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ABSTRACT 

 

Relationship marketing has become a fundamental concept within modern 

marketing thought.  Some authors even suggest it is the fundamental concept. Its 

rise to prominence has seen it become a unifying force within the marketing 

discipline given its application to a whole range of areas.  It promises benefits to 

organisations that can be distilled down to greater profits over the longer term, with 

less cost.  The focus of relationship marketing is relatively simple.  Rather than 

acquiring customers, the retention and development of customers is emphasised. 

Regrettably, the implementation of relationship marketing is not as straightforward 

as its definition.  It requires at the very least a long-term outlook, an embracing of 

technology and a commitment to a customer focus.   

 

If relationship marketing is such a critical element in modern marketing, it follows 

that its application across industry sectors be examined.  Sport is one such industry 

and has coincidentally emerged as a major business sector in the same time-frame 

as relationship marketing’s maturity.  As the markets for sport have grown, so too 

has the sophistication of the sport marketer.  From amateur, myopic beginnings, 

sport continues to claim a strong grip on the cultural identity of countries such as 

Australia.  Buoyed by strong media interest, attendance at sporting events continues 

to grow, albeit across a much larger choice-set.  The road ahead is not necessarily 

bountiful however.  Information presented in Chapter 1 of this thesis suggests that 

the frequency of individual attendance at major sports in Australia is declining, 

despite some positive overall attendance figures.  In essence, it appears that loyal 

customers are being replaced by newer, less committed ones.  While this might not 

be instantly damaging, it does require sport marketers to ensure that strong levels of 

identification with their products are developed.  All of this is supported by the 

existing literature that has recognised that sport can likely benefit greatly from the 

implementation and application of relationship marketing, but is in urgent need of 

further study. 
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These scenarios suggest a need to understand where relationship marketing in sport 

currently rests and this thesis answers the call and asks the following research 

questions:  RQ1) To what extent do professional sporting organisations in Australia 

undertake relationship marketing; RQ2) what strategies do they employ and RQ3) 

what are the issues faced in implementing a relationship marketing approach? 

 

This thesis takes an organisational perspective, across multiple-cases in major 

professional sport and considers the sport-consumer relationship exclusively.  It is 

the first study of its kind in this area and adds significantly to the body of 

knowledge, both within sport marketing and the broader concept of relationship 

marketing.  It indicates that while relationship marketing is acknowledged and 

indeed welcomed as a concept by practitioners, their efforts at implementation have 

been primitive, largely unplanned and generally sporadic.  More than often they 

reflect a reactive rather than proactive strategic approach.  A range of barriers are 

presented and discussed as are some examples of organisations that have 

incorporated some parts of a relationship marketing philosophy into their structure.  

A conceptual model in the final chapter of this thesis synthesises the issues 

extracted from the various cases and existing literature.  It depicts a challenging 

road ahead for professional sport organisations. 
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C h a p t e r  1  

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Contributions thus far in sport marketing research have largely focused on 

understanding the nature and success of sponsorship and considering general 

motivators of behaviour, either as participants in sporting activities or as spectators.  

Little effort has been made in the sport marketing literature to focus on the 

implications of relationships and loyalty within sport, or to explore whether existing 

theories and concepts from relationship marketing were suitable to, or used by, 

sport organisations. 

 

Traditional approaches to relationship marketing in the services marketing field 

have resulted in a profitable and successful outcome through customer satisfaction 

and retention.  For sport marketers the concepts espoused by relationship marketing 

have long been underutilised given the emotional and social nature of sport 

followers.  However, the changing structure of the entertainment industry, the 

competitive environment, advances in technology and increased consumer 

expectations have altered that scenario and sports of all sizes and types have 

realised that effective marketing requires more than a transactional approach to 

procuring supporters and ticket sales. Previously, almost textbook examples of 

marketing myopia existed, and only a heavy reliance on consumer goodwill, media 

interest, established traditions and limited competition helped many sports to exist 

or even prosper despite limited marketing attention.  

 

1.2 Research questions 

This thesis examines the professional sporting industry within Australia to explore 

the use of consumer relationship marketing approaches in sporting organisations. 

 

The principle research questions are: 1) To what extent do professional sporting 

organisations in Australia undertake relationship marketing; 2) what strategies do 
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they employ and 3) what are the issues faced in implementing a relationship 

marketing approach? 

 

1.3 Justification for the research 

Research into the area of relationship marketing in sport is justified on a number of 

grounds including the emergence and establishment of relationship marketing as a 

pre-eminent concept in marketing, the increasing growth and sophistication of the 

sport market, current sport marketing practices and the lack of existing research as 

identified by the literature.  These factors are discussed in the following sections. 

 

1.3.1 Growth of relationship marketing 

Relationship marketing is an established and important part of modern marketing 

practice (Egan 2004; Veloutsou, Saren & Tzokas 2002).  It has been suggested that 

it represents a paradigm shift in marketing (Gronroos 1994, 1996; Gummesson 

1993; Morgan & Hunt 1994; Veloutsou et al 2002).  Relationship marketing adopts 

a customer focus and its main benefits include greater customer retention, increased 

loyalty, reduced marketing costs and greater profits (Berry 1983, 1995; Berry & 

Parasuraman 1991; Christopher, Payne & Ballantyne 2002; Gronroos 1996).  Most 

of these benefits have been established within the broader marketing context and 

more specifically within the services marketing area, where it has been noted that 

relationship marketing’s emergence in scholarly publications coincides with the 

development of the services marketing discipline (Berry 1995; Varki and Wong 

2003).  Relationship marketing development continues to evolve, particularly with 

the advancement of technology (O’Malley & Mitussis 2002; Sheth 2002).  The 

definition, growth practice and criticisms of relationship marketing are discussed in 

detail in Chapter 2. 

  

Given the benefits of relationship marketing’s benefits and its status within modern 

marketing thought, the continued development, understanding and application 

across various industries (in this instance the sport industry) provides a strong 

justification for this research. 
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1.3.2  Development of the professional sport market 

Sport is considered to have a unique and special role in modern culture (Kahle, 

Kambara & Rose 1996) and the sport fan is well accepted as a popular and 

prevalent part of society (Lieberman 1991).  Increasingly large numbers of people 

follow sporting events across the world and this has brought substantial profits to a 

number of sport related industries (Lavarie & Arnett 2000).  For example, in the 

USA spending on sport merchandise increased between 1994 and 1996 by 13 per 

cent, from US$27.5 billion to US$31.1 billion (Stankevich 1998).  Television 

contracts in major sport are worth billions of dollars, team payrolls make athletes 

some of the highest paid entertainers in the world, venues are becoming extravagant 

purpose-built entertainment complexes and the cost of team franchises is running 

into the billions of dollars (Shannon 1999). 

 

Estimates of the size and spending levels within the sport industry are diverse and 

difficult to enumerate (Shannon 1999). Discrepancies occur in the definition of the 

sport industry, for example whether it includes the marketing of sporting goods or 

just events or similarly, whether it includes the marketing of non-sporting goods at 

sporting events.  However according to Shannon (1999) there is little debate that the 

sport industry ‘…is large and its impact substantial’ (p.518).  The worldwide sport 

industry is estimated to be worth hundreds of billions of dollars (Meek 1997).  

Schlossberg (1990) estimated the US sport market, both participant and spectator, at 

more than a US$179 billion dollar industry with growth estimated at 20 per cent 

annually.  Meek (1997) conservatively estimated the US industry to be worth 

US$152 billion in 1995, while it supported an additional US$259 billion in 

economic activity.  Even with that conservative estimate, sport still ranked as the 

eleventh largest industry in the USA in 1995 (Shannon 1999). 

 

Sport brands have emerged as global brands with sporting organisations such as 

Manchester United of the English Premier League developing wide support across 

the continents to become the world’s most famous sporting team.  This growth in 

popularity and exposure has contributed significantly to revenues and has been 

reflected in the bottom line.  For example, in 1993 Manchester United’s 
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merchandising revenue was just over 1 million pounds and by 1997 this had grown 

to almost 28 million pounds (Finance Week 1998). 

 

The sport industry continues to grow and competition for the sport consumer dollar 

has significantly increased (Trail, Fink & Anderson 2003).  This has been 

demonstrated in Australia where sport is said to represent an ‘…important feature of 

the Australian lifestyle’ (ABS 2003a, p.7). The Australian sport industry is also said 

to contribute approximately 1.2 per cent to the gross domestic product (ABS 1997a) 

and receive over A$2 billion in government funding (ABS 2003a).   Sport in 

Australia is recognised as a prominent industry with employment in the sector of 

over 83,000 people and employment growth from 1996 to 2001 of 21.6 per cent 

(ABS 2003a).  Sport and recreation is estimated to be an A$12 billion industry and 

this sector contributes at least 1.2 per cent to the nation’s gross domestic product, a 

figure equivalent to the motor vehicle manufacturing industry (ABS 1997b).  The 

number of people attending sport and the amount of money spent on sport 

attendance has also shown steady increases (ABS 2003a).  For example, half a 

million additional Australian adults attended at least one sporting event in 2002 

compared to 1999.  This represents an increase from 46 per cent to 48 per cent of 

the adult population (ABS 2003a).   Australian households also spent A$347 

million on admission fees to sport events in 2000-01, an increase of 28 per cent on 

the corresponding period in 1998-99.      

 

Sport is considered a service in this thesis.  It embodies the characteristics of 

services – intangibility, heterogeneity, inseparability and perishability (Zeithaml & 

Bitner 1996).  Services marketing has accepted sport marketing contributions as 

being relevant to the discipline and has classified it as a sub-set of services research.  

The Journal of Services Marketing for example published an examination of 

academic sport marketing articles in 1999 (volume 13, number 6).  Sport marketing 

research is an emerging area.  In the past the majority of research in the sport 

marketing field has been dedicated to understanding or measuring sponsorship, 

understanding the motivations of fan attendance and the consideration of 

psychological aspects of the customer in professional sport (Shannon 1999).    
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Given the size of the sport industry and the emergence and progression of research 

in the sport marketing area, a greater understanding of modern marketing 

approaches, particularly those incorporating relationship marketing is considered 

strong justification for this research.  This is particularly so given sport is 

considered a sub-set of services marketing, whose growth as a discipline is linked to 

relationship marketing. 

1.3.3  Current sport marketing practice 

The most recent figures available from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (hereafter 

ABS) indicate that the number of Australians attending sport is increasing.  While 

6.5 million Australian adults attended at least one sport event in 1999, this figure 

increased to 7 million in 2002 (ABS 2003b).  As indicated at Table 1.1, Australian 

rules football is the most attended sport. 

 

Table 1.1 Main sports* attended 1995, 1999, 2002  
 

 1995  1999  2002  
 Number 

‘000 
Attendance 

Rate % 
Number 

‘000 
Attendance 

Rate % 
Number 

‘000 
Attendance 

Rate % 
Australian 
Rules 

 

1 746.9 

 

13.1 

 

2 330.7 

 

16.5 

 

2 486.0 

 

17.1 

Motor 
Sports 

 

406.3 

 

3.1 

 

1 416.0 

 

10.1 

 

1 473.4 

 

10.2 

Rugby 
League 

 

1 315.7 

 

9.9 

 

1 371.9 

 

9.7 

 

1 464.6 

 

10.1 

Cricket 
(outdoor) 

 

1 083.9 

 

8.0 

 

870.7 

 

6.2 

 

866.2 

 

6.0 

Soccer 503.4 3.8 563.3 4.0 801.9 5.5 

Rugby 
Union 

 

329.9 

 

2.5 

 

417.8 

 

3.0 

 

673.6 

 

4.6 

Basketball 576.0 4.3 461.6 3.3 434.4 3.0 

Tennis 401.8 3.0 404.3 2.9 393.5 2.7 

Netball 276.5 2.1 214.2 1.5 219.7 1.5 

* excludes horse and dog racing  
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2003b) 

 

Six of the nine major sports shown at Table 1.1 recorded overall attendance 

increases in the period between 1999 and 2002.   Rugby union and soccer showed 

strong growth, while Australian rules football, motor racing and rugby league had 

relatively modest growth.  Netball indicated greater gross numbers, but its 



Chapter 1: Introduction 

- 6 - 

attendance rate percentage of the adult population remained static.  Cricket and 

basketball continued to decline and tennis suffered a small reduction. 

 

Information amalgamated from ABS frequency of attendance research is presented 

at Table 1.2. It shows significant differences in the frequency of attendance for the 

various sports.  For example the vast majority of people attending tennis and motor 

sports attended five times or less.  A possible explanation for this is that sports like 

motor racing and tennis do not have the same kind of weekly season structure that 

other sports have, such as soccer and netball.  The information suggests that while 

sports are experiencing fluctuating attendance, frequency of attendance is declining 

amongst those spectators attending six or more times (in the vast majority of cases).  

Relationship marketing theory and strategies discussed in this dissertation indicate 

that customers who are highly loyal or have high levels of allegiance to a sport or 

sporting organisation are typically going to be the customers where valuable 

relational exchanges will occur.  These loyal consumers are also more likely to 

attend more frequently than casual consumers.  The information presented at Table 

1.2 indicates some potentially concerning trends with regard consumer loyalty 

across major Australian sports.  It should be noted however that many factors are 

potentially responsible for fluctuations in attendance. 

 

Table 1.2 indicates that basketball is the only sport to show an increase in the 

proportion of high-frequency attendees, despite the decrease in the overall 

attendances for the sport shown at Table 1.1.  This suggests that as the fan base is 

reduced, the more loyal or highly allegiant fans remain and become more highly 

represented in the total proportion of attendees.  This is consistent with the general 

theories on fan behaviour in sport that presented in Chapter 2.  Contrary to this 

however are the sports of netball and in particular cricket, where the information is 

particularly negative.  Not only have total attendances declined, as was shown at 

Table 1.1, but the proportion of people attending six times or more has also 

declined, as shown at Table 1.2.   
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Table 1.2 Comparative frequencies of attendance - selected sports 1999 & 

2002  
 

 Percent of total 
attendees in 1999 
who attended 6+ 

times 

Percent of total 
attendees in 2002 
who attended 6+ 

times 

Change 

Australian Rules  38.4 34.2 -4.2 

Motor Sports 13.8 13.8 0 

Rugby League 28.1 24.7 -3.4 

Cricket 20.0 19.1 -0.9 

Soccer 41.3 34.4 -6.9 

Rugby Union 28.6 25.6 -3 

Basketball 31.7 34.6 2.9 

Tennis 12.3 7.5 -4.8 

Netball 54.8 41.9 -12.9 

Source ABS (1999) and (2003b) 
 

Of the remaining sports, these have shown increased attendance as noted at Table 

1.1. Some of these sports, in particular rugby union, soccer and Australian rules 

football, have seen a strong return in their attempts to bring in new fans and have 

recorded considerable growth.  While this suggests customer acquisition attempts 

have been successful, it also indicates that customer retention may be, or may 

become a problem. This is because the increasing majority of fans are only 

attending between one and five times in comparison to attendance levels of six 

times or more.  For example, as is shown at Table 1.2, the percentage of total 

attendees to soccer in 1999 who attended six times or more has decreased by almost 

7 per cent in the time period to 2002.  This decline is also the case with tennis and 

rugby league, while motor racing has remained static.  It may be argued that 

relationship marketing could be of particular benefit to all these sports in order to 

consolidate the gains of new attendees, to motivate supporters that had been 

attending the sport previously but had not yet moved into the higher frequency of 

attendance category and to keep highly allegiant consumers attending with greater 

regularity.  As such increased research on relationship marketing in the sport 

industry may be particularly helpful in assisting its application and usefulness. 
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1.3.4  Limited research contribution to date 

Prominent scholars (McDonald & Milne 1997; Shani 1997) have noted that a gap 

exists in understanding relationship marketing’s role within a sporting environment 

and have called for further research to be undertaken.  To date, there has been a 

limited response to this call and what little has occurred has been confined to North 

America.  Details of the research conducted to date are outlined in Chapter 2.  This 

thesis contributes to addressing the deficiency in the literature with regard the 

application of relationship marketing in sport.  

 

1.3.5  Conclusion 

Based on the preceding discussion, there are a number of indicators that suggest a 

substantial and growing need for relationship marketing within the sport industry.  

The services based sport industry is in a period of growth and increasing marketing 

sophistication brought about by a competitive market.  The maturing of relationship 

marketing and its application across industries to ensure increased profits and lower 

marketing costs through increased customer retention, lends itself as a key 

marketing strategy for the sport industry.  This is particularly relevant in Australia 

where statistical information presented indicates that frequency of attendance at 

many major sports is declining, despite strong attendances overall.  The 

appropriateness of relationship marketing to the sport industry has been noted by 

academics who have indicated that further research should be undertaken.  This 

thesis specifically addresses the application of relationship marketing across a series 

of professional sport organisations and in doing so is the first study of its kind. 

 

1.4 Methodology 

This research will utilise a case study methodology, with a multi-case approach 

based loosely on a primary exploratory focus, with underpinnings of descriptive and 

explanatory research.  This is appropriate given the nature of the research questions, 

the organisational focus of the study, the type of the data to be collected and the 

anticipated outcomes.  Details of the research methodology and the six cases chosen 

are presented in Chapter 3. 
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1.5 Key findings and contribution of the research 

In general, the results of this research indicate that the convergence of relationship 

marketing and the development of the sport industry have yet to fully occur.  

