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Abstract 

 

 Current literature surrounding sport team relocation and expansion only examines a fan’s 

experience with one relocation or expansion at one point of time. With relocation and expansion 

being a commonality in the sports industry, there are many sports fan who have experienced 

multiple cases of relocations and expansion. Experiencing multiple relocations and expansions 

may also expose individuals to teams at varying levels of play. In Canada alone, 17 cities have 

hosted both a hockey team at the professional minor-league and amateur major-junior level at 

different points in time. To examine this phenomena, 12 individuals from Belleville, Ontario 

were interviewed, as Belleville has had four cases of relocation and expansion in their 

surrounding region in the last 40 years. These participants demonstrated four themes that suggest 

that experiencing multiple relocations and expansions has a lasting impact on their fan behaviour 

and attitudes. First, participants suggested that geography, distinctiveness, and exposure at a 

young age acted as a motivation to cheer for a newly established team, while existing team 

allegiances acted as a barrier. Second, participants discussed the unique consumption strategies 

they used to maintain an identity with a relocated team, such as following ex-players, recalling 

memories, and incorporating the relocated team into their present-day activities. Third, 

participants outlined the different points of attachment they developed with an amateur team 

versus a minor league team, as well as the points of detachment that they claimed to have with 

minor league hockey. Lastly, participants suggested that they have experienced six changes in 

perspectives towards teams, leagues, and hockey.   
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Chapter One- Introduction 

Sports leagues are continually expanding and relocating teams. Since the year 2000, 11 

teams in the “big four” North American major leagues have been relocated and six teams have 

been added as expansion teams, which includes the National Hockey League’s (NHL) expansion 

to Seattle in 2021. These numbers are low in comparison to professional minor league sports 

where relocation is much more common. Since 1990, there have been 55 unique American 

Hockey League (AHL) franchises and 19 of the 30 current AHL teams are a product of 

relocation (Rockerbie, 2017). Even the Ontario Hockey League (OHL), a small amateur junior 

hockey league consisting of 20 teams, has had five teams relocate since 2000 (OHL Arena 

Guide, 2020). Every time a team relocates, they typically leave behind a loyal fanbase that 

developed over many years (Hyatt, 2007; Mitrano, 1999). When a team relocates or expands into 

a new city, they introduce themselves to a new fanbase that may already have existing team 

allegiances (Harada & Matsuoka, 1999). Depending on where someone lives, they may have 

experienced multiple cases of relocation or expansion, exposing them to potentially half a dozen 

teams and multiple leagues (Vanderlaan, 2017). Despite the prevalence of this phenomena, their 

remains a gap in the literature examining fans who have experienced multiple cases of relocation 

and expansion across various leagues at different playing levels. 

Minor League vs. Amateur Sport Fandom  

Relocation and expansion can give fans exposure to multiple leagues at varying levels of 

play. Each league has unique teams, rules, and structure. Fans also have unique motivations for 

attending games and fandom depending on the level of play; these unique structural 

characteristics and fan motivations often cause individuals to follow a specific level of play more 

than others. An amateur sport fan can be conceptualized as someone who actively follows a 
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sport, league, or team at the amateur level, where the players are not paid a salary. Examples of 

popular amateur sports in North America are junior hockey (i.e. the OHL) and high school 

football. Contrarily, minor league sports fans are individuals who actively follow a sport, league, 

or team at the minor league level, where teams are comprised of professionals that play at a level 

below the major leagues. Example of popular minor leagues in the North America are Minor 

League Baseball (MiLB) and the AHL.   

As mentioned, the literature outlines differing motivations for amateur sports fans and 

minor league sport fans. Amateur sports fans are often motivated internally by a sense of 

community (Bernthal & Graham, 2003; Reding et al., 2011; Spinda, Wann, & Hardin, 2016) and 

Canadian culture, as amateur hockey fans are commonly motivated into fandom by the 

connection between junior hockey and Canadian cities (Kennedy et al., 2019; Mason et al., 2005; 

Paul & Weinbach, 2011). Minor league sports fans, however, are extrinsically motivated by 

game excitement variables, such as scoring, promotions, fighting and winning (Paul & Chatt, 

2011; Rockerbie, 2017; Zhang et al., 2004). These contrasting motivations, coupled with 

exposure to multiple teams and leagues, could cause interesting effects on the development of an 

individual's team identifications.  

Team Identification & Development 

When an individual decides to align themselves with a team, it is often called team 

identification. Initially, individuals become a fan of a sports team to enhance their self-image 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1979), and to reap the psychological and social benefits involved in sports 

fandom (Branscombe & Wann, 1991; Funk & James, 2001; Inoue et al., 2015; Lock & Funk, 

2016; Melnick, 1993). After the initial alignment with a team, an individual’s identification level 

with that team can grow; this is shown internally and externally. Internally the individual 
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develops a deeper psychological connection with a team which is shown by emotional responses 

to team results, cognitive biases towards the team, emotional connections to the team’s 

players/staff, and the centrality a team takes in an individual's life (Funk & James, 2001; Lock et 

al., 2012). External identity development is shown through an increase in public evaluation of a 

team, self-promotion of a team (spruiking), behavioural involvement with a team and 

information search of a team (Katz & Heere, 2016; Lock et al., 2014; Lock et al., 2012).  

The process of identity development can be disrupted by a team relocating out of a city or 

a team relocating/expanding into a city. When a team relocates out of the city, many fans end 

their alignment with that team because the franchise no longer exists within that city (Hyatt, 

2007; Mitrano, 1999). In some cases, fans chose to continue their fandom post-relocation if the 

team kept the same nickname in its new host city (Lewis, 2001; Wegner et al., 2020). When a 

team relocates or expands into a city, fans often develop an identification with this new team due 

to their connection with the sport and the community (James et al., 2002; Katz & Heere, 2016; 

Lock et al., 2011), or switch their existing team identification to the newly established team 

(Harada & Matsuoka, 1999; McDonald et al., 2015). If an individual wants to maintain their 

identification with their favourite team after they relocate or when a new team relocates/expands 

into their city, they must undergo identity maintenance strategies. 

Identity Threats & Maintenance     

 When faced with an identity threat, an individual must utilize identity maintenance 

strategies if they wish to continue their alignment with a group. In terms of sports fandom, 

identity threats can be poor comparisons to other fan groups (Doyle et al., 2017; Tajfel & Turner, 

1979), a misalignment of values between the fan and team/sport/players (Fink et al., 2009; Hyatt 

& Foster, 2015), or a salient rival (Havard, 2014; Tyler & Cobbs, 2017). The main identity 



 

 MULTIPLE RELOCATIONS AND EXPANSIONS                                                                4 

 

 

 

threats of focus for this study will be the relocation and expansion. Maintaining an identity with 

teams post-relocation is tough, as they no longer exist in their prior form. Fans are more willing 

to maintain their identity with a team post-relocation if the team keeps the same nickname and 

team records post-relocation (Lewis, 2001). Fans that find themselves in this situation must use 

unique identity maintenance strategies to maintain their fandom, such as travelling to watch team 

alumni play for other teams, drawing positive comparisons to the owner and new city’s fans, and 

aligning themselves with the players rather than the team as a whole (Foster & Hyatt, 2007; 

Mitrano, 1999; Wenger et al., 2019). 

Identity maintenance when a new team relocates or expands into a city is a less examined 

phenomenon. Studies typically examine identification development with the new team in a city 

(Katz & Heere, 2016; Lock et al., 2012; Lock et al., 2011). When a new team enters a city, it is 

common for people with no current team loyalties to develop an identification with that team 

(Katz & Heere, 2016; Lock et al., 2012; Lock et al., 2011), or change their team identification 

from their current favourite team to the new team (Harada & Matsuoka, 1999; McDonald et al., 

2015). What has yet to be examined are the identity maintenance strategies of fans with pre-

existing team identities; this is assuming that a new team entering a city is seen as a threat to an 

individual's current team identity.  

Study Overview 

Given the discussed phenomena and concepts, the purpose of this study is to explore how 

fan experience with multiple relocations and expansions across multiple leagues at varying levels 

of play impacts team identification development and maintenance. The purpose of this study will 

be explored through four research questions: 

RQ1: How does the expansion/relocation of a new team to a region impact the identity 

development and maintenance of fans in that region? 



 

 MULTIPLE RELOCATIONS AND EXPANSIONS                                                                5 

 

 

 

RQ2: How does the relocation of a team out of a region impact the identity development 

and maintenance of fans in that region? 

RQ3: How do subsequent cases of relocation and expansion affect team identity 

development and maintenance differently than the initial case? 

RQ4: What motivates fans to cheer for a new team in their region? How do these 

motivations compare at varying levels of play? 

To examine the proposed phenomena, a location for data collection was selected. This study 

examines hockey fans in Belleville, Ontario who have been affected by relocation or expansion. 

Since 1981, Belleville has had four cases of relocation and expansion in their area across three 

different leagues. In 1981, Belleville became home to an OHL team named the Belleville Bulls 

when local doctor Robert Vaughn took ownership of the team (Svoboda, 2015). The Bulls played 

in the Yardmen Arena, which was named after a group of local rail workers that provided the 

capital for its original construction, and did so until 2015 (Miller, 2018). In 1992, the NHL 

expanded to Ottawa (Stewart & Commito, 2018), challenging the Toronto Maple Leafs and 

Montreal Canadiens (the two closest NHL teams to Bellville before 1992- Appendix A) for NHL 

fandom in Belleville (Mahar, 2019). After 34 years in Belleville the second owner of the Bulls, 

Gord Simmons who bought the team from Dr. Vaughn in 2004, decided to relocate the Bulls to 

Hamilton in 2015 (Svoboda et al., 2015). In 2017, the Ottawa Senators AHL affiliate, the 

Binghamton Senators, was relocated to Belleville from Binghamton, New York, exposing 

Belleville hockey fans to a new team and league (Miller, n.d.). After one year of existence, the 

Belleville Senators sold the naming rights to the Yardmen Arena to the Canadian Automobile 

Association (CAA) and renamed it the CAA Arena (Miller, 2018).  

 To examine the proposed phenomena, a social constructivist approach to grounded theory 

will be used (Charmaz, 2006), which has a strong focus on participant experience with a 
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phenomenon and their psycho-social processes. This methodology is a great fit for this study 

because it examines fan experience with multiple relocations and expansions, and how this 

impacts their identity development and identity maintenance processes. In total, 12 participants 

were interviewed, all of whom were from the Belleville area, and indicated that they had been 

affected by at least one of the cases of relocation and expansion mentioned in the previous 

paragraph. Four themes and a core theme were generated based on the responses of the 

participants.       

Study Rationale 

There is a gap between what has been examined in Sport Management literature and what 

happens in the industry. There are many articles examining fans of relocated teams and fans in a 

city that are receiving a new team through relocation or expansion, but oftentimes relocations 

and expansions within a city happen over multiple leagues. In Canada alone, 17 cities have 

hosted a hockey team at the major junior and minor league level1. It is possible that after a team 

relocates out of a region and a new team arrives within that same region afterwards that there is a 

disconnect between the new team and fans residing in that area. A perfect example of this is 

Belleville. Belleville lost their OHL team to relocation in 2015 and received and AHL team in 

2017. While new teams typically experience a ‘honeymoon effect’, where a team experiences 

inflated attendance numbers because they are novel and new (DeSchriver et al., 2016), 

Belleville’s AHL has not seen attendance success, as they have been last or second last in AHL 

attendance in each of their first three seasons (hockeyDB, n.d.) 

 
1 Belleville, St. Catharines, Brampton, Cornwall, Moncton, Charlottetown, Halifax, St. John’s 

Abbotsford, Hamilton, Toronto*, Sherbroke, Quebec City*, Cape Breton, Laval, Winnipeg*, 

Edmonton* 

* Have also hosted an NHL team 
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No study has examined how experiencing multiple cases of expansion and relocation 

impacts team identity development and team identity maintenance. Many studies have 

documented how one case of relocation impacts fans (Hyatt, 2007; Lewis, 2001; Mitrano, 1999; 

Wegner et al., 2020), but it is possible that their identity development and maintenance strategies 

may differ when faced with subsequent cases of relocation and expansion. The contrasting fan 

motivations between amateur and minor league sports adds another layer of depth to this study, 

as it is quite possible the development and maintenance of identities may be different at the 

minor league and amateur level. Additionally, only a few studies have examined how fans with 

existing team identification maintain their identity when a new team enters their city or region, 

but never within a hockey context. Lastly, the identity maintenance strategies of fans that align 

themselves with a newly established team has barely been examined in the existing literature.  
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Chapter Two- Review of Literature 

 This chapter will outline the theoretical framework as well as the existing literature 

surrounding the key concepts of this study. Social identity theory is the guiding theoretical 

framework this research will use to understand the development of and maintenance of 

identification with a sports team.  The concepts that will be reviewed are team identification, 

team identification development, and maintenance. The impacts of relocation and expansion on 

team identification development and team identification maintenance will also be discussed. The 

differences in fan identity at the amateur and minor league levels will also be examined as part of 

the purpose of this study is to examine relocations and expansions at varying levels of play.  

Social Identity Theory 

Social identity theory is perhaps the most used theoretical framework in qualitative sports 

fandom literature (Andrijiw & Hyatt, 2009; Delia & James, 2018; Doyle et al., 2017; Goldman et 

al., 2016; Lock et al., 2014; Lock et al., 2012; Wegner et al., 2020). In sports research, social 

identity theory is used to explore group alignment, whereas identity theory, another popular 

theory used for examining sports fandom, is used to examine the interplay between an 

individual’s social roles (Lock & Heere, 2017). Given that this study is examining sports fan 

team identity development and team identity maintenance, social identity is an appropriate 

theoretical framework. For this study, social identity theory will be used as the underlying theory 

explaining why individuals develop sport fan identities and how they maintain these identities. 

Social identity theory explains that individuals align themself with groups, such as hockey teams, 

to achieve both personal and social needs (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Tajfel and Turner (1979) 

suggest that individuals will align themselves with groups that exhibit similar values to their 

values in order to enhance their prestige. These authors explain that a positive social image 
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typically manifests through group distinction, which is derived from intergroup comparisons to a 

socially proximate and salient outgroup (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). They also note that a negative 

group image can cause individuals to leave a group to salvage their self-esteem (Tajfel & Turner, 

1979). Social identity theory will be applied to sports fan identity development and maintenance 

to further the discussion on how these concepts relate to the proposed study.  

Team Identification 

 When an individual aligns themselves with a team, it is called team identification. Lock 

and Heere (2017) suggest that researchers define team identification as the “part of the 

individuals’ self-concept which derives from their knowledge of their membership of a social 

group” (Tajfel, 1982, p. 255). This definition of team identification works in conjunction with 

social identity theory as it focuses on group involvement rather than individual social roles (i.e. 

parent, employee, friend) (Lock & Heere, 2017). Essentially, when a participant knowingly 

develops a connection with a sports team, they are developing a team identification with that 

team.    

Initial Team Identification Development  

 Sports fan identity development can be looked at in two parts. The first part is the initial 

development of team identification; the second part is the development of the attachment a fan 

has with a team. As mentioned, social identity theory suggests that the initial motivation for 

aligning oneself with a sports team is to achieve personal and social needs (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel 

& Turner, 1979). The personal needs fulfilled by sports fandom are psychological (Branscombe 

& Wann, 1991; Funk & James, 2001; Inoue et al., 2015; Wann et al.,2017) including self-esteem 

enhancement through achievement association (Campbell et al., 2004; Cialdini et al., 1976; 

Snyder, Lassegard & Ford, 1986) and psychological well-being (Doyle et al., 2016; Wann, 1995; 
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Wann, 2006). The social benefits that motivate the development of a sports fan identity are social 

opportunities (Andrew et al., 2009; Fairley, 2003; James et al., 2002; Lock & Funk, 2016; 

Melnick, 1993) and group distinction (Andijiw & Hyatt; 2009; Delia & James, 2018; Doyle et 

al., 2017; Goldman et al., 2016).  

Psychological Motivations  

Prior studies have found that team identification is a great way to improve and maintain a 

positive psychological state (Funk & James, 2001; Inoue et al., 2015; James et al., 2002; Wann, 

1995). More specifically, authors have noted that identification with a team can relieve stress, 

lower depression levels, and give individuals meaning (Branscombe & Wann, 1991; Reding et 

al., 2011; Wann, 2006). These benefits all contribute to an individual’s well-being. According to 

Seligman (2011), an individual's well-being is made up of PERMA: positive emotions, 

engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishments. Doyle et al. (2016) interviewed 

Australian Football League (AFL) fans to determine if and how the PERMA domains were 

activated through sports fandom. These authors found that all the PERMA domains, but 

engagement, were activated through identification with a team (Doyle et al., 2016). Positive 

emotions were activated by attending games, relationships manifested when individuals 

strengthened current relationships and created new ones through fandom, a sense of meaning was 

activated through feeling a part of something larger than oneself, and a feeling of achievement 

was created by witnessing team milestones (Doyle et al., 2016). Wann et al., (2017) build off this 

research by using the Team Identification Social Psychological Health Model (TI-SPHM) to 

examine the relationship between team identification and well-being levels. Through surveys, it 

was determined that team identification has a positive relationship with a sense of meaning in 

life; the authors claim this relationship is mediated by a sense of belonging (Wann et al., 2017).  



 

 MULTIPLE RELOCATIONS AND EXPANSIONS                                                                11 

 

 

 

Self-esteem enhancement through achievement association is another vastly researched 

psychological motivation for sports fandom. Scholars often claim that individuals become sports 

fans to boost their self-esteem (Andrew, et al., 2009; Branscombe & Wann, 1991; Lock et al., 

2014; Reding et al., 2011) More specifically, fans identify themselves with successful teams 

(Jensen et al., 2018; Jensen et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2001) and dissociate themselves with teams 

that reflect negatively on or do not represent their self-image (Fink et al., 2009; Hyatt & Foster, 

2015; Wegner et al., 2020). Cialdini et al. (1976) were the first to find evidence of achievement 

association in sport. Through psychological experimentation they found that college students 

were more likely to wear school apparel after the university’s football team won and that 

individuals were more likely to associate themselves with the school’s football team after a win 

than a loss; these authors deemed this behaviour Basking in Reflected Glory (BIRGing) (Cialdini 

et al., 1976). In terms of dissociation, Snyder, Lassegard, and Ford (1986) found that fans 

distanced themselves from a team after a loss to salvage self-esteem; they deemed this behaviour 

Cutting Off Reflected Failure (CORFing). BIRGing is typically shown when a fan uses 

associative terms regarding their favourite team such as “we” or “us” (i.e. we won), whereas 

CORFing is shown through the use of dissociative terms regarding their favourite team such as 

“they” or “them” (i.e. they lost). Some fans boost their self-esteem by staying loyal to a team 

despite their on-field performance; this is called Basking In-spite of Reflected Failure (BIRFing) 

(Campbell et al., 2004).  

Social Motivations 

 While psychological motivations are prominent in an individual's decision to become a 

sports fan, social factors also play a large motivating role. Many studies have found that 

individuals develop team identifications for the social opportunities that fandom offers, such as 
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tailgating and spending time with friends (Andrew et al., 2009; Greenwood et al., 2006; Lock et 

al., 2011; Spinda et al., 2016). In general, people are sports fans because it makes them less 

lonely. Melnick (1993) discusses that the urbanization of modern society has made individuals 

lonelier. He theorizes that sports facilities are an ideal environment for social interaction due to 

the understood roles, the time boundaries, the shared knowledge, and the ecological setting that 

is safe and comfortable (Melnick, 1993). However, sports fandom is more than a cure for 

loneliness. Lock and Funk (2016) created the Multiple In-group Identity Framework (MIIF) 

which outlines the three groups an individual can align with when identifying with a team: 

subordinate group (all the fans of a team), sub-group (a group of seasons ticket holders), and 

relational groups (co-workers, family members or close friends who attend games together). 

These authors explain that individuals can leverage these different types of identifications at the 

same time to achieve social benefits such as interpersonal interaction, social distinctiveness, a 

sense of community, and the formation of new relationships (Lock & Funk, 2016). 

 A common social motivation for sports fandom is family bonding time (Hyatt et al., 

2018; McDonald et al., 2015; Wann, 1995; Spinda et al., 2016). A large part of sports fandom is 

family traditions. Delia and James (2018) interviewed fans to determine the factors that make up 

an individual's team identification. The participants in this study noted that past and present 

family traditions were one of the biggest parts of their team identification. Similarly, Havard and 

Eddy (2013) studied conference realignment in NCAA football. A group of participants claimed 

that conference realignment ruined their family’s Thanksgiving traditions because there would 

no longer be a game between Nebraska and Colorado University, which their holiday typically 

revolved around. 
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Further Identity Development 

The connection an individual develops with a team can grow past the initial connection 

(Delia & James, 2018; James et al., 2002; McDonald et al., 2015); this is shown internally 

through an increase in concepts such as private evaluation, interconnection, and cognitive 

awareness (Katz & Heere, 2017; Lock et al., 2014; Lock et al., 2012) and expressed externally 

through searching for information, spruiking (self-promotion of the team), public evaluation, and 

behavioural involvement (Katz & Heere, 2017; Lock et al., 2014; Lock et al., 2012). The internal 

development of the connection between a fan and their favourite team is best outlined by the 

Psychological Continuum Model (PCM) (Funk & James, 2001). The PCM outlines four stages of 

connection with a team or sport: awareness, the knowledge that a team or sport exists; attraction, 

a connection based on extrinsic factors such as success or team colours; attachment, a sturdy 

connection to a team or sport defined by an emotional response; and allegiance, a connection 

strong enough to alter an individual’s cognition (Funk & James, 2001). For example, Lock et al. 

(2012) found that as a fan’s connection with their favourite team developed internally, they 

began to search for more information to increase their knowledge of their favourite team and 

they began to promote their favourite team to their peers (Lock et al., 2012).  

Sports fan identity development is not a one-way relationship; an individual's connection 

to a team can also deteriorate (Fink et al., 2009; Hyatt & Foster, 2015). Hyatt and Foster (2015) 

interviewed former NHL hockey fans to explore why they ended their fandom; they found seven 

different reasons why these individuals ended their fandom, including changes in their personal 

life, problems with the media and issues with different aspects of the sport (Hyatt & Foster, 

2015). From these findings, Hyatt and Foster (2015) developed a model that suggests that 

fandom decreases when a fan is met with a barrier to their fandom rituals, or a fan experiences a 
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misalignment of values with their favourite team. If a fan wants to continue their fandom when 

met with these challenges, they must use identity maintenance strategies.   

