nature of event attendance further promotes connection to the university and 
its athletic teams. Thus, it is the “active social interaction” that becomes even more 
important in the present time. While students who highly identified are more likely 
to attend the game of the team and to express as being a fan, it is easy to interact 
with other fans and increases sense of belonging that supports social adjustment. 
This phenomenon becomes even more evident with the increase in student-centric 
affinity groups created by university athletic departments.

Limitations and Future studies
Beyond the contribution of the research, there are some potential limitations 
concerning the results of the study. First, the results of the investigation may not 
represent institutions that vary in terms of region, athletic classifications or student 
makeup because the sample was confined to a convenient sample of undergradu-
ate students in a major public university in the south region of the United States. 
It could be argued that students have a distinctive level of team identification and 
expectations placed on school life in different locations, athletic classifications, 
and years in school, which may affect the altered pattern of affiliations with inter-
collegiate athletics. Thus, future studies should be inclusive of larger groups in 
diverse locations.

Second, while the focus of this investigation involved college athletics pro-
grams on the whole, there was not a distinction made in the survey instrument to 
determine differences among the various sports that make up the overall programs. 
Considering that aspects of team identification may vary depending on the sport 
involved, future research could include specific sports as moderating variables.

Finally, since the current investigation is limited to analyzing the effects of 
team identification on social and emotional adjustment, it may be useful for future 
studies to further examine the value of academic adjustment to a student’s adaptation 
to college life. While an academic success is potentially more prominent in higher 
education, a number of studies have indicated that social and emotional adjust-
ments are correlated with academic demands such as enthusiasm to learn (Boesel 
& Fredland, 1999; Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Credé & Niehorster, 2012; Engle & 
Theokas, 2010; Horn & Carroll, 2006). Therefore, academic adjustment should be 
conceptualized in this line of research to better understand how the intricate nature 
of college life is attenuated by intercollegiate athletics, which enhance the sense 
of a university community.
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