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used to help explain the role of sport events in the 

formation or reinforcement of social identity. Prac-

tical implications for sport event management are 

discussed and recommendations are made for future 

research about the relationship between sport events 

and participation in serious leisure.

Serious Leisure and Sport Events

The concept of serious leisure was introduced 

by Stebbins (1992) as “the systematic pursuit of 

an amateur, hobbyist, or volunteer core activity 

that is highly substantial, interesting, and fulfilling 

and where, in the typical case, participants find a 

career in acquiring and expressing a combination 

of its special skills, knowledge, and experiences” 

Introduction

The growing literature about events has docu-

mented the growth in sport events (Alexandris 

& Kaplanidou, 2014; Derom, VanWynsberghe, & 

Scheerder, 2015) and the type of experiences they 

offer (Derom & Taks, 2011). However, there has 

been less discussion about the factors that give rise 

to these experiences. This article provides a concep-

tual analysis of the way event spaces shape experien-

tial outcomes. It discusses the implications of these 

experiences for serious participants in sport events 

(Derom & Taks, 2011) by reviewing the literature 

about serious leisure (Stebbins, 1992) and the notion 

of an event career trajectory (Getz, 2008). Four key 

concepts, associated with event-related theories, are 
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these arguments, this study focuses on social iden-

tity with respect to serious leisure, and conceptual-

izes the relationship between sport event space and 

serious leisure.

Social Identity

Social identity theory is based in social psychol-

ogy and is concerned with why people identify with 

and act in social groups (J. Turner, 1975). Identi-

ties are made up of both personal and social aspects 

(Green, 2001). Personal identity is how people iden-

tify themselves as being a unique individual, differ-

ent to the rest of the world, whereas social identity 

is how people identify with a social group. Social 

identity can have a strong influence on motivations 

and behaviors (Delbosc, 2008; Green, 2001). Delbose 

(2008) found that a desire to meet members of the 

community was the most common motivation to 

visit a cultural festival among community mem-

bers, whereas learning about the community was 

the most common motivation for noncommunity 

members. Similarly, Green (2001) found different 

motivations and behaviors during an event between 

general event visitors and those who have a strong 

social identity with the subculture. For example, 

it was found that motorcyclists attending a Grand 

Prix sought opportunities to parade and celebrate 

the subculture associated with motorcycling with 

their social group at the event.

It has been argued in the social psychology litera-

ture that there are two processes involved in social 

identity formation: self-categorization/identification 

and social comparison (Stets & Burke, 2000). Self-

categorization/identification is a process in which 

individuals categorize and classify themselves in 

particular ways in relation to their social catego-

ries, and recognize themselves as a group member, 

whereas the social comparison process involves 

categorizing persons who are similar to the self as 

the in group and persons who differ from the self 

as the out group. The two processes have differ-

ent consequences in relation to identity formation 

(Stets & Burke, 2000). The consequence of self-

categorization/identification is an emphasis on the 

perceived similarities between the self and other 

in-group members, and an emphasis of the per-

ceived differences between the self and out-group 

members. On the other hand, the consequence of  

(p. 3). The concept of serious leisure offers a frame-

work that can be used to argue that leisure could go 

beyond a simple recreational or free-time activity, 

and be associated with unique values. The concept 

has been applied in different leisure contexts (C. A. 

Brown, 2007; Cheng, Patterson, Packer, & Pegg, 

2010; Hartel, 2010), and has been explored in sport 

activity (Bartram, 2001; Dilley & Scraton, 2010), 

sport tourism (Kane & Zink, 2004), and, recently, 

in sport events (Getz & McConnell, 2011; Shipway 

& Jones, 2007, 2008).

The term “serious sport tourism” was used by 

Green and Jones (2005) when it was suggested 

that event participation can encourage and facili-

tate career development and progression in a sport 

activity. It involves the interrelationship between 

serious leisure, social identity, and subculture in a 

sport tourism context (Green & Jones, 2005). Pre-

vious studies have suggested that sport events pro-

vide serious sport participants with a positive and 

enhanced social identity, and offer a space for them 

to interact with others based on their leisure iden-

tity (Getz & McConnell, 2011; Lamont & McKay, 

2012; Miller, 2012; Shipway & Jones, 2007, 2008). 

