Factors Influencing the College Students’ Choice of a Charity Sporting Event:

A Conjoint Analysis

Abstract

This study investigated the relative importance of the five selected event attributes that influence the choice of a charity sporting event. The result of the conjoint analysis with 397 college students revealed that college students were concerned most about the provided sport activity, followed by the cause or host organization, participation fee, reference (or information source), and participation gift. Subsequent cluster analysis was conducted as a practical application of conjoint analysis. 

Introduction

Due to the high utility of charity sporting events (CSEs), there are many nonprofit organizations (NPOs) that have utilized a CSE as a way to raise awareness and funds for a specific cause (Bennett, Mousley, Kitchin, & Ali-Choudhury, 2007; Scott & Solomon, 2003; Won, Park, & Turner, in press). While some NPOs have established solid CSE programs such as the Susan G. Komen’s Race for the Cure and Marathon for the Cure, raising awareness and funds through CSEs became much more challenging: Charitable giving including both corporate and individual giving has declined (The Center on Philanthropy, 2008). Especially, due to the recent economic downturns, many NPOs are having a challenging time as their endowments have declined by a third or more (Kopp, 2003; Michigan Nonprofit Association, 2008). Along with the economic downturns, the government has made cuts in social services. In result, NPOs have received lesser support both in philanthropic and governmental funding (Billitteri, 2000; Kopp, 2003; National Council of Nonprofit Associations, 2006). On top of the economic downturn and cuts in state funding, a substantial increase in the number of NPOs in the U.S. over the last 10 years has created a more competitive environment, which made it even harder for nonprofit sector to raise funds (National Center for Charitable Statistics, 2006). 

CSEs and College Segments
Due to the above stated reasons, NPOs are now in a very challenging situation and thus NPOs and their fundraisers should either adopt a more sophisticated strategy or expand their fund avenues for more successful campaigns (Gladden, Mahony & Apostolopoulou, 2005; Nelson, 2009). As individual donations comprise 83.3% of the charitable giving in the U.S. (USINFO, 2007), CSE organizers should understand what influences (potential) donors’ choice of a fundraising event. As a way to recruit new participants and donors, event organizers are now targeting the more youthful market, primarily college students. For example, the Susan G. Komen Foundation and the American Cancer Society have developed various programs for college campuses such as College Relay For Life, National Collegiate Leadership Summit, and the Susan G. Komen for the Cure College Scholarship Award programs (Relay For Life, 2009; Susan G. Komen for the Cure, 2009). While college students may not be the major donor segment for NPOs, they have sufficient spending power (360 Youth College Explorer, 2004) and thus can be considered a potentially critical population. Especially, it can be beneficial for NPOs to establish long-term relationships with college students as future donors (Won et al., in press). 

Participation Behavior in CSEs

For effective nonprofit marketing, directors and marketers of these CSEs should keep in mind the relative importance of different factors which influence (prospective) college students’ participation. This will only help marketers of CSEs position their event and raise awareness as well as donations. Understanding the prioritized choice factors (e.g., motivation behind participation or constraints to participating in CSEs) is a beginning point in assisting social marketers in discovering the success of their efforts (Scott & Solomon, 2003). Studies show that affluent and well-educated people make up the highest levels of participant groups well as one of the most lucrative donor segments (Bennett et al., 2007). If event directors and marketers could continue to attract these individuals, the events could be very successful. A solid knowledge of individual’s motives and constraints for participation is crucial, because they have to be attracted to the event, and persuaded that being a part of this event will fulfill personal needs (Bennett et al., 2007). CSEs are unique in that there is an array of different participants for different motives and constraints, and this provides plentiful opportunities for targeted appeals (Scott & Solomon, 2003). 

Conjoint Analysis

In understanding various consumer behaviors, conjoint analysis has been widely used in various areas (Green & Krieger, 1991; Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998; Orme, 2006). In conjoint analysis, a product or service is viewed as having a bundle of attributes and thus consumers are asked to evaluate scenarios (or profiles), rather than evaluating the importance of each attribute one-at-a-time using a conventional rating scale (Green & Srinivasan, 1978; Hair et al., 1998). By evaluating scenarios depicted in terms of product attributes, the analysis reveals the relative importance of the selected product attributes (Green & Srinivasan, 1978; Green & Krieger, 1991). A CSE can be seen as a multi-attribute product of which potential participants consider such event attributes as participation fee, event location, and provided sporting activity. In this regard, conjoint analysis can be an effective analytical tool in developing a more desirable event.

Research Purpose
The purpose of the current study was to investigate the relative importance of the selected CSE attributes that influence the choice of a CSE. The current study used a conjoint analysis as it is proven to be an effective analytical approach in understanding various consumer behaviors (Orme, 2006). 