Team Identification Maintenance 

When individuals experience obstacles to their fandom, this is called an identity threat. If 

an identity threat is not resolved through an identity maintenance strategy, the fan will distance 

themselves from their favourite team, as the team no longer enhances the individual’s self-image 

(Hyatt & Foster, 2015; Snyder et al., 1982). With regards to social identity theory, identity 

threats arise when an individual’s in-group (i.e. favourite team) is unfavourably compared to a 

socially proximate and salient outgroup (i.e. another team) (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). In this case, 

fans must create favourable comparisons through techniques such as individual mobility 

(distancing oneself from the group), social creativity (redefining what is being compared), or 

social competition (directly comparing themselves favourably to the out-group) (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979). Since individuals typically align themselves with groups that exhibit values 

similar to their own (Tajfel, 1978), identity threats can also arise when there is a misalignment of 

values between the individual and group (Fink et al., 2009; Hyatt & Foster, 2015). From this 

point, the individual can either realign their values or end their fandom. Other identity threats can 

arise through phenomena such as relocation and new team identification. The identity threats, 

identity maintenance strategies, and effects on team identification caused by relocation and new 

team identification will be reviewed in the forthcoming sections.     

Relocation 

Relocation is when a sports team is moved from one city to another, typically for 

economic reasons (Cocco & Jones, 1997; Lehn & Sykuta, 1997; Scherer, 2001). Relocation 

studies typically examine the fans of the team that is pending relocation or that has been 
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relocated. The focal points of these studies usually are the fans’ emotional and behavioural 

responses to the relocation and their changes in team identification. This section will cover the 

identity maintenance strategies of fans who have experienced relocation and the overall effect 

that relocation has on team identification.  

Identity Maintenance Strategies 

 As outlined by social identity theory, fans of relocated teams often draw comparisons to 

other people/groups to enhance their fandom (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Mitrano (1999) studied the 

metaphors Hartford Whalers used to describe their feelings after the Whalers relocated to 

Carolina and became the Hurricanes; they found that many fans considered the owner of the 

Whalers and the Connecticut governor to be greedy thieves. In this case, fans compared the 

Whalers ownership group to thieves to create a misalignment of values between them and the 

team, which allowed them to distance themselves from the new franchise, the Carolina 

Hurricanes, emotionally. Similarly, Foster and Hyatt (2007) found that Whalers fans directed a 

lot of anger towards Carolina Hurricanes fans, mentioning that Carolina does not have a lot of 

knowledgeable hockey fans. In this case, Whalers fans are comparing themselves to Hurricane 

fans on the criterion of hockey knowledge to enhance their group image as Whalers fans. 

Another identity maintenance strategy outlined by Tajfel and Turner (1979) is social mobility, 

where individuals change the criteria for comparison to one that better reflects their group. 

Scherer (2001) interviewed individuals involved with the “Save the Jets Campaign” and many of 

them commented on the beauty of Winnipeg, its deep history, and its uprising rich urban culture; 

by doing so, they are moving the attention to the positive attributes of Winnipeg, and away from 

the negative narratives surrounding the relocation of the Winnipeg Jets.   
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In conjunction with group comparisons, fans of relocated teams often exhibit unique 

consumption behaviours to maintain their team identity. While many fans expressed anger at the 

relocation of the Hartford Whalers, many individuals remained fans of the Whalers post-

relocation. To do so, Whalers fans had to find creative ways to maintain their fandom such as 

travelling across the country to watch ex-Whalers players (Kulczycki & Hyatt, 2005) or 

remaining active in a fan club (Hyatt, 2007). More recently, Wegner et al. (2020) found that after 

the organization announced that they were moving to Los Angeles, St. Louis Rams fans would 

only buy tickets from the secondary market and not buy concession food and merchandise to 

spite the owners while still supporting the players (Wegner et al., 2020). Rams fans did this to 

create a nonalignment with team management while remaining aligned with the players so they 

could morally continue supporting the team while they still played in St. Louis (Wenger et al., 

2019).    

Effect on Team Identification 

 Relocation causes many fans to experience a change in team identification. Hyatt (2007) 

found that some Whalers fans became fans of other local hockey options and other NHL teams 

after the relocation of the Whalers, while others stopped being fans of hockey altogether. Lewis 

(2001) studied fans of the Hartford Whalers, Quebec Nordiques, Houston Oilers and Winnipeg 

Jets after their respective relocations and found that fans are either civic attached (aligned with 

the town that the team played in) or symbolic attached (aligned with the team’s name and 

colours). Lewis (2001) further explains that fans can only be symbolically attached post-

relocation if the team decides to keep the same name when they relocate. Furthermore, fans tend 

to be more civic attached if they only have one team in their city (Lewis, 2001), as is the case 

with Belleville. Building off this, Wegner et al. (2020) found that some St. Louis Rams fans 
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would only cheer for the Rams if they stayed in St. Louis, while others stated that they were 

simply happy that the Rams and their players would get to play under the same name in Los 

Angeles next season.  

New Team Identification 

As noted earlier, studies typically examine the fans in the community that lost their team, 

not fans of the newly established team. However, there is a body of literature that focuses on the 

development of team identification with a new team; these studies typically focus on the fans of 

expansion teams, which are new teams that a league establishes. In Belleville’s context, they 

have been exposed to three new teams in the last 40 years: The Bulls in 1981, the Ottawa 

Senators in 1992 and the Belleville Senators in 2017. While the Belleville Senators are 

technically a relocated team, the literature on new team identification is relevant because the 

Belleville Senators are a new team to hockey fans in the Belleville area, and they were likely 

unaware of the Binghamton Senators prior to their relocation to Belleville.  

Developing an Identity with a New Team 

 Many studies examining new team identification focus on why individuals develop an 

identification with a team that has no prior history. Lock et al., (2011) examined why fans 

developed an identification with a newly established A-League Football (the top tier soccer 

league in Australia) team and found that individuals decided to cheer for the new team because 

they believed the team represents their community, they already had a strong connection to 

soccer, they wanted soccer to grow in Australia, and they enjoyed gameday occasions. Similarly, 

Katz and Heere (2016) examined the team identification with a newly established college 

football team and found that many individuals developed fandom for the team because of their 

prior identification with the university and cheering for the team made them feel more connected 
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to the campus community. Additionally, James et al. (2002) explored why individuals decided to 

cheer for a newly established Major League Baseball (MLB) team and found that many 

participants already had knowledge of baseball, a connection to the community, and believed 

that the team would raise city prestige. Fans also cheer for new teams for the same reasons that 

they chose to cheer for established teams, such as friends, family, and geography (Wann et al., 

1996), but it seems that a sense of community and connection to a sport are the strongest 

motivating factors when choosing to cheer for a newly established team. This behaviour falls 

within the theorizations of social identity theory, as Tajfel and Tuner (1979) suggest that people 

align themselves with groups that exhibit similar characteristics as themselves. In this case those 

characteristics are community and sport. 

Further New Team Identity Development 

 Studies focusing on new team identification have also examined the longitudinal changes 

in fan behaviours. Katz and Heere (2016) examined the longitudinal development of fan attitudes 

towards a newly established college football team and found that private evaluation, public 

evaluation, cognitive awareness, behavioural involvement, and interconnection increase between 

year one and year two of fandom; they further explain that these behaviours did not significantly 

increase between year two and three of fandom (Katz & Heere, 2016). Additionally, Lock et al. 

(2012) found that as a fan’s identification with a new team increases the team becomes more 

central in their daily life, their connection to team members grows, they search for more 

information on the team, and they publicly praise the team. From these studies, it can be inferred 

that identification with a new team is shown through both internal feelings and external 

behaviours with the goal of self-esteem enhancement (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 
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Changes in Team Identification 

 Some studies have shown that newly established teams can cause fans to change their 

existing team identification. Harada and Matsuoka (1999) studied Japanese-League soccer fans 

and found that many individuals switched their fandom when a more local fandom alternative 

was presented. Similarly, McDonald et al., (2015) found that AFL fans switched their fandom 

when an expansion team was put in their community. These studies suggest that an individual's 

connection to their community can be strong enough for them to switch their existing team 

identification with a more-distant team when presented with a local alternative. 

Maintaining an Identity with a New Team 

 As mentioned earlier, fans use intergroup comparisons to enhance their group’s image 

and boost their self-esteem (Tajfel & Tuner, 1979). Typically, fans base these comparisons on 

current and past success and achievements (Delia & James, 2018). This considered, how do fans 

of a new team with no current or past success maintain their team identity when faced with 

unfavorable intergroup comparisons? Doyle et al. (2017) suggests that fans in this situation use 

future potential as a criterion for comparisons to make favourable comparisons to other team’s 

fan groups. Additionally, if no favourable comparisons can be made to other fan groups, 

individuals will favourably compare themselves to others in their own fan group based on criteria 

such as length of fandom, knowledge of the team, and behavioural involvement with the team 

(Doyle et al., 2017).         

Amateur Sport Fandom  

 Due to the limited studies on fan motivation and attendance predictors of junior hockey, 

articles examining these phenomena in high school sports will be discussed in conjunction with 

junior hockey studies. While junior hockey and high school football have their differences (i.e. 
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different sport, different regions of popularity), they share similarities. First, the age of the 

players in both contexts is similar, as high school athletes are typically age 14-18 and OHL 

players must be between the ages of 16 and 21. Additionally, both junior hockey and high school 

sports are very representative of their community and athletes on these teams typically are 

community or state/province grown individuals (OHL, n.d.). This considered, high school sports 

are comparable to junior hockey and are appropriate to discuss within the boundaries of this 

literature review. There is also a lack of qualitative studies examining the fan motivation factors 

for amateur and minor league sports, thus attendance will be used as a proxy for fandom. This is 

appropriate as fans with a strong connection to the team often support that team by attending 

games and buying merchandise (James et al., 2002). Using attendance as a proxy for fandom is 

especially appropriate for amateur and minor league sports due to the lack of television coverage 

when compared to their major-league counterparts.  

Community 

 As mentioned, sports teams are representative of their community (Aden & Titsworth, 

2012; Delia & James, 2018; Heere & James, 2007; Tonts & Atherley, 2010). The connection 

between an amateur sports team and their community is often considered the driving motivating 

factor behind developing a connection with a local team (Bernthal & Graham, 2003; Mason et 

al., 2005; Spinda et al., 2016). Paul and Weinbach (2011) examined the effect of game 

excitement factors, such as fighting, scoring, and winning, on attendance in the Quebec Major 

Junior Hockey League (QMJHL), which is the Eastern Canada equivalent to the OHL. Their 

examination showed that none of these factors statistically predicted attendance (Paul & 

Weinbach, 2011). Paul and Weinbach (2011) conclude that the motivation to attend QMJHL 

games manifests from the connection between junior hockey and small-town Canadian 
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communities. Similarly, Reding et al. (2011) surveyed high school football and soccer fans in a 

south-eastern state in the United States and discovered that high school football fans had high 

levels of community identification. These authors explained that local amateur sports teams help 

strengthen community integration and the overall well-being of a community (Reding et al., 

2011).  

Connection to Canadian Culture 

 Junior hockey plays a special part in Canadian culture. Canadians refute 

Americanization (Jackson, 1994; Mason, 2002) and believe that the purest form of hockey is 

played outdoors on a frozen pond or lake, free from corporate influence (Ramshaw & Hinch, 

2006). While pond hockey is not much of a spectator sport, Canadians are drawn to junior 

hockey because of its perceived lack of American corporate influence (Mason et al., 2005). 

Mason et al. (2005) claim that the amateur aspect of junior hockey develops a nostalgic 

sentiment within individuals. This relationship is also shown through junior hockey players. 

Kennedy et al. (2019) completed a discourse analysis of news articles about the Saskatchewan 

Junior Hockey League’s Humboldt Broncos bus crash in 2018 and found that junior hockey 

players are often described as model Canadian citizens who play for the love of the game rather 

than money.  

Minor League Sports Fandom 

 Minor league refers to teams that play at a professional level below the major leagues, not 

to be confused with minor sports, which are recreational or competitive sports organized for kids. 

Examples of minor leagues are the AHL, Minor League Baseball (MiLB) and National 

Basketball Association (NBA) G-League. These are considered affiliated minor leagues, as their 

major league affiliate assigns them players, for various reasons, who are under contract to their 
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organization. This is typically how minor leagues operate, however, there are some minor 

leagues that are not affiliated with a major league and sign their own players; these are known as 

independent minor leagues.  

Minor leagues differ from amateur leagues as they are made up of athletes who are paid 

adults that can come from countries all over the world. Amateur leagues, such as the OHL, are 

made up of unpaid athletes who typically reside in the region their team is based in and attend 

local high schools. Mason et al. (2005) claims that this makes them more assimilated in the 

community and thus more representative of the city. These differences are shown in the 

motivations to spectate minor league versus amateur sport. While amateur sports fans are 

motivated by their connection to a community (Mason et al., 2005; Paul & Weinbach, 2011), 

minor league sports fans are motivated by excitement factors, such as scoring, promotions, 

winning and fighting.  

Game Excitement Variables 

 Studies examining attendance motivations for minor league sports typically focus on the 

effect that game excitement variables have on ticket sales. Generally, these variables tend to have 

a positive effect on minor league sports attendance (Andrew et al., 2009; Bernthal & Graham, 

2003; Gitter & Rhoads, 2010; Greenwood et al., 2006; Paul, et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2004; 

Zhang et al., 2001). In hockey specifically, some of these variables have different effects on 

Canadians than Americans. Paul and Chatt (2011) examined the effect of game excitement 

variables (i.e. winning, fighting, scoring, quality of opponent) on AHL attendance from a 

divisional perspective. These authors found that winning only had a statically positive effect on 

attendance in the east and north divisions, which are considered traditional hockey markets, as 

those divisions include Canadian teams and northern American teams such as Hershey and 
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Syracuse suggesting that traditional hockey fans are motivated by on-ice quality even when it 

comes to minor league hockey games (Paul & Chatt, 2011). Additionally, Rockerbie (2017) 

suggested a similar sentiment claiming that fans in less traditional American markets are 

motivated by fighting where traditional Canadian fans respond negatively to fights. Rockerbie 

(2017) concluded that American minor league hockey teams that operate in weaker markets (i.e. 

the southern states) with less traditional hockey fans must leverage fighting and violence to 

attract fans to games.  

Geographic Proximity and Affiliate Effect 

Studies have found mixed results regarding the effect that geographic proximity to the 

major league affiliate has on minor league team attendance. Gitter and Rhoades (2010) suggest 

that the association between an MLB team and their affiliate can be leveraged to increase the 

affiliate’s attendance, but only if the affiliate is within close geographical proximity to the parent 

club, which they claim is 100 miles (160 km). Often times, fans cheer for the teams that are 

closest to them geographically (Rooney, 1974). Based on Rooney’s (1974) conceptualizations of 

sport fan regions, if a minor league team is located within 160 km of their major league affiliate 

it is likely that they are situated in a city where many fans identify with their big-league affiliate. 

That being said, fans will go to see their favourite major league team’s farm team as a substitute 

for going to a major league game, as they are still cheering for an extension of their favorite 

major league team (Gitter & Rhoades, 2010). It is worth noting that the Belleville Senators are 

further than 160 km from Ottawa. Contradicting these results are Paul et al. (2013) who found 

that distance to the NHL parent club did not affect the AHL affiliate’s attendance but did find 

that NHL parent team success positively affected their AHL affiliate’s attendance. Paul and 

Chatt (2011) also claim that AHL teams that are near NHL teams have to be successful on ice to 
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attract fans due to a substitution effect as fans are more likely to attend NHL games if the 

barriers (i.e. cost, travel) to doing so are similar to going to watch AHL hockey. 

The major league team that a minor league team is affiliated with can also affect fandom. 

Lewis (2001) found that Hartford Whalers fans refused to cheer for their local AHL team, the 

Hartford Wolf Pack, who replaced the Whalers after they left town, because of their affiliation 

with the Whalers’ biggest rival, the New York Rangers. This finding is interesting in the context 

of Belleville area hockey fandom. Belleville has a history of Toronto Maple Leafs and Montreal 

Canadiens fandom (Mahar, 2019) and the Belleville Senators are affiliated with the Ottawa 

Senators, which are a rival of both the Leafs and Canadiens. This considered, Lewis’ (2001) 

findings suggest that Leafs and Canadiens fans in the Belleville area would not cheer for the 

Belleville Senators.  

Conclusion  

Team identification must be developed and maintained. The initial development and 

maintenance of team identification can be explained by social identity theory. Social identity 

theory claims that individuals align themselves with groups to enhance their-self-esteem and that 

this connection must be maintained when met with identity threats to ensure the group reflects 

positively on an individual’s self-image (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). The phenomena 

of relocation and new team identification can create unique situations that impact the 

development and identity maintenance strategies of fans (Doyle et al., 2017; Foster & Hyatt, 

2007; Lock et al., 2011; Wenger et al., 2019). Additionally, relocation and expansion can give 

fans in a community exposure to different leagues at different levels of play that have unique 

motivations for team identification development (Mason et al., 2005; Paul & Chatt, 2011; Paul & 

Weinbach, 2011; Rockerbie, 2017). As discussed earlier, amateur sport and minor league sports 



 

 MULTIPLE RELOCATIONS AND EXPANSIONS                                                                25 

 

 

 

have polar opposite attendance motivations (Andrew et al., 2009; Bernthal & Graham, 2003; 

Mason et al., 2005; Spinda et al., 2016; reding et al., 2011; Zhang et al., 2004; Zhang et al., 

2001). The literature suggests that amateur sports fandom is strongly influenced by a sense of 

community (Dryden & MacGregor, 1989; Mason et al., 2005; Paul & Weinbach, 2011), whereas 

minor league fans are motivated by game excitement variables factors, such as winning, fighting 

and promotions (Gitter & Rhoades, 2010; Paul et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2001; Zhang et al., 

2004). That being said, Winfree and Fort (2008) suggest that junior hockey and minor league 

hockey are close substitutes, however, Bernthal and Graham (2003) suggest that amateur sports 

fans only attend amateur sports games and minor league fans only attend minor league games. It 

is apparent that minor league fandom and amateur sports fandom are driven by many different 

factors, but it is unclear if amateur fans will convert to minor league fans when presented with no 

other local amateur hockey alternative.  

Based on this review, there are multiple gaps in the literature that need to be addressed. 

First, fans who have experienced multiple relocations and expansions need to be examined. 

Additionally, team identification, as well as team identification development and maintenance, 

needs to be examined in an amateur sports and minor league sports context, as current studies 

only look at fandom through attendance. Fans that have received a team through relocation have 

also not been examined in the literature. Lastly, more clarification is needed on the differences in 

minor league and amateur sports fans. More specifically the difference in fan motivations 

between the two groups and whether amateur fans will transition to cheering for a minor league 

needs to be examined. These gaps will be addressed by fulfilling the study’s purpose and 

answering its research questions by using qualitative research design and a constructivist 

approach to grounded theory.  
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Chapter Three- Methodology 

Grounded Theory 

 Qualitative researchers often use methodological strategies to guide their research. Some 

examples of methodologies used in qualitative research are phenomenology, narrative inquiry, 

narrative methods, ethnography, qualitative case study, and grounded theory (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2015). Researchers must consider the objective of their research when choosing a methodology 

to adhere to, as each has unique goals and research methods (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The 

methodology that will guide this study is grounded theory. Grounded theory focuses on 

understanding how events and experiences impact individuals’ social-psychological processes 

(Charmaz, 2006). Similarly, this study is focused on how relocation and expansion (the 

event/experience) impacts fans’ identity development and maintenance (the social-psychological 

process). 

Grounded theory was developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) as a methodologically 

sound way to better understand social-psychological processes. Grounded theory initially 

manifested as a hybrid methodology made up of quantitative and pragmatic research principles 

in the 1960s and 1970s (Charmaz, 2006). The systematic and codified attributes of grounded 

theory come from Strauss’ background in quantitative research, while the emergent nature and 

focus on social and subjective meaning comes from Glaser’s background in pragmatic research 

(Charmaz, 2006). Ultimately, Glaser and Strauss combined strategies from these contrasting 

fields of research to advocate for generating theory from the data, rather than generating 

hypotheses based on existing theory, and to combat the notion that only quantitative methods 

could generate theory that is unbiased (Charmaz, 2006).       
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More recently, grounded theory is defined by its emergent nature and constant 

comparative strategies, as well as its focus on social events/ experiences, participant’s lives and 

theory generation (Charmaz, 2006). Charmaz (2006) explains that grounded theory provides 

researchers with a set of general guidelines, rather than strict rules, which lends itself to the 

emergent nature of grounded theory. This tenant of grounded theory allows the researcher to 

follow the leads that emerge in the data (Charmaz, 2006). That being said, recruitment criteria, 

interview questions, and research techniques, are always changing with the goal of generating 

theory (Charmaz, 2006). This emergent nature comes from the constant comparative strategy that 

grounded theory is known for. Researchers adhering to grounded theory simultaneously collect 

and analyze data to find similarities and differences in the data (Charmaz, 2006). These trends in 

the data give the researchers leads to follow and may alter the original interview guide and 

recruitment criteria (Charmaz, 2006). This is all done to learn about the participants’ lives and to 

generate theory to understand the lives they live (Charmaz, 2006).  

Charmaz (2006) outlines two different approaches to grounded theory: objectivist and 

constructivist. Charmaz (2006) explains that an objectivist approach to grounded theory is one 

that is focused on generating objective facts, erasing researcher influence, and ignoring social 

context. A constructivist approach is defined by its focus on the phenomena, and the notion that 

data collection and analysis are created from shared experience (Charmaz, 2006). This study will 

follow the constructivist approach, as it is focused on phenomena (relocation and expansion) and 

will embrace social context and researcher influence as an important part of the research process.  