Miller (2012) discusses the reinforcement of a sense 

of identity through the extreme physical challenge 

of event participation and the support provided by 

the home club association, family, fellow partici-

pants, and the general crowd at the event. Miller’s 

(2012) study examined the experiences of triath-

letes at a long distance triathlon event. Coghlan and 

Filo (2013) found similar outcomes in a study of 

community-focused sport events.

Serious leisure has been defined with six charac-

teristics to distinguish it from casual leisure: a need 

to persevere in the activity; the development of a 

long-term career path; significant personal effort in 

the activity; realization of various special and dura-

ble benefits; a unique ethos and social world; and 

identification with the activity (Stebbins, 1992). A 

number of studies (Jones, 2000; Shipway & Jones, 

2007) have placed particular emphasis on the sixth 

characteristic, social identification with the activ-

ity, in order to further understand the behaviors of 

serious leisure participants. It has been argued that 

social identity could be the starting point for the 

development of serious leisure. Once social iden-

tity is established, the other five characteristics 

could serve to strengthen social identity. Based on 
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by self-actualization needs. Travel style is the sec-

ond dimension and the highly involved tend to 

travel to more events and to spend more time mak-

ing travel plans. The third and fourth dimensions 

are related to the time and location of events with 

the highly involved exhibiting less seasonality and 

traveling farther and for longer periods of time. The 

fifth dimension is event type; the highly involved 

participate in events that are novel and prestigious. 

The last dimension is destination and event choice; 

the highly involved have different criteria for 

selecting events and destinations compared to the 

less involved. Serious participants are attracted to 

events that are well-organized but with challenging 

and interesting routes (Getz & Andersson, 2010; 

Getz & McConnell, 2011; Shipway & Jones, 2007). 

The choices made by serious sport participants pro-

vide opportunities to achieve self-actualization and 

enhance self-esteem through goal achievement and 

ego enhancement.

Although these six dimensions of the travel pat

tern of serious sport participants are widely ack

nowledged, Lamont, Kennelly, and Wilson (2012) 

claim that the choice of events is contingent upon 

their availability and the intensity of “the compet-

ing priorities” (p. 1071). The highly involved may 

still participate in local and low-profile events as 

preparation for more challenging events or as a 

consequence of “pulsation” (p. 1077). This find-

ing implies that local, small, and low-profile events 

attract serious sport participants for different pur-

poses and reasons. The values that events offer to 

participants to facilitate the development of seri-

ous leisure can be as important as the profile and 

size of events. This calls for an understanding of 

the features of sport events that enable participants 

to create value for their career progression in rela-

tion to serious leisure. Such understanding could 

help event managers enhance the attractiveness of 

events by creating and managing event spaces in 

ways that accentuate the characteristics that sup-

port the development of serious leisure.

Sport Event Space and Social Identity Formation

Drawing on previous studies, this article now 

presents four characteristics of sport events that 

may influence the formation of social identity: 

spaces that promote the cocreation of experiences 

the social comparison process is the selective 

application of the accentuation effect, primarily to 

those dimensions that will result in self-enhancing 

outcomes for the self. Specifically, one’s self- 

esteem is enhanced by evaluating the in group and 

the out group on dimensions that lead the in group 

to be judged positively and the out group to be 

judged negatively.

These processes suggest that social identity is 

formed based on self-evaluation and self-recognition, 

and Weiss (2001) claims that self-evaluation, self-

recognition, and self-esteem are rooted in social 

recognition as they are influenced by the way an 

individual adopts the recognition of others in rela-

tionship to the self. Weiss (2001) also argues that 

sport participants can receive social recognition 

and consequent identity reinforcement through dis-

plays of dexterity, skill, strength, knowledge, and 

intelligence. It suggests that the opportunity to find 

social acceptance and confirmation, and gain social 

recognition could be an essential value that attracts 

sport participants to attend sport events.