Relationship marketing is acknowledged by the sport industry as being fundamental 

to its ongoing success. However limited evidence of its application was found.  In 

many instances relationship marketing efforts have come from negative incidents or 

strategic imperatives to survive. Strong elements of a transactional approach remain 

in some cases and sport organisations appear enthusiastic about exploring new 

markets rather than evaluating the financial impact and relationship implications of 

existing markets. Where relationships are being sought, these tend to be with the 

broader community rather than specific target audiences.  In terms of customer 

retention, while a few strategies are noted, there seemed little uniformity or strategic 

planning.  Efforts to nurture consumers into higher value relationships appear non-

existent.  The media remains a major catalyst in the relationship marketing process, 

with sporting organisations particularly reliant upon the media for promotion and 

general communication with consumers.  Organisations in many cases are also 

particularly reliant on relationships with volunteers to function effectively.  The 

database was confirmed as the critical component in the relationship marketing 

process; however its effective utilisation proved a major barrier.  Other barriers to 

relationship marketing application were organisational structures, limited internal 

marketing, financial limitations, overambitious targets, limited research and poor 

planning processes. 

This study makes several contributions to the existing research in relationship 

marketing and sport marketing.  Of particular significance is the conceptual model 

of the sport relationship marketing development process which is presented at 

Figure 10.1.  This model presents the first empirical insights into the issues 

pertaining to the adoption of relationship marketing in professional sport.  It 

significantly updates an earlier theoretical model presented in the literature review 

in Chapter 2.  Other contributions include the first empirically developed 

knowledge about the issues relating to relationship marketing adoption in sport, first 

insights into relationship marketing in professional sport on a multi-case basis, first 

insights into relationship marketing practices in sport outside of North America, 
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exploration and expansion of relationship marketing to the sport industry, 

addressing of specific research calls for greater insights into the application of 

relationship marketing in sport, the understanding of key components necessary for 

successfully implementing relationship marketing in sport, the identification of 

barriers to relationship marketing application in sport and finally the advancement 

of sport marketing research in general.   

The theoretical implications of this study include the development of a conceptual 

model which highlights the process that leads to relationship marketing’s 

application in the sport context.  This model is drawn from the key issues extracted 

from the data collected in this study as well as the existing literature.  Further, for 

the first time, relationship marketing practices and issues have been compared 

across sporting organisations, allowing the body of knowledge across the sport 

industry to expand. 

The managerial implications of the research suggest that practitioners need to make 

a greater effort in the application of relationship marketing.  This includes 

understanding its long-term purpose.  Overambitious targets, poor planning and 

insufficient resources need to be overcome.  Market segmentation should be 

considered from a relationship and customer retention perspective rather than an 

acquisition approach.  Research needs to be undertaken more regularly and a 

comprehensive customer database is imperative. 

The findings, contribution and implications of the research are discussed in detail in 

Chapter 10. 

 

1.6 Delimitations 

This study is limited to the Australian sporting industry.  The sporting organisations 

selected as cases for this thesis are Melbourne based, although some are national in 

scope.  This selection was due to access and budgetary constraints.  While 

inferences from a theoretical perspective can be drawn from the conclusions 

presented, the research findings will not be fully generalisable to the worldwide 

sporting community.  However they can be seen as being indicative, thus providing 
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further opportunities for research in the future.  The cases chosen represent diverse 

types of sporting organisations which differ in scope, size and functions performed.  

For example, some organisations operate as participants in a sporting league, while 

others act as event organisers.  Further, the sports considered are all part of major 

professional sporting organisations and it may not be suitable to extend the 

conclusions of the study to amateur or low-level sports.  While relationship 

marketing can be applied to a variety of stakeholders, this study only considers the 

sport consumer and sport organisation relationship.  Within that relationship the 

focus of this research will be from the organisational perspective.  That is, 

consumer attitudes towards the application of relationship marketing will be limited 

to participative inquiry and discussion of consumer motivations in the literature 

review.  Finally, the organisational perspective of this study requires a qualitative 

methodology, with inferences being drawn from an interpretivism approach.  

 

1.7 Conclusion and outline of thesis 

This chapter provided a brief introduction to relationship marketing and sport and 

presented the research questions to be explored in this study.  Justification for the 

research was provided and a brief overview of the methodology was outlined.  Key 

findings and the contributions of the research was discussed and finally the 

delimitations were outlined.  Chapter 2 begins by exploring the concept of 

relationship marketing.  It presents the definition of relationship marketing, its 

growth, relevance and practice in marketing and its importance as a prevailing 

marketing concept.  Criticisms of relationship marketing are also identified. The 

chapter then considers consumer behaviour theory as applied to relationship 

marketing, as understanding the motivations of consumers is critical in considering 

relationship marketing strategies.  Within this section, analysis is given to 

understanding the specific motivations of the sport fan across a variety of areas. 

Whilst this thesis takes an organisational perspective, it is necessary to understand 

the motivations of sport fans when considering organisational approaches and 

responses.  Finally, this chapter discusses the application of relationship marketing 

specifically to the sporting context and outlines the research questions addressed in 

this thesis.   
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Chapter 3 outlines the research methodology and method used in this thesis and an 

overview of the case studies chosen.  Chapters 4 through 9 describe the specific 

data collected for this thesis and represent individual case studies.  The chapters are 

presented in similar structure through the issues extracted from the information 

collection and analysis.  The final chapter presents the findings of the research 

questions, discussion and conclusions; including implications and contributions of 

the study. 
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C h a p t e r  2  

LITERATURE REVIEW  

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter begins by considering relationship marketing in detail. Following this 

the broad issue of consumer behaviour in relationship marketing is considered and 

the specific consumer behaviour issues pertaining to sport consumers addressed.  

This is done to indicate the behavioural components behind why consumers seek 

relationships with sport organisations.  The chapter then moves into reviewing the 

literature on sport marketing and specifically the limited material on relationship 

marketing application with direct regard to sport.  As this thesis deals primarily with 

relationship marketing, this section is integral to the research findings and 

discussion presented in the final chapter.  It serves to highlight the growing 

importance and nature of relationship marketing overall; particularly in sport, and to 

outline the research questions addressed in this thesis. 

 

2.2 Relationship Marketing  

The following sections will discuss the concept of relationship marketing from a 

general marketing perspective.  Relationship marketing will be defined and the 

growth, approach, practice and criticisms of its application will be discussed.   

 

2.2.1 Relationship Marketing Defined 

With as many as 50 published definitions of relationship marketing (Dann & Dann 

2001) and many other terms frequently used as a substitute for the term relationship 

marketing (Buttle 1996) it is fortunate that at least a number of common 

denominators exist.  These are a long-term outlook, mutual promises and a 

customer focus (Gronroos 1996; Kandampully & Duddy 1999).  A typical 

definition that encapsulates these thoughts is the one proffered by Shani and Sujana 

(1992).  They define relationship marketing as an  

…integrated effort to identify, maintain, and build up a network with individual 
customers and to continuously strengthen the network for the mutual benefit of both 
sides, through interactive, individualized and value-added contacts over a long period 
of time (p.44).   
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Relationship marketing is a clear movement away from the historical transactional 

approach to marketing.  In traditional marketing the concept of exchange was 

considered as being at the forefront of thought for many years (Baggozzi 1975).  

Gronroos (1996) considers relationship marketing fundamentally distinct and states 

that ‘exchange is a concept with a short-term notion where something is given to 

someone else, whereas relationship has a long-term notion implying an association 

of two parties’ (p.8).  Gronroos (1994) had earlier articulated his view on the long-

term focus of relationships, indicating that the aim of relationship marketing is to 

‘create results in the long run through enduring and profitable relationships with 

customers’ (p.10). 

 

Berry (1983) used a minimalist definition of ‘attracting, maintaining and - in multi-

service organizations - enhancing customer relationships’ (p.25) to introduce the 

concept of relationship marketing into the marketing literature. The contention in 

this landmark paper was that attracting new customers was only an intermediary 

step in the marketing process and that strengthening customer bonds, building 

loyalty and servicing customers in a client approach was also worthy of being 

defined as marketing.  Whilst Berry first saw relationship marketing as a new 

strategic approach, particularly applicable to services marketing, authors such as 

Gronroos (1994, 1996) and Gummesson (1993) have treated it as a philosophical 

change in overall marketing theory. Gronroos (1990) was able to add several 

dimensions to relationship marketing, writing that its purpose was,  

…to establish, maintain and enhance relationships with customers and other partners, 
at a profit, so that the objectives of the parties involved are met.  This is achieved by a 
mutual exchange and fulfilment of promises (p.138).  

 

Reflecting in 1995 on the quantum impact relationship marketing had made on the 

broader world of marketing, Berry saw little need to alter his original definition, 

citing relationship marketing as ‘attracting, developing and retaining customer 

relationships’ (p.172). 

 

Other authors often cited in relationship marketing utilise comparable broad 

concepts in its definition.  For example, Christopher et al. (2002) consider the 
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function of getting and keeping customers as being at the heart of relationship 

marketing, whilst Morgan and Hunt (1994) take a similar approach in terming 

relationship marketing ‘activities directed towards establishing, developing and 

maintaining successful relational exchanges’ (p.22).   

 

For the purposes of this research the definition of relationship marketing will be as 

presented by Gronroos (1994) who refined his initial definition to describe the 

relationship marketing: 

…identify and establish, maintain and enhance and, when necessary, terminate 
relationships with customers and other stakeholders, at a profit so that the objectives 
of all parties involved are met; and this is done by mutual exchange and fulfilment of 
promises (p.9). 
 

This definition is commonly accepted in the literature, with Egan (2004) settling on 

it after a long discussion of definitions and Harker (1999) referring to it  as 

“…elegant and succinct and represented what most researchers believed was the 

essence of relationship marketing” (p.15), when conducting a review of relationship 

marketing definitions.   

 

Before continuing with further discussion of relationship marketing, it is worth 

noting that the concept, while having become entrenched in modern marketing 

thought, has existed as a premise for many hundreds of years (Berry 1995; 

Gronroos 1990). It has strong support amongst the marketing community, 

particularly in the services marketing field, which itself emerged as a sub-discipline 

of marketing in a similar timeframe to relationship marketing (Fisk et al. 1993). The 

focus of acquiring customers was at the heart of the transactional or traditional 

exchange process of marketing and was superseded in part because of the 

emergence of services marketing as a distinct area of academic research (Berry 

1995).  The following section discusses the growth of relationship marketing. 

 

2.2.2 Relationship Marketing’s Growth 

Prior to Berry’s introduction of relationship marketing as a specific term in 1983, it 

appeared that marketing’s focus was on acquiring customers.  The acquisition of 

customers is important for a marketer, but it is not necessarily a primary focus.  
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Relationship marketing allows a potentially more profitable and satisfying 

relationship to occur for both the consumer and seller, by matching and shaping 

their needs over time.  It should reduce marketing costs as a result and lead to a 

more loyal and stable base of customers (Berry 1995; Berry & Parasuraman 1991; 

Gronroos 1996). 

 

The propulsion of relationship marketing into prominence is commonly ascribed to 

the result of convergent influences.  According to Berry (1995) these are ‘the 

maturing of services marketing, increased recognition of potential benefits for the 

firm and the customer, and technological advances’ (p.237). Technology is 

commonly agreed upon as a key driving factor in the growth and relevance of 

relationship marketing (Berry 1995; McKenna 1991; O’Malley & Mitussis 2002 

Sheth 2002; Veloutsou et al. 2002; Zeithaml & Bitner 1996).  Berry (1995) 

identifies a number of benefits of technology to the relationship marketer, these 

include tracking buying patterns, customising services, coordinating the delivery of 

multiple services, minimising error, augmenting the core service offering, providing 

two way communication channels and personalising services. 

 

Other authors, such as Bitner (1995), Buttle (1996), Gronroos (1994), Peppers and 

Rogers (1995) and Sheth (2002) have also identified various other factors which 

have contributed to the increased importance and growth of relationship marketing.  

These factors include increased competition, more demanding and sophisticated 

consumers, changing buying patterns, increasing quality standards, innovation, 

supplier partnering, the unreliability of traditional marketing and the inadequacy of 

quality in itself to create sustainable competitive advantage.  Palmer (1996) 

indicates that a changing business culture in the 1990’s was the major motivation 

behind the shift in emphasis from customer recruitment to that of customer 

retention.  This culture change was instigated by ‘numerous studies (that) have 

demonstrated the effects on profitability of pursuing what has become known 

generically as “relationship marketing” ’ (p.18).  
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2.2.3 A New Approach in Marketing 

Marketing textbooks typically refer to marketing progressing through a series of 

orientations in the 20th century.  These have included the production orientation, the 

selling orientation and most recently the marketing orientation to which concepts 

such as the marketing mix, ‘four p’s’ and general marketing strategy are ascribed 

(Kotler, Adam, Brown & Armstrong, 2003). 

 

The importance of the customer grew through these periods and the notion of a 

customer orientation is considered a staple of a traditional marketing orientation 

(Kandampully & Duddy 1999; Kotler et  al. 2003).  Drucker as early as 1973 wrote 

that ‘to satisfy the customer is the mission and purpose of every business’ (p.79).  In 

recent times the shift of focus onto the notion of the customer has resulted in a 

proliferation in research and understanding of customer needs and that the primary 

responsibility of a firm is to be aligned to the customer and not the workings of the 

firm itself (Gummasson 1996).  Kandampully and Duddy (1999) indicate that the 

customer focus research has covered a diverse and deep ground, for example, 

customer satisfaction (Churchill & Surprenant 1982), customer care (Lewis 1991), 

customer expectations and customer perception (Parasuramun, Berry & Zeithaml 

1991), customer loyalty (Fredericks & Salter 1995), customer value (Slater & 

Narver 1994) and customer relationships (Berry 1995). 

 

As Kandampully and Duddy (1999) further highlight, a detailed knowledge of the 

customer is considered a precious asset for an organisation in search of success.  

This concept was highlighted in the work of Slater and Narver (1994) on customer 

value when they indicated that a comprehensive understanding of buyers over time 

was necessary for success, rather than at any fixed point in time.  They also 

indicated that competitive advantage derived from the nurturing of long-term 

relationships.  Kandampully and Duddy (1999) suggest that as an extension of this, 

organisational core competency is directly linked to the ability to create these long-

term relationships with customers, and thus develop a blend of skills over time that 

will be valued by customers. Thus the logical outcome is that firms should focus on 

retention marketing and that the identification, implementation, nurturing, 
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enhancement and maintenance of relationships are paramount (O’Malley & 

Mitussis 2002).   

 

Conceptually in recent years the approach of relationship marketing has been 

positioned anywhere from a basic set of marketing tactics, right through to a 

fundamental and ground breaking marketing philosophy built around lifetime 

customer focus (Bickert 1992; Gummesson 1993; Palmer 1996; Zinkhan 2002). 

Reinartz and Kumar (2003) for example indicate that relationship marketing has 

‘…profoundly influenced marketing theory and practice’ (p. 77).  In reviewing the 

services marketing literature, Fisk et al. (1993) noted that the term relationship 

marketing had come into popular usage within the field of marketing in general and 

not just services marketing. While some authors such as Palmer (1996) have noted 

that relationship marketing is seen by some as merely an applied topic of marketing 

with an insubstantial theory base, others as has been noted previously have argued 

that the relational exchange concept of relationship marketing represents a paradigm 

shift in marketing thought (Gronroos 1994, 1996; Morgan & Hunt 1994). 

 

For example, having criticised the traditional marketing mix approach as outdated, 

Gronroos (1996) proclaimed of relationship marketing that ‘…we have to realise 

that this is a new paradigm, not just a new model that is emerging’ (p.12).  

Gronroos (1994) had previously declared the shift as ‘…so dramatic that it can, no 

doubt, be described as a paradigm shift’ (p.4).  Berry (1995) indicated its arrival by 

declaring it at the forefront of research by stating that ‘…relationship marketing’s 

time has come’ (p.243) and that having been ‘…on marketing’s back burner for 

many years, relationship marketing now sits on the front burner’ (p.237).  Kotler 

(1992) argued that firms needed to move from a short-term transactional approach 

to a longer-term relationship approach.  Kotler had in fact contributed to the initial 

focus on relationship marketing as a new paradigm when, in an interview with 

Marketing Science Institute Review in 1991, he indicated that there was a 

movement away from simple exchange to the building of value-laden relationships 

and to holding onto customers in that ‘….our thinking therefore is moving from a 

marketing mix focus to a relationship focus’ (p.4). Webster (1992) agreed claiming 
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that ‘…there has been a shift from a transaction to a relationship focus’ (p.14).  

Gronroos (1994) indicated that the marketing mix management paradigm that had 

existed for close to half a century had lost its position and that several factors, such 

as globalisation, recognition of the importance of customer retention and customer 

relationship economics have made the tradition of the ‘four p’s’ of marketing 

outdated.   This was further noted by Ahmad and Buttle (2002) and Reinartz and 

Kumar (2003) who also highlighted the restructuring of marketing departments to 

allow relationship marketing practices to occur as a sign of its acceptance in the 

business community. 

