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Becoming a Chinese football fan: An examination of the influence of 

national and local identities on the development of Chinese football fandom 

The article explores how national and local identities influence Chinese football 

fandom. Previous research has failed to provide detailed information about how these 

two social identities influence the process of fans’ self-identification. This study uses 

fans of Henan Jianye Football Club and Shenzhen Football Club because they can 

typically represent native and internal immigrant fans in China as examples to fill the 

knowledge gap. By combining the experiences of these two fan groups, the article 

reveals that international games and the feeling of supporting the nation can strengthen 

the influence of national identity on fandom for the national football team. It also 

reveals that fans’ recognition of their teams’ local symbolic status stimulates local 

identity in developing native fans’ support for local football clubs. Although internal 

immigrant fans do not share their local identities, their desire to acquire local affiliation 

also allows local identity to affect their fandom. 

Introduction 

Previous research points out that the development of fandom for the Chinese national football 

team and for local football clubs is associated with the Chinese people’s desire to celebrate 

both national and local identities.1 Although the Chinese people’s fondness for football teams 

was developed for overseas teams initially because of their occasional International 

Federation of Association Football (FIFA)World Cup encounter in 1978, supporting their 

national football team remained when the team began attending the World Cup in 1982. In 

terms of the fandom for local football clubs, the desire to celebrate local identity helps fans 

ignore their weak connection with the teams and cheer in the stadium when the Chinese 

professional football leagues began in 1994. Hence, celebrating national and local identities 

is the root of the Chinese football fandom development. 

Nevertheless, previous research only indicates the duration of fans’ interaction with 

their football teams as the leading factor in developing Chinese football fandom,2 so whether 

national and local identities also have an impact on the process of football fandom 
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development is unknown. In addition, Chinese football fans of the domestic teams also 

include immigrant fans who support local football clubs in their immediate places. For 

example, fans of Shanghai SIPG Football Club mainly consist of immigrants because they 

recognise the club as the authenticity of Shanghai spirit – the diversity.3 In this respect, 

understanding the fandom of these immigrant football fans supplements the research on how 

local identity influences the development of fandom for local football clubs. Moreover, the 

previous research suggests that the research on the development of Chinese football fandom 

requires a more diverse data set, this research investigates fans of Henan Jianye Football Club 

(HJFC) and Shenzhen Football Club (SFC) to address the research question: ‘How do 

people’s national and regional identities influence the development of Chinese football 

fandom?’. 

This study draws upon theories of national and local identities and works on fandom 

development, especially in the Chinese context. The methodology is interpretivist in order to 

present the experiences of Chinese local and immigrant football fans, and the study employs 

a comparative case study approach. The theoretical foundations and research design are 

discussed in the following sections. After that, the article presents the findings followed by 

analytical discussions to examine how national and regional identities shape the process of 

Chinese football fans’ self-identification through football. The paper begins with an 

examination of the influence of national identity on football fandom by combining the 

experiences of local and immigrant Chinese football fans. With specific reference to these 

fans’ differing place attachments, the article discusses and compares how local identity 

influences native and immigrant football fans to develop fandom for local clubs. 

The development of national and local identities in China 

National and local identities comprise people’s social or collective identities which contribute 
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to ‘the totality of a person’s individuality plus the idiosyncratic things’ that make a person 

unique.4 People can acquire a more accurate understanding of themselves through this kind of 

identity because it encourages them to evaluate their relationships with others in their unique 

spatial and temporal contexts. Local and national identities are developed in local and 

national communities respectively. Initially, the local community refers to a geographical 

area while the nation is an anthropological community.5 Yet, national and local communities 

in most cases have the same geographical significance because of the construction of a 

nation-state where people use a geographical border to measure their nation.6 As a result, the 

process of people’s identity-building in these two communities may be overlapped. 

Among the Chinese people, nation is a unified and broader community including their 

local ones.7 Nevertheless, the Chinese people’s understanding of their local identity is longer 

than their national one because of the longer history of diversification in China.8 Compared 

with the territory of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), only the Yuan dynasty from 1301 

to 1351 and the Qing dynasty from 1776 to 1844 could be the unified periods in the Chinese 

history.9 Moreover, the process of the Chinese people’s national identity building was after 

1840 when the Chinese nationalist thinking began.10 In other words, the Chinese people’s 

interaction with their local communities may be longer, and the development of people’s 

local identities is earlier. 

Most local communities start with a group of people who use specific geographical 

conditions to satisfy their biological needs, such as safety.11 Alongside the daily practice 

based on their geographical environments, people develop specific lifestyles that are distinct 

from others. Consequently, places become social communities involving specific ethnic, 

cultural and religious spheres. The developed local identity naturally helps people to identify 

themselves and their fellows in the same cultural and geographical scale.12 Usually, birth 

information directly helps individuals acquire local identity. Length of residence can also be 
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another factor in individuals’ local identities secured because of the duration of living in a 

specific place gaining experience of a local lifestyle.13 In addition, these factors are affected 

by individuals’ relationships with other members and by their status as having homes in their 

local places, so the development of local identity relies on an individual’s satisfaction in 

terms of ‘biological, psychological, social, and cultural needs’ in a specific local 

community.14 

Chinese people’s engagement with local identity has been strongly associated with a 

long diversification history which has made solidarity the unique feature of Chinese local 

identity. During this history, kingdoms and regimes built up fortresses to claim their 

independent authority rooted in different geographical areas, thereby limiting population 

mobility and underpinning people’s long-term interaction with their fixed ethnic 

communities.15 As a result, the lifestyles of China have remained diverse, and Chinese 

people’s local identities can be easily identified. Moreover, a particular lifestyle – for 

example, over-reliance on agriculture – enhances the solidarity of local identity.16 Because 

this has enabled the Chinese people to be self-reliant for four millennia, it is difficult for 

people to abandon those lifestyles developed from their farming lands and home places, even 

though many of them choose to migrate: ‘wherever people from those agricultural regions 

migrated, they took with them their tradition of making a living from the soil’.17 Furthermore, 

the Chinese concept of freedom is obtained by people if they familiarise themselves with 

their local community: ‘In a society characterised by this level of familiarity, we achieve a 

level of freedom whereby we can do whatever we please without fear of violating the norms 

of the society’.18 Therefore, most Chinese people have a strong connection to their places and 

secure local identities.  

In terms of national identity construction, shared ethnic background is often an 

essential condition for people to organise their national communities. According to Smith,19 
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people’s wishes to be members of their nation are associated with the fact that their nation 

can help them find ‘cultural fulfilment, rootedness, security and fraternity’. Nevertheless, a 

shared political desire is arguably a more important factor in encouraging people to construct 

their nations.20 For example, people from different ethnic backgrounds took part in the 

French and American Revolutions to assert their shared national identities. Thus, ‘ethnicity, 

language and the like’ are indications of collective belonging but not any ‘fundamental sense’ 

of the nation.21 Instead, people’s desire to manage a political community equally and 

independently leads to a process of nation-building. National identity is then developed along 

with a consciousness of citizenship that has given people ‘a stake in the country and thereby 

made the state to some extent “our own”’.22 Furthermore, civic consciousness is a 

consequence of modernity and modern societies in which print technology emerged. Because 

of widespread literacy and universal education, the concept of the nation is an ‘imagined 

political community’ where people distinguish themselves by an acknowledged knowledge of 

rather than familiarity with all members of the community.23 In this respect, the existence of 

national identity is associated with whether people acknowledge their civic consciousness 

and membership in a specific national community. 

The nation has two meanings in the Chinese context.24 It can either be the ‘Guo Jia’ (

国家), a state with a geographical and political border, or the ‘Min Zu’ (民族), a unified 

community including all ethnic groups. For this reason, the Chinese nation-building process 

combined ethnic and political factors. The idea of the Chinese nation emerged when the Qing 

dynasty failed in most of its wars against Western imperialism from the 1840s.25 Because it 

was developed to encourage more people to participate in resisting invasion, its main political 

purpose was to offer people the legitimacy to develop and own a Chinese nation-state equally 

while declining the Qing dynasty’s authority. Moreover, the concept also generated the ethnic 

meaning that promoted the Chinese nation-state as a unified community of all ethnic groups, 
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so that people’s affinities with other ethnic communities could be increased to enhance the 

strength of the resistance to Western imperialism.26 Consequently, unification and solidarity 

are critical themes in the process of Chinese national identity building. 

