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The bulk of the high school (HS) football season is composed of regular season games organized and hosted by 
schools across the United States. These games are held at the local HSs on Friday nights and feature local teams 
within the district. Games may be very popular, such as 2017 regular season games at Byrnes HS against Spartanburg 
HS (South Carolina), and Tift County HS against Coffee HS (Georgia), which each attracted over 5,000 spectators. 
On the other hand, special preseason and postseason HS football events are organized by state athletic associations 
or third parties, and are often hosted in collegiate or professional stadiums, featuring teams from across the state. 
For example, the 2017 Texas High School State Championships was a three-day event held at AT&T Stadium, with 
the final game for each of the 10 divisions, and attracting more than 200,000 spectators (Riddle, 2017). Because 
regular season games are typically managed by a HS and the preseason and postseason events by other 
organizations, distances may be far from the schools competing, and levels of teams playing differ, it is beneficial to 
understand why spectators are attending the different events. 
 
Many researchers have examined spectator motives and found they differ by sport, type, or level (e.g., Funk, 2017; 
Funk, Filo, Beaton, & Pritchard, 2009; Robinson & Trail, 2005; Trail & James, 2001; Wann, Grieve, Zapalac, & 
Pease, 2008). Despite the notable popularity of HS athletics, there is limited research on understanding HS 
spectators’ motives to attend games (Cianfrone, Zhang, Pitts, & Byon, 2015). Cianfrone et al. (2015) assessed market 
demand factors of a post season basketball tournament, while Marquez, Cianfrone, and Kellison (2017) studied 
motives of spectators attending a preseason HS football event. In the latter study, the researchers suggested that 
spectators attending a special event may have different motivation levels than those attending regular season games, 
possibly identifying a need for distinct marketing strategies for the two groups.  
 
Considering the growth opportunity in HS sports and the clear managerial differences between special events and 
regular season games, the purpose of this study was to examine factors influencing spectator attendance at HS 
football games. Specifically, we compared HS football spectators’ (non-students over the age of 18) motives to 
attend a special event (SE) versus a regular season (RS) game. 
 
Method  
 
To compare motives of spectators who attended a SE to those who attended a RS game, a total of 608 participants 
completed a 52-item survey. The SE was a three-day HS football pre-season kickoff event, hosted in two different 
cities at different NCAA DI schools; the event featured nine games and 18 teams from across a southeastern US 
state. We administered a paper-pencil survey during pregame and half-time intermissions (n = 246). Halfway 
through the season, we emailed the survey to different spectators who had attended a HS RS game, receiving 
responses from 161 cities across 21 states (n = 362).  
 
The survey featured points of attachment (POA)—community, player, and team identification (TII; Trail, Anderson, 
& Fink, 2005; Trail & James, 2001)— and motives—drama, family, nostalgia, role model, skill, social, and vicarious 
achievement (a modified version of the Motivation Scale for Sport Consumption; Trail & James, 2001; Trail, Kim, 
Kwon, Harrolle, Braunstein-Minkove, & Dick, 2012; Woo, Trail, Kwon, & Anderson, 2009). Additionally, 
demographic (10 items) and attendance information (6 items; Trail, Anderson, & Lee, 2016) was collected. 
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Analysis and Results 
 
Demographic comparisons of the two groups indicated no significant differences based on age, ethnic heritage, 
marital status, level of education, family income, and party attending. Independent t-tests were used to compare the 
SE and RS spectators. On self-reported attendance, there was no difference in the number of games attended last 
year (SE M = 7.77, RS M = 7.82, p = .909); however, there was a difference on the number of games these groups 
were planning to attend during the current season, for both home (SE M = 6.31, RS M = 4.95, p < .001) and away 
games (SE M = 3.92, RS M = 3.01, p < .001). On average, SE attendees reported traveling longer distances in miles 
(SE M = 32.15, RS M = 14.72, p < .001). Concerning motivational profiles, social motive, skill motive, and POA 
community identification were not statistically different among the two groups. However, SE attendees scored 
significantly higher on the following motives: drama (SE M = 5.69, RS M = 5.35, p < .001), family (SE M = 5.89, RS 
M = 5.48, p < .001), nostalgia (SE M = 5.76, RS M = 5.21, p < .001), role model (SE M = 5.75, RS M = 5.34, p < 
.001), and vicarious achievement (SE M = 5.82, RS M = 5.38, p < .001). Additionally, SE attendees scored higher on 
player identification (SE M = 4.86, RS M = 4.53, p < .05) and team identification (SE M = 5.65, RS M = 5.30, p < 
.01). 
 