 

Having thus outlined the growth of relationship marketing, the following section 

considers the practice of relationship marketing. 

 

2.2.4 The Practice of Relationship Marketing 

The practice of relationship marketing can be thought of as a holistic approach to 

marketing, rather than a distinct set of strategic tools.  It is a philosophy of doing 

business that focuses on keeping and improving existing customer relationships 

(Zeithaml & Bitner 1996, Veloutsou et al. 2002).  However, many authors have 

indicated particular strategic approaches and benefits that may occur from this 

holistic approach.  For instance, Christopher et al. (2002) indicate that the changing 

of focus to a relationship marketing approach will assist the firm to focus on 

customer retention, offer superior product/service benefits, pursue long-term vision, 

emphasise exemplary customer service, engender customer commitment and ensure 

that quality is the concern of all.  Similarly, from the customer viewpoint and to 

emphasise the win-win nature of relationship marketing, Sheth and Parvatiyar 

(1995) are able to assign benefits to the customer who engages in long-term 

relationships with the firm, such as, achieving greater efficiency in their decision 

making, reducing the task of information processing, achieving more cognitive 

consistency in their decisions and reducing the perceived risks associated with 

future purchase choices.  Varki and Wong (2003) further indicate that relationship 

marketing is an increasingly important strategy for retaining customers and that in 
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certain industries consumers who are more involved express greater interest in 

engaging in relationships with providers. 

 

The notion of relationship marketing is further embodied in the spirit of customer 

service as an integral function of marketing and this being the catalyst to ultimate 

profitability.  Relationship marketing is geared towards a shift to customer life 

cycles rather than product life cycles and in utilising all employees as marketers 

within an organisation (Gronroos 1996; Palmer 1996, Reinartz & Kumar 2002).  Its 

central premise is that the only way to build long-term success in business is to 

ensure that you have happy, satisfied customers (Berry & Parasuraman 1991).  

Relationship marketing can result in cost savings or increased revenues and hence 

increased profit in any of four ways (Ahmad & Buttle 2002, Berry 1983, 1995; 

Gronroos 1990, 1994, 1996; Reicheld 1993; Reichheld & Sasser 1990; Zeithaml & 

Bitner, 1996).  Firstly these happy and satisfied customers spend more and are less 

concerned about price.  These customers are also likely to purchase additional 

services from the same service provider.  Advertising and promotion costs are 

reduced from increased word of mouth from these customers, and employee costs 

are reduced as lower employee turnover occurs in organisations where customers 

are happier and more satisfied.  Many of the authors cited above are typically noted 

for their writings in the services marketing field, but Gronroos (1996) claims 

‘…every firm, regardless of its business, can benefit from a relationship marketing 

approach’ (p.12).  Organisations’ desire to instil relationship marketing appears to 

come from two motivations. Firstly the increased competitive nature of the 

marketplace has made it difficult for organisations to compete on product offerings 

alone, and secondly the diffusion of technology that has made database technology 

readily available as a tool for storing customer information (Palmer 1996) 

 

To fully understand and appreciate relationship marketing Berry (1995) argues that 

firms must understand that not all relationships are created equal.  For most 

organisations, the strongest most secure relationship will be the most desirable, but 

this does not occur easily for the most part or simply because an effort is expended 

to develop a relationship marketing program.  Typically, some customers will be 
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more profitable to a firm than others and that on occasion, some customers may 

actually be unprofitable to serve (Berry 1995; Hibbard, Brunel, Dant & Iacobucci 

2001).  Relationship marketing thus can operate as a basic segmentation tool, 

allowing firms to focus on providing value and resources to their potentially 

profitable segments.  In selecting these appropriate segments, firms consider ways 

of determining who their most loyal customers are (Reichheld 1993).  This analysis 

is likely to include study of defection prone customers to distinguish patterns in 

why they stay or leave and what is likely to create value for them (Ahmad and 

Buttle 2002). 

 

Berry (1995) notes that firms need not discard or ignore customers who are 

defection prone or disloyal, simply because they are unlikely to ever be profitable 

from a relationship marketing perspective.  Instead these customers may be 

profitable as transactional customers, and firms may wish to mount dual strategies 

to target them.  This would suggest that relationship marketing for some market 

segments can exist alongside transactional marketing strategies for other segments, 

within an organisation’s overall marketing plan. 

 

One of the more common approaches to developing segmentation through 

relationship marketing was posited by Berry and Parasuraman (1991) who 

determined a three level approach to marketing to existing customers.  This 

framework indicates different types of possible relationship bonds between a firm 

and customers.  They are level one (financial), level two (social) and level three 

(structural).  The financial bond is considered the weakest bond of all.  A financial 

bond may be formed by a marketer by lowering prices.  A financial bond, whilst 

perhaps being successful in luring people into a transaction, is not considered a 

good long-term relationship strategy.  The better strategy from a relationship 

marketing perspective argue Berry and Parasuraman (1991) is to take customers 

beyond a financial bond and establish a social bond.  A social bond is more 

enduring as it involves an element of human interaction and personality.  Just as 

companies want to be accepted by customers, it appears that customers as part of a 

natural human desire, want to be accepted also (Bitner 1995; Zeithaml & Bitner 
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1996).  The final type of bond, the structural bond, is the hardest to achieve, but also 

the hardest to break.  The structural bond involves some kind of direct link to an 

organisation and the formation of some type of interaction whereby the dissolution 

of any link is likely to be disadvantageous to both parties and therefore it is in the 

interests of all parties to maintain the relationship (Berry & Parasuraman 1991).  

This concept of the mutual advantage of forming close customer bonds between 

businesses and customers is further noted by Zinkhan (2002) who believes that both 

parties must be focused on achieving benefits through these bonds over the long-

run. 

 

Building upon these levels of relationships, Palmer (1996) also classifies 

approaches to relationship marketing on three levels: tactical; strategic; and 

philosophical. At a tactical level the concept of relationship marketing is 

operationalised as a sales promotion tool.  Technological advances allow such 

loyalty building schemes to exist on a purely financial level, but they have been 

criticised for being incentive motivated and detrimental to long-term loyalty to a 

service provider (Barnes 1994).  Strategic level relationship marketing involves 

more solid bonds than the pure acceleration or motivational tools used at a tactical 

level.  Strategic relationship building utilises technology, geography, legal, time or 

economic factors to secure bonds (Liljander & Strandvik 1995).  These bonds have 

been criticised for possibly forging customer detention rather than the more 

altruistic notion of customer retention and that elements of mutual trust and 

empathy as typically ascribed to relationship marketing can be lacking (Barnes 

1994; Dick & Basu 1994).  Palmer (1996) admits that there are ‘…many examples 

of  companies who have successfully developed relationships with their customers 

through delivering added value and thereby earning greater profits’ (p.23), but also 

argues that there can be disadvantages to a firm if relational exchanges are not used 

appropriately.  He specifically warns of a reliance on financial bonds (as did Berry 

in 1995) and that in some circumstances customers may not want to enter into a 

relationship, despite the firm’s desire for them to do so.   
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Gronroos (1990) indicated that the fulfilment of service relationships is based on a 

mutual exchange of promises. The emphasis on promises comes from Calonius 

(1988) who argues that keeping promises, rather than making promises, is the 

integral factor in developing customer relationship. Bitner (1995) believes this is 

hinged on two factors, the making of realistic promises and enabling delivery of 

service promises.  Enabling promises relates to what Berry (1995) terms internal 

marketing – marketing to employees - and that keeping promises is much to do with 

the notion of interactive marketing and service encounters espoused by Gronroos 

(1984, 1994).  As such, the notions of service encounters and internal marketing are 

discussed in the following sections. 

 

2.2.4.1 Service Encounters 

Any time a customer has some form of interaction with a service organisation, 

through any medium, a service encounter is said to have occurred (Bitner 1995).  A 

customer perspective would suggest that relationships are built upon from the sum 

total of these individual encounters and that each encounter tests the organisation’s 

ability to keep its promises (Bitner 1985; Shostack 1984).   Bitner (1995) indicates 

that ‘…logic suggests that not all encounters are equally important in building long-

term relationships’ (p.248) and that certain encounters will have more of a 

weighting in the relationship bonding and building process.  The encounter that is 

most likely to be of direct concern is the opening or first encounter.  As no real 

relationship exists at this point, Bitner (1995) indicates that this encounter will 

almost always assume critical importance.  As a relationship develops over time 

positive interactions will lead to a sense of trust in an organisation and an increased 

commitment to the relationship (Morgan & Hunt 1994).  Even when a relationship 

has been a long-term one, each and every subsequent encounter may still impact 

upon the overall image that the customer has of the organisation (Bitner 1995). 

 

Further, as relationship marketing is a two-way process, beneficial not only to an 

organisation, but also to consumers, Bitner (1995) suggests that long-term service 

relationships contribute to an overall sense of well being and increases quality of 

life.  Psychologically, people are likely to remain loyal to services, particularly 
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when they feel that there is a considerable investment in the relationship (Bitner 

1995; Zeithaml & Bitner 1996).  Relationship marketing has even been proposed as 

a tool that reduces complexity in life, by limiting competing demands for time and 

money and therefore reducing decision-making processes (Bitner 1995; Sheth & 

Parvatiyar 1995). 

 

2.2.4.2 Internal Marketing 

The notion of the role of employees in service firms is critical to improving external 

marketing (Berry 1981, 1983; George 1977; Gronroos 1978, 1981).  As a 

consequence the term internal marketing was defined by Berry (1995) as ‘attracting, 

developing, motivating, and retaining qualified employees through job-products 

that satisfy their needs’ (p.151).  Gummesson (1991) coined the term ‘part-time 

marketer’ (p.60) to reflect that all customer contact personnel, irrespective of their 

job title, were marketers.  Gronroos (1994) acknowledges the powerful role 

employees play in relationship marketing, whilst Schlesinger and Heskett (1991) 

indicate that employee retention is an antecedent of customer retention and 

Reichheld (1993) argues that longer serving employees translates to better customer 

service. Gronroos (1994) states that ‘for a firm pursuing a relationship marketing 

strategy the internal interface between marketing, operations, personnel and other 

functions is of strategic importance to success’ (p.12) and that ‘a thorough an on-

going internal marketing process is required to make relationship marketing 

successful’ (p.13). 

 

2.2.5 Criticisms of Relationship Marketing 

The preceding discussion has portrayed relationship marketing as a positive and 

successful component of modern marketing thought with a wide body of support.  

Conversely, criticism of the relationship marketing philosophy is not prominent in 

the literature.  In reviewing the future of relationship marketing Veloutsou et al. 

(2002) indicate that relationship marketing has withstood early criticism and truly 

represents a paradigm shift in marketing.  At worst, critics suggest that relationship 

marketing is considered possibly as a management fad (Palmer 1996), as a difficult 
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concept to implement (Zinkhan 2002) or on its way to a regrettable premature death 

(Fournier, Dobscha & Mick 1998).   

 

Typically, the limited criticisms of relationship marketing fall into practice issues in 

one of five categories (Fournier et al. 1998; Hibbard et al. 2001; Palmer 1996).  

First that loyalty cannot simply be purchased.  Second, simplified or operationally 

streamlined processes do not necessarily equate to increased value in the eyes of 

consumers.  Third, not everyone wants a relationship.  Fourth, prescriptive 

relationship marketing based on Western norms may not be applicable in other 

cultures.  Finally, that organisations are failing to see relationship marketing 

through their customers eyes, concentrating instead on creating their own 

operational efficiencies.  While these criticisms are valid within certain contexts, the 

wider literature on relationship marketing suggests that all these issues have been 

noted and that organisations that are suffering from them are doing so because of 

poor strategy or execution, rather than as a failure of relationship marketing itself 

(Egan 2004).   

 

Other broader criticisms made in the literature suggest that relationship marketing 

has not been properly positioned in marketing and that organisations and customers 

are having difficulty understanding what it means (Palmer 1996).  Similarly, Blois 

(1996) indicates that conceptual definitions lack an actionable content.  Veloutsou 

et al. (2002) defend these criticisms suggesting that whilst they are valid concerns, 

significant progress has been made in the understanding and application of 

relationship marketing across many industries while Sheth (2002) contends that 

relationship marketing should be seen as just one of several marketing approaches 

and not as a universal philosophy. 

 

In concluding the discussion on general relationship marketing, various authors 

have suggested a range of areas that are in need of further research.  These are 

outlined in the following section. 
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2.2.6 Further Research 

The growing interest and active research within relationship marketing is according 

to Berry (1995)   

…bringing new, more sophisticated perspectives on the subject.  These include 
focusing on profitable relationships, recognizing multiple levels of relationship 
marketing with different effects, practicing relationship marketing with noncustomers 
such as employees and strategic alliance partners to better serve customers, and 
leveraging an old-fashioned idea – trust – as a central relationship building block 
(p.243). 

 

Berry (1995) indicates that there are multitudes of research areas available for 

development in the relationship marketing field.  These range from the types of 

customers most receptive to relationship marketing, the common characteristics of 

successful relationship marketing programs, through to the implications of 

relationship marketing for organisational structure.  Berry (1995) also recommends 

research into specific services marketing areas such as drivers of customer loyalty 

for services and antecedents of customer trust in service providers and how these 

rank for different types of services.  Other topics include the impact of technology, 

appropriate pricing and advertising in relationship marketing and what different 

types of membership programs marketers can consider. Sheth (2002) highlights 

three key areas for consideration in the future of relationship marketing, these being 

the continued impact of information technology, whether relationship marketing 

can be sustained as a universal philosophy for all businesses and the growth of 

customer outsourcing services.  Veloutsou et al. (2002) suggest four areas for 

further research, the changes in importance of markets, changes in the relational 

behaviour of markets, the contribution of the elements driving the development of 

relationships and changes in the processes available to firms for the support of the 

relationships. Bitner (1995) also adds some more issues requiring further research 

that focus on relationship marketing from the consumer perspective.  These include 

what are the costs and benefits from the customer’s perspective of staying in a 

service relationship, what from the customer’s perspective causes relationship 

termination and what are the customer’s roles and responsibilities in developing and 

maintaining service relationships?   
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All these research areas suggest that relationship marketing provides a fertile and 

detailed area of inquiry and that as a relatively new marketing concept the 

possibilities for exploration and advancement of relationship marketing are 

significant.  This study as such helps expand the knowledge base of relationship 

marketing by considering its application from an organisational perspective in the 

professional sport industry.   

 

2.2.7 Conclusion 

The preceding examination of relationship marketing has identified it as a 

significant and important part of modern marketing thought.   Relationship 

marketing is a concept that brings benefits to organisations when it is properly 

understood and applied.  Part of this understanding relates to the motivations of 

consumers who are likely to engage in relational activities. The following section in 

this chapter thus deals with the consumer behaviour aspects that are applicable to 

relationship marketing, before narrowing the focus to consider the behavioural 

components directly applicable to sport consumers. 

 

2.3 Consumer Behaviour and Relationship Marketing 

Effective marketing relationships require an understanding of the motivations that 

incline consumers towards a set of behaviours that will lead to patronising the same 

marketer in continued purchasing situations (Blackwell, Miniard & Engel 2001). 

While studies on consumer behaviour are plentiful in a variety of journals, limited 

literature exists on behavioural motivations relating to theories on relationship 

marketing within consumer markets (Sheth & Parvatiyar 1995).  Studies have 

focused primarily on explaining how to improve relationship marketing practice 

(Christopher et al. 2002; Copulsky & Wolf 1990; Illingworth 1991). 

 

The common and largely unchallenged belief within the relationship marketing 

literature is that relationship strategies will either present some kind of economic 

benefit (Reicheld & Sasser 1990) or that other competitive advantages will accrue 

(Vavra 1992).  Such advantages occur if the relationship is truly two-way, with the 

organisation committed to the needs of the customer and the customer committed to 
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maintaining a relationship with the organisation (Berry & Parasuraman 1991).  In 

consumer behaviour theory this would suggest that consumers are in some sense 

reducing their choice set to enable themselves to be a party to this relationship 

(Sheth & Parvatiyar 1995).  Taking this notion further, Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995) 

indicate that the basic tenet of relationship marketing is consumer choice reduction 

and that ‘…reducing choices and thereby engaging in relational market behaviour is 

a prevalent, natural and normal consumer practice’ (p.256). 

 

Webster (1992) highlights the fact that repeat purchases are not of themselves 

indicative of a relationship.  While this repeat purchase behaviour is welcomed by 

marketers and is typically cited in the literature as brand loyalty (Jacoby & Kyner 

1973), the greater more valuable relationships occur when consumers and 

organisations develop tighter bonds through partnerships, decision-making and the 

addition of customer value (Berry 1995). 