However, most Chinese people’s engagement with their national identity was not 

fully developed by the time when the first Chinese nation-state, the Republic of China 

(ROC), was established in 1912. Instead, this happened after the establishment of the 

People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949.27 Constant war during the history of the ROC, 

including the Warlord Era (1916–1928), the First Chinese Civil War (1927–1937) and the 

Second Civil War (1945–1949), only allowed the elite Chinese intellectual class to 

understand the concept of nation and engage with their national identity. This issue was 

related to a ‘dual phenomena’ principle that required universal education to make the 

populace understand the importance of the nation from an intellectual perspective and 

participate in the process of nation-building.28 Because civic and moral education – a 

compulsory course in schools to promote the authority of the Chinese Community Party and 

the importance of a secure Chinese nation – was only developed following the establishment 

of the PRC, Chinese nation-building could only then be completed.29 Therefore, national 

identity is a relatively new social and imagined identity amongst the Chinese people.  

Because affinity to a community has been essential for individuals to survive in the 

history of human evolution, people have inevitably developed a sense of belonging to their 

national and local communities while simultaneously developing their national and local 

identities. 30 In turn, such emotional attachments lay down the foundation of their solidarity 

for their national and local communities. A typical example is that people engage with 

ideologies, nationalism and regionalism, to highlight the significance of their national and 

local communities and empower these communities.31 Because of Western imperialism, the 

Chinese nationalists’ thoughts were influenced by social Darwinism which acknowledged 
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eternal conflicts between ethnic groups and defined Western invasion as a threat to all 

Chinese people’s survival.32 Furthermore, such an idea has been employed in civic and moral 

education in the PRC.33 While encouraging people to empower the nation, Chinese 

nationalism also makes them sensitive to any challenges from outside. The long-term 

agricultural lifestyle and local interaction helped the Chinese people develop a social pattern 

– ‘a differential mode of association’ (差序格局) to prioritise the local community over 

individuals.34 In this pattern, people could acquire power if they fulfilled obligations to their 

community to the extent that thinking highly of their local communities made common sense 

to Chinese people. 

The development of Chinese football fandom 

Football fandom, as portrayed by Galeano,35 is a deep emotional attachment developed by 

fans to their teams: ‘Once a week, the fan flees his house and goes to the stadium…where he 

can see his angels in the flesh doing battle with the demons of the day’. Hence, such a 

fandom means that the team is irreplaceable to a fan, while the fan supports that team with 

passion, love and loyalty. Compared with the football fandom in Europe and South America, 

Chinese football fandom only really emerged from the 1980s.36 However, from the start, such 

fandom was associated with people’s national and local identities. The following discussion 

reviews how Chinese people develop their football fan identification while also 

acknowledging their teams’ national and regional affinities. 

MacClancy37 suggests that football is a ‘marker of one’s already established social 

identity’, indicating that football always connects with external factors. Common evidence is 

that football teams are usually named after particular geographical or cultural communities.38 

Recognising that their teams are community representatives, fans support these teams, in 

large part, to celebrate local or national identities. In turn, fandom itself is strengthened if 
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fans have strong national and local attachments.39 In this respect, football fandom reflects 

people’s attitudes towards their social communities. 

International sports competitions are a ‘vehicle’ to remind people of and strengthen 

their national identities because they offer them a clear boundary by which to identify ‘their 

nation’ as opposed to those of ‘others’.40 Rituals, such as waving flags and singing anthems, 

are factors that highlight differences between nations during the international competition. 

Consequently, people acknowledge national teams and athletes as channels for expressing 

their national pride: ‘It is true that sports fans of any nation will delight in the sporting 

success of their compatriots’.41 In addition, Sugden and Tomlinson42 suggest that ‘sport in 

general and football in particular have proven to be significant theatres for the expression of 

national identity’. In other words, compared with other sports, football can easily stimulate 

people’s emotional attachment to their nations and allow them to express their collective 

national consciousness and values.  

Chinese people’s fan identification with the national football team can be traced back 

to the 1980s when the Chinese national football team began its World Cup journey, and 

nationalism was the primary factor. Zhixing Rong (荣志行) hugely contributed to the 

Chinese national team during the 1982 FIFA World Cup qualification, for example with the 

victory in the key game against Kuwait which was then the most powerful Asian football 

team.43 Regarding China’s relatively underdeveloped industries and technologies at that time, 

the Chinese people believed that Rong’s performance offered great national confidence. A 

nationwide idolisation of Zhixing Rong – ‘Zhixing Style’ (志行风格) – was promoted 

throughout the country. Another example of how fandom for the national team is associated 

with nationalism was Event 5.19 –– the first and largest fan riot in the history of Chinese 

football.44 On the 19th of May 1985, China lost to Hong Kong in a key qualifying game for 

the 1986 World Cup Finals, a result which ended that national team’s World Cup journey. In 
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response, fans damaged a large number of properties to vent their great disappointment. 

Chinese football fans’ support for the national football team is derived from their recognition 

that the team can be a vehicle for empowering the nation. After the riot, more than 100 

people were arrested. In addition, this riot was a catalyst for the beginning of studies of 

Chinese football fans. Although these studies focus primarily on hooliganism,45 how national 

identity affected the development of fandom for the Chinese national football team remained 

largely unexplored.  

In terms of domestic football games, Ben Porat46 suggests that ‘ethnicity is part and 

parcel of football’, indicating the deep connection between the fandom for local football 

clubs and people’s emotional attachment to their local communities. In most European and 

South American countries, fandom is developed mainly through family inheritance.47 That is, 

most fans acknowledge local football clubs as theirs because their forebears had a close 

relationship with those football clubs as founders, players, and supporters. The resultant 

fandom is characterised by a strong sense of ownership so that fans believe that they have the 

right to participate in clubs’ development and control. Furthermore, a local football club’s 

symbolic status is enhanced by seasonal fixtures between clubs that are named after places. 

Because clubs ‘are announced each week of the football season’ and their performances ‘are 

broadcast to the nation and beyond’, 48 seasonal games help fans recognise local football 

clubs’ representative status while becoming contests between places. Along with the process 

of fandom development, fans’ recognition of their teams’ local symbolic status, therefore, is 

also passed down through the generations. 

However, Jiang and Bairner49 suggest that most Chinese football fans were initially 

‘only consumers of football entertainment’, indicating that family inheritance is less 

important to the development of Chinese football fandom. Most Chinese football audiences 

could not claim a fan identity until 1994 when the Chinese professional football leagues were 
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established, even though Chinese domestic football games have been played since 1951 – 

two years after the establishment of the PRC. From the 1950s to the 1990s, the main purpose 

of Chinese domestic football games was to develop the national football team’s competitive 

capability, so tournaments based in major cities were used for organising games.50 Moreover, 

regular broadcasting of domestic football games began the establishment of professional 

leagues. Before that, China Central Television, the main national broadcaster of sports, had 

mainly focused on the games involving the national football team.51 As a result, most 

Chinese football fans did not have any strong connection to their local teams when the 

professional football leagues were established.  

Because this period did not allow fans to recognise the fandom for a particular team 

as their norm, it would be unusual to acknowledge the influence of family as a critical factor 

in Chinese football fans’ recognition of their teams’ local symbolic status. Instead, as 

suggested by Crawford,52 fandom development as a fluid pattern transforming consumers 

into passionate fans is a more appropriate way of describing the development of fandom for 

Chinese football clubs. In this case, local football clubs’ competitive capabilities and efficient 

communication are important for maintaining this required interaction and developing the 

fandom.53 Furthermore, such fandom development is caused by people’s desire to celebrate 

civic identities in their cities and places.54 Because most clubs are ‘named after the cities and 

regions where they are located’,55 fans acknowledge these teams as local representatives. 

After a long-term interaction with their local teams, fans’ local identity is also a key factor in 

maintaining  loyalty to their teams.56 However, a limitation of fandom development remains 

the fans’ absence from organising their local football clubs. Thus, two other factors, teams’ 

competitive capability and memories of watching games, are critical for maintaining the fans’ 

interactions with their teams. 57 Yet, whether people’s local identity also contributes to the 
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development of fandom during the Chinese football fans’ interaction with their teams is 

largely unknown to date, not least as regards how this process affects immigrant fans.  

Research design 

To answer the research question, ‘How do Chinese football fans’ national/local identities 

influence Chinese people to develop fandom for national and local football teams?’, the 

research employed qualitative methods to investigate Chinese football fans’ own 

understanding of their fandom. Furthermore, this research used a case study approach that 

explores in-depth data related to the research phenomenon through data from a restricted 

sample to conduct the investigation, 58 and it focused on fans of the Henan Jianye Football 

Club and Shenzhen Football Club. The investigation involved 582 participants. All the initial 

investigations were conducted in Chinese, with thematic analysis and interpretation being 

completed in English.  

