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US AND THEM

FANS
ASK YOURSELF A QUESTION: WHY DO YOU CARE ABOUT SPORTS?

That simple question caused an existential meltdown inside me
unlike anything Nietzsche or Kierkegaard could have ever dreamed. I grew
up both surrounded and consumed by anything and everything sports-
related. Then one day it hit me like a vintage Mike Tyson uppercut: Why?

Have you ever stopped and asked yourself why do professional sports
matter to you? Why do you care if a bunch of guys who happen to call
themselves the New York Yankees win or lose a simple baseball game? You
didn’t play in the game. You may not have even witnessed it in person or
watched it on your television. You probably don’t know any of the Yankees
personally, nor they you. So why does what they do out on the field affect
your life in any way, shape, or form?

In fact, take a brief moment and contemplate your lifetime as it has
related to professional sports. How much time have you spent not only
watching sports, but reading, researching, blogging, or talking about sports?

Consider your mind as well. How much of your memory is taken up
with statistics, player jersey numbers, and the names of insignificant draft
picks from the past? Chances are you can explain the pros and cons of
the hit-and-run better than you can your own financial investments. Your
knowledge of your health insurance plan pales in comparison to what you

know about the intricacies of the nickel defense. You can name off, from
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top to bottom, the batting order of the 1984 Cubs, but you balk when trying
to remember the names of your kids’ friends. How does that happen? Why
do sports take over some people’s lives to the point that what should truly
be significant and meaningful takes a backseat to something as inane as the
name of the pitcher who gave up Duane Kuiper’s only major league home
run? (It was Steve Stone, by the way.)

The fact that sports can be entertaining is obvious. Baseball has been
called the “national pastime” since it became an organized endeavor because
it is quite easy to pass time watching a baseball game. Setting this simple
idea of a diversion aside, is there something deeper to our need to be fans:
something more psychological?  What exactly compels one to root, root,
root for the home team with such fanatical fervor?

In recent years, researchers have conducted studies seeking answers to
these questions. Dependingupon howmuch stockyou putinto the psychology,
some of the causations for sports fandom have been determined.

There are three potential psychological factors that give rise to an
individual’s identification with a sports team. The first stems from a need
for belonging and affiliation. Humans are social creatures. We need to be
connected to others, to feel that unity that comes from being in a group.
Your family, your friends, your fellow employees are all naturally formed
groups you choose to belong to without much thought going into the actual
process behind it.

However, as expert Daniel L. Wann of Murray State University wrote,
numerous studies in social identity have found that not just any group will
do. The second factor deals with belonging to a distinct group. You're not just
a football fan, you're a Jets fan. Your team affiliation becomes a subculture
akin to that of a rock and roll fan who identifies more with punk rock than
with other types of rock. Doing this will mentally separate you from the
masses, yet you still willingly belong to a group. While you may be able to
appreciate the league in general as well as some of the other teams, your heart
now belongs to just one special team. Wann added that researchers Mlicki
and Ellmers claimed that “our desire for group distinctiveness can, in some
instances, be more powerful than our desire for a positive group image”™

which explains Oakland Raiders fans to a T. Its this supposed need to be
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associated with something unique that makes us choose sides. This newly
created identity as a specific team’s fan can do more for you than just give you
a sense of belonging. It can actually distract you from your own mortality.

This final ingredient involves the “impact of death salience”
According to researchers Dechesne, Greenberg, Arndt, & Schimel in 2000,
your affiliation with a sports team creates a positive self-image that can
act as a buffer between yourself and the realization of your own mortality.
While this seems a little outrageous, consider the Boston Red Sox 2004
World Series victory after decades of near misses. Several credible reports
in and around the Boston area claimed lifelong Red Sox fans died soon
after the title was won. It's not unheard of for people to cling to life to
see something significant occur like a graduation or wedding and then
pass on soon after it's completed. It comes from an innate need to see
something through to the end. The same holds true for sports fans and
their teams. This theory also applies to fans of winning teams, such as fans
of the Pittsburgh Steelers. Victory breeds distraction it seems, so when the
Steelers win yet another title, their fans are happy and not contemplating
their own demise.

