Student fans’ motives for attending athletic events and perceptions on a student incentive program

Abstract
This study examines the collegiate students’ motives for attending athletic events and their perceptions on creating a student incentive program to reward student participation. Based on the responses from 224 participants, the students primarily attend the events due to free of charge and social gathering functions. Bad weather and time-conflict are the key barriers to hinder student attendance. Unlike their female counterparts, the male participants’ were more likely to be drawn to the games due to excitement and entertainment, instead of pricy gift items. To further increase the student participation for the events, the athletic department must actively reward those who travel a greater distance to attend or spend more money on athletic merchandises. Practical strategies for implementing a reward program are further discussed. 

Introduction

Given the tough economic times, many collegiate athletic programs are exerting their effort to make themselves financially self-sufficient. For many collegiate institutions, ticket-sales have become even more vital for generating revenues because not all of the institutions have a lucrative TV or naming right contacts. For regional state colleges and universities, both selling season-tickets and increasing student attendance could be challenging tasks. Many members of National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) collect student athletic fees in order to hold the ticket cost down. It is also a common practice for the athletic departments to secure the guaranteed revenues. According to OKState.com (2009), 43 of the 71 Bowl Championship Series schools have a mandatory athletic fee and the average amount is $163/semester. Twenty-three of the twenty-four schools in the Atlantic Coast Conference and Southeastern Conference charge a student athletic fee. The average charge could be as expensive as $130 or more (OKState.com, 2009). Many athletic administrators believe that having a high student attendance would create a powerful atmosphere and play a big part in the success of their teams (Donald, Graeff, Harmon, 2008; Garbee, 2008; Stephens, 2009). President of the Oklahoma State, Dr. Hargis also stated that students who attend football and basketball games are more likely to purchase season tickets after graduation and stay connected to the university (OKState.com, 2009). Therefore, increasing the student attendance in athletic events plays an important role in both social and financial aspects of collegiate athletics. 
Despite the recognition on importance of increasing student attendance during the athletic events, bringing students to the games can be a difficult challenge for many athletic administrators. The primary issue lies in finding the most appropriate and effective strategies to bring the students to the games. For Colorado State, a member of the respectful Mountain West Conference, the average student attendance for home games in football (six games) and men's basketball (eight games) this season has been 7,108 and 535, respectively. Although these numbers slightly increased as compared to last years’ attendances, they are still considerably lower than most schools in its conference (Stephens, 2009). In 2007, Missouri men’s basketball attendance also was down (McDougal, 2007). Over the past couple of years, the average attendance of James Madison University women’s basketball game is at 1,951 (Garbee, 2008).  Although the current average is up to 2,128 fans, there is no clear indication of increase in student attendance (Garbee, 2008). As early as 1990s, student attendance for football games and other athletic events have seen decreases (Masterson, 1992; Fatisis & Weinbach, 1998; Krohn, Clarke,, Preston, McDonald, Preston, 1998). Student turnout at the University of California in Los Angeles decreased as much as 40 percent in the 1990s. Athletic administrators tend to believe the low student attendance could significant impact alumni donations (Fatisis & Weinbach, 1998). 
To promote student attendance, it is common to see universities implementing a student incentive program to reward student-fans (Stephens, 2009; Lopez, 2008; Mumford, Kane, & Maina, 2004; Willender, 2004; Wink, 2008; Yoder, 2008). In order to understand how to encourage more students to attend the campus athletic events, the researchers focus on the following objectives : (1) examining the student-fans’ motives for attending athletic events, (2) examining the potential barriers that hinder student participation, (3) identifying students’ interests in implementing an incentive program, and (4) identifying students’ preferences and choices for the incentive items. The finding of this study may provide the following specific benefits to the institution’s athletic department: (1) identifying strategies to expand the student fan base, (2) retaining current student fans, and (3) creating an exciting and friendly student-oriented atmosphere during the athletic competitions
Motivating Factors for Game Attendance
Numerous socio-psychological factors have been investigated and identified as important factors for attending sport events. They include: game schedules (Pan, Gabert, McGaugh, & Branvold, 1997; Zhang, Pease, Hui, & Michaud, 1995), discretionary income (Pan, Zhen, Gabert, & Brown, 1999), competing and promotional activities/events (Jenson & DeSchriver, 2002; Coffin, 1996), and fan loyalty and satisfaction (Laverie & Arnett, 2000; Sutton, McDonald, Milne, & Cimperman, 1997). Some literatures seem to support that winning is probably the most single dominant factor to increase spectator attendance (Baade & Tiehen, 1990; Covell, 2005; Jenson & DeSchriver, 2002; Wells, Southall, & Peng, 2000). For professional baseball, winning performance of the teams is not the sole factor to increase attendance. Star athletes on the roster are also an important factor that draws more spectators to the games (Dick & Sack, 2003; Rhodes, Chen, Nail, Lucci, & Wood, 2007). According to Beccarini and Ferrand’s study (2006), the effect of a financial oriented motive (i.e., economical season-ticket price) is twice as strong as the effect of the motive linked with team image. As for the collegiate athletic setting, the number of student enrollment and market competition could also significantly affect student attendance (Jensen & DeSchriver, 2002).  
Facts about Student Incentive Programs
Various Universities implement a student incentive program to draw more student-fans to attend the sporting events and promote the school spirit (Stephens, 2009; Hampton University, n.d.; Kings University, n.d.; Lopez, 2008; Mumford, Kane, & Maina, 2004; University of Dayton, 2008a & 2008b; University of Oklahoma, n.d.; University of Wisconsin Milwaukee Athletics, n.d.; Western Kentucky University, n.d.; Willender, 2004; Wink, 2008; Yoder, 2008) Majority of the schools are using ID cards to track students’ attendance for the games. After a student reaches a certain number of games (or accumulate a certain amount of points), he/she is given a specific reward. The more games an individual attends, the more valuable (pricy) reward is received. The rewards are often gifts provided by the university or the business of the local community (i.e. local restaurants). Other than the point-based reward system, schools also give away free apparels and souvenirs and use other promotional activities (such as, guest coach and pre-game parties) to attract student fans. Some of those promotional activities are even generated by the students (Yoder, 2008). 
Research Method