Sample  

The sample for this study consisted of 12 individuals from the Belleville area who 

claimed they were affected by at least one of the cases of relocation and expansion of interest. 
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All participants were male; this stat is reflective of the population of Belleville, as only 3500 out 

of the 65,000 people in Belleville identify as visible minorities, which is about 5% (Statistics 

Canada, 2016) The participants' ages ranged from 22 to 68, and the average age amongst 

participants was 41. Interviews ranged from 36 to 72 minutes in length with an average length of 

54 minutes. In total, there were 151 pages of transcripts included in the analysis. Following 

Charmaz (2006), the interview guide changed (Appendix B) throughout the data collection 

process to reach theoretical saturation. That being said, member check emails (Appendix C) were 

used to ask participants that were interviewed in the early stages of data collection to provide 

insight on questions that were added to the interview guide in the latter part of data collection, 

which assisted with theoretical saturation. Eight of the 12 participants responded to their member 

check; two of these included answers to the additional questions that were asked, while the other 

six expressed that the five theme summaries that were presented were representative of Belleville 

hockey fans. The two member checks that provided additional responses were included in the 

analysis.      

Sampling in grounded theory consists of initial and theoretical sampling procedures 

(Charmaz, 2006). Initial sampling is choosing participants in the early stages of data collection 

based on the criteria for eligibility set before entering the field (Charmaz, 2006). Theoretical 

sampling, a defining tenet of grounded theory, is sampling to fill theoretical categories identified 

by the researcher in the mid to late stages of the data collection and analysis process (Charmaz, 

2006). New eligibility criteria will emerge throughout the data collection process to reach the 

point of theoretical saturation, which is the point that gathering additional data relating to a 

theoretical category fails to bring forth further theoretical insights for that category (Charmaz, 

2006).  



 

 MULTIPLE RELOCATIONS AND EXPANSIONS                                                                29 

 

 

 

Theoretical sampling was used in a few ways in this study. Of the first nine participants, 

only two were old enough to comment on their experience with the OHL’s expansion to 

Belleville in 1981, so two of the last three participants were strategically recruited due to their 

age and experience with the OHL expansion to Belleville. Similarly, only one of the first eight 

participants was an Ottawa Senators fan, and it was clear that their relationship with the Ottawa 

Senators positively impacted their relationship with the Belleville Senators. As a result, two 

more Ottawa Senators fans were recruited to gain a deeper understanding of this relationship. 

Lastly, none of the first seven participants was a non-Ottawa Senators fan and a Belleville 

Senators fan. It was unclear what would be the motivation for a non-Ottawa Senators fans to 

cheer for the Belleville Senators based on the existing literature, so three individuals fitting this 

requirement were recruited. 

This study sampled from the population of hockey fans in Belleville who have been 

affected by one of the relocations or expansions of interest. There were three initial criteria to be 

eligible for this study. First, the participant must have been age 18 or over. Second, they must 

have lived within a 25km radius around Belleville (Appendix D) spanning from Quinte West to 

the west, Thomasburg to the north, Deseronto to the east, and Wellington to the south. 

Participants from the outskirts of Belleville were considered for this study because larger cities 

with hockey teams act as a hub for smaller surrounding communities (Mason et al., 2005). 

Individuals living in small communities are drawn to larger cities to watch hockey, shop in 

bigger stores, eat at more varied restaurants and use local amenities not offered in their small 

community (Dryden & MacGregor, 1989). Additionally, a 25 km radius was chosen as fans 

outside this radius may be in the fandom hubs of other cities in eastern Ontario such as Kingston, 

Oshawa or Peterborough who host very historically rich and successful OHL teams (Rooney, 
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1974); if an individual lives closer to either Kingston, Oshawa, or Peterborough, it is likely they 

would cheer for one of those OHL teams (Rooney, 1974). Lastly, participants must have been 

able to provide commentary on how they were impacted by any of the four relocations and 

expansions that have happened in the Belleville region. As mentioned, more criteria arose during 

the data collecting process regarding age and team alignment due to the use of theoretical 

sampling (Charmaz, 2006). 

Recruitment 

This study used social media as its sole recruitment tool, given the social restrictions of 

COVID-19. Regardless, given that Belleville is a relatively small city word of mouth was a great 

way to grow awareness of the study. The researcher has a wide network of family, friends, co-

workers, and acquaintances in the area who were able to view, like, comment, and share their 

social media posts. The social media posts included a short statement explaining the purpose of 

the study and encouraged people to contact the researcher if they were interested (Appendix E). 

Initially, one social media post was made to the researcher’s Facebook page, which garnered 

interest from five individuals. When theoretical categories began to emerge, the researcher 

reposted the social media post with the altered recruitment criteria (Appendix E) to their personal 

account; this post garnered interest from two more individuals. The researcher also posted in the 

Belleville Senators Fan Club Facebook page in attempt to recruit Belleville Senators and Ottawa 

Senators fans, but this garnered zero responses. The remaining five individuals were recruited 

through word of mouth from other participants and through the researcher’s personal network.  

Facebook was the sole social media site used for recruitment based on demographics. 

Given that this study dealt with a city’s history of relocation of expansion, the first of which 

dates back 40 years ago, people 50 years of age and up were an ideal group to target. A recent 
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social media study examined the age demographics of various social media sites and revealed 

that 51% of people ages 50-65 use Facebook, which is over double the number of people that age 

who use Instagram and three times more than Twitter (Khoros, 2020).  

Once an interested participant reached out to the researcher, they were asked a few 

screening questions such as: How old are you? Where do you live? What hockey teams do you 

cheer for? Why do you want to participate in this study? These screening questions allowed the 

researcher to determine if the participant was appropriate for the study. These questions also 

assisted with theoretical sampling, as the researcher was able to determine if the interested 

individual fits into any newly developed sampling criteria. If the individual was a good fit, the 

researcher attempted to book an interview by asking for the participant’s availability, providing 

their availability, and sending the consent form (Appendix F).  

Due to COVID-19 related constraints, four interviews took place over the phone, seven 

took place over Zoom, and one took place over Discord. StreamLabs OBS, a recording software 

that captures computer audio, was used to audio record the interviews. Video was not recorded 

for the interviews over video-call to protect the participant’s identity.  The audio recordings were 

then transcribed verbatim to prepare them for analysis.  

Data Collection   

Interviews were used as the primary data collection method for this study. Interviews 

allow researchers and participants to produce stories, language, feelings, beliefs, and 

classifications based on the participant’s accounts of events or phenomena they have experienced 

(Green & Thorogood, 2018). Merriam and Tisdell (2015) claim that it is necessary to interview 

when a study examines “past events that are impossible to replicate” (p. 108). Based on these 

claims, interviews were appropriate for this study because they allowed the researcher to revisit 
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past events with the participants, reconstruct these events, and gain a better understanding of how 

these events affected the participants. 

Interviews also align with grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006). Charmaz (2006) outlines 

intensive interviews and defines them as “a directed conversation… [that] permits an in-depth 

exploration of a particular topic with a person who has had the relevant experiences” (p. 25). In 

the context of this study, the interviews were directed towards the individuals’ fan motivations, 

identity development, identity maintenance, and experience with relocation and expansion. 

Charmaz (2006) further explains that intensive interviews can either be semi-structured or open-

ended. This study used semi-structured interviews with a developed interview guide (Appendix 

G), but there was room for probing (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Interviews in grounded theory 

aim to elicit and reconstruct the participants' experience with the phenomena of focus (Charmaz, 

2006). Interviews in grounded theory also explore the participants’ social-psychological 

processes, the meanings behind their phrases, and the implicit meanings of their responses 

(Charmaz, 2006). In terms of structure, grounded theory interviews start out broad and end 

focused. By encouraging responses early in the interview, the researcher sets the tone for rich 

data gathering for the more directed questions (Charmaz, 2006). These guidelines were used 

when developing the interview guide for this study, as the researcher asked questions about the 

participants’ fandom in general before exploring their experience with the phenomena.       

Member check responses (Appendix F) were also used to collect data for analysis. 

Participants who were interviewed early in the data collection process were asked in their 

member check email to comment on questions that emerged in later interviews to gain a more 

holistic understanding of the participants’ behaviour, and to solidify theoretical categories. 
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis began after the first interview was transcribed and coincided with the data 

collection processes (Charmaz, 2006). NVivo was used to code the collected data. Following 

grounded theory guidelines, initial, focused, axial, and theoretical coding were used as the data 

analysis steps for this study (Charmaz, 2006). According to Charmaz (2006), initial coding 

involves “cod[ing] with words that reflect action” (p.48), while also looking for nuances and 

gaps in the data. Charmaz (2006) explains that researchers undergoing initial coding should be 

open to all theoretical possibilities and code using action words, rather than preconceived 

notions, to avoid making conceptual leaps without analytical backing. Nuances and gaps in the 

data are found by comparing participant’s coded transcripts to each other (Charmaz, 2006). In 

this study, initial codes were used to briefly describe the participant’s thoughts, behaviours, and 

emotions line by line. When appropriate, the participant’s words were used in the code to best 

represent their meaning and actions. For example, if the participant used the word ‘connection’, 

to describe their relationship to the Belleville Bulls, that line was coded ‘Connection to the 

Bulls’. Initial codes that arose in each interview were then compared and contrasted to each other 

for similarities and differences to identify themes and gaps in the data. 

The next stage of coding in grounded theory is focused coding. Charmaz (2006) explains 

that the process of focused coding involves using the most frequent initial codes to sort through 

large amounts of data in order to determine the quality of those codes. Similar to initial codes, 

focused codes are also compared to each other (Charmaz, 2006). Charmaz (2006) explains that 

comparing codes during focused coding may illuminate codes or bring forth emergent codes not 

seen in the earlier processes of data analysis. Ultimately, the process of sorting through data and 

comparing codes creates focused codes (Charmaz, 2006). For this study, focused codes were 
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generated by combining similar initial codes into larger codes that incorporated a wider range of 

data. For example, some participants noted that they liked to watch the development of certain 

Belleville Bulls players. The initial codes looked like “Enjoyed P.K. Subban development”, 

“Like watching Matt Beleski develop” etc., but were combined into a more general focused code 

“Motivation- junior hockey player development” to better describe this behaviour across 

multiple interviews.  

 The next step of coding in grounded theory is axial coding (Charmaz, 2006). Charmaz 

explains that axial coding is the process of relating categories to subcategories in order to make 

your results more coherent. For this study, axial coding was done by identifying related focused 

codes that fit together under a larger theme. For example, participants identified the points of 

attachment they had with the Belleville Bulls. To better outline this theme, focused codes that 

related to the points of attachment with the Bulls were identified and included as sub-themes, 

such as attachment to players, attachment to the Bulls ‘community feel’, and attachment to the 

community around the team. Some third level themes were also used to better describe the sub-

categories. An example of this is attachment to player, as fans identified being attached to player 

development, player involvement in the community, and player accessibility; by providing these 

subcategories, the behaviour of the participants is better represented  

The last stage of coding in grounded theory is theoretical coding, which plays an integral 

part in theory generation. Essentially, theoretical coding identifies relationships between 

thematic categories (Charmaz, 2006). These relationships provide more coherence to a 

researcher’s analysis, as theoretical codes take seemingly unrelated concepts and themes and link 

them together (Charmaz, 2006). Theoretical coding was used to build themes for this study. For 

example, the six focused codes labeled sympathy towards other fan bases, reluctance to commit, 
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skepticism towards the future of teams, appreciation for what you have, reduced interest in the 

OHL and realization that hockey is a business emerged from the data. While these categories are 

unique and may seem to be unrelated, they are all changes in perspectives that participants 

developed after they lost their local team to relocation, thus the theme Changes in Perspective 

Towards Teams, Leagues, and Hockey was created. Additionally, theoretical coding was used to 

identify the core theme amongst the five themes identified in chapter four.  

Memo Writing 

Charmaz (2006) claims that “memo-writing is the pivotal intermediate step between data 

collection and writing drafts of papers” (p. 72). The purpose of memo writing is to enhance and 

accelerate the data analysis process (Charmaz, 2006). Memo writing assists in data analysis by 

capturing the thoughts behind the connections and comparisons the researcher makes (Charmaz, 

2006). Conversing with oneself through memo writing can also cause new analytical ideas to 

arise (Charmaz, 2006). Another benefit of memo writing is that it keeps the researcher close to 

the data analysis, which is a key part of grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006). There is no formula 

for memo writing. The best way to write a memo is free-form and in language that is natural and 

familiar to the researcher (Charmaz, 2006). The important part of memo writing is crystalizing 

thoughts in the form of writing. The researcher wrote 45 pages worth of memos. Memos 

included analytic thoughts during transcription, emerging themes in analysis, emerging criteria 

for participation, notes for theme generation, notes regarding recruitment strategies, etc..  

Trustworthiness 

 Trustworthiness refers to the degree of confidence in a researcher's data, analysis, and 

data collection methods (Connelly, 2016). Trustworthiness can be broken down into these 

criteria: credibility, dependability, confirmability, transferability, and authenticity (Connelly, 
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2016). Credibility refers to the internal validity of the data and strength of the methods used 

(Connelly, 2016). The researcher emailed member checks (Appendix F) to the participants which 

included preliminary findings, as well as any new questions that arose to address the credibility 

of the research. Of the 12 emails sent, eight participants responded all of whom indicated that the 

preliminary findings were accurate based on their experiences and interpretations. Tested 

methods outlined by Charmaz (2006) were used to ensure the credibility of the methods used. 

Dependability refers to the stability of data and confirmability refers to the transparency behind 

the researcher’s methodological decisions which can be achieved through process logs and audit 

trails (Connelly, 2016), but was addressed in this study through memo writing. Transferability 

refers to the usefulness of the findings to others in similar situations (Connelly, 2016). Some of 

the findings from this study may be transferable to other cities in Canada that have experienced 

multiple relocations and expansions across multiple hockey leagues. Lastly, authenticity refers to 

the range of realities shown, and the realistic representation of the participant’s lives (Connelly, 

2016). The first part of this criterion was addressed through the use of theoretical sampling, as 

theoretical sampling is used to fill gaps in data collection (Charmaz, 2006). The second part will 

be addressed through the presentation of the participants’ voices through direct quotes in chapter 

four.    

Reflexivity 

Charmaz explains that “researchers… are obligated to be reflexive about what we bring 

to the scene, what we see, and how we see it” (p. 15). When using a constructivist approach to 

grounded theory, the researcher must understand that they are the main tool for data collection, 

thus their beliefs, knowledge, and biases will shape the research design and findings (Charmaz, 
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2006). The researcher cannot separate themselves from their identities, but they can acknowledge 

how they influence the production and interpretation of research.  

As a sports fan researcher, I believe that sports fandom is something that can have 

positive effects on people's lives, even though some negative aspects of sports fandom arose in 

the interviews. While I do not consider myself a passionate fan of the Bulls or the Belleville 

Senators, I entered these interviews believing that Belleville loved the Bulls more than they love 

the Belleville Senators, which may be why I am so interested in finding out how people perceive 

the differences in these teams and the leagues they play in. Being a part of a large extended 

family of Toronto Maple Leafs fans in the Belleville area has led me to believe that a large 

portion of Belleville NHL fans are Leafs fans. My family being Leafs fans explains why I am 

interested to see how the Belleville Senators’ association with the Ottawa Senators affects 

Belleville hockey fans’ team identification development and maintenance around the arrival of 

these two teams in the area. Growing up in Belleville explains why I am interested in studying 

Belleville fans versus the 16 other Canadian cities that have hosted both a minor league and 

major junior hockey team. These are the ways that my identity has shaped this research.  

As much as the researcher influences the data, this research also influenced me and my 

perceptions. I came into this study believing Toronto Maple Leafs fans were making logical 

decisions when choosing not to attend Belleville Senators games, and it was clear to me that the 

Belleville Senators were bound to relocate in a couple of years. After talking to certain 

individuals, my ideas around this topic have changed completely. Now it amazes me that people 

do not go and watch their hometown hockey team, especially after experiencing relocation, 

because of their existing NHL allegiances; at the end of the day, it is two different leagues. I also 

think that the Belleville Senators are in a perfect spot geographically, and if it is feasible for the 
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Ottawa Senators to keep them there, they probably will. This shift in ideology perhaps influenced 

the way I framed some of my interview questions and analyzed my data; this is not a bad thing 

though it is just important for researchers to be transparent with their positionality in the 

research.   

Ethics 

 Ethics are important to consider for this study to ensure the well-being of the participants 

as well as the researcher. Generally, qualitative researchers concerned with ethics should address 

the purpose of the study, informed consent, reciprocity, confidentiality, and data access (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2015; Patton, 2014). It is important to make sure that the participant knows the 

purpose of the study for them to give full informed consent and to make sure they do not feel 

deceived. To ensure that the participants were fully aware of the study’s purpose it was stated on 

the consent form (Appendix D) which was verbally discussed with the participant before the 

interview started. Informed consent was received by giving the participant the full details of the 

study including their role, the researcher’s role, and the benefits to both parties. Consent was 

physically achieved by having the participants sign a consent form or give verbal consent before 

the interview started. Reciprocity refers to the benefits the researcher and participant will 

receive. The researcher communicated before the interview that the study benefited him by 

fulfilling the requirements for his masters degree. No benefits were offered to the participants. 

Confidentiality is important in qualitative studies as participants may reveal sensitive 

information that they do not want to be tracked back to themselves. To ensure confidentiality, the 

researcher did not disclose the participants’ identities, each participant was given a pseudonym, 

and limited demographic data will be available in this document. Closely linked to 

confidentiality is data access. The researcher kept the participants’ audio recordings and 
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transcripts on a password secure computer and documents containing personal information (i.e. 

the participant master list) were also password protected. The researcher also deleted the 

participants’ audio recordings once their interview was transcribed. These confidentiality 

measures were discussed when overviewing the consent form prior to beginning the interview. 
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Chapter Four- Findings and Discussion  

 The purpose of this study was to explore how experiencing multiple cases of relocation 

and expansion across multiple levels of play impacts fan identification development, and fan 

identification maintenance. To explore these concepts, 12 interviews were conducted with 

hockey fans (Appendix H) in the Belleville area who indicated that they were affected by at least 

one of the four cases of relocation and expansion outlined in the first chapter. This chapter will 

explore five themes that emerged from the 12 interviews. These themes include Developing an 

Identity with a Newly Established Team, Developing Points of Attachment with Junior and Minor 

League Hockey Teams, Maintaining an Identity with a Team Post Relocation, and Change in 

Perspective Towards Teams, Leagues, and Hockey. From these themes, the core theme Lasting 

Impacts of Experience Relocation and Expansion was identified. These themes will be presented 

using participants' quotes and will be contrasted to existing theories and literature.  

Developing an Identity with a Newly Established Team 

 In the last 40 years, Belleville area hockey fans have been directly exposed to three new 

hockey teams: the Belleville Bulls, the Ottawa Senators, and the Belleville Senators. This section 

will describe why, or why not, the participants in this study chose to develop a fan identity with 

the Belleville Bulls, the Ottawa Senators, and the Belleville Senators. Specifically, this section 

will outline the role existing allegiances, geography, distinctiveness, and exposure to a team at a 

young age play in the process of developing an identity with a new team.    

The Role of Existing Allegiances 

 Past studies have uncovered factors that cause individuals to develop an identity with a 

newly established sports team, such as sense of community and connection to sport (James et al., 

2002; Katz & Heere, 2016; Lock et al., 2011). In contrast, participants in this study noted factors 
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that acted as a deterrent to identity development with a newly established team. In terms of 

developing an identity with the Belleville Bulls, Ottawa Senators, and Belleville Senators, 

participants noted that their existing team allegiances acted as a barrier. Wendell, a past 

Belleville Bulls seasons tickets holder, grew up in Peterborough and was a Peterborough Petes 

fan when he was a child. Wendell later moved to Belleville in his late 20s and resided in 

Belleville when the Bulls were born. While he eventually became a Bulls fan, he discusses some 

of the struggles he had when the Petes played the Bulls in their early years:  

 I was torn between uh living in Belleville and being a Peterborough Petes fan. I really 

had trouble when Domi was playing for the Petes and he’d come to Belleville and kick 

the crap out of the some of our players. 

Similarly, Steve considers himself an avid Belleville Bulls fan but when the Bulls were born, he 

was a young adult and already had an existing allegiance with the Petes because he knew the 

general manager. Steve discusses how his connection to the Petes impacted his relationship with 

the Bulls:  

 When Peterborough came to town it was always interesting because free tickets kinda 

determined I would be cheering for the Petes side, right? But whenever anyone else 

showed up, especially Kingston, like “God I gotta cheer for the Bulls”. 

While Steve and Wendell both eventually became Bulls fans, their existing allegiance to the 

Petes acted as a barrier to their fandom.  

 Existing allegiances acting as a barrier to fandom manifested differently when looking at 

the Ottawa Senators expansion, as none of the participants in this study indicated that they 

switched their NHL fandom due to the Senators expansion in 1992. Sid, a 41year-old life-long 

Toronto Maple Leafs fan who was 12 at the time, explained that he had been a Leafs fan for too 
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long to switch his allegiance to the Ottawa Senators, saying “I was pretty confident I was never 

hopping on that bandwagon…  I think that just already I was a little bit in Leafs camp by that 

time”. Doug, a life-long Leafs fan who is 65 years-old and was 36 at the time of the Ottawa 

Senators’ expansion, explains that you cannot switch allegiances after being a fan for so many 

years, stating “you can’t change teams after you’ve been a fan for so many years right?” 

Similarly, Wendell, who had been a Leafs fan since he was a young boy and who was 39 years-

old at the time of Ottawa’s arrival, was confident that he would not become an Ottawa Senators 

fan, claiming he “was glad to see another team come to Canada, but uh… [he] wasn’t going to be 

leaving the Toronto Maple Leafs”. While Wendell and Steve eventually became Bulls fans 

despite their existing alliance to the Petes, the individuals in this study who had developed Leafs 

fandom many years before the NHL’s expansion to Ottawa did not switch their fandom to the 

Ottawa Senators. 