But what makes one choose to be a Steelers fan? Usually, it comes
from a number of factors including your family, friends, where you went to
school, and of course, where you live. Regional alliances have existed since
the beginning of time, perhaps as an outcropping of tribalism. Choosing to
root for the home team is much like joining a sect. There’s more than just a
common bond formed by the similarity in dress and customs; there’s safety
in numbers. You're insulated from being an outcast when you conform to
those around you.

Deciding to affiliate with the local team can even have health benefits.
Research has indicted that “high levels of identification with a local team
are related to a variety of psychological health indicators including lower
levels of depression, loneliness, alienation, and stress and higher levels of
self-esteem, positive affect, and vigor”* Mental health aside, other factors
can come into play when choosing a favorite team including team colors,
logo, specific players, and style of play. But nothing—nothing—makes

someone choose to follow a team more than winning.
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When a person suddenly becomes a fan of a winning team, he is often
known as a bandwagon fan. While despised in some circles, most every
fan possesses similar traits as those of the bandwagon fan. It is a notion
researchers call Basking In Reflected Glory or BIRG for short. Simply put,
to BIRG is to attach oneself to the success of another. When you consider
yourself a fan of something, you mentally make yourself a part of it. For
example, if youre a fan of a local band, and after a few years of struggling,
they finally have a hit song, you very may well feel a certain sense of pride
from that. You were never directly involved in their success, yet you may still
feel some of the joy associated with it. That is the BIRG effect in action.

A person who BIRGs is not only attempting to raise his own self-
esteem, he’s attempting to elevate his own personal standing in society as
well. It’s the “we” effect. You can hear this all the time if you listen to sports
radio. When fans talk about a team, they say “we” as if they are part of the
team (research has also shown that fans do that more often when the team is
winning, and conversely, use “they” when the team is losing). A fan’s personal
sense of failure has something to do with this phenomenon as well. The more
perceived failure one has in his own life tends to cause the person to cling
to something, anything with a more positive spin on it. “Sports fans use the
accomplishments of their team rather than their own actions to derive a
sense of accomplishment and a feeling of pride™ So when one feels him- or
herself failing in life, one BIRGs onto something positive, and suddenly life
doesn’t seem so bad because “we” have now succeeded.

In essence, when the team wins, the fan wins. This is the main reason
we watch, isn't it? “One of the strongest motivations for following sports,
in general, is people’s desire for achievement and success. The fact that
sports usually provide a clear outcome of success and failure reinforces
one’s desire for achievement. Sports give fans an opportunity for vicarious
achievement through specific athletes or teams, every time these athletes or
teams compete. Fans see the athletes or teams as extensions of themselves
and view the team’s victories as personal victories. More importantly, a fan
tends to publicize his or her support of the team and bask in the team’s
victories, even if his or her contributions to the team’s success may be

minimal or nonexistent.*
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Watching a sporting event in which the fan has some sort of emotional
attachment can actually be beneficial. There is a sort of satisfaction that
comes with cheering one’s favorite team on to victory. It actually increases
a persons self-esteem and confidence. One university study showed that
fans wearing the winning team’s apparel after a game were more likely to
donate to the Salvation Army and in larger amounts than other attendees,
and that these same fans were more willing to donate to volunteers who
were also dressed in the winning team’s apparel. The old saying is true:
Everybody likes a winner, especially when it can help you socially.

For all the positives this BIRG effect can give an individual, it
can also lead some toward negative consequences. This is the realm of
the fanatic. These are the people who have basically given up on their
personal identity and handed themselves over to their team’s identity. It’s
theorized by some social identity researchers that this sort of behavior is
brought about by the chronic understimulation many people experience
in their daily modern lives. Although watching a game and screaming
one’s lungs out can release plenty of pent-up emotions (both good and
bad), these fanatics take this emotional baggage with them home from
the game. Fanaticism can and often does destroy all of those beneficial
emotions brought on by simple fandom.