An essential factor is that SFC and HJFC were established and started to play league 

games at the same time as the beginning of the Chinese professional leagues in 1994. 59 In 

this respect, fans of these two football clubs share the same long interaction with their teams. 

Moreover, because the duration of these fans’ interactions with their clubs is the same length 

as the history of Chinese football clubs, knowledge about these fans can reflect all Chinese 

fans’ perspectives on their national football team and on local football clubs. The more 

important specific factor is the different development of the two regions in which these clubs 

are based, which leads people to have different attitudes towards their immediate place of 

residence.  

Henan province is one of the birthplaces of Chinese civilisation.60 Compared with 

economically powerful areas, Henan’s relatively weak financial influence has resulted in it 

becoming a major location for labour export, so its population mainly consists of native 
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people with relatively few immigrants.61 Henan people’s long-term interaction with their 

local community has given them a strong local identity. By contrast, Shenzhen city in 

Guangdong province emerged in 1979 because of the opening-up policy.62 As a Special 

Economic Zone, it is one of China’s global cities with strong global financial and economic 

power.63 Consequently, the population mainly consists of immigrants from other Chinese 

regions and other countries, and Shenzhen residents do not have the same strong place 

attachment as people in other regions. The fandom of these two groups of fans can reflect, 

therefore, native and immigrant football fans’ attitudes towards their teams respectively. 

Based on a ‘nested study’,64 the present study seeks to comprehensively understand Chinese 

football fandom by comparing and integrating data obtained from fans of the two clubs.  

The researchers recruited participants by posting information on the football clubs’ 

official social media, such as Weibo and WeChat, and, in addition, criteria-based and 

snowball sampling were applied to identify appropriate participants.65 With predetermined 

criteria, criteria-based sampling helps the researchers to recruit participants who have a 

‘particular feature, attribute or characteristic’, or have a ‘specific experience’ to attain an in-

depth knowledge of the research phenomenon.66 In terms of fandom for local teams, few 

Chinese football fans can meet the level of ‘supporters’, having developed their fandom via 

family or community inherited loyalty. In addition, free TV broadcasting has been an 

essential vehicle for Chinese people to enjoy football games since the establishment of the 

Chinese professional football leagues in 1994.67 The sample criteria thus drew upon Song and 

Lu’s typology of Chinese football audiences that identifies real Chinese football fans as 

spectators who regularly watch their teams’ games in the stadium or on television.68 The 

selected participants were required to meet the following criteria, 1) they have regularly 

watched games of the national football team on TV or live for years and identify themselves 

as fans of the national team; and 2) they have regularly watched their local football clubs’ 
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games on TV or live for years and identify themselves as fans of either SFC or HJFC. 

Overall, 22 participants (see Table to find participant information) were recruited through the 

criteria-based sampling framework and took part in individual interviews and focus groups.  

After welcoming participants to introduce their fandom experience, the questions 

asked in individual interviews were about how Chinese national and local identities affected 

the development of football fandom for their national and local football teams, including ‘Do 

you agree that the Chinese national/local football team is a national/local symbol? And why?’ 

and ‘Does its symbolic status have any influence on the development of your fandom for the 

national/local team? And why?’. Focus groups were sequentially organised to expand upon 

and examine the data collected in the interviews.69 Participants discussed their attitudes 

towards national and local football teams through topics ‘whether they regard their 

national/local football teams as a national/local symbol’ and ‘how their sense of belonging to 

their national/local community has affected the development of fandom for their 

national/local football teams’. 

However, such a sampling method ignores participants who might also provide 

crucial evidence of the research phenomenon.70 For example, Chinese football fans who are 

not members of supporter organisations or followers of official social media sites may also 

develop strong fandom for their national and local teams. Moreover, the typology of Chinese 

football audiences remains inaccurate in distinguishing the core fans of Chinese football 

clubs from other members of the general public. However, the validity of data can be 

strengthened by combining data collected from other sampling strategies and employing the 

cross-validation strategy.71 Therefore, a snowball sampling framework that allows recruited 

participants to introduce more qualified people to join investigations was also employed. In 

total, 560 participants were invited through the snowball sampling method. To allow the 

researchers to interact with such a large population and collect valuable qualitative data, the 
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investigation of these participants took the form of open-ended surveys.72  The questions 

asked in this survey were about participants’ attitudes towards their national/local 

communities and their national/local football teams, including ‘Do you agree that your 

national/local football team is playing for your national/local communities in international 

competitions/professional leagues? Could you explain the reasons?’, ‘Do you consider your 

national/local football teams as symbols of your national/local community? Could you 

explain the reasons?’, and ‘Do you agree that you support your national/local football teams 

because of your sense of belonging to your national/local communities? Could you explain 

the reasons?’. 

This number of participants may challenge reaching saturation, thereby making the 

study lie outside the norms of qualitative research which is designed to interpret the meaning 

of research reality rather than offer a general understanding. Thus, the sample size is usually 

smaller than those used for quantitative studies.73 However, the sample for this study was 

unlikely to meet a level of saturation because new ‘properties and dimensions’ of data can be 

explored all the time.74 Hence, qualitative research needs to avoid the presumed norm of 

pursuing only small sample sizes. Because of the relatively indistinct sampling criteria and 

the cross-validation strategy, this research’s large sample size was inevitable.  

The researchers employed thematic analysis as the analysis tool, focusing on 

interpreting themes from data by summarising key features.75 It thus can be helpful for 

researchers to organise a large dataset, which was the essential requirement of this study. 

Moreover, it can be used to identify ‘similarities and differences’ across the dataset while 

analysing the data.76 Hence, this strategy not only connected and compared the data collected 

from fans of HJFC and SFC but also examined the valid data. By following the steps for 

conducting thematic analysis, the researchers generated coded themes to assess how the 
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national/local identities have influenced the development of Chinese football fandom (see 

Graphs 1 and 2). The themes also guided the subsequent discussion section. 

Becoming fans of the Chinese national football team 

The question explored in this section is how national identity affects the development of 

fandom for the Chinese national football team. Based on Focus_groups_participant 6 (fan of 

the HJFC), supporting the national team is the result of education: ‘we are educated to put the 

nation to the top’. Such an idea reflects the civic and moral education introduced by the PRC 

as this is the main channel to promote the concept of a nation among the Chinese people.77 

To help people develop their national identity, the content describes the Chinese nation as the 

highest political community that includes different local communities and deserves people’s 

highest respect. Consequently, football fans with an educated civic consciousness naturally 

regard support for the national team as an obligation: ‘I watch every game of the national 

team. It is very important to me. . . If I miss one game, I will feel regretful’ 

(Interview_participant 1, fan of HJFC). This universal education in schools, therefore, 

guarantees that Chinese national identity affects the development of fandom for the national 

football team. This article now considers two factors – watching the national football team’s 

games and immersing oneself in an atmosphere of nationalism – to explain in more detail 

how national identity developed through education affects fandom development. 

International competitions 

While watching games featuring the Chinese men’s national football team, the fact that 

Chinese national identity is influencing fandom is straightforwardly revealed. The influence 

of national identity is promoted by the common and essential principle set by the 

international games – all teams are supposed to be named after specific national 

communities: ‘Yes, I believe that [the Chinese national football team] is the national 
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representative because this team is bearing the name of China’ (Survey_participant 375, fan 

of the SFC). In other words, previous studies’ suggestion that football teams bearing the 

names of particular nations are the national agents can also be applied to the Chinese 

context.78 Bearing the name of China allows fans to link the team to their national 

community, so national identity provides a basis for affecting fans’ support for the team. 

This basis is further strengthened by the design of international competitions. For 

example, ‘the [national] flag [being] on their [players’] chests’ is a typical virtual symbol 

helping audiences to define ‘the Chinese national team is their national representative’ 

(Survey_participant 87, fan of the HJFC). The national flag is a common symbol used at 

international sports events to distinguish national representatives, and this naturally reminds 

audiences of the clear boundary between them and others.79 Because international football 

games also provide spaces for Chinese fans to celebrate their national identity, fans are given 

legitimacy for their support of the team. For example, the idea that the records of their 

national football team in international competitions are associated with the national interest 

was expressed: ‘I agree that the national team is playing for the Chinese pride because 

football is a peaceful war among nations’ (Survey_participant 544, fan of the SFC).  