 

Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995) offer the key insights into consumer behaviour 

motivations on relationships by suggesting that there are three broad categories of 

influences that impact upon consumers desires to limit choices and therefore, by 

implication enter the first stages of a relational exchange.  These influences are 

personal, sociological and institutional.  Personal factors relate to common 

consumer behaviour theories that are well established in the marketing literature 

(Engel, Blackwell & Miniard 1986; Howard & Sheth 1969).  In these models the 

underlying desire to reduce choice comes from a desire to avoid complexity in 

decision making by limiting choice into an evoked set.  This allows for simplified 

information processing and therefore a simplified choice.  In some situations this 

process can be ignored by consumers, who will then deliberately seek alternate 

choices to overcome a perception of boredom, feelings of being satiated or a desire 

to experiment.  This variety seeking behaviour is seemingly common place and can 

occur with any type of product, even when relationship type behaviour has existed 

previously (Howard & Sheth 1969).  Considering personal factors further, Sheth 

and Parvatiyar (1995) propose the concept of conditioning as being a factor in 

repeat learning episodes that develop into relational exchange processes.  
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Conditioning suggests that consumers can learn from experiences and then use this 

information in subsequent similar purchasing decisions (Shimp 1991).  Sheth and 

Parvatiyar (1995) posit that conditioned response is prevalent where intermittent 

reinforcements (such as loyalty points schemes) are provided and that conditioning 

also creates a situation where consumers are unwilling to swap to other choices 

because of low involvement or low motivational intensity for change.   

 

Other personal factors noted by Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995) as having an affect on 

consumer behaviour relationships are the concepts of information processing, 

memory, perceived risk and cognitive consistency.  Consumer decision making 

efficiency is aided by simplified information processing tasks and the central 

argument of information processing theory is that consumers, due to limited 

capacities of processing, use a variety of heuristics to manage the information 

overflow that might occur (Bettman 1979).  One of the simplification processes is 

the use of memory, which takes information from a variety of sources and stores it 

ready for use in future situations.  Memory however is also limited and unless 

information in memory is utilised, it tends to decay and dissipate (Blackwell et al. 

2001).  Relationship marketing allows the continued rehearsal of memory and the 

development of a sense of expertise with decision problems (Sheth & Parvatiyar 

1995).   

 

Perceived risk is associated with uncertainty and it is only natural for consumers to 

engage in actions that would aim to eliminate risk from purchase decisions.  

Relationship marketing, whether by providing some certainty of service or by 

narrowing the evoked set, serves a purpose in helping reduce the anxieties of risk.  

In these situations, the concept of brand loyalty is said to be a risk reducer (Derbaix 

1983).   

 

Cognitive consistency theories suggest that consumers are attracted to relationships 

that offer a prospect of harmony with their beliefs and thoughts and that 

inconsistency in this domain can lead to psychological tension (Westbrook & 

Oliver, 1991).   The other common cognitive theory relating to consistency is 
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referred to as cognitive dissonance, that is consumer rationalisation of their selected 

alternative in order to compensate for the forsaken opportunities of alternatives not 

selected (Blackwell et al. 2001).  Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995) posit that the higher 

the potential for the need to conduct postpurchase rationalisation (a factor normally 

linked to the importance of the purchase), the greater the likelihood that consumers 

will seek relational type behaviours. 

 

The second influence on behaviour as related by Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995) are 

sociological influences. These include society, family and reference groups and 

their impact on purchasing behaviour is considered significant.  As such it is highly 

likely that social groups, family and other reference groups will play a significant 

role in determining which organisations a consumer is likely to develop 

relationships with, and in turn, which products or services are likely to require 

reductions in the evoked set because of social or social related influences. 

 

The final category of influencers considered by Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995) relates 

to broader institutional influences on behaviour, these being government, religion, 

employer and marketer.  It is posited that consumers are more likely to maintain 

relationships with product choices that are mandated by government, congruent to 

their religious beliefs or patronised by their employers.  Furthermore, consumers are 

more likely to accept marketer initiated choice reduction when the policies of the 

marketer are believed to be balanced towards meeting the personalised needs of the 

consumer. 

 

Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995) suggest that a review of consumer behaviour theory in 

the context of relationship marketing presents seven conclusions. Firstly consumers 

have a natural tendency to reduce choices and that consumers like to reduce choices 

to a manageable set.  Second, that reduction of choice does not necessarily mean a 

choice of one.  Third, that society is geared for choice reduction and that this is a 

norm.  Fourth, that institutions such as government, religion and employers are 

actively engaged in influencing choice reduction.  Fifth, institutions through 

legitimised power of reward and punishment are the most powerful influencers of 
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relationship behaviour.  Sixth, individuals whilst inclined to relationships, are less 

powerful than institutionally based marketing activities in influencing behaviour.  

Finally, there are several circumstances under which consumers terminate 

relationships: satiation; dissatisfaction; superior alternatives; conflict; and high exit 

barriers that lead to revolt. 

 

The preceding discussion has highlighted the nature of the literature dealing 

specifically with behavioural motivations with regard to relationship marketing.  As 

this thesis considers relationship marketing in a professional sporting context it is 

necessary to narrow the focus to those consumers who are likely to participate in 

these types of relationships, in particular sport ‘fans’. Further, while this thesis 

considers relationship marketing from the perspective of the sport organisation, 

ascertaining the motivations of sport consumers is helpful in understanding the 

general nature, concept and likely structure of relationship marketing in the sport 

context.  The following sections will consider the motivations of sport consumers 

specifically. 

 

2.4 Motivation of the Sport Consumer 

The following sections begin by defining and discussing the term fan, before 

moving onto a review of the literature that has attempted to investigate the 

motivations of sport consumers in seeking relationships with sporting organisations.  

These are discussed under the headings that can readily be distilled from the 

literature, general motivations, servicescapes, loyalty, the impact of winning, group 

behaviour and sport image and excellence. 

 

2.4.1 What is a Fan? 

The word ‘fan’ can be traced back to Latin origins of fanum which means ‘sacred or 

beneficial’ (Rudin 1969, p.12).  An alternative derivation of the word is that it is a 

short form of fanatic, which itself comes from the latin term fanaticus which means 

‘frenzied’ (Gantz & Wenner 1995).  Sport fans are typically thought to have a 

strong emotional commitment to a sport and are likely to have a different, deeper 

and more textured set of expectations and responses than non-fans when viewing 
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sport (Gantz & Wenner 1995).  Hunt, Bristol and Bashaw (1999) formally define a 

sport fan as ‘an enthusiastic devotee of some particular sports consumptive object’ 

(p.440). 

 

The notion of being a fan in popular culture has in some cases been seen as a 

negative (Jenkins 1992; Jenson 1992), but other authors see it in a much more 

positive light and that being a fan can be therapeutic act (Fisk 1992; Wenner 1990).  

Pooley (1978) suggests that casual sport spectators are simple observers and soon 

forget about a sporting event at its conclusion, while on the other hand the more 

committed fan is said to,  

…continue his interest until the intensity of feeling toward the team becomes so great 
that parts of every day are devoted to either his team or in some instances, to the 
broad realm of sports in general (p.14). 

 

The literature generally makes a good case for keeping the terms fan and spectator 

separate, with fans being at a more committed level.  The argument of distinction is 

best made by Guttmann (1986) 

The term fan refers here to the emotionally committed consumer of sport events.  The 
terms overlap but are obviously not identical.  In practice most fans are spectators and 
most spectators are fans, but it is logically possible to be one and not the other.  Some 
fans have never actually attended a sports event or watched one on television; some 
spectators stare absent mindedly at televised sports without a flicker of interest, some 
themselves to be dragged to games that they then observe without any of the 
emotional involvement characteristic of the fan (p.6).  

 

Actions away from the sporting event also can create a distinction between fans and 

other forms of sport consumers. Fans for example are likely to be occupied in a 

variety of behaviours, ranging from discussing an upcoming game or following the 

build-up in the media (Gantz & Wenner 1995). 

 

It is possible to further segment this group of sport consumers into various types of 

fans.  Hunt et al. (1999) present a conceptual basis for the classification of sport 

fans to assist marketers and researchers.  Their five categories of fans are: 

a) Temporary Fans – support is not central to the fan’s self-perception and is 

limited by time and place.  

b) Local Fans – support is directed to the local team or a local individual 
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c) Devoted Fans – consistent and loyal support for a team, league or 

individual 

d) Fanatical Fans – support verging on the obsessive with the team or person 

becoming more important than almost anything else. 

e) Dysfunctional Fans – support is the primary form of self-identification 

 

Other classification attempts are limited or shallow.  Smith (1988) for example 

makes the distinction between normal and serious fans, while Real and Mechikoff 

(1992) termed their highly involved fan a deep fan.  

 

For the purposes of this literature review the general term sport consumer will be 

used to discuss individuals who engage in any kind of broad involvement with 

sporting organisations and the term fan used to specifically indicate those 

consumers who have moved to higher levels of loyalty and involvement.  This 

correlates to the general marketing concept of the ‘loyalty ladder’ that classifies 

consumer loyalty into various hierarchical categories, the top level being advocates 

who exhibit high levels of allegiance (Payne 1993). 

 

2.4.2 General Sport Consumer Motivations 

The ability to adequately understand what motivates sport consumers is an 

important requirement for sport managers (Brooks 1994).  Understanding what 

motivates consumers to become emotionally committed to a sport or sporting 

organisation is particularly important to marketers wishing to undertake relationship 

marketing.  Through the understanding of these motivations marketers are able to 

implement segmentation strategies or formulate tactics that may assist in triggering 

the appropriate relationship marketing responses being sought.  Without 

understanding what motivates people to become sport consumers and fans, it is 

unlikely that relationship marketing will succeed.   

 

Typically however the type of information available to sport marketers from a 

consumer motivational viewpoint has been limited.  Many studies have attempted to 

isolate predictors of attendance, rather than providing information on fans 
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themselves or measures of involvement.  In general, individuals who are more 

involved with a product or service are more likely to have positive evaluations and 

higher commitment to that product or service (Beatty, Kahle & Homer 1988; Mano 

& Oliver 1993; Oliver & Bearden 1983).  This concept can logically be applied to 

sport where the concept of fan identification can be defined as ‘…the level of 

personal commitment and emotional involvement customers have with the (sport) 

franchise’ (McDonald & Milne 1997, p.28).  High levels of such identification leads 

to a range of positive outcomes from a general marketing perspective, including 

increased member loyalty (Adler & Adler 1987), increased revenue (O’Reilly & 

Chatman 1986), higher brand equity and positive word of mouth (Aaker 1994; Peter 

& Olsen 1993).   

 

Wann and Branscombe (1993) clearly indicate the importance of determining 

identification levels (i.e. commitment and emotional involvement) amongst fans.  

They indicate that persons who strongly identify with a sport team, relative to those 

spectators moderate or low in identification,  

…report more involvement with the team, display a more ego-enhancing pattern of 
attributions for the team’s successes, have more positive expectations concerning 
future team performances, exhibit greater willingness to invest larger amounts of time 
and money in order to watch the team play, and are more likely to believe that fans of 
the team they are identified with possess special qualities. (p.1) 

 

An often cited study by Cialdini, Border, Thorne, Walker, Freeman and Sloan 

(1976) measured the level of identification that was demonstrated after varying 

outcomes with a college sports team.  The results suggested that students are more 

likely to dress in distinctive university merchandise after a victory.  This is done in 

order to boost self-esteem and the process is referred to as ‘basking in reflected 

glory’ (BIRGing).  In contrast, when the team was unsuccessful students attempted 

to maintain self-esteem by distancing themselves from the team. This process is 

referred to as ‘cutting off reflected failure’ (CORFing).  Further developing this 

concept, Wann and Branscombe (1990) demonstrated that higher fan identification 

can lead to increased levels of BIRG and a reduction in the practice of CORF.  
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Brandscome and Wann, (1991) extended the research into the impact of 

identification by observing that sport consumers exhibiting high levels of 

identification demonstrated greater physiological arousal than those with low 

identification during a sporting event. These highly identified fans also indicated a 

significant link between feelings of self-worth and life satisfaction and the level of 

identification with a sporting team.  In a continuation of their work into 

identification, Wann and Branscombe (1993) suggest that highly allegiant fans are 

willing to invest greater amounts of time and money to see their team perform and 

have a far more favourable outlook for their team. The authors found that highly 

allegiant fans also looked upon other highly allegiant fans of their team as being 

somewhat special and that a form of in-group favouritism existed.  They further 

posit that whilst it has never been empirically proven, it is reasonable expectation 

that highly identified fans were more knowledgeable about their team and sport. 

Madrigal (1995) presented a model of sports consumer satisfaction that finds that 

identification with a team has a strong influence on enjoyment and in turn this 

enjoyment leads to satisfaction.  The study also suggested that the principal appeal 

of viewing sporting events for many consumers was the unique nature of sporting 

events themselves. 

 

Wann (1995) indicates that motivations of sport consumers can be distilled into 

eight categories, which are shown at Table 2.1 alongside the literature that supports 

these motivations.  This table indicates the wide degree of motivational factions that 

are claimed to exist and the scope of permutations and combinations that may exist 

amongst these variables within sport consumer motivation.   
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Table 2.1   Wann’s categories of sport consumer motivations  
 

 Motivation                                               Supporting Literature 
Eustress (positive levels of arousal) Branscombe and Wann 1994; Elias and 

Dunning 1970; Sloan 1989; Wenner and 
Gantz 1989;  

Self-esteem benefits Branscombe and Wann 1994; Gantz 1981; 
Sloan 1989;  

Escape from everyday life McPerson 1975; Smith 1988; Sloan 1989 

Entertainment Gantz 1981; Sloan 1989; Zillmann et al. 
1989 

Economic (gambling) Chorbajian 1978; Guttmann 1986 

Aesthetic (form of art) Duncan 1983; Guttmann 1986; Sloan 1989; 
Smith 1988;  

Group affiliation Branscombe and Wann 1991, 1994; 
Guttman 1986; McPherson 1975; Sloan 
1989; Smith 1988  

Family needs Gantz 1981; Guttmann 1986 
 

Source: Adapted from Wann (1995) 
 

While Wann’s categories of motivation provide a sense of the broad scope and 

complexity of motivations, Kahle et al. (1996) provide insights and actions that 

directly relate to the concept of relationship marketing.  The authors studied 

attendance at football games in the USA and indicated that attendance was 

motivated by any one or combination of three reasons.  These are internalisation 

(which is claimed to be the most powerful influence on attendance), the notion of a 

self-expressive experience and finally camaraderie.  These three basic motivations 

for attendance are present in different degrees for different consumers in different 

contexts.  Kahle et al. (1996) suggest that sport organisations could segment 

consumers by the relative importance they attach to each motivation for each 

context and that  ‘…one possible goal could be to move consumers to more 

persistent levels of motivation – from compliance to identification and from 

identification to internalization’ (p.57).  This goal is consistent with the objectives 

of relationship marketing, based on the fact that internalisation is a ‘strong and 

enduring motivational process, whereas compliance and identification are more 

situational, more transitory and less deeply motivational’ (p.54). 

 

The findings of Kahle et al. (1996) essentially suggest relationship marketing 

strategies for different types of consumers that exist within their three constructs.  
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Firstly there are highly involved internalised consumers. These people are highly 

involved and are likely to be interested in detailed information.  Marketing 

communication should aim to develop strong bonds between their personal 

objectives and their knowledge of the sport.  The authors do warn that whilst these 

people are by definition quite loyal, consistent poor performance by the team may 

cause the internalised consumer to lose interest because it is quite possible that their 

love of the game is more of a motivating factor.  It is suggested that these types of 

consumers should be contacted frequently and directly through mail (or similar) and 

that they are likely to appreciate team based information which adds to their 

knowledge structures.  The second delineator is the notion of camaraderie. It is 

suggested that people motivated by this element could be targeted with pricing 

elements, particularly aimed at groups or better access options such as parking and 

seating.  The authors note that many Major League Baseball teams have family 

seating.  An Australian example of this approach is displayed by the Adelaide 

Crows of the Australian Football League who have introduced ‘no swearing’ 

sections to their stadium.  Williamson (1988) indicated that personal access to 

athletes was particularly motivating in generating attendance.  As such having 

athletes conduct autograph sessions or coaching clinics is particularly helpful when 

targeting this group.  The final category is consumers that have self experience as a 

primary motivator.  These consumers are usually seeking excitement or star players.  

The authors classify this group as most likely to be brand switchers and what are 

generally called ‘fair weather fans’.  These people need to be reminded through 

advertising and sales promotions of upcoming major events, the existence of star 

players and the success of an organisation.  It may be possible to develop these 

consumers to higher levels of loyalty or involvement by promoting relationship 

marketing with individual athletes, rather than the team or sport itself. 

 

An additional study worth noting is that of Kerstetter and Kovich (1997) who 

considered women’s basketball consumers in exploring the relationship among 

involvement, sociodemographics and behavioural variables. The authors found no 

differences in identification between genders and that also the number of years 

attending sports events is positively linked with the enjoyment and value gained.   
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Other research, particularly on factors which influence attendance, has largely not 

been marketing orientated.  For example, psychological research has indicated that 

violence in ice hockey may influence attendance (Russell 1986).  Similarly 

regression analysis of baseball in the USA has shown that various aspects of 

fielding a competitive team, such as star players or high scoring, can affect season 

attendance (Baade & Tiehen 1990; Domazlicky & Kerr 1990).  The problem with 

these economic based studies is that they have only measured variables that can 

only be directly observed (eg. team standings) rather than unobserved spectator 

perceptions (Wakefield & Sloan 1995). 