You know these people. When the game is on, the world around the
fanatic stops. Sometimes, for the best of everyone involved, the fanatic
will prefer to watch the game alone. Many of them hold superstitions
which they believe actually affect the play on the field or the outcome
of a game. Things like a lucky hat or an unwashed jersey become the
fanatic’s uniform, further creating the illusion of being part of the team.
Studies have shown that these fanatical fans’ levels of anxiety increased as
“important” games approached and maxed out around halftime during
those same contests. Besides the stress involved, watching the game leads
to a level of arousal in the fanatic. It is the suspenseful nature of the
unknown outcome that leads to this hyper-excited state of mind. More
often than not, this anxiety and arousal cannot be turned off when the
game ends. Like the highs and lows of an addiction, these feelings can

linger, sometimes for a week or more.
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So what happens to the fanatic when their beloved team loses?
“Many highlyidentified fans report depression, anger, and disappointment
(with the game and life in general) after watching their team lose
Those resultant feelings are just the beginning. Because fanatics are so
interconnected with the team, they often take the loss personally. “As a
result, their collective self-esteem is lowered, resulting in an unpleasant
psychological state. These fans will then resort to derogation and
aggression toward others (e.g., opposing players and fans, officials) in an
attempt to restore their lost self-esteem.”™

So what is a fan to do when the game and his personal identity is lost?
It is then time to CORE Basically the exact opposite of BIRGing, CORFing
is Cutting Off Reflected Failure. Because no one likes to lose, there comes
a time in a fanss life to simply cut and run. CORFing is when the fan jumps
off the bandwagon. By distancing oneself from a team and its perennial
losing ways a person then cuts off all of the perceived negativity against
both himself and his self-esteem. I am not a loser—I can’t be—because I
am no longer a Vikings fan (but how ‘bout them Cowboys!). That is how a
fair-weather fan’s mind-set justifies these decisions.

Existing in the gray area between the BIRGing and the CORFing
is the die-hard fan. This type of fan cannot binge and purge on a team as
easily as the others. They often possess traits not found in other sports
fans. For one, die-hard fans have the tendency to be overly optimistic
about their team. “Highly identified fans report particularly favorable
evaluations of current team performance, predict better futures for their
team in general, and expect greater success for individual team members.
Interestingly, highly identified fans are able to employ the allegiance bias
even after providing rational explanations for potential victory by their
team’s upcoming opponent.”” These same fans seem to always remember
the good times over the bad. They often overlook losses and remember
wins. In fact, numerous studies into “allegiance bias” by Wann and others
indicated that fans over-remembered wins, tending to think their team
always won more games then they actually had.

The main reason for such die-hard allegiance to a team is that their

fandom has become part of their self- and social identity. It’s as if someone
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were to ask such a fan “What are you?” the answer may come back “I'm a
Cubs fan” just as easily as “I'm a banker” or “I'm a Sagittarius.” It's gang-like
in mentality. It goes back to that tribal sense of unity one can feel from being
a fan. And it’s one not easily shaken by a few or even a few thousand losses.

By attempting to sort through what makes us sports fans, one can see
that there are valid, psychological reasons for our love of the game. It is not
wrong to be a fan; it can actually be beneficial. Yet knowing even a small
slice of what creates a fan can aid in answering the original question: Why
do you care about sports?

This is an important question that often goes unasked. But it needs
to be posed because the blind faith and devotion many people hand over to
teams and leagues leaves us all open as a sort of mark. Suckers to a certain
degree, and exploited just as easily.

When the World Series was canceled due to an owner lockout in 1994,
many fans said in disgust, “I'm never watching baseball again” How many
remained true to that vow? When the National Hockey League (NHL)
owners canceled the entire 2004-05 season, how many hockey fans made the
same promise? How many kept it?

We willingly give up hard-earned money to purchase hats featuring
a team’s “new” logo or “alternate third” jerseys, all of which were created
simply to up sales profits. We trust owners and management when they
tell us a fan favorite has lost a step, only to see that same player succeed on
his new team because, in reality, he was let go to save salary cap room. We
want to believe an investigation into a player’s alleged bad behavior turns
up nothing of significance simply because we want to believe his greatness
on the field translates to the same off, whether or not that is indeed the
reality of the situation. Fans have become the loyal yet gullible dog willing
to lap the peanut butter oft the league’s spoon, failing to recognize the bitter
pill hidden inside.

A cynical thought, to be sure. But consider its truth. What kind of
thanks do fans get for this devotion to their teams? How are they rewarded
by the owners of these franchises that they so religiously follow?