However, the team’s long-term poor performances cannot meet the demands of 

nationalism to empower the nation by eliminating challenges from outside China.80 

Influenced by civic and moral education, people are not supposed to allow football to have 

the same status as Chinese gold medal sports, such as badminton and table tennis. The role of 

national identity in fandom for the national football team might appear to be the only 

motivation that encourages people to have an interest in football. Yet, Chinese people’s 

football-watching experience is also a critical factor in maintaining national identity’s impact 

on fandom development: 
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My family got our first television in the early 1980s. At that moment, family-using 

televisions are very rare…occasionally, we could see reports or live broadcasts of the 

national football team on TV, so I began watching the competitions related to the 

national team. You know, football programmes at that time could be the best 

entertainment attracting all people. (Interview_participant 2, fan of the HJFC) 

In the 1980s, when the Chinese national football team started its FIFA World Cups journey, 

enjoying television programmes was the major entertainment for families because of the 

rarity of family televisions and other entertainment tools.81 As a result, watching football on 

TV helped people develop a special emotion toward the sport. 

National identity has continued to exert its influence on football fandom, even though 

the national team’s capability is weak. Furthermore, the Report on the Sixth Five-Year Plan 

in 1982, the guideline for national development, identified all television programmes as 

channels for promoting national solidarity.82 In other words, the Chinese football fans who 

experienced that media coverage were supposed to develop a strong affinity with the national 

football team, further consolidating the influence of their national identity on their fandom. 

Combining the Chinese people’s special emotion toward football, another critical 

factor – the national team’s occasional successes – makes the team a promising one in terms 

of meeting the target of nationalist education. For example, qualifying for the 2002 World 

Cup Finals allowed many people to become fans of the team for the first time: 

Although I was preparing for my high-school entrance examination, the entire nation 

paid full attention to this team . . . After all, this was the first time for the Chinese 

national team to play in the finals. I also liked football as the whole nation was 

concerned about the game. (Interview_participant 5, fan of the SFC)  

That lone appearance in the FIFA World Cup made up for the team’s previous failures since 

1982, so this was a milestone in Chinese football history. Moreover, Chinese people’s special 

emotion for football has exaggerated this achievement as a significant success for the national 
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team: ‘I remember, at that time, our teachers even turned on the TV in class to let us watch 

the World Cup’ (Interview_participant 5, Shenzhen). This participant’s story demonstrates 

how highly Chinese people regard the success of the national football team given that 

Chinese middle school teachers who usually require students to focus completely on sessions 

related to the High School Entrance Examinations to lay down the foundation for their future 

careers.83 Similar to the ‘Zhixing Style’, this achievement is also acknowledged as the 

national football team’s success in meeting the demands of nationalism – seeking evidence to 

prove the Chinese people’s capability to survive in the world. Hence, football is similar to 

other successful Chinese sports associated with China’s reputation: ‘[The national team] is 

not good, but if it can win more in international competition, then it can improve the good 

reputation of China. (Survey_participant 155, fan of the HJFC). The national team’s sole 

Word Cup appearance undeniably strengthened people’s sense of national belonging and 

attracted more fans. 

The atmosphere of prioritising the national community 

Because universal civic and moral education defines the Chinese nation as the highest 

political community, the atmosphere of worshipping the nation is also established along with 

the development of the Chinese national identity.84 Moreover, this atmosphere is a macro 

factor allowing national identity to affect fandom for the Chinese national football team, even 

though it is indirectly related to the team. 

This atmosphere has two dimensions. The first one is Chinese society and its system, 

including the physical education (PE) system. Most Chinese football fans develop their 

fondness for football through playing experience organised in PE classes: ‘In fact, initially, 

[the first contact] was the result of the football classes at primary school’ 

(Interview_participant 2, Henan). This situation was caused by the promulgation of the 
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Compulsory Education Law in 1986,85 which designated the PE class as a compulsory school 

session. Moreover, people are immersed in the atmosphere of thinking highly of national 

sports teams, if they attend PE classes: 

I do care about [students’] talents, skills and football intelligence, and I do observe them 

carefully to seek who can be excellent seeds. Then I will intentionally teach them some 

special skills on football pitches…I know that it is not easy for them to be selected to 

play for the national team, but you will feel proud of yourself that you do give some 

good players to this nation. (Focus_groups_participant 6, Henan) 

Prioritising the national interest is attached to the Chinese PE system.86 In the 1950s when the 

world was influenced by the Cold War (1947–1991), PE classes were used by the 

government to guarantee the supply of troops. Since the success of Ping-pong Diplomacy in 

the 1970s, especially after the declaration of the Chinese football policy in 2015, the PE 

system has been the foundation of the talent pool for national teams with the idea that sport is 

a critical channel to honour the nation and deliver national soft power. Therefore, football 

fans who experienced PE classes naturally allowed national identity to affect their support for 

the national team: ‘I am a football fan because I love playing football . . . From my deep 

heart, there was a dream that I hoped one day I could play for the national team’ 

(Focus_groups_participant 1, fan of the HJFC). 

The second dimension of the atmosphere of worshipping the nation is developed by 

the people themselves. For example, the intensity of fandom for the national team can 

increase if an individual fan is surrounded by other fanatical fans of the team: 

[In 2018], one of the [national team’s] matches for qualifying for the World Cup Finals 

took place in Malacca. It was a game between Syria and China, and I brought around 20 

football fans from my supporters’ organisation to Malaysia to watch the game and 

support the team… we also went to the Chinese players’ hotel to wait for them [came 

back from the game]. Almost 3 hours later, they finally arrived, and that was so nice! 

(Interview_participant 6, fan of the SFC) 
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Fan identity usually guides individual fans to accompany their fan group and behave in 

particular ways in specific circumstances.87 When the collective identity developed by 

fandom is linked with people’s national identity, the group behaviour will express the beliefs 

and values generated by people’s national attachment. Because of the promotion of civic and 

moral education, the Chinese nation-state is also an imagined community wherein people 

identify their fellow members by examining their civic consciousness.88 As a result, people 

inevitably acquire an interest in the national football team and develop their fandom 

especially if they are in a circumstance where other people recognise supporting the national 

football team as the correct way to express their national identity:  

In fact, most people who become fans of the Chinese national football team are driven by 

their sense of nation…I believe that any Chinese guy, more or less, will pay attention to 

the national team because all Chinese people care about it. When it was game day, they 

might not know who played that game, but they did care about the final result. 

(Focus_groups_participant 8, fan of HJFC) 

Therefore, while interacting directly with other fans of the national team, individuals’ 

devotion to the nation is often strengthened. Consequently, these people’s national identity is 

triggered, which leads them to develop their fandom. 

Becoming fans of Chinese local football clubs 

The section examines how Chinese people’s local identities influence their support for 

football clubs. The discussion is divided into two main parts to present how native fans (fans 

of HJFC) and immigrant fans (fans of SFC) are influenced by local identity respectively. 

Previous research demonstrates that native fans’ strong place attachment is a major 

factor motivating them to develop their fandom for local teams.89 In other words, place of 

birth information and/or lengthy experience of living in the home places are the foundations 

for local identity to affect the fandom because they develop people’s strong place attachment: 
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‘I was born here and grow up here, so Henan is where my soul belongs’ (Survey_participant 

23, fan of the HJFC). Hence, the Chinese situation is similar to other cultural contexts in 

which people’s place attachment is also associated with their close relationships with their 

local communities.90 Furthermore, Chinese native fans’ place attachment can be boosted if 

their home places are famous in particular fields. For example, because Henan is widely 

recognised as the birthplace of Han culture, that of China’s dominant ethnic group, Henan 

people feel ‘so proud of being Henan people’ (Survey_participant 54, fan of HJFC). Hence, 

the strength of Chinese local identity is associated with a good reputation recognised by 

people from other places. 

