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According to Greenhalgh and Greenwell (2013), numerous niche sports (those that do not attract 
mainstream attention) struggle to secure sponsorship funding. Corporate sponsorship funding for these niche sports 
is viewed as vital capital for operations (Lough & Irwin, 2001). Research specific to niche sport have noted these 
properties may be able to differentiate themselves by focusing specifically on the more refined target market they 
can provide sponsors (Ferreira, Hall, & Bennett, 2008) as niche sports have been found to attract a more 
homogenous fan base with respect to demographics (sex, age, education, ethnicity and socio-economic status) 
(Stotlar, 2009). 

 
In order for a niche sport property to capitalize on their ability to provide a sponsor with a fan base 

matching the sponsor’s target market, two factors exist: 1) the sponsor must have identified their target market, and 
2) the sport property must have a fan base matching the sponsors’ target market. Market segmentation, the process 
of creating target markets, has been posited by both as the foundation for effective marketing. Market segmentation 
has the potential to increase effectiveness by enhancing a match between characteristics of the company and 
customers and improve the likelihood of addressing the customers’ values, motivations, and needs, which can create 
behavioral change (Quinn & Dibb, 2010). Market segmentation has been found to be increase: customer 
satisfaction, a firm’s revenues (Liu, Liao, Huang, & Liao, 2019), and repeat purchasing (Pridmore & Hämäläinen, 
2017). Therefore, the purpose of the current study was to analyze niche sport sponsorship’s ability to provide an 
audience matching the target market of their sponsors. Grounded in exchange theory, the following four research 
questions guided the study:  

 
RQ1: Is there a difference in the importance sponsors place on increasing target market awareness between the two 
niche sport properties in the current study? 
RQ2: Is there a difference in fan demographics between the two niche sport properties in the current study? 
RQ3: Is there a difference between sponsors’ reported target markets between the two niche sport properties in the 
current study? 
RQ4: Does the importance sponsors place on increasing target market awareness predict the specificity of their 
reported target market? 
 

Method 
Participants and Data Collection 

Sponsors and fans from one Minor League Baseball (MiLB) team and one United Soccer League (USL) 
team, from the same mid-Atlantic city, participated in the current study. Online surveys were sent to each sponsor of 
both teams. Data were also collected from fans of each of team via on online survey posted each teams’ Facebook 
and Twitter accounts. 
Measures 

Sponsors were asked to indicate the level of importance they placed on Increasing Target Market Awareness 
when they decided to sponsor the sport property from whom they received the survey, on a scale of 1 (Not 
Important) to 7 (Extremely Important). Subsequently sponsors were also asked to indicate their target market 
Sponsors were able to check all that apply for each of the following demographic selections: sex (male, female, both, 
other), ethnicity (African American, Asian, Caucasian, Hispanic, Multiracial, Other), education (less than high 
school, high school, college, masters, Ph.D., professional, other), and income ($25,000 increments from <$25,000 - 
$250,000+). Corresponding demographic data were collected from fans. 
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Analysis & Results 
A total of 83 sponsors began the survey, 67 (21 USL and 46 MiLB) completed the survey for a response 

rate of 29%. Overall, sponsors indicated Increasing Target Market Awareness was a very important with a reported mean 
of 6.24 (SD=1.19). To answer RQ1, ANOVA results indicated there was no statistically significant difference in the 
importance sponsors of the two teams placed on Increasing Target Market Awareness F(1,65)=.77, p =.39. 

Data were also collected from fans of both teams. Three hundred and sixty-one fans from both the USL 
and MiLB teams began the survey with a total of 216 completing the instrument (USL=100 and MiLB=116). The 
USL team had fans that were 73% male, 95% Caucasian, 74% with a college or master’s degree, and 50% earning 
between $75,000 and $150,000. The MiLB team had fans that were 48% male, 92% Caucasian, 64% had a college or 
master’s degree, and 51% earned between $50,000 and $100,000. To address RQ2, four separate Chi Square analyses 
were run to determine if there was a significantly different composition of fans between the two teams from a 
demographic perspective. Results of the Chi Square analyses indicated there were significant differences between the 
fan bases on sex 2(1)=18.51, p < .01; education 2 (7) =21.50, p < .01; and income 2 (7) =20.30, p < .01. However, 
there was no significant difference between the two fan bases on ethnicity 2 (5)=8.05, p =.15. 
 Most sponsors reported very broad all-encompassing target markets. Results indicated that 83% of sponsors 
selected both males and females in their target market, 73% selected all ethnicities (African American, Asian, 
Caucasian, Hispanic, and Multiracial), 45% of sponsors indicated their target market includes all of the categories 
from less than high school to doctoral/professional degree, 36% indicated their target market included individuals 
with household incomes across the full range of less than $25,000 to $250,000+, with 10% reporting their target 
market included those with an income of $25,000 or more, and 16% selected only those with an income of $50,000 
or more. Considering the lack of specificity in detailing their target market with nearly 60% of responses selecting all 
possible segments for each of the four demographic categories, each demographic category was dichotomized to 
indicate if the response was General (selecting all possible segments) or Specific (not all segments were selected).  

Four separate Chi Square analyses to determine if there were significant differences in the reported target 
markets between the sponsors of the two different teams (RQ3). Results indicated there were no significant 
differences in the reported target markets (converted to General or Specific) between the sponsors of the two teams 
with p-values ranging from 0.17 to 0.42 for the variables sex, ethnicity, education, and income. 

Results of the four logistic regressions used to answer RQ4, indicated that sponsors’ level of importance on 
Increasing Target Market Awareness did not significantly predict whether they were general or specific when reporting 
their target market for sex (p = .08), ethnicity (p = .92), education (p = .66), or income (p = .70). 

 
Discussion 

Results call into question sponsors’ ability to identify their target market and subsequently niche sports’ 
ability to provide sponsors with access to their target market. This adds new knowledge to this burgeoning area of 
sport marketing. 
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