 

In summary, understanding general sport consumer motivations is important for 

sport marketers wishing to devise, implement and monitor relationship marketing 

strategies.  The breadth of the research coupled with its focus on general attendance 

motivators however makes it hard to apply to specific marketing strategies. Other 

research on motivations of sport consumers has focussed on specific variables such 

as servicescapes, loyalty, sporting image, winning and group behaviour.  These are 

discussed in turn briefly below as they help provide insights to sport organisations 

that could be useful in the application of relationship marketing. 

 

2.4.3 Servicescapes 

The tangible surrounds of a service environment, known as the servicescape, have 

been shown to have a direct influence on perceptions of consumer satisfaction 

(Bitner 1990, 1992).  This work has been successfully extended to sport research, 

where the term servicescape is generally modified to sportscape (Wakefield & 

Blodgett 1994, 1996).  Wakefield & Sloan (1995) indicate that desires to attend and 

stay at sporting events are strongly and directly influenced by modern stadium 

design and services.   

 

2.4.4 Loyalty 

Wakefield and Sloan (1995) define team loyalty as ‘an allegiance or devotion to a 

particular team that is based on the spectator’s interest in the team that has 
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developed over time’ (p.159).  The authors suggest that loyal fans and winning 

results equate to higher attendance.  Whilst their proven hypothesis that team 

loyalty will have a positive impact on spectators’ desire to attend future games is in 

itself not surprising, the authors also make some recommendations for enhancing 

team loyalty.  These are encouraging leagues and teams to make specific marketing 

attempts to increase involvement with teams and players, using celebrities to 

reinforce social acceptance, making players more accessible to fans through 

planned publicity (based on the notion that spectators are more likely to feel loyal to 

someone they know personally) and finally targeting young spectators or families 

with discounted tickets to encourage trial and repeat purchase 

 

2.4.5 Winning 

The concept of sporting success has been examined in the literature and suggests 

that there is a strong correlation between winning and increased attendance, 

primarily in major professional sport (Schurr, Wittig, Ruble & Ellen 1987).   

Studies on the highest level of professional baseball for example have indicated that 

winning percentage is a key determinant of attendance (Greenstein & Marcum 

1981; Schofield 1983; Scully 1974), but that at the lower baseball league levels, 

winning is not considered a significant factor (Branvold, Pan & Gaber, 1997). 

 

Jones’ (1984) study on ice hockey also found that winning had a positive effect on 

attendance, but that outcome uncertainty of a sporting contest did not.  This appears 

to further develop Demmert’s (1973) theory that suggested attendance only remains 

high when the outcome of a game is predictable in favour of the winning team.  

BIRGing theory, (Cialdini et al. 1976) suggests that the likelihood of winning will 

attract supporters. In professional sport increase in attendance is often cited as a key 

objective (Hansen & Gauthier 1989), suggesting therefore that consistent with the 

literature presented, winning must remain a key strategic driver for attendance.  One 

paradox to this appears to be the claim presented by Hunt, Bristol and Bashaw 

(1999) that ‘…fan behaviour is often cited by coaches and players as a determinant 

rather than a consequence of team performance’ (p.439).  If this assertion is 

accepted, a ‘chicken and egg’ scenario develops, with teams unable to win without 
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fans and fans unwilling to attend unless the team wins.  This conundrum would add 

further credence to the establishment of relationship marketing as a marketing 

strategy for sporting organisations. 

 

A key problem faced by sport marketers is that whilst winning is cited as important, 

not all teams can win.  The general practical consensus within professional sport has 

seemingly been to accept that whilst not all teams will win at any given point, 

maximising outcome uncertainty is the next best step (Hansen & Gauthier 1989).   

This provides a sense of possibly winning and also serves to ensure that teams share 

the glory of winning much more frequently.  Player drafts, salary caps, and income 

equalisation schemes are all tactics utilised by professional sporting bodies to try 

and equalise winning opportunities across all teams.  Unfortunately, the concepts of 

winning continually and maximising uncertainty are not considered viable goals, 

especially in unison (Hansen & Gauthier 1989).  This would indicate that other 

attendance building strategies, such as relationship marketing, need to be 

considered.  The notion of winning is further complicated by involvement and 

interaction of groups in the sporting context and this is considered further in the 

following section. 

2.4.6 Group Behaviour 

One of the key characteristics of sport consumption is that it is likely at to be 

viewed as part of a group, particularly if the sporting event is attended in person.  

This suggests that aspects of group behaviour will have an impact upon fan 

motivations and behaviour. In general terms it is considered that the stronger the 

relationship between an organisation and its members, the greater the willingness of 

individual members to engage in behaviours that support the group (Fisher & 

Wakefield 1998).  This implies that relationship marketing may be important in 

fostering positive group behaviours. 

 

Group belonging or membership is considered an important concept partly because 

it remains a strong identifier within a community.  Individuals commonly reflect 

associations with groups when describing themselves and frequently these 

associations are sporting related (Fisher & Wakefield, 1998).  For example, an 
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individual may claim ‘I am a Manchester United supporter.’  Kelman (1961) 

indicates that individuals derive ‘strength and a sense of identity’ (p.64) through 

links to social groups. Affiliation with a successful group provides an individual 

with an opportunity to develop and maintain a positive view of their self (Fisher & 

Wakefield 1998).  Previously noted studies on the BIRG effect suggest that an 

association to successful teams provides a strong way to enhance both external and 

internal images of the self.  Cialdini et al. (1976) found that not only did college 

students enhance the link to their winning team by wearing school merchandise, 

they were also more likely to use the pronouns ‘we’ and ‘they’ after wins and losses 

respectively.  

 

Fisher and Wakefield (1998) propose that while it is a group’s desirable qualities 

that determine the extent to which individuals identify, anecdotal evidence exists 

within the sporting context ‘where individuals identify with groups that have 

undesirable characteristics, such as particularly poor performance’ (p.24). For 

example, Collingwood remained one of the most popular teams in Australian 

football despite failing to win a title for over three decades.  While being 

psychologically linked to a winning team enables fans to be connected to the sport 

they feel passionate about, the reasons for identification for members of 

unsuccessful groups are substantially different.  Fisher and Wakefield (1998) 

indicate that perceived group performance is irrelevant in the psychological 

connection between fans and their unsuccessful team. Members of unsuccessful 

groups are far more interested and influenced by group member attractiveness and 

identification, than those in successful groups where there is a stronger relationship 

to winning.  As such, members of unsuccessful groups appear to have focussed on 

aspects of the group and its members that were beneficial to their view of the self, 

and ignored information about their group’s poor performance.  From this Fisher 

and Wakefield (1998) suggest that winning is critical, but only for groups that are 

able to maintain success.  The authors state ‘when group performance is low 

members seem to actively pursue alternative ways to connect with the group that 

allow them to maintain a positive self-image’ (p.35).  This suggests that relationship 
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marketing may be an effective strategy in sport, irrespective of team results, by 

focusing on positive group behaviours  

 

Group members with high levels of identification, irrespective of their group’s 

success, are more frequent participants in behaviours that maintain their connection 

to the group, suggesting once again that they are probable targets for relationship 

marketing strategies. These behaviours include wearing team merchandise and 

vocalising support at sport events.  These group members are also more likely to 

attend games and purchase merchandise (Fisher & Wakefield 1998) which is likely 

to be of direct financial benefit to the sport organisation.  It is important to note here 

that ‘...being a member of an unsuccessful group does not appear to preclude or 

lower identification’ (Fisher and Wakefield 1998, p.36) and thus relationship 

marketing would be equally applicable to both successful and unsuccessful groups.  

While the concept of relationship marketing may apply across all groups in terms of 

success, it is unlikely however that the same marketing strategies could be utilised.  

Reasons for motivation are likely to vary from group to group and particularly from 

unsuccessful groups to successful groups and may be modified further by changes 

in performance and results over time.  Fisher and Wakefield (1998) suggest 

differing strategic focus for unsuccessful and successful groups.  Unsuccessful 

groups will benefit most from activities that target involvement within the group 

domain, such as coaching clinics and personal contact between sport consumers and 

athletes.  This it is suggested, is likely to build identification with the team.  

Successful teams naturally are advised to focus on performance. 

 

The inherent problem however with focusing on performance for a winning group 

is the strong likelihood in most modern professional sports that this success will be 

short-lived and that unsuccessful periods will occur where consumers motivated by 

success will disappear.  In the sport context, it is considered very common for 

successful teams to attract marginal fans that are fickle to the nature of winning and 

gauge their support through a barometer of perceived success.  This effect is seen in 

aggregate studies examining the relationship between team performance and 

attendance (Baade & Tiehan 1990; Domazlicky & Kerr 1990; Greenstein & 
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Marcum 1981). Relationship marketing may play a strong role in maintaining the 

interest of these marginal fans during non-successful periods. 

 

2.4.7 Sport Image & Excellence 

 Ferrand and Pages (1999) indicate that sport organisations are becoming 

preoccupied with their image and that the differentiation and positioning of sport 

organisations through brand image can assist decision-making, particularly in a 

market where many entertainment and sport consumption opportunities exist. The 

authors believe that this increasing influence in the notion of image can affect the 

behaviour of fans and that this impact can be so significant that it can reflect upon 

brand equity.  Aaker (1991) defined brand equity as,  

…a set of brand assets and liabilities linked to a brand, its name and symbol, that add 
to or subtract from the value provided by a product or service to a firm and/or to that 
firm’s customers (p.15). 

 

Many sporting organisations are already implementing brand marketing strategies 

(Ferrand & Pages 1999).  There are numerous examples of brand development in 

the professional sporting industry, ranging from Australian rules football team 

Hawthorn successfully positioning its brand on principles of the ‘family club’ 

through to the International Olympic Committee’s ‘celebrate humanity’ campaign 

which was prominent during the Sydney 2000 Games. In describing sporting teams 

as the brands of the future, Johnson and Rao (1997) saw four key attractions for 

corporations buying into sport.  These are a powerful mix of potential strategic 

alliances, a growing need for live-event programming, access to a market with high 

barriers to entry and an opportunity to blend sport with companies existing 

entertainment properties.   

 

Aaker (1991) considered representations that build an image can include perception 

which may not necessarily reflect objective truth. Ferrand and Pages (1999) suggest 

that image as such suggests a form of current social knowledge shared by a group of 

people.  A multi-dimensional set of criteria therefore can theoretically be 

established that would help describe or define excellence in sport organisations 

(Irwin, Zwick & Sutton 1999). 
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Traditionally, attempts to measure organisational excellence have focussed on item 

measures and in the sport field these have included single elements such as win/loss 

records (e.g. Wakefield & Sloan 1995) and attendance (e.g. Soucie 1994).  These 

approaches have been criticised for being simplistic and comparable to a business 

organisation focussing on just sales or market share as a measure of success (Irwin 

et al. 1999).  Furthermore, Marcum and Greenstein (1985) indicate that season-long 

performance measures have relatively little effect on daily attendance, while 

Kennedy (1980) and Spoelstra (1997) refute the notion that victory leads to profits. 

 

In a further study, Irwin et al. (1999) in conducting a multi-dimensional survey 

aimed at predicting identifiers of marketing excellence in sport identified a ‘current 

trend among sport marketing practitioners for spotlighting customer relations and 

communications through aftermarketing’ (p.323).  The concept of ‘aftermarketing’ 

is the process of providing ongoing satisfaction and reinforcement to current and 

past customers, and is essentially an element of the broader relationship marketing 

concept (Morgan 1997; Vavra 1992).  Irwin et al. (1999) in conducting interviews 

with professional team marketing executives indicate that typical relationship 

marketing tactics, such as research and ongoing correspondence has impacted 

favourably upon season-ticket purchase and renewals. Their research findings 

suggest that the most important element of excellence was the notion of being close 

to the customer, along with the belief that winning tends to simulate demand ‘due to 

the perceived quality of the product and associated value of holding a ticket to an 

upcoming contest’ (p.324).  Significantly they found that attendance and ticket plan 

sales are dominated by current performance measures (win/loss record) but that 

predictors of renewal rates tend to be attributes unrelated to team performance.  

This literature thus suggests that success can bring people to games, but relationship 

marketing is likely to keep them coming back in the absence of continued winning.  

From a marketing perspective, it is worth noting that whilst marketers can 

manipulate and influence relational strategies, rarely, if at all are they able to 

influence team performance (Irwin et al. 1999). 
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2.4.8 Conclusion 

The preceding sections gave an overview of the consumer behaviour literature 

relating to sport, with particular emphasis on how consumer behaviour relates to 

relationship marketing.  The literature encompassing the motivations for fan 

involvement in sport and how this relates to relationship marketing implementation 

and strategy was discussed.  Understanding consumer motivations was deemed 

important for sport organisations if they wish to be able to successfully implement a 

relationship marketing approach.  The following section begins by describing the 

evolution of research into sport marketing.  Understanding the development of sport 

marketing literature is important in that it highlights the emergence of relationship 

marketing as a concept in sport and outlines the limited nature of the research to 

date.  This research is then specifically addressed. 

 

2.5 Sport Marketing Research and Relationship Marketing 

Chapter 1 introduced the recent growth and scope of the sport industry both locally 

and internationally. Despite this growth and the large size of the sport industry, 

research in the area of sport marketing has been limited.  As recently as 1999, it was 

suggested that  

…it is time the marketing discipline recognized the size, importance and potential of 
this industry and embraced it.  Research and publication in the sport marketing area 
should not only be accepted in ‘mainstream’ marketing journals, it should be 
encouraged (Shannon 1999, p.524).  
 

Further Irwin et al. (1999) argued  

…taking into consideration the pivotal position occupied by marketing within the 
sports business it is astonishing that the body of research dealing with crucial sport 
marketing related questions is relatively limited (p.315). 

 

According to Shannon (1999), sport marketing researchers faced a difficult situation 

in that it had been extremely difficult to get sport marketing research published in 

mainstream marketing journals.  The majority of the sport research had focused on 

the distinct sciences of kinesiology and physical movement and sport marketers had 

to establish the importance of their area.  This situation is reminiscent of that first 

faced by services marketing authors who sought to establish their discipline within 

the broader marketing context.  This situation is highlighted by Fisk, Brown and 
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Bitner (1993) who wrote about the history and development of the services 

marketing literature stating that: 

Academia by its nature is conservative and hidebound.  New ideas and concepts gain 
acceptance slowly.  In this context, the early services marketing scholars were true 
risk takers.  They found relatively few publication outlets enthusiastic about their 
work, and they confronted a discipline debating whether services marketing was 
significantly distinctive (p.21). 
 

Just as the path to publication for services marketing authors became easier as their 

discipline became more broadly accepted, so too it has for sport marketing with 

publication opportunities opening up particularly in relatively new sport 

management journals (Pitts 2002).   

 

The growth of relationship marketing at a time when sport was developing as an 

area of academic interest has seen a natural convergence.  The Journal of the 

Academy of Marketing Science for example devoted an entire issue to relationship 

marketing in 1995 (volume 23, number 4), whilst the Journal of Services Marketing 

devoted an entire issue in 1999 (volume 13, number 6) to sport marketing. While 

none of these sport articles were specifically on relationship marketing, it did serve 

to highlight that sport is firmly entrenched in the services marketing sphere as was 

reinforced by Shannon (1999).   

 

Shannon (1999) undertook a review of the sport marketing literature and identified 

18 topical categories that capture the content of articles in Sport Marketing 

Quarterly, which is considered a leading outlet for sport marketing manuscripts.  

The results, from volume one through to volume eight highlighted at Table 2.2 

indicate categories and number of publications.  It shows that relationship 

marketing, the focus for this thesis and an area that has been labelled a new 

paradigm (Gronroos 1994, 1996; Morgan & Hunt 1994) in general, was not widely 

represented outside of one special issue at that point in time. 
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Table 2.2   Sport Marketing Quarterly articles by topic volumes 1-8 
 

Topic Number of articles 
(vol. 1 – 8 inclusive)* 

Advertising/promotion 12 
Case studies 5 
Collegiate sports 12 
Consumer behaviour 4 
Economic impact of sports 4 
Event management 2 
Facilities/servicescapes 5 
International  9 
Licensing 3 
Market segmentation 6 
Professional 5 
Relationship marketing 4 (all June 1997) 
Research general 16 
Research – participants and fans 15 
Sponsorship 21 
Sport marketing education 2 
Technology 5 
Women in sports 4 
Miscellaneous  7 

Source:  Shannon (1999);    *based on primary subject of the paper  

 

This special issue (1977, volume 6, number 2) contained four papers on the broader 

concept of relationship marketing.  Two of these papers (McDonald & Milne 1997; 

Shani 1997) dealt specifically with relationship marketing issues affecting sport 

consumers and sport organisations and both papers, which are specifically discussed 

in further detail later in this chapter, concurred that relationship marketing requires 

much greater research and that the sport industry has lagged behind other service 

groups in applying its principles and strategies.  Shani (1997) suggests that,  

…given that the relationship-marketing paradigm is increasingly being adopted by 
organizations in various industries, it is quite a surprise to find that there are only 
minimal efforts in that direction in the sport industry (p10). 

 

The other two papers dealt with what can be seen as peripheral relationship 

marketing issues.  One paper (Roam 1997) was authored by a sport practitioner 

from Reebok and considered the creation of consumer bonds with runners from the 

perspective of the footwear company. The other paper (Kahle, Elton & Kambara 

1997) discussed how talking about sport can help enhance personal and professional 

relationships.  In the six years following this special issue, Sport Marketing 

Quarterly has published only two further papers (Lapio & Speter 2000; Lachowetz, 
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McDonald, Sutton & Clark, 2001) that relate directly to relationship marketing.  