Method

Sample
The study was conducted on a convenience sample of college students from three universities in the U.S. Four hundred students who enrolled in elective courses were asked to voluntarily participate in this study. Participations were asked to complete a paper-and-pencil survey by rating hypothetical CSE scenarios and providing demographic information. After excluding unusable data, the final data included responses from 397 students (220 males and 177 female students) whose average age was about 21 years old (SD = 2.70). Of the 397 respondents, majority were White (79.3%) and about half (n = 182; 45.8%) of the respondents had the experience of participating in CSEs. 

Conjoint Scenarios

For the purpose of the current study, 16 conjoint scenarios were created using the design function of the SPSS software package. Five CSE attributes were chosen based on the literature review (e.g., Bennett et al., 2007; Scott & Solomon, 2003; Won et al., in press) and the consultation with a panel of five experts including three event coordinators. The five CSE attributes (or choice factors) included (a) cause, (b) sporting activity, (c) reference or information source, (d) participation fee, and (e) participation gift. Each attribute was designed to have three attribute levels, except one attribute with two levels (i.e., participation gift). Accordingly, a full factorial design stipulates 34*21 = 162 scenarios. To reduce the number of scenarios, the current study employed the (main-effect only) fractional factorial design resulting in only 16 scenarios (Addelman, 1962). 

Analysis
The conjoint data was analyzed using the SPSS Conjoint (version 11.0) at the aggregate level (pooled data). A series of t-tests were conducted to explore gender differences on the prioritized event attributes. A k-means cluster analysis was employed to segment individuals with similar attribute preference patterns. 
Results

Aggregate Conjoint Analysis

Table 1 and Figure 1 report the results of the conjoint analysis. The results of the aggregate conjoint analysis revealed that respondents were most influenced by sporting activity (28.6%), followed by cause and/or host organization (27.0%), participation fee (21.5%), reference (13.8%), and participation gift (9.1%). The importance of sporting activity was about three times more than that of participation gift (3.1 = 28.6/9.1) and twice more than that of reference (2.1 = 28.6/13.8). As expected, respondents preferred sporting activity and cause that they are very interested, cheaper participation fee ($10), and some small gifts. In regard to references, respondents were most influenced by family or friends, followed by volunteer recruiters and public media (e.g., advertisement). 
Table1 

Results of Aggregate Conjoint Analysis

	
	
	Part-worth
	
	
	Relative Importance
	

	Attribute
	Sample

(N = 397)
	Male

(n = 220)
	Female

(n = 177)
	
	Sample

(N = 397)
	Male

(n = 220)
	Female

(n = 177)
	t-test

(1, 395)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Sport activity provided
	2.1281
	2.2402
	1.9887
	
	28.6% (1)
	31.3 (1)
	25.6 (2)
	2.48*

	Very interested
	 1.0728
	 1.1432
	 0.9852
	
	
	
	
	

	Somewhat interested
	-0.0175
	-0.0462
	 0.0182
	
	
	
	
	

	Not interested
	-1.0553
	-1.0970
	-1.0035
	
	
	
	
	

	Cause and/or host org.
	2.0059
	1.7728
	2.2891
	
	27.0% (2)
	24.8 (2)
	29.5 (1)
	-2.01*

	Very interested
	 0.9451
	 0.8417
	 1.0738
	
	
	
	
	

	Somewhat interested
	 0.1127
	 0.0894
	 0.1416
	
	
	
	
	

	Not interested
	-1.0578
	-0.9311
	-1.2153
	
	
	
	
	

	Participation fee
	1.5970
	1.4826
	1.7392
	
	21.5% (3)
	20.7 (3)
	22.4 (3)
	-0.53

	$10
	-0.7985
	-0.7413
	-0.8696
	
	
	
	
	

	$25
	-1.5970
	-1.4826
	-1.7392
	
	
	
	
	

	$40
	-2.3955
	-2.2239
	-2.6088
	
	
	
	
	

	Reference
	1.0219
	1.0470
	0.9906
	
	13.8% (4)
	14.6 (4)
	12.8 (4)
	0.10

	Media (Ads)
	 -0.4470
	-0.4561
	-0.4357
	
	
	
	
	

	Volunteer recruiters
	-0.1279
	-0.1348
	-0.1193
	
	
	
	
	

	Family/friends/colleagues
	 0.5749
	 0.5909
	 0.5549
	
	 
	
	
	

	Participation gift
	0.6752
	0.6170
	0.7476
	
	 9.1% (5)
	  8.6 (5)
	  9.6 (5)
	-0.17

	No gift
	-0.3376
	-0.3085
	-0.3738
	
	
	
	
	

	Small gift
	 0.3376
	 0.3085
	 0.3738
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	6.7619
	6.6475
	6.9040
	
	  100.0%
	  100.0%
	  100.0%
	


Figure 1. Graphic Representation of Relative Importance
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Subgroup-level Conjoint Analysis by Gender
A notable gender difference was found in regard to sporting activity and cause. Male respondents put more weights on sporting activity (31.3%) than cause (24.8%) while female participants prioritized cause (29.5%) than sporting activity (25.6%) when choosing a CSE. Subsequent t-tests found the significant group differences in sporting activity, t(1, 395) = 2.48, p < .05, and cause, t(1, 395) = -2.01, p < .05. Both male and female respondents considered fee, reference, and gift as the 3rd, 4th, and 5th important choice factors, respectively. 
Cluster Analysis

In order to develop benefit-based market segmentation, a cluster analysis was conducted. 