Event Travel Career Trajectory

The type of events that are preferred by serious 

sport participants have been discussed in relation to 

an event travel career trajectory (Getz & Andersson, 

2010; Getz & McConnell, 2011). The notion of an 

event travel career trajectory was proposed by Getz 

(2008), who derived it from the concept of travel 

career trajectory (Pearce & Lee, 2005), which 

argues that travel motivations change with respect 

to travel experience level. The event travel career 

trajectory suggests that people engaged in serious 

leisure are likely to develop event-specific travel 

careers as they become more highly involved. The 

event travel career trajectory provides an explana-

tion for the motivations of people highly involved 

in leisure or sport activity and provides patterns of 

their event tourism. It is argued that as involvement 

in a particular sport increases, an event travel career 

changes across six dimensions that constitute a pat-

tern of travel that will clearly distinguish the highly 

involved from general tourists and lesser-involved 

event goers (Getz & Andersson, 2010; Getz & 

McConnell, 2011).

The first dimension of the event travel career con-

cerns motivation. The highly involved are motivated 
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(p. 7) to include specific event sites and the broader 

environment that provides scenic backdrops. The 

boundaries are determined by where people decide 

to perform event-related behaviors; not just by 

markings and fences created by organizers. Per-

sonalizing the cocreation experience means fos-

tering individualized interactions and experience 

outcomes (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). A 

personalized cocreation experience reflects how 

the individual chooses to interact with elements of 

the eventscape.

For event participants, sport events offer a spe-

cial time and space (Getz, 2007) where they can 

construct their own experiences. By interacting with 

event offerings, with the atmosphere and with other 

people, personal meanings and values can be cre-

ated that respond to the individual needs and wants. 

Events offer not only core products, such as a cycling 

program at a participatory cycling event, but also 

augmented products such as sport-related exhibi-

tions, social programs, and entertainment. Through 

active engagement with core and augmented event 

products, the cocreated experiences and derived 

values are various and personal. The enjoyment 

of a particular sport-related atmosphere created by 

the event in the presence of a social group may be 

accompanied by a celebration of subcultural values 

(Green & Chalilp, 1998). Other outcomes include 

excitement from the energized atmosphere created 

by crowds (Lamont & McKay, 2012; Miller, 2012) 

and learning or sharing sport-related information 

with other participants. Cocreation encourages 

a more active involvement leading to value-rich 

experiences that can fulfill needs and wants. The 

need to be recognized as a member of a group of 

sport enthusiasts could be fulfilled by participating 

in the sport activity and by communicating with 

other participants on the field and in a social setting 

such as a bar afterwards (Weiss, 2001). These cre-

ated values serve to reinforce social identity.

Liminality and Communitas

No matter where events are held, at a purpose-

built event venue such as an arena or stadium, or 

in an ordinary space transformed into an event 

space, events temporarily create special spaces for 

event experiences that are different from everyday 

and values, liminality and communitas, flow expe-

riences, and authenticity.

Cocreation of Experiences

In the business literature, cocreation occurs in 

markets where interactions between active cus-

tomers and firms create joint personalized values 

(Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). It is not the firm 

trying to please the customer; rather customers 

coconstruct experiences to suit their context. The 

values arise in the form of personalized, unique 

experiences reflecting a move towards consumer 

centricity. Individuals play the main role in shaping 

their personal experiences and values.

In tourism, which is part of the service economy 

(Pine & Gilmore, 2011), tourists participate in expe-

rience networks (Binkhorst & Den Dekker, 2009). 

They can cocreate their tourism experiences before, 

during, and after travels by engaging with tourism 

service providers, local residents, attractions, and 

technology (Internet). Prebensen and Foss (2011) 

suggested that the tourism industry must provide 

high-quality starting points to encourage tourists 

to participate in the cocreation of experiences. 

