
2019 Sport Marketing Association Conference (SMA XVII) 

Chicago, IL November 6-8, 2019 

  

 

Renewing Season Ticket Holders: Examining the Use of Membership and Loyalty Program 
  
Lisa Rufer, Rider University 
 
Wednesday, November 11, 2019 50-minute poster presentation 
5:45-6:35 PM, Chicago River Ballroom Salon D,E,F,G 
 

 
  

Introduction 
Season ticket holders (STH) are a key component for teams’ revenue stream and contribute to building the 

atmosphere at sporting events. McDonald (2010) pointed out though that there is a high churn rate often exceeding 
20% for season ticket holders of sport organizations. In response, many sport organizations offer a membership 
program as part of their STH account. A membership program is designed to give STH additional exclusive benefits 
that enhance the overall experience. These benefits are built into the cost of the STH price. The experiences can 
include a range of activities including but not limited to special price discounts, playoff seats, club events, member 
gift, and dedicated specialists for STH.  

 
Some organizations are also employing loyalty programs as tools to develop deeper relationships with their 

STH. A loyalty program differs from a membership program in that fans have to earn points through purchases, 
watching/listening to away games, socializing with the team and other fans, etc. Once fans have earned points, they 
can redeem these points for prizes and experiences offered by the sport organization. The goal of both membership 
and loyalty programs can be to develop strong lasting relationships between the fan and the organization.  

 
Relationship marketing has been shown to help organizations overcome times of poor performance (Bee & 

Kahle, 2006), develop brand loyalty (Williams & Chin, 2006), and improve financial performance (Buhler & Nufer, 
2010). The aim is that stronger relationships may lead fans to having higher perceptions of the organization which 
may lead to higher satisfaction, thus impacting renewal of season-tickets. It is important to consider the elements of 
a relationship marketing strategy for retaining season ticket holders because they provide substantial direct income 
through the tickets they purchase, often equating to one-third or more of the total club revenue (McDonald, 2010). 

 
While studies have examined different motivational factors for renewing the season-tickets (e.g. McDonald, 

Karg, Vocino, 2013; Mcdonald & Stavros, 2007; Zhang, Connaughton, Vaughn, 2004), few have looked at how the 
membership or loyalty program factors differ for low relational (recent) versus high relational (committed) STH. 
According to Garbarino and Johnson (1999) low relational customers are motivated by satisfaction with their 
experience, whereas high relational customers are motivated by trust and commitment. Thus, as sport marketers 
develop a relationship marketing strategy with STH, it appears that they may need to provide different elements in 
the membership or loyalty program for the different fan segments. 

 
The purpose of this study was to examine differences between recent and committed STH on the 

membership and loyalty program factors that may help to create strong relationships with season ticket holders 
leading to a higher likelihood to renew.  

 
RQ1: Is there a difference between recent and committed STH on the importance of the membership program 
factors? 
RQ2: Is there a difference between recent and committed STH on the satisfaction of the loyalty program 
components? 
RQ3: Is there a difference between recent and committed STH on the satisfaction of the season ticket member 
experience? 
RQ4: Is there a difference between recent and committed STH on the likelihood to renew season tickets? 
 

Method 
 Secondary data provided by a mid-Atlantic NBA organization was used in this study. The data was originally 
collected by the organizations to gather a baseline for demand of future STH based on satisfaction of current STH. 
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The NBA organization sent out the survey to all season ticket holders, asking them to complete the survey in 
exchange for 500 reward points. The survey provided data on the factors of the membership program, likelihood to 
renew season tickets, satisfaction with season ticket experience, satisfaction with the loyalty program factors, and the 
STH account length. Representatives from the organization informed the researchers that if a season ticket holder 
renews for more than a second season they have a higher propensity to continue renewing. Thus, recent STH were 
considered fans who held an account for two or less years and committed STH were fans that held an account for 
three or more years.  
 

Analysis and Results 
 Of the 3000 season ticket holders, 689 (23%) responded. 396 participants (57%) are classified as recent STH 
who have been STH for 2 or fewer years, while 292 (43%) are classified as committed STH holding an account for 3 
or more years. Participants stated that they used their season tickets for personal/family use 75% of the time. The 11 
factors of the membership program were examined for both the recent STH and the committed STH. For recent 
STH, the most important factor is the dedicated guest services specialist while the least important factor is the seat 
location. On the other hand, for committed STH, the most important factor is the exclusive member-only events 
while the least important factor is the seat location. For both recent and committed STH, mobile and digital 
ticketing, ticket resale ability, and the loyalty reward program were ranked highly important.  
 
 Using independent samples t-tests, recent STH were compared to committed STH when it comes to the 12 
loyalty program factors. Recent STH were found to be significantly more satisfied on 10 of the loyalty program 
components. These included quantity of auction items, quality and quality of raffle items, quantity and quality of 
catalog items, ability to earn points, sites ease of use, clarity of the program, and the rewards hub. Recent STH were 
also more satisfied with the loyalty program overall. When it comes to season ticket member experience, recent STH 
were found to have significantly higher satisfaction over committed STH. However, committed STH were found to 
have a significantly higher likelihood to renew their season tickets.  
 

Conclusion 
 These results highlight that recent and committed STH may have different needs when it comes to the 
membership and loyalty program offerings. Though the recent STH are more satisfied with their season ticket 
member experience, it is still the committed STH who are more likely to renew their season tickets. Thus, all these 
extra benefits through the membership and loyalty program may not be answer in retaining STH.  
 

 


