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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this research was to determine the effect of perceived
social responsibility on brand equity with the mediating role of team
identification and online community identification among fans of
Irag's Naft al-Wasat futsal team. The present research was applied in
terms of objective and correlational in terms of method. The
statistical population consisted of fans of the Naft Al-Wasat futsal
team who were members of online fan groups or communities.
According to Mueller's optimal sample size rule, 277 fans
participated in the study. The data collection tool was Kim and
Manoli's (2022) standard questionnaires on perceived social
responsibility, team identification, online community identification,
and brand equity. Variance-based structural equation modeling
(SEM) was used to analyze the data. The results showed that
perceived social responsibility has a positive and significant effect on
brand equity ($=0.322), team identification (f=0.652), and online
community identification (=0.695). Moreover, team identification
(B=0.315) and online community identification ($=0.311) positively
and significantly affect brand equity. Finally, perceived social
responsibility has a significant effect on brand equity through the
mediating role of team identification and online community
identification among Naft Al-Wasat futsal team fans (=0.422).
Based on these findings, team managers can enhance their brand
equity by increasing their level of social responsibility and
strengthening fans' team identification and their identification within
the club's online communities.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Sports teams are significantly increasing their economic value globally and regionally. Based on estimations,
sports events in Asia have grown by $4,079 million in 2021. Moreover, an annual growth rate of 14% is
predicted in Asian sports events until 2024, leading to a projected market size of $ 6,048 million (Ullah et al.,
2021). In this regard, the social responsibility efforts of sports teams can be considered a prerequisite for fan-
based brand equity since sports consumers' perceptions of the social responsibility initiatives of sports teams
are associated with positive attitudes and behavioral intentions (such as loyalty and purchase intention),
which are the components of the brand equity. Several empirical studies have proven that social
responsibility initiatives of a sports team lead to increased fan identification with the team (Morrison et al.,
2020). Brand management literature indicates that brand equity is highly based on customer-company
identification (Manoli, 2020). Team identification has its academic roots in the theory of social identification,
indicating a person's perception of belonging to a social group. At the same time, social identification theory
is often considered a result of corporate social responsibility. Also, social identification theory is often
considered a result of corporate social responsibility. Organizations make a lot of effort to promote diverse
social responsibility initiatives to meet society's expectations and encourage consumers to build a level of
social identification with them (Manoli, 2018).

Since the fan’s online community is intrinsically related to the team, the identification of the online
community and the team should be differentiated. Accordingly, sports team brand managers can design
different strategies depending on different identification goals. Despite the enormous value that an online
community can bring to sports organizations by increasing their brand equity and communication tools (e.g.,
promoting a team's social responsibility initiatives), the relationship between online community identification
and the brand equity of sports teams has not been seriously investigated. The online community identification
is related to the fact that the online community provides a space in which a brand or organization can create
an ideal long-term symmetrical relationship and ultimately create a significant positive impact on its brand
equity (Boyle and Magnusson, 2007). Although identification plays an irrefutable role in sports fans'
perceptions, the role of team identification and online community identification in the effect of social
responsibility on brand equity has not yet been seriously investigated and Team identification and online
community identification have been overlooked in this regard, Thus this study seeks to answer the question
of what is the effect of perceived social responsibility on brand equity with the mediating role of fans' team
identification and online community identification in Irag's Naft Al-Wasat futsal team fans.

Methods

The present study is applied in terms of purpose, correlational in terms of method, and cross-sectional in
terms of time. The statistical population of study included all of Irag's Naft Al-Wasat futsal team fans who
were members of online virtual groups or online communities of Irag's Naft Al-Wasat futsal team fans. Based
on the rule of determining the optimal sample size of Mueller (1999), 277 fans of the Irag's Naft Al-Wasat
futsal team who were members of the online communities of fans of the Irag's Naft Al-Wasat futsal team
were selected using a random sampling method, and they participated in the study as a sample. The data
collection tool of the study included Kim and Manoli’s standard questionnaires of perceived social
responsibility, team identification, online community identification, and brand equity (2022). The items of
these questionnaires are scored on a five-point Likert scale from strongly disagree (score 1) to strongly agree
(score 5). In this study, the variance-based structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to analyze the data
in Smart-PLS 3.2.8 software.

