
A RELATIONSHIP MARKETING APPROACH TO 
SPECTATORS AS CONSUMERS

Sean de Burca, Teresa Brannick and Tony Meenaghan* 

Introduction
The reigning paradigm that dominates the traditional m arketing approach has been 

criticised for being incom plete and m anipulative and fo r not taking into account the 
interaction and relationship aspect o f marketing. Interactions and relationships have not 

been well explained and have played a lim ited role in the traditional m arketing mix. 
Accordingly, a new approach has been called for. The old m arketing concept is passe 

and needs to be overhauled and replaced by a new  concept capable of capturing the 
dynam ics o f the interactions in custom er relationships. Relationship m arketing has 

been proffered as the new paradigm  of m arketing that provides an alternative to the 
traditional m arketing mix theory. However, when the em pirical research in this paper 

was first reported the concept o f relationship m arketing had not been sufficiently 

developed in the m arketing literature. Instead, the product involvem ent literature 
provided the contextual basis in considering spectators as consum ers. Accordingly, it 

is now  possible to revisit and reconsider the phenom enon o f spectators as consum ers in 

light o f the conceptual developm ents that have taken place in  the relationship m arketing 

literature.
The first section o f  this paper traces the evolution in thinking from the traditional 

m arketing m ix concept to the new relationship m arketing concept. It highlights the 

criticism s levied at the traditional m arketing m ix concept for being incom plete and 
m anipulative. The next section describes the relationship m arketing concept. The 

nature o f the concept is defined and its characteristics are explicated. The third section 
focuses its attention on the phenom enon of spectators as consum ers. V arious insights 

to  spectators as consum ers are provided by both sociology and psychology disciplines.
The findings o f  a research study, based on a survey o f 493 spectators which 

attem pted to  identify the m otives for attendance at the A ll-Ireland sem i-finals gam es in 

G aelic Football and Hurling is presented. C onclusions are draw n from  these findings 

particularly w ith respect to the loyalty of spectators.
F inally, given the nature of the consum ption process and the com plex interplay 

o f  m otives responsible for actual behaviour o f spectators as consum ers, the concept of
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relationship m arketing is proposed as a more applicable approach capable o f  capturing 

the dynam ics o f the interaction processes and the subsequent relationships that develop 
when considering spectators as consumers.

From the 4Ps to Relationship Marketing
The new  m arketing concept o f “relationship m arketing has em erged as a resu lt o f  deep 
dissatisfaction with the traditional ‘m arketing concept’ for its inability to  absorb  new  
developm ents in m arketing, especially in the services and business to business m arketing  
area. The traditional “m arketing concept” developed in a consum er goods con tex t and 
transferred directly to all aspects o f marketing thinking has dam aged m arketing  in the 

sense that it fails to  capture the interaction and relationship aspects o f  the m arketing  
process. This traditional view  o f m arketing favours an approach w hich subscribes to  the 

notion o f a m arketer assem bling a mix o f  variables the 4Ps (Product, P rice, P rom otion 
and Place) which are then launched towards a relatively hom ogeneous group  o f  m any 
potential consum ers, w ho may or m ay not respond to the offering. Such a view  o f  an 

active m arketer, passive consum ers and an atomistic m arket has restricted understanding 
o f the reality of m uch o f  w hat occurs in markets (Ford, 1990).

A ttem pts have been m ade to overcome the deficiencies o f the 4 P ’s approach  by 
extending the num ber o f  Ps. In the service m arketing literature, B oom s and B itner 
(1982) have added three additional Ps people, physical evidence and process. K otler

(1986) has extended the mix to include public relations and politics. Judd  (1987) 
suggests that the addition  o f  one new  P, people, is sufficient to  capture th e  dynam ics o f  
services m arketing. Regardless o f  these attem pts, the traditional m arketing  m ix  concept 

is still prom oted as a general theory o f marketing.
However, a  num ber o f researchers in service m arketing reject the prevailing  

view  o f services in the literature (Gum messon, 1987, 1993, 1994; B erry , 1983; 
Gronroos 1990, 1994). In particular, Gum m esson (1987) suggests:

.. .that the theories and models that constitute the present marketing concept 
are too limited in scope, exaggerate some aspects of marketing and suppress 
others. The old marketing concept needs to be replaced.