Prebensen, Vittersø, and Dahl’s (2013) quantitative 

research demonstrated that high levels of active 

participation generated the greatest value for tour-

ists. They also found that cocreation experiences 

give an opportunity for tourists to shape and cre-

ate their identity. This view could equally apply to 

event participants.

Events occur in cocreated experiential environ

ments in which event participants construct person-

alized experiences. Events are no longer a simple 

service or entertainment; rather they act as spaces 

for event participants to have their own experiences 

within the event settings. The services and prod-

ucts that the event provides may be the same for 

all participants, but participants construct different 

experiences and create different values depending 

on the way they engage with event settings. The 

concept of eventscapes has been used to describe 

the role of event settings in relation to event expe-

riences. When discussing the spatial scope of a 

cycling event, G. Brown, Lee, King, and Shipway 

(2015) defined an eventscape as the range of “set-

tings which facilitate and add value to the event” 
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casual sociability and strengthen the feeling of 

belonging and recognition as a member of a social 

group, with consequent implications for social 

identity reinforcement.

The engagement with an event can generate a 

subculture in which individuals with diverse social 

backgrounds are gathered around the shared core 

values associated with a particular sport, creating 

communitas among participants. In Coghlan and 

Filo’s (2013) study of charity cycling events, being 

part of “pseudo-families” (p. 127), made up of 

strangers with common interests, was found to be 

meaningful and to form a subculture based on their 

social identity with cycling. A sense of camaraderie 

(Lamont & McKay, 2012; Miller, 2012; Shipway, 

2012) is also commonly mentioned as one of fac-

tors that can make participants want to return to 

an event. Communitas serves to reinforce identity 

(Hannam & Halewood, 2006) and strengthen the 

in-group and out-group distinction (Kim, 2005). 

Thus, the shared sport experiences at an event can 

increase the emotional intensity of links among 

participants and affirm the social identity in rela-

tion to serious leisure.

Flow Experiences

Flow theory is based on the idea that people are 

most happy when they are in a state of concentration 

or complete absorption with an activity, that is, in a 

state of flow (Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi, 

1988). Flow is a state of consciousness that is some-

times experienced by people who are deeply involved 

in an enjoyable activity. While a state of communi-

tas indicates a group phenomenon, flow is associated 

with individual experience.

Events have the capability of generating flow 

experiences in which an individual stands outside of 

self (Kim, 2005). The flow experience represents an 

extraordinary experience different from the common 

pleasures of everyday life. Participants can have 

flow experiences through deep involvement, intense 

concentration, and transcendence of self during the 

event period within the setting of the event, away 

from their other commitments. They may undergo 

a variety of self-transcending experiences at an 

event that could lead to a sense of accomplishment 

or transformation. A sense of accomplishment and 

experiences (Johansson & Kociatkiewicz, 2011). 

In this vein, Falassi (1987) views festivals as a 

time that is out of ordinary time and Getz (2007) 

argues that event experiences are time out of time 

within a special place. The notions of liminal-

ity and communitas (V. Turner, 1982) have been 

employed to understand event experiences outside 

the normal routine.

Liminality was developed in the field of anthro-

pology to explain the phases in the tribal ritual 

processes where an ambiguous state is created by 

participants (V. Turner, 1982). Liminoid is a term 

V. Turner (1982) developed to describe a temporary 

state during the change associated with liminality, 

but in secular rather than sacred terms, and it has 

been broadly used to describe political and cul-

tural change, and the temporary state in the change. 

Communitas, as the temporary state of commu-

nal human relationship, is identified as one of the 

ambiguous states constructed through liminality or 

during the liminoid phase (V. Turner, 1982). Com-

munitas describes a special sense of togetherness 

that exists outside ordinary social structure where 

participants have something very specific in com-

mon and build temporary relationships among 

themselves within the group.

Event academics such as Getz (2007) acknowl-

edge that event practices contain a liminoid phe-

nomenon as an event is an experience occurring 

outside normal social processes, and event partici-

pants can experience the transient state, including 

communitas, during an event. In the sport event 

context, the unique ethos associated with a par-

ticular sport such as distinctive dress, language, 

and behavior become acceptable as normal prac-

tices within a sport event space. Participants are 

able to experience a transformation of the identity 

that exists in their daily life (Shipway & Jones, 

2007) due to the liminality created by an event. 