Would you be better off without them?
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OWNERS

Many team owners have recently stated that for a team to be
“successful,” it needs a new and more modernized facility in which to play.
On the surface, the argument appears to have some merit. Looking at the
list of 2006 National Football League (NFL) playoft teams, half of the 12
teams that made the playoffs—the Baltimore Ravens, the New England
Patriots, the Philadelphia Eagles, the Chicago Bears, the New Orleans
Saints, and the Seattle Seahawks—played in stadiums that were either
brand new or renovated within the past seven years. But the team that won
the Super Bowl in 2006, the Indianapolis Colts, played in the RCA Dome,
which was built in 1983. However in baseball in 2006, the opposite seemed
true as the two World Series teams, the St. Louis Cardinals and the Detroit
Tigers, played their 2006 seasons in new stadiums. Yet the other teams
with the newest stadiums in baseball—the Milwaukee Brewers, the Seattle
Mariners, the Cincinnati Reds, the Pittsburgh Pirates, the San Francisco
Giants, and the Philadelphia Phillies—posted a combined record of 461
wins against 510 losses. The fact of the matter is, as nice as it is for the
players to have improved training facilities with better medical equipment
on site, the basic dimensions of their respective fields/courts don’t change
from stadium to stadium. And though the physical playing surface may be
changed and improved, what’s happening on top of it isn’t.

It cannot be proved that new stadiums lead to significantly better
team performance. As part of the book Baseball Between the Numbers,
a study was conducted to determine the effect a new stadium had on a
team’s winning percentage. It found that with the teams that built new
stadiums since 1991, their winning percentage went from .486 in the five
years prior to the new stadium up to .520 in the five years after moving
into their new digs. Those .034 percentage points equate to a difference of
about five-and-a-half wins a year.! Those are just raw stats, of course, and
they don’t factor in any player or coaching changes that may have gone
along with the “new look” teams. In other words, improvement by those
teams was most likely a coincidence.

Owners will also argue that new stadiums don’t just benefit the players,

but the fans as well. In a certain sense, this cannot be denied. The architecture
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that goes into many new stadiums is breathtaking. From retractable roof
domes to backdrops of statuesque cityscapes, these are truly modern marvels.
In these new stadiums, fans are treated to larger spaces, more amenities, and
many times, a built-in, falsified history to make them feel as if the stadium
has been situated in the city for years. This is wonderful, but consider for a
moment the price paid for the pleasure of attending these sporting events.

To pick specifically on baseball owners for a moment, Baltimore
Orioles owner Peter Angelos was quoted in the book The Name of the
Game as saying “Baseball’s not a business through which one expects to
derive great profits, or maybe any profits at all.”> That must be why, when
the Orioles needed a new stadium in the form of what’s now known as
The Ballpark at Camden Yards, the public—that is, the taxpayers—had
to fork out $226 million of the $235 million it cost to build the stadium.
Baltimore isn’t the only city this has happened to. Between 1990 and 2006,
18 new baseball stadiums opened at a total combined cost of $5.6 billion.
Nearly two-thirds of that money, officially $3.6 billion, was paid by the
public.’ Amazingly during the same approximate time frame (from 1990
to 2004), Major League Baseball (MLB) owners’ total revenue went from
$1.35 billion to $4.27 billion.*

Since we, the fans, are paying billions of dollars to build these fantastic
new stadiums, we're getting something in return, right? Perhaps lower ticket
prices? Unfortunately, the reverse is true. In 1976 the average MLB ticket
was $3.45. By 2005, that average was up to $19.82, which doesn’t seem like
much, but even when factoring in inflation, it's a 67.5 percent increase.’
What is even more shocking is what happens to ticket costs when a new
stadium opens. Examine the percentage ticket prices rose in one year—just
one year—upon the opening of these new baseball stadiums (and this is not

including the luxury boxes):

Detroit (2000)-increased by 103 percent

San Francisco (2000)-increased by 75.2 percent
Pittsburgh (2001)-increased by 65.3 percent
Philadelphia (2004)-increased by 51.3 percent
Houston (2000)-increased by 50.6 percent

* Ot % % ¢
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Milwaukee (2001)-increased by 39.2 percent
Cleveland (1994)-increased by 38.6 percent
Texas (1994)-increased by 35.2 percent
Colorado (1995)-increased by 35.2 percent
San Diego (2004)-increased by 31.9 percent
Atlanta (1997)-increased by 31.5 percent
Seattle (1999)-increased by 27.2 percent
(then another 23.3 percent the next year).®

L b b b B o

Which fans are paying to see these ballgames? The only demographic
segment to attend more games in the 1990s than the 1980s was households
earning more than $50,000 a year. Economists John Siegfried and Tim
Peterson determined that, excluding corporate tickets and luxury boxes,
the average ticket buyers’ income was nearly twice the national average.”
That makes sense, who else could afford, much less be willing to pay for,
such incredible increases in cost?