Indeed, G um m esson (1994) has argued that the debate w ith in  the services 
literature has concentrated too m uch energy on the goods - services division. C ustom ers 
do  not buy goods or services in the traditional sense, they buy an offering w hich  renders 

services, which create value for the customer. Therefore, the trad itional d iv ision  

betw een goods and services is outdated. It is a m atter of redefin ing services and  seeing 
them from  a custom er ’ s perspective. Hence, this author suggests that services m anagem ent 

is suffering from  “services m arketing m yopia” and describes the phenom enon  as 
watching the custom er’s navel w ithout reflection. He describes how  m anagers passively  

rely on what the custom er says they want. However, he suggests that by  g iv ing  the
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custom ers w hat they say they want brings no real closeness to the customer. R ather it 

m anipulates the customers into an external state o f  ignorance and concludes that m yopia 
has thus m oved from one extreme to the other, from  the inside to  the outside.

In addition, Gronroos (1990, p.4) argues that:

...the notion of the marketer as a mixer of ingredients, in spite of its 
pedagogical virtues, is far too simplistic and may easily misguide both 
academics and practitioners.

He contends that the m arketing mix approach frequently does not cover all 

resources and activities, especially during the consum ption process, w here there are a 
range o f contacts between the service firm  and its custom er, w hich are outside the 

traditional m arketing function as defined by the 4 P ’s o f  the m arketing mix.
G ronroos (1994) further extends the argum ent that the m arketing m ix concept as 

a universal truth has dam aged marketing in  the sense that m arketers and sales-people 
have becom e isolated in their organisation. The m arketing function is view ed as an 
interm ediate function, where the specialists o f  the m arketing departm ent are the only 
persons who have an im pact on the custom er’s view  o f the firm  and on their buying 

behaviour. H ence, the m arketing departm ent concept is obsolete because it prevents the 
spreading o f  a m arket orientation and an interest in the custom er throughout the 

organisation.
Indeed, a sim ilar argum ent can be m ade in  the industrial m arketing literature 

w here little if  any attention was given to the continuity and com plexity o f interactions 

betw een  business organisations. However, the situation has changed radically during 
the last tw enty years. The existence and role o f relationships betw een com panies have 

received  grow ing attention. Business relationships have been the object o f a num ber of 

stud ies (H akansson, 1982; Tum bull and Valla, 1986; G adde and M attsson, 1987; Hallen 
and  Johanson, 1989; Ford 1990; Frazier, Spekm an and O ’N eil, 1988; and Dwyer, 

Schurr, and O h, 1987).

In sum m ary, the reigning paradigm  that dom inates the traditional m arketing 

approach has been criticised for being incom plete and m anipulative and for not taking 
in to  account the interaction and relationship aspect o f m arketing. Interactions and 

relationships have not been well explained and have played a lim ited role in the 
trad itional m arketing mix. Accordingly, a new  approach has been called for. The old 

m arketing  concept is passé and needs to be overhauled and replaced by a new  concept 
capab le  o f capturing the dynam ics o f  the interactions in custom er relationships. 
R ela tionsh ip  m arketing has been proffered as the new  paradigm  o f m arketing that 

p rov ides an alternative to the traditional m arketing m ix theory. H ow ever, it is important 
to  em phasise at this point that the relationship m arketing concept does not suggest that 
the traditional elem ents o f the m arketing m ix, such as the various prom otion techniques, 
p ric ing  and the conceptualising of the product are no t im portant. They are still important
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decisions facing m arketing m anagers but they have to be taken in  the con tex t o f  the 
m anagem ent o f  custom er relationships.

Relationship Marketing

A lthough no  single definition o f  relationship marketing is universally  accepted , there 
is a high degree o f com m onality between them. Berry (1983) describes rela tionsh ip  
marketing as attracting, maintaining and enhancing customer relationships. H e introduced 
the concept o f  relationship m arketing, as opposed to transaction m arketing , to  describe 
such a long-term  approach to  m arketing strategy. He contends that attracting  custom ers 

is m erely the first step in the m arketing process. Cementing the relationship, transform ing 

indifferent custom ers into loyal users, and serving custom ers as clients are in trinsically  
im portant, but often neglected aspects o f the m arketing process. A ccord ing ly , the long  

term nature o f  this approach is an im portant aspect to be considered.

