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Title: 
An investigation into football fandom and fan behaviour and the reasons why there are links made to varying degrees of criminality.


Background/Introduction: 
A fairly notorious but also still not fully understood critically, the topic of football fanhood and the controversial relations it has with matters such as criminality is very much still contemporary. As the studies by those such as Dwyer et al (2015) showcase, the understanding of football fan behaviour in general circumstances is still somewhat flawed or undetermined, meaning the matter of analysing complex links to criminality becomes that much harder. The reasoning for this, is due to just how difficult it can be to find and make use of a generally agreed upon scale for measuring football fandom/fan behaviour transnationally, with scholars and other academic research from various countries all using a variety of scales presenting an issue in terms of correlation (ibid). 

However, Spaaij & Anderson (2010) do offer a differing but perhaps more relevant perspective which is, the best approach to studying football fan behaviour and criminality is one of a holistic nature because, trying to critically analyse such matters without incorporating the external factors such as macro-level influences on fandom, the importance of collective mind research, social identification theories and the impressionable environment of sporting and in particular football events, would be an ineffective task. In essence, this perspective effectively highlights the shift in researching within this subject matter over recent years, with there been a more evident focus on explanatory models more generally first and foremost before delving into the more individual and diverse critical evaluating (ibid). 

Aim: 
To critically evaluate the perspectives of football game goers’ experiences and views in relation to whether or not there are notable links to varying degrees of criminal behaviour and if so why. 
Objectives: 
1. To research and analyse how football hooliganism is viewed and understood by general football fans and matchday attenders. 
2. To understand why there are these persistent links made between football supporting/fandom and deviant behaviour. 
3. To analyse whether or not the perceptions held and presented by those such as the media and politicians, actually holds legitimacy for present day gameday experiences. 
4. To identify and tabulate the changes that have occurred regarding the matter of football hooliganism. 
5. To also identify and understand if the age ranges of football fans has played a part in any changes. 
6. To provide critical and concise findings and recommendations on this specific area of study to conclude my research. 


Literature Review: 
There can be no disputing that football fandom and fan behaviour are both far from being recently discovered topics of discussion, with Frosdick & Marsh (2013) providing details of how some of the first recorded instances and evidence of football fan anti-social behaviour/hooliganism as we know it, can be dated as far back as the late 19th - early 20th century and occurred in England. However, what can be identified as being more relevant recently is the matter of discrimination and notable acts of criminality in connection to football fandom, which has whether rightly or wrongly led to a growing trend in mass media coverage and debates on such issues. 


As Groombridge (2015) suggests, the subject of fan behaviour and the connection it has to deviancy or criminality in a footballing context is very much a contested concept, with various instances showcasing that depending on the setting or timing it could perhaps be deemed both overplayed and wrongfully scrutinised or even overlooked and underemphasised. In relation to this, Spaaij (2006) provides the evaluation that this sort of contested mood surrounding football fandom is largely down to the perceiving by the likes of politicians, policymakers and the media that football fan behaviour or football hooliganism which it is almost always characterised as within the UK, is a disturbing and serious social problem in need of nullifying. In addition, the regular terming of anything football fan related as hooliganism –which can be understood as violent or affrontive behaviour typically by groups of males– perhaps plays in to this perceived narrative whilst also, further fuelling this belief that there is an exclusive issue within the UK when it comes to football fandom (Stott & Pearson, 2007). 

In conjunction with this previous point about exclusivity, it should be noted that hooliganism has been and still very much is a dynamic and rather niche phenomenon and so, the social and historical context it is studied within is of significant importance. For example, up until the last two decades or so football within the UK particularly, was very much viewed as a working-class sporting interest and played a part in this sort of British class dividing, with different sports such as cricket or tennis for example being predominantly linked with the upper echelons of society (Spaaij, 2008). Therefore, if the social and historical context being looked at in regards to football fandom was within perhaps the 1970s/1980s and focussed on some of the major cities such as London, Liverpool, Manchester and Birmingham, then this sort of well-mannered men with higher class status versus working class and hard masculinity characterised boys, would be very much apparent (ibid). 

However, it is when looking at this subject matter within the context of around the last two decades (2000 – present day) where much more uncertainty can be found. This is because, despite the still somewhat residual belief of football hooliganism being an almost exclusively British/English social problem, this period has proven that the matter of football hooliganism is far from being antiquatedly conceptualised and generally explained as previously assumed (Poulton, 2007). Furthermore, with the ongoing growth and globalization of football culture, societies and behaviours, it has enabled a clear transnational showcasing that, societal faults and cultural issues or trends cannot be deemed enough in regards to researching or reasoning this matter (ibid). Therefore, more detailed analysis and specific approaches towards understanding football fan/hooligan subcultural identities, underlaying interests or behaviours and social interactions is required, in order to help gain a more modernised accuracy in fully understanding the matter of football fan behaviour and the links to deviant/criminal acts (Spaaij, 2007). 

