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Abstract

The sports world is much different today than it was 20 years ago when major team sports (football, baseball, basketball, and hockey) provided the majority of spectating opportunities. Now there are a multitude of non-mainstream, or niche, sports for fans with unique tastes, yet little research has been conducted examining the differences between traditional mainstream sports and niche sports. Considering the differences between mainstream and niche sports, additional research is necessary to understand how to properly market niche sports.  Therefore, the purpose of this study was to identify the attributes consumers use to distinguish between mainstream and niche sports. Further, this study seeks to determine the relationship between these attributes and spectator support of niche sports. Results indicated convenience and accessibility, price perceptions, and player similarities were significant predictors of spectator support for niche sports.
Introduction

There is little doubt the sports world is different today than it was 20 years ago. A quick look at the way the current sport industry is fragmented reveals clear evidence of an evolving sports landscape. With respect to broadcast media, where there used to be just ESPN, now there are a variety of sport specific channels, including the Golf Channel, SPEED Network, and the Outdoor Channel.  Regarding print media, Sports Illustrated and newspapers used to be the primary options for consuming sport. Now there are a variety of alternatives such as Inside Lacrosse, VeloNews, and Paddler. And where the major team sports (football, baseball, basketball, and hockey) provided the majority of spectating opportunities, now there are a multitude of non-mainstream, or niche, sports for fans with unique tastes. Non-mainstream, or niche, sports are becoming more prevalent in the present sport landscape, yet little research has been conducted examining the differences between traditional mainstream sports and niche sports.    
These niche sports co-exist with more established leagues like the NFL, NBA, MLB, and NASCAR by targeting smaller, more distinct portions of the market and building loyal fan bases. These sports take on a variety of different forms. Rosner and Shropshire (2004) identified four categories of niche sports. The first category is minor league sports not representing elite levels of competition, such as Minor League Baseball (MiLB) and the National Basketball Development League (NBDL). The second category is emerging sports that represent the top level of competition in their sport but do not receive the same level media coverage or spectatorship as mainstream sports enjoy. Examples of sport products included in this category are Major League Soccer (MLS), Association of Volleyball Professionals (AVP), and Professional Bull Riders (PBR). Indoor alternatives to traditionally outdoor sports such as the Arena Football League (AFL), the National Lacrosse League (NLL), and the Major Indoor Soccer League (MISL) represent the third categorization of niche sports. The final category is gender specific leagues, which include the Women’s National Basketball Association (WNBA) and the Ladies Professional Golf Association (LPGA). 

To maximize their growth, niche sports need to understand what makes their sport products unique and how their products can be differentiated from mainstream sports. In addition, it is vital for marketers to understand which attributes resonate in the minds of their customers (Mullin, Hardy & Sutton, 2007). Prior studies have identified attributes important to consumer preferences for men's and women's college basketball and hockey (Ferreira & Armstrong, 2004), perceptions of major sports (Pan & Baker, 1999), and brand preferences (Gladden & Funk, 2002). However, prior studies have not specifically focused on attributes consumers associate with non-mainstream sports. Considering this gap in the literature, the primary purpose of this study is to identify the attributes consumers use to distinguish between mainstream and niche sports. Further, this study seeks to determine the relationship between these attributes and spectator support of niche sports.
Research Method