But the fans are getting better seats and “sight lines” for those
increased ticket prices, right? Not necessarily. In fact, stadium consultant
John Pastier claims that new stadiums actually put most fans further
from the field due to space occupied by luxury boxes. Most upper decks
are actually higher off the field than they were in the old stadiums. In
the new Chicago White Sox stadium, the first row of the current upper
deck is further from the field than the last row of the upper deck in their
previous home.®

How about taxes? Surely the fans see some sort of return on their
money thanks to the taxes generated by these new stadiums? Not only
do federal, state, and local governments allow owners to use their teams
as tax shelters, the stadiums generate very little in tax revenues. Johns
Hopkins’ economists Bruce Hamilton and Peter Kahn figured that the
aforementioned Camden Yards in Baltimore cost taxpayers $14 million
in 1998 alone while taking in only $3 million in taxes during that same
time period.” Rutgers stadium lease expert Judith Grant estimates that on
average, a typical stadium project costs about 40 percent more than official
figures due to unreported costs like free land, property tax breaks, and

public operations along with maintenance costs.”’ This was proven true
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when the city of New York agreed to build two new baseball stadiums. The
city donated both the land and infrastructure for each new stadium while
at the same time forfeited collecting either rent or property taxes for the
teams inhabiting the new homes. Meanwhile, the Yankees and Mets reaped
these benefits while being ranked first and second respectively in franchise
value in 2007 by Forbes.

One cannot argue against the fact that these new stadium projects
create jobs, but at what cost? If Detroit created 1,500 jobs with the building
of their new stadium, the cost to taxpayers was about $100,000 per job
(Detroit’s taxpayers paid half the $290 million price tag—$145 million—
on Comerica Park). When Arizona built their Bank One Ballpark (now
know as Chase Field), it created 340 full-time jobs at the cost of nearly
$705,000 per job. One of the proposals for a new stadium in Minneapolis
for the Twins would create 168 new jobs at the staggering cost of nearly $2
million per job. Meanwhile, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development requires that the projects they fund create jobs that cost no
more than $35,000 per job."

Once all is said and done and the stadium exists in its final form, at
very least the fans should get to put a lasting and meaningful name on their
stadium. Unfortunately, not even that is true. The team owner can sell the
naming rights for the new stadium to the highest bidder. Stadium naming
rights can and do defray the costs of the new stadium, however, this rarely
has an effect on what taxpayers ultimately pay. This isn’t a new tradition.
Weegman Park became Wrigley Field because the Wrigley family bought
the stadium along with the Chicago Cubs and decided to name it after their
popular brand of chewing gum. Same goes with the Busch family and the
St. Louis Cardinals’ Busch Stadium. Today, franchises earn anywhere from
$2 million to $40 million a year in naming rights alone.

Despite these seeming drawbacks to building a new stadium, the
thought that always seems to prevail is that at least that new stadium
will boost the local economy. It’s the typical “win-win” argument. Yet to
quote University of Chicago economist Allen Sanderson, “if you want to
inject money into the local economy, it would be better to drop it from a

helicopter than invest it in a new ballpark”
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Many owners as well as city officials will hotly debate this point, but
most economists who study the effects of stadiums and sports teams in
general state that sports teams do not financially benefit local economies.
It seems hard to believe that an industry such as sports, that allegedly is
ranked as the 22™ largest industry in the world, can have little effect on an
average local economy, but that seems to be the case. It must be remembered
that all sports leagues generate the majority of their income from television
and radio broadcast rights, not through their local economies via ticket
sales. Studies indicate that should a city not have or even lose a sports
team, the money that an average person could or would spend on sporting
events simply goes to some other form of local entertainment. Certain
neighborhoods may feel the boom of having a stadium nearby, but the
city as a whole won't feel that fluctuation. Teresa Serata, the city of San
Francisco’s budget director, stated that when the Giants threatened to leave
the city (before they were granted a new stadium), she could document
that the city had a $3.1 million annual net gain thanks to the Giants, but
that the city’s gross economic product was $30 billion or 10,000 times as
large as the Giants’ contribution to the city. Or as Roger Moll, professor of
economics at Stanford University, stated at the time, “Opening a branch of
Macy’s has a greater economic impact [than the Giants].””?