This makes it possible to be involved more deeply 

and more intensively in a sport within the event 

space. The liminal characteristics of event space 

were illustrated in Shipway’s (2012) study by 

using the term “third place” (p. 208). His find-

ings suggest that running events provide space 

for serious runners to become part of a different 

world away from the ordinary life, in the home 

and work environment. These places encourage 
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commitment to the activity, and help build subcul-

tural capital (Green & Jones, 2005).

The perishability characteristic of events as a 

service experience also enhances authenticity. No 

matter how often an event is produced, the event 

experiences of a specific event are only available 

at a specific time and cannot be experienced again 

(Getz, 2007). A particular occurrence of an event 

experience, such as a famous win by a favorite 

team, presents authentic personal stories that con-

tribute to develop an individual’s sense of identity 

(Clark & Salaman, 1998; Shipway & Jones, 2007).

The behaviors of event participants, such as pur-

chasing event merchandise or wearing clothing that 

shows previous attendance at events, are associated 

with the authentic nature of events. Event merchan-

dise can be used to display an association with an 

event, held at a particular place, and at a specific 

time. This may demonstrate levels of event involve-

ment, linked to an event career, level of skill, or 

knowledge and an ability in relation to the specific 

sport. These behaviors allow participants to present 

their identity to others, and develop their identity 

simultaneously through emphasizing similarities 

between the self and other in-group members and 

differences between the self and out-group mem-

bers (self-categorization/identification), and allow-

ing themselves to be recognized by others in the in 

group (social comparison).

Conclusions and Implications

This article has made a critical analysis of key 

literature to demonstrate that event participation 

provides valuable outcomes for serious partici-

pants. Social identity can be reinforced due to the 

cocreation of experiences with liminal, flow, and 

authentic experiences having the potential to be 

transformative. This turns sports event settings into 

serious sport event spaces, which make possible 

career progression in relation to serious leisure. 

A summary of the nature of sport events as spaces 

for forming social identity is presented in Table 1.

A contribution to knowledge has been made by 

linking theories about leisure, tourism, and events 

to provide further insight about the nature of event 

experiences but, in addition, the article has prac-

tical implications for event management. Firstly, 

transformation are seen as distinctive characteristics 

of serious leisure (Stebbins, 1992) and mastery (e.g., 

a challenge to abilities) has been identified as one 

of the dominant motives for participation in sport 

events (Lamont & Jenkins, 2013).

There exists a distinct difference between an 

event space and everyday space in terms of the 

intensity of experiences because of the liminal 

characteristics of the event space. However, the 

effects of flow experiences gained through event 

participation do not just remain in the event space, 

but extend into everyday life. Coghlan and Filo 

(2013) found that a participatory cycling event 

space provides an individual with an opportunity 

to connect with the individual self, for example, 

through a physical challenge. They argue that the 

space allows individuals to express their better 

self, highlighting the presence of a greater goal and 

reflecting the event as a mechanism toward self-

expression, inspiration, and accomplishment. So, 

the enhanced social identity through achievement 

of a stronger sense of accomplishment may extend 

into the home environment and everyday life.

Authentic Experiences

Authenticity has been a popular topic in tour-

ism (Cole, 2007; Connell, 2007; Xie, 2003) and in 

the events literature (Carnegie & McCabe, 2008; 

McCartney & Osti, 2007). It has been argued that 

tourism development turns culture into a commod-

ity and creates many events to cater to tourists’ 

wants, resulting in a loss of authenticity and the 

creation of pseudoevents (Boorstin, 1961). How-

ever, sport events have been considered as provid-

ing authentic experiences (Hinch & Higham, 2005) 

as they provide different experiences every time. 