On the contrary, immigrant fans cannot share the same strong local identity as native 

fans initially because of certain obstacles, including ‘high living expenses’ 

(Survey_participant 300, fan of the SFC) and having ‘no house’ (Survey_participant 303, fan 

of the SFC). That is, people’s weak relationship with their immediate local community is 

unlikely to generate a strong local identity.91 However, acquiring the local identity is a desire 

that encourages migrants to remain:  

In fact, Shenzhen is an immigrant city, and I can say that 99% of its population are 

immigrants from other regions of China and other countries . . . they really hope to find a 

symbol to let them share a sense of belonging to this city so that they can feel the city as 

home. (Interview_participant 5, Shenzhen) 

In this respect, these people’s desire to become locals may also mean that local identity can 

affect their fandom for local football clubs. However, such a local identity cannot allow these 

immigrants to acquire the same solid place attachment as these native people. For example, 

Interview_participant 5 (Shenzhen) still identifies ‘Huangshi City in Hubei province’ as his 

hometown even though he ‘came to Shenzhen with [his] family’ and ‘grew up in Shenzhen’ 

many years previously. It seems that the local identity associated with people’s original home 
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is more authentic in terms of generating an irreplaceable place attachment, and such a 

phenomenon even influences second-generation immigrants. Focus_groups_participant 14 

(fan of the SFC) suggests that her parents’ home place, Guilin City in Guangxi province, is 

also her home place, even though she was in fact born in Shenzhen. Therefore, these 

immigrants’ perspectives suggest that ‘home’ in a Chinese context mainly refers to where 

they or their parents were born and lived for a long time.92 Therefore, the influence of these 

immigrant fans’ local identity on their support for local football clubs is different from native 

fans’. 

Therefore, the next section starts with a discussion of how local identity affects native 

fans’ support for their local football clubs through the recognition of the local football club as 

a hometown team and the atmosphere created by local passionate members. It goes on to 

explain how local identity influences immigrant football fans’ fandom for a local football 

club by way of their desire to acquire a place attachment related to football. 

Native fans: the recognition of the local elements of football clubs 

Recognising the local football club as a local symbol triggers Chinese native fans’ local 

identity to influence their fandom. For example, Focus_groups_participant 5 (fan of the 

HJFC) attaches a ‘sense of region or family’ to their support for the local football club while 

claiming that ‘the club is a part of Henan’. The fact that ‘the club is bearing the name of 

Henan’ is the critical factor leading native fans to recognise their team’s local representative 

status (Survey_participant 213, fan of the HJFC). Hence, similar to how the Chinese national 

football team links with national affinity – bearing the name of a particular place can help a 

Chinese local football club to achieve the status of a local brand.93  

However, Chinese people did not encounter these professional local football clubs 

until the 1990s when home-and-away fixtures were employed in Chinese domestic football 
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for the first time.94 In other words, fans’ recognition of a club that bears the name of their 

local community as their local representative faced certain obstacles. For example, the 

passion of HJFC fans gradually cooled after the first season because of the team’s weak 

competitive capability: 

‘The Jianye Club gradually became a property of Henan in maybe one or two years after 

the first season…The club was relegated in 1995, and it constantly failed to qualify for 

the top league between 1996 and 1997. It is hard for the Henan people to have the sense 

of belonging quickly’ (Interview_participant 1, Henan). 

The weak connection between Chinese football fans and football clubs requires teams to 

develop their competitive capability to satisfy fans’ desire to celebrate their local identity so 

that the interaction between fans and local football clubs that develops the fandom can be 

sustained.95 Therefore, it was unusual for Chinese native fans to recognise immediately any 

local football club as a local symbol.  

Native fans’ recognition of their teams’ local symbolic status is strengthened by other 

native fans: ‘I just believe that [the HJFC] was developed by myself and by our Henan 

people. In fact, people around you all share the same idea, so we treat it as one part of 

ourselves’ (Focus_groups_participant 2, Henan). Once the collective identity produced by 

football fandom is associated with people’s local identity, an atmosphere of celebrating local 

identity is generated during the fandom expression.96 Immersed in such an atmosphere, 

individual fans’ belief that their local football clubs are representing their local communities 

is developed and strengthened. Yet, it also seems that individual fans may stop recognising 

their team’s local symbolic status if the influence of the fan community declines: ‘Compare 

the sense of home, the beginning of our support may be related to a desire to release some 

pressure’ (Interview_participant 1, Henan). 
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The seasonal games help individual fans to maintain their recognition of these teams’ 

local symbolic status: ‘it is the only team in Henan playing in the Chinese Super League’ 

(Focus_groups_participant 2, Henan). Similar to other cultural conditions, the seasonal games 

that announce the football clubs bearing the name of places each week throughout the nation 

can also affect Chinese native fans to embrace the idea that their teams represent their local 

communities.97 Although native fans’ initial recognition may be restricted to the realm of 

football, their acknowledgement is expanded to the world beyond football if it is confirmed 

by people from other regions: ‘Yes, it is our representative. when I communicate with my 

friends from other provinces, they usually call the Jianye team ‘your team’. 

(Survey_participant 58, fan of the HJFC). The local football club’s regular league games 

promote the team as a local symbol to people in other parts of China. Alongside the 

interaction with people from other places, local fans’ appreciation of their clubs as local 

symbols can also be strengthened.  

In addition, fans also acknowledge the football club’s local affinity by examining its 

history. For example, the HJFC’s local symbolic status is also associated with the team’s 

connection to the Henan provincial football team prior to 1994: ‘Thinking about the 

predecessor of HJFC, it was the Henan provincial football team, right? … most players of the 

Henan team were directly registered in this team’ (Focus_groups_participant 4, fan of the 

HJFC). At the beginning of the Chinese professional football league, local sports bureaus’ 

remained the controlling power of most local football clubs, so professional clubs directly 

acquired the resources of the previous local representative teams.98 Although most Chinese 

football fans had few interactions with these previous local representative teams, this 

historical connection supported fans’ recognition. However, such authenticity can be 

damaged if there is a change in the team’s ownership. Because of the close relationship 

between the Chinese Football Association and the Chinese government, the football league’s 
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main income is from the changes in ownership and players’ transfer.99 The change in 

ownership precipitated by financial difficulties eventually removed reminders of previous 

owners, including the team’s names, symbols and colours. Hence, it is almost impossible for 

fans to continue to acknowledge the team’s connection to its incarnations. By contrast, the 

team’s authenticity as a local representative can be maintained if the club has never changed 

hands: ‘The Jianye Club is our local symbol because it is now the only team that never 

changes its club name and ownership’ (Focus_groups_participant 4, Henan). 

Immigrant fans: the channel by which to acquire place attachment 

Although immigrant fans do not originally have a local identity in their new places of 

residence, their desire to acquire membership in the local community can allow local identity 

to affect their fandom for local football clubs: ‘[Shenzhen] is an absolute place for 

immigrants, and we also hope to find a sense of belonging to this city and feel at home. Thus, 

football became a good channel to let us have a sense of belonging’ (Interview_participant 5, 

Shenzhen). The reason why migrants seek a way to develop their sense of belonging to their 

immediate places is to acquire greater freedom, so they need to familiarise themselves with 

the common concerns developed by local residents, such as hobbies, customs or lifestyles in 

the local community.100 

Immigrant fans’ interaction with a local football club is the result of their recognition 

that the team is a local representative according to local residents, and this recognition is also 

affected by the seasonal domestic games that promote local football clubs as local 

representatives: ‘Shenzhen just has one [football club] in the professional league’ 

(Interview_participant 5, Shenzhen). Because they cannot share the same familiarity with the 

local community as native fans, the effect of seasonal games can be more easily accepted by 

immigrant fans: ‘After all, it is named after Shenzhen’ (Survey_participant 350, fan of the 
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SFC). Therefore, the influence of seasonal games allows immigrant fans’ desired place 

attachment to affect their fandom.  

Immigrants’ growing memories of local interaction are essential factors for them to 

acquire local identity as these can develop immigrants’ relationships with their immediate 

places. Memories, real and inherited, also maintain immigrant fans’ interaction with the local 

football club: ‘The more stories of SFC I know, the more positive energy I could feel from 

this city…Maybe this feeling is also about how I seek for my own sense of belonging to this 

city’ (Interview_participant 6, Shenzhen). While watching the local football club’s games, 

fans are also interacting with their immediate places. As a result, fans’ interaction with their 

teams is one of the key social practices in their immediate place, and watching games can 

strengthen fans’ familiarity with the local community and helps to develop their place 

attachment. In turn, the memory of local practice is also an important factor in developing the 

fandom for Chinese domestic teams.101 For example, when all members of an immigrant 

family become fans of a local football club, conversations about games strengthen their 

feeling that ‘we are in our real home place’, making the club ‘one of the family topics’ 

(Focus_groups_participant 13, fan of the SFC). 