G ronroos (1990) extends B erry’s description, stating that, tak ing  such  a 
relationship approach to  m arketing transform s the process o f m arketing to  estab lish ing , 

m aintaining, enhancing and com m ercialising customer relationships, by  a m utual 
exchange and fulfilm ent o f  prom ises. This notion o f prom ise has been  stressed  by 
Calonius (1988) as an integral part in establishing, developing and m ain ta in ing  
custom er relationships. In essence, the seller gives a set o f  prom ises concern ing , eg. 

goods, services, transfer o f  inform ation, social contracts, and a range  o f  fu tu re  
com m itm ents. On the other hand, the buyer gives another set o f  prom ises concern ing  

his com m itm ent in the relationship. These prom ises have to be kep t on b o th  sides, i f  the 
relationship is expected to be m aintained and enhanced for the m utual benefits o f  the 
parties involved.

Finally, G um m esson (1994, p.3) defines relationship m arketing as “m arketing  

seen as relationships, networks, and interaction”. He contends that rela tionsh ips requ ire  
at least tw o parties w ho are in contact w ith each other. N etw orks em erge w hen the 
relationships becom e m any, com plex and difficult to oversee. In these re la tionsh ips, the 
parties enter into interaction w ith each other, where the core in teraction consists o f  an 

exchange o f  values and supporting jo in t activities.
The relationship m arketing concept has a num ber o f  progenitors. In  particu lar, 

the concept has been inspired by new  thinking in the services m arketing  litera tu re , the 

network perspective to business to business m arketing and the total quality  m anagem en t 
literature. How ever, G ronroos (1990) contends that the practice o f  re la tionsh ip  

m arketing is m ost applicable to a service firm  when each o f the fo llow ing  cond itions 

apply:
• There is an ongoing desire for service on the part o f  the custom er

• The service custom er controls selection o f the service supplier

• There are alternative service suppliers
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These conditions allow the opportunity to not ju s t attract custom ers but to build 

relationships w ith them. As a result, G ronroos (1990) highlights a num ber of 
relationship  m arketing strategies that can be considered in the developm ent of custom er 

relationship. Firstly, a key strategy in relationship m arketing is the design of a ‘core 
se rv ice’ around which a customer relationship can be established. Besides its ability to 

attract new  custom ers the ‘core service’ should be long term  in nature, and have m ultiple 

parts  that provide a basis for selling additional services over tim e. Secondly, a strategy 

o f  custom isation should be possible. Thirdly, a strategy o f  service augm entation which 

involves building ‘extras’ into the service to differentiate it from  com petitive offerings 
should  be possible. Finally, a strategy o f relationship pricing, w here a better price for 

better custom ers operates as a means o f pursuing custom er loyalty.

A Relationship Marketing Approach to Spectators as Consumers
T he developm ent of m arketing thought has been m arked by an expanding domain 

w ith in  w hich the application of m arketing principles is deem ed appropriate. This 
b roadening scope for marketing, which generated considerable contentious debate 
(Luck, 1969), m oved from  a very narrow view, w hich regarded m arketing as properly 

applicab le only to  goods (Nystrom, 1954), to the “goods and services” view which 
ex isted  until the meta-marketing schism heralded by K otler and Levy (1969). The 

eventual acceptance of this position officially sanctioned the diffusion of m arketing 
technology  to exchange situations previously ignored by theoreticians. This paper 
w hich  exam ines the phenom enon o f spectators as consum ers builds on the notion of 

m eta-m arketing  and draws its theoretical sustenance from  relationship m arketing rather 
than  the traditional m arketing mix theory, as a richer source o f  ideas to capture the 

dynam ics o f the interactions and relationships o f spectators as consumers.

