ABSTRACT

perceptions of ticket pricing in major league baseball: a case study of the colorado rockies
Sport organizations, like most businesses, are always searching for new and creative ways to generate revenue to help offset rising expenses. In response to this challenge, sport organizations are starting to focus on new pricing strategies as a viable option to raise necessary funds. Along with increasing revenue from broadcasting rights, ticket revenue has a significant impact on professional sport organizations. According to an article in USA Today, ticket sales make up 30%-50% of revenue for individual teams, while overall they make up 39% of baseball's total revenue (Antonen, 2003). Ticket sales are vital to MLB teams, however, only half of MLB’s American League clubs focused on innovations in ticket sales as their top priority during the off-season (Adams, 2005). From instituting mini-plans to hosting ticket auctions on the organization’s website, many sport organizations are examining a variety of new and creative strategies to discover what price fans are willing to pay.  Previous research suggests variable ticket pricing (VTP), is a viable option for increasing ticket revenues (Rascher, McEvoy, Nagel, & Brown, 2007).  Conversely, few MLB teams have implemented VTP, citing that widespread use of ticket pricing based completely on supply and demand could potentially create public relation issues with some consumers (Cameron, 2002).  However, the implementation of VTP has proven to be effective in the hotel and airline industries (Bruel, 2003; Rovell, 2002).  This creates two questions.  First, why do MLB organizations shy away from replicating the hotel and airline VTP model?  Second, why do MLB organizations feel fan reactions to VTP would differ from other industries?
The purpose of this qualitative study was twofold.  The first purpose was to analyze the perspectives of individuals within an MLB organization in relation to ticket pricing and the second was to discover the process for implementing variable ticket pricing within the organization.  Through an epistemological framework of a constructivist perspective; interview transcripts, researcher journal, archival records, observations, field notes, and documentation were used to collect and analyze data for this case study. All members of the ticket pricing committee within the Colorado Rockies organization were interviewed along with one front office executive related to ticket pricing. A sport economist, who is well-known in the field of sport management, was also consulted. Through the use of open and axial coding, the researcher was able to identify specific categories/themes that emerged from the data and then reorganize the data to help answer the research question. This study was conducted the year following a World Series appearance by the Rockies, and the front office gave insight on how decisions were made to price tickets for the following season.
Through the scientific process, the researcher was able to characterize the ticket pricing environment within the Rockies organization. As a result of this study, the data revealed major differences in pricing compared to other industries. The most notable is the instability associated with ticket pricing in MLB.  This insecurity appeared to be the reason MLB has not been able to confidently implement the pricing models we see in the airline and hotel industries. If MLB teams priced tickets more analytically, like the hotel and airline industries rather than by gut feeling, fans might be more apt to accept changes without causing unmanageable backlash.
This study informed members within the examined MLB organization along with academicians regarding the decision-making process of ticket pricing and the current perceptions of ticket pricing in a MLB franchise. Industry professionals will be able to use information about the decision-making process and perceptions of various ticket pricing models to help direct their pricing strategies and develop marketing and promotional strategies in accordance with their ticket sales philosophy.  Additionally, academicians wishing to do additional research on variable ticket pricing will be able to use this qualitative research as a foundation on which to build future research.
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