In order to accomplish these purposes, the study took place in two parts. The first part of the study focused on identifying relevant attributes which differentiated niche sports from mainstream sports. In order to identify these attributes, data were collected from a group of undergraduate students enrolled in the sport administration program at an urban, Midwestern university. Participants were asked three open-ended questions related to niche sports. They were asked to identify a sport outside the mainstream, attributes they liked about that sport, and what differentiated the sport from mainstream sports. Responses from these questions were analyzed for common themes in order to identify the attributes to be used for the second part of the study. Attributes derived from the first stage were combined with attributes cited in the current literature (e.g., Ferreira & Armstrong, 2004; Gladden & Funk, 2002) and presented to a panel of experts, who assessed the applicability of the attributes to niche sports. From this process, eight attributes were identified as possibly differentiating niche sports from mainstream sports. 
In the second part of the study, attributes selected as applicable to niche sports were utilized to create an instrument to investigate the relationship between these variables and spectator support. Four items were developed to address each attribute. Spectator support was assessed using a four-item measure consisting of behavioral and attitudinal components such as level of interest in the sport, number of years as a fan, knowledge of the rules of the sport, and how often the sport is watched, listened to or read about (Funk, Mahony, & Ridinger, 2002). See table 1 for a listing of the attributes, and their corresponding reliability, used in this study. A survey was developed to collect information about how each attribute related to five different sports - four niche sports and one mainstream sport. Each niche sport represented one of the four niche sport categories identified by Rosner and Shropshire (2004). The four niche sports chosen for analysis were Minor League Baseball (MiLB), the Women’s National Basketball Association (WNBA), the Arena Football League (AFL), and Major League Soccer (MLS). The mainstream sport was the National Football League (NFL). Selected sports reflected the most common responses during part one of this study. 
Data were collected from a sample of students enrolled in physical activity classes at an urban, Midwestern university. Each participant rated the degree to which they associated each attribute with five different sports on a seven-point Likert scale. Participants also rated their degree of spectator support for each respective sport. A series of five regressions were then conducted to determine which attributes best predicted spectator support for each sport.
Analysis

Of the 215 surveys collected, 197 were deemed usable. This sample was considered adequate as, Stevens (2002) suggests at least 15 subjects per predictor for purposes of statistical power and generalizability. This study had eight predictors; the data set exceeded the 120 subjects required. 

A separate regression was calculated for each sport product. For Minor League Baseball, the independent variables accounted for 50% of the variance in spectator support (R2 = .504, adjusted R2 = .483, F(8, 188) = 23.925, p < .001). Accessibility (p = .026) and price perceptions (p = .000) significantly contributed to the prediction of spectator support. For the WNBA, the independent variables accounted for 42% of the variance in spectator support (R2 = .424, adjusted R2 = .400, F(8, 188) = 17.309, p < .001). Accessibility (p = .004) and player similarity (p = .000) significantly contributed to the prediction of spectator support. For the Arena Football League, the independent variables accounted for 39% of the variance in spectator support (R2 = .394, adjusted R2 = .369, F(8, 188) = 15.300, p < .001). Accessibility (p = .001), price perceptions (p = .020), and player similarity (p = .000) significantly contributed to the prediction of spectator support. For Major League Soccer, the independent variables accounted for 52% of the variance in spectator support (R2 = .524, adjusted R2 = .504, F(8, 188) = 25.884, p < .001). Accessibility (p = .000), popularity (p = .003), friends and family (p = .008), uniqueness (p = .008), price perceptions (p = .026), and player similarity (p = .003) significantly contributed to the prediction of spectator support. For the NFL, the independent variables accounted for 49% of the variance in spectator support (R2 = .497, adjusted R2 = .476, F (8, 188) = 23.235, p < .001). Accessibility (p = .000), friends and family (p = .008), and player skill (p = .000) significantly contributed to the prediction of spectator support. See Table 2 for a complete summary of the regression analysis while Table 3 provides a summary of means for each of the constructs.
Discussion

Convenience and accessibility was an important predictor for all sports, whether mainstream or non-mainstream. This may be attributable to the wide variety of media outlets available for consuming sport. As noted in the opening paragraph, new media options have arisen to address the needs of niche sports fans, and these choices exist alongside more traditional options found on television and radio. As a result, the distinction between mainstream and non-mainstream sport becomes less important from the convenience and accessibility aspect; spectators of both sport types have numerous opportunities for accessing information about their respective sports. 

While convenience and accessibility was important for all sports, price perceptions and player similarities were statistically significant predictors for non-mainstream sports only. Respondents viewed MiLB, AFL, and MLS as economical alternatives to mainstream sports. Fans attending these events benefit from promotions such as $1 beer and hotdog nights, themed-nights, and other value-based activities catering to families. Sports organizations hosting the events often emphasize the importance of providing a "bigger bang for the buck" to their fans.

Player similarity was another significant predictor for non-mainstream sport support. Respondents related to athletes of non-mainstream sports, who often lack the celebrity status of more mainstream athletes. The perceived similarity may be enhanced by heavy emphasis on player accessibility found in niche sports. Non-mainstream sport organizations like the WNBA, AFL, and MLS provide numerous opportunities for spectators to interact with their athletes such as allowing fans to come onto the field and having players sign autographs after the game.