The Sports Market

W hile  the origins of the sports product are probably lost in tim e, it is evident that the 
consum ption  o f  this product has long generated a m ass consum ing public. G reek 

civ ilisation , regarded as “the cradle o f  enlightened sports spectatorship” (Zillm an and 

P au lus, 1993) gave us the oldest and m ost venerable sports/spectator institution, the 

O lym pic G am es, which continued from  776 BC to 393 A D. G reek reverence for artistic 

g race  and participation were replaced by the R om an desire fo r “blood sports” and a 

“m u st w in” orientation. The Coliseum , the centre piece o f  R om an sports spectatorship, 

accom m odated  more than 40,000 sports spectators w hile R om e’s largest racetrack drew  
crow ds to  chariot races of approxim ately 250,000 sports consum ers (Harris, 1972).

In m ore recent tim es large num bers o f sports spectators w ere to be observed at 
soccer m atches in the industrialised nations o f  Europe. In 1901 som e 110,000 soccer 
fans attended the Cup Final between Tottenham  Hotspur and Sheffield United (Midwinter, 

1986). M ore recently the com m unications/transportation revolution has elevated the
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sports product to a global level, with the result that the sports product is m ore  likely to 
be delivered to the consum ing public via broadcasting developm ents. F o r exam ple  the 
1986 W orld Cup in soccer was seen in 166 different countries w ith a gross cum ulative 

audience o f  13 billion consum ers while the 1992 Barcelona O lym pics w as seen by  a 
cum ulative audience o f 1.26 billion viewers in Japan alone (Sports M arketing  Surveys, 
1992). W orldw ide the appeal o f sports as a product is evidenced by the ever increasing  

percentage o f  total broadcast hours dedicated to sports program m ing.

Spectators As Consumers

W hile the m arketing discipline recognises the concept o f product in both functional and 
symbolic attributes, the sports product in term s o f what it is that the sports consum ers 
buys, is largely concerned w ith the symbolic aspects o f purchase. H ow ever, rela tionsh ip  
m arketing provides an alternative source of ideas that captures the in teractions and 
relationships that spectators have as consumers. To date research in the m arketing  
tradition has paid  scant attention to spectators as consumers and it is therefore necessary  
to go outside this tradition to provide the necessary contextual backdrop to  th is paper.

Concepts developed in  other disciplines, especially psychology and socio logy  
are particularly useful in attem pting to understand spectators as consum ers. T hese 
traditions have w ritten about the sym bolic aspects o f sports and about the  various 
em otional and  social functions it serves in  m odem  society (Dunning, 1973; E lias, 1971; 
Guttmann, 1978; Sloan, 1979).

The existing em pirical research on spectators (sports fans) focuses on bo th  
em otional reactions and cognitive distortions. Cialdini, Borden, T hom e, W alker, 
Freem an, and Sloan (1976) studied the phenom enon o f “basking in reflec ted  g lo ry” , 
showing the differential use o f “we” and “ they” am ong fans. Sloan (1979) show ed  the 
effects o f w inning and losing on fans’ m oods and em otional reactions. G oldste in  and  
Arms (1971) exam ined the effects o f winning and losing on  fans’ hostility. Z illm an , 
Bryant and Sapolsky (1979) analysed fans’ satisfaction and disappointm ent in  reac tion  
to specific p lays in a gam e. M ann ( 1974) wrote “on being a sore loser” - how  fan s reac t 
to their team ’s failure by distorted judgem ents which serve to  rationalise and reduce  the 
bitterness o f  defeat. W ith the exception o f  the above studies, relatively little  o the r 
research focuses directly  on spectators (sports fans) and that which does concen tra tes 
on m anifestations o f  violence.

V arious insights are provided by both  the sociology and psychology d isc ip lines 

into spectators as consum ers. Inevitably in such a com plex area o f buyer b eh av io u r a 

variety of overlapping views o f  what it is the sports consum er buys are debated . 
However, these disciplines highlight a num ber o f ways in w hich spectators in te ract an d  

form  relationships w ith sport along a continuum  which views sport as a physical p roduct 

and, in addition, a service w hich makes available a product. Indeed, spectator sports a re  
considered a  form  o f vicarious combat. H ow ever, although the contest is so v icarious, 

rem oved and peripheral, the spectator is personally involved and interacts in m an y  o ther
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ways. He participates through his identification w ith specific heroes and particular 
team s, his assum ption o f expertise in folklore and a m ultiplicity o f  statistics, his 

experiences in m ock rational arguments and his efforts at m ock adm inistration (Spinrad, 

1981).

