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Abstract

The primary purpose of this study is to investigate if the sport spectator motives (perceived value, involvement opportunity, fan identification, and reference group), which influence the level of sport spectator involvement, differ between women’s collegiate and professional basketball games. The spectators in this study had a higher level of psychological involvement to attend women’s basketball than behavioral involvement. The findings of the study indicated that fan identification (WNBA) and involvement opportunity (NCAA) were identified as factors that significantly influence sport spectator involvement at two different levels of women’s basketball games.
Introduction
There have been a number of factors influencing the rapid growth of the sport industry since the late 1970’s. These factors include the diversity of media coverage, an increase in the number of new sport facilities, professional sport leagues, and women’s involvement in sports (Howard & Compton, 2004). Women’s sports in particular have played a significant role in generating meaningful growth in the sport industry, especially in the United States (Zhang, Pennington-Gray, Connaughton, Braunstein, Ellis, Lam, & Williamson, 2003). Participation in women’s sports has been increasing consistently as a result of increased female athletic programs since the passage of Title IX of the Educational Amendments in 1972 (Ridinger & Funk, 2006). In regard to spectators, more than 15 million fans have attended Women’s National Basketball Association (WNBA) games since 1997 (Williamson, Zhang, Pease, & Gaa, 2003) and the number of women spectators at major professional sport leagues (e.g., NBA, NFL, MLB, & NHL) has significantly increased as a valuable market segment for these sport organizations (Mullin, Hardy, & Sutton, 2007). In college sports, there has been a significant level of female student-athletes’ participation in diverse sport programs. The NCAA (2004) reported that 44% of all NCAA Division I student-athletes were female. Moreover, female high school athletes have increasingly participated in diverse interscholastic sports. It is a clear indication that women’s sports have received the greatest amount of attention given to enforce intense market competition as well as its role in the sport industry. 
Despite the significant growth in popularity and attendance at women’s sports, many women’s sport programs at professional level generate relatively small amounts of revenue from financial sources including media rights fees, luxury seating, sponsorship, and advertising (James & Ross, 2004). In addition, many women’s intercollegiate athletic programs at Division II institutions have limited public attention, only minor marketing efforts, and encounter difficulty obtaining sponsors (Howard & Crompton, 2004). 

One of the most pervasive challenges facing these women’s sport programs is sustaining attendance at sporting events and minimizing the decrease and fluctuation of attendance (Mullin, Hardy, & Sutton, 2007). According to this regard, spectators are the key constituent of a sport organization’s success. Armstrong (1999) suggested assessing sport spectator behavior to support a certain sport team is crucial to long-term survival in a highly competitive marketplace. Thus, understanding spectators and their behaviors is crucial for sport organizations to take more effective action in a rapidly changing marketplace. In addition to the importance of sport spectator motives, sport spectator involvement, which refers to an unobservable state of motivation, arousal, or interest toward a sporting event (Funk, Ridinger, & Moorman, 2004), has also been found to have a significant effect on the level of attendance (Milne and McDonald, 1999; Rothschild; 1984).
While most of the literature focuses on sport spectator motives of a sport team (s) in a specific market segment with primary focus on men’s sports, it is questionable that spectators at various sport levels have similar or different motives to attend women’s sports. Pease and Zhang (2001) suggested that having fundamental knowledge of sport spectators’ level of consumption is a first step to develop marketing strategies that guide sport organizations to obtain high levels of sport spectator involvement. For instance, the spectator motives of professional women’s sports would differ substantially from the spectators’ motivational factors at college women’s sports. In addition, spectators at women’s sports might have a unique consumption value distinguished from spectators at men’s sports. According to Zhang et al. (2003), sport spectators motives are varied from consumer to consumer. Understanding the unique characteristics of spectators’ behaviors at various levels of women’s sports might be valuable for sport organization to effectively segment their target markets. Even though the concepts of sport spectator involvement and motives have been identified as an essential predictor in measuring sport consumption behavior, there are only a handful of studies (e.g., Armstrong, 1999; Kim & Lough, 2004; McCabe, 2008; Wann, 1996; Zhang et al, 2003) which have attempted to explore sport spectator behavior in women’s sports. Therefore, it is necessary to identify unique characteristics of spectator behavior at women’s sports. Comparing motivational factors influencing sport spectator involvement based on the level of sports (college vs. pro) might provide insight which will generate better understating of sport spectator behavior in women’s basketball games. 
The primary purpose of this study is to compare the sport spectator motives (e.g., perceived value, involvement opportunity, fan identification, reference group) influencing spectators decision to attend decision between collegiate and professional women’s basketball games.  A second goal of the study is to determine if there is difference of the level of sport spectator involvement with two aspects: Socio-psychological and behavioral involvements. Finally, another goal of the present study is also to provide valuable information to athletic directors, sport marketers, and administrators in women’s sports which can be used to effectively segment and predict spectators’ behavior. 

