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Football was the most popular sport in terms of student participation, with more than 1 million players representing 
14,099 schools across the nation (NFHS, 2017). It is also widely popular among spectators and often a focal point of 
high school athletic departments because of the potential to draw spectators and subsequent revenue. For example, 
the 2017 Texas High School 6A Division I State Championship between Allen and Lake Travis, hosted at the 
AT&T Stadium in Arlington, had an attendance of 43,191 (Riddle, 2017).  
An arms race is starting to take shape, like that witnessed at the collegiate level, where HS athletic departments battle 
to provide better facilities, equipment, and coaches’ salaries (Coakley, 2015). The resulting pressure on HS athletic 
departments to generate revenue has forced schools to think of creative ways to attract funding beyond ticket sales 
(Cook, 2012; Pierce & Bussell, 2011; Pierce & Peterson, 2011). The bulk of expenses associated with interscholastic 
athletic programs include equipment, uniform, transportation, and facility maintenance (Bundrick et al., 2010; 
Danzey-Bussell & Pierce, 2011). Corporate sponsorship of interscholastic athletics for revenue generation is not a 
new strategy, but it is one that is being scaled and gaining acceptance (Hatfield & Hatfield, 2014). A poll conducted 
by Turnkey Sport and Entertainment in 2010 found that 88% of high school spectators viewed corporate 
sponsorship as a valuable source of funding for local high schools (Spanberg, 2011).  
 
Forsythe (2001) pioneered the study of sponsorships in the HS athletic space. He found that although most 
sponsors reported philanthropic reasons for supporting local HS athletic departments, there are some other vital 
goals intertwined when building these relationships, such as creating brand awareness, driving sales, and improving 
the corporate image (Forsythe, 2001).  
 
For the impact and success of HS athletic sponsorship partnerships to be measurable, HS athletic departments must 
understand the value that they bring to the table. The first step towards achieving a valuation of the sponsorship 
assets available at HS athletic departments across the nation is to determine who the event attendees are from a 
demographic profile. Specifically, the goal is to understand the adult attendees (non-HS students over 18 years old), 
as they are financial decision makers with income, which is attractive for potential sponsors. Therefore, the purpose 
of this study was to develop a profile of the non-student HS football spectators.  
 
Method and Data Analysis 
 
To better understand the characteristics of HS football spectators, a 52-item survey was distributed to individuals 
who attended at least one HS football game during the 2017 season. The survey included: ticketing preferences (6 
items), consumer behavior (30 items), demographic information (10 items), and attendance (6 items). To collect a 
wide range of respondents providing a detailed and robust demographic profile, data were collected via: (1) a survey 
at a three-day, nine-game season kickoff event in two cities in a southeastern state (n = 497), (2) a survey at three 
regular season HS games in the same state (n = 239), and (3) an online survey sent to individuals who had purchased 
digital tickets to attend a HS football regular season game. With respect to the third group, these respondents 
represented 161 cities across 21 states (n = 362). In sum, 1,098 usable surveys were retained for analysis.  
 
Results 
 
The mean age of respondents (non-HS students over 18) was 45.6 years (SD = 10.7). The sample was nearly evenly 
split by gender (50.1% male, 49.9% female), mostly White (70.7%, compared to 18.6% Black, and 4.3% reporting 
Hispanic heritage), and mostly married (74.4%, compared to 14.4% single). The average driving distance to attend 
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HS football games was 19.9 miles (SD = 21.1). Regarding education level, 60.7% attended college and 26.0% 
achieved a master’s degree or higher. The yearly family income of 53.1% of the spectators was $100,000 or higher.  
 
Spectators’ self-reported attendance for the prior season was a mean of 7.15 total games, while they reported 
planning to attend an average of 5.2 home games and 3.2 away games during the current season. More than half of 
the spectators (55.7%) attend other HS athletic events, and the majority conveyed that the team’s winning record 
does not affect their attendance to HS football games (77.8%). Most spectators reported attending with other adults 
(41.1%), while others reported attending with adults and children (33.6%), just children (14.8%), and on their own 
(6.8%).  
 