Both of these papers are discussed in the following section where the limited 

literature relating directly to relationship marketing in sport is considered. 

 

2.5.1 Relationship Marketing In Sport 

The recognition that sport can benefit from a relationship marketing approach is 

well accepted and the notion of referring to fans as customers is a growing trend in 

sport (Cohen 1996).  Common reasons cited for the embracing of relationship 

marketing within sport are increased technological innovation, the maturing of sport 

marketing research, and increased entertainment and leisure options leading to 

greater competitive challenges (McDonald & Milne 1997). Burnett, Menon and 

Smart (1993) concur with the notion that the changing structure of the sport 

industry makes relationship marketing inviting,  Schlossberg (1990) highlights the 

unique nature of sport fan relationships to the organisations that they follow as 

being a critical defining factor in deciding this organisational structure. Further, 

with costs of obtaining new customers significantly higher than retaining old ones 

(Reichheld & Sasser 1990; Rosenberg & Czepiel 1984) increased retention of sport 

customers should have positive effects upon profit (McDonald & Milne 1997). 

 

Despite an acknowledgement that the change of focus to replace transactional 

marketing approaches is filtering into sport (Brenner 1997; Kelley Hoffman & 

Carter 1999; McDonald & Milne 1997), insufficient literature exists to seriously 

evaluate the extent of relationship marketing in sport or to attempt to provide some 

framework for understanding the strategic approaches and value relationship 

marketing may bring to sport.  Shani (1997) highlights this lack of understanding 

when he suggests,  

…although there was also an evident increase in published work on a variety of 
perspectives of sports marketing, no conceptual or empirical effort that considered 
the possible synergy of relationship marketing and sports marketing could be found 
(p.9). 

 

In the time period following this comment the literature considering the application 

of relationship marketing in the sport discipline has been limited, despite the calls 

for research.  Further, where it has occurred it has been confined to the North 
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American context or only partly explored relationship marketing.  Specifically, 

Kelley et al. (1999) used Berry and Parasuraman’s (1991) three level process of 

relationships in examining the impact of a new ice hockey franchise attempting to 

establish consumer adoption in Carolina.  The authors used a case study approach to 

investigate the types of financial and social bonds that were established, which 

included relationship marketing activities directed to the local community.  Kelley 

et al (1999) reported that the franchise changed its relationship marketing activities 

after a period of time to focus more on the broader sporting experience in 

preference to the specific rules and intricacies of the game which had been first 

utilised.   

 

Lapio and Speter (2000) used NASCAR as an example of successful relationship 

marketing implementation and integration.  The authors link NASCAR’s success to 

the integration of marketing activities, particularly the attempts to build a customer 

intimacy by offering a total quality entertainment experience.  This is experience is 

equated to that of a NASCAR family where relationship marketing has built 

advocates who ‘spread the word’ (p.92) of the positive experience.  These fans are 

said to live a ‘NASCAR lifestyle’ (p.92) which includes wearing licensed clothing, 

purchasing memorabilia, accessing themed restaurants and specific electronic media 

that cover the sport.   

 

In the only two other papers of note the National Basketball Association (hereafter 

NBA) in the USA was featured.  Cousens, Babiak and Slack (2001) considered the 

adoption of a relationship marketing paradigm by the NBA when discussing the 

broader concept of organisational change.  The authors indicate that the NBA has 

transformed itself over a 17 year period from a loose collection of poorly 

performing sport franchises to a successful global brand, partly by adopting long-

term marketing relationships with its key stakeholders.  In the other paper 

Lachowetz et al. (2001) applied the work of McDoanld and Milne (1997) on 

customer lifetime value and noted that the NBA is utilising relationship marketing 

strategies to stop the erosion of its consumer base.  This has primarily occurred with 

customer retention strategies such as using customer referrals.   
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All four of these studies noted dealt with one sport exclusively and suggested 

positive outcomes for the sporting organisations concerned through the adoption of 

relationship marketing approaches.  The latter and most recent study repeated the 

calls made by Shani (1997) for more research on relationship marketing, stating that 

‘…more sport organizations… should incorporate relationship-marketing practices 

into their strategies to develop a more loyal customer base’ (Lachowetz et al. 2001, 

p.184). 

 

Shani (1997) writing in the special issue on relationship marketing in Sport 

Marketing Quarterly, provided the first conceptual framework for implementing 

relationship marketing in the sport industry. This framework, displayed at Figure 

2.1, is essentially a combination of a relationship marketing implementation process 

devised by Shani and Chalasani (1992), the services strategic continuum proposed 

by Gronroos (1990) and the structure of the sport industry offered by Pitts, Fielding 

and Miller (1992).  Shani (1997) drew upon the work of Groonroos (1990) in 

providing three main conditions necessary for relationship marketing to be a 

successful paradigm.  These being that there is ongoing desire for service on the 

part of the customer, the service customer controls selection of the service supplier 

and there are alternative service suppliers.  Shani determines that all of these 

conditions are present in sport marketing and that therefore it does provide an ideal 

context for the practice of relationship marketing. In general, the consumption of 

sport is done by ‘highly involved consumers with a desire for long-term association 

with a team sport or branded product’ (Shani 1997, p.9). 

 

Shani and Chalasani (1992) suggested a four-stage approach towards moving to 

relationship marketing based upon the strategic continuum of Gronroos (1990).  

These four steps, shown at Figure 2.1 are segmentation, niche marketing, database 

marketing and ultimately relationship marketing. These stages are moved through 

only when a previous stage is complete (Shani 1997). 
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Figure 2.1  Relationship marketing implementation in the sport industry 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Shani (1997, p.13) 

 

In considering the arguments of Gronroos (1994, 1996) on the shift to a relationship 

marketing paradigm, Shani (1997) suggests that not all organisations or products 

will benefit from the new approach and indicates that those products or services that 

are closer to the services (rather than tangible goods) side of the goods-services 

continuum are more likely to benefit from relationship marketing.  Shani (1997) 

raises the issue of where sport is on this continuum.  This appears to be dependent 

upon which part of the industry structure, as defined by Pitts et al. (1994) is being 

considered.  Pitts et al. (1994) proposed three segments for the sport industry 

structure based upon Porter’s (1991) broader investigation into competitive strategy.  

These three elements, shown at Figure 2.1, are the sport production segment 

(products required to produce sport, such as equipment and facilities), the sport 

promotion segment (products offered to promote sport, such as merchandise, media 

and sponsorship) and finally the sport performance segment (actual consumption by 

consumers, such as participation or spectators).  Shani (1997) contends that this 

latter sport performance or consumption element of the industry is closest to the 

services bias in the continuum and thus is most suitable to benefit from relationship 

marketing.  He also suggests that it would be unwise to be too dogmatic about this 

and that many organisations may exist in the other two industry segments that too 

may benefit from relationship marketing also. 
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Shani (1997) further contends that relationship marketing is very difficult without 

some kind of central consumer database and that pure transactional approaches are 

typified by broad customer segments with little individual customer information. A 

database allows a marketer to store information on consumers and assess value to 

the organisation.  It further assists by allowing profitable or potentially profitable 

segments to be highlighted and targeted to create individualised marketing efforts.  

Sport marketers have been found to use databases in three ways (McDonald & 

Milne 1997). Firstly to directly solicit funds or to indirectly offer data to sponsors 

for usage at a fee, secondly to track season-ticket holder or member details and 

thirdly as a means of assessing fan participation levels in events, promotions or the 

sporting season.  According to Shani (1997) part of the slow uptake in relationship 

marketing in sport is attributable to poor implementation of database marketing.  

 

Shani (1997) views relationship marketing strategies as developing from a detailed 

database where the best customers can be identified and considered as a niche 

segment.  The focus of this approach is to develop some form of one-on-one 

communication with these people and in building a long-term relationship rather 

than attempting to produce a simple transaction (Berry 1995).  Unsurprisingly given 

the limited research work in the field, Shani (1997) utilises Berry and Parasuramans 

(1991) three level framework to discuss relationship types in sport, but can only 

develop comparisons for the first two levels, which are financial bonds and social 

bonds.  This is due to the perception that relationship marketing can only be done 

with external customers and not necessarily internal markets, suppliers, or a broader 

view of markets as intended by Berry in his writing on this framework (Berry 1995; 

Berry & Parasuraman 1991). 

 

The second article in the Sport Marketing Quarterly special issue on relationship 

marketing as previously noted was by McDonald and Milne (1997) who looked for 

a way to measure the value that relationship marketing might bring to sport 

marketers.  They note that ‘…in sport, as well as in marketing in general, efforts 

towards measuring customer relationship value are scarce in the literature’ (p.27). 

They suggest that the only real method in the literature of relationship marketing 
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measurement in use is that of lifetime value.  Lifetime value (hereafter LTV) is a 

measurement of the present value of expected returns from a customer over his or 

her lifetime, less direct costs associated with communicating and servicing that 

customer (Dwyer 1989).  Typically this calculation has been used by database 

marketers (McDonald & Milne 1997).   

 

McDonald and Milne (1997) are critical of the standard approach to measuring 

LTV which typically has three variables, revenue, cost and the length of time a 

customer is projected to be dealing with an organisation. Their main criticism is that 

whilst it allows the identifying of differences in current and projected customer 

financial value, it does not offer managerial insights for improving retention levels 

and strengthening relationships with customers.  Further criticism is given in that it 

also fails to identify other factors that can influence a customer’s relationship with 

an organisation, including involvement and loyalty (McDonald & Milne 1997). 

Given relationship marketing’s progression, McDonald and Milne (1997) suggest 

that ‘there is a need to develop better measures of customer relationships and to 

utilise this information to improve individual customer-seller relationships’ (p.28).  

 

The authors try and conceptualise some of the intangible bonds that may exist 

between professional sport organisations and their customers to help extend the 

LTV approach.  These additional measures can be considered alongside LTV in 

order to better segment customers for the task of relationship marketing.  If, as the 

authors contend, the aim of relationship marketing is primarily is to maximise the 

length of time a customer is with an organisation as much as possible, the model, 

shown at Figure 2.2 helps identify which customers are relatively more valuable 

than others and would thus highlight that these customers are the ones most likely to 

be suitable for relationship marketing (McDonald & Milne 1997). 
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Figure 2.2 Factors modifying lifetime value in the sport industry 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Source: McDonald and Milne (1997, p.28) 

 

The model as shown at Figure 2.2 is based upon behavioural and psychological 

attitudes of sport consumers and as such consumer value to a sport organisation is 

moderated by the nature of the core relationship and also by the expanded 

relationship.  Each of these two factors is further moderated by two factors as 

shown at Figure 2.2.  For core relationships these are usage factors and fan 

identification.  For expanded relationships these are product merchandising and 

word of mouth. Usage refers to the length and intensity of the relationship as well as 

the frequency and nature of the contact between the customers and a franchise. This 

frequency variable is not limited to attendance, but also includes television viewing, 

as television can still be of benefit by increasing ratings and exposure.   

 

McDonald and Milne (1997) also indicate that aside from the direct financial 

benefit of merchandise sales, the effect of wearing such ‘advertising’ can be helpful 

in promoting the team.  The concept of ‘word of mouth’ refers to the propensity of 

current customers to encourage others to become customers.  The authors conclude 

with managerial actions: to build a customer database, collect customer level data, 

differentiate your customers and develop innovative programs. 

 

Whilst the transition to a more customer focused approach is likely to lead sport 

marketers looking for more efficient and effective means of communication with 

customers, others view relationship marketing in sport as potentially exploitative 
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(Burnett et al. 1993).  Shani (1997) argues that a successful relationship is a 

precursor to brand loyalty and that sufficient brand loyalty is likely to bind a 

consumer to an organisation ‘even when it is contrary to the consumer’s self 

interest’ (p11).  Typically as has been discussed, the notion of relationship 

marketing has suggested that a two way benefit exists (Berry 1995; Bitner 1995; 

Gronroos 1990, 1994), and this would be hard to reconcile with a concept where it 

actually forced people to behave in such a way that was detrimental to their 

interests.   

 

Schlossberg (1990) argues that sport marketers must guard against the risk of being 

accused of cynical exploitation of their consumers’ typically high brand loyalty.  It 

has been suggested however that the difference between a sport brand and a 

mainstream fast-moving consumer goods brand is that sport brands don’t have 

consumers as such but fans, and fans will tolerate a lot more ill treatment, 

disappointment and exploitation than the average supermarket customer. (Finance 

Weekly 1998).   

 

In practice, a study commissioned by London based Premier League soccer team 

Chelsea to explore brand loyalty found that levels of ill treatment, disappointment 

and exploitation were very high amongst fans.  Attempts were made to see what 

needed to happen before brand switching would be considered.  Finance Weekly 

(1998) reported that ‘in most cases nothing could be contemplated that would act as 

a trigger’ (p.32). 

 

While literature in the theoretical application of relationship marketing to sport is 

slowly emerging, examples from practice are also slowly being reported, 

particularly from the United States.  For example following a difficult period for 

Major League Baseball (hereafter MLB) in the mid 1990’s that featured by a season 

ending strike and general player unrest, many organisations identified that 

cultivating relationships with long time fans was more imperative than ever (Darko 

1999). 
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In 1995, attendance at MLB venues declined 26 per cent from 1993, even when 

adjusted for the 23 dates cancelled due to a players’ strike.  The share of adults who 

watched baseball on television declined 9 percentage points from 1993 to 22 per 

cent in 1995 and according to a Gallup Poll conducted in 1995 for USA Today and 

CNN, almost 7 out of 10 fans said they were less interested in MLB than they had 

been at the start of the 1994 season (Dortch 1996).  Between 1993 and 1995 only 

the Cleveland Indians team showed an increase in attendance.  Two factors are 

suggested for this, a new stadium and better performance by the team.  Recording 

the best win/loss ratio in MLB that season the Indians showed a 30.5 per cent 

increase in attendance as all other teams showed a decline in attendance (Dortch 

1996).  Lamenting that baseball owners and players saw their fans as a minor 

concern, Dortch (1996) said that ‘in business jargon, baseball owners and players 

have opted for short-term profits at the expense of long-term brand equity’ (p.22). 

 

The San Diego Padres MLB organisation was considered a pioneer in 1996 with a 

relationship orientated ‘Compadres’ program credited with resurrecting the team’s 

finances. This program provided incentives for fans to come along to games in 

exchange for demographic information. In the program’s first season it registered 

more than 50,000 people, which accounted for 20 per cent of the team’s total 1996 

attendance (Brenner 1997).  By 1999 membership of the Compadres had swelled to 

130,000 (Darko 1999).  Encouraging people to attend more games was only one of 

the program’s benefits.  Survey results from Compadres Club questionnaires 

allowed the team to provide enhanced supporter demographic information to 

existing sponsors and use in approaching new sponsors (Brenner 1997). 

 

This loyalty program concept has now spread to soccer, ice hockey and basketball 

in the USA and has been particularly helpful for sports such as soccer where 

typically walk-up sales (tickets bought at the stadium on the day) made up the bulk 

of the crowd.  In the case of the Oakland A’s MLB team, supporters provide basic 

demographic information at the stadium and receive a card, which they swipe at 

kiosks at the stadium every time they go to a game.  As a consequence they earn 

points towards rewards, such as coupons for free drinks, parking, or the chance to 
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win a trip to the World Series.  To qualify for the World Series giveaway, Oakland 

A’s card holders had to swipe their card at 80 of the 81 home games, a feat that 27 

people accomplished (Lorge 1999).   The team’s ticket staff are able to target fans 

with specific promotions.  For example, the A’s found that many people were not 

season ticket holders but came to more than 10 games and so a special package was 

developed specifically for them highlighting the value a season ticket could bring 

(Lorge 1999).   

 

Similarly, the San Francisco Giants MLB team found that 80 per cent of its 

supporters came to 10 or fewer games (there are 81 home games per season) and 

half of those only came to one or two games.  This was considered a problem given 

that the smallest ticket package that the club offered was for 17 games.  The club 

subsequently launched a six ticket series and sold 13,000 of them in 1998 (Darko 

1999).  The concept is also useful for advertising and promotional linkages.  For 

example, the Oakland A’s data indicated that 60 per cent of its card holders had 

internet access and were able to secure a sponsorship deal with a service provider 

based upon this information.  Darko (1999) further indicates that professional 

football teams in the USA have been reluctant to try such programs because they 

host only eight games per season, suggesting that relationship marketing is more 

likely to appeal to organisations and fans when a longer term of season contact is in 

place.   

 

Regrettably literature on the Australian sport marketplace’s implementation of 

relationship marketing strategies is not readily available.  Coupled with the lack of 

information as to what issues are being faced by sport organisations wishing to 

undertake relationship marketing and the broader issue on the extent of relationship 

marketing practice in Australia, it is readily apparent that considerable scope for 

research in this area exists.  This is considered in the following section which draws 

together the concepts discussed in this literature review and proposes the research 

questions addressed by this thesis. 
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2.6 Conclusion 

This chapter provided detail on the concept and strategy of relationship marketing 

and outlined its growth, practice and criticisms.  Relationship marketing was shown 

to be a major component of modern marketing thought and is considered by some 

to be the prevailing paradigm in the discipline.  This chapter has also highlighted 

the consumer behavioural motivations associated with relationship marketing and 

the complex nature of fan motivations in developing relationships with sporting 

organisations.  Specific consideration was also given to the emergence of sport 

marketing as an area of research and the limited literature pertaining to relationship 

marketing in sport was reviewed.   