Vicarious Combat

Spectator sports represent a particular kind o f “playful” experience, vicarious com bat, 

w hich can satisfy the needs o f  the spectators (Spinrad, 1981). The m ost obvious is that 
spectator sports allow  an im m ersion in vigorous physical contest in w hich one is never 

personally hurt. The delight in physical destruction m ay be a dom inant part o f  the 

appeal, as in autom obile “dem olition derby’s”, and personal annihilation m ay be an ever 

p resent danger, as in the case of auto racing. H ow ever, the spectators at m ost sports 
possess neither the desire for bloodletting o f the gladiatorial enthusiast nor the 

fascination with death o f the bull fighting audience. They w ant to see the opponent 
bested. This m ay involve some physical violence, but m aim ing for its ow n sake is not 

the typical objective. Home team fans will applaud w hen an injury to an opposing player 
turns out to be minor.

These com m ents capture the uniqueness o f spectating. U nlike w hat is typical o f 
m any other rivalries, one wants the opponent to be as capable as possible in order for 

v ictory to  be m eaningful. The spectator is indeed vicariously involved in a public drama, 
bu t one w ithout a precise script, and thus, one w ith an elem ent o f  genuine suspense. It 

is in this sense, m ore akin to the real world than any prew ritten drama.

Hero Identification

M uch o f  the popularity o f spectator sports is obviously based on psychological 
gratification derived from identifying with sports heroes as well as with particular 

team s. One widespread interpretation em phasises the com m on objects o f identification 

fo r m any - the “ super star” who is a  folk hero, frequently extolling the person from  a 

hum ble background who achieves w idespread fam e (Andreano, 1965). This does not 
explain  the heroes o f the genuine “fan”, w hose personal heroes m ay not even be 

celebrities under any definition. The fan’s choice o f heroes is actually quite personal, 
even idiosyncratic. The supposed basis is achievem ent, which, as a presum ed expert the 

fan  is supposed to  know som ething about. H ero identification is specific rather than 
diffuse. It is, in  most instances, com pletely situational. The hero is not a m odel for 
anything apart from  the contest itself, and the vicarious em pathy is usually lim ited to his 
supposed achievem ents. H owever, one generic basic o f personal hero identification 

does exist; the ethnic factor. It can perhaps be considered a special m anifestation o f the 
hum ble background theme. The psychic gratification that com es from having a  sim ilar 
background to the great perform er is very w idespread. That professional athletics often 

offer one o f the most available m ethods o f  upw ard social m obility for a relatively
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deprived group has been sufficiently noted. Boxing cham pion Joe Louis was probably 
the m ost im portant sym bol for m any young American Blacks in his day.

A variation on the hero identification theme is that o f  “basking in  the reflected 
glory’ ’ which proposes that spectators/fans affiliate themselves with particular perform ers/ 

team s to  satisfy m otives o f self-presentation and im age m anagem ent. M ore specifically 
it is argued that persons in need o f  enhancing their public im age m ay accom plish their 

goal by associating them selves with other successful persons, in  this case, sports 
performers and team s (Cialdini e t al 1976).

Participation in Folklore

The fan participates in  a  special sub-cultural folklore, w hich is m edia induced and 
reinforced by personal conversations. This includes an acute aw areness o f particular 
contests, particular players and teams, the organisation o f  the sports them selves 

throughout the ir histories and vast numbers o f statistical details. A  serious m istake 
about tim e factors is a m ark o f  incom petence in fandom. An im portant feature o f  history 
is the list o f legends, about a season, a gam e, a series o f gam e or a particular moment. 

The contest itse lf contains its intrinsic lore - the rules, the rituals and the inside details. 

The fan participates, o r feels he participates, in all o f  this.

