The Impact of Attitudes and Fantasy Football Involvement on Intentions to Watch NFL Teams on Television

Abstract
Fantasy sport participation is a highly-lucrative online activity that has witnessed unprecedented growth in the last fifteen years. As a result, the hobby and its participants have become an integral component of the sport industry. Due to this intriguing circumstance, the purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between fantasy football participation and intentions to watch televised National Football League (NFL) games. In addition, given the varying levels of fantasy participation, this study also examined the moderating effect of fantasy football involvement. The findings suggest fantasy football participation duplicates the unique attitude-behavior relationship within spectator sport and results in increased sport consumption of televised sport products including several different NFL teams and games. Furthermore, fantasy sports participants with differing levels of involvement confirmed previous research, as each group had distinct experiences, attitudes, and behaviors.
Introduction

Previous sport marketing research has studied an array of consumer behavioral antecedents including motivation, involvement, and loyalty. In addition to these heavily-researched constructs, the strength and direction of sport consumer attitudes have been examined in an attempt to fully-understand sport consumer behavior (Mahony & Howard, 1998; Mahony & Moorman, 1999; 2000). According to Foxall (1990), the attitude-behavior relationship is derived from cognitive psychology and is widely-accepted as the dominant paradigm for contemporary consumer behavior.

Interestingly, despite the prevalence of televised sport in our society, much of the discussion about sport consumer behavior has ignored media use as a viable area of study (Pritchard & Funk, 2006). However, previous research examining the attitude-behavior relationship among sports fans has focused on sport television viewership intentions. In fact, according to Mahony and Moorman (1999), examining sport television viewership, as opposed to event attendance, is often more representative of a consumer’s attitude toward a sport object due to several unrelated factors that could affect game attendance (e.g. weather, location of facility, cost of tickets, quality of location, etc.). 

Within the last ten years, an ancillary sport media service created originally to enhance the experience of traditional sport fandom has developed into a highly-popular interactive pastime with the potential to alter traditional, team-focused sport consumer behavior concepts. This activity, termed fantasy sports, has rapidly evolved into a $4 to $5 billion per year industry that includes nearly 30 million unique participants within the United States and Canada (Fantasy Sports Trade Association [FSTA], 2008b). Despite this popularity, quantitative inquiry into the distinct attitudes and behaviors of fantasy participants is lacking.

The premise of fantasy sports allows individual participants to act as general managers or owners of their own professional sports team. For example, a fantasy football participant typically manages up to fifteen players on his/her own team. Each week, this participant competes against another fantasy football team with an average of eight different activated players. As a result of this competition, a certain level of attraction is awarded to the participant’s fantasy players as well as an awareness of the players on his/her opponent’s team. With ownership not limited to any specific player on any specific team, the combination of these non-traditional interests can ultimately result in a competitive curiosity in nearly every NFL game played each weekend. Based on this remarkable phenomenon, there is a need for specific consumer behavior research examining the unique attitudes and interests associated with this activity in order to understand more about the viewing behaviors of this influential and highly-coveted group of sport consumers.
Sport Fans and the Attitude-Behavior Relationship
The attitude-behavior relationship framework has been examined extensively in the areas of psychology and consumer behavior (Fazio, 1986). In 1983, Fazio, Powell, and Herr developed a model to understand the influence that attitudes have on consumer intentions. The model is process-oriented in that it focuses on how attitudes influence behavior. In particular, the model assessed the significance of positive and negative attitudes toward an object in leading up to direct and indirect consumer decisions. 

Within the past two decades, the Fazio et al. (1983) model has been implemented within the context of sport viewership intentions. Taken together, this research concluded that the attitude-behavior relationship with the spectator sport paradigm is complex (Mahony & Howard, 1998; Mahony & Moorman, 1999, 2000). For instance, while Fazio et al. determined that non-sport consumers were more likely to choose products when they had a strong positive attitude toward the product and were less likely to consume an item toward which they had a strong negative attitude, previous sport-related research has concluded that both positive (favorite team) and negative (most disliked team when a perceived threat to the favorite team) attitudes resulted in increased viewing intentions (Mahony & Howard). 

More recently, researchers Drayer et al., (in press) extended the Fazio et al. (1983) framework to fantasy football participants through qualitative inquiry. Specifically, the authors proposed an adapted model in which fantasy football participation acted as the direct behavioral experience that activated an individual’s attitudes towards the NFL and in turn influenced an individual’s perception of the NFL.  In addition, norms, represented by existing knowledge and feelings towards a favorite team, simultaneously guided an individual’s NFL perceptions. Ultimately, these “altered” perceptions impacted NFL consumption behavior, and the type and frequency of consumption was continually affected by attitudes developed through a combination of fantasy football participation and existing normative attitudes.  

