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The National Football League (NFL) has operated for nearly a century, and has steadily gained popularity among 
sports fans across the United States. For the 2016 season, the NFL made roughly $14 billion in revenue (Kaplan, 
2017). Although the NFL has remained strong in several measurable consumer categories, their television ratings 
and attendance numbers have recently declined. For the 2016 NFL regular season, television viewership dropped by 
an average of 8 percent, and ratings dipped another 10 percent in 2017 (Perez, 2018). Also, NFL attendance was 
down 3 percent in 2017 compared to 2016, as 22 of the league’s 32 teams saw attendance declines (Lott, 2018). In a 
recent interview, NFL spokesman Joe Lockhart admitted that half empty stadiums being displayed on television has 
the NFL concerned (Rapoport, 2017). Evidence regarding fan interest and behavior reveal possible threats to the 
NFL sustaining its dominance, which poses the question: Is the NFL in trouble?  
 
An extensive literature review has revealed possible explanations as to why NFL television ratings and attendance 
have been affected. La Canfora (2017) suggested poor quality of play and recently retired stars may play a role. 
Game length may be another issue. According to a 2010 Wall Street Journal study of four football broadcasts, the 
football was only in play for an average of 10 minutes and 43 seconds, even though the telecast lasted over 3 hours 
(Biderman, 2010). Plus, there are several media outlets that cover NFL broadcasts. Media executives are questioning 
whether there is an oversaturation of football due to another disappointing season of ratings (Ourand, 2017). 
Improved technology has provided alternative options to watch games as well. Live streaming has rapidly changed 
the way in which sporting events are transmitted (Kariyawasam & Tsai, 2017). Also, the at-home game day 
experience has improved, while the cost of attending games has continued to rise. For example, the average cost to 
attend an NFL game in 2016 for a family of four was $503 (Martin, 2017).  
 
Another possible explanation is scandals and transgressions, which have hurt the NFL image. It is necessary to 
consider the relationship between media and scandal, as the mass media coverage of a transgression has been shown 
to influence and shape public opinion (Wilson, Stavros, & Westberg, 2008). Sweeney, Schramm-Possinger, Gregg, 
and Stranahan (2016) referenced fan perceptions of the Ray Rice domestic violence scandal and the league’s 
response as potential deterrents of NFL game attendance and consumption of league media. Public opinion on such 
incidents is often strong and quite divided with highly identified fans tending to believe the perpetrator is innocent 
and less likely to react unfavorably to the negative publicity than consumers who were more weakly identified 
(Chien, Kelly, & Weeks, 2016). Therefore, it is logical to assume the NFL will lose some fans as a result of these 
cases. Other controversial factors that have sparked public debate are political demonstrations and national anthem 
protests first started by Colin Kaepernick in 2016. Negative public reaction to several players kneeling during the 
national anthem has been grounded in ideas of Patriotism (Kane & Tiell, 2017). The concussion crisis has brought 
awareness to inherent risks of football, and the NFL has instituted some rule changes that have made the game less 
physical, which has not resonated with some fans. A study conducted by the Washington Post (2017) found that 
some fans stopped consuming the NFL out of guilt due to concussion research, while others because of the length 
of game, cost of attending, quality of play, number of penalties, and anthem protests.  
 
Attitude theories (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Chaiken, 1993) suggest that sports fans form expectancies about a sport 
product based on specific beliefs they hold, which in turn have strong impact on fans consumption behavior 
(Cunningham & Kwon, 2003). It is particularly true when the behavior is under volitional control (Fishbein & 
Ajzen, 1975). Guided by Theory of Reasoned Action, this study aims to investigate the belief structures of football 
fans towards the NFL and identify what are the most salient beliefs that have significant impact on their behavioral 
intention. Additionally, we would investigate the moderation role of fan identification. 
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The NFL is concerned about their brand image and the prospect of losing long-term interest and viewership. Better 
understanding attitudes and behaviors of fans may provide valuable insight to sport marketers in attempting to 
increase television viewership and attendance. This would address a research gap as there is limited data on college 
and high school football fans that may no longer follow the NFL.  
 
The data for this study will be obtained from a large university in the southwest and a local high school in the 
surrounding area. The participants will be football fans at a Division-I college football game and local high school 
football game, specifically tailgaters outside the stadiums and attendees. The rationale for choosing these participants 
is they are likely interested in football, may be less identified with an NFL team, and may provide insight into 
reasons why people would not watch or attend NFL games. A questionnaire will be constructed based on the 
extensive literature review and interviews with football fans. The questionnaire will include the following sections: 
(1) sports fans’ consumption behavior, including attendance, viewership, merchandise purchasing, etc. (2) sports 
fans’ belief structures about the NFL, including their attitudes toward political demonstrations, concussions, 
domestic violence, quality of play, etc., and (3) demographic information. We will follow guidelines of scale 
development (DeVellis, 2017), and use multiple Likert items to measure each antecedent variable. Structural 
Equation Modeling will be used to investigate the relationship between the variables mentioned in the potential 
antecedents section and the behavioral intention to watch and attend NFL games.  
 
The study is in progress. Identifying and relating factors that influence decision making to watch and attend NFL 
games can be building blocks in theory development. There is practical application as well. The data collected can 
assist the NFL in understanding why viewership has dropped and what the next steps are in addressing these issues.  
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