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Outlined in this summary report are some headline findings from the past 

seven waves of BenchMark (dating back to 2018).  The insights highlight 

the important role individuals play in deepening the connection to a 

team.  

There are a whole host of factors that drive emotional connection to a 

sports property (get in touch to find out more about this), but this 

summary focuses specifically on the role of individuals – be they 

athletes, management or owners.

This is only a summary of the findings.  The full reports includes a more 

detailed look at:

• How each team and competition performs in terms of having 

individuals that develop a positive perception of the property (over 

100 teams and 14 leagues evaluated for this metric)  

• Which athletes are positively influencing connection for each team 

and competition.

• The role athletes play in motivating someone to first follow the team.  

For more information on the full report 

contact:

Chris Hobden
Director, True North Research

M: 0433201679

E: Chris@researchtruenorth.com

W: www.truenorthresearch.com.au

mailto:Chris@researchtruenorth.com
http://www.truenorthresearch.com.au/
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Emotions drive behaviours and here’s the proof… The stronger the emotional connection to a team (or competition), the more 

likely a follower is to conduct the desired behavioural outcomes e.g. pay to view, regularly watch shows about the team, be 

aware of the team’s sponsors and have a positive reaction to sponsors.  If a team has individuals (athletes, management, staff) 

that drive stronger connection to the team this will have a knock on positive effect on these desired outcomes. 
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13%

35%

Impact of an individual on positive connection 

to the team (Core Value: bond) 

No person that positively impacts view of team / competition

Yes there is a person that positively impacts view

% who rate their positive connection to the team as 7 out of 7

There are many reason why a follower may feel positively connected 

(bond) to a team or competition.  One factor that has a strong impact 

on the connection is when there is a person (player, management or 

staff) who positively impacts an individual’s view of the property.

When this person exists followers are significantly more likely to rate their 

bond to the team/competition as 7 out of 7 compared to those who 

state there is no person that positively impacts their view of the 

team/competition (35% vs 13%).

The same pattern is seen for the other four core values of connection: 

respect, enjoyment, trust and pride.  When a person exists who they 

have a connection to, they are significantly more likely to rate the team 

higher for all core values of emotional connection.  

A connection to an individual and a strong BenchMark EC Score™ are 

intrinsically linked
Source: True North BenchMark Study May 21 & Sept/Oct 21
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The higher the proportion of followers stating that there is a person

having a positive impact on their view of the team, the stronger 

their emotional connection to the team.

When only 5% of the supporter base point to a person who has a 

positive impact, the average BenchMark EC Score™ is 172, 

amongst followers. However, when 15% of followers state there is 

a person that influences their opinion, then the BenchMark EC 

Score™ increases by over 14 BenchMark EC points.

Noteworthy is Richmond’s strong performance on both metrics. 

There is a variety of individuals cited as having a positive 

influence on their view of Richmond, from the president, the 

management, the coach to the players. This is the ideal scenario 

where a team is not reliant on the presence of one individual to 

deepen engagement with a team but where multiple people are 

influential in enhancing the connection.
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% stating there is a person that positively impacts their view of the team

Person having a positive impact on team by Emotional 

Connection to team

Source: True North BenchMark Study May 21 & Sept/Oct 21 

Winter & Summer League teams shown, National teams and competitions excluded

Richmond



"I am a very big fan of Patty Mills 

and the work he does in the 

Australian Indigenous community."

Boomers

"I have followed it since childhood; I have a 

strong friendship with one of its 'legends’.” 

Australia Men's Cricket Test Team.

“My father was a 

representative NSW 

rugby player." 

Super Rugby

"With Ash Barty a nearly 

local Ipswich girl, of 

course we follow the Oz 

Open closely.” 

Australian Open 

"Ellyse Perry attended the same school 

as my daughter. She and other senior 

players are outstanding role models for 

young women." 

Sydney Sixers

“Met most players, some players came 

out and coached my team." 

NSW Swifts

“I have supported Melbourne Storm for 

the last 10 years, since I first got into NRL. I 

have met a few players in the past and 

they are some of the chilled out sports 

players I have ever met, always up for a 

chat and the occasional photo.”

Melbourne Storm

“We were there when they won 

the 2017/2018 title. We are 

members. We have met most of 

the players and coaches." 