Robert Baade, an economist at Lake Forest College in Illinois, has
perhaps done the most study on the subject. He collected 30 years’ worth
of data from 48 cities to determine the economic impact of sports teams
in terms of the citizens of the city’s per-capita income. His results were
that in the study of 30 cities with new stadiums or arenas built, 27 showed
no measurable change and the other three actually appeared to drop.
He concluded “Professional sports teams generally have no significant
impact on a metropolitan economy [and do] not appear to create a flow
of public funds generated by new economic growth. Far from generating
new revenues out of which other public projects can be funded, sports
‘investments’ appear to be an economically unsound use of a community’s
scarce financial sources”* Baade’s not the only one with this opinion. In
Sports, Jobs, and Taxes, authors Roger Noll and Andrew Zimbalist state,

“In every case, the conclusions are the same. A new sports facility has an
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extremely small (perhaps even negative) effect on overall economic activity
and employment. No recent facility appears to have earned anything
approaching a reasonable return on investment. No recent facility has been
self-financing in terms of its impact on net tax revenues.”"

So what’s the owner of a franchise to do when a new stadium “needs”
to be built but city officials realize that maybe shelling out hundreds of
millions of dollars in taxpayer money for a stadium isn't the wisest use
of public funds? Threaten to move, of course. It's an excellent, and for
some reason, effective bargaining tool. The Chicago Bears did it. They
threatened to move just about everywhere short of the moon when the city
of Chicago balked at renovating Soldier Field for them. And the renovation
was strictly for the Bears. Soldier Field is used 10 times a year for Bears
games and perhaps on two or three other occasions, but otherwise it sits
unused for the other 350 days of the year. Chicago city officials felt the city
would suffer some sort of image issue, as if Chicago would be looked upon
as a “minor league” city, if they couldn’t hold on to the Bears. So some $500
million later, the Bears stayed in Chicago and the city was blessed with a
semi-new stadium that looks like a UFO crash landed on top of the old
one. The Bears did kick in $50 million (that’s 10 percent of the total costs)
for the renovation. The NFL even paid another $50 million themselves, but
the bulk of the money, some $400 million, came either from taxpayers’ or
out of the fans’ pockets in the form of “Personal Seat Licenses.”

This subtle form of blackmail doesn’t always work. Cleveland Browns’
owner Art Modell demanded that the city of Cleveland build his team a new
stadium as well. The city of Cleveland said “no” Modell threatened to take
his team somewhere else. The city came back and told him they couldn’t
afford to build yet another new stadium since they were still paying off
the Indians’ Jacobs Field. Angered, Modell picked up his team and moved
to Baltimore where apparently the people there didn’t mind building yet
another $220 million stadium so soon after building an equally expensive
baseball stadium. While the city of Cleveland didn't have to pay for a new
stadium, Modell devastated his once rabid Browns fans. Those fans didn’t
much like the fact that despite all their support and money they had freely

given to the Browns’ organization over the years, the team left town.

THB FIX IS IN 23



Coincidentally, the Browns left to go to a city, Baltimore, which had
gone through the same insult some 15 years earlier when the Colts packed
up one night in 1984 and moved to Indianapolis. The reason for the Colts’
midnight move was basically the same as the Browns. Colts owner Robert
Irsay didn't feel the city of Baltimore was doing enough for his team. So he
went out and found someplace that would comply with his wishes. Despite
the pleas of the Colts’ faithful, the NFL would not step in and stop the Colts’
move. Why? Because even before the Colts ditched Baltimore, Oakland
Raiders owner Al Davis got fed up with the city of Oakland and moved his
team to Los Angeles. When the NFL tried to stop his illegal relocation to
L.A., alegal battle ensued which the NFL wound up losing in a U.S. Federal
Court (of course, a few years later, the Raiders were back in Oakland with
a new stadium deal).