The Comprehensive Lore o f Statistics

W ithout the com plex and varied set o f statistics, a sport does no t possess a sufficient hold 

for genuine fandom . The rest o f the folklore is insufficient. The basis for conversation 
and argum ent is reduced. M edia discussion is limited. Efforts at m odk rational 
appraisals becom e m ore difficult.

Statistics describe the individual gam e, the player, the team , the season and the 
long range trend. Furtherm ore, each statistic is more than an entity unto itself. It 
becomes part o f  the h istorical lore o f  players and teams and provides the legitim ation 
o f m ock rational argum ents. Som e statistics however, assum e a transcendental aura 

because they becom e a “record” , i.e. a mathem atical expression for som e all-tim e 
achievement.

Mock Rational Argumentation

Statistics provide the life b lood for engaging in m ock rational argum ent. Indeed, they 
supply the objective rational justifications for sentimental choices o f p layers and teams. 

No m atter w ho your favourite is you can find the appropriate statistics. A rgum ents 
include m ore than  m ere affirm ations o f faith or personal idiosyncrasy. They assum e the 
character o f  rational dialogues, conducted w ith playful fervour but typically  w ithout any 
sense o f genuine ego involvem ent in the outcome. Some rational justifica tion  is always 

available. If  the statistics seem  to bolster the other side’s position  one can alw ays find 
som e less m easurable but seem ingly rational argument.
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Playing at Mock Administration

The fan participates in one other mock experience. He plays at being an adm inistrator. 
He sim ulates running the team, tries to design the appropriate strategy of the gam e or 

m om ent, decides which players should be playing, who should be dropped or transferred 
for whom. A  m ore elaborate form  of m ock adm inistration is the selection o f  “all star” 

team s, perm itting the realisation o f the functions o f  both m ock adm inistration and m ock 
rational argumentation.

The Research Study
This research study was concerned with identifying the m otives for attendance at the 

A ll-Ireland sem i-finals gam es in Gaelic Football and H urling in Ireland. The attendance 
at particular sports events represents a key elem ent in  the on-going sports spectator’s 

relationship w ith the product. A t the level o f the sports code Gaelic Games represent 

the dom inant sport product in Ireland. These G am es pervade all com ers of the island 
o f  Ireland w ith 32 county teams involved in a Cham pionship in  both H urling and Gaelic 

Football. W inning teams from  each of four provinces m eet in an A ll-Ireland semi-final 

to decide eventual finalists. In order to exam ine the m otives fo r attendance at the sem i­
stage gam es a prepared questionnaire based on issues generated in inform al research, 

was adm inistered at each provincial final. A  total o f 1800 questionnaires were 

adm inistered to attendees at the four Provincial venues. The total num ber o f  returned 

questionnaires w as 493, giving a response rate o f 27%.

Findings
Profile o f Respondents

The m ajority o f  respondents were male, m arried and aged betw een 35-50. M em bership 
o f  the G A A  was high and a large num ber o f  respondents w ere past or present players 

o f  G A A  gam es.

Table 1: Profile of Respondents

M a le Female

Se x 86% 13%

A ge U21 21-35 36-50

8% 31% 41%

M a r ita l S tatus Single M arried

32% 66%

M em bersh ip  o f  GAA Yes No

70% 28%

Past/P resen t P la ye r Yes No

86% 13%
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The overall high level o f  attendance is shown in Table 2.

Table 2: Level of Attendance

At Croke Park (National Stadium) 98%

At Sem i-final in last 5 years 95%

W ith whom most often attended Family 49%

Friends 43%

Accom panied by children in last 5 years 50%

Average number of Sem i-finals in last 5 years Football 3.2

Hurling 1.7

Spectators as Consumer Groups

W hile it is possible to exam ine the m otivating structure of the individual spectator, it was 
decided instead to exam ine the m otivating forces based on  their com m itm ent to  a 

num ber o f loyalty factors. T hree groups w ere created by clustering a num ber o f  loyalty 

variables together and then categorising the spectators in to  groups based  on their 

responses to  these loyalty variables. The loyalty variables are show n in T ab le 3. Low  
loyalty was categorised as fulfilling com m itm ents 1 and 2 only. M edium  loyalty  was 

categorised as those fulfilling com m itm ents 1, 2 and 3. H igh loyalty was categorised  
as those fulfilling com m itm ents 1 to 6.