This perceived authenticity is due to the uncertainty 

of outcomes, the role of athletic display, the kinaes-

thetic nature of sport activities, and the tendency 

for strong engagement in sport. The authenticity of 

sport events makes ordinary space symbolic and 

valued, and motivates serious sport participants to 

actively participate to build a leisure/sport career. 

Authentic experiences such as seeing athletes in 

the flesh, taking a direct part in the sport at a val-

ued event space, and having access to “behind the 

scenes” (Lamont & McKay, 2012, p.  326) reinforce 



Delivered by Ingenta to: Bournemouth University
IP: 194.66.75.22 On: Mon, 28 Nov 2016 09:36:48

Article(s) and/or figure(s) cannot be used for resale. Please use proper citation format when citing this article including
the DOI, publisher reference, volume number and page location.

	 SOCIAL IDENTITY IN SPORT EVENT SPACE	 497

& McConnell, 2011), branding is important as the 

event image will determine whether appropriate 

participants are attracted; people who have the nec-

essary motivation and skills to reach a flow state. 

Fourthly, the perishable nature of events can be fur-

ther emphasized in marketing and merchandising 

in order to enhance authentic experiences that, in 

turn, offer additional value for participants.

This conceptual article helps explain the role of 

sport events in shaping social identity but there is 

a need for empirical research to test the proposed 

relationships. The experiences and behaviors of 

serious sport tourists in the setting of sport events 

have been mainly examined by qualitative research 

techniques such as ethnography (Berridge, 2014; 

Coghlan, 2012; Lamont & McKay, 2012; Shipway 

& Jones, 2008). Future studies could employ quan-

titative techniques to investigate perceptions about 

participation in serious leisure and the extent to 

which this is facilitated by different types of events. 

For example, the perceptions of professional partic-

ipants in an event such as the Tour de France could 

be compared to those of people participating in a 

community cycling event by testing the influence 

of factors such as event prestige. A better under-

standing of the relationship between sport events 

and participation in serious leisure would assist 

events need to provide programs that encourage 

people to be actively engaged with meaningful ele-

ments of the eventscape to facilitate the cocreation 

of meaningful experiences and cultural values. The 

provision of augmented products at the event, such 

as socialization programs, should be key elements 

of participatory sport events (Green, 2001) as they 

offer additional opportunities to reinforce social 

identity. Secondly, the liminal nature of events 

could be further exploited to promote communi-

tas and the identity transformation of participants. 

Event design can be used to enhance the liminality 

of the setting, to disengage people from their daily 

life, and to increase the emotional intensity of links 

with other participants. This is finding expression 

when event organizers and destination planners 

work collaboratively to create a distinctive event 

“look” in a host city. Thirdly, and consistent with 

the premise of flow theory (Csikszentmihalyi & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 1988), sport event organizers 

need to achieve a balance between the challenge 

of the task and the skill of the performer. If the task 

is too easy or too difficult, flow cannot occur. Both 

skill level and challenge level must be matched and 

high; if skill and challenge are low and matched, 

then apathy results (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). As 

the event tourist career trajectory suggests (Getz 

Table 1

Events as a Serious Sport Event Space for Social Identity Formation

Theoretical Construct Nature of Event Social Identity Formation in Serious Sport Event Space

Value cocreation Events as a created environment 

in which event participants are 

active agents in the construction 

of personalized experiences 

Personal experiences through interacting with the event 

setting, program, and other people

Creation of personal meanings and values to event 

experience

Creation of personal stories associated with the event 

and experiences

Liminality and 

communitas

Event experience as time out 

of time within a special place 

(Getz, 2007)

An identity transformation from a work or family 

related identity to a serious sport identity

Generation and celebration of a subculture 

Flow theory Event’s ability to generate flow 

experiences for participants 

Deep involvement, intense concentration, and self-

transcending experience

Achievement of a sense of accomplishment and 

transformation

Authenticity Authenticity of sport and sport 

events

Perishability of events 

Reinforcement and development of subcultural capital

Generation of personal stories that demonstrate levels 

of skill, knowledge, and ability in a sport
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