Spectators self-identified as parents of or related to a player, cheerleader, band member or coaching staff 
participating in the event (37.6%), HS parents not associated with participants (22.0%), alumni of a featured HS 
(19.8%), HS staff members (3.6%), or “other” (16.9%; e.g., members of the local community, HS football fans, 
parents of middle school football players, grandparents bringing younger children to local HS events). The majority 
have used digital ticketing for non-HS events (92.5%), while 54.2% have purchased digital tickets for HS football at 
least one time. However, for the last HS football game attended, 30.9% purchased physical tickets in advance, 28.1% 
purchased physical tickets at the gate, and 27.0% bought digital tickets.  
 
Discussion and Implications 
 
The HS football non-student spectator profile collected through this study is the first step towards developing a 
market report that can prove indispensable to HS athletic departments, marketing companies, and sponsors seeking 
to target and serve this segment of the population. The most notable finding of this study was that less than 40% of 
participants identified as parents or someone otherwise related to the event participants. This finding encourages us 
to step away from the myth that those in attendance are just HS students and parents, bringing even more relevance 
to the next piece of this puzzle: the psychographic profile of the HS football spectator. Understanding the value of 
the assets represented by the spectators attending HS athletic events will allow athletic directors to shift from asking 
for donations to negotiating sponsorship partnerships. Meanwhile, when partnering with HS athletic departments, 
sponsors will be able to steer away from the philanthropic marketing approach and move towards developing 
measurable sponsorship programs that have an economic impact.  
  
References 
 
Bundrick, B., Leonard, J., Simon, K., Cook, B., & Garvis, J. K. (2010). Athletic administrators speak out [Special 
section]. Interscholastic Athletic Administration, 36(4), 26–27.  
 
Coakley, J. J. (2015). Sport in society: Issues & controversies (11th ed.). New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.  
 
Cook, B. (2012, August 22). Will ‘pay to play’ become a permanent part of school sports? Forbes. Retrieved from 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/bobcook/2012/08/22/will-pay-to play-become-a-permanent-part-of-school-
sports/#439a3c80218b 
 
Danzey-Bussell, L. A., & Pierce, D. (2011). Interscholastic sports sponsorship: Funding high school athletics in 
Indiana. Applied Research in Coaching and Athletics Annual, 26, 208–228.  
 
Forsythe, E. (2001). The sponsorship connection: A practical guide for high school athletic directors and coaches. 
Fayetteville, AR: Athletic World Advertising.  
 
Hatfield, L. H., & Hatfield, L. C. (2014). Understanding corporate sponsorships: Moving from a $100 ad purchase to 
a $1,000 sponsorship agreement. Strategies (08924562), 27(1), 37–41.  
 



2018 Sport Marketing Association Conference (SMA XVI) 

Dallas, TX October 24-26, 2018 

  

 

National Federation of State High School Associations. (2017). 2016-17 high school athletic participation survey. 
Retrieved from http://www.nfhs.org/ParticipationStatistics/PDF/ 2016-17_Participation_Survey_Results.pdf 
 
Pierce, D., & Bussell, L. A. (2011). National survey of interscholastic sport sponsorship in the United States. 
Choregia: Sport Management International Journal, 7(1), 42–62.  
 
Pierce, D., & Petersen, J. (2011). Corporate sponsorship activation analysis in interscholastic athletics. Journal of 
Sponsorship, 4(3), 272–286.  
 
Riddle, G. (2017). See how the attendance for this year's UIL state championship games compares to 2015 and 2016. 
Dallas News. Retrieved from https://sportsday.dallasnews. com/high-school/high-schools/2017/12/23/see-
attendance-years-uil-state-championship-games-compares-2015-2016 
 
Spanberg, E. (2011, September 12–18). Schools continue to feel the budget squeeze. Street & Smith’s 
SportsBusiness Journal, 14(20), 18–20. 
 