Lastly, existing NHL allegiances acted as a deterrent to developing an identity with the 

Belleville Senators. Sid, Doug, Matt, and Malcolm all cited the Belleville Senator’s affiliation 

with the Ottawa Senator as a reason why they are not Belleville Senators fans. These individuals 

all have other existing NHL team allegiances that have been reinforced over many years of 

fandom. When asked if he is a fan of the Belleville Senators, Doug says no. He further explains 

that he is not a Belleville Senators fan because he is a Toronto Maple Leafs fan, and that he 

chooses to cheer for the Leafs AHL affiliate, the Toronto Marlies, when they are in town:  

No, I don’t think so cause I’m not a fan of the Ottawa Senators and I think that’s the spin 

from them, right? Even when the Marlies are playing in Belleville here I always cheer for 

the Marlies of course.   
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Dan, who is one of the three Ottawa Senators fans in this study, explains that the Belleville 

Senators affiliation with the Ottawa Senators is great for him, but admits that he would not care 

that much if they were affiliated with another team:  

I think I have the advantage of breaking through [the barrier] because I am an Ottawa fan 

whereas the majority of people here are Toronto fans, so they have that kinda wall built 

up like “Oh Jesus! I am not going to cheer for an Ottawa team” ... You know, I think if 

the Montreal Canadiens had of put their team here, I don’t know if I would’ve been as uh 

excited or as pumped. I would be glad hockey is back, but I think I would still be a little 

bit more cynical than I am excited now as an Ottawa fan. 

This quote from Dan greatly illuminates the deterrent to identity development that team 

affiliation can cause. Not only does Dan understand the behaviour of Toronto Maple Leafs fans, 

but he also claims that he would display similar behaviour if the Belleville Senators were 

affiliated with another team. 

As shown, some people were able to overcome their existing allegiances to develop an 

identity with Belleville Bulls, but others were not able to do so when it came to the Ottawa 

Senators and Belleville Senators. It is likely that the Belleville Bulls were seen as the hometown 

team for Belleville area hockey fans, being that they were the only hockey team in Belleville, but 

many people consider the Toronto Maple Leafs the hometown NHL team for Belleville area 

residents. When asked if the Leafs are the hometown NHL team for Belleville residents, Darryl 

suggests that all you have to do is look at Belleville Senators’ crowd when the Toronto Marlies, 

the Leafs AHL affiliate, are in town:  
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Oh ya! Absolutely! Like when the Marlies come to town, right? … [The CAA Arena] 

holds about 4000 people, there would be 3000 Leafs jerseys there, me included.  

When Ed was asked this same question, he claimed that a vast majority of NHL fans in the 

Belleville area cheer for the Toronto Maple Leafs: 

Oh ya! 100%. I bet like… In terms of like of people I talk to, and I talk to a good amount 

of people, and its probably 80% Toronto fans. 

Jason, an Ottawa Senators fan, explains that geographic proximity and history will cause the 

Leafs to always be the de facto NHL team for people in Belleville to cheer for: 

Toronto is number one for our area without a doubt ... we are closest to Toronto. You 

 know, they’ve been around the longest… a lot of people come from Toronto to Belleville 

to live now. I mean, um, it’s just everything adds up. That’s never going to change. 

Ottawa could win the next three Stanley Cups, and you’re going to gain a lot of fans, but 

you are never going to change that, you know. You could dig into it a little bit, but you’re 

never going to take that number one spot. 

In contrast, some participants made it clear that the Belleville Senators’ affiliation with the 

Ottawa Senators made it feel like they are not Belleville’s team. Sid explained this wonderfully 

when he said “For myself personally, the Bulls felt like my team. This team, it doesn’t. It feels 

like it’s the Senators”. 

 The behaviour of these Belleville area hockey fans aligns with the tenets of social identity 

theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). People align themselves with groups that exhibit values similar 

to their own (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). In terms of cheering for the Toronto Maple Leafs versus 

the Ottawa Senators, fans see the Leafs being more representative of their self image because 

they believe the Leafs to be the hometown NHL team for the Belleville area, and many fans 
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often choose to cheer for their hometown sports team (Andrijiw & Hyatt, 2009; Goldman et al., 

2016; Sveinson & Hoeber, 2016). Similarly, fans of NHL teams that are not the Ottawa Senators 

chose not to align themselves with the Belleville Senators because they do not align with their 

NHL fan identity, and they do noy see the team to be representative of their hometown.  

Social identity theory also explains that individuals align themselves with teams to boost 

their self image through intergroup comparisons (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). From this perspective, 

it makes sense for individuals to align themselves with the Toronto Maple Leafs because they are 

a more historically relevant team. Also, past studies have shown that fans of newly established 

teams struggle to compare themselves positively to fans of other teams due to the fact that there 

are few positive comparisons that can be made between a newly established team and an 

established and historically rich team (Doyle et al., 2017). That being said, it would not make 

sense for a fan to switch their allegiance from a group that aligns with their self-concept and 

reflects very positively on their self-image (the Toronto Maple Leafs) to a team where they may 

struggle to create positive intergroup comparisons (the Ottawa Senators) that is less 

representative of their self-concept.  

Geography as a Motivator 

 While none of the participants in this study indicated that they switched their team 

identity to the Ottawa Senators as a result of the NHL expansion in 1992, there are three 

participants who indicate that they became a fan of the Senators shortly afterwards. Each of these 

three indicated that Ottawa’s location had a role in their decision to cheer for the Ottawa 

Senators. Jason, who did not want to cheer for the Leafs, explains that he was motivated to cheer 

for the Ottawa Senators because they were close enough to view live, saying “The location had 

[an impact]… For sure, 100%. [They’re] the next closest city to Toronto. I wanted to cheer for a 
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local team. Obviously being able to go to a game, right?” Jason explains that he wanted to cheer 

for a team that he could watch live. For some, Ottawa is a more ideal destination to go for an 

NHL game because tickets are cheaper, parking is easier, and traffic is lesser when compared to 

going to a Leafs game. Patrick’s experience was a little bit different. As he explains, his family’s 

connection to the Senators, as well as the geographic location of Ottawa, caused him to develop 

and identification with the Ottawa Senators: 

 My uncle’s neighbour worked for Easton and was the equipment supplier for the Ottawa 

Senators. So, my family was given tickets from time to time, and I was actually in the 

Senators Kids Club… And they’re from Ontario right? 

Dan was born in Ottawa before moving to Belleville as a kid, and discusses how that connection 

motivates his fandom when he says, “My primary favourite team is Ottawa um, being born there 

I just kinda of drifted that way”.  For Dan, it is not necessarily the geographic location of Ottawa 

that drives his connection to the Ottawa Senators, its the fact that he was born there that 

motivates his fandom.  

 Geographic proximity is one of the biggest fandom motivators discussed in the literature 

(Greenwood et al., 2006; Goldman et al., 2016; Harada & Matsuoka, 1999; Rooney, 1974; Wann 

et al., 1996). Typically, people want to cheer for a team that is accessible and that they can 

consider their hometown team (Lock et al., 2011; McDonald et al., 2015); this would be the case 

for Jason and Patrick, as they noted that choosing to cheer for Ottawa was out of geographic 

convenience and provincial representation. However, Dan’s relationship to Ottawa is slightly 

different. Being born in Ottawa, Dan has an emotional connection to the city; this is known as 

place attachment (Aden & Titsworth, 2012, Tonts & Atherly, 2010). Unlike Patrick and Jason 
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who discussed the geographical convenience of cheering for the Senators, Dan decided to cheer 

for the Senators because they represent the place where he was born.  

Distinctiveness as a Motivator 

 So, if Patrick and Jason want to cheer for a geographically convenient team, why do they 

not cheer for the Toronto Maple Leafs? From a social identity theory standpoint, Toronto is 

closer geographically and the Toronto Maples Leafs are more successful historically. Patrick and 

Dan explain that they wanted to deviate from the norm. As mentioned earlier, the Toronto Maple 

Leafs are considered the ‘hometown’ NHL team for the Belleville region. As a result, there are 

many Leafs fans in Belleville. Jason discusses how this motivated his decision to cheer for the 

Ottawa Senators: 

 I always didn’t like Toronto, the Maple Leafs. Obviously there is a lot of Leaf fans 

around… I kinda wanted to cheer for somebody else and uh, you know, Ottawa was the 

team. 

Patrick also wanted to deviate from the norm, but unlike Jason, he wanted to deviate on a more 

micro-level:  

Once I found out my dad liked Toronto, it just kinda… I liked Ottawa more…  We would 

always bet hot chocolates whenever they played when I was growing up. So, it’s kinda 

like “a friendly my team versus your team”. 

As Patrick discusses, he chose to deviate from his dad’s fandom of the Toronto Maple Leafs and 

decided to cheer for the Senators to develop a friendly rivalry with his dad. Interestingly, John, 

who grew up a Maple Leafs fan, would purposely cheer against the Leafs to bother his best 

friend growing up:  

 He’s a huge Leafs fan and me and him were pretty good friends growing up and for 
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whatever reason I just wanted to be not like him for a bit. So I started cheering for the 

[Ottawa] Sens just cause I knew it angered him. *laughs* 

While John admittedly had a soft spot for the Ottawa Senators because him and his father would 

regularly go to NHL games in Ottawa, he chose to cheer for the Ottawa Senators to distinguish 

himself from his best friend. 

 Deviating from social norms best explained using optimal distinctiveness (Brewer, 2003), 

which is based on the tenets of social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  Brewer (2003) 

explains that individuals have personal and social identities, and that optimal distinction occurs 

when an individual’s group alignment allows them to reap maximum individual needs (i.e. 

distinction) and social needs (i.e. belonging). In terms of this study, Patrick, John, and Jason still 

belong in the greater social category of ‘hockey fan’, but are distinct because they cheer for a 

different NHL team than most people in Belleville. In a social context, this allows them to 

connect with other hockey fans, but distinguish themselves from Toronto Maple Leaf fans 

(Andrijiw & Hyatt, 2009). For John specifically, he would have been able to leverage his 

connection to the Ottawa Senators and the Toronto Maple Leafs to always ensure positive self-

image when the two teams were compared, as he could lean to the more positive side in any 

situation.  

Exposure at a Young Age  

 As discussed earlier, the older participants’ fandom was not affected by the NHL’s 

expansion to Ottawa because they already had stable connections to other NHL teams that had 

been reinforced over many years. A commonality between the three Ottawa Senators fans in this 

study is that they all went to their first NHL game when they were very young; each of these 

games happened to be Ottawa Senator home games. When asked how his fandom of the Ottawa 
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Senators manifested, Jason explains that going to Ottawa for his first NHL game initiated his 

fandom: 

 I went to one of my first ever Ottawa Senators game, it was actually with [name]...going 

back 20 years ago, actually more than that…Probably 20-25 years ago. You know, just 

going to the game and starting follow the team. 

Dan also explains how going to his first NHL game in Ottawa solidified his fandom with the 

Ottawa Senators: 

 I had heart surgery at the children’s hospital in Ottawa when I was 13 and they gave 

me box seats to a game. So that kinda cemented me... that was ’98. That was six years 

after they came into the league. So that was my first ever NHL game I ever went to and 

sitting up in a box, that was a pretty cool experience. 

Patrick had a similar experience to Jason and Dan, but he also discusses how he was exposed to 

the Ottawa Senators, their star players at the time (Marian Hossa), and their arena through being 

a member of the Ottawa Senators Kid’s Club:  

 I had breakfast with the Senators. So, I think I sat at a table with Marian Hossa and had 

pancakes, which was pretty sweet. Uh, and then I’ve been to the arena a couple times and  

have skated on the ice during off days when... [Went to a] couple games as well.   

Patrick’s membership in the Ottawa Senators kids club gave him memorable moments with the 

Senators organization and John, who only cheered for the Ottawa Senators to spite his best 

friend, also describes how going to NHL games in Ottawa caused him to develop a ‘soft spot’ for 

the Ottawa Senators:  

I went to my first NHL game in Toronto when I was nine. It was obviously so hard to get 

tickets and so expensive that my dad started taking me to [Ottawa] Sens games not long 
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after he realized how big of a hockey fan I was. I think I probably went to maybe 10 Sens 

games over the course of I don’t know. Between maybe being eight years old and like 12. 

But I started having a bit of a soft spot for them. 

While John does not consider himself an Ottawa Senators fan in the present day, the direct 

exposure he had to the team while he was young caused him to build a small connection to 

Ottawa Senators. This quote also relates to a point made in a previous section that Ottawa is a 

more desirable location to attend an NHL game due to cheaper prices and more ticket 

availability.  

 Unlike some of the older participants in this study, Dan, Jason, John, and Patrick were all 

exposed directly to the Ottawa Senators at a young age before they had a stable connection to 

another NHL team. James (2001) discusses that individuals typically develop connections to 

sports teams when they are young, and as early as age five. One of the factors that James (2001) 

discusses in developing fandom young is behavioural consistency, which includes attending 

games. In the context of this study, the three Ottawa Senators fans all went to their first NHL 

game in Ottawa when they were 13 or younger. In sum, Jason, Dan, and Patrick developed a 

connection with the Ottawa Senators because they were directly exposed by going to Senators 

games at a young age. Older participants in the study did not have this same experience with the 

Ottawa Senators, rather, they developed a connection to other NHL teams when they were 

young, before the Ottawa Senators existed in their current form. It is worth noting that many of 

the Toronto Maple Leafs fans in this study noted that the Leafs were the only team they had 

access to when they were young before the technological advances of cable television and the 

internet.  
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Developing Points of Attachment with Junior and Minor League Hockey Teams  

Existing fan research shows contrasting fan motivations for junior and minor league 

sports. This relationship was mirrored in this study through the way fans developed points of 

attachment with the Belleville Bulls compared to the Belleville Senators. Wann and James 

(2019) explain that points of attachments are “sports objects with which fans can form an 

attachment” (p. 44); these include teams, sports, players, coaches, community, level of 

competition, and aspects of the sports environment (Wann & James, 2019). This theme will 

outline how the participants developed points of attachment with the Bulls through community 

connection, and with the Belleville Senators through level of play and team affiliation.  

Junior Hockey and Connection to the Community 

The participants discussed developing points of attachment with Bulls players, and the 

community feel of the team. These points of attachment were developed through the Bulls 

interactions and involvement in the community. Patrick mentions developing a connection with 

specific players, specifically his favourite Bull Cory Tanaka, due to their involvement in the 

Belleville Bulls hockey school: 

I did a Belleville Bulls hockey school camp when I was in middle school, and my team  

leader was Cory Tanaka, so when he was playing it was always cool to see… P.K. 

Subban was there, and obviously he’s a very high-profile player and he was very 

involved with the community in Belleville, so it was really cool! 

Darryl explains how Bulls players would used to meet fans at a local pizza parlor after games, 

and that one particular Bull player would spend his time interacting with his young son: 

 They would come in, and they would say hi to everybody. His favourite player when he  
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was young was a guy named Ray Edwards, who was a tough guy. Ray used to sit with us 

all the time, and just chat with [my son]. He didn’t really talk to my buddy and I, but he’d 

talk to [my son] for an hour. It was something else that somebody like that would do 

something like that for a kid 

Participants also mentioned that they enjoyed the ‘community feel’ of the Belleville Bulls.  

John went to many Bulls events when he was young, but talked about how he felt when he 

realized why the Bulls were organizing those events:   

 You realize what they are actually doing for the community, just like raising  

money for whatever charity with those programs. I honestly thought it was pretty cool 

that the team gets involved with the community.  

In his member check email, Dan suggests that the Bulls were easier to “rally around” because 

they had more of a community feel, while further explaining that the Belleville Senators do not 

resonate with Belleville hockey fans because they are too corporatized: 

For me I think the community attachment plays the biggest part for people in 

Belleville. As much as I’m a Belleville Senators fan I think the Bulls as a community 

were easier to rally around based on their community involvement.  If I can use the 

analogy of a big corporation vs buying locally owned.  The AHL seems like the Walmart 

of hockey in this scenario. Great quality stuff and you can find everything you want in it, 

but there is still that corporate feel. Whereas the OHL and the Bulls seemed more like 

that locally owned shop…maybe you couldn’t find everything you were looking for 

(quality of hockey, bigger budget game experience, etc.) but it really felt homey, and the 

personal touch was there. 
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Whether it be developing a point of attachment with a player, or with the community 

aspect of the team, it is apparent that the development of points of attachment with the Bulls was 

done through interactions with the community. In terms of a player’s connection to the 

community, Mason et al. (2005) suggests that junior hockey fans feel connected to junior hockey 

players because they are assimilated in their communities through attending local schools, 

billeting in local homes, and participating in local events. This notion holds true for this study as 

multiple participants noted that they developed points of attachment with players who were 

involved in the community, and many discussed that they enjoyed going to local events to meet 

players. The idea that community feel and involvement helped fans develop point of attachments 

with the Belleville Bulls aligns with studies that examine junior hockey fandom and attendance. 

Paul and Weinbach (2011) examined the effect that game excitement variables have on Quebec 

Major Junior Hockey League (QMJHL) attendance. When they found that none of them had an 

affect on QMJHL attendance, they explained that the deep connection between small-town 

Canadian communities and hockey is the strongest motivation for attending junior hockey 

games, as for many small-town communities their hockey team is what puts them on the map 

(Mason et al., 2005). 

 The involvement of the Belleville Bulls and their players within the Belleville community 

caused fans to develop deep-rooted points of attachment with the team. These deep-rooted 

connections to the community made it ‘easy’ for individuals to support the Bulls. As Matt 

explains “It’s like they were easier to relate to or or cheer for, just because there was a closer 

connection to the community”. Heere and James (2007) explain that when a team can align 

themselves with an external entity that their fans also align with, it can increase fan 

identification. In this case, the Bulls did an exceptional job at aligning themselves with the 
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Belleville area through their team’s and player’s involvement in the community. This idea can be 

linked to social identity theory as well. Tajfel and Turner (1979) explain that individuals align 

themselves with teams that are representative of their self-concept. Therefore, individuals liked 

to cheer for the Bulls because they truly believed that they were representative of themselves 

(Aden & Titsworth, 2012; Delia & James, 2018).   

Minor-League Hockey and Esthetic Value 

 Aligning with the literature, the participants mentioned differing points of attachment 

with the Belleville Senators. Participants in this study mentioned developing points of 

attachment with the level of competition that the Belleville Senators provide, and the team 

affiliation between the Ottawa Senators and Belleville Senators. 

 For many years, Belleville had a local junior hockey team full of ‘scrappy teenagers’ 

trying to reach their next stage of hockey. Now they have an AHL team of ‘grizzled veterans’ 

and ‘young guns’ who are playing in arguably the second-best league in the world. Darryl says 

that even if the Belleville Senators are not doing well, AHL hockey is still amazing to watch:  

 AHL, it’s good hockey. It really is. Even if the first year Belleville wasn’t that good, the  

other teams, they were, had some pretty good players. Like, to watch them, the way they 

throw the puck around, the way they skate- it was amazing to watch. 

Sid mentions that it excites him that he can watch live AHL hockey locally:   

 The AHL is great hockey. It’s the second-best league in the world… being that it’s  

arguably the second-best league in the world, you know as a hockey guy I am excited 

about that.  
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Matt mentions that even though he is not a Belleville Senators fan, that he would rather go watch 

the Belleville Senators than Kingston Frontenacs, who are more local to him, since moving to 

Kingston, because of the quality of hockey: 

I would just go to a game because I like high quality hockey and it’s better than, um, you  

know, the OHL which is in Kingston. 

As Darryl, Sid, and Matt all mention, the esthetic value of watching professional hockey is 

enough to draw them to games and get them excited. Level of competition is a common concept 

operationalized in quantitative studies examining points of attachments with sports teams. Fans 

are often driven to higher levels of competition due to the aesthetic value it provides (Gencer, 

Kiremitci, & Boyacioglu, 2011; Robinson, Trail & Kwon, 2004; Trail et al, 2003). This seems to 

also be the case for participants in this study, as they often made comments about how great 

AHL hockey is or how fast it is.  

For Ottawa Senators fans, team affiliation also acted as a point of attachment with the 

Belleville Senators. For Jason, it seemed logical that he was going to develop a fandom with the 

Belleville Senators given their affiliation with the Ottawa Senators: 

 I couldn’t have been more excited. I mean, I am an Ottawa Senators fan, and you have 

their farm team coming to Belleville. 

Patrick also talks about his excitement when he heard the Belleville Senators were coming 

locally, and his desire to watch up and coming players: 

 It was really cool that it was an Ottawa Senators affiliate. I’ve been to a couple games  

and it was nice to see players that were playing in the AHL get called up and do well, like 

Drake Batherson. 
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For these Ottawa Senators fans, it seems that team affiliation caused them to develop an 

instantaneous point of attachment with the Belleville Senators. Being that the Belleville Senators 

are an extension of the Ottawa Senators organization it is highly reasonable that the three Ottawa 

Senators fans instantly developed a fandom with the Belleville Senators. This behaviour also 

aligns with sport fan theorizations. As an individual’s connection to a sports team grows, being a 

fan of their favourite team becomes a part of their self-concept (Funk & James, 2001). Given that 

Dan, Jason, and Patrick have all been Ottawa Senators fans since they were young, it can be 

presumed that being an Ottawa Senators fan is an integral in their self concepts. Linking this 

back to social identity theory, individuals typically align themselves with groups that are 

representative of their self-concept (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). That being said, cheering for the 

Belleville Senators makes theoretical sense for Ottawa Senators fans because the Belleville 

Senators are representative of their self concept, which includes being an Ottawa Senators fans.  

 There is a clear difference in the development process of points of attachment with the 

Belleville Bulls versus the Belleville Senators. For the Bulls, fans developed deep points of 

attachment with the players through actively interacting with the team in the community. For the 

Belleville Senators, the points of attachment that fans development with them are mostly esthetic 

and required no interaction with the team. Without even going to a game, fans would likely know 

that the Belleville Senators play at a high level of competition, or that they are affiliated with the 

Belleville Senators. With regards to the Bulls, fans developed their points of attachment with the 

team through direct interaction in the community, which is likely a reason why many participants 

had a stronger connection to the Bulls than they do with the Belleville Senators. The level of 

connection that fans had with the Bulls versus the Belleville Senators also suggests that fans look 

for more than esthetic value when it comes to developing an identity with a hockey team. Some 
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non-Belleville Senators fans even mentioned that AHL hockey is better than OHL hockey, 

suggesting that there are more important factors to hockey fans than a quality on-ice product, 

such as a connection to players and the community. It could also suggest that there are some 

undesirable characteristics of the Belleville Senators and AHL that outweigh the aesthetic 

value.    