Results

Figure 1. Structural equation model of research in standard mode



Table 1. The results of investigating the direct effects between research variables

independent variable Dependent variable B t sig Result
Perceived social responsibility Brand equity 0.322 459 0.001 Accepted
Perceived social responsibility Team identification 0.652 16.403 0.001 Accepted
Perceived social responsibility Online community identification 0.695 20.466 0.001 Accepted
Team identification Brand equity 0.315 5569 0.001 Accepted
Online community identification Brand equity 0.311 5.293 0.001 Accepted

Table 2. The results of investigating the indirect effects between research variables

independent variable mediating variable Dependent B t sig Result
variable
Perceived social responsibility Team identification Brand equity 0.206 5.070 0.001 Accepted

Perceived social responsibility ~ Online community identification ~ Brand equity 0.216 5.061 0.001 Accepted
Perceived social responsibility Team identification and online  Brand equity 0.422 8.306 0.001 Accepted
community identification

The results revealed that perceived social responsibility positively and significantly affects brand equity ($=0.322,
p=0.001), team identification ($=0.652, p=0.001), and online community identification ($=0.695, p=0.001). Also, team
identification (B = 0.315, p = 0.001) and online community identification (f = 0.311, p = 0.001) positively and
significantly affect brand equity. Finally, the perceived social responsibility significantly affects brand equity with the
mediating role of team identification and online community identification in Naft Al-Wasat futsal team fans ($=0.422,
p=0.001).

Conclusion

The results revealed that team identification and online community identification play a mediating role in the effect of
perceived social responsibility on brand equity among Iraq's Naft Al-Wasat futsal team fans. This result indicates that
awareness of perceived social responsibility initiatives along with team identification and online community
identification of sports fans lead to brand equity. It also suggests that sports fans' attitudes toward their team are
prerequisites for building brand equity. In this regard, Ma & Kaplanidou (2021) reported that team identification and
consumer-company identification play a mediating role in the relationship between perceived team social responsibility
and brand equity. These results are consistent with those of a study by Morrison et al. (2020) as they showed that the
perceived social responsibility of sports teams can significantly affect fans' social identification toward the team and
online community. This result suggests that a Naft Al-Wasat futsal team can build and strengthen vertical (i.e. fan-to-
team) and horizontal (i.e. fan-to-fan) relationships by focusing on promoting its social responsibility initiatives. Since
sports fans' attitudes are affected by ethical practices, online sports fan communities can now play a vital role in
facilitating the promotion of social responsibility and help sports teams strengthen vertical and horizontal relationships
more than ever. In other words, when sports fans have a higher perception of social responsibility, they will become more
aware of their team and online community. Based on the results of the study, Iragq's Naft Al-Wasat team managers can
strengthen their brand equity by increasing their social responsibility initiatives in areas such as national and religious
holidays, mourning, and activities related to environmental protection. Also, the Naft Al-Wasat team can increase the
team identification of their fans by playing games and charity sports competitions and helping elderly or sick athletes in
line with social responsibility. Also, they can enhance the online community identification of Irag's Naft Al-Wasat futsal
team fans and increase their brand equity by using the capabilities of cyberspace by setting up public campaigns and
charity in the virtual space and the online communities of the club in line with social responsibility.
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Table 1. Description of the demographic variables of the research samples
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Table 2. Description and correlation of research variables
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Figure 1. Structural equations model of research in significance mode
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Table 3. The amount of factor loading, convergent validity and reliability of the research
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Table 4. Divergent validity matrix by HTMT method
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Table 5. Collinearity assessment between variables
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Table 6. Structural model evaluation indices
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Figure 2. Structural equation model of research in standard mode
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Table 7. The results of examining the direct effects between research variables
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Table 8. The results of investigating the indirect effects between research variables
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