Respondents were grouped based on their individual preference patterns. Using a k-means clustering, a four-cluster solution deemed to be tenable option. The first and the biggest cluster (n = 128) was named ‘altruistic’ cluster because individuals in this cluster selected cause (39.9%) as the most important choice factor. The second cluster (n = 126) was labeled ‘fun and health’ cluster as individuals in this cluster put more weights on sport (41.2%). The third cluster (n = 75) was named ‘network-driven’ cluster because individuals in this cluster were most influenced by reference or information source (40.4%). The last and smallest cluster (n = 68) was labeled ‘cost-sensitive’ cluster because individuals in this cluster concerned more about participation fee (44.4%). 

Table 2 

Cluster Analysis

	Cluster
	
	Choice
	factors
	
	
	
	Cluster 

	
	Sport
	Cause
	Fee
	Reference
	Reward
	
	Size (N)

	A. Altruistic
	22.61
	39.86
	14.89
	13.59
	  9.05
	
	128

	B. Fun & health
	41.24
	22.38
	14.13
	13.82
	  8.44
	
	126

	C. Network-driven
	19.52
	18.63
	11.43
	40.36
	10.06
	
	  75

	D. Cost-sensitive
	18.77
	14.70
	44.43
	12.06
	10.04
	
	  68

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Test of significance
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	F(3, 393)
	118.92
	174.54
	181.55
	195.50
	1.16
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Discussion and Future Research
The findings of the present study can provide event coordinators and sport marketers of CSEs with practical insights in event planning and the development of the effective marketing strategies that are designed to reach young adults. There are several practical recommendations. First, the result that sport related attribute was the most important for the young adult suggested that sport-oriented approach should be used to address to this group. The importance of sport related motive for participating CSEs was supported by most recent studies (e.g., Bennett et al., 2007; Funk, Ridinger, & Alvarez, 2008; Scott & Solomon, 2003; Westrich, 2003; Won et al., in press). One of the recent studies surveying actual CSE participants including college students that revealed sport related motive as one of the main participation motives, although this motive was not the top reason for attending those events (Won & Park, 2008). College students’ high regard for the sport activities can be explained by college students’ tendency to enjoy sport and entertainment. Therefore, CSE marketers should promote their event not only as a charity event but also as a sporting event. In addition, more emphasis should be placed on designing sporting activity within the events more attractive to participants.
Second, supporting a cause and the NPO were perceived as the top important attribute for female students and the second important attribute for all of the study participants. There are numerous NPOs supporting their specific worthwhile causes, and to be effective, sport marketers of CSEs should identify specific causes that are popular and preferred among young people. Reed (1998) noted that the young generation prefers to support Children’s, homelessness, Third World, and environmental charities, while health issues are preferred among old adults. 
Third, reference group (information source) was ranked fourth in the relative importance of those attributes. The influence of reference groups appeared to be a less important criterion for the young adult generation in choosing CSEs than aforementioned attributes. However, managers in charge of organizing CSEs should not disregard the importance of reference groups, considering the fact that the main reason for the younger generation’s lack of involvement in donation was because they have rarely been asked to give (Pidgeon & Saxton, 1992; Nichols, 1994).

Fourth, participation gift was found to be the least important criteria. This result was consistent with the findings of the previous research on participation motivations pertaining to CSEs (Dawson, 1988; Won & Park, 2008; Won et al., in press). This finding suggested that the young generation tend to put less value on gaining tangible benefits when engaging in donation behavior. However, it should be noted that even though this attribute was the least important one, student participants in the current study clearly indicated that they prefer receiving small gifts rather than no gifts. Thus, it will be more effective for sport marketers responsible for developing CSEs to provide small tangible gifts than no gifts. 

Lastly, gender differences on the relative importance of the attributes should be considered. The result indicated that engaging in sporting activities were the most important choice criteria for male college students, while supporting the cause or the host NPO was the most important one for female students. This result suggested that female students may have higher levels of philanthropic motive than their male counterparts. In addition, male college students, when making decision regarding participating in CSEs, tend to  regard highly sport related benefits, such as exercising, having fun, mastering skills, and spending time with friends and family (Milne & McDonald, 1999; Petrick, Backman, Bixler, & Norman, 2001). 
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