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Determinants of the Number of Spectators in the Major League Soccer (MLS) 
 
Introduction  
 
After lasting more than two years of planning, Major League Soccer (MLS) began in 1996 (MLS History, 2015). 
Despite some skepticism, average attendance records across MLS in the inaugural season reached 17,000 spectators 
per game with more than one-quarter the games topping 20,000 (Woitalla, 2010). In 2017, the league’s attendance 
grew to 22,113 per game on average (MLS, 2017). With this growing popularity the league has gradually expanded 
from ten to twenty-three franchises (MLS History, 2017), and Miami and Nashville were recently selected as the 
24th and 25th franchises. Since attendance demand could be directly connected with more prosperous sport league, 
it is important to study what contributes to the attendance of MLS.  
 
Literature Review  
 
An abundant amount of economic literature has focused on spectator demand, especially for North American 
professional sports such as Major League Baseball (Soebbing, 2008), National Football League (Andrew & Thomas, 
1999), and National Basketball Association (Rascher & Rascher, 2004). Due to the increasing popularity of Major 
League Baseball and the available data, MLB has received a great deal of attention in the sport management 
literature. Many scholars have primarily investigated the determinants of international soccer attendance, including 
team performance, market size, distance travel by opponents, and game schedules (Scully, 1974; Marcum & 
Greenstein, 1985; Whitney, 1988; Baade & Tiehen, 1990; Lee, 2004; Davis, 2009). Most research on soccer 
attendance, however, have primarily focused on European professional leagues such as the English Premier League 
(Cox, 2018), the Spanish Soccer League (Garcia & Rodriguez, 2002; Buraimo & Simmons, 2008), and other 
international leagues (Jennett, 1984; Cairns, 1987; Allan & Roy, 2008; Madalozzo & Villar, 2009).  
 
Concerning MLS attendance studies, scholars have examined the relationship between spectator attendance in the 
context of outcome uncertainty (Sung & Mills, 2018), Hispanic population (Jewell &Molina, 2005; Jensen & Sosa, 
2008, DeSchriver, Rascher, & Shapiro, 2016), designated player (DeSchriver, 2007; Lawson, 2008; Jewell, 2015), and 
soccer-specific stadium (Parrish, 2013; Love, Kavazis, Morse, & Mayer, 2013). A designated player, player that is 
considered outside the team's salary cap, is related to attendance gain across the MLS (DeSchriver, 2007; Jewell, 
2015). Soccer-specific stadiums, which are mostly newly built, can be regarded one way to attract more people to the 
stadium (Watkins, 2017). The effect of soccer-specific stadiums on attendance, however, is still controversial 
because the findings of previous literature indicate both positive, negative, and negligible relationships between 
soccer-specific stadiums and attendance. (Coates and Humphrey, 2005; DeSchriver, Rascher, & Shapiro, 2016; Sung 
& Mills, 2018). The major growth strategy for MLS has been team expansion, including designated players and 
soccer-specific stadium which could affect higher spectator attendance. The major purpose of this research is to 
estimate the determinants of MLS spectator attendance using two factors: the presence of soccer-specific stadium 
and designated players.  
 
Data and Method  
 
The data set used in this study includes annual observations for each MLS team from 1996 through 2017. During 
this time, twenty-five teams have participated in MLS including three teams (Chivas USA, Miami Fusion, and Tampa 
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Bay Mutiny) which were either dissolved or contracted by the league (MLS History, 2017); thus a total of 317 
observations were used. Unbalanced panel data, a combination of time-series data and cross-section data (Hsiao, 
1986) were analyzed across seasons and teams using ordinary least squares, fixed effect model, and random effect 
model. The general form of the equation model is as follows:  
𝑙𝑛(𝐴𝑉𝐺𝑎𝑡𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑛𝑐𝑒𝑖,𝑡) = β0 + β1𝑝𝑜𝑖𝑛𝑡𝑠𝑖,𝑡 + β2𝑙𝑛(𝑐𝑎𝑝𝑎𝑐𝑖𝑡𝑦𝑖,𝑡) + β3𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑑𝑖𝑢𝑚𝑎𝑔𝑒𝑖,𝑡 + β4𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑑𝑖𝑢𝑚𝑎𝑔𝑒^2𝑖,𝑡 + 
β5ln(𝑝𝑜𝑝𝑢𝑙𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖,𝑡) + β6𝑝𝑟𝑜𝑡𝑒𝑎𝑚𝑖,𝑡 + β7designatedplayer𝑖,𝑡 + β8𝑑𝑢𝑚𝑚𝑦(𝑦𝑒𝑎𝑟) + β9𝑑𝑢𝑚𝑚𝑦(𝑙𝑜𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛) + 
β10𝑑𝑢𝑚𝑚𝑦(𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑓𝑒𝑟𝑒𝑛𝑐𝑒) + β11𝑑𝑢𝑚𝑚𝑦(lastyearplayoff𝑖,𝑡−1) + β12𝑑𝑢𝑚𝑚𝑦(lastyearchampion𝑖,𝑡−1) + 
β13(soccerspecificstadium𝑖,𝑡) + 𝜀𝑖,𝑡  
(i = teams, t = seasons)  
 
While most variables are self-explanatory, information for the following variables is needed: Unlike other 
professional sports in which the playoff teams are determined by winning percentage throughout the season, MLS 
teams enter the playoffs based on the points they get. A team gets 3 points when it wins and gets 1 point when it 
draws. Proteam variable implies the total number of other professional sports teams form NFL, MLB, NBA, and 
NHL that were located within the home team’s area.  
 
Results  
 
A fixed effect model was analyzed based on F-test and Hausman test. Findings of this study revealed that the point 
factor, which shows both competitiveness and standing within the league, would be important in attracting more 
spectators to a stadium. The correlation coefficient is positively significant to average attendance (dependent 
variable), and thus people tend to go to a stadium to see a better team. With respect to stadium capacity and soccer-
specific stadium, they are positively significant to attendance. This means that more spectators came to a stadium 
that is relatively big and/or soccer-specific. In addition, stadium age shows a negatively significant correlation to 
attendance as expected, as recently built stadiums attracted more spectators. However, the variables which indicate 
team performance for the previous year were not significant in the model; people would not be sensitive to whether 
a team went to the playoffs or won the league championship in the previous season. Other professional sports 
leagues such as NFL, NBA, MLB, and NHL were not significantly related to soccer attendance. Lastly, the number 
of designated players in a season, surprisingly, was not significant.  
 
Conclusion/Suggestion  
 
The purpose of this study was to empirically estimate the determinants of MLS attendance using two factors: soccer-
specific stadiums and designated players. This study shows that MLS attendance was sensitive to team 
competitiveness and soccer-specific stadiums. The findings of the current study could be beneficial for MLS. When 
MLS league decides 26th franchise, MLS could consider soccer-specific stadium which helps retain and attract more 
spectators, consequently making MLS league prosper. Follow-up research needs to be conducted to determine if 
there are variables that are omitted here but could affect average attendance. 
 


