Introduction

Globally, spectators in sport are the ‘life blood’ of any professional sport organization.  Practitioners and scholars have continually attempted to understand spectators, and numerous studies have been developed, administered, analyzed and adapted throughout the years at various levels in a quest to understand the factors which influence spectator behavior.  Additionally, many models have been developed to examine and explain how and why spectators participate in professional sport.  As this research continues to be conducted, one major element that appears to be limited is the link between the application of the results and conclusions from the researchers  nto the operations of the organization.  The comments from practitioners have been that the information gathered from the research, though beneficial, does not transpose into ‘usable’ information for them and their organizations.  Therefore, there is a need for the development of an instrument that can be utilized by scholars and practitioners alike to understand the behaviors of the sport spectator, and provide applicable information to the Front Office of the team.
Review of Literature
Understanding why fans and spectators attend sporting events is vital to the success of any team or league; further understanding the items that influence spectator satisfaction, beyond the play on the field, is becoming something that accounts for a team’s success or failure (Kim et. al., 2008).  This quest for understanding has led to multiple studies on sport spectator/fan characteristics, satisfaction and classification (Wann, et. al., 2008; Trail, Anderson, & Fink, 2005); however few studies have identified these findings in terms that can be effectively utilized by sport marketers and managers to influence spectator behaviors.  There have also been multiple studies that have examined fan characteristics of minor league fans and their motivation to attend games.  Those studies have found that factors such as team attractiveness, visiting team attractiveness, economic consideration, and audience preference influence spectators to attend games (Zhang, Pease, Hui, & Michaud, 1995; Hansen & Gauthier, 1989).  Similarly, researchers have examined factors which affect spectator attendance specifically at minor league hockey games, including sociomotivational factors as reasons for spectators to attend games, and found that the facility, media coverage of the team, quality and variety of game-amenities and activities, and socialization opportunities are factors that influence spectators attendance of minor league hockey games (Zhang et al., 2001; Mullen, Hardy & Sutton, 2000; Murrell & Dietz, 1992). 
This case study, through the cooperation of front office executives and scholars, developed a practitioner based instrument to examine factors that influence spectators who attend minor league hockey events.   Though this team has been actively involved in the administration of spectator satisfaction surveys since their inception, the information gained from these types of surveys have not, to date, yielded information which can be utilized by the front office.  Therefore, the purpose of this case study is to create a survey to measure spectator behaviors and satisfaction in a manner which will provide useful results to the practitioners.  The design and analysis would provide results which the practitioner could utilize to adapt their operations. 

Instrument Development
An analysis of previous research surrounding this organization was conducted through the process of instrument development.  This included an analysis of survey data and data obtained from ten focus groups conducted over six year period (2001-2007) (Blais & Bogle, 2008).  Through the analysis of previous research results and a discussion of the application of these results, the practitioners and researchers further developed a classification of the spectators based solely on characteristics seen over time (Blais & Bogle, 2008).  The classifications of spectators as “true hockey fan” or “entertainment seeker”, and the development of these categories was discussed in detail in Blais and Bogle (2008).  These classifications have been utilized by the front office staff as a way to categorize their spectators; furthermore these classifications have influenced their marketing and management decisions during the year of the study (Eisenberg, 2009).  
Classification of Spectators
As previously stated, the classification of the spectators was developed through the analysis of previous spectator surveys and the development of classifications overtime by the practitioners and researchers.  These classifications were then defined, compared to the characteristics of spectators presented in the literature and were utilized in team operations.  

The Hockey Fan is the segment of fans classified as being very demanding from both a marketing/promotions perspective and from a satisfaction perspective.  For these spectators, behavior characteristics include the fact that they tend to become easily frustrated with team elements such as player movement, coaching styles/changes, and style of play on the ice (Bogle, Blais, & Eisenberg, 2008).  These spectators are influenced by both the skill and dynamics displayed by the team, including the physical nature and intensity of play, and the team’s record (Irwin, et al., 2002; Zhang et al., 2001).  