Developing Points of Detachment with the AHL & Belleville Senators 

 While participants mentioned points of attachment with both the Belleville Bulls and 

Belleville Senators, they also mentioned aspects of the Belleville Senators and the AHL that they 

find unappealing. These were a lack of player accessibility, a lack of team knowledge, and a 

disconnect between the Belleville Senators and local fans. Darryl explains that Belleville 

Senators players are hard to follow because they can be called up to their parent club on a whim: 

  Lots of people don’t like the fact that if, you know, you go [to a game] to watch a 

player, and he’s one of their better players, he may or may not be there because now they 

are so close to Ottawa. Calling a player up is, you know, it’s like opening your door and 

waving to your neighbour to come over, right? So, they are that close, where the player 

movement is pretty easy. 

AHL players also differ from OHL players in term of their involvement in the community. As 

discussed earlier, Bulls players were actively involved in different events around Belleville. That 

being said, Sid mentions that since Belleville Senators players are professionals, they do not have 

to participate in community events: 

  The thing with the [Belleville] Senators is, they’re professionals and they have a 

union and they don’t have to show up at schools and read books. And things like that, 

you don’t get that community feel with them. 
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The responses of Darryl, Doug, John, and Sid suggest that they prefer the visibly and 

accessibility of junior hockey players, and dislike that Belleville Senators players do not share 

the same characteristic. For OHL players, they live in the community, go to local schools, attend 

local events, and most often play for the team they are drafted to for four to five years unless 

they are traded, which is less common in the OHL compared to the AHL (Mason et al., 2005). 

AHL players, according to the participants, are not visible because they are often traded, called 

up, or do not attend local events. For Belleville area hockey fans, this is not the behaviour they 

are used to when it comes to players. The lack of connection that Belleville area hockey fans 

make makes sense from a theoretical standpoint. First, fans align themselves with athletes in a 

similar manner that they do with teams (Wann & James, 2019; Funk & James, 2001), so they 

would want to align themselves with athletes that share values similar to their own, and athletes 

that can boost their self image (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). The lack of availability of AHL players 

to meet with fans and go to local events is likely an annoyance to Belleville area hockey fans, 

and they probably do not want to align themselves with people who behave in such a way 

Participants also mentioned that they do not know a lot about the teams in the AHL, 

which makes them have less interest in the league, as well as the Belleville Senators. Ed 

mentions that the Bulls had natural rivalry with close teams such as Kingston and Peterborough, 

but that factor is lacking in the AHL:  

 I think like the small town feel of the OHL really has like a big thing to do with that  

because, you know, you’re obviously young, so you know people from Kingston and 

Peterborough, so it's kinda what you’re talking about all of the time. Same thing with the 

AHL. I’ll only go if the Marlies are playing because I kinda know some of the players 
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right? Like I am not interested in you know, the Syracuse Crunch or teams like that, 

cause I have no emotional connection with them I guess? 

Matt also made a similar comment about the natural rivalry between the Bulls and other OHL 

teams, and the lack of knowledge he has of some AHL teams: 

The interesting thing about the OHL too is that you know when the Kingston Frontenacs  

are in town. It’s just the next town down the (highway) 401 basically. You’re skipping 

over Napanee, but whatever. It’s just the next town down the highway, there’s like a 

natural rivalry. It’s a place that’s tangible for a lot of folks in that community. Whereas I 

believe there’s another team in the AHL that’s called the Ontario Reign? And they are 

out of California. Or the San Diego Gulls. Or the Cleveland Monsters… There’s a whole 

slew of teams I am actually looking up where their home base is.  

Matt and Ed suggest their unfamiliarity with other AHL host cities and their teams causes 

them to be uninterested in certain matchups. Essentially, the unfamiliarity between Belleville 

hockey fans and other AHL host cities causes a lack of rivalries between the Belleville Senators 

and other AHL franchises. Fans are interested in rivalries because it gives them a chance to show 

dominance over a salient out-group, which aids in boosting their group and self-image (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979). Naturally, this opportunity to prove dominance over another team leads to more 

interest from spectators (Tyler & Cobbs, 2015).  

Lastly, some ex-Bulls seasons ticket holders mentioned that the Belleville Senators do 

little to uphold Bulls traditions, ranging from not honouring seasons tickets locations to not 

continuing the legacy of the Bulls. Wendell lists a couple of business decisions made by the 

Belleville Senators that he does not agree with as an-ex Bulls seasons tickets holder, one being 
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the lack of accommodations made for the Bulls “Symbol Man” who would march up and down 

the stands during Bulls games bashing his symbols: 

The thing that pissed me off is that they wouldn’t honour your uh seat location from 

your seasons tickest and I think that was a mistake… The uh Symbol Man uh for the 

Bulls. I tried talking to the ownership of the uh Senators and the management of the 

Senators in Belleville to see if they would give him a media pass or something. They 

wouldn’t entertain that at all. And uh, they really discouraged the cowbells. You know, 

people used to have cowbells that they’d ring when the Belleville Bulls scored a goal and 

everybody brought their cowbells to the uh to the arena, and uh they’re pretty much 

saying “we really don’t want you bringing your cowbells”. Well screw you! 

Sid mentions that he and other ex-Bull seasons ticket holders wish that the Belleville Senators 

would do more to align themselves with the Bulls and uphold their memory, such as adopting the 

Bulls former mascot, “Bully”, who was a red Bull that walked on two legs: 

It was a sour thing for a lot of Bulls seasons tickets holders that transferred to the 

Senators. A lot of them felt like they were just brushed to the side that none of their 

memories or feelings or what we could do to make it, you know, and an easy one the 

mascot. Still use Bully and throw a Belleville Senators jersey on him.  

Given that Sid and Wendell both were fans of the Bulls for many decades, and are both still 

attached to the Bulls, stands to reason that they would want the Senators to uphold some of the 

traditions of the Bulls. From a social identity theory standpoint, the Belleville Senators aligning 

themselves with the Bulls would possibly make it more appealing for ex-Bulls fans to cheer for 

them, as the Belleville Senators would be more representative of their self-concept (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979). From a managerial standpoint, the Belleville Senators could be trying to distance 
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themselves from the Belleville Bulls because the geographic disparity of AHL teams may allow 

them to draw from a larger geographic pool beyond Belleville (Rooney, 1974), and having too 

many Belleville Bulls traditions may alienate fans in cities that have OHL teams, such as 

Kingston, Oshawa, and Peterborough. 

 The points of detachment that Belleville area hockey fans have developed with the 

Belleville Senators and the AHL all manifest from comparisons made to the Belleville Bulls and 

the OHL. For player visibility, participants are used to OHL players that they would see play for 

four to five years and be involved in the community, which does not happen at the minor league 

level. For team knowledge and rivalries, participants are used to heated rivalries with teams that 

they have a tangible knowledge of because they are a short trip down Highway 401. With the 

exceptions of the Toronto Marlies and the Laval Rocket, whose rivalries with the Belleville 

Senators are likely derived from parent team rivalries, the Belleville Senators have no rivalries, 

and they often play against teams that fans have not heard of. Lastly, Bulls fans are used to 

specific traditions and seasons tickets holders are used to preferential treatment. When the 

Belleville Senators discourage these traditions, and do not offer preferential treatment, it 

discourages die-hard Bulls fans. It is likely that if fans were only ever exposed to an AHL team, 

they would not have these issues because they would have no other team or experience to 

compare to.  

Maintaining an Identity with a Team Post Relocation 

 Belleville area hockey fans experienced relocation out of their area when the Belleville 

Bulls relocated to Hamilton in 2015. Based on participant responses, this was by far the most 

impactful event in the area in terms of impact on fan behaviour. Many individuals described 

feelings of anger and sadness, which is consistent with relocation literature (Mitrano, 1999). 
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Others mentioned that it was not a loss for themselves, but for the Belleville area as a whole. 

Despite this devastation, all but one participant indicated that they still consider themself a Bulls 

fan. Typically, fans reinforce their team identity by attending games, going to team related 

events, and searching for team related information (Doyle, 2017; Hyatt & Foster, 2015; James, 

2001; Lock et al., 2012), which is a difficult task when a team has relocated. The participants in 

this study indicated that recalling memories, incorporating the Bulls into present day activities, 

following ex-Bulls, and displaying memorabilia has allowed them to keep their connection to the 

Belleville Bulls.  

Recalling Memories 

 While the relocation of the Belleville Bulls was devastating for many of the participants, 

some mention that recalling memories, and “remembering the good times” helped them recover 

emotionally. Now, fans look back on these memories fondly and it allows them to maintain their 

connection with the Bulls. Dan looks back on a specific memory from the late 1990s of watching 

the Bulls play for the Memorial Cup, which is the major championship played for in the 

Canadian Hockey League (CHL), which is made up of the three top-tier major junior hockey 

leagues in Canada: the OHL, the QMJHL, and the Western Hockey League (WHL): 

  I remember I broke my arm in ’98; it was the year that Belleville was going to 

the Memorial Cup in Ottawa. So, I remember we got tickets to that and went up to that. 

So, it’s a lot of special memories that come along with the Bulls. 

Ed went to Bulls games before he could even comprehend what was happening on the ice or 

form a memory. When he heard that the Bulls were relocating, he was very mad and even wrote 

angry letters to local politicians. He describes how memories helped him heal and maintain his 

connection to the Bulls:  
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 Once it happened, I think you kinda just remember the good memories. Like I know I just 

remember all the times [when] I went with my dad, or when we saw them go to the 

Memorial Cup, I think it was in ’99. And then just kinda all the runs they had later in the 

2000s with Mathias and Beleski and those guys and uh… P.K. Subban. Just remember 

kind of the good times. 

Ed mentions P.K. Subban, a former Belleville Bull, who is a perennial NHL All-Star who has 

had a successful professional hockey career playing for teams teams such as the Montreal 

Canadiens, Nashville Predators, and New Jersey Devils. Malcolm, who is a huge P.K. Subban 

fan, often looks back on his memories of watching him and his brothers play in Belleville:  

 I grew watching the Belleville Bulls who had P.K. Subban, Malcolm Subban, Jordan 

Subban, and I talk about them a lot because Brett, I was a massive fan of P.K. growing 

up. I have many pictures that I’ll look back on. The opportunities Brett that I had. Like a 

free skate with the Belleville Bulls. It was fun, right? 

Lastly, Matt not only looks back on his times watching the Bulls to maintain his connection to 

the team, but also to maintain a connection to his late grandfather whom he went to Bulls games 

with:  

I miss the Bulls and the other thing to is… Um… The relationship with my grandfather. 

 So, my grandfather has passed now, and obviously I look back on the time that I spent 

with him super, super, super fondly. And, when I was in school and being able to stay up 

late and go to hockey games with him, it was just the greatest thing in the world. 

For these participants, looking back on their memories with the Bulls allows them to keep the 

Bulls legacy alive internally.   
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 While looking back on memories seems like it would be standard practice for fans of a 

relocated team, it is rarely mentioned in relocation literature. While some of the quotes Mitrano 

(1999) presents mention memories, they are not the focal point of his analysis. In this study, 

recalling memories of the Belleville Bulls allowed participants to mend their emotions by 

replacing trauma with loving memories (Pivnick, 2011). By doing so, fans are replacing the bad 

memories with good ones in order to maintain a positive connection to their team in a similar 

way to others who grieve after experiencing trauma (Pivnick, 2011). This use of memories 

expands on the work of Mitrano (1999), as he explains that fans of a relocated team often 

compare the loss to that of a loved one. Memories also offer Bulls fans a unique way to interact 

with the team since fans can not go to Bulls games or events ran by the Bulls, and these 

interactions play a vital part in maintaining their identity with the Bulls. 

Incorporating the Bulls into Present-Day Activities 

 While participants noted that they think about their past memories with the Belleville 

Bulls, some mentioned that they incorporate the Bulls into their present-day activities. Doug 

talks about how he still wears his Bulls hat around town. While this behaviour could fit under the 

memorabilia section, it will be discussed here for the specific reason he wears it presently. Doug 

explains: 

Some people don’t recognize [the Bulls hat], so then I have to explain it to them so I get a 

chance to talk about them. But then other people recognize it and say “Oh that’s an old 

hat, haven’t seen that for a while!” So ya. Just something to get a response from 

someone. 



 

 MULTIPLE RELOCATIONS AND EXPANSIONS                                                                65 

 

 

 

Since Doug purposely wears his hat to spark conversation, it is a perfect example of how a fan of 

a relocated team incorporates that team into their present-day activities. Ed explains that a lot of 

his friends and family are Bulls fans and that they still come up in present-day conversations: 

Like certainly I get to talk about it at family [events] and stuff like that… I just think that 

everyone I knew and that my family knew was a Bulls fan at some point so... It always 

comes up in some form of conversation 

Jason explains how he has a podcast and described how he incorporates the Bulls into it: 

 [name] and I have our own podcast as well, and part of the thing is to, you know, bring 

back Belleville Bulls memories and guys who played against the Bulls, guys who played 

for the Bulls. We’ve already interviewed uh… I wanna say at least four of them I think.  

Sid explains a couple of ways the Bulls are incorporated into his daily activities including his 

involvement in Belleville Minor Hockey, which provides the youth of Belleville the opportunity 

to play hockey at a recreational and competitive level:  

 I mentioned earlier about minor hockey. And that’s the Junior Bulls. So we keep that 

logo going and we try to build a culture around it where, you know, it's important to our 

community and who we are…  And little interviews like this one I am doing with you, or 

just talking to friends about it.  

The fact that the minor hockey teams in Belleville are called the “Junior Bulls” also allows the 

Bulls brand to be a part of many children’s and family’s lives in the Belleville area, as they are 

wearing the Bulls logos on their jerseys and any other team gear they may be provided with.  

 These activities are pretty similar to those discussed by Hyatt (2007) in his section “I am 

Still a Whalers Fan”, as these fans incorporated the Whalers into their jobs, hockey games, and 

weddings post-relocation. The two unique activities displayed in this study are Jason’s podcast, 
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and Sid’s involvement with the “Junior Bulls”. New-age technology allows Jason to not only 

record and broadcast his podcast, but also locate and reach out to past Bulls players to invite 

them for an interview; this is something that would have been difficult, if not impossible for the 

fans examined in Hyatt (2007), Lewis (2001), and Mitrano (1999). In terms of Sid, he mentions 

that the Junior Bulls are an important part of the Belleville community. While he was the only 

one who mentioned the Junior Bulls (possibly because he was the only participant with kids in 

the minor-hockey age range) it is an interesting way to keep the Bulls legacy alive, as it allows 

individuals to interact with the Bulls brand on a regular basis. Additionally, family is one of the 

biggest social factors impacting team identification (James, 20001; Spaaij & Anderson, 2010), 

thus existence of the “Junior Bulls” could allow parents to pass on their Bulls fandom to their 

children in the absence of going to or watching games.  

Following Former Players 

 As will be discussed later in this chapter, some participants were strongly attached to 

Belleville Bulls players for various reasons. When the Bulls relocated, individuals were not able 

to cheer for the Bulls as a whole, but some participants mentioned that they did, or still follow 

ex-Bulls players. Matt explains how he feels a sense of pride when he sees ex-Bulls performing 

well in the NHL: 

 Phillip Grubauer, he’s a goalie for the Avalanche right now, he was a Belleville 

Bull, for at least one season, maybe two, and he's doing quite well in the NHL. P.K. 

Subban is another name. Shawn Mathias was a name, he made the world junior team 

when he was playing for the Bulls and then ended up getting drafted, mind you I think he 

had a bit of a shorter NHL career. Um, Jason Spezza, I think, had a cup of coffee with the 
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Bulls. Matt Beleski. I kinda just have this, you know, feeling inside of me that I would 

say is pride. Like, yes! One of the Belleville Bulls guys made it! 

When asked how he keeps his connection to the Bulls alive, Sid explains that he likes to follow 

the progression of ex-Bulls across the globe: 

 Certainly, following the progression of the limited few that are in the NHL. And in the 

AHL and European leagues and things like that, still following that. 

Some participants mentioned that after the Bulls relocated and became the Hamilton Bulldogs in 

2015, that they had a spurred interest in following ex-Bulls players in Hamilton; this is best 

summed by Wendell’s experience: 

 I followed the Bulls [players] pretty close until uh the players that moved with 

the franchise to Hamilton were done junior hockey… then I kinda lost interest. 

As Wendell mentions, he temporarily followed the Hamilton Bulldogs because a lot of their 

players were ex-Bulls players, but eventually lost interest.  

 Following ex-players as a means to maintain a connection with a relocated team is best 

outlined by Kulczycki and Hyatt (2005). Essentially, these authors describe that Hartford 

Whalers fans would travel to watch ex-Whalers post relocation for nostalgic reasons (Kulczycki 

& Hyatt, 2005). This process looks a little different for the participants in this study. Matt and 

Sid both explained that they followed ex-Bulls players in the pro leagues, which could be 

difficult for a few reasons. First is the fact that not all OHL players transition to pro-play once 

they age out, while most of the Hartford Whalers players would have still been in the NHL for 

the coming years after their relocation. The second is the fact ex-Bulls players could be playing 

in foreign countries where there could be a lack of English broadcasts, a lack of broadcasts in 

general, and a lack of information on players, which would be more difficult than watching ex-
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Whalers on the Carolina Hurricanes. For participants like Wendell and Jason, who followed 

some of the players to Hamilton, the lack of OHL broadcasts would make it difficult to follow 

players without driving three hours to Hamilton. Wendell also mentioned that his interest in the 

Bulldogs fizzled out when all the ex-Bulls players aged-out of the OHL; this is likely due to the 

fact that the Bulldogs no longer had a connection to the Belleville Bulls.  

Displaying Memorabilia 

 The most common way that people maintain their connection to the Bulls is by displaying 

memorabilia and wearing merchandise, which allows fans to interact with the Bulls on a regular 

basis. This repeat exposure with Bulls memorabilia and merchandise assists fans in maintaining 

their identity with the Belleville Bulls. Darryl commented on the variety of merchandise he has 

laying around: 

 We have a few game-worn jerseys and sticks and pucks and bells and all kinds of little 

trinkets kicking around still from when the kids were little. And those pins that I was 

telling you about, we still have them. Every one of them. 

John explains how he made a more permanent commitment to the Bulls: 

  It might sound crazy. I have a tattoo of a Bull on my arm… I got like half a sleeve on my 

shoulder and I included it just cause it meant so much to me. 

Matt explains why he decides to wear his Bulls jersey playing pond hockey: 

 I have a Belleville Bulls like the throwback yellow jersey. If I am going to play pond 

hockey, you bet that’s the first jersey that I am pulling out.  There’s a little bit of 

“Ouuu… That jersey’s not available anymore. That’s a special one. That’s a throwback 

jersey”, but that’s also the team that I like really care about. Again, the Leafs too but, you 
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know, everyone’s got a Leafs jersey when you’re going to play pond hockey or you’re 

going for a public skate or something. 

Sid describes some of the valuable and rare merchandise still on display around his home, 

including some valuable banners that hung in the Yardmen, the arena the Bulls played in: 

I have a couple banners that hung in the Yardmen. I got some pucks and some signed 

paraphernalia and pictures and jerseys. As you see now, I am wearing a Bulls hat. Oh ya! 

Certainly all kinds of that stuff still going! 

Similar to looking back on memories, or incorporating the Bulls into their daily activities, 

displaying memorabilia and wearing merchandise allows the participants to interact with the 

Bulls without going to games or team events.  

 Hyatt (2007) claims that fans of relocated teams displaying memorabilia and displaying 

team merchandise is “expected under the circumstance” (p. 49). While this is true, this behaviour 

is worth discussing. First, it is worth mentioning that displaying memorabilia and wearing 

merchandise is seldom discussed in relocation literature. In a sport fandom context, obtaining 

rare memorabilia could be a way to differentiate oneself to boost self prestige (Doyle et al., 2017; 

Tajfel & Turner, 1979), although it seems that participants in this study chose to display Bulls 

memorabilia and wear Bulls merchandise to show that they are still a fan of the Bulls and 

reinforce their connection with them. When discussing the memorabilia, participants seemed to 

be coming from a place of pride, not vanity. For example, Matt explains that he feels special 

when he puts his Bulls jersey on because he really cared about the Bulls. Similarly, John said 

that he decided to get the Bull tattoo on his arm because the Bulls meant so much to him. 

Overall, it seems people wear the merchandise and display memorabilia of a relocated team as a 
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way to interact with the team in the present day, and to show the pride they had for the team, thus 

maintaining their connection.  

 In terms of maintaining an identity, social identity theory discusses how group prestige is 

determined by positive or negative comparisons to socially salient and proximate outgroups. 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Tajfel and Turner (1979) also discuss that social situations for 

comparisons and a relevant outgroup must be present for intergroup comparisons to happen. In 

terms of the Belleville Bulls, these are not present because there are no longer Bulls games and it 

is likely that the Bulls are no longer considered a rival by the fan bases in Kingston, 

Peterborough, and Oshawa. Perhaps this is a benefit for people who choose to maintain their 

connection to the Bulls, as the do not have to worry about creating positive comparisons to rival 

teams. The downfall to this is that fans must find unique ways to maintain their identity with a 

relocated team. 

Tajfel and Turner (1979) also describe that individuals align themselves with groups to 

boost their self-prestige. Brewer (1991) further explains that individuals reap personal benefits 

(i.e. distinction) and social benefits (i.e. sense of belonging) by aligning themselves with groups. 

Perhaps participants in this study also choose to maintain their connection with the Bulls to 

distinguish themselves from other hockey fans. Matt’s Belleville Bulls jersey is another great 

example of this. He claims “everyone’s got a Leafs jersey when you’re going to play pond 

hockey or you’re going for a public skate” and explains that his Bulls jersey is “not available 

anymore” which makes it “a special one”. It is clear that wearing his Bulls jersey makes Matt 

feel special, but the fact that he chooses to wear it over his Leafs ones is a great example of how 

maintaining a connection to a relocated team can help distinguish oneself from other hockey 

fans.   
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Change in Perspective Towards Teams, Leagues, and Hockey 

 While fans are able to maintain their connection to the Bulls through unique behaviours, 

experiencing the relocation of the Bulls has caused the participants to have some changes in 

perspective. The changes in perspective that the participants mention developing are an empathy 

for other fanbases, an appreciation for what they have, a reluctance to develop new team 

identities, a skepticism towards the future of other hockey teams, a reduced interest in the OHL, 

and a realization that hockey is a business. Some of these changes in perspectives are similar to 

those that manifest when an individual has experienced the death of a loved one, or some other 

type of trauma. While Mitrano (1999) discusses metaphors of mourning and loss around 

relocation, there are not a lot of studies in sports management to draw upon the behaviour shown 

in this section. 