Since the NFL failed to stop the Raiders from moving and turned
a blind eye to the Colts’ relocation, they decided to step up and finally
do something for one of their franchise cities. They promised to award
the next expansion franchise to Cleveland. The NFL even went so far as
to allow Cleveland to keep the name “Browns” as well as all of the team
colors, records, and history their former franchise held. There was a caveat:
Cleveland had to build a new stadium for the team the NFL was “giving”
them. Remarkably, the city complied, building the $290 million Cleveland
Browns Stadium for the latest incarnation of the team.

This relocation business is nothing new in sports. Leagues have
always been more than willing to rip popular franchises out of their
hometowns despite the cries of their faithful fans. One of the most
notable franchise moves in sports history was when baseball’s Brooklyn
Dodgers packed their bags and traveled across the country to become the
Los Angeles Dodgers. The move really had nothing to do with the city of
New York or the fans not supporting the team; Major League Baseball
(MLB) wanted a West Coast presence. Instead of creating a new team
in California, MLB simply took a well-known team and dropped it out
there. In doing so, an instant fan base was also created. People in L.A.
knew who the Dodgers were, so they were quick to support the team.

This was the same reason baseball’s New York Giants were moved to San

24 US AND THEM



Francisco. MLB opened up the entire country to its product with these
two franchise moves. The National Hockey League (NHL) would mimic
this plan of action and expansion a few decades later.

It’s a constantly repeating scenario in every league. Baseball’s Boston
Braves move to become the Milwaukee Braves then turn into the Atlanta
Braves. The NFLs Chicago Cardinals move to St. Louis, demand a stadium
and then move to Arizona. MLB’s Philadelphia Athletics become the
Kansas City Athletics then become the Oakland Athletics. The National
Basketball Association’s (NBA) Charlotte Hornets decided in the immediate
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina to move to New Orleans. The strange part
in all of this is each of these franchises that abandoned their home cities
were backfilled with new teams once they vacated. Milwaukee received
the Brewers four years after the Braves left town. St. Louis picked up the
Rams from L.A. eight years after the Cardinals split. The people of Kansas
City wanted another baseball team, so the Royals appeared two years later.
Charlotte had to suffer almost a year before NBA basketball returned.

So what is the real reason these teams are moving around so
frequently? Is it that business is so bad in these jerkwater towns that team
owners can't turn a profit? If this is the case, then why do teams keep
popping up in these same cities? Fan support is clearly present. What
isn't always available to these teams and their owners are the cushy deals
cities give them. The profit from the stadium deals and the associated
tax breaks drive these relocations more than anything. The TV networks
maintain that it really doesn’t matter to the NFL anymore where teams
are located because the majority of the league’s revenue is generated from
the broadcast rights to their games. The Green Bay Packers could become
the Boise Packers and to the NFL and its main revenue stream, it wouldn’t
matter. Financially, nothing would be lost. In fact, there’s more to be gained
by these moves as it keeps interest high by energizing a new city full of fans
every time a team opens up shop in a new home.

This sort of behavior regarding stadium deals and relocation is but
a microcosm of how owners truly feel about their fans. If the leagues
really cared about the fans as much as they claim to, these relocations

would never occur. The Browns would have never become the Baltimore
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Ravens. The Colts would be the NFLs franchise in Baltimore. Brooklyn
would still have its beloved Dodgers and New York its Giants. And the list
goes on. If owners respected their home towns, then they would pay their
fair share of construction costs and property taxes rather than sloughing
them off onto the public at large. The fact of the matter is owners care
about the fans as long as their pocketbooks remain open. If that cash flow
dries up or a team’s “favored nation” status ends, so too does the owner’s
love affair with that city. The fans, the lifeblood of professional sports,
have no say in the matter.

Yet it is perhaps only in the world of sports that people bond to the
product they purchase. Each fan may subconsciously think of himself as a
minority owner, as if he has a direct stake in the team. Though no matter how
much money that person spends on tickets, jerseys, etc. the team is independent
from the fan. Sports leagues are not fan-friendly. They are massively large and
impersonal businesses. Each owner first and foremost concern is turning a
profit which comes directly at the fan's expense. The sooner each fan realizes
this, the more one can look at sports in an entirely different light. If owners are

not loyal to the fan, why are the fans so loyal to them?
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