Literature Review

Several researchers (Capella, 2002; Funk, Ridinger, & Moorman, 2004; Kim, 2004; Milne & McDonald, 1999) have proposed various measurement scales to investigate sport spectator involvement. Funk, Ridinger, and Moorman (2004), developed a measurement scale, the Team Sport Involvement (TSI), to assess the level of sport fans’ psychological involvement using 1600 sport spectators at various sport games. The TSI consists of 18 antecedents of involvement and 4 facets (attraction self-expression, centrality to lifestyle, and risk) of psychological fan involvement. Capella (2002) also proposed a questionnaire entitled the Fan Behavior Questionnaire (FBQ) to investigate the emotional and behavioral involvements of sport fans. These two studies suggested that multidimensional scales used to assess sport spectator or fan involvement provides important insight of the rational and emotional factors affecting spectators’ decisions to attend sporting events. 

Due to the importance of sport spectator behavior, scholars in the field of sport marketing have paid considerable attention to motivations of the sport spectator. Several researchers (e.g., Armstrong, 1999; Kim & Lough, 2004; Wann, 1996; Zhang et al, 2003) focused on the spectator behavior at women’s sports. Wann (1996) and Armstrong (1999) found that women attended women’s basketball games to see specific players, while men attended women’s games for the entertainment value and to share the experience with family. Fink, Trail, and Anderson (2002) found that motivations for attending professional women’s basketball games differed from spectators’ motivations for attending men’s sports. Although the number of motivational factors influencing sport spectator involvement have been varied among scholars, the proposed theories that have received significant attention in literature can be classified into four general categories: (a) involvement opportunity as a significant element of stimulation, (b) perceived values from various product benefits, (c) emotional affiliation with fan identification, and (d) social interaction with significant others including reference groups (Amstrong, 1999; Capella, 2002, Funk, Mahony, & Ridiger, 2002; Funk, Ridinger, & Moorman, 2004; Milne & McDonald, 1999; Pease & Zhang, 2001; Trail & James, 2001; Wann, 1995; Zhang et al, 2003).  

Methods

A total of 424 sport spectators (n = 281: WNBA & n = 143: NCAA) from intercollegiate and professional women’s basketball games were randomly selected from WNBA games in the Eastern Conference and NCAA Division II women’s basketball games in the Mid-West Conference. Six different seat sections were randomly selected for each game. Questionnaires were then distributed in each section and collected before games started, after the games ended, and during the half time by ten trained surveyors, including the researcher at 19 basketball games (n = 10: WNBA & n = 9: NCAA). The final sample from the WNBA games was comprised of more female (62%) than male (38%) and 28.8% of the participants were between 40 and 49 years old. The largest sub-groups of the participants were white (72.2%) and African American (27.8%). The final sample was comprised of more 69.7 % male than 30.3 % female spectators and the participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 80 years and the majority (70.0%) fell between 23 – 46 years of age. The largest sub-groups of the participants were white (64.8%) and African American (30.9%). 