Purpose and Hypotheses 

Following the Fazio et al. (1983) model and extending the work of Drayer et al. (in press), the purpose of this study was to examine the extent to which fantasy football participation activates an individual’s attitude toward individual NFL teams and games by investigating the relationship between fantasy participation and intentions to watch the televised broadcast of fantasy-relevant sport objects. Fantasy football was selected as the activity of choice due to its enormous popularity and its status as the gateway activity to other fantasy sports (FSTA, 2008a). 
Given the unique nature of fantasy football in which participants are attracted to a group of heterogeneous NFL players, an investigation into the attitude-behavior relationship with regard to fantasy participation may add to the complexity of the spectator sport paradigm. In addition, a participant’s involvement level was included as a the moderating factor in order to provide sport marketing practitioners with additional market segmentation data as well as important information about the unique differences between media-dominant sport fans. The following four hypotheses were developed to guide this study:
H1: When fantasy football participants are asked how likely they are to watch specific NFL teams in a typical game, fantasy football participants will exhibit the following order of preference: (a) favorite NFL team, (b) NFL team with best fantasy player, (c) NFL team with opponent’s best fantasy player, (d) most disliked NFL team when it is described as a threat, (e) neutral–attitude NFL team.
H2: When fantasy football participants are asked how likely they are to watch their fantasy football player’s team and a neutral team, there will be a significant interaction between who is playing in the game and fantasy football involvement level. Highly-involved participants will be significantly more likely to watch their fantasy player’s team, while low involved participants will not indicate a significant difference in intentions to watch these teams.
H3: When fantasy football participants are asked how likely they are to watch a team with their opponent’s best fantasy football player and a neutral team, there will be a significant interaction between who is playing in the game and fantasy football involvement level. Highly-involved participants will be significantly more likely to watch the team with their opponent’s best fantasy player, while low involved participants will not indicate a significant difference in intentions to watch these teams.

H4: When fantasy football participants are asked how likely they are to watch ESPN’s Monday Night Football when it is described as consisting of two neutral teams with no fantasy implications and the same two neutral teams with fantasy implications, there will be a significant interaction between the two different games situations and fantasy football involvement level. Highly-involved participants will be more likely to watch the MNF game when there are fantasy implications, while low involved participants will not indicate a significant difference in intentions to watch these games.

Methods

The target population for the present study was individual fantasy football participants over the age of 18 whom currently participate in the activity. Potential respondents were selected randomly from a pool of 5,000 FSTA member participants (50% pay-to-play; 50% play-for-free). The FSTA represents more than 125 member companies in the fantasy sport industry, and has an estimated five to seven million unique participants. Out of this pool of member participants, 1,600 potential respondents were randomly selected for participation in this study. Data collection for this study took place from October 24 to November 30, 2008 and followed a web-based survey protocol. 
A two-way mixed design or split-plot ANOVA was utilized to answer all of the hypotheses. This type of ANOVA was performed because the responses related to the seven games provided by participants were not independent. The within-subjects variable for the mixed design ANOVA model was the team(s) playing in the game, the between-subjects variable was the fantasy football involvement group (high or low), and the dependant variable was the respondents’ self-reported intention to watch televised NFL games.

Prior to running the mixed design ANOVA, the final sample underwent the dichotomizing procedure with regard to the fantasy football involvement variable. Previous research has frequently used this method to eliminate respondents who were relatively neutral on a variable of interest (Haugtvedt, Petty, & Cacioppo, 1992). Further, a majority of involvement research has contrasted differing levels of consumer involvement (i.e., high & low), and studied its effect on decision making, information gathering, and information sources (Bienstock & Stafford, 2006). Therefore, total scores for respondents in the top 25 percent and bottom 25 percent of Zaichkowsky’s (1994) adapted Personal Involvement Inventory (PII) were kept for the further analysis while the middle 50 percent were discarded.

Results

A total of 367 participants began the survey with 325 completing it. This resulted in a response rate of 21.5%. Similar to the FSTA’s (2008a) demographic findings, the average participant in this study was a Caucasian (95%) male (93%) with at least a bachelor’s degree (49%). However, the average age (37) was lower than the FSTA’s finding (41). Marital status (55% married) and annual household income (56% with at least $75,000) were also slightly lower than previous FSTA’s results. 