 

From this discussion interrelated issues emerge.  These issues are firstly the 

emergence of and the importance of relationship marketing to long-term 

organisational success (Berry 1995; Berry & Parasuraman 1991; Christopher et. al. 

2002; Gronroos 1994, 1996; Gummesson 1993; Morgan & Hunt 1994; Palmer 

1996; Sheth & Parvatiyar 1995; Zeithaml & Bitner 1996; Zinkhan 2002).  Second 

the recognition that sport can benefit from the practice of relationship marketing 

(Burnett et al. 1993; Brenner 1997; Cohen 1996; Cousens et al. 2001; Darko 1999; 

McDonald & Milne 1997; Shani 1997).  Third, that despite the maturing of sport 

marketing research (Pitts 2002; Shannon 1999), limited research exists in the sport 

industry on the extent of relationship marketing, the issues faced and the kinds of 

strategies applied (Irwin et al. 1999; Lachowetz et al. 2001; McDonald & Milne 

1997; Shani 1997).  Fourth, what little research that has occurred is confined to 

North America (Cousens et al. 2001; Kelley et al. 1999; Lachowetz et al. 2001; 

Lapio & Speter 2000).  Fifth, that there are calls in the academic literature for 

greater research on relationship marketing’s application and operation in sport 

(Lachowetz et al. 2001; McDonald & Milne 1997, Shani 1997).   

 

These research opportunities centre on a greater understanding of relationship 

marketing’s application in the sports industry, ranging from the extent that the 

concept is being utilised and when so to what strategies are employed and what 

issues in its application are relevant to the sport industry. Given, as noted above, the 
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calls for research, the limited studies confined to North America and the perceived 

value that relationship marketing may bring sport organisations, it appears 

particularly beneficial to determine to what extent do professional sporting 

organisations in Australia undertake relationship marketing. In doing this it is also 

desirable to establish what relationship marketing strategies, if any, are being 

applied by sport organisations and what, if any, issues relating to the adoption and 

application of relationship marketing in sport are identifiable. 

 

Together these elements form the basis of this dissertation and can be encapsulated 

in the research questions – RQ1) To what extent do professional sporting 

organisations in Australia undertake relationship marketing; RQ2) what strategies 

do they employ and RQ3) what are the issues faced in implementing a relationship 

marketing approach? 

 

The following chapter will outline the methodological approach undertaken in 

exploring these questions. 
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C h a p t e r  3  

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH METHOD 

3.1 Introduction 

This research investigates the extent to which professional sporting organisations in 

Australia undertake relationship marketing; what strategies, if any, they employ and 

the issues faced in implementing a relationship marketing approach.  The findings 

add significantly to the limited research that has been undertaken thus far in this 

area and will assist sport managers and marketers in the adoption of appropriate 

approaches in the implementation and utilisation of relationship marketing. 

 

The previous chapter reviewed the literature and research in the area of relationship 

marketing, as well as the relevant related literature pertaining to consumer 

behaviour, sport consumers and sport marketing.  This chapter outlines the research 

philosophy and method used to address the research questions developed for this 

study.  Consideration is given to quantitative and qualitative data collection and the 

goals of social research are discussed and different research paradigms are 

examined.  An explanation of the interpretivism approach of the research is 

presented.  This approach is consistent with the nature and purpose of this study.  

The chapter also details the case study method utilised in conjunction with the 

interpretivist approach, including description of the six cases undertaken.  These 

cases yielded sufficient rich data and represented significant professional sport 

categories in Australia. To allow for triangulation and a saturation of information, 

data collection techniques of interviews, secondary data and participative inquiry 

were utilised and these methods are discussed along with the collection and 

capturing approach undertaken.  Finally, the data analysis processes that were 

undertaken to formulate the cases are detailed.  The completed cases are presented 

in subsequent individual chapters under consistent headings, before finally being 

discussed as a whole in the final chapter.   

 



                                                                                                   Chapter 4: Australian Football Case Study 

- 61 - 

3.2 Research Paradigm Justification 

The purposes of social research may be organised into three groups, the exploration 

of a new topic, description of a social phenomenon, or to explain why something 

occurs. (Babbie 2001; Marshall & Rossman 1999; Neuman 2000).  Exploratory 

research has a primary goal of formulating more precise questions that future 

research can answer and may be the first step in a sequence of research studies.  An 

exploratory study often has data that is incorporated into more systematic studies 

conducted at a later time.  Exploratory researchers are said to be ‘creative, open 

minded and flexible’ (Neuman 2000, p.21) and likely to take a wider investigative 

stance that often involves the concept of serendipity.  Exploratory researchers 

frequently use qualitative data.  Descriptive research documents the specific details 

of a situation, setting or relationship and is a major form of research found in 

scholarly journals.  The outcome of a descriptive study is essentially to produce a 

detailed picture of the phenomenon of interest and moves to this point by 

considering issues as to ‘how’ something has occurred and ‘who’ was involved in 

this.  Descriptive research tends to be done for the most part across all the key data 

gathering areas such as surveys and content analysis (Neuman 2000).  Explanatory 

research in context of the two earlier discussed research purposes is essentially 

attempting to answer the question of ‘why.’  It builds upon the exploratory and 

descriptive processes and goes on to identify the reason something occurs by 

focusing on causes and reasons (Punch 1998).  It covers a wide area of data 

collection methods and for the most part combines many aspects of quantitative and 

qualitative approaches (Berg 2001).  This thesis adopts an exploratory focus with 

underpinnings of explanatory and descriptive research.  

  

A paradigm can be defined as ‘…the basic belief system or worldview that guides 

the investigator’ (Guba & Lincoln 1994, p.105).  A discussion on research 

paradigms can occur on two levels. Firstly it is possible to present them underneath 

the umbrella terms of qualitative and quantitative, which makes the assumption that 

these terms are theoretical constructs as well as method descriptors.  This view is 

commonly seen in the literature (Berg 2001; Creswell 1998; Denzin & Lincoln 

1994; Marshall & Rossman 1999; Neuman 2000).  Conversely the terms qualitative 
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and quantitative can be viewed as mere method subsets of research paradigms and 

discussed accordingly (Guba & Lincoln 1994).  This chapter will adopt the former 

approach and first consider quantitative and qualitative approaches to research 

before discussing the relevant prevailing paradigms.   

 

3.2.1 Quantitative and Qualitative Approaches 

Typically, data collection techniques will fall into either quantitative research 

structures or qualitative research structures, although combinations are possible 

(Gillham 2000; Punch 1998).  Qualitative research usually involves the collection of 

non-numerical data.  Typically this is in the form of words, although pictures and 

recordings are often used. Conversely, quantitative research collects numerical data 

(Neuman 2000; Punch 1998).    

 

Before discussing and comparing the two types of research, it is worthwhile to note 

that there are two different points of view as to the extent of the differences between 

the two research traditions (Bryman 1988).  The first perspective suggests that the 

two methods represent different paradigms or epistemological positions, that is, two 

different views of social reality, very much in line with the positivist and 

interpretivist paradigms which are discussed later in this chapter.  The alternative 

view suggests that quantitative and qualitative research differ only on technique and 

therefore appropriateness to particular research problems (Bryman 1988).  As such, 

quantitative and qualitative methods can be used with any research paradigm (Guba 

and Lincoln 1998). 

 

The main differences between quantitative and qualitative approaches lie in the 

nature of their data, and in methods for collecting and analysing data (Punch, 1998).  

These differences however should not obscure the similarities in logic, which 

makes combining the approaches possible.  As Miles and Huberman (1994) 

indicate, ‘…both types of data can be productive for descriptive, reconnoitring, 

exploratory, inductive, opening up processes.  And both can be productive for 

explanatory, confirmatory, hypothesis-testing purposes’ (p.42). 
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A key difference between quantitative and qualitative approaches is the nature of 

the data.  At its most simple level it is a contrast between numbers and some non-

numeric form, usually words.  Another difference comes from the orientation of 

research.  The world of qualitative research makes far more assumptions and is 

generally broader in terms of objectives than quantitative research (May 2001; 

Neuman 2000).   

 

The approach to data is perhaps the biggest fundamental difference between 

quantitative and qualitative research methods (Neuman 2000).  The quantitative 

approach is fuelled by the positivist school. Primarily its aim is to convert data into 

quantitative form or analyse it using quantitative techniques (May 2001).  A 

positivist would likely view qualitative data as a stepping-stone or condition 

towards forming behaviour that could then be measured (Denzin & Lincoln 1994).  

A quantitative researcher would thus be interested in the capturing of precise and 

reliable measurement.  Conversely, the qualitative researcher does not see a 

deficiency in qualitative data.  Instead they see the data as insightful and 

meaningful.  They are not concerned with turning the data into something that is 

statistically measurable but rather as Halfpenny (1979) describes:  

…they concern such matters as the accessibility of other (sub)cultures, the relativity 
of actor’s accounts of their social worlds, and the relation between sociological 
descriptions and actors’ conceptions of their actions. (p.803) 

 

Qualitative research has a number of other characteristics that also help define it 

away from quantitative research.  These characteristics can be broken into several 

areas (Berg 2001; May 2001; Neuman 2000). 

 

Context – in qualitative research the emphasis is on social context as an 

understanding of the social world.  This attention to context means that a qualitative 

researcher is more likely to consider the surrounds or what comes before or after an 

observation in their assessment.  In simple terms the qualitative researcher is likely 

to take a bigger picture approach than the quantitative researcher. 

 

Case – A quantitative researcher gathers specific information on a great many 

cases, whilst a qualitative researcher is likely to be immersed with a large amount of 
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information on a much smaller number of cases.  Similarly a quantitative researcher 

is likely to go about looking for patterns in the data, whilst a qualitative researcher 

is likely to be looking at patterns in the lives, actions and words of the respondents 

as a whole in the context of the overall case. 

 

Researcher Integrity – One of the claims labelled against qualitative research is the 

greater likelihood of bias or lack of objectivity.   Certainly there appears to be a 

greater chance that personal influence could affect qualitative research given the 

nature of the collection process.  Collins (1984) argues that an important reason for 

the reliability of quantitative data comes from this very fact.  He states that,  

…we set stringent statistical criteria not because logically they are crucial for 
establishing the truth of a theory but because our intellectual community is socially 
distrustful of the honesty of investigators (p.329) 

 

Process and Sequence – Time is an important component of qualitative research.  It 

is relatively more important as a variable in qualitative research (but not necessarily 

unimportant in quantitative) as the qualitative researcher is usually involved in a 

sequence of events.  The qualitative researcher is thus more likely to see process as 

well as causal relations. 

 

Interpretation – Quantitative reports are generally built around tables and charts 

with numbers.  A researcher in this case gives meaning to those numbers and 

reports on how they relate to the hypotheses.  In qualitative research, the 

interpretation process differs.  The data is likely to be in the form of words and any 

numerical information is likely to be supplementary to the text.  A qualitative 

research then has to assign meaning to the words by understanding the people who 

spoke them.   

 

Having considered some of the differences with quantitative and qualitative 

approaches, nature and characteristics, it is also possible to highlight various 

differences in data analysis.  These differences can be seen as falling into four 

categories (Neuman 2000).  First, quantitative researchers work from an applied 

mathematics base that is highly developed and contains a broad selection of 

statistical analysis techniques.  Qualitative analysis by contrast is generally far less 
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standardised.  Much of the qualitative research being done is inductive, as opposed 

to the deductive nature of quantitative analysis (Christy & Wood 1999).  A second 

difference is the timing and scope of the data analysis.  Quantitative researchers 

according to Neuman (2000) essentially do not begin data analysis until all the data 

has been collected and condensed into numbers.  Qualitative researchers examine 

data right throughout the collection process and regularly use it to guide them in 

subsequent collection of data.  Third, quantitative researchers manipulate numbers 

that represent empirical facts in order to test hypothesis with variable constructs.  A 

qualitative researcher need not test a hypothesis and may show that a theory is 

plausible by blending together empirical evidence and abstract concepts (Neuman 

2000).  A final difference in data analysis according to Denzin and Lincoln (1994) 

lies in the relationship between qualitative and quantitative data analysis to the 

details of social life.  Qualitative data is considered less abstract than statistics and 

closer to the term ‘raw data’ (Neuman 2000, p.419).  The data is in the form of 

words, which can have multiple meanings, relatively imprecise and be context 

based.  Quantitative data is tied intrinsically to statistical symbology and assumes 

that social life can be measured by numbers.  These numbers, manipulated by the 

laws of statistics, can then reveal features of social life. 

 

Qualitative and quantitative approaches retain some complimentary aspects (Punch, 

1998).  The similarities occur in data analysis, where in recent years qualitative data 

has overcome some of the criticism associated with its limited description by 

adopting more explicit and systematic approaches (Miles & Huberman 1994).    

Similarities exist firstly in the form of inference.  In both forms of data analysis, the 

researcher reaches a conclusion through the analysis of empirical data.  The 

conclusion is reached by reasoning and simplifies the complexity in the data 

(Neuman 2000).  Another similarity is the public process of research.  Both 

quantitative and qualitative researchers either explicitly or implicitly are revealing 

how data was collected and examined (King, Keohane & Verba, 1994).  A third 

similarity according to Ragin (1994) is that of comparison.  All social researchers 

compare features of the evidence they have gathered.  In qualitative research the 

emphasis is on examining patterns across small numbers of cases and trying to 
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come to terms with their diversity.  The quantitative researcher also examines 

differences among cases, but the emphasis is on explaining covariation of variables 

across many cases.  The final form of similarity is that both quantitative and 

qualitative data analysis researchers seek to limit errors or the production of 

erroneous conclusions based upon their data. (Neuman  2000).  Table 3.1 provides a 

summary of the differences and similarities discussed above.   

 
Table 3.1  Differences and similarities in quantitative and qualitative 

methodologies 
 

Differences Quantitative Qualitative 

Analysis Style Statistical analysis after data 
collected 

Thematic data examined 
throughout collection 

Approach Deductive – test hypothesis Inductive – meaning through 
immersion 

Cases Many Few 

Concepts In the form of distinct variables In the form of themes, issues 
and generalisations 

Context Relatively smaller Bigger picture 

Data Statistical symbology and 
numbers 

Words which are assigned 
meaning 

Focus On variables On interactive processes and 
events 

Interpretation Relative to hypothesis Issues and generalisations 
extracted to present picture 

Key Element Reliability Authenticity 

Measure  Systematically created before 
data collection 

Created ad hoc and often 
specific to setting 

Procedures Standard and replication 
assumed 

Are particular and replication 
is rare 

Researcher Integrity Researcher is detached Researcher is involved 

Theory Numbers manipulated to test 
hypothesis 

Developed by considering 
evidence and concepts 

Values Free Present and explicit 

   

Similarities   

Comparison  drawn across variables to seek explanations  

Error Limitation  techniques to minimise error  

Inference reaching conclusions by the consideration of empirical data  

Public Process  data collection and examination explained  

Source: Adapted for this study from Berg 2001; Christy & Wood 1999; Collins 1984; Denzin & 
Lincoln 1994; King,  Keohane & Verba 1994; May 2001; Neuman 2000; Punch 1998; Ragin 1994  
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It is only comparatively recently that something more than a cursory treatment of 

qualitative market research has been added to the contents of textbooks.  Saegert 

and Fennell (1991) conducted a study on the way qualitative techniques were 

presented to students in 14 widely used texts and concluded that the attitude 

towards qualitative research is ‘…overwhelmingly one of reservation’ (p.266).  

Burns and Bush (1998) authors of one of the leading marketing research texts 

across the world, call the differences between quantitative and qualitative research 

‘vast’ (p.209) and then go on to label qualitative research as ‘soft’ (p.209). 

 

Others clearly disagree.  Catterall (1998) is a staunch opponent of the notion of 

defining and prescribing differences to quantitative and qualitative research.  She 

believes that dichotomies such as qualitative/quantitative and positivist/non-

positivist tend to limit rather than open up possibilities for researchers.  For 

instance, the notion of defining qualitative research as having no relevance to 

numbers is limiting and many academic qualitative researchers have found the 

numerical manipulation of qualitative data can provide valuable insights (Silverman 

1993).  Hammersley (1992) argues that many of the dichotomies typically used to 

differentiate between quantitative and qualitative approaches are overdrawn.  

Hammersley further suggests that it is more a matter of a range of positions than a 

contrast.  If someone was to take a position, it did not necessarily imply or translate 

to another.  Most importantly the belief is that positions should depend more on the 

purposes and circumstances of the research than on philosophical considerations.  

 

 Gillham (2000) takes a stronger view and suggests that qualitative approaches are 

superior to quantitative approaches in they way they allow understanding of the real 

world.  He states that ‘experimental science type approaches are ill-suited to the 

complexity, embedded character, and specificity of real-life phenomena’ (p.6).  