The Entertainment Seeker is a spectator that is more concerned with how much fun they have at games rather than by team elements (Irwin, et al., 2002; Mullen et al., 2000).  These spectators are influenced by the promotions and giveaways, as well as the atmosphere of the game itself.  Their experience is affected by both the game presentation and the type of play which is delivered on the field, specifically to the extent it orchestrates the level of energy and fun in the building (Eisenberg, 2009).  Similarly, ensuring that the arena is the “place to be”; this segment will gain greater entertainment satisfaction, just by being in a full building, where they get swept in by being around others having fun, they see people they know, and they gather a sense that they are where everyone else wants to be (Mullen et al., 2000; Zhang, et al., 1997).  Another factor impacting this segment is the impact of “Talk Value” or “Word of Mouth Advertising” (Shank, 2005; Pitts & Stotlar, 2002).  This segment is greatly affected by the “talk value” the team/product receives in the community, especially that which is driven by the media  (Irwin, et al., 2002; Situational Analysis, 2005; Zhang, et al., 2003).  
Methodology
A survey was developed through cooperation of the researchers and Front Office Staff.  This instrument was developed through an analysis of research conducted over a seven year period (2001-2008) with a minor-league (AHL) hockey team (Bogle & Blais, 2007) and through extensive interviews with individuals in the front office of the minor-league hockey team; and considered the spectator classifications which influenced the operations of the Front Office.  This instrument development process utilized surveys, focus groups, and interviews of the spectators and front office staff to examine specific factors which influenced purchase decisions; satisfaction surrounding the product and the organization; levels of consumption; awareness of the product; demographic information; and operations within the organization (Blais & Bogle, 2008).  As well, the classification of spectators into the broad categories of hockey fan and entertainment seeker were examined in this survey analysis, through spectator self-identification.   Self identification was utilized to further test the classification of spectators as related to their self identified behaviors and preferences.
Questions developed included several types; Likert scale (2 questions), ranking (7 questions), categorizing (5 questions), and descriptive (7 questions).  The survey instrument developed was administered via an electronic survey platform to 3,512 spectators who attended minor league hockey contests and voluntarily submitted their email address to the organization.  Responses were collected from 415 season/partial season ticket holders and 902 single game consumers (N=1,317) for a response rate of 37.5%.   The responses were analyzed using descriptive statistics and Chi Square to identify factors that consumers stated influenced their purchase behavior and experience with the sport product.  Results were further analyzed based on subjects’ self-selected classification of spectator category – either as a hockey fan or an entertainment seeker and this self-selection was compared to the characteristics described for each classification.
Results

The survey was completed by 1317 subjects, 48.4% were male and 51.5% were female.  A majority of the subjects stated that they purchased their tickets for the game 2-7 days prior to the game (38.8%) and attended 1-4 games during the season (58.3%).  These results held when the data was analyzed based on spectator classifications (hockey fan or entertainment seeker).  Cost was ranked the highest (32.2%) for factors which influenced spectators’ decision to purchase followed by seats (29%), time to attend (23.8%), friends (16.9%), family (16%) and availability (25.8%).  Customer service was ranked as excellent by a majority (61.8%) of spectators, 52% stated that the game presentation was very exciting and 47.5% stated they were very satisfied with the hockey action.  For self-classification the spectators were asked to rank, in terms of how important they were in their desire to attend the games, the following; The Hockey Game Itself (53.3% ), Family Experience (23.7%), Giveaways & Promotions (25.3%), Entertainment Activities (27.5%), Social Event with Friends/Coworkers (28.8%), As  a Member of a Group (39.9%), and With Business Client (60.7%).  As well reseraches asked about the factors which influence their satisfaction, spectators stated the following in rank order were the most influential: The Hockey Game Itself (53.5%); Seat Location (22.6%); Ticket Price (16.1%); Entertainment Activities (27.5%); Giveaways and Promotions (16.7%); Food & Beverage (20.2%); Cleanliness of Arena (13.3%); Parking Convenience (20.5%) and People with whom you attend (10.3%).  Similarly, when the spectators were asked to rank where they obtained their information about the team they stated the following; Team Website was ranked #1 (44.5%) followed by the Team’s email newsletter (19.6%) and Pocket Schedule (15.2%); then was Word of Mouth, Friend and Family (15%) followed by Television (18.5%), Radio (15.9%) and the local newspaper (16.9%); the last two items were other Websites (20.6%) and Community Newspapers (38.8%).
These results provide the organization with information that can be utilized in their daily marketing operations.  For instance, this team has blanketed the community with over 100,000 pocket schedules, and also placed signage on delivery trucks and banners on the main street.  Based on the results, they appropriately utilized pocket schedules as a promotional tool, but they should focus their additional efforts on other information produced in-house such as their website and electronic newsletter.  This allows the team to concentrate a majority of their time and finances on these components, and limit the other areas in which they advertise.  Similarly, the fact that cost and seat location ranked so high in spectator influences suggests that offering seating packages at a lower price for better seats within the arena would be a promotional campaign that would receive positive results from these spectators.