In addition to player similarity, respondents noted popularity as an important predictor of non-mainstream sports. However, this variable was significant for MLS only. MLS belongs to the niche category of emerging sports that represent the top level of competition in their sport. The sport's popularity may be explained by its presence in this category and because soccer is the most popular sport in the world. MLS arguably has a better presence in the various media outlets with more coverage given to it versus other non-mainstream sports. The sport also had uniqueness and friends and family as significant predictors.

Respondents indicated that player skill and friends and family were important predictors of spectator support for the NFL. These variables distinguish the mainstream sport from the non-mainstream sports. NFL athletes are often perceived to be the most skilled athletes in their sport--and arguably some of the most elite athletes in general. This contrasts with non-mainstream sports athletes who are perceived as similar to sports fans, perhaps lacking the skills of the leading NFL players. The NFL is the most popular spectator sport in the United States and has a prominent position in the media. This extensive coverage may lead to fans talking more about the sport and planning time to watch with family and friends. Focusing on the player’s skill level or family and friends appeal by a niche sport marketer may prove detrimental as fans many not consider these athletes to possess the highest level of skill or be a sport important to their friends and family when compared to the mainstream athletes. Therefore a niche sport marketer would be much better served focusing their efforts on many of the other attributes discussed within this study.
The results have a number of implications for practitioners. For example, niche sport organizations should continue their efforts to emphasize and promote fan access to players. Rather than glorifying their athletes, teams should highlight the real-life, human aspects of their players and provide fans with opportunities to interact with them, getting to know players for who they really are as opposed to what fans may see on television or on the field.

Additionally, convenience and accessibility is an important predictor, regardless of the sport product. Therefore, it becomes important for sports organizations to keep fans up to date on the team's latest happenings via news releases and press conferences. Easily accessible information can be provided through television, newspapers, and team websites. In addition to offering regular news coverage, non-mainstream marketers should emphasize the value of their niche sports products and attending their events. Such an approach becomes especially relevant in an economic environment where fans have limited discretionary income and must make difficult spending decisions. Teams must show fans that they can receive a full day of entertainment at a reasonable price. 

The results of this study illustrate which attributes consumers associate with non-mainstream sports and how consumers differentiate niche sport products from mainstream sport products. Further, results of this study identify attributes significantly predicting spectator support for niche sports. From a theoretical perspective, the study adds to the growing body of literature examining factors that influence sport consumption and provides insight into a growing segment of the sport industry. From a practical perspective, this study gives niche sport marketers insight into which attributes consumers perceive to be important. Practitioners can use these results to understand which attributes of their product are relevant to their consumers, which attributes differentiate their product from mainstream competitors, and which attributes to highlight when creating marketing strategies to reach new consumers.

Figures and Tables
Table 1

Construct Reliability: Cronbach’s Alphas

	Construct
	Sport

	 
	MiLB
	WNBA
	AFL
	MLS
	NFL

	Spectator Support
	.884
	.776
	.854
	.929
	.94

	Convenience & Accessibility
	.748
	.787
	.704
	.766
	.738

	Popularity
	.682
	.701
	.421
	.707
	.624

	Friends & Family
	.817
	.801
	.752
	.806
	.708

	Uniqueness
	.663
	.674
	.688
	.694
	.704

	Price Perceptions
	.738
	.701
	.659
	.703
	.764

	Star Power
	.849
	.796
	.674
	.767
	.789

	Player Skill
	.821
	.836
	.79
	.858
	.818

	Player Similarities
	.739
	.693
	.682
	.723
	.75


Table 2
Summary of Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Spectator Support for Selected Niche Sports and the NFL (N = 197)
	Variable
	R2
	B
	SE B
	β
	t
	P

	 
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	MiLB
	0.504
	
	
	
	
	 

	Accessibility
	
	.222
	.099
	.191
	2.237
	.026*

	Popular
	
	-.025
	.082
	-.023
	-.308
	.759

	Friends & Family
	
	.054
	.082
	.046
	.651
	.516

	Unique
	
	.207
	.106
	.134
	1.947
	.053

	Price
	
	.605
	.116
	.390
	5.210
	.000**

	Star Power
	
	.058
	.097
	.054
	.603
	.547

	Player Skill
	
	.001
	.087
	.001
	.011
	.991

	Similarity
	
	.159
	.086
	.115
	1.842
	.067

	 
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	WNBA
	0.424
	
	
	