Conclusion 

This study provides insights into how national and local identities have influenced the 

development of Chinese football fandom, which is a window through which to observe 

Chinese people’s attitudes toward their national and local communities. Moreover, it offers a 

comprehensive idea of how local identity affects the fandom for Chinese domestic football 

teams by investigating Chinese local and immigrant fans separately. Hence, it is a detailed 

supplement to previous research and further contributes to the foundations upon which 

studies of Chinese football fans’ self-identification can be developed.102  
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The basis for people’s national identity to affect the fandom for the Chinese national 

football team is the civic and moral education that encourages the Chinese people to develop 

their national identity.103 Once Chinese football fans recognise the men’s national team’s 

representative status, their national identity can be triggered and developed into fandom for 

the national football team. While reducing the negative effect of national teams’ long-term 

weak performances on people’s desire to celebrate their national identity, the Chinese 

people’s special emotion toward football generated by their experience of watching football 

maintains national identity’s influence in the process of fan identification. Furthermore, 

because civic and moral education also prioritises the national community over local 

communities, the atmosphere of worshipping the nation is developed. Consequently, Chinese 

people think highly of the national interest, strengthening their national identity’s effect on 

their fandom for the national football team. 

Birth information and long-term local living experiences in their local communities 

also help many Chinese people develop solid local identities which are strengthened if 

people’s home place has a good reputation. Because strong place attachment leads native 

people to overstate the significance of local characteristics, they develop a fandom for their 

local football club if they recognise the team’s local symbolic status. Yet, fans’ recognition is 

negatively affected by their lack of connection to their local football clubs at the beginning of 

the Chinese professional football leagues.104 The atmosphere of celebrating local identity 

generated by other local people addresses this problem, and seasonal games that announce 

football clubs as local representatives every week guarantee fans’ recognition, especially if 

people from other places also acknowledge their status. The clubs’ authenticity as successors 

of earlier local teams that belonged to the local sport bureaus before 1994 is another 

supportive resource.  
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Immigrant fans do not have the same secure local identity as native fans. However, 

their desire to acquire local membership allows local identity to affect the development of 

their fandom for local football clubs. To attain freedom in a new environment, they regard the 

support for a local football club as a common basis upon which local residents can interact. 

This idea is affected by the seasonal football games that promote local football clubs as local 

representatives.105 Without having familiarised themselves with the local community, they 

are easily influenced by the effect of seasonal games in promoting local football clubs as 

local representatives. The interaction with the local football clubs is one part of immigrant 

fans’ growing set of local interactions, which develops their familiarity with their immediate 

place and place attachment. In turn, the resultant emotional attachment also helps these fans 

to develop their fandom.  

By interpreting the experiences of fans of HJFC and SFC, this discussion of native 

and immigrant fans reflects a more general experience found in other parts of China. Because 

Chinese football fandom is relatively new compared with that in Europe and South America, 

this study can contribute to existing knowledge about the progression of national and local 

football teams’ fan identification in other countries and thereby fill a knowledge gap. 

Furthermore, the relatively large sample size surpasses previous research into the specific 

conditions that distinguish loyal Chinese football club fans from the general public. In this 

respect, the extent to which the teams’ competitive capacities influence the transition from 

the general public into to loyal fans is valuable to examine. Moreover, two further 

discussions about how national and local identities affect Chinese football fandom are also 

highlighted: how Chinese football fans’ national and local identities influence their attitudes 

towards other local football teams and how their national and local identities influence their 

evaluation of their fandom for their national and local football teams. For now, however, the 
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findings of the study can be widely applicable in research aimed at understanding Chinese 

football fandom. 

Notes

 

1 Jiang and Bairner, ‘Paolo Rossi and the Origins’; Jiang and Bairner, ‘Chinese Football Fandom’. 

2 Ibid 

3 Qi et al., ‘Construction of urban cultural’. 

4 Junge, Identity and Art Therapy, 14. 

5 Lewis and Short, A Latin Dictionary. 

6 Cobban, A, National Self-Determination.; Knight, ‘Identity and Territory’. 

7 Harrison, Modern Chinese Nationalism. 

8 Des Forges, ‘States, Societies, and Civil Societies’. 

9 Bi, ‘An analysis of the concept’. 

10 Zhang, The Study of Nationalism. 

11 Proshansky, Fabian and Kaminoff, ‘Place-Identity’. 

12 Milligan, ‘Interactional Past and Potential’. 

13 Hernández, et al., ‘Place Attachment and Place Identity’.; Proshansky and Fabian, ‘The 

Development of Place Identity. 

14 Proshansky, Fabian and Kaminoff, ‘Place-Identity’, 59. 

15 Harrison, Modern Chinese Nationalism; Townsend, ‘Chinese Nationalism’.  

16 Ho, P, ‘The Loess and the Origin’. 

17 Fei, Hamilton and Zheng, From the Soil, 37. 

18 Ibid, 42. 

19 Smith, Nations and Nationalism in, 159. 

20 Gellner, Nations and Nationalism. 

21 Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism Since, 20. 

22 Ibid, 88. 

23 Anderson, ‘Imagined Communities’, 37. 

24 Zhang, The Study of Nationalism. 

25 Chang, Liang Chi-chao and Intellectual. 

26 Levenson, Liang Chi-chao and the Mind.; Xiao, ‘Liang Qichao’s Political’. 

27 Chang, Liang Chi-chao and Intellectual. 

28 Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism Since, 10. 

29 Maosen, ‘Moral Education’.; Reed, ‘Moral/Political Education’. 



31 

 

 

30 Baumeister and Leary, ‘The Need to Belong’. 

31 Gellner, Nations and Nationalism.; Meadwell, ‘A Rational Choice Approach’. 

32 Chang, Liang Chi-chao and Intellectual.; Levenson, Liang Chi-chao and the Mind.; Xiao, ‘Liang 

Qichao’s Political’. 

33 Maosen, ‘Moral Education’.; Reed, ‘Moral/Political Education’. 

34 Fei, From the Soil, 71. 

35 Galeano, Football in Sun and Shadow, 6. 

36 Jiang and Bairner, ‘Paolo Rossi and the Origins’. 

37 MacClancy, ‘Sport, Identity and Ethnicity’, 3. 

38 Bale, ‘The Changing Face of Football’. 

39 Ben Porat, ‘“Biladi, Biladi”’.; Brubaker and Cooper, ‘Beyond “Identity”’. 

40 MacClancy, ‘Sport, Identity and Ethnicity’, 2. 

41 Bairner, Sport, Nationalism, and Globalization, 18. 

42 Sugden and Tomlinson, ‘Power and Resistance in’, 304. 

43 Jiang and Bairner, ‘Paolo Rossi and the Origins’.  

44 Tan, ‘Football “Hooligans”’. 

45 Shi, Y, ‘The theoretical explanation and’.; Song and Lu, ‘Research on ball game fan’. 

46 Ben Porat, ‘Who Are We?’, 177. 

47 Giulianotti, ‘Supporters, Followers, Fans’.; García and Welford, ‘Supporters and Football 

Governance’; Taylor, ‘Soccer Consciousness and Soccer Hooliganism’. 

48 Bale, ‘The Changing Face of Football’, p. 92. 

49 Jiang and Bairner, ‘Chinese Football Fandom’, 2083. 

50 Dong and Mangan, ‘Football in the New China’. 

51 Jiang and Bairner, ‘Paolo Rossi and the Origins’. 

52 Crawford, ‘The Career of the Sport Supporter’. 

53 Liang, ‘Marketization impact on’. 
54 Sullivan, et al., ‘Chinese Fans’ engagement with football’. 

55 Jiang and Bairner, ‘Chinese Football Fandom’, 2087. 

56 Lee, ‘Defending local culture’. 

57 Ibid. 

58 Stake, ‘Qualitative Case Studies’. 

59 Data taken from Chinese Football Institution, 1994 China Football Club Record [1994中国足球俱

乐部成绩榜], n.d. visited November 27, 2022, http://www.cfadata.com/cfa-1994.php 

60 Des Forges, Cultural Centrality and Political. 

61 Maurer-Fazio, Connelly and Tran, Do Negative Native-Place Stereotypes.  

62 Clark, ‘The Politics of Place’. 

http://www.cfadata.com/cfa-1994.php


32 

 

 

63 Data taken from Z/Yen Group, The Global Financial Centres Index 28. 2020. 

https://www.zyen.com/media/documents/GFCI_28_Full_Report_2020.09.25_v1.1.pdf 

64 Thomas, How to Do Your Research, 160. 

65 Patton, Qualitative Evaluation and Research. 

66 Sparkes & Smith, Qualitative Research Methods, 70. 

67 Jiang & Bairner, ‘Chinese Football Fandom’.; Sullivan, et al., ‘Chinese Fans’ engagement with 

football’. 