Participants and Procedure
To examine collegiate students’ motives for attending athletic events and their perceptions toward an incentive program, this study included 224 students (males =108, 48%; females = 116; 52%) of a southeast regional state institution as participants. This NCAA Division-I affilliated institution is a member of the Ohio Valley Conference. With the support of the school’s athletics and the Office of Student Life, the researchers surveyed 163 participants during the last two 08-9 home games (February 12 & 14, 2009) and 61 participants from three randomly selected academic classes . Instruction for completion of the survey and rights for participation are presented in the consent letter. The participants were advised that their involvement in the study is strictly voluntary. 

Instrument 

The survey questionnaire is modified based on the studies of Beccarini & Ferrand (2006), McDonald & Shaw (2005), Pan and Baker (2005), and Chen, Salazar, & Fitzgerald (2009). This 62-item five-point Likert scale survey questionnaire covers six major sections: (1) demographic information, (2) motives for attending athletic events, (3) perceptions on suggested marketing conditions, (4) barriers for attending events, (5) preferences toward incentive items, and (6) willingness in participating in reward programs. 
Results

Major Characteristics of Fan Demographics and Descriptive Analysis
In general, the majority of the participants are underclassmen (68%). A high percentage of the participants (89%) can travel to the event within 15 minutes or less. Many of them (79%) spent no more than $50 annually for the MSU athletic merchandises. Among the 224 participants, about 33% are student-athletes and about 17% of participants are affiliated with a Greek fraternity/sorority group.