	
	 

	Accessibility
	
	.252
	.086
	.265
	2.913
	.004**

	Popular
	
	.023
	.076
	.026
	.297
	.767

	Friends & Family
	
	-.017
	.067
	-.016
	-.260
	.795

	Unique
	
	.077
	.067
	.081
	1.163
	.246

	Price
	
	.137
	.088
	.120
	1.565
	.119

	Star Power
	
	.069
	.082
	.072
	.837
	.403

	Player Skill
	
	-.061
	.073
	-.066
	-.842
	.401

	Similarity
	
	.366
	.081
	.321
	4.494
	.000**

	 
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	AFL
	0.394
	
	
	
	
	 

	Accessibility
	
	.305
	.086
	.271
	3.536
	.001**

	Popular
	
	.104
	.099
	.088
	1.054
	.293

	Friends & Family
	
	.124
	.075
	.113
	1.651
	.100

	Unique
	
	.098
	.073
	.093
	1.330
	.185

	Price
	
	.238
	.101
	.173
	2.353
	.020*

	Star Power
	
	-.137
	.107
	-.108
	-1.280
	.202

	Player Skill
	
	-.128
	.080
	-.115
	-1.608
	.110

	Similarity
	
	.446
	.086
	.347
	5.155
	.000**

	 
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	MLS
	0.524
	
	
	
	
	 

	Accessibility
	
	.737
	.116
	.530
	6.353
	.000**

	Popular
	
	-.300
	.100
	-.235
	-3.016
	.003**

	Friends & Family
	
	.181
	.068
	.153
	2.685
	.008**

	Unique
	
	.226
	.084
	.169
	2.684
	.008**

	Price
	
	.266
	.118
	.154
	2.249
	.026*

	Star Power
	
	-.050
	.114
	-.036
	-.441
	.660

	Player Skill
	
	-.021
	.096
	-.015
	-.224
	.823

	Similarities
	
	.296
	.097
	.194
	3.048
	.003**

	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	NFL
	0.497
	
	
	
	
	 

	Accessibility
	
	.797
	.153
	.408
	5.224
	.000**

	Popular
	
	-.276
	.150
	-.140
	-1.837
	.068

	Friends & Family
	
	.126
	.047
	.148
	2.696
	.008**

	Unique
	
	.062
	.067
	.058
	.923
	.357

	Price
	
	.035
	.079
	.030
	.449
	.654

	Star Power
	
	.135
	.150
	.072
	.897
	.371

	Player Skill
	
	.492
	.118
	.303
	4.167
	.000**

	Similarity
	 
	.056
	.071
	.050
	.782
	.435


Note. *p<.05. **p<.01
Table 3

Comparison of Means

	Construct
	Sport

	
	MiLB
	WNBA
	AFL
	MLS
	NFL

	
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD

	Support
	3.44 
	1.77
	3.08
	1.39
	2.81
	1.45
	2.81
	1.45
	5.82
	1.63

	CA
	4.13
	1.53
	3.96
	1.46
	3.67
	1.29
	3.67
	1.29
	6.47
	0.84

	Popular
	4.25
	1.64
	3.91
	1.60
	3.52
	1.23
	3.52
	1.23
	6.59
	0.83

	FriendsFamily
	2.59
	1.51
	2.22
	1.28
	2.40
	1.32
	2.40
	1.32
	4.39
	1.93

	Unique
	2.86
	1.14
	3.79
	1.45
	4.60
	1.39
	4.60
	1.39
	4.96
	1.53

	Price
	4.26
	1.14
	4.22
	1.22
	4.51
	1.05
	4.51
	1.05
	4.66
	1.38

	StarPower
	3.55
	1.63
	3.91
	1.45
	2.98
	1.15
	2.98
	1.15
	6.44
	0.87

	PlayerSkill
	4.16
	1.47
	4.84
	1.50
	4.16
	1.31
	4.16
	1.31
	6.22
	1.01

	Similarity
	3.83
	1.28
	3.39
	1.22
	3.46
	1.13
	3.46
	1.13
	4.01
	1.46
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