Melbourne United

“I have met one of the 

players and he was 

incredibly polite and 

we'll spoken." 

Newcastle Jets

“I have been to several 

of their games and met 

the players who love 

their fans." 

Diamonds

"As a rugby fan I enjoy watching them and 

having met the squad at a recent charity 

event, they seem like genuine young men who 

were engaged with the community.”

Australian Rugby Men’s 7s Team 

“Whole family supports, 

grew up with fanatic dad 

and brother, met some of 

the players when I was 

very young.”

Essendon

“Because my best 

friend and friends are 

on the team." 

Brisbane Lions AFLW

When we study the open-ended responses provided by Australian sports fans to explain their bond to the team, we will nearly always find that when 

a sports fan mentions an individual by name or that they have met the players (as per these quotes), they give their bond to the team top marks. 
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37%

31%

29%

29%

29%

28%

28%

27%

27%

Australian Open

Supercars Championship

Melbourne Storm

Canberra Raiders

WBBL

AFLW

Richmond

NRL Premiership

Penrith Panthers

Adelaide Crows (AFLW)

Top 10 teams / competitions 
Both teams and competitions feature in the top 10.  Nearly two fifths of those 

following the Australian Open state that there is a person that positively 

impacts their view of the competition (not surprising for a more individual 

sport).  Ash Barty and Roger Federer are the most often cited individuals.

However, it is not just athletes who are influential in having a positive impact 

on perceptions, so too are coaches, past players, owners, CEOs and 

presidents of clubs.  This is the case for Melbourne Storm, whose coach, Craig 

Bellamy, is often cited as having a positive impact on team perceptions.

Whilst having individuals who deepen the connection to the team is generally 

a good thing, it does come with a threat.  Erin Phillips helped the Adelaide 

Crows in both 2019 and 2021 drive a strong overall emotional connection to 

the team, however, in 2020, when for much of the (curtailed) season she was 

sidelined with an injury, emotional connection to the team fell.  Whilst not the 

sole reason, her absence not only affected team performance but also 

connection to the club.  Having a broad pool of individuals who positively 

impact the view of a team is advantageous.  It develops a stronger emotional 

connection which in turn leads to the desired behavioural outcomes. 
Source: True North BenchMark Study May 21 & Sept/Oct 21

Base: Followers of a competition or supporters & fans of a team

% stating there is an individual who positively impacts their 
perceptions of the team / competition 
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• Whether your team or competition has individuals who drive positive connections?

• Which individuals are driving positive connections?

• Which teams / competitions have the strongest emotional connection?

• How you can use these results to engage more fans and sponsors?

Get in touch…

Chris Hobden
Director, True North Research

M: 0433201679

E: Chris@researchtruenorth.com

W: www.truenorthresearch.com.au

mailto:Chris@researchtruenorth.com
http://www.truenorthresearch.com.au/


BenchMark provides a truly independent 

resource of how sports properties are viewed in 

the market.

N.B. BenchMark team and league data is weighted to represent the fan/follower profile for a team/league within the Australian population. 

One overall metric for a property’s emotional 

connection score (BenchMark EC Score™)

Properties rated on 80+ metrics

Respondents must be at least ‘somewhat familiar’ 

with the property being rated 

Online survey runs biannually.  

Wave 7: 20th Sep – 15th Oct 2021

Wave 6: 14th - 31st May 2021 

Wave 5: 9th - 30th Oct 2020

Wave 4: 27th Mar - 22nd April 2020 

Wave 3: 18th Sep - 10th Oct 2019

Wave 2: 4th Apr - 3rd May 2019 

Wave 1: 10th - 31st Oct 2018

Sample is Australian residents aged 16+ (weighted to 

be nationally representative of age, gender, state)

Wave 7: n=4035

Wave 6: n=4540

Wave 5: n=3822

Wave 4: n=4832 (includes New Zealand sample)

Wave 3: n=4310

Wave 2: n=4291

Wave 1: n=4299

115
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To date BenchMark has evaluated:

16 competitions in detail plus a further 7 in brief; 

121 teams including 19 National sides (18 Australian, plus the 

All Blacks), 2 State of Origin teams, 95 Australian league 

teams, 5 New Zealand league teams; 

2800+ sponsorships from over 1350 sponsors. 