Empathy for Other Fanbases 

 John and Matt both explain that witnessing the Bulls relocate caused them to be more 

empathetic towards other cites and fan bases that have also had a team relocate, or that host a 

team that is struggling. John works in Calgary and explains how he felt when he heard that the 

Kootenay Ice of the Western Hockey League (WHL) would be relocating:   

 I think that relocation sucks... There’s a team out in the WHL, Kootenay, they just lost 

their team last year and… They have a pretty good rivalry with the Calgary Hitmen and 

just from like the last four years working out here just being able to be at some of those 

games and talk to some of the Kootenay fans, that team meant everything to them and 

now they are in Winnipeg and that town of similar size of Belleville has nothing. 
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John had barely any connection to the Kootenay Ice, other than the fact that they played against 

the Calgary Hitmen, but he feels empathy for their fans because he also experienced relocation 

first-hand. Matt talks about how he does not envy the fans of struggling teams:  

 I read an article in the Athletic, this would be a couple months ago probably, but it was 

 about the Arizona Coyotes and the general financial issues and ownership issues that 

they’re having, and I don’t envy their fans. Like even if that team is winning, I don’t envy 

the instability that, you know, um… Financial issues and the types of issues that those 

can cause. Or arena issues because their arena is actually outside of the city centre. I 

don’t envy that.  

Matt knows that financial issues and arena issues can cause relocation because that is exactly 

what happened to the Belleville Bulls. As a result, he feels sympathy for Arizona Coyotes fans, 

even though they are still a team in the NHL.  

The behaviours of John and Matt can be drawn parallel to those who have experienced 

shared loss. Eklund et al. (2009) qualitatively explored if people feel more empathy towards 

those who have experienced a similar type of loss or fear. In this study, they used a fear of 

darkness, a fear of abandonment, a loss of pet, and a loss of parent to test if experiencing a 

similar event led to a higher level of empathy, and their hypothesis was confirmed (Eklund et al., 

2009). In the context of relocation, those who have not experienced firsthand do not know the 

feeling of devastation it causes. While these individuals can be sympathetic, only those who have 

experienced relocation first-hand know the true pain of losing their local hockey team, which is 

shown by Matt and John. Hoffman (2001) further explains that seeing someone experience a 

similar type of loss or fear causes individuals to remember their feelings when they experienced 

a similar event. That being said, part of Matt and John’s empathy likely derives from the feelings 
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they felt when the Bulls relocated resurfacing when they see another team relocate. Again, this 

gives them a level of empathy towards those groups that arises because they were directly 

impacted by the relocation of the Belleville Bulls.          

Appreciation for What They Have 

 John, Ed, and Matt all mentioned that experiencing the Belleville Bulls relocation made 

them appreciate what they have. When asked about the lessons he learned from experiencing 

relocation, John talks about how you should appreciate what you have when you have it:  

 You probably gain a bit of an appreciation… I think COVID taught this to us too, but 

appreciate what you have type thing. Umm, the Bulls were around for I want to say it was 

35 years, and suddenly [they relocated]. Even the staff didn’t know about it until the day 

he [the owner] came in and said that he was going to Hamilton and we only had two 

weeks to like mentally prepare… I think just appreciating what you have… I think you 

should appreciate what you got…  

Ed explains how thinking about the Bulls relocation makes him realize that Belleville hockey 

fans should be embracing the Belleville Senators:  

 I think you should enjoy the time you have with literally the second-best hockey league  

in the world like… You know, you’re kinda wasting it if you’re not going now and you 

like hockey, you’re wasting a time in your life where you could be having fun and being 

entertained by a really high-quality product.  

Matt also developed an appreciation for what he has, but in a different sense. Matt explains that 

he is appreciative that the Toronto Maple Leafs are a stable franchise:  
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I am happy that I cheer for the Leafs because they are one of the most profitable teams 

in the NHL. I know the Leafs aren’t going anywhere. So, there’s just this comfort for me 

where it’s like, the Leafs aren’t going anywhere.  

While their realizations manifested differently, John, Ed, and Matt all learned to appreciate what 

they have.  

The Bulls relocation taught Ed and John that you should appreciate what you have while 

you have it. This behaviour is similar to those shown in a study done by Lewi and Nichols 

(2014). These authors examined the behaviours of individuals in Australia who were about to 

lose their public pools (Lewi & Nichols, 2014). The groups of individuals examined by Lewi and 

Nichols (2014) did not take action to support and save their pools until the idea of closing them 

arose, which caused them to develop an appreciation for their public pools. While this scenario is 

slightly different then the relocation of the Bulls, the behaviour displayed is similar, as it was not 

until the Bulls relocated that John and Ed truly learned to appreciate what they have.  

Reluctance to Commit 

 Some participants noted that experiencing the Belleville Bulls relocation made them 

reluctant to commit either to their current favourite teams or to new teams. Steve explains how 

experiencing the Bulls relocation impacted his commitment levels as a sports fan:  

  I’ve perhaps subconsciously have prevented myself from committing 100% to that  

fandom that you speak of. Uh, for a fear that in the back of mind nothing is permanent, 

right?  

For Steve, his lack of commitment manifests from the realization that nothing is permanent. 

Malcolm shares a similar sentiment:  

 Its tough to stay committed. Um, so when you see something come and go and come and  
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go, you don’t know if they are going to stay, right? You know, you hear about like 

Belleville Senators maybe getting another contract and they are going to be here for quite 

some time and all that stuff, but uh I mean things can change just like that.  

For Malcolm and Steve, experiencing the relocation of the Bulls has made them question the 

longevity of other teams, which impacts their commitment levels as a fan. Patrick mentions that 

he now takes a cautious approach to fandom, but that will not stop him from supporting the 

Belleville Senators:  

  I think holding allegiance to a team is… Maybe I am a little bit more cautious because  

the Bulls were taken away and I did enjoy them, but I still gotta show up and support the 

Ottawa Senator farm team, you know? 

Like the others, Patrick’s guard is up because he has experienced relocation firsthand. Ed 

compares losing the Bulls to getting ‘dumped’ as a way to explain his commitment issues:  

 I think it’s probably like when you get dumped for the first time too, right? You don’t  

wanna like put your heart back out there, you were so invested in the Bulls…  Just 

because it happened to Belleville... Your guard is up and you probably know it’s coming, 

so maybe you don’t wanna let yourself invest fully into it at the time. 

As Ed explains, his guard was not up until he experienced the Bulls relocation. Now, that guard 

acts a barrier to committing to sports teams.  

 The lack of commitment shown by Steve, Malcolm, Patrick, and Ed can be compared to 

behaviour in other social situations. These participants have a fear of committing to sports teams 

because they have felt the hurt of relocation. This is similar to someone being fearful of 

committing in a relationship, as Ed mentioned, out of a fear of being ‘dumped’ that is caused by 

past heartbreak. Overall, this lack of commitment shown by the participants manifests from the 
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awareness of the emotional consequences that come with relocation, which causes a fear of being 

emotionally hurt.  

The behaviour of Steve, Malcolm, Patrick, and Ed can also be explained using social 

exchange theory (Emerson, 1976). Emerson (1976) explains that humans often take a 

transactional stance in social situations by weighing the costs and benefits of participating in 

social activities and developing relationships. In terms of sports fandom, the cost would be time 

and money, the benefits would be the different social and physiological benefits to sports 

fandom. That being said, people may choose to develop an identification with a sports team 

because they believe there is value in being sport fans, which comes from the perception that the 

benefits to being a fan outweigh the costs (Emerson, 1976). In terms of this study, the relocation 

of the Belleville Bulls made some of the participants realize that the benefits of sports fandom do 

not always outweigh the costs. Many of the participants invested countless hours and dollars into 

the Bulls only to lose the return on their investment; this is where evaluating alternatives comes 

into play. Individuals will evaluate alternatives to see if there are better social options that will 

give them a better cost to benefits ratio (Emerson, 1976). For this study, a better alternative for 

some would be not to develop new fandom or put less cost into fandom, because they are aware 

that the benefits of fandom will not always be positive in relation to their cost.  

Skepticism Towards Other Teams Despite Being Naive Towards the Relocation of the Bulls 

Some participants in this study mentioned that they are skeptical of the future of other 

hockey teams. Matt currently lives in Kingston, and outlines his skepticism towards the future of 

the Kingston Frontenacs of the OHL:  

 I’ve heard that there are issues within the Kingston Frontenacs organization, and it starts  
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to make me a little bit skeptical about, you know… They have a nice arena here now, but 

there’s issues with ownership and they can’t get people in the building. 

Steve mentions that there are some NHL teams that he could see relocating:  

 Some of these other franchises in the NHL. We did a list the other day, [name] and I and  

my wife. We’re like “Ok, the NHL is going to 32 teams next year but quite honestly I 

could get rid of eight teams”. 

While Steve and Matt showed skepticism to teams outside of Belleville, many participants 

mentioned that they are skeptical about the longevity of the Belleville Senators. In his member 

check response, John says that he would like the Belleville Senators to stay in the city for the 

long run, but further explains that he would not be surprised if they do move given the 

relationship between AHL teams and their NHL affiliate:  

I hope [the Belleville Senators] stay there long term. For the [Ottawa Senators] it’s an  

ideal location and I think that reason alone makes them want to stay in Belleville long 

term, but if they have an opportunity to move them to Ottawa or even closer, I think 

they’d do it. With the affiliation to the NHL, the AHL teams can honestly move anytime 

their lease expires if it benefits the NHL team more... You’ve seen AHL clubs relocate a 

ton in the past for a bunch of reasons; closer to NHL market, another NHL team takes 

over possession of a specific AHL team and can change branding or relocate, etc. So, I 

wouldn’t be surprised if the [Belleville Senators] moved at some point, but I think they’re 

in a better position to stay relatively long term based on their geographic location, than 

other AHL teams maybe at risk. 

Ed, who considers himself a fan of the Belleville Senators, says that it is clear to Bellevillians 

that the Belleville Senators will relocate because the city has already witnessed a team relocate:  
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 The writing has almost kinda been on the wall since the [Belleville] Senators came in…  

They know [the] Belleville [Bulls] relocated so obviously it’s on their mind already, and 

then they probably put the puzzle together really quickly that this team isn’t going to be 

in the community for the next 50 years. 

Malcolm’s doubt also revolves around the Bulls relocation, but also suggests that an AHL team 

should be harder to support than an OHL: 

 Seeing the Belleville Bulls go to Hamilton, [and] not many years later, you know, you  

have an American Hockey League team come into the picture, then you can say, well 

why do we have an American hockey league team? The OHL hockey team didn’t even 

last because they didn’t do well here.  

Lastly, Matt’s doubt manifests from the unpredictability of the Ottawa Senators ownership, and 

the commonality of relocation in the AHL: 

 I don’t think that they will last in Belleville to be honest with you. Um, and the reasons  

why… I like, I have issues specifically with the stability of the whole Senators 

organization. I think that there is enough um… I think that the ownership group of the 

Senators is unstable to say the least. I [also] don’t think the AHL has ever done a very 

good job at keeping teams in places 

The responses from these participants suggest that there are strong doubts surrounding the future 

of the Belleville Senators.  

While some doubt the longevity of the Belleville Senators, many of the participants noted 

that they did not expect the relocation of the Bulls to happen. Ed did not expect the Bulls to ‘pull 

the trigger’ and relocate: 

No like I knew attendance wasn’t good, and I knew they wanted the rink done, but I just  
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didn’t know… No, I don’t think I did know. I didn’t think… I didn’t think it was at that 

point yet where it could happen. You know, I knew there were some frustrations on both 

sides, but I think it all happened pretty quickly right?... I just didn’t think it was at that 

point yet where they would pull the trigger on it and I guess…  

Despite seeing the red flags, Ed was naive to the fact that the Bulls would relocate. Matt also 

acknowledges that he was aware of some issues, but he did not think that they would be a deal 

breaker:  

 In terms of warning signs, I knew that there was discussion about the arena with it being  

inadequate and it was one of the older ones in the league. It also wasn’t a standardized ice 

surface. Um, but I never thought of that as being a deal breaker by any means… 

Darryl was shocked that the team relocated because there was a local bidder. He also comments 

on past OHL teams that have failed in Hamilton:  

 I was a little bit shocked only because I know a local group tried to buy them and they  

just for whatever reason, wouldn’t sell it to them… You know what? I couldn’t imagine 

why the league would want to move them, right? Like, there have been two or three 

teams in Hamilton and none of them have done really well. In fact, the franchise there 

now is not doing that well.  

While some individuals doubt the future of the Belleville Senators, it is just as clear that others 

were naive to the fact that the Bulls could relocate, despite acknowledging the red flags.  

As discussed, some participants did not expect the relocation of the Bulls to happen, but 

are pre-emptively suggesting that the Belleville Senators will relocate. One factor could be based 

around team identification. Most of those that expect the Belleville Senators to relocate are not 

aligned with them or the Ottawa Senators, so they may not care if the Belleville Senators 
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relocate. It is also possible that Bulls fans were in denial before the relocation of the Bulls, as 

many participants mention seeing issues with attendance and the arena. Perhaps the bigger factor 

at play is ‘a loss of innocence’. Matt describes this wonderfully when he says “I have less 

innocence in terms of hockey. You know, that these hockey teams are great and they will be 

around forever”. Matt used to believe that hockey teams were permanent entities, but as he 

explains, the relocation of the Bulls has made him realize that hockey teams do not last forever. 

Being hockey fans, the participants in this study were likely aware that the relocation of hockey 

teams can happen, but it was not until they were directly impacted by the relocation of the Bulls 

that they came to the realization that the hockey teams can and will relocate. Now that they are 

aware of the warning signs their guard is up, and by pre-emptively expecting relocation, they are 

preventing some of the hurt caused by losing a local team.  

Reduced Interest in the OHL 

 Every participant noted that their interest in the OHL as a whole has decreased 

significantly since the relocation of the Belleville Bulls. A common response from the 

participants was that they have not kept up with league stats, results, and standings since the 

relocation of the Bulls. Dan describes how his knowledge of the OHL has dropped since the 

relocation of the Bulls:   

  I really don’t follow the OHL as much now that the uh Belleville isn’t part of it…  like  

back when the Bulls were here, I probably could have told you most players in the 

OHL… But uh to be honest if someone said “Hey you know player XYZ for Erie” I 

couldn’t tell ya if he was top of the league, bottom of the league, middle of the league, or 

what.  
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Similar to Dan, when Doug was asked if he still follows the OHL, he mentioned that he rarely 

searches up OHL standings:  

 No, hardly at all. Sometimes I look up the uh standings but uh… Nope, not really. I don’t  

know who's…  well, obviously it's been cancelled this (because of COVID) season but I 

couldn’t tell you what the uh… Even what the Memorial Cup winners were last time 

*laughs*. No, its just once they [the Bulls] were gone I lost all contact with that league.  

Steve claims that he checks in on the OHL, but not nearly as much as when the Bulls were in the 

league:  

 Not as much. Um… Which I think is probably natural… I mean I take a look at the  

standings and I see who's doing well and through you know the media… [I] kinda check 

on them, but not follow it nearly like if you would if the Bulls were in existence. 

Ed lived in Kingston for a couple years following the relocation of the Bulls, but he explains that 

he has only gone to a few games since 2015: 

 I don’t think I’ve given very much money to the OHL since it happened right? I know I  

can go to games in Kingston like uh… Ya. I am pretty sure I have only been to one or 

two OHL games since that happened in 2015 so and from someone who literally went 

twice a week for 20 years.  

It seems that the commonality amongst Belleville area hockey fans is that they do not follow the 

OHL out of a lack of interest, which is caused by not having a local team to cheer for.  

 This behaviour displayed by Belleville area hockey fans is similar to those displayed by 

Hartford Whalers fans in Hyatt (2007). Similar to the fans in this study, Hartford Whalers fans 

also had less interest in the NHL post-relocation, while others found a hockey alternative in the 

University of Connecticut (Hyatt, 2007). Fans in this study did not seem to seek alternative 
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teams to cheer for after the Bulls relocation; this could be due to the fact that every participant in 

this study mentioned that they have a favorite NHL team. Perhaps this speaks to a hierarchy of 

leagues. If you have a local NHL team, you may put all of your attention on them, and pay very 

little attention to the other hockey teams in the city because the NHL is the highest calibre and 

most prestigious league. If you have a local hockey team below the NHL, it is very likely that 

you still have a favourite NHL team while also following your local team, as it seems that having 

a favourite NHL team is a commonality amongst many hockey fans. That considered, it is likely 

that fans in this study did not go searching for an alternative because they already had existing 

allegiances in the NHL to fill the void.  

 Belleville area hockey fans’ reduced interest in the OHL can also be explained using 

Hyatt and Foster’s (2015) Conceptual Model of Sport Fan De-escalation; while this model was 

made to explain fans de-escalation with individual teams, it is applicable to the situation in 

Belleville. These authors explain that if a fan is faced with a barrier to fandom, they can attempt 

to overcome the barrier and if they do not, their identity will decrease. In terms of Belleville area 

hockey fans and the OHL, the barrier is no longer having a local team in the league. It is possible 

that participants were not motivated to overcome this barrier because they have connections to 

other teams in different leagues that are more easily accessible (i.e watching the NHL on TV). It 

is also likely that Belleville area hockey fans do not have a desire to develop a fandom with 

another OHL team because they are less accessible than other alternatives, they are located in a 

city that fans are not connected to, or they have had a rivalry with the Bulls.  

Realization That Hockey is a Business   

 Many of the participants noted that the relocation of the Belleville Bulls made them 

realize that hockey is a business above all else. They realized if a team is not generating revenue, 
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and the owner could be making more money elsewhere, it is likely that the team will relocate. 

This is what Darryl had to say on the subject:  

 Well, it makes you realize that it is a business first, and a sport second. Right? If the  

dollars aren’t there, you know… It costs money to run a hockey team. If you can’t make 

money, then you gotta go somewhere to make money. That’s kinda…That’s the 

realization of all of it for me. 

Steve shared a carefully similar sentiment about how he looks at hockey at all levels as a 

business when he expalins, “Well… I look at it through… the… lens that… it’s a business. It’s 

all a business. Hockey at every level is a business”. Ed uses his experience as a business owner 

to understand the reasonings behind the Bulls relocation:  

 I think I had a business at that time, so I think I kinda understood if only 2000 people are  

coming here and its, you know, you’re only making so much money on a night and you 

can go triple that playing in Hamilton, I kind of… I see that point, right? 

Sid comments on the Bulls’ attendance problems to justify Gord Simmons’ (the Bulls owner at 

the time of their relocation) decision to move the team to Hamilton: 

 The attendance numbers just weren’t there. And I mean, you didn’t have to be any real  

fan or anything to see other than, you know, I think it was 2013. We’re in the Eastern 

Conference finals, game seven, and the Yardmen doesn’t sell out… I don’t blame Gord 

Simmons a whole lot because… You know he’s gotta make money. And that’s what it 

was about. 

With hindsight, individuals can see that money was the motivation behind relocating the 

Belleville Bulls to Hamilton.   
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Core Theme: Lasting Impacts of Experiencing Relocation and Expansion 

 The underlying theme between Developing an Identity with a Newly Established Team, 

Maintaining an Identity with a Team Post Relocation, Developing Points of Attachment with 

Junior and Minor League Hockey Teams, and Change in Perspective Towards Teams, Leagues, 

and Hockey, is that they are all Lasting Impacts of Experiencing Relocation and Expansion. The 

novelty of this study is that it looks at the long-term impact that experiencing relocation and 

expansion has on fan behaviours and attitudes, while other studies only look at one case of 

relocation or expansion at a singular point in time.  

With regards to developing a connection with a newly established team, Patrick, Dan, and 

Jason developed a connection with the Ottawa Senators, while Wendell and Steve switched their 

OHL team allegiance from the Peterborough Petes to the Belleville Bulls. For each of these 

individuals, being exposed to an expansion team allowed them to develop a life-long connection 

to an organization that is a better fit for their self-concept. For Patrick and Jason, developing a 

connection to the Ottawa Senators allowed them to defy the Belleville area norm of cheering for 

the Leafs, while still cheering for a team within the province. Without NHL’s expansion to 

Ottawa, they would have needed to choose another NHL team to be defiant with that they would  

have had less of a geographic connection to, or they would have had to assimilate into the norm 

of cheering for the Leafs. For Dan, the Ottawa Senators expansion allowed him to stay connected 

to his birth city even after moving out of Ottawa at a young age. For Steve and Wendell, the 

Bulls expansion allowed them to continue and grow their love of OHL hockey by providing 

them with a more accessible option that is representative of their hometown. Without 

experiencing expansion, the present-day team identities of five individuals may look drastically 

different.  
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Experiencing relocation has caused a life-long impact on the way that individuals 

maintain their identity with the Belleville Bulls. Normally, fans maintain their identity with a 

team by going to games, searching for team information, making comparisons to other teams, 

going to team-related events, etc.. For Bulls fans, this is no longer possible because the team no 

longer exists. Now, fans must maintain their identity in unique ways like following ex-Bulls 

players who now play in different leagues, getting a Bulls tattoo, interacting with the local minor 

hockey organization that uses the Bulls branding, or hosting a podcast that honours the memory 

of the Bulls. If the participants in this study wish to continue their connection to the Bulls, or 

even pass their Bulls fandom down to their children and grandchildren, they must continue to 

practice these unique behaviours for the rest of their lives or risk losing their connection to the 

Belleville Bulls.  

Experiencing relocation has also caused a lasting effect on Belleville area hockey fans’ 

perspective towards teams, leagues, and the industry. Some participants mentioned that losing 

the Bulls caused them to develop sympathy to other teams and fan bases that they have no other 

connection to. Being directly impacted by the relocation of the Bulls is what causes this 

sympathy, as Bulls fans are able to connect to these other fan bases on an emotional level 

through shared loss. Some Belleville area hockey fans learned to appreciate what they have. 

