
2017 Sport Marketing Association Conference (SMA XV) 

Boston, MA November 1-3, 2017 

  

 

An Examination of Football Championship Subdivision (FCS) Spectators’ Event Experience: A Market 
Segmentation Analysis 
 
Eric Hungenberg, University of Tennessee at Chattanooga  
Kurt Mayer, Jr., Roanoke College 
 
Wednesday, November 1, 2017 25-minute oral presentation 
3:00-3:25 PM, Washington Ballroom (including questions) 
 
Introduction 
 
Football is an important sport to most intercollegiate athletic departments in terms of both their fan support and 
balance sheet (Brown, Rascher, Nagel, McEvoy, 2010; Fulks, 2015; Zagier, 2010). However, college football 
attendance figures have steadily declined since 2011 (Football Attendance, 2015; NCAA, 2015).  This may be due to 
a number of reasons, among those being cost, poor performance, lack of affinity for their team, age and 
consumption habits of fan generations, and heightened accessibility to alternative sport viewing mediums (Gainor, 
2015; Smith, 2015).  Concerning the Football Championship Subdivision (FCS) level in particular, athletic 
attendance and finances are not as stable as the more prominent Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS) (Brown et al., 
2010; Fulks, 2015; NCAA, 2015, Zagier, 2010). This inequality places increased emphasis on lower level teams’ 
abilities to sustain fan support, attendance, and the auxiliary revenues (e.g., parking, concessions, merchandise, etc.) 
accompanying games which are essential to athletic department finances (Wilner, 2016).  Given the importance 
current attendance plays in supporting an athletic department’s existing budget and promoting future donations 
(Fulks, 2015; Smith, 2015), greater examination is warranted to determine what factors prompt consumer 
satisfaction and brand equity.  
 
Literature Review 
 
Existing research has made it very clear to scholars studying sport spectating that a consumer’s game experience, 
either positive or negative, is predicated upon much more than athletic performance. Rather, sport spectating 
satisfaction appears to be driven equally as much by service benefits, relating to organizational effectiveness 
(functional quality), perceived outcomes of the service encounter (technical quality), and physical surroundings 
(aesthetic qualities) (Brady & Cronin, 2001; Gronroos, 1982; Rust & Oliver, 1994). In areas of golf (Lambrecht. 
Kaefer, & Ramenofsky, 2009), soccer (Theodorakis & Alexandris, 2008), baseball (Hightower, Brady, & Baker, 
2002), and football (Yoshida, James, & Cronin, 2013), scholars have long sought to determine the most salient 
“sportscape” (Wakefield & Sloan, 1995) aspects of the event experience. Factors examined have included, but are 
not limited to facility aesthetics, cleanliness, seating comfort, customer service, layout accessibility, and atmosphere. 
With regards to studies in the realm of American football, Wakefield & Blodgett (1996) determined that a stadium’s 
aesthetic appeal was most pertinent to football spectators. In a more recent study, Yoshida and James (2011) noted 
also that game atmosphere, crowd experience, in-game entertainment, and facility access were among the most 
significant qualities associated with a college football experience. Acknowledging the role these elements play in 
fostering customer satisfaction is pivotal, because unlike the outcome of the game, sport event managers often wield 
significant control over these elements (Mullin, Hardy, & Sutton, 2000). 
 
Although a number of studies have been conducted that have examined college football’s sportscape, studies have 
been largely focused to major college football contexts (e.g., top level FBS schools). This limitation prevents 
generalizations to lower divisional categories, such as FCS or Division II, which traditionally exhibit weaker 
attendance figures (NCAA, 2015) and audiences that have varying attendance motives and attachments (Robinson, 
Trail, Dick, & Gillentine, 2005).  Further, previous research has analyzed college football attendees collectively, while 
it is this study’s position that stadium experiences may vary tremendously across spectator groups. Thus, the 
purpose of this study was to assess how different fan sectors (e.g., students, alumni, season ticket holders, single 
game attendees, etc.) perceive their spectating experience through Wakefield and Sloan’s (1995) “sportscape” 
framework.  Information gained from this research highlighted university strengths and deficiencies for these fan 
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groups, which can be leveraged by athletic administrators for strategies to sustain and grow spectator support. 
Additionally, marketing and event management tactics can be used to convert casual fans into more loyal and 
committed fans. 
 
Methods 
 
Data were collected by self-administering surveys on-site during home games played at a public FCS Division I 
institution in the southeastern region of the United States. A stratified purposeful sampling approach was employed 
by placing researchers in numerous locations throughout the stadium, thereby soliciting responses from a variety of 
stadium locales and ensuring that respondents reflected attendees paying high, medium, and low price points for 
tickets. Among the 600 surveys distributed, 69 were removed for incompleteness.  This resulted in a sample size of 
531 and a usability rate of 89%.  The survey questionnaire consisted of five sections which requested spectator 
information regarding:  a) assessment of the event’s sportscape, b) rating of the event quality, c) brand loyalty, d) 
purchase habits, and e) attendees’ profile data which included both demographics and fan type.  Event-related 
constructs included in the study’s measure were facility design, facility maintenance, staff service, facility access, 
crowd energy, player performance, game atmosphere, and self-service technology (e.g., online services). 
 
Results & Discussion 
 
Multiple regression results indicated that when controlling for game temperature, opponent quality, and game 
competitiveness, spectators’ assessment of the players’ performance and the event quality explained 28% of their 
loyalty and affective image (brand equity) for their respective university.  Similar to previous research (See Yoshida 
& James, 2011), game atmosphere had the largest effect on positive event quality for single-game attendees, season 
ticket holders, and students.  Although game atmosphere was a prevailing factor among the collective fan base, 
unique factors were identified among the different fan segments with respect to event quality and brand equity 
assessments.  Staff service uniquely affected fans’ image and loyalty toward the university.  Conversely, facility 
access, which reflected egress/ingress access points and wait time, were important to alumni and male fans, but not 
others.  Additionally, females demonstrated that the stadium’s design and/or aesthetics significantly impacted the 
event’s quality.  It is interesting to note, self-service technology, an area within complete control of the administrator 
with branding potential, played a role in event loyalty and brand equity for multiple groups. 
 
Overall, it was evident that event quality had a significant influence on attendees’ brand equity.  However, it was 
especially instrumental among those who do NOT possess partiality towards the University and its football team.  
For instance, fans who are NOT alumni or season ticket holders were more impacted by the quality of event-related 
facets when assessing the University’s brand equity (R2=.44).  As such, sport administrators should be aware of these 
event elements when designing marketing strategies for the potential local attendee groups in attempt to help grow 
and sustain commitment and loyalty from these fans. Insights and implications of these results for each group at this 
level of football competition will be further expanded upon in the presentation. 
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