Methodology:
As Bryman (2008) details, the term methodology can be defined as a collective and rational scheme for research which is used in a particular area of study or activity but, is not always set out for the purpose of providing conclusions or solutions like a common method. As this description suggests, the process for researching can be very complex and rigorous, with multiple selections or research processes being key factors when it comes to influencing how the methodology and findings turn out in regards to things such as relevance or reliability. With this in mind, through the use of the research onion concept (see below) by Saunders et al (2012), the layered approach design showcases how each layer holds equal importance at each step of researching, with the selection of a research philosophy being highlighted as the first/outer layer. 
[image: ]
‘The Research Onion’ (Source: Saunders et al, 2012).

In regards to the research philosophy, it is proposed that the philosophy of pragmatism will be best suited as it allows for an integrated approach in multiple ways throughout the work, ensuring that a much broader and holistic view is obtained regarding the research question (Pole, 2007). Additionally, with this pragmatic approach chosen, the use of mixed method approaches to data collection should allow for more reliable, relevant, critical and credible results and findings (Biesta, 2010). 

Therefore, the preference for this researching will be a mixed method complex which means the use of both qualitative and quantitative methods because, as Denscombe (2008) enlightens, this will allow for a reduction in the chances of unknowns or limitations appearing either before or during the data collection. 

However, Creswell (2011) does offer the contention that this approach means that there is little regard for critically challenging the selected topic in specific direction and risks being to centralised in the outcomes. Although being a respectable viewpoint and acknowledged, it is still thought that the use of a mixed method complex will be most effective and appropriate for this area of research, as it will not rely on just the figures or statistics but also consider subjective motives and reasoning which was highlighted in the introduction section as being key. 

In regards to this mixed methods research, it is envisioned that the quantitative portion will consist of an online digital questionnaire/survey which will be targeted and sent to avid football game goers/devoted football club supporters with all information apart from the age ranges they fall into being kept anonymous. The hope for this quantitative approach is that, the data gathered will provide concise descriptive answers and allow for these to be easily relatable to others meaning, there can be guaranteed clarity when it comes to comparing and contrasting the experiences and views on football fan behaviour at events or during a matchday. As Stockemer (2019) educates, the use of quantitative research in this way with the knowledge of it being used in tangent with qualitative researching also, allows for the findings from these questionnaires/surveys to establish a back bone to the data findings so to speak, with the addition of the qualitative part then adding a very in depth and perhaps even unique layer on top of these findings. 

In terms of the qualitative researching, this will consist of a small-scale interview process where it is hoped a handful of specifically selected and willing participants with more notable positions or knowledge (E.g., football coach, player (or ex), involved in football relations/policy making) will provide a critically unique and individual set of results relating to the research question. Furthermore, this part of the research should also provide a more in-depth analysis in regards to both the findings but also the information surrounding the answers because, the preference is for the participants to agree to more than just the age range information mentioned in the quantitative section to be obtained. These two proposed strategies for carrying out the mixed method research approach can be seen as the clearly best suited options in order to meet the overall aim of this piece of work and also, given the already existent external circumstances prior to researching (Holliday, 2012).

Some limitations may still arise in regards to this research and although steps have been and will be taken to limit the chances of this, there can still be no certainty given and some areas that could be problematic are: 
· The sample sizes that will be available to conduct thorough qualitative research. 
· The time period in which this research takes place (The current outlook for sports event attending in general is very much different to the norms prior to the pandemic and social distancing). 
· The engagement and information sharing provided (Although it is expected the approach of this research will allow participants to be at ease and very engageable, this cannot be guaranteed). 
· The scale and remoteness of the data collection (Given the current external circumstances there is no way of predicting how broad or overly similar the participants football supporting backgrounds could be).  


Reliability and Validity: 
As previously touched upon, there is more than one research method being proposed in order to provide a balanced, unbiased and holistic view across the study of this subject matter. Firstly, it is known that the more personal and interactive aspect of qualitative researching could lead to some personal bias input but, this is to be counteracted and deterred through the ensuring that the questions used for the interviews will be thoroughly checked and will not allow for any leading or offsetting questioning. 

In terms of the quantitative researching, questionnaires can be viewed as an obvious method for gathering useful data and a general consensus on a specified matter. With this in mind, it is hoped the selected targeting of participants known to have knowledge, views or experiences regarding the topic of football fan behaviour, will enable a core understanding of the past and current realities of the matchday experience for fans and whether these perceptions of hooliganism and perhaps other criminality hold any legitimacy. Importantly, there is an acknowledgement that questionnaires can sometimes offer a flawed analysis because, variables such as how the participant is feeling at the particular point of answering could play a part in determining the responses given. Conversely, the strictly remote/online format being used for this questionnaire process should allow for this to be reduced significantly, as the questionnaires will be either emailed or posted on a digital platform for the participants to access allowing for them to ensure they are answered when best suits them. 

As Collis & Hussey (2009) enlighten, the reliability and validity aspect for any research work can only be ensured through the use of strict primary researching principles (outlined above) and also, consistently staying in check and combination with the currently in place and credited academia specifically related to the subject matter in question. Therefore, it is hoped that with these both being adhered to throughout, the validity of the research will be sound and provide an understanding of the knowledge gaps and complexities in regards to this research area. 
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