Hypothesis 1

The results of the two-way mixed design ANOVA for H1 indicated a significant main effect for the team(s) featured in the game, F (6, 640) = 60.999, p < .001. A paired t test procedure, results shown in Table 1, was then implemented to make pairwise comparisons. As predicted for H1, the results indicated a significant difference between the intentions to watch each independent NFL team. Moreover, the order in which fantasy participants preferred to watch these individual teams also supported the initial hypothesis. As a result, the findings provide complete confirmation of H1.
Hypotheses 2 – 4
In order to examine the impact of fantasy football involvement on preference for watching NFL teams and games, respondents were split into three groups based on their score on the PII. The remaining 161 respondents had an average age of 37.21 (SD = 14.704) and included 149 males and 12 females. The two-way mixed design ANOVA revealed a significant interaction effect between involvement level and the team(s) playing in the game F (12, 636) = 2.992, p = .001. In order to make the comparisons suggested in the three hypotheses, three tests of simple effects were interpreted with a Bonferroni adjustment to control for the experimentwise error rate (p < .017).
	Team Playing in the Game
	Likelihood of Watching - M (SD)

	Favorite Team
	6.50 (0.92)a

	Team with Best Fantasy Football Player
	5.20 (1.49)b

	Team with Opponent's Best Fantasy Player
	4.65 (1.78)c

	Most Disliked NFL Team [threat]
	4.03 (1.93)d

	Neutral Attitude Team
	3.66 (1.54)e

	Note. Means that do not share the same letters differ at p < .01* in the Paired t test procedure
* Bonferroni Adjusted


Table 1: Means and standard deviations for H1.
The between groups results of the three tests of simple effects indicated that mean preferences for watching fantasy relevant teams/games were significantly greater for highly involved participants, while the results with regard to neutral attitude teams/games were mixed. In addition, the within group results differed between hypotheses as both groups appeared to react strongly toward fantasy relevant teams/games for H2 and H4, but not for H3. Thus, H2 and H4 were partially supported and H3 was completely supported. Figures 1-3 provide a graphical representation of these results. 
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Figure 1: Mean likelihood of watching a game on television featuring an NFL team with the participant’s best fantasy football player and a neutral attitude NFL team as a function of the level of fantasy football involvement.
Discussion and Future Considerations
The current study’s results appear to confirm previous research about traditional viewing habits of NFL fans in which respondents preferred to watch their favorite team most of all (Mahony & Howard, 1998; Mahony & Moorman, 1999; 2000). However, in addition to the traditional team-related attitudes and behaviors, the results of this study indicated that fantasy football participation activates similar attitudes and behaviors toward one’s fantasy team. That is, similar to the traditional team-related results, the positive attitudes towards one’s own players and negative attitudes toward one’s opponent’s players resulted in increased viewership of those players’ NFL teams. Theoretically, the implications of these results suggest that fantasy sport participation may be another connection point for sports fans in which individual NFL players and their statistical prowess are the gateway to enhanced sport consumption. 
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Figure 2: Mean likelihood of watching a game on television featuring an NFL team with the participant’s opponent’s best fantasy football player and a neutral attitude NFL team as a function of the level of fantasy football involvement.
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Figure 3: Mean likelihood of watching ESPN’s MNF game between two neutral attitude NFL teams and a game with two neutral attitude NFL teams and fantasy implications as a function of the level of fantasy football involvement.
In addition, similar with other product and service sectors, the involvement construct with regard to fantasy football resulted in a positive relationship with behavioral intentions. That is, the findings of this study indicated that increased fantasy involvement resulted in significantly higher viewership intentions toward nearly every NFL team and game studied. Interestingly, this study’s findings suggest that, as an auxiliary service, fantasy sport participation appears to uniquely alter the attitudes and behaviors of consumers in a positive manner toward sport-related services in which there is no direct financial relationship. In all, this study’s results confirm previous research as well as provide new insight into the unique attitudes and behavioral intentions associated with the activity of fantasy football. Thus, it is suggested that sport marketers comprehensively embrace fantasy football as an easy, cost-effective means of reaching an engaged and loyal group of sport consumers.
With regard to future research, this study was limited to a cross-sectional investigation of fantasy football participants. Given that fantasy participants are not the only group of highly-engaged and loyal professional sport fans, an intriguing investigation would compare and contrast similar attitude and behavior constructs between fantasy and non-fantasy participants. In addition, the extension of consumer behavior inquiry to additional fantasy sports may be a fruitful line of research. Additional fantasy activities have witnessed unprecedented growth within the past few years; plus, the unique policies and procedures of each professional sports league, specifically with regard to scheduling and broadcasting, may significantly influence the consumption behavior of fantasy participants. 
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