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One of the greatest challenges for sport marketers is keeping pace with the ever-changing sport environment. Sport 
organizations that can successfully employ a relationship marketing approach are able to develop and maintain long-
term relationships with fans thus increasing retention and profits. Relationship marketing can be thought of as a 
marketing approach that includes any marketing activities that form, develop, and preserve customer relationships. 
Operationalizing relationship marketing is difficult to do as no single construct measures the entire relationship, 
rather the constructs of relationship quality and fan engagement are often used to evaluate a relationship marketing 
approach (Kim & Trail, 2011; Vivek, Beatty, & Morgan, 2012). 
 
Fan engagement is defined as a sport fans relational behavior that aims to create a relationship that benefits his or 
her favorite sport team, the team’s management, and other fans. Engagement includes the components of helping 
team management (management cooperation), connecting with other fans (prosocial behavior), and tolerance to 
overcome negative team performance (performance tolerance) (Yoshida, Gordon, Nakazawa, & Biscaia, 2014). 
Relationship quality is used to evaluate and understand the overall strength of relationships between sport fans and 
sport organizations (Kim & Trail, 2011). The factors of relationship quality include trust, commitment, reciprocity, 
identification and intimacy. In an effort to build fan engagement and relationship quality, there has been an increase 
in using the relationship marketing approach of a loyalty program (Dorotic, Bijmolt, & Verhoef, 2012).  
 
A loyalty program is a marketing tool that encourages fan engagement behavior between organizations and 
customers, and provides financial and social rewards to customers who demonstrate beneficial behavior towards the 
organization (Ha & Stoel, 2014). Over 40% of sport organizations are using a loyalty program, however, with high 
costs to run a loyalty program and a lack of evidence on the effectiveness of a loyalty program, more empirical 
research is needed (McCall & Voorhees, 2012). It is important to identify how relationship quality and fan 
engagement are influenced by the usage of a loyalty program for both mainstream and niche sport fans. Mainstream 
sport characteristics typically include having large fans bases, broad appeal, and widespread media attention, as well 
as large operations budgets (Greenhalgh, Simmons, Hambrick, & Greenwell, 2011). Niche sports are defined as 
sports that receive less media attention and have less fan support (Schwarzenberger & Hyde, 2013). 
 
Many differences between niche and mainstream sport fans have been identified in previous literature. Niche sports 
fans have been identified as more unique (Dwyer, Greenhalgh, & LeCrom, 2016), feel more similar to the athletes 
(Greenhalgh et al., 2011), and have less sponsorship awareness (Miloch & Lambrecht, 2006). On the other hand, 
mainstream sport fans were found to be drawn to the athletes’ skill level and the popularity of the sport (Greenhalgh 
et al., 2011). Given sport organizations are using loyalty programs and there is a lack of scholarly knowledge on the 
effectiveness of loyalty programs, this study investigated the connection between loyalty programs and relationship 
marketing. More specifically, the purpose of this study was to examine the effectiveness of a loyalty program on fan 
engagement and relationship quality between niche and mainstream loyalty program users.  
 
Methods 
 
The following research questions will guide this study: 
 

Q1. To what extent are there differences between mainstream and niche basketball fans that use loyalty 
programs as it relates to relationship quality?  

Q2. To what extent are there differences between mainstream and niche basketball fans that use loyalty 
programs as it relates to fan engagement? 
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To meet the purpose of this study, the target population includes niche and mainstream basketball fans that use a 
loyalty program. Participants have been recruited from basketball organizations as the researcher has been given 
permission to survey fans of professional basketball teams in the United States. Data collection is currently taking 
place and will be completed by April 30th, 2017.   
 
Measurement 
 
The web-based survey for this study includes five sections, with a total of 51: 15 items measuring relationship quality 
(Kim, Trial, Woo, & Zhang, 2011), nine items measuring fan engagement (Yoshida et al., 2014), seven items 
measuring loyalty program usage, nine items measuring sports involvement (Beaton, Funk, Ridinger, & Jordan, 
2010), one item measuring niche versus mainstream, and seven demographic items. Reliability coefficients for the 
adapted subscales have all been found acceptable with coefficient scores greater than .7 (Nunnally, 1978). 
Additionally, all items will be measured on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). 
All scales will be slightly-modified from previous studies in either the marketing or sport consumer behavior 
literature. 
 
Analysis 
 
To verify the modification and adoption of the previously developed scales, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 
will be run. The CFA measurement model fit will be evaluated with the c2 test statistic, RMSEA, CFI, TFI, and the 
SRMR. Once the measurement model has been deemed a good fit, composite reliability scores will be estimated to 
measure the internal consistency. Descriptive statistics and spearman correlation coefficients will be calculated to get 
a better picture of the data. To answer research questions 1 and 2, independent samples t-tests will be run to 
determine differences between the niche and mainstream loyalty program users. The t values calculated will be used 
to determine if there is a significant difference in relationship quality and fan engagement between niche and 
mainstream loyalty program users. A significance level of .05 will be used in this statistical test. 
 
Discussion 
 
The results of this study should theoretically move relationship marketing forward in sport marketing literature. The 
comparison between mainstream and niche loyalty program users has yet to be explored under the relationship 
marketing framework. Loyalty programs have the ability to work within a relationship marketing approach to 
strengthen fan engagement and relationship quality. The results may provide evidence that loyalty programs are 
worth the investment for enhancing relationships, especially for niche sport organizations that have less resources. 
The findings of this study provide practical implications for both niche and mainstream basketball teams by 
providing sport marketers with the evidence needed to validate if implementation of a loyalty program is worth the 
investment.  
 