Whether it be realizing that they should appreciate the local team while they have it, or 

appreciating the stability of their other favorite teams, the relocation of the Bulls taught some 

hockey fans in the Belleville area that they should appreciate cheering for their teams while they 

still can. Fans have also built a skepticism towards the future of other teams, specifically the 

Belleville Senators. Before the relocation of the Bulls, fans were naive to the fact that teams can 

relocate, as they saw warning signs that the Bulls would move but were shocked when it 
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happened. Now their guard will forever be up because they know the warning signs of 

relocation, and they are aware that relocation can happen to any team. Perhaps this guard is why 

some fans expressed a reluctance to commit to hockey teams due to a fear being emotionally hurt 

again by relocation. Every participant also noted that they have had a reduced interest in the 

OHL since the departure of the Bulls, stating that they no longer have a connection to the league. 

Lastly, the relocation of the Bulls made several Belleville area hockey fans realize that hockey is 

a business. Through hindsight, the participants saw that the owner, Gord Simmons, was not 

maximizing his profits in Belleville and came to the realization that revenue was the main 

motivator behind the Bulls relocation to Hamilton. It is quite possible these perspectives may 

never change, as it is apparent that the relocation of the Belleville Bulls has had long-lasting 

impacts on the perspectives of Belleville area hockey fans.  

Lastly, the participants in this study also expressed a difference in points of attachment 

with the Belleville Bulls and the Belleville Senators. With the Bulls, fans grew a connection to 

the players because they were visible and accessible. They also developed a connection to the 

community aspect of the team. While there was evidence that some participants had these points 

of attachment with the Belleville Senators, the most cited points of attachment were the level of 

competition and NHL team affiliation. This is a lasting effect because fans compare the two 

teams’ points of attachment and doing so caused them to create points of detachment with the 

Belleville Senators. Some participants noted that Belleville Senators players are less accessible 

than OHL players and mentioned that they do not like that about the Belleville Senators. 

Similarly, Belleville Bulls fans are used to heated rivalries with geographically proximate cities, 

while the Belleville Senators play against unfamiliar teams, such as the Ontario Reign. If people 

in the Belleville area had only been exposed to an AHL team, perhaps they would not find a 
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problem with Belleville Senators players or their opponents, but the exposure to two different 

teams in two different leagues caused by relocation will forever cause ex-Bulls fans to compare 

their points of attachment with the Bulls and Belleville Senators.  
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Chapter Five- Implications, Recommendations, Limitations & Conclusion 

 The purpose of this study was to explore how experiencing multiple relocations and 

expansions at varying levels of play impacts fan behaviours and attitudes. Given that relocation 

is commonplace in the sport industry, especially at the junior and minor-league level, many fans 

may have been exposed to multiple cases of relocation and expansion in their lifetime. In Canada 

alone, 17 cities have hosted a major junior hockey team and minor league hockey team at 

different points in time. For this study, 12 hockey fans from the Belleville area were interviewed 

about their experience with the four cases of relocation and expansion that have happened in 

their region across the OHL, AHL, and NHL. The participants noted that they developed 

different points of attachment with AHL teams compared to OHL teams, how they had to utilize 

unique behaviours to maintain their identity with a relocated team, how/why they developed an 

identification with a newly established team, how they developed a change in perspective 

towards certain aspects of the hockey industry, and how they had varying opinions towards the 

local AHL team based on that team’s major league affiliate.  

Summary of Findings 

 Five themes arose from the interviews. In terms of developing an identity with a newly 

established team, the participants noted that existing team allegiances acted as a barrier to 

fandom of a new team. For example, none of the participants switched their team identity to 

become an Ottawa Senators fan when the NHL expanded to Ottawa in the early 1990s because 

they already had a strong connection to another NHL team. That being said, some of those who 

became a fan of a newly established team (i.e. the Ottawa Senators) did so because they were 

exposed to them at a young age when they had no pre-existing connections to other hockey 

teams. Other factors that the participants claimed to help them develop an identity with a newly 
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established teams were geographic proximity, and deviance, as some participants mentioned that 

they cheer for the Ottawa Senators specifically because they did not want to cheer for the Leafs 

and they were the next closest team.  

With regards to points of attachment, the participants in this study described different 

points of attachment with a junior hockey team versus a minor league hockey team. For junior 

hockey, participants mentioned that they had a strong connection to the junior hockey players 

because they were visible in the community, they were accessible, and they could watch their 

development over many years. People also mentioned being attached to the strong presence the 

Bulls had in the community, and the community of hockey fans built around the Bulls. While 

some of these points were also brought up for the Belleville Senators, the more common points 

of attachment for them were the quality of hockey, and their affiliation with the Ottawa Senators. 

It was unanimous amongst the participants that the relocation of the Bulls was 

devastating. As a result, many participants described some changes in perspective they 

developed towards certain aspects of hockey fandom. Some participants noted that they 

developed an empathy for other fanbases who have experienced relocation, an appreciation for 

the teams they currently cheer for, a reluctance to develop fandom with other teams, a skepticism 

towards the future of other teams (specifically the Belleville Senators), a realization that hockey 

is a business above all else, and a reduction in interest in the OHL. Most of these changes in 

perspective are fairly novel in the context of sports fan research but could be drawn parallel to 

the behaviours outlined in other societal contexts.  

Nearly every participant noted that they are still attached to the Bulls in some form. To 

maintain this connection, participants in this study mentioned the unique behaviours that they 

must practice. It seems participants maintain their connection to the Belleville Bulls through 
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recalling memories, present day activities (i.e. talking about the Bulls), following-ex Bulls 

players, and displaying memorabilia. These behaviours allow the participants to interact with the 

Belleville Bulls on a regular basis, which enables them to maintain their connection to a team 

that no longer exists. 

From these four themes a core theme was identified. Each theme addresses the lasting 

effects that experiencing relocation and expansion has had on the participants, thus the core 

theme Lasting Impacts of Experiencing Relocation and Expansion on Fan Behaviours and 

Attitudes was identified. The participants would not have experienced the five themes identified 

in this study without experiencing both relocation and expansion. 

Implications & Recommendations 

 Currently, research only examines relocation or expansion at one point in time (Hyatt, 

2007; Lewis, 2001; Mitrano, 1999; Wegner et al., 2020). While this research was not 

longitudinal, it explored events that had happened up to 40 years ago, thus novel theoretical and 

managerial implications can be drawn from the results.  

Theoretical Implications & Recommendations  

All participants noted that they were Belleville Bulls fans, but only six mentioned that 

they are Belleville Senators fans. For these six, it seemed that the Belleville Senators’ affiliation 

with the Ottawa Senators was the main barrier causing them not to develop an identity. As 

discussed, this behaviour aligns with the tenets of social identity theory, as fans align themselves 

with groups that are representative of their self-concept (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), and the 

Belleville Senators are not representative of Toronto Maple Leafs fans due to the rivalry between 

the two teams. That being said, three of the six Belleville Senators fans interviewed are Toronto 

Maple Leafs fans, stating that they have a strong desire to cheer for their hometown team and 
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watch local hockey. As discussed, these three fans are likely more civically attached to their 

teams, while the other six non-Ottawa Senators fans are symbolically attached to their sports 

teams (Lewis, 2001; Wegner et al., 2020), as they mentioned they would cheer for a Belleville 

AHL team if they were called the Belleville Bulls or if they were affiliated with their favourite 

NHL team. In terms of social identity theory, this suggests that some group attributes are more 

important to some and less important to others. This study was one of the first to qualitatively 

examine major league team affiliation’s effect on identity development, and it is recommended 

that this be examined in other cities and sports. 

Another theoretical implication of this behaviour relates to Identity Theory (Stryker, 

1968), which suggests that individuals undertake different social roles based on the social 

situation (i.e. friend, employee, brother, child). Sport researchers often use Identity Theory to 

examine role salience hierarchy to determine the value individuals apply to their various social 

roles (Lock & Heere, 2017). In terms of this study, the fans who choose not to cheer for the 

Belleville Senators due to their affiliation with the Belleville Senators may value their identity as 

a fan of their favorite NHL team (i.e. Toronto Maple Leafs fan) more than their identity as a 

Bellevillian, as they mention that NHL parent team affiliation is the largest barrier to developing 

an identity with the Belleville Senators. Similarly, those who cheer for the Belleville Senators, 

despite their alignment with the Leafs, likely value their identity as a Bellevillian, or local 

hockey fan, more than their identity as a Toronto Maple Leafs fan, as they mentioned that their 

desire to support their local team is their motivation to cheer for the Belleville Senators, despite 

their affiliation with the Ottawa Senators. With regards to Identity Theory, the results in this 

study suggest that role as a sport fan can be very high in their identity salience hierarchy and can 

influence their decisions to develop identities. While current sport fandom studies use Identity 
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Theory to examine role salience and role hierarchy (Hyatt & Foster, 2015; Hyatt et al., 2018; 

Lock & Heere, 2017), it is recommended that this relationship is further examined within the 

context of minor-league sports and major league team affiliation to gain a deeper understanding 

of why individuals align, or do no align, themselves with a minor-league team that is affiliated 

with an opposing major-league team.  

Many of the behaviours shown by the participants in this study are similar to those shown 

in other relocation (Hyatt, 2007, Lewis, 2001, Mitrano, 1999) and newly established team studies 

(Lock et al., 2011; Lock et al., 2012) or can be explained using social identity theory (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979). Perhaps the most unique group of behaviours shown by Belleville area hockey 

fans is their changes in perceptions towards certain aspects of hockey fandom, such as 

developing a deep sense of empathy for other fanbases that have also experienced relocation or 

coming to the realization that hockey is a business. It is recommended that sport fan researchers 

continue to examine different types of loss that are commonplace within the sports industry, such 

as retirement, trades, or death, in order to develop a more contextual understanding of how sports 

fans’ behaviours are affected by experiencing loss.  

Lastly, much of the research around team identification examines how individuals 

develop and maintain an identity with a sports team, and how levels of team identification impact 

other concepts (Doyle et al., 2017; Lock et al., 2012; Lock et al., 2011; McDonald et al., 2015; 

Wann et al., 2006). Very little research has explored why individuals may choose not to align 

themselves with a particular team. The participants in this study expressed why they chose not to 

develop an identification with certain teams; they also described certain aspects of the AHL, its 

teams, and athletes that they found unappealing. It is recommended that researchers explore the 
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deidentification side to sport fan concepts to develop a more holistic knowledge of the processes 

and concepts that lead to identification.  

Managerial Implications & Recommendations 

 Managerial implications and recommendations for sport industry practitioners can be 

drawn from the results of this study. As mentioned, all the participants noted that they were 

Belleville Bulls fans, but only six mentioned that they are fans of the Belleville Senators. For the 

Belleville Senators, this means that they are missing out on making profit off some dedicated 

hockey fans in the area. As the participants in this study mentioned, they are not a fan of the 

Belleville Senators because of their affiliation with Ottawa Senators. While there is no way for 

the Belleville Senators to downplay this affiliation, perhaps they could do more to connect with 

the Belleville community, as some fans mentioned they do not feel as if the Belleville Senators 

are Belleville’s team. Fans in this study mentioned how they liked seeing the Bulls run charitable 

events in the community, so perhaps increasing community events would help some individuals 

become Belleville Senators fans. Bulls fans also mentioned that they liked the visibility and 

accessibility of the Bulls players, so it may be ideal for the Belleville Senators to allocate more 

resources into player marketing, as well as making their players more accessible to fans. Another 

strategy that could be utilized by the Belleville Senators is leveraging the fact that they are the 

highest-level hockey team in the area, as even non-Belleville Senators fans talked very highly of 

the quality of play.  

 As discussed in chapter four, another possible way for the Belleville Senators to connect 

with Belleville hockey fans is to call themselves the Belleville Bulls. John, Sid, Malcolm, and 

Matt all claimed that their connection to the Belleville AHL team would be stronger if they 

adopted the Belleville Bulls mascot, jerseys, colours etc.. To expand on this point beyond the 
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constraints of this study, it is common practice for sports teams to name themselves after historic 

teams that have played in the same city previously. Within Eastern Ontario in the past couple 

months alone, Frankford and Tweed both announced the creation of new hockey teams that are 

named after historic teams that they hosted in the 1970s and 1980s; these teams are the Frankford 

Huskies, and the Tweed Oil Kings (Ormond, 2021; Postmedia Staff, 2021). That being said, it is 

also common practice for minor league teams to share the same name as their major league 

affiliate; examples of this are the New York Mets and Syracuse Mets, the Boston Bruins and 

Providence Bruins, the Vancouver Canucks and the newly established Abbotsford Canucks, and 

the New York Islanders and the Bridgeport Islanders. While the sharing of names between 

major-league team and their minor league is likely done for many reasons, the most relevant in 

this context is to develop a regional fandom, where the local fans fall in love with their 

hometown team (i.e. the Belleville Senators) which naturally leads to a fandom with the major 

league team (i.e. the Ottawa Senators). Another layer to this discussion is that the Belleville 

Senators may be trying to distance themselves from the Bulls to attract hockey fans from other 

geographically proximate cities that do not host AHL teams, but currently host an OHL team that 

may have negative feelings towards the Bulls (i.e. Kingston, Oshawa, Peterborough). Overall, 

the choice on naming a team depends on the organization’s goals. If a new minor league team 

wishes to attract local fans through nostalgia, adopting a locally historic name may be a good 

idea. If they wish to create a regional fandom where they can attract fans from a wider 

geographic pool, adopting the name of the major league affiliate is likely best.    

If a team is entering a community that used to have another team there for many years, an 

ideal group to target would be past fans of that team. Darryl and Wendell, they were in-line 

shortly after the announcement of the Belleville Senators to get seasons tickets because they are 
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huge hockey fans. An easy way to alienate potential fans is to throw away the previous team’s 

traditions and to not uphold the previous team’s legacy. For example, Wendell was not happy 

about the Belleville Senators telling fans not to bring their Bulls cowbells. Similarly, Sid 

suggests he would possibly align himself with the Belleville Senators more if they did little 

things to uphold the Bulls’ legacy, such as keeping the same mascot. All considered, it is 

probably ideal for a newly established team (i.e. the Belleville Senators) to talk to seasons tickets 

holders of the previous team (i.e. the Belleville Bulls) to understand the transitions and legacy 

around the team and how they should uphold it in order to attract the highly enthusiastic hockey 

fans in the area.  

Lastly, it would be ideal for a newly established team, such as the Belleville Senators, to 

try to develop a connection with local children. Every single participant mentioned that they 

started playing and watching hockey at a very young age. For the three fans of the Ottawa 

Senators, their first NHL game happened to be Ottawa Senators games. That being said, the 

Belleville Senators should offer incentives to motivate individuals to bring their kids to the CAA 

arena for their first hockey game, whether it be a ‘First Game’ package or a school day game. 

Many Bulls fans also mentioned that they went to games young and have a lot of fond memories 

interacting with the Bulls in unique ways, such as going to ‘Breakfast with the Bulls’. While the 

Belleville Senators already have incentives for families to attend games, such as “The Littlest 

Fan Pack”, and Saturday family night bundles, it is recommended that they try to go above and 

beyond to create personal and memorable moments with the children in their facilities, as it 

seems that those memories provide a strong foundation for life-long fandom.  
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Limitations 

 While the outcomes of this study could likely be transferrable to the 16 other Canadian 

cities that have experienced multiple cases of relocation and expansion across varying levels of 

play, there are limitations to the applicability of the findings. Each of the 17 cities has a different 

history in terms of its hockey teams. Some may have had a minor-league team first then a junior 

team or there might have been different attitudes towards the parent club affiliation of the minor-

league team. This considered, it is a limitation that this study only looked at one of these 17 

cities.  

 Another limitation is the fact that this study took place at one point of time. While the 

events examined spanned back 40 years, it is possible that attitudes towards the Belleville 

Senators may change over the years. Some participants suggested that it may take the Belleville 

Senators having a winning year, or for some young fans to grow up, for the Belleville Senators to 

reach their potential in terms of fandom and ticket sales. The Belleville Senators are a fairly new 

team, and it may take Bellevillians a some time to adopt them as their team.  

 The lack of females as well as diverse racial identities, is also a limitation to this study. 

While it was not this study’s direct purpose to examine these individuals, it is quite possible that 

they may have experienced the relocations and expansions with the Belleville area differently.  

The sample in this study reflects an issue in qualitative sports fandom research where most study 

participants are male, despite females holding their fair share of the sport fan demographic. 

Perhaps it has to do with the oppressive power relationship between men and women with 

regards to sports fandom. This study examines events and fans of teams that date back decades. 

Back then, it was even more common for men to use sport to reinforce hegemonic masculinity 

by controlling, ignoring, and trivializing women’s sport (Bryson, 1987). With regards to sport 
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fandom, women must prove their fandom to men, who act as gatekeepers to sport fandom, as 

they are often seen as unknowledgeable and phony sports fans (Sveinson & Hoeber, 2016). It is 

also interesting to note, that many females did respond to recruitment posts, but they did so to 

suggest participants, or connect the researcher with participants, which also mirrors their 

stereotypical societal role as a facilitator to sports and sports fandom. Perhaps the messaging in 

the recruitment did not speak to them, and they did not see themselves within the context of the 

study, but they still wanted to help a local student. It is also possible that these individuals did 

not offer to participate themselves because they do not see themselves as a fan or being a hockey 

fans is not a salient role identity of theirs (Stryker, 1968). Regardless, the sample of this study 

mirrors an issue that we see not only in sport fan literature, but also in sports fandom in general 

(Hoeber & Kerwin, 2013). Without examining females, it is impossible to get a whole picture of 

what experiencing multiple relocations and expansions looks like. Without a women’s 

perspective, it is impossible to truly understand sports fans.    

There are also certain types of fans who were not interviewed. For example, all 12 

participants were Belleville Bulls fans. It could have been beneficial to interview someone who 

was not a Bulls fan to understand their experience with the relocation and expansion in the 

Belleville area, and learn the reasons why they chose not to support the Bulls. Perhaps the lack of 

a non-Bulls fan also suggests that there are little to no barriers to cheering for a local OHL teams, 

whereas AHL teams present the glaring barrier of NHL team affiliation. Additionally, not a 

single participant indicated that they switched their fandom due to the NHL’s expansion to 

Ottawa. While it would have been beneficial to know their motivations for switching fandom 

perhaps this speaks to the stability of NHL fandom and the importance of geography when 

deciding to switch teams, as fans often only switch team identification when the new team is 
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closer geographically (Harada & Matsuoka, 1999; McDonald et al., 2015), which was the case 

for the two fans in this study who claimed that they switched their team identification from the 

Peterborough Petes to the Belleville Bulls.   

Directions for Future Research 

 It is suggested that future researchers take a longitudinal approach to similar research. It 

would be interesting to examine if the Belleville Senators following grows over time. Similarly, 

it would be interesting to see if young people who develop an identification with the Belleville 

Senators develop an identification with the Ottawa Senators. Lastly, it would be interesting to 

examine if those who did not develop a fandom with the Belleville Senators do over time and 

determine their motivation for doing so.  

 An interesting relationship rose in this study. Most of those who deviated from the local 

norm of cheering for the Toronto Maple Leafs either have a parent who is a deviant fan or a kid 

who is a deviant fan. It is also worth noting that these parent-son duos do not share the same 

team identification. For example, Steve deviated from his father’s fandom and became a Detroit 

Red Wings fan, while his son is an Ottawa Senators fan. Similarly, Sid likes the Pittsburgh 

Penguins, and his son cheers for the Washington Capitals. Lastly, Jason cheers for the Ottawa 

Senators and his dad is a fan of the Boston Bruins. This is quite interesting, considering the 

literature often suggests that fathers have the greatest influence on an individual’s fandom 

(James, 2001; James et al., 2002). It would be interesting to see if this relationship exists on a 

large scale and the concepts that underlie it.  

 Researchers also should continue to examine fans who have lost their favourite team. As 

discussed, organizational issues caused by franchise instability are commonplace in the sports 

industry. In fact, since the proposal of this study the Brampton Beast of the East Coast Hockey 



 

 MULTIPLE RELOCATIONS AND EXPANSIONS                                                                99 

 

 

 

League (ECHL) have folded and the Utica Comets of the AHL have relocated to Abbotsford, 

British Columbia. More specifically, franchise movement and folding needs to be more 

thoroughly explored with fans at the minor-league level because there seems to be at least one 

team relocating nearly every year between the AHL, ECHL, and MiLB. 

More research also needs to be done on amateur sports fans. In many areas in the United 

States and Canada, there are sport fans who can not readily access live pro sports. For many parts 

of the Canadian prairies and the maritime provinces, junior hockey is the biggest live sport outlet 

in the area; the same can be said for southern states and high school football. This study is one of 

few that examines the motivations and identity development of junior sports fans, and there are 

still more sports, cities, and countries for these concepts to be explored in.  

Conclusion 

 This study aimed to understand how experiencing multiple cases of relocation and 

expansion across multiple leagues impacts fan behaviours and attitudes in order to bridge a gap 

between the academic literature and the sports industry. Current literature only looks at the 

impact of one case of relocation in one city at one point in time, while there are many 

communities that have had multiple teams enter and leave the community within a sports fan 

lifetime. As mentioned, 17 Canadian cities have hosted a junior hockey team and professional 

hockey team at different points in time. This number only scratches the surface, as it does not 

consider the United States or other sports. That being said, this study only offers a preliminary 

look as to how sports fans deal with the shuffling of teams in and out of their community.  

 By interviewing people from Belleville, a city that has been directly exposed to four 

cases of relocation and expansion in the last 40 years, it was unveiled that experiencing 

relocation and expansion has a long-lasting effect on a sports fan's behaviour and attitudes. After 
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experiencing the relocation of their local hockey team fans had to adopt unique behaviours to 

maintain their identity with the relocated team and had a change in perspective towards certain 

aspects of sports fandom. Expansion also gave fans exposure to new teams which they either 

ignored due to their existing identities or developed a new identity with. Lastly, relocation and 

expansion gave fans exposure to a new local team at the minor-league level which had different 

points of attachment and detachment than their previous junior team. For many, the biggest point 

of attachment or detachment was the parent club affiliation of the minor league team.  

