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1 Absztract:

Sports fandom represents a significant aspect of place identity, as
demonstrated by the colorful landscapes associated wich team
luyally. Howewver, there has been little research on the gungl'aphy
of sports fandom. While several geographers have studied the link
between Southern rr—:giﬂna] il:lentl't}r and the sport of stock car
racing, American football is the mest Pnpuiar spectator sport in the
United States, and it seems to have a particular strength in the U5,
South. Therefare, examining the gr—:agrap]‘ly of football fandom can
add depth to the study of place identity. A 1988 article by Roseman
broadcasting deserves an updace. Using data on college football
l'ﬂ.d io CDVETagE as our Praxy, e mﬂ.PPEd ED]]EEE Fﬂﬂtba” Fﬂ.ndﬂm
for the “Power 5" conferences. Our results show that state borders
continue to have an important influence on the geopraphy of
c:n”?.ga foothall fandam, but we also identified a strong region af
idenrity in the South. Cur results support the theory that place
identit}r can be Fru'itl:uﬂ)r examined using quantitative data, altl‘mugh
many guestions remain about how sports fans contribute to the
making of place,

In their ana]}-'sis, Rosermnan and She“ey examined spatial distributions
2 of radio afttiliates in 1987 across the 113, Their conclusion: stare borders
plaved a key role in delinearing fan regions (43). Tn Paasi’s (2003) terms,
college football fandom seemed to reinforce identification with the state
where a tan resides. We seek to assess this conclusion in the light of new
dala, {:harlges in I.L-r:hnulugy and ul‘gauizal.iun, and recent literature en

sports and place identicy.

Our study is limited e the *Power 57 conferences: the Atlantic Coast (ACC),
Big Ten (B1G), Big 1z, Pacitic 12 (Pac-12), and Sourheastern (SEC)

conferences. The Power 5 represents only 64 of the 350 Division | football
schools, bur cheir budgets and adwvertising mean these conferences

dominate cn“ege foothball spectation. (Burnsed zoi1q; Smith zois; Wolohan zai5).

RESULTS

State Saturation

Mozt Power 5 teams exhibit a patrern of coverage which Roseman and

Shelley called “state saturation™ (1988, 45). This means that a university's
radio coverage matched elosely to the borders of its state. This may
retlect a rational strategy of many camPrehensfve Pul::lic universities.
FRoseman and Sl‘li:l[ﬂ‘)" also found cthat most such universities exhibit chis
pattern. Our results: 38 our of 67 (5700) radio nerwaorks exhibir this pattern.
Anexcellent Example: Ohio State University. Euckeye fans can listen to
games all across Ohio.

Multi-State Coverage

The mast widn—reac]‘ﬁing category was “multi-state
coverage” in which a ream’s network goes Far ]:!r—:}rcmd
home state boundaries. In 1987 Roseman and Shelley
tound enly eight schools in this class: Tllinois, Nebraska,
Ollahoma, Southern California, Washington, Notre
Dame, Air Force, and BY U, As of 2018, three of those
- Mebraska, Motre Dame, and BY U - retain such
coverage; Alabama, Avburn, Penn State, Flovida State,
and Bostan Cn”ege have jninecl the group: today 8 out
of 67 teams (1200) have multi-stace coverage,

Auburn and Alabama are special examples. As of 2019,
nine out of the last ten football national championship
games featured one or both of those teams, and six

were victories. For Southern teams, “athletic superiority
wv otters a basis of keen regional pride .. likely one of the
strongest forces defining regional identicy” (Mav 2012,
Morgan & Klimasewski 2015). This fandom may hawve
another social Function in the South where there are
strong divisions in race and elass. *The stroctures of
privilege, inequality, and oppression are left intact” by
such fandoms (Yuung 15860, The Fervor of Alabama and
Auburn fans can be seen in their coverage, which goes
far beyond saturation of Alabama itself (Figure 2 J).