Discussion and Implications 
 
The study identified differences on motives and POAs for non-student HS football spectators who attend SE versus 
RS. SE attendees scored higher on drama, family, nostalgia, and role model motives, as well as player and team 
identification. Our findings suggest that the level of commitment displayed by attendees is for those attending SEs. 
Identifying the difference between SE and RS attendees allows for tailored marketing campaigns that appeal to the 
specific combination of relevant motives. Tracking those spectators who purchase SE tickets would allow HS 
athletic departments to target more committed spectators to maximize their expenditure. A more personalized 
marketing approach can encourage this group of spectators to purchase season tickets, team merchandise, or even 
make donations to the athletic department. Future research should examine motives of attendance for HS students 
to further complete the analysis of HS athletic event consumers. 
  
References 
 
Cianfrone, B. A., James, Z., Pitts, B., & Byon, K. K. (2015). Identifying key market demand factors associated with 
high school basketball tournaments. Sport Marketing Quarterly, 24(2), 91–104. 
 
Funk, D. C. (2017). Introducing a sport experience design (SX) framework for sport consumer behaviour research. 
Sport Management Review, 20(2), 145–158. 
 
Funk, D. C., Filo, K., Beaton, A. A., & Pritchard, M. (2009). Measuring the motives of sport event attendance: 
Bridging the academic-practitioner divide to understanding behavior. Sport Marketing Quarterly, 18(3), 126–138. 
 
Huddle, Inc. (2017). “GoFan: Digital Ticketing Solution for High Schools”. Presentation at South Carolina Athletic 
Administrators Association (SCAAA) Spring Conference, Charleston, SC, March 11–15, 2017. 
 
Marquez, A., Cianfrone, B. A., & Kellison, T. B. (2017, November). High school athletic events:  
Factors affecting attendance of non-students. Paper session presented at the meeting of Sport Marketing 
Association Conference, Boston, MA.  
 
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 
 
Robinson, M. J., & Trail, G. T. (2005). Relationships among spectator gender, motives, points of attachment, and 
sport preference. Journal of Sport Management, 19(1), 58–80. 
 



2018 Sport Marketing Association Conference (SMA XVI) 

Dallas, TX October 24-26, 2018 

  

 

Trail, G. T., Anderson, D. F., & Fink, J. S. (2005). Consumer satisfaction and identity theory: A model of sport 
spectator conative loyalty. Sport Marketing Quarterly, 14, 98–111. 
 
Trail, G. T., Anderson, D. F., & Lee, D. (2016). A longitudinal study of team-fan role identity on self-reported 
attendance behavior and future intentions. Journal of Amateur Sport, 2(3), 1–23. 
 
Trail, G. T., & James, J. D. (2001). The Motivation Scale for Sport Consumption: Assessment of the scale’s 
psychometric properties. Journal of Sport Behavior, 24(1), 108–127. 
 
Trail, G. T., Kim, Y., Kwon, H. H., Harrolle, M. G., Braunstein-Minkove, J. R., & Dick, R. (2012). The effects of 
vicarious achievement on BIRGing and CORFing: Testing moderating and mediating effects of team identification. 
Sport Management Review, 15, 345–354. 
 
Wann, D. L., Grieve, F. G., Zapalac, R. K., & Pease, D. G. (2008). Motivational profiles of sport fans of different 
sports. Sport Marketing Quarterly, 17(1), 6–19. 
 
Woo, B., Trail, G. T., Kwon, H. H., & Anderson, D. (2009). Testing models of motives and points of attachment 
among spectators in college football. Sport Marketing Quarterly, 18(1), 38–53. 
 


