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The substitution effect of international sport over domestic sport 
 
Introduction 
 
Increased access to global sports via numerous media platforms has resulted in new modes of consumption, as well 
as new international consumption preferences for previously loyal domestic fans. In 2014 for example, a public 
viewing initiative by English Premier League sponsor Barclays attracted 24,000 fans to watch live games on a big 
screen in Johannesburg, South Africa (BBC Sport, 2014). This number was four times the average attendance at 
local association football matches (Premier Soccer League, 2016). More recently in the U.S., Manchester United 
drew 12% of all American visits to ESPN FC’s club and player pages in 2015-2016 season, more than four times as 
much as all the Major League Soccer clubs combined (Bialik, 2016). The purpose of this study was to investigate the 
substitution effect of international sport over domestic sport. 
 
Theoretical framework 
 
Larkin, Fink and Trail (2015) defined substitution as the choice made by sport consumers to consume via alternate 
sources, other that live attendance, whilst still deriving the same benefits. These benefits include, amongst others, an 
appreciation of quality of the game; skill mastery of the players; team aesthetics, identification and achievement 
(Trail & James, 2001). In their review of media substitution in leisure activity, Jeffres, Neuendorf and Atkin (2003) 
found that the media provides large amounts of information relating to sport, and that media consumption does not 
act as a substitute for leisure activities, including hobbies and live entertainment. These authors argued that media 
consumption enabled growth in interest in sport. Media substitution has received some attention within baseball 
(Pritchard and Funk, 2006), basketball (Zhang & Smith, 1997), hockey (Zhang, Pease, & Smith, 1998), rugby 
(Carmichael, Millington, & Simmons, 1999), and association football (Cox, 2012). 
 
Within association football, Forrest, Simmons and Szymanski (2004) found that broadcasting games between 
popular non-local teams had a significant and negative impact on the live attendance of games of less popular local 
teams. Similar impacts were reported in Norway (Solberg and Mehus, 2014), where fans of international teams that 
were most featured on television tended to attend the least number of live local games. Compared to local teams, 
international teams are believed to exhibit a higher quality of game; skill mastery of the players; team aesthetics and 
achievement (Tainsky & McEvoy, 2011). Larger international clubs with multinational squads can be more effective 
in marketing to and growing their international support base (Solberg & Mehus, 2014). Given these previous 
arguments, the following hypothesis was developed: 
 
H1: There is a difference in the preference of consumption of international soccer over local soccer, between fans 
who prefer consumption through stadium attendance and those who prefer watching on television. 
 
Method 
 
Self-identified association football fans in South Africa were sampled via social media and snowball sampling 
(Saunders and Lewis, 2012). Spectators attending the Carling Black Label Cup Final soccer game between Kaizer 
Chiefs FC and Orlando Pirates FC were also randomly intercepted and invited to participate. A total of 254 fans 
completed the survey in mid-2017, either in person at the game, or via an online link. The survey comprised four 
sections namely qualification questions, demographics, consumption motives, and modes of consumption. Items 
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were adapted from existing instruments where available. 
 
Results 
 
On average, respondents preferred international football over local football with a mean score of 5.42 (SD =1.84). 
An independent samples t-test was conducted to determine if differences existed in the preference of international 
football of local football between two groups of fans. Although the data was not normally distributed, the size of the 
sample allows its use to test the differences in means (Lumley, Diehr, Emerson, & Chen, 2002). 
 
The results indicate a significant difference between the support patterns of those that prefer television consumption 
to those that prefer consumption through attendance at the stadium. However, it should be noted that the mean 
score for both variables is above 4, meaning that both groups tend to prefer international football above local. The 
data was then further stratified to exclude all respondents who were neutral about their preference for international 
football (11%, n=27). Respondents who agreed to any degree (all scores above 4) (74%, n=188) were grouped as 
international preference and those that disagreed to any degree (all scores below 4) (15%, n=39) were grouped as 
local preference. The chi-square test for independence or test of association was used to determine if there was any 
relationship between these two categorical variables. Results of the test indicate that there was no significant 
difference in the preference of international football over local football between the groups who prefer stadium 
attendance and those that prefer television (χ(1) = 1.867, p = .172). A significant positive association was found 
between international football preference and international football quality (rs=0.731, p=0.000) as well as 
international football and entertainment (rs=0.587, p=0.000). 
 
Conclusion 
 
This study found that irrespective of preference of mode of consumption, there was a shift of support of South 
African fans from local to international teams. When local teams fail to satisfy the fans aspirations and enjoyment of 
the sport, even loyal supporters are inclined to shift their support to international teams. Unless there is a clear and 
concise strategy to curb this expansion, the sustainability of local teams may be severely compromised (Richelieu and 
Desbordes, 2009). Aside from addressing the motivators and constraints for supporting local teams, administrators 
need to look at other innovative options such as pairing with international teams and sharing resources, 
incorporating international star players into the team; and building unique emotional experience for fans to keep 
their support. 
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