Results were further analyzed by factoring spectators’ self-classification as either hockey fan or entertainment seeker.  From a sport marketer’s perspective, these segmented results provide information that can impact their marketing operations.  The organization has attempted to reach both groups through pervasive media coverage of the team including highlights, coverage of game action, and coverage of all promotions and special events.  This team has the benefit of being a “big fish in a small pond”, with one major television network and the one state-wide newspaper offering complete coverage of the team.  However, the results of this study demonstrate that hockey fans and entertainment seekers do not utilize these media outlets to obtain information.  The results suggest that marketing efforts directed toward these segments should be focused on the team’s website, pocket schedule, and electronic newsletter.  In addition, throughout their history, this team has included promotions with talk value as a part of the marketing operations.  The organization strives to develop promotions that attract people for the promotion alone, including events such as “mullet night” which received national publicity (Blais & Schwarz, 2004) and special events for the community such as New Year’s Eve fireworks following the game.  The results of this study support the use of these types of promotions to attract the entertainment seeker, however they do not impact the satisfaction of the hockey fan.    

Practitioner Implications

Through the classification of spectators, teams have attempted to create broad segments which will assist them in targeting their operations to influence these groups.  Similarly, several other studies about the influence of spectator attendance suggests that to keep attendance strong, teams must focus on establishing positive community relations, provide entertaining game presentations, promote games through advertising and publicity, increase fan involvement, and target less traditional populations (Zhang et al., 1999).  Front offices are on a quest to develop and maintain relevant operations to ensure spectator satisfaction, and has implemented several activities, including making an effort to associate with the “influencers” or “connectors” in the area.  These individuals as defined by Gladwell (2000) know everyone in town will spread the word of a successful organization, and influence others in their purchase decisions.  Additionally, widespread visibility in the community is achieved in numerous ways including the distribution of over 100,000 pocket schedules, signage on delivery trucks, and banners on the main street (Eisenberg, 2008).  There is also a belief that some level of success can be attributed to separate charitable foundation set up to work with organizations, as many teams have 501(c)(3) foundations dedicated to supporting organizations in the community that promote the health and wellness of families, or provide educational and recreational opportunities to young people (Eisenberg, 2008).  

Conclusion

Results from this survey provided sport marketers and managers with functional information regarding consumer behaviors, marketing/communication, management, and operations.  Overall, the results indicated several factors which influenced attendance and each directly represented an operation within the organization, such as promotions.  
It is important to note that the results when were examined based on self classification, spectators demonstrated behaviors which were anticipated based on the characteristics/definitions of each group.  For instance, the promotions and give-a-ways were more important to the Entertainment Seeker and the play on the ice was ranked higher for the True Hockey Fan.  Utilizing this information, practitioners were able to reach, attract and satisfy these two unique groups of spectators.  

Further research is needed to determine if these classifications of spectators are applicable beyond this team and the minor league sport of hockey.  Similarly, the use of this instrument in other minor league organizations would assess the continuity of fans across minor league sport.  Therefore, the results from this study have demonstrated the need for further practitioner-based research regarding spectator characteristics and behaviors at minor league sports.
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