Table 3: Spectator Groups

Loyalty Variables

1. M em bership of GAA Club

2. Past/Present Player

3. Ever attended Croke Park

4. Ever attended Semi-final

5/6. Num ber of in ter-county games attended in foo tba ll and hurling

A profile o f the spectator groups is shown in Table 4

Table 4: Spectator Groups Degree of Loyalty by Gender

Consumer Loya lty  Total

%
Low  12.1

M edium  22.3

High  65.6

Gender 

M% F%

70 30

73 27

95 5
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The m ajority of spectators (65.4%) indicated high product loyalty and this was 

predom inately a  male characteristic. Spectators’ age was not related to  their degree o f 
loyalty.

Motivating factors for Attendance and Non Attendance

T he m ain findings were as follow s. The “Game itself' and “County Tearn Support” were 

the prim e m otivating factors for attendance and the “County team not playing” was the 
m ajor m otivating force for non attendance.

Table 5: Reasons for Attendance by Consumer Loyalty

Percentage*

Reasons Loyalty Levels

Total Low M edium High

Game itse lf 89.0 82.6 89.8 91.7**
County team support 79.4 82.1 78.2 78.6
Entertainment 31.1 28.4 35.2 30.1
A  day out 13.7 20.5 11.5 10.8

* Percentage o f  respondents who ranked item 1st o r 2nd 
** Significant at the 10% level

The relative importance o f  the various reasons for attendance at gam es was 
sim ilar fo r both  the medium  and high loyalty groups, w ith the “Game itself’ being, by 
far, the m ost im portant m otivating force. D espite the evident sim ilarities across the 
three groups, respondents in the low  loyalty group w ere tw ice as likely to consider “A 
day out” as an im portant reason for attendance.

Table 6: Reasons for Non Attendance by Consumer Loyalty

Percentage*

Reasons Loyalty Levels

Total Low M edium High

County team no t playing 48.6 62.3 51.4 33.9**
H o lidays co inc idence 34.5 34.0 43.2 29.3
W orking 31.2 21.6 21.6 47.2**
Too costly 28.9 29.4 29.7 27.8
Live TV  coverage 28.4 26.0 32.4 27.8
P red ictab ility  o f  result 16.3 10.0 10.8 25.9**
Lack  o f  in te re st 12.5 19.6 8.1 8.9
Poo r fac ilit ie s 5.8 4.0 8.1 5.8

* Percentage o f  respondents who ranked item 1 st or 2nd 
** Significant at the 5% level (chi square statistic)
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T he m ost im portant reason for non attendance at gam es was “County team not 
playing” and the least significant reason was “Poor facilities”. T he analysis o f  reasons 
for non attendance by degree o f  product loyalty showed both great sim ilarity and  som e 
diversity. Spectators w ith low  and m edium  degrees o f  loyalty w ere m ore likely  no t to 
attend because “their team  was not playing” and “Holiday coincidence”. C onsum ers 
exhibiting high levels o f loyalty were m ore likely not to attend a sem i-final gam e 

because they w ere “Working” and the “Predictability of result”.
The spectator groups with different degrees of loyalty were sign ifican tly  

different in their attendance at other sports codes such as soccer and rugby in ternationals.

Table 7: Attendance at Soccer and Rugby Internationals by Consumer Loyalty

Games

Total Low

Percentage Yes 

Loyalty Leve ls 

M ed ium H igh

S o cce r 44.0 9.5 23.2 67.4

Rugby 44.7 9.3 22.2 68.5

Spectators with high product loyalty to the GAA w ere m ore likely  to  attend 
soccer and rugby internationals.

Table 8: Respondents' Company when attending Games by Degree of Loyalty

Companions

Total Low

Percentage Yes 

Loyalty Leve ls 

M ed ium H igh

Fam ily 49.0 53.3 53.6 43.5

Friends 43.2 39.0 36.8 50.0

A lone 7.7 7.7 9.6 6.5

Spectators w ith h igh levels o f  product loyalty w ere m ore likely to  a tten d  gam es 

w ith their friends w hereas consum ers with low  and medium levels o f  loyalty  w ere  m ore 
likely to  attend gam es w ith their family.