Yer Motre Dame's coverage indicates it is perhaps the
most natienal team of all.
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4 Power 5 Conterences as Regions

Abbott (1990) holds that the very “formarion of college
conferences” was Fostered and enabled b)r “a sense of
regiunal cultural ivl:li:ul.ﬂ.}«'.JJ Radio stations for members
of the Power 5 conferences were mapped. Figures 3

a.l'l.d 4 Ehﬂw aggregate I:I.ata I:Dl- thEEE EﬂnFEl'F_‘nEES.
When 1o to 14 team networks are combined, can the
results resemble any cultural region? Most conferences
do not. The Pacific 12 networlk does not resemble the
Pacific region delineated b}r Ze]insk}r {1980). The Bigia
Foutprin'r. does Partl}-' match the Great Plains, but West
Wirginia sits as an exclave. The ACC could perhaps be
likened to the South, Atlantic, or East, but there are
major mismatches. The Big Ten’s footprint almase
matches the Middle West, but its expansion pushed
the conference’s ruuLpr{uL all the way Lo the Atlantic.
The SEC coverage, however, does resemble the South.
There is the obvious omission of coverage in V[rginia
and MNorth Carolina, but each member of the SEC
braadcases its foothall games from within the South.
The SEC is the only conference to offer radio coverage
from each of its members from within a single region,
indeed one of the main culture regions defined I:r}r

geographers, the classic example being Zelinsly (1980).
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So conlerence-based college football fandom does not
SEEITI IO SBTVE regl’nna] identification and expression as
'|'|'|'|.|.I:I'I as its tEam‘baEE‘d ED'LlnterPar'L dDEE 'FDr state
identity, Athletic conferences used to express regional
id entity, but the fe:l]l'gnm?.nrs of 2010 and 202 chang&:ﬂ
that. The size of major conferences ballooned ro
numbers unimaginable in 1988, and the cultural region
faded as a i::rarnirlgr idea. Instead, as Rooney and Pi“sl:!ur)r
(1992} predicred, the shift to *align schools with
television programming demands"” became “the rule
rather than the exception.”

The SEC was the only one of the Power 5 to retain
traditional bounds. While the SEC was motivated by
capital like the other conferences, its leaders priovitized

4 125 230

reginna] cohesiveness in expansion decisions. Prim ary
sources [rom the 2012 expansion to absorb Texas A&M
and Missouri are explicic on this (Loftin & Burson zorq)
The 3EC radio network does not perfectly resemble the
South; North Caroling and Vicginia each host only one
SEC station, and Texas A&M and Missouri's networks
push further west and north than many delineations of
the South. However each SEC team offers coverage to

some part of the traditional *South.”

Figure 4. Radio affilictes of the {0) Pae-12 ared (P ACT

6 Conclusion

e study, confirming Roseman and Shellew, finds that college

toorball radio coverage carrelates with - and may help maintain

and solidify - identities within state borders. The state-
saturation that has increased since 1987 reinforces this
connection between PEEPIE and the functional region of the
slale,

However, such processes do not maintain in all cases. Stare
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borders are less “bﬂunding” for certain teams. Fans can iclentif}-'
with other institutions, such as a religious denomination (e.g.,
Motre Dame, Brigham Yuung). Fans may also idcntil-)r with an
athleric conference, as in the case of the SEC and the Souch.
Satellite radio, cable television, and the internet have changed

the sports industr}-' since the Drfg{na] 18T s'r.ucl}-'. Access to live

game coverage is now potentially much wider as some fans can
listen to or watch games almost anywhere, that is, far outside
any clear place or region. However, so far we see no significant
decline in the bruadcasting of cn“ege football on traditional

radic. 5o we are conlident in our vse of vadio as a proxy lor

foathall fandam but encourage gangraphm's to study ather
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forms of communication.
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Chiestions remain about how college sports create and maintain
place identity. How do race and class affecr place identity? Can
we find expressions of this among spoits fans? Does a fan's
understanding of a vernacular region, such as the South, affect
football spcnd{ng behavior? A socia]*gcugraphic anal}rsis using
qualitative and quantitative methods is needed to further

investigate the averiaPP'ing nature of m u]tiple Plan:r-: identities.
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