68 Song and Lu, ‘Research on ball game fan’. 

69 Guest et al., ‘Comparing focus groups’. 

70 Palinkas et al., ‘Purposeful Sampling for Qualitative Data’. 

71 Jones, Research Methods for Sports.; Marshall, ‘Sampling for Qualitative Research’. 

72 Moser and Kalton, Survey Methods in Social. 

73 Crouch and McKenzie, ‘The Logic of Small Samples’. 

74 Corbin and Strauss, Basics of Qualitative Research, 149. 

75 Braun and Clarke, ‘Using Thematic Analysis’. 

76 Sparkes and Smith, Qualitative Research Methods, 124. 

77 Maosen, ‘Moral Education’.; Reed, ‘Moral/Political Education’. 

78 Bairner, Sport, Nationalism, and Globalization. 

79 Ibid. 

80 Levenson, Liang Chi-chao and the Mind.; Xiao, ‘Liang Qichao’s Political’. 

81 Jiang and Bairner, ‘Paolo Rossi and the Origins’. 

82 Yue and Chen, ‘The History of Chinese TV’. 

83 Zhang, ‘History and Future of’. 

84 Levenson, Liang Chi-chao and the Mind.; Xiao, ‘Liang Qichao’s Political’ 

85 Zhao, ‘On the Evolution and Development’. 

86 Ibid. 

87 MacClancy, ‘Sport, Identity and Ethnicity’. 

88 Zhang, The Study of Nationalism. 

89 Jiang and Bairner, ‘Chinese Football Fandom’. 

90 Hernández et al., ‘Place Attachment and Place’. 

91 Ibid 

92 Fei, From the Soil. 

93 Bale, ‘The Changing Face of Football’. 

94 Jiang and Bairner, ‘Chinese Football Fandom’. 

95 Ibid 

96 MacClancy, ‘Sport, Identity and Ethnicity’. 

https://www.zyen.com/media/documents/GFCI_28_Full_Report_2020.09.25_v1.1.pdf


33 

 

 

97 Bale, ‘The Changing Face of Football’. 

98 Jiang and Bairner, ‘Chinese Football Fandom’. 

99 Ibid 

100 Fei, From the Soil. 

101 Jiang and Bairner, ‘Chinese Football Fandom’. 

102 Ibid.; Jiang and Bairner, ‘Paolo Rossi and the Origins’. 

103 Maosen, ‘Moral Education’.; Reed, ‘Moral/Political Education’. 

104 Jiang and Bairner, ‘Chinese Football Fandom’. 

105 Bale, ‘The Changing Face of Football’. 

Disclosure statement 

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors. 

Bibliography 

Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities (London: Verso, 1991). 

Bairner, Alan. Sport, Nationalism, and Globalization: European and North American 

Perspectives (New York: State University of New York Press, 2001). 

Bale, John. ‘The Changing Face of Football: Stadiums and Communities’, Soccer & Society 

1(1) (2000): 91–101. doi: 10.1080/14660970008721251. 

Baumeister, Roy F., and Mark R. Leary. ‘The Need to Belong: Desire for Interpersonal 

Attachments as a Fundamental Human Motivation’, Psychological Bulletin 117(3) 

(1995): 497-529. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497. 

Ben Porat, Amir. ‘“Biladi, Biladi”: Ethnic and Nationalistic Conflict in the Soccer Stadium in 

Israel’, Soccer & Society 2(1) (2001): 19–38. doi: 10.1080/714004827. 

Ben Porat, Amir. ‘Who Are We? My Club? My People? My State? The Dilemma of the Arab 

Soccer Fan in Israel’, International Review for the Sociology of Sport 49(2) (2014), 

175–89. doi: 10.1177/1012690212458506. 

Bi, Aonan. ‘An analysis of the concept of territories of China’s dynasties in the historical 

context — drawing on concepts of Tianxia, Sihai, China, territory and domain [历史

语境中的王朝中国疆域概念辨析——以天下, 四海, 中国, 疆域, 版图为例]’, 

China’s Borderland History and Geography Studies 2 (2006), 9–16. doi: 

10.3969/j.issn.1002-6800.2006.02.002. 



34 

 

Braun, Virginia, and Victoria Clarke, ‘Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology’, Qualitative 

Research in Psychology 3(2) (2006): 77–101. doi:10.1191/1478088706qp063oa. 

Brubaker, R. and F. Cooper, ‘Beyond “Identity”’, Theory and Society 29(1) (2000), 1–47. 

doi: 10.1023/A:1007068714468. 

Chang, Hao. Liang Chi-chao and Intellectual Transition in China, 1890-1907. (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 1971). 

Chinese Football Institution, 1994 China Football Club Record [1994中国足球俱乐部成绩

榜], n.d. November 27, 2022, http://www.cfadata.com/cfa-1994.php 

Clark, Constance. ‘The Politics of Place Making in Shenzhen, China’, Berkeley Planning 

Journal 12(1) (1998): 103–25. doi: 10.5070/BP312113045. 

Cobban, Alfred. National Self-Determination. (London: Oxford university press, 1944). 

Corbin, Juliet, and Anselm Strauss. Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and 

Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory (3rd ed.) (London: Sage, 2008). 

Crawford, Garry. ‘The Career of the Sport Supporter: The Case of the Manchester Storm’, 

Sociology 37(2) (2003): 219–37. doi: 10.1177/003803850303700200. 

Crouch, Mira, and Heather McKenzie. ‘The Logic of Small Samples in Interview-Based 

Qualitative Research’, Social Science Information 45(4) (2006), 483–99. doi: 

10.1177/053901840606958. 

Des Forges, Roger V. 1997. ‘States, societies, and civil societies in Chinese history’. In Civil 

Society in China, Edited by: Brook, T. and Frolic, B. M. 68–95. New York: M. E. 

Sharpe.  

Des Forges, Roger V. Cultural Centrality and Political Change in Chinese History: 

Northeast Henan in the Fall of the Ming (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003). 

Dong, Jinxia, and J. A. Mangan. ‘Football in the New China: Political Statement, 

Entrepreneurial Enticement and Patriotic Passion’, Soccer & Society 2(3) (2001): 79–

100. doi: 10.1080/714004853. 

Fei, Xiaotong. From the Soil: The Foundations of Chinese Society. Edited by Gary G. 

Hamilton and Wang Zheng. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992). 

Galeano, Eduardo. Football in Sun and Shadow (London: Fourth Estate, 1997). 

García, Borja, and Jo Welford. ‘Supporters and Football Governance, from Customers to 

Stakeholders: A Literature Review and Agenda for Research’, Sport Management 

Review 18(4) (2015): 517–28. doi: 10.1016/j.smr.2015.08.006. 

Gellner, Ernest. Nations and Nationalism (New York: Cornell University Press, 1983). 

http://www.cfadata.com/cfa-1994.php


35 

 

Giulianotti, Richard. ‘Supporters, Followers, Fans, and Flaneurs: A Taxonomy of Spectator 

Identities in Football’, Journal of Sport and Social Issues 26(1) (2002): 25–46. doi: 

10.1177/0193723502261003. 

Guest, Greg, Emily Namey, Jamilah Taylor, Natalie Eley, and Kevin McKenna. ‘Comparing 

Focus Groups and Individual Interviews: Findings from a Randomized Study.’ 

International Journal of Social Research Methodology 20 (6) (2017): 693–708. doi: 

10.1080/13645579.2017.1281601. 

Jones, Ian. Research Methods for Sports Studies (4th ed.) (Abington: Routledge, 2022). 

Harrison, James. Modern Chinese Nationalism. (New York: Hunter College of the City 

University of New York, 1969). 

Hernández, Bernardo, M. Carmen Hidalgo, M. Esther Salazar-Laplace, and Stephany Hess. 

‘Place Attachment and Place Identity in Natives and Non-Natives.’ Journal of 

Environmental Psychology 27(4) (2007): 310–19. doi: 10.1016/j.jenvp.2007.06.003. 

Ho, Ping-ti. ‘The Loess and the Origin of Chinese Agriculture’, The American Historical 

Review 75(1) (1969): 1–36. doi: 10.1086/ahr/75.1.1. 

Hobsbawm, Eric. Nations and Nationalism Since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality (2nd ed.) 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992). 

Jiang, Kaixiao, and Alan Bairner. ‘Paolo Rossi and the Origins of Football Fandom in 

China’, Asia Dialogue, 2019. https://theasiadialogue.com/2019/04/08/paolo-rossi-

and-all-that-reflections-on-the-origins-of-football-fandom-in-china/ 

Jiang, Kaixiao, and Alan Bairner. ‘Chinese Football Fandom and Civic Identities: A Study of 

the Fans of Shanghai Shenhua and Beijing Guoan’, Sport in Society 23(12) (2020), 

2078–98. doi: 10.1080/17430437.2020.1835859. 