 While the original motivation for this study derived from personal interest rather than 

necessity, this study begins to unpack the divide between what is talked about in the literature 

and what is happening in the sports industry. There are many other scenarios and contexts that 

can be explored in the realm of experiencing multiple relocations and expansions and exploring 

these avenues would give both researchers and industry practitioners a better understanding of 

how these fans and communities navigate the connections they develop with their local sports 

teams, especially after experiencing the excitement of expansion or devastating loss of 

relocation. 
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Appendix A 

NHL Teams Around Belleville, Ontario 
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Appendix B 

Updated Interview Guide 

1) Can you tell me how you became a hockey fan? 

2) Could you describe to me how you became a fan of your favourite hockey teams? 

3) Tell me about your thoughts and feelings when the Bulls arrived in Belleville. 

a) What impact, positive or negative, did the Belleville Bulls have on you as a hockey fan? 

4) Tell me what you thought when you heard that the NHL would be expanding to Ottawa. 

5) Could you describe how the NHL’s expansion to Ottawa impacted your fandom? 

a) If there was no impact, could you tell me why not? 

b) Would the situation be different if the NHL came to Belleville in 1992 instead of 

Ottawa? 

6) Tell me about your thoughts and feelings when you discovered that the Belleville Bulls 

would be leaving Belleville. 

a) Did you pick up on any signs that the Bulls would be relocating before the 

announcement? 

b) Do you still consider yourself a Bulls fan? What motivates you to continue your fandom? 

i) If yes, how do you go about showing that you are a Bulls fan? 

7) Now that the Bulls have left, do you still follow the OHL? 

a) If yes, could you tell me how you chose a new team to follow? 

b) If no, could you explain to me why not? 

8) What did you think when you heard Belleville would be receiving the Belleville Senators? 

9) Do you cheer for the Belleville Senators? 

a) If not a OSens Fan- How would your view be different if they were the Belleville 

Bulls, or a farm team for your favourite NHL team (If a fan of another NHL team 

other than OSens)?  If BSens a fan- How does your connection with the Belleville 

Senators differ with the connection you had with the Bulls? 

b) Could you explain to me how supporting the Belleville Senators differs from supporting 

the Bulls?  

c) Do you think the Belleville Senators will last in Belleville? Why or why not? 

10) As you look back, how do you think being directly exposed to 4 cases of relocation and 

expansion has shaped your attitudes towards being a sports fan? 

a) How have your views on hockey fandom changed as a result? 

11) Anything else you like to say or add? 

Notes: Original question 3 (removed v2), 7a (removed v3), 9a/b (removed v3), 10a/b (removed 

v3), 12(removed v2) omitted 

BOLD= Added question 

Red- added in version 2 

Blue- Added in version 3 

Green- Added in version 4 
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Appendix C  

Dan’s Member Check Email 

Hello [real name],  

First and foremost, I want to thank you again for participating in my study; without kind people 

like you, I wouldn’t be able to complete my master’s degree. 

Just a reminder that everything you said is confidential, and any quotes of yours that I use will be 

accompanied by an alias. Your alias is Dan.  

I am just about ready to start writing my final report. Here are the 5 big themes from my 

interviews that I am going to discuss: 

1. Developing fandom with a newly established team. Through my interviews, I found 

that existing team allegiances acted as a barrier to fandom of a new team; For example, 

no one I talked to switched to an Ottawa Senators fan when the NHL expanded to Ottawa 

in the early 1990s because they already had a strong connection to another NHL team. 

Those who became a fan of a newly established team (i.e. the Ottawa Senators) did so 

because they were exposed to them at a young age when they had no pre-existing 

connections to other hockey teams. Something that helps newly established teams 

develop fans is geographic proximity, as some people mentioned that they like to cheer 

for their hometown team; others also mentioned that they cheer for the Ottawa Senators 

specifically because they did not want to cheer for the Leafs and they were the next 

closest team.  

2. Points of Attachment for Junior and Minor-League Hockey. Points of attachment are 

different parts of a sports team that a person develops a connection with. This can be the 

team’s branding (i.e. jerseys and logos), players, coaches, community connections, etc.. 

For junior hockey, people mentioned that they had a strong connection to the players 

because they were visible in the community, accessible, and they could watch their 

development over many years. People also mentioned that the Bulls had a strong 

connection to the community, and there was a large community of hockey fans built 

around the Bulls. While some of these points were also brought up for the Belleville 

Senators, the more common points of attachment for the B-Sens were the quality of 

hockey, and their affiliation with the Ottawa Senators. 

3. Lasting effects of experiencing relocation. It was pretty unanimous that the relocation 

of the Bulls was devastating. As a result, people developed an empathy for other fanbases 

who have experienced relocation, an appreciation for the teams they currently cheer for, a 

reluctance to develop fandom with other teams, a skepticism towards the future of other 

teams (specifically the Belleville Senators), a realization that hockey is a business above 

all else, and a reduction in interest in the OHL.  

4. Maintaining a connection with a relocated team. Close to everyone I talked to 

mentioned that they are still attached to the Bulls in some form. It seems that this 

connection is maintained through recalling memories, present day activities (i.e. talking 

about the Bulls), following-ex Bulls players, and displaying memorabilia.  

5. Team Affiliation Effect on Fan Behaviour. I found that typically, Ottawa Senators fans 

are fans of the Belleville Senators and non-Ottawa Senators fans are not fans of the 
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Belleville Senators, due to the B-Sens affiliation with the O-Sens However, I talked to a 

few Leafs fans who consider themselves Belleville Senators fans. Their motivating factor 

for being a fan? A strong desire to support their local hockey team and watch local 

hockey. The Belleville Senators affiliation with the Ottawa Senators also causes a divide 

on whether or not people think the Belleville Senators are ‘Belleville’s team’ or if there is 

a difference between supporting the Belleville Senators and the Belleville Bulls.  

Based on your experience, do you feel that these statements are representative of hockey fans in 

Belleville? 

Some new questions arose in my subsequent interviews. If you don’t mind, I would love to hear 

your opinion on them.  

1. Did you see any warning signs that the Bulls would be relocating? 

2. Do you foresee the Belleville Senators staying in Belleville long-term 

Please remember that your response to this email can also be used as part of my final report.   

Thank you again for your time,  

Brett      
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Appendix D  

Geographic Area of Eligibility 
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Appendix E 

Social Media Recruitment Post 

Hello everyone! I am looking to interview hockey fans as part of my master’s degree at Brock 

University. Eligible individuals must be age 18 or over, must have lived in the Belleville area for 

a majority of their life (includes Belleville, Quinte West, PEC, Shannonville, Deseronto, 

Corbyville, and Roslin) and must have been affected by one of the relocations or expansions in 

the Belleville region in the last 40 years.  

These include:  

- the Bulls expansion to Belleville in 1981 

- the Ottawa Senators expansion to Ottawa in 1992 

- the relocation of the Bulls in 2015  

- the arrival of the Belleville Senators in 2017 

 

Interviews will last roughly 60 minutes and will take place remotely over the phone or video call.  

 

If you are interested, please email me (Brett Parent) at bp14ao@brocku or my supervisor (Dr. 

Craig Hyatt) at chyatt@brocku.ca. I can also be reached via phone at 343-262-1187 or Facebook 

private message.  

 

Interacting with this post (liking, commenting, sharing) may comprise your confidentially should 

you choose to participate.  

 

This study has been reviewed and received clearance through the Brock University Research 

Ethics Board (file #20-241) 

 

Post B)- added to the top of the original post 

 

STILL LOOKING FOR PARTICIPANTS 

 

I am still looking to interview Belleville area hockey fans for my Masters thesis. This time 

around I am looking to talk to: 

 

- Avid fans of the Belleville Senators and/or the Ottawa Senators 

                                               And/Or 

- Bulls fans who were alive when the Bulls came to Belleville in 1981 and can comment on what 

that experience was like 

 

See the original post below for my contact information. 

 

mailto:bp14ao@brocku
mailto:chyatt@brocku.ca
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Appendix F 

Consent Form 

Date:  

 

Project Title: Experiencing Multiple Relocations and Expansions: The Impacts on  

Team Identification Development and Maintenance 

   

Principal Student Investigator (PI):  

Brett Parent, Master of Arts candidate  

Department of Sport Management  

Brock University  

[343-263-1187, bp14ao@brocku.ca] 

  

Faculty Supervisor/ Principal Investigator:  

Dr. Craig Hyatt  

Associate Professor  

Department of Sport Management  

Brock University  

(905) 688-5550 Ext. 4382; chyatt@brocku.ca 

 

INVITATION  

 

You are invited to participate in a study that involves research. The purpose of this study is to 

explore how fan experience with multiple relocations and expansions across multiple leagues 

impacts team identification development and maintenance 

 

WHAT’S INVOLVED  

 

As a participant (who is 18 years of age or older) you will be asked to participate in a semi 

structured interview over phone, Zoom or Microsoft Teams. You will be expected to partake in 

answering questions that have been posed by the researcher and be actively involved in 

discussion. All interviews will be audio recorded, which the researcher will use to transcribe the 

data collected from the interview at a later date. Participation will take approximately 60 

minutes, depending on the level of discussion generated.  

 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS AND RISKS  

 

The benefit of participation includes the opportunity to contribute to the overall body of 

knowledge within the field of sport management, specifically as it pertains to understanding the 

feelings, thoughts and behaviours of hockey fans. There are no known or anticipated risks 

associated with participation in this study. 
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CONFIDENTIALITY  

 

To ensure confidentiality, only the principle student investigator will be present during the 

interview. Additionally, your identity will not be disclosed to anyone other than the principle 

student investigator. The information you provide will be kept confidential through the use of an 

assigned pseudonym, rather than your given name. Your real name will not appear in the thesis, 

or other publication, resulting from this study. However, bearing your permission, anonymous 

quotes from your interview may be used.   

 

Nearing the end of data collection, I will send you some of my preliminary findings and as well 

as any new reoccurring questions that arise in interviews with other participants. An email reply 

with your thoughts on these findings and answers to these questions will be appreciated, as 

they will also be considered in my analysis. 14 days will be given to respond to this email.   

 

Interviews will be audio recorded using a computer recording program to ensure accurate 

reporting of participant responses; interview recordings will be permanently deleted after being 

transcribed by the researcher. Data collected during this study will be stored on the researcher’s 

personal computer and a backed up to USB device that will never leave the principle student 

investigator’s office; both will be password protected. This data will be kept for two years, after 

which time all electronic copies will be deleted and any hard copies will be shredded and 

disposed of. 

 

Access to this data will be restricted to the researcher, Brett Parent, as well as Dr. Craig Hyatt, 

my faculty supervisor.   

 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION  

 

Participation in this study is voluntary. If you wish, you may decline to answer any questions or 

participate in any component of the study. Further, you may decide to withdraw from this study 

at any time before the two weeks after you receive your member check (follow up) email. 

Should you wish to withdraw from this study, contact Brett Parent and he will ensure your 

interview transcript, corresponding recording file, and any other records that contain your 

identity are destroyed. 

 

PUBLICATION OF RESULTS  

 

Results of this study may be published in professional and/ or academic journals and presented 

at conferences. Feedback about this study will be sent to participants by Brett Parent via e-mail 

in September 2021; this feedback will include overall themes and theories generated in this 

study overall, as well as a final copy of the thesis. Individual participants will not be identified in 

the possible publication from this research. 
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CONTACT INFORMATION AND ETHICS CLEARANCE  

 

If you have any questions about this study or require further information, please contact the 

Principal Student Investigator or the Faculty Supervisor (where applicable) using the contact 

information provided above. This study has been approved by Research Ethics Board at Brock 

University (REB code). If you have any comments or concerns about your rights as a research 

participant, please contact the Office of Research Ethics at (905) 688-5550 Ext. 3035, 

reb@brocku.ca. Thank you for your assistance in this project. Please keep a copy of this form 

for your records. 

 

This study has been reviewed and received clearance through the Brock University Research 

Ethics Board (file #20-24) 

 

DIGITAL CONFERENCEING PLATFORM PRIVACY POLICIES 

 

Zoom: https://zoom.us/privacy 

Microsoft teams: https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoft-365/blog/2020/04/06/microsofts-

commitment-privacy-security-microsoft-teams/ 

Google Hangouts: https://policies.google.com/privacy?hl=en-US  

 

CONSENT FORM  

 

I agree to participate in this study described above. I have made this decision based on the 

information I have read in this consent form. I have had the opportunity to receive any additional 

details I wanted about the study and understand that I may ask questions in the future. I 

understand that I may withdraw this consent at any time.  

 

 

 

Name:___________________________________  

 

 

 

 

Signature:________________________________ Date:__________________________ 

 

 

 

 

https://zoom.us/privacy
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoft-365/blog/2020/04/06/microsofts-commitment-privacy-security-microsoft-teams/
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoft-365/blog/2020/04/06/microsofts-commitment-privacy-security-microsoft-teams/
https://policies.google.com/privacy?hl=en-US
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Appendix G 

Interview Guide 

1. Can you tell me how you became a hockey fan? 

2. Could you describe to me how you became a fan of your favourite hockey teams? 

3. What is your favourite hockey league to follow? How did it become your favourite to 

follow? 

4. Tell me about your thoughts and feelings when the Bulls arrived in Belleville. 

a. What impact, positive or negative, did the Belleville Bulls have on you as a 

hockey fan? 

5. Tell me what you thought when you heard that the NHL would be expanding to Ottawa. 

6. Could you describe how the NHL’s expansion to Ottawa impacted your fandom? 

a. If no impact, could you tell me why not? 

7. Tell me about your thoughts and feelings when you discovered that the Belleville Bulls 

would be leaving Belleville. 

a. What changes, positive or negative, in your life occurred as a result?  

b. Do you still consider yourself a Bulls fan? What motivates you to continue your 

fandom?  

i. If yes, how do you go about showing that you are a Bulls fan? 

8. Now that the Bulls have left, do you still follow the OHL? 

a. If yes, could you tell me how you went about choosing a new team to follow? 

b. If no, could you explain to me why not? 

9. What did you think when you heard Belleville would be getting the Belleville Senators? 

a. What did you know about the American Hockey League before then? 

b. How did their arrival affect your fandom? 

10. Do you cheer for the Belleville Senators?  

a. If yes, what motivated you to start cheering for them? 

b. If no, could you tell me why you do not? 

c. Could you explain to me how supporting the Belleville Senators differs from 

supporting the Bulls? 

11. As you look back, how do you think being directly exposed to 4 cases of relocation and 

expansion has shaped your attitudes towards being a sports fan? 

a. How have your views on hockey fandom changed as a result? 

12. Do you ever see yourself changing your favourite team(s) or ending your fandom in the 

future? 

a. If yes, what do you think will contribute to this change? 

b. If no, could you explain to me why not? 
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Appendix H 

Study Participants & Profiles 

Alias 
  

Gender 
  

Age 
  

Favourite Teams 
  

Years in 
Belleville 

Area 
  

Current 
Residence 

 
  

Interview 
Guide 

Version # 
  

John M 31 
Calgary Flames, Ottawa Senators 
(soft spot), Belleville Bulls, 21 Calgary 1 

Dan M 35 

Ottawa Senators, Colorado 
Avalanche (2nd fav. NHL team), 
Belleville Bulls, Belleville Senators 29 Belleville 1 

Sid M 41 

 
Toronto Maple Leafs, Pittsburgh 
Penguins (2nd NHL fav. team), 
Belleville Bulls 41 Belleville 1 

Steve M 61 

 
Detroit Red Wings, Ottawa 
Senators (2nd fav. NHL team), 
Belleville Bulls 61 Quinte West 2 

Doug M 65 

 
Toronto Maple Leafs, Belleville 
Bulls 65 Belleville 2 

Malcom M 22 

 
Montreal Canadiens, Belleville 
Bulls 20 Newmarket 3 

Matt M 25 

 
Toronto Maple Leafs, Belleville 
Bulls 23 Kingston 4 

Ed M 33 

 
Toronto Maple Leafs, Belleville 
Bulls, Belleville Senators 33 Belleville 4 

Jason M 32 

 
Ottawa Senators, Belleville Bulls, 
Belleville Senators 32 Belleville 4 

Darryl M 55 

 
Toronto Maple Leafs, Belleville 
Bulls, Belleville Senators 35 Belleville 4 

Wendell M 68 

 
Toronto Maple Leafs, Belleville 
Bulls, Belleville Senators 45 Belleville 4 

Patrick M 23 

Ottawa Senators, Winnipeg Jets 
(2nd fav. NHL team), Belleville 
Bulls, Belleville Senators 23 Trenton 4 
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Participant Profiles 

John: Born and raised in Trenton, John’s dad would regularly take him to Belleville Bulls and 

Ottawa Senators game, which he says is the reason he chose hockey as a career path; he even 

worked for the Bulls at the time of their relocation. While he grew up a Leafs fan, John claims 

that going to games in Ottawa gave him a soft spot for the team, which he would leverage to 

terrorize his best friend when they were young. Nowadays, John works for the Calgary Flames, 

who are his new favorite NHL team. 

 

Dan: Born in Ottawa, Dan moved to Belleville at a young age. His parents, who were not big 

hockey fans, decided to get Belleville Bulls seasons tickets for family bonding time and they 

regularly went to games until he was a teenager. In terms of NHL fandom, Dan cheers for the 

Ottawa Senators to keep him connected to his birth city. He also claims that his fandom of the 

Ottawa Senators was cemented when they have him box tickets because he was in town getting 

surgery. Naturally, Dan is a big fan of the Belleville Senators nowadays, and even worked for 

them at one point.  

 

Sid: Born and raised in the Belleville area, Sid would spend his Saturdays listening to Bulls 

games with his grandma, which led to a self-proclaimed obsession with the team. As he grew 

older, he began to write blogs about the Bulls and the OHL; he even mentioned the Bulls in his 

wedding vows. Since the relocation of the Bulls, Sid has focused the energy into minor sports 

and sits on multiple minor sports boards in the Belleville area.  

 

Steve: A lifelong resident of the Belleville area, Steve grew up a Detroit Red Wings fan. When 

the Bulls where born, Steve would often go to games with his buddies. Eventually Steve had a 

conflict. His friend from university became the General Manager of the Peterborough Petes, and 

he would give Steve free tickets to games. This would put Steve into an awkward situation of 

whether to cheer for the Bulls or the Petes, but he made it clear that it was “Bulls or bust” if 

another team was in town. 

 

Doug: Doug was born and raised in Belleville and grew up a huge fan of the Toronto Maple 

Leafs. Doug inherited two Bulls seasons tickets from his wife’s parents early on in the team’s 

existence; they kept these tickets until the Bulls relocated. When it comes to the Belleville 

Senators, Doug only goes to watch when the Toronto Marlies are in town.  

 

Malcolm: The youngest participant, Malcolm grew up playing for a Quinte Red Devils AAA 

hockey team that was very successful, winning multiple provincial championships. Malcolm was 

a huge fan of the Bulls, as he could picture himself being one of those players, and desired to 

play for his hometown. Malcolm specifically admires ex-Bull P.K. Subban, who he models his 

game after. Nowadays, Malcolm would rather watch the Montreal Canadiens, or the Laval 

Rocket remotely than go to a Belleville Senators game because he has no connection to the team.  

 

Matt: Matt grew up in Batawa and would spend his Saturday nights with his grandfather going 

to Belleville Bulls games. He also adopted his grandfather’s fandom of the Toronto Maple Leafs, 

and still cheers for them to this day. Matt holds onto these memories fondly, as his grandfather 

passed recently. Although he lives in Kingston, Matt still considers himself a Bulls fan through 
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and through. While he is not a fan of the Ottawa or Belleville Senators, he respects the 

competitiveness of the AHL. 

 

Ed: Ed started going to Bulls games before he could even form a memory. He and his dad had 

seasons tickets and went to games regularly for decades. When the Bulls relocated, Ed wrote 

letters to local politicians to voice his anger. Nowadays, Ed and fellow participant, Jason, run a 

podcast where their honour the legacy of the Bulls by interviewing people who were involved 

with the team. Although Ed is a diehard Leafs fan, he considers himself a fan of the Belleville 

Senators because they are his hometown hockey team   

 

Jason: Like many other participants, Jason grew up going to Bulls games. Unlike other 

participants, Jason grew up hating the Leafs, a sentiment distilled into him by his father who is a 

Bruins fan. At a young age, Jason decided to cheer for the Ottawa Senators because he liked the 

way they played, that they were still within Ontario, and he liked that they weren’t the Leafs. 

Jason’s strong fandom of the Ottawa Senators has translated into a strong fandom of the 

Belleville Senators.  

 

Darryl: Father of Ed, Darryl pre-dates the Belleville Bulls. Before the Bulls, Darryl would often 

go and watch other teams within the community. When the Bulls came to town, Darryl began to 

go to games and eventually became a seasons ticket holder until the team relocated. Despite 

being a Leafs fan, and actively cheering against the Belleville Senators when the Toronto 

Marlies are in Town, Darryl has Belleville Senators seasons tickets because he loves to go and 

watch local live hockey.  

 

Wendell: Born in Peterborough, Wendell grew up a Petes fan. As a young boy, Wendell would 

also go to a local golf club and caddy for Leafs players who were in town for training camp, 

which is a large reason for his current-day fandom of the Toronto Maple Leafs. Wendell moved 

to Belleville around the time the Bulls were created, and eventually got seasons tickets. While he 

would often feel conflicted when the Petes came to town and “gave the Bulls a beating”, he 

eventually became a Bulls fan through and through. Despite his lifelong fandom of the Leafs, 

Wendell has seasons tickets for the Belleville Senators, and is a big fan of the team, because they 

are his hometown team.  

 

Patrick: Born and raised in Trenton, Patrick would regularly interact with the Bulls by going to 

games and their hockey camps. He also has an uncle in Ottawa who would regularly get him 

tickets to Ottawa Senator games; he was also a member of the Ottawa Senators kids club. 

Despite this contact with the Senators, Patrick claims his love for the team really grew through 

betting hot chocolates with his dad, who is a Leafs fan, when the Senators and Leafs played. 

While he hasn’t been able to go to many games because he has been away for university, Patrick 

considers himself a fan of the Belleville Senators because of his fandom of the Ottawa Senators   

 

 

 

    

 