Participants’ primary reason for attending games is because of the free admission (M = 4.32). The excitement of the game and social influences are other important motivators. On the contrary, they would likely not attend the game if they need to study (M = 3.75) or experience time conflict (M = 3.63). The top-3 favorite choices for incentive items are (1) i-Pod or MP3 player, (2) gas cards, and (3) gift certificates to local restaurants. Items such as bandana, mugs, and replica jersey are the least attractive gift to the participants. More than 82% of the participants are willing to work with a monitoring system that track down their attendance and earned points. 
Factors for Game Attendance and Incentive Items
Factor analyses were performed to indentify the participants’ motives and barriers for game attendance and preference for incentive items. The detailed results are listed in Table 1, 2, and 3. Four major influential factors for game attendances are identified. They are: (1) free admission and social gathering, (2) winning and players’ performance, (3) facility and services, and (4) amotivation. There are two categories of barriers for not attending events, which include (1) weather and time conflict and (2) financial and social constraint. In terms of preferences toward incentive items, the participants mainly classify the items into two categories, which are “pricy and practical items” and “common items and apparels.”
Table 1. Four Major Influential Factors for Game Attendance (Loading = .617; Cronbach’s Alpha = .939)

	Factor
	Score

	Free admission and social gathering
	3.99

	Winning and players’ performance
	3.63

	Facility and services
	3.48

	Amotivation 
	2.95


Table 2. Major Factors on Barriers for Not Attending Events (Loading = .549; Cronbach’s Alpha = .769)

	Factor
	Score

	Weather and time conflict
	3.51

	Financial and social constraint
	3.70


Table 3. Factors on Preferences Toward Incentive Items (Loading = .665; Cronbach’s Alpha = .919)

	Factor
	Score

	Pricy and practical items
	3.87

	Common items and apparels
	3.37


T-Test and Analysis of Variance
Student-athletes have a significant greater score in “free admission and social gathering” (p < .01), “facility and services” (p < .01), and “financial and social constraint” (p < .05) than non-student-athletes do. Game attendees also have a significant greater score in three of the four game attendance factors (other than amotivon; at least p < .05) and “common items and apparels” (p < .01) than those of who do not attend. Participants’ score in “free admission and social gathering” (p < .05), “winning and players’ performance” (p < .01), “weather and time conflict” (p < .01), and “financial and social constraint” (p < .01) show a significant variation, based on the four different categories of travel time to the event. Those who spend more money on licensing merchandises annually (both $51-$100 and >$100 group) have a significant greater score (p < .05) in three of the four game attendance factors (other than amotivation), “pricy and practical items”, and “common items and apparels.” 
Discussion, Conclusions, and Future Direction
The results of this study seem to confirm the general assumptions on the effect of free giveaways and strong affection of loyal fans. For example, the actual game attendees clearly had a greater score on reasons for attending events and willingness to attend. “Common items and apparels” would seem to be attractive enough to draw them to the events. This study may also provide some insights for the athletic administers to market and promote the events to all students. In general, a high majority of the respondents (over 82%) would like to participate in an incentive program with a well-sounded monitoring system, but they would not like to pay to get involved. In terms of marketing to different genders, the male participants’ were more likely to be drawn to the game due to excitement and entertainment. Ladies were more responsive to the pricy items. To further increase the student participation for the events, it is imperative for athletic department to actively reward those who travel a greater distance or spend more on athletic merchandises. In addition, the researchers believe the following issues should be addressed while marketing to some of the special groups. (1) Don’t just utilize student athletes as free labors for the events. They need to be rewarded, too. (2) There is still a great potential to expand the attendance number of fraternity/sorority clubs. (3) Recognize senior & graduate students’ need to further enhance their interest for participation. Without a successful team, it seems harder to attract those who need to travel a greater distance to the events. In conclusion, the researchers will propose a point-based reward system that awards students who attending various sport events. Procedures for tracking attendance record and calculations for point are further discussed. 
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