Junge, Maxine B. Identity and Art Therapy: Personal and Professional Perspectives 

(Springfield: Charles C Thomas Publisher, 2014). 

Knight, David B. ‘Identity and Territory: Geographical Perspectives on Nationalism and 

Regionalism’, Annals of the Association of American Geographers 72(4) (1982): 

514–31. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8306.1982.tb01842.x. 

Lee, Chun Wing. ‘Defending Local Culture through the Global Game in Southern China: 

Guangzhou Football Club Fan Culture.’ European Journal for Sport and Society 19 

(1) (2022): 56–77. doi: 10.1080/16138171.2021.1878437. 

Levenson, Joseph R. Liang Chi-chao and the Mind of Modern China (Vol. 34) (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1967). 

https://theasiadialogue.com/2019/04/08/paolo-rossi-and-all-that-reflections-on-the-origins-of-football-fandom-in-china/
https://theasiadialogue.com/2019/04/08/paolo-rossi-and-all-that-reflections-on-the-origins-of-football-fandom-in-china/


36 

 

Lewis, Charlton T., and Charles Short. A Latin Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1879). 

Liang, Yiyong. ‘Marketization Impact on the Relationships between Supporters and Football 

Clubs.’ The International Journal of the History of Sport 34 (17–18) (2017): 1835–

53. doi: 10.1080/09523367.2017.1341873. 

MacClancy, Jeremy. ‘Sport, Identity and Ethnicity’, in Jeremy MacClancy, ed., Sport, 

Identity and Ethnicity (Oxford: Berg, 1996), 1–20. 

Maosen, Li. ‘Moral Education in the People’s Republic of China’, Journal of Moral 

Education 19(3) (1990): 159–71. doi: 10.1080/0305724900190302. 

Marshall, Martin N. ‘Sampling for Qualitative Research’, Family Practice 13(6) (1996): 

522–6. doi: 10.1093/fampra/13.6.522. 

Maurer-Fazio, Margaret, Rachel Connelly, and Ngoc-Han Thi Tran, Do Negative Native-

Place Stereotypes Lead to Discriminatory Wage Penalties in China’s Migrant Labor 

Markets? (Report No. 8842). 2015. https://www.econstor.eu/handle/10419/108724  

Meadwell, Hudson. ‘A Rational Choice Approach to Political Regionalism’, Comparative 

Politics 23(4) (1991): 401–21. doi: 10.2307/422257. 

Milligan, Melinda J. ‘Interactional Past and Potential: The Social Construction of Place 

Attachment.’ Symbolic Interaction 21(1) (1998): 1–33. doi: 10.1525/si.1998.21.1.1. 

Moser, Claus A., and Graham Kalton. Survey Methods in Social Investigation (2nd ed.) 

(London: Heinemann Educational, 1971). 

Palinkas, Lawrence A., Sarah M. Horwitz, Carla A. Green, Jenifer P. Wisdom, Naihua Duan, 

and Kimberly Hoagwood. ‘Purposeful Sampling for Qualitative Data Collection and 

Analysis in Mixed Method Implementation Research’, Administration and Policy in 

Mental Health and Mental Health Services Research 42(5) (2015): 533–44. doi: 

10.1007/s10488-013-0528-y. 

Patton, Michael Quinn. Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods (Newbury Park: Sage, 

1990). 

Proshansky, Harold M., and Abbe K. Fabian. ‘The Development of Place Identity in the 

Child’, in Carol S. Weinstein and Thomas G. David, eds., Spaces for Children: The 

Built Environment and Child Development (Boston: Springer, 1987), 21–40. 

Proshansky, Harold M., Abbe K. Fabian, and Robert Kaminoff. ‘Place-Identity: Physical 

World Socialization of the Self.’ Journal of Environmental Psychology 3(1) (1983): 

57–83. doi: 10.1016/S0272-4944(83)80021-8. 

https://www.econstor.eu/handle/10419/108724


37 

 

Qi, Congcong, Hanxi Li, Wenlong Wang, and Tongfu Liang, ‘Construction of urban cultural 

identity in Shanghai football from the perspective of cultural symbols [文化符号视域

下海派足球中的城市文化认同构建]’, Journal of Nanjing Sport Institute 20(9) 

(2021): 9–19. doi:10.15877/j.cnki.nsin.2021.09.002.  

Reed, Gay G. ‘Moral/Political Education in the People’s Republic of China: Learning 

Through Role Models’, Journal of Moral Education 24(2) (1995): 99–111. doi: 

10.1080/0305724950240201. 

Shi, Yan. ‘The theoretical explanation and analysis of the riots of stadium spectators [球场观

众暴力的理论阐释和因素分析]’, Journal of Xi’an Institute of Physical Education 

21(1) (2004). doi: 10.3969/j.issn.1001-747X.2004.01.002. 

Smith, Anthony D. Nations and Nationalism in a Global Era (Cambridge: Polity Press, 

1995). 

Song, Kai, and Yuanzhen Lu, ‘Research on ball game fan phenomena in China and abroad [

国内外球迷现象研究 (综述)]’, Journal of Beijing Sport University 20(4) (1997), 5–

10. doi: CNKI:SUN:BJTD.0.1997-04-001. 

Sparkes, Andrew C, and Brett Smith, Qualitative Research Methods in Sport, Exercise and 

Health: From Process to Product (Abington: Routledge, 2014). 

Stake, Robert E. ‘Qualitative Case Studies’, in N. K. Denzin and Y. S. Lincoln, eds., 

Handbook of Qualitative Research (3rd ed.) (London: Sage, 2005), 443–66. 

Sugden, John, and Alan Tomlinson. ‘Power and Resistance in the Governance of World 

Football: Theorizing FIFA’s Transnational Impact’, Journal of Sport and Social 

Issues 22(3) (1998): 299–316. doi: 10.1177/019372398022003005. 

Sullivan, Jonathan, Yupei Zhao, Simon Chadwick, and Michael Gow. ‘Chinese Fans’ 

Engagement with Football: Transnationalism, Authenticity and Identity.’ Journal of 

Global Sport Management 7(3) (2022): 427–45. doi: 

10.1080/24704067.2021.1871855. 

Tan, Hua. ‘Football “Hooligans” and Football Supporters Culture in China’, In Wolfram 

Manzenreiter and John Horne, eds., Football Goes East: Business, Culture and the 

People’s Game in China, Japan and South Korea (Abingdon: Routledge, 2004), 87–

101. 

Taylor, Ian. ‘Soccer Consciousness and Soccer Hooliganism’, In Stanley Cohen, ed., Images 

of Deviance (Harmondsworth: Pelican, 1971), 134–64. 



38 

 

Thomas, Gary. How to Do Your Research Project: A Guide for Students (London: Sage, 

2017). 

Townsend, James. ‘Chinese Nationalism’, The Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs 27(4) 

(1992): 97–130. doi: 10.2307/2950028. 

Xiao, Yang. ‘Liang Qichao’s Political and Social Philosophy’, in Chung-ying Cheng and 

Nicholas Bunnin, eds., Contemporary Chinese Philosophy (Oxford: Blackwell 

Publishers, 2008), 15–36. 

Yue, Miao, and Qi Chen. ‘The History of Chinese TV Programmes in the Past 50 Years [中

国电视新闻 50 年发展史论略]’, Southeast Communication (3) (2010): 76–8. doi: 

10.3969/j.issn.1672-9579.2010.03.025. 

Z/Yen Group, The Global Financial Centres Index 28. 2020. 

https://www.zyen.com/media/documents/GFCI_28_Full_Report_2020.09.25_v1.1.pd

f 

Zhang, Chenyi. The Study of Nationalism of the Modern Chinese Intellectuals [近代中国知

识分子的民族主义思想研究] (Beijing: China Minzu University Press, 2012). 

Zhang, Yu. ‘History and Future of the National College Entrance Exam (NCEE) in China’, in 

Yu Zhang, ed., National College Entrance Exam in China (Singapore: Springer, 

2016), 1–15. 

Zhao, Li. ‘On the Evolution and Development of Chinese School Physical Education 

Thinking and Practice [论中国学校体育思想与实践的沿革和发展]’, China Sport 

Science 5 (1998), 5–7. doi: CNKI:SUN:TYKX.0.1998-05-001. 

 

https://www.zyen.com/media/documents/GFCI_28_Full_Report_2020.09.25_v1.1.pdf
https://www.zyen.com/media/documents/GFCI_28_Full_Report_2020.09.25_v1.1.pdf