Modified versions of the Sport Spectator Involvement Scale (SSIS) (Kim, 2003) and the Sport Motivational Scale (SMS) developed by Pease and Zhang (2001) were used. The SSIS consists of two factors: behavioral and psychological involvement with a combined total of 14 items. We modified the original version of the SMS consisting of 12 items categorized into four motivational factors to assess motivation. Each item was written to measure spectator motivational factors such as perceived value, involvement opportunity, fan identification, and reference groups. A six point Likert-scale ranged from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 6 (“strongly agree”) was used to measure both variables used in the study.  Seven questions were included to assess socio-demographic information such as age, gender, occupation, income, highest level of education, etc.

Results

First, all scales were tested for reliability using Cronbach’s alpha, which ranged from .74 to .95 and moderate correlations were found among the variables. Descriptive statistics revealed that socio-psychological involvement (M = 4.67, SD = 1.19) is higher than behavioral involvement (M = 4.15, SD = 1.42). The spectators of WNBA games showed statistically significant higher behavioral involvement than those at NCAA Division II women’s basketball games (t = 2.25*) with no differences in psychological and overall sport spectator involvement. Next a series of two multiple regression analyses were conducted using the four motivational factors to predict sport spectator involvement. The result of the 1st regression equation found that fan identification (β = .64, t = 10.91, p < .01) had a strong positive impact on overall sport spectator involvement, followed by involvement opportunity (β = .25, t = 3.46, p < .01) and perceived value (β = -.17, t = -2.80, p < .05) for the WNBA games. About 32 percent of the total variance in psychological involvement was accounted for (R2 = .32, F = 127.59, p < .01) by four motivational factors. Second, involvement opportunity (β = .33, t = 3.30, p < .01) was identified as a motivational factor which has the most powerful influence on sport spectator involvement, followed by reference groups (β = .24, t = 2.90, p < .05) and fan identification (β = .19, t = 2.25, p < .05) for NCAA Division II women’s basketball games. Thirty two percent of the variance in total spectator involvement was explained (R2 = .32, F = 16.15, p < .01).
Discussion

The spectators in this study had a higher level of psychological involvement to attend women’s basketball than behavioral involvement. This finding indicated that the spectators of women’s basketball games at college and professional levels might be more psychologically involved rather than behaviorally involved. This finding also explains that the majority of the spectators in this study described both levels of basketball games as a valuable experience generating educational, cultural, and social benefits for their spectators and fans. In addition, spectators at women’s basketball games were also found to be more psychologically committed to support a specific team or player. This finding is also consistent with previous studies (Funk, Ridinger, & Moorman, 2004; Lough & Kim, 2004; Mahony et al., 2002). 

Two motivational factors (i.e., fan identification & involvement opportunity) were identified as a significant factor which has powerful influence on sport spectator involvement at women’s basketball games. For women’s professional basketball, it appears that our participants attended WNBA games to be loyal fans consistently support their favorite teams or players rather than simply experience a sporting event. This is consistent with previous studies which have found that team identification and personal achievement were significantly and positively related to team success (Mahony et al., 2002). According to Milne and McDonalds (1999), fan identification plays a significant role in minimizing the effects of team performance because the sport marketers and marketing activities cannot directly control team success. Therefore, psychological and emotional affiliation with a team or sporting event might be a first step for spectators to become loyal fans of the WNBA games. Being a loyal fan means spectators have a high level of resistance to any change to their favorite teams or players and express their interest and involvement by supporting and cheering them.
For NCAA Division II women’s basketball teams, the findings of this study suggested that encouraging indirect participation by providing information about team, coaches, and players, establishing an affiliation between fans and a sport team and stimulating enthusiastic cheering actions, may increase the level of sport spectator involvement. The findings of this study also suggest that providing convenient access to information, close proximity of venues, convenient transportation to venues and convenient game times, might be an effective way to extend involvement opportunities for the fans. Additionally, creating or providing various involvement opportunities might also help NCAA Division II women’s basketball teams facilitate a strong affiliation and relationship with their spectators, fans, and supporters. 
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