Conclusions

W hile the developm ent o f  m arketing thought has been m arked by an expand ing  dom ain  
w ithin w hich the application o f  m arketing principles is deemed appropriate, th e re  has 

been scant attention given to the phenom enon o f spectators as consum ers. This 
neglected area o f  m arketing inquiry is som ew hat com pensated fo r in o ther d isc ip lines. 

Various insights in to  spectators as consum ers are provided by both so c io lo g y  and
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psychology disciplines. Studies from these disciplines indicate a num ber of ways in 

w hich spectators interact and form  relationships w ith sport. Indeed, spectator sports are 
considered on one extreme as a form  o f vicarious com bat. H owever, even though the 

contest is so vicarious, removed and peripheral, the spectator is personally involved and 

interacts in  m any other ways. In particular, he participates through his identification 

w ith  specific heroes and particular teams, his assum ption o f  expertise in folklore and a 

m ultiplicity  o f statistics, his experiences in m ock rational argum ents and his efforts at 
m ock  adm inistration (Spinrad, 1981).

These forms o f interactions reject the notion o f  a passive consum er and 

subscribes to the view postulated by G um m esson (1994) that custom ers do not buy 

goods or services in the traditional sense, they buy an offering which renders services, 

w hich create value for the consumer.
In addition, Gronroos (1990) highlighted how the m arketing m ix approach 

frequently  does not cover all the resources and activities, especially during the 

consum ption process. Spectators consum e and interact w ith the product in ways 
identified  both  during the gam e or event and long after the gam e is over. The nature o f 

the product allows them to continue to consum e and provides the opportunity for a long 
te rm  relationship to em erge. W hile the behaviour o f the spectator is driven by a com plex 

in terplay o f  socio-psychological factor, the fact o f attendance at particular gam es, often 
w eekly, represents an opportunity to provide a tangible and public m anifestation of 

loyalty. A fterwards the identification w ith specific heroes and particular team s, his use 
o f  statistics in arguments and efforts at m ock adm inistration provides an opportunity to 

dem onstrate his expertise and express his loyalty. In addition, the m edia plays an 

im portant role in maintaining the life o f the product. These form s o f interactions provide 

the m eans by which spectators establish, develop and m aintain relationships as consumers 
o f  sports.

The concept o f  relationship m arketing enables these dynam ics to be captured. 
T he long term  nature o f the approach captures the on going nature o f the consum ption 

process. In addition, the nature o f  sport itself captures the notion o f prom ises which has 
been  identified by Calonious (1988) as an integral part in  establishing, developing and 

m aintain ing custom er relationships. Team s and gam es are always full o f prom ises in 

as m uch as team  m anagers are. Spectators fulfil their side o f  the bargain by attending 
and  supporting, and finding the right statistics to rationalise the team ’s behaviour in the 

even t o f  broken promises.
Finally, the relationship m arketing approach to spectators as consum ers satisfies 

the conditions identified by Gronroos (1990) and which are applicable to spectators as 
consum ers, nam ely that, spectators have an ongoing desire for service, they can control 

the selection process and there are alternatives from  w hich to choose.
The attendance at particular sports events represents a key elem ent in the on­

going  sports spectator’s relationship w ith the product. A ttendance at particular gam es 

represen ts an opportunity to provide a tangible and public m anifestation o f  spectator
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loyalty. The findings from  this research shows that spectators are a diverse group o f  
consum ers in relation to their level o f loyalty to the GAA product. Overall the evidence 
shows that depending on their level o f loyalty the motivating forces differed, in  relation  

to their reasons fo r attendance and non-attendance, their choice o f  com pany at gam es 
and involvem ent in  sport spectatorship in  general.

The overall conclusion o f this paper is that given the nature o f the consum ption  

process and the com plex interplay o f motives responsible for actual behaviour o f  
spectators as consum ers the relationship marketing concept is better equipped to  capture 

the dynam ics o f the interaction processes and the subsequent relationships that develop.
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