Miles and Huberman (1994) indicate that the expansion of qualitative inquiry has 

been ‘phenomenal’ (p.1) and that this is due to qualitative data being accepted as a 

‘…source of well grounded, rich descriptions and explanations of processes in 

identifiable local contexts’ (p.1).  Qualitative approaches can also be seen as 

providing details of the processes that lead to the results, rather than focussing on 
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the results themselves and to ‘get under the skin’ (Gillham 2000, p.11) of an 

organisation to explore the complex issues that are beyond the scope of quantitative 

approaches. 

 

At the heart of all this appears to be that qualitative research usually involves 

intensive study of small samples (Christy & Wood 1999).  Part of the reason for 

concentrating on small samples is a practical one; to do with the much greater 

expense per respondent of these techniques. It is also true however that generalising 

findings to the whole population from the sample is less important for qualitative 

techniques since they are typically focussed on depth of understanding (Berg 2001).  

The logic of qualitative research for instance does not forbid the use of numbers, 

statistics and precise quantitative measurement.  The best case for this is the 

concept of triangulation – combining different methodological techniques to 

overcome perceived weaknesses in specific techniques (Neuman 2000).  An 

accepted part of quantitative work, the concept allows a researcher to reduce 

shortcomings when testing hypotheses by getting a better understanding of the 

objective.  The concept of triangulation is also accepted by qualitative researchers, 

but for different reasons (Denzin 1989). These include increasing the sophisticated 

rigor of the data, helping to reveal the richness of diversity in the data and finally, 

the emergence of an inconsistent picture, which to qualitative researchers is 

considered to be a welcome and additional source of data. 

 

In summary, quantitative research design uses a deductive logic.  It begins with a 

general topic that is then narrowed down to a research question(s) and hypotheses 

and finally a testing of these hypotheses against empirical evidence.  Qualitative 

research on the other hand uses an inductive logic.  Its focus is on discovering 

meaning to research questions through immersion in data and the extraction of 

themes and issues. 
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3.3 Research Paradigm 

A paradigm was defined earlier in this chapter as ‘…the basic belief system or 

worldview that guides the investigator’ (Guba & Lincoln 1994, p.105).  A paradigm 

allows researchers to ascertain what problems should be explored and what 

methods are appropriate in this exploration (Deshpande 1983).  Within the social 

sciences, two broad research approaches are used.  These are positivism and 

interpretivism (Carson, Gilmore, Perry and Gronhaug 2001; May 2001; Neuman 

2000).  A comparison of these approaches and views is shown at Table 3.2. 

 

Table 3.2 Comparison of positivism and interpretivism approaches 

Positivism Interpretivism 
 

Orientation: 
 

Instrumental, science focus. 
 
Reason for research: 
 

Explanatory and descriptive motives. 
Seeks to discover natural laws so events 
and human behaviour can be predicted and 
controlled. 
To uncover facts of social phenomena and 
to do so without subjective interpretation 
 

 

 
 

Practical, interactive focus. 
 
 
 

Seeks to describe and understand 
meaningful social and organisational action 
through observation in natural settings. 
Concerned with understanding behaviour 
from individual’s frame of reference and 
reality.   
Multiple perspectives are considered. 
 

Nature of social reality: 
 

A world that is external and objective. 
Stable patterns that pre-exist or a sense of 
order that can be discovered. 
Seeking similarities in science. 
 

 
 

Fluid definitions of a situation created by 
natural human interaction. 
Multiple realities. 

Methodology: 
 

Quantitative methods likely- experiments, 
surveys and statistics most common. 
Objective research favoured. 
Focus is on measurement and hypotheses 
testing with precise empirical observations. 
Deductive – theory testing approach. 
Researcher detached. 
 
Evidence justification: 

 
 

Qualitative methods likely - participant 
observation, case studies or field research. 
Both verbal and nonverbal communication 
considered. 
Inductive – theory building approach. 
Researcher involved. 

  

Based on precise, repeatable observations Embedded in context of fluid social 
interactions 

Sources: Carson et al. 2001; Denzin & Lincoln 1994; Deshpande 1983; Neuman 2000. 
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Quantitative research as shown at Table 3.2 relies primarily on assumptions from 

the positivist approach to science. The positivist approach sees social science as an 

organised method for combining deductive logic with precise empirical 

observations of individual behaviour (Carson et al. 2001).   This in turn allows the 

discovery and confirmation of causal relationships that predict human behaviour.  

(Neuman 2000).    Because of this positivist researchers are likely to have a strong 

preference for precise quantitative data that comes from experiments, surveys and 

statistics.  By seeking rigid and exact measures, they test hypotheses by carefully 

analysing numbers from set measures (Neuman 2000). 

 

Positivists contend that there is only one path to which science and any intellectual 

pursuit aspiring to it must follow (Keat & Urry 1975).  Thus all science has 

common elements and a positivist is likely to look at science as being a collection 

of similarities rather than differences.  As a particular science fields develop they 

essentially become more and more like pure science – such as physics and share a 

common set of principles and logic.  Critics of positivism contend that positivism 

reduces people to numbers and that its concerns with abstract laws and formulas are 

not relevant to the actual lives of real people (Neuman 2000).  Similarly, Sandberg 

(2005) indicates that ‘…the strong growth of interpretive approaches mainly stems 

from a dissatisfaction with the methods and procedures… (of) positivist research’ 

(p.41) and that knowledge about organisations is well served by the interpretive 

approach and has increased substantially.   

 

Carson et al. (2001) and Neuman (2000) suggest that the interpretive approach is 

the natural opposite to positivism.  Interpretivism uses various methods to 

determine how others see the world and as shown at Table 3.2 is more concerned 

with achieving an emphatic understanding of feelings and world views than with 

testing the laws of human behaviour.   The understanding of human behaviour by 

observation is the central tenet of the interpretive approach. This allows for 

‘multiple realities’ (Carson et al. 2001, p.5).   These include the involvement of the 

researcher, the perspectives of the participants, and the context in which the 

behaviour occurs.  Interpretivism uses inductive theory (as opposed to positivism’s 
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deductive theory) to seek out and understand a phenomenon (Blaikie 1993).   

Questions about the ability to justify knowledge produced within the interpretive 

approach have been raised in the past however (Giorgi 1992, 1994; Jones 1998).  

These criticisms tend to reflect the use of positivist approaches to justify the results 

of interpretive approaches.  This has led to what Sandberg (2005) describes at best 

as a “dilemma’ (p.45) or at worst a ‘crisis’ (p.45) as interpretive researchers seek 

suitable criteria for justifying the knowledge they have produced.  This situation is 

explored further in the following section on research design. 

 

Broadly speaking the interpretive approach is linked closely to the data collection 

processes of field research and case studies (Neuman 2000).  Interpretivism can 

also be viewed as an umbrella term, covering many seemingly interrelated research 

perspectives (Carson et al. 2001).  These include but are not limited to: realism, 

critical theory, constructivism, phenomenology, hermeneutics, naturalistic inquiry 

and humanism.  Indeed Creswell (1998) believes that there are a ‘baffling number’ 

(p. 5) of research typologies within the qualitative area.  For example, within the 

qualitative field with minimal overlap Denzin and Lincoln (1994) identify seven 

approaches, Guba and Lincoln (1994) identify four, Miles and Hubermen (1994) 

speak of three, Morse (1994) identifies four, Moustakos (1994) identifies six and 

Neuman (2000) lists eight.  

 

The difference between many of these methods is particularly small and further 

elaboration would not be adding anything to the interpretive approach utilised in 

this research.  However it is worth highlighting that as the next section will detail, 

case studies in themselves can be seen as an all encompassing approach or 

paradigm (Yin 1994).  This thesis will adopt this as its world view and apply an 

interpretivist approach through case studies in answering the research questions of 

this study.  As case studies are also fundamentally a research design, they are 

discussed in greater detail in the following section alongside detail of the method 

specifically applied. 
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In summary, qualitative research can be non-positivist in approach.  While a 

quantitative researcher gathers data after theorizing, creating hypotheses and 

creating measure of variables, a qualitative researcher begins with a research 

question and little else (Gilham 2000; Neuman 2000).  This thesis thus is 

fundamentally based on an interpretivist paradigm and as will be outlined in the 

following section is coupled with case study methodological design. This provides 

a belief system structured on exploring contemporary organisational practices 

through, immersion, understanding and interpretation.  This is appropriate given the 

nature of the research questions outlined and the inductive style of qualitative 

inquiry attempted.  The intention of investigation of the relationship marketing 

practices within the natural setting of professional sporting organisations is one well 

suited to a case study approach and this concept, which can be seen as a research 

paradigm in itself is explored in detail the following section.  This approach allows 

not only for exploration, description and explanation within each case, but also 

across the cases to help provide ‘lessons learned’ (Creswell 1998, p.249) to 

contribute to knowledge in the marketing field. 

 

3.4 Research Design and Method 

An appropriate research design for the identified approach throws up a number of 

possibilities.  These can generally be grouped into specific areas (Denzin & Lincoln 

1994).  Creswell (1998) identifies that the approaches are vast, but settles on five 

key traditions which concur with the Denzin and Lincoln approach.  These are 

biography, phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography and case study.  The 

latter being the approach used in this dissertation. 

 

Denzin (1989) defines the biographical method as the ‘studied use and collection of 

life documents that describe turning points in an individual’s life’ (p.69).  

Phenomenology is essentially a broader biographical term that considers ‘lived 

experiences for several individuals (Creswell 1998, p.59).  It is a complex, multi-

faceted philosophy that defies simple characterisation (Schwandt 1997).  It typically 

applies to individuals who have experienced a phenomenon and attempts to ascribe 

meaning to that experience (Creswell 1998).  A grounded theory study attempts to 
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generate or discover a theory.  In one sense, the emergence of grounded theory can 

be seen as a step towards bringing quantitative and qualitative approaches a little 

closer together (Neuman 2000). Grounded theory shares some goals with positivist 

based theory in that it seeks theory that is comparable with the evidence, that is 

precise and rigorous, that is capable of replication and that is generalisable.  

Grounded theory pursues these generalisations by making comparisons across 

social situations. The generally accepted definition of grounded theory comes from 

Strauss and Corbin (1994) as: ‘a qualitative research method that uses a systematic 

set of procedures to develop an inductively derived theory about a phenomenon 

(p.24).  The aim of this approach is to ‘saturate’ (Creswell 1998, p.56) a category of 

inquiry with data.  Ethnographic studies are largely assembled by participant 

observation (Scwandt 1997). Its focus is on detailed reporting of behaviour, 

customs and way of life within a cultural or social group (Harris 2001).  An 

ethnographer spends large amounts of time in the field and is likely to produce 

writing that is a ‘storytelling in style’ (Creswell 1998, p.61).   

 

Case studies are defined by Creswell (1998) as ‘an exploration of a bounded system 

or a case (or multiple cases) over time through detailed, in-depth data collection 

involving multiple sources of information rich in context’ (p.61).  This method has 

become an increasingly popular method of inquiry across a number of disciplines 

(Gillham 2000; Gomm, Hammersley & Foster 2001; Yin 1994;).  Some authors, 

such as Hamilton (1980), Simons (1996) and Yin (2003) suggest that case studies 

are more than a methodology and are in fact an entire research paradigm in 

themselves.  Others, such as Creswell (1998), Denzin and Lincoln (1994) and Stake 

(1995) see cases as a strategy of inquiry.  This thesis, while grounded in an 

interpretivism approach accepts that case studies are a research paradigm and 

adopts this as the operational approach undertaken in answering the research 

questions outlined.  The nature of cases studies as a paradigm can co-exist with the 

broader paradigm of interpretivism and this approach helps provide a stronger 

context for the research.  Case studies as such should not be seen as a simple data 

collection method. 
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Case studies comprise an all-encompassing method and are ‘one of the most 

common ways to do qualitative inquiry’ (Stake 2000, p435).  In this sense, the case 

study is not either a data collection tactic or merely a design feature alone but at the 

very least a comprehensive research strategy (Stoecker 1991).  It… 

a) copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will be many 
more variables of interest than data points, and as one result 

b) relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a 
triangulating fashion, and as another result 

c) benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide data 
collection and analysis (Yin, 1994, p.13) 

 
Yin (1994) also notes that case studies are considered particularly appropriate when 

‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are being posed, when the researcher has very limited or 

no control over events, and ‘when the focus is on contemporary phenomenon 

within some real-life context’ (p.1).  The approach in this thesis was to understand 

relationship marketing’s operation in Australian professional sport from an 

organisational perspective.  This focus entailed gaining an intimate understanding 

of the operations of various sporting organisations, charting events in their history 

and seeking to identify strategies, issues and contemporary practices. 

 

Case study research allows for such a holistic approach and the ability to 

specifically capture uniqueness, rather than to necessarily seek wider 

generalisations or for theoretical inference of some kind (Gomm, Hammersley & 

Foster 2000; Yin 1994).  The idea is to ‘make sense of what you have found after 

you have found it’ (Gillham 2000 p.7).  In essence, case studies have a clear place 

in research and most importantly provide a way to explain the causal links in real-

life interventions that are too complex for the survey or experimental strategies (Yin 

1994).  Indeed Walton (1992) argues ‘case studies are likely to produce the best 

theory’ (p.129). 

 

Case studies may be exploratory, descriptive or explanatory in nature (Yin 1994) 

and despite each approach having advantages, there is a considerable degree of 

overlap amongst them.  Yin (1994) suggests three criteria in determining which 

approach to use. The three conditions consist of, ‘…the type of research question 

being posed; the extent of control an investigator has over… events and the degree 
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of focus on contemporary as opposed to historical events’ (p.4).  This thesis is 

exploratory given the lack of information on relationship marketing in professional 

sport highlighted in Chapter 2, but also is underpinned by some explanatory and 

descriptive outcomes noted in subsequent chapters. 

 

This approach coincides with the richness of data that cases are able to provide.  

Typically this is referred to as ‘thick description’ (Stake 1995, p.39) and infers that 

cases can provide depth within units of analysis and similarly breadth across these 

unit types.  There is no common system or calculation for an appropriate number of 

cases to be studied (Stake 1995; Yin 1994) although Creswell (1998) indicates that 

the researcher typically ‘…chooses no more than four cases’ (p.63) in multi-case 

research.  The dimensions are purely a function of the researcher’s needs for 

information.  It may be possible to study one case and look at great depth within 

various units of analysis within that case, or similarly consider a number of cases.   

 

Six cases are undertaken for this study.  This choice was based on – access, 

location,  cooperation, relevance in terms of size, scope and operation, reduction of 

heterogeneity, theoretical applicability, likely outcomes, possible uniqueness and 

representation of the local sporting landscape.  Primarily the cases were selected 

because they allowed insights into what were identified as major sporting bodies 

within Australia.  A triangulation approach to ensure validity is utilised, with 

observation (participative inquiry), depth interviews and analysis of secondary data 

sources forming the basis of the case development.  In some instances where 

individual sporting organisations were chosen within a broader league concept a 

decision had to be made as to which organisation to consider.  In some instances 

this was straightforward, for example the Melbourne Storm is the only National 

Rugby League franchise operating out of Melbourne and was as such particularly 

convenient.  However, the Storm was not only just convenient.  The also provided 

an insight into a relatively new sporting franchise that had been placed into a 

competitive market and were thus seen as an appropriate case to consider.   
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In the instance of basketball, uncertainty as to which of the two Melbourne based 

franchises to choose (due in part to clubs being in financial difficulty and possibly 

being liquidated) led to both initially being investigated and while it was envisaged 

only one would be reported, the contrast between the two teams made for 

interesting insights into different marketing approaches; so both organisations were 

ultimately reported in the case study.  This is in line with accepted case study 

practice where involvement in the data analysis occurs throughout the process and 

may lead to new approaches.   

 

While soccer also had two Melbourne based franchises operating in the National 

Soccer League, the second team were reluctant to participate in the study thus 

leaving South Melbourne as the representative.  South Melbourne as a relatively 

large team (supporters and length of time in league) was the first preference 

however, so this was not problematic.   

 

The selection of the AFL team for the study was more complex.  Nine teams from 

the Melbourne metropolitan area play in the Australian Football League and any 

team could have potentially made a suitable candidate.  Collingwood for instance 

have a large number of supporters and members, while conversely the Western 

Bulldogs have a small number but have made efforts in recent years to better 

engage with supporters in their region.  It was felt however that Hawthorn Football 

Club provided the opportunity for the richest and deepest source of information 

given the organisations structure, marketing approaches and recent history.  This 

information is detailed in the relevant chapter.   

 

In the cases of motor racing and cricket the national governing bodies of formula 

one and cricket were selected and it was fortunate that both organisations’ 

headquarters were in Melbourne.   

 

Alternative future studies, as discussed in the final chapter, may wish to focus on a 

smaller number of sports with greater depth or alternatively on more sports with 

less depth. 
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Cases are presented in individual chapters and then considered in total in the final 

chapter where assertions are presented.  The cases are: 

 

• National Basketball League – pilot study to develop interview processes, 

test general methodological approach, general trial-run.  Information of 

use generally overall from a national sporting body perspective and also 

specifically with the two national basketball league teams identified 

below.  Information collected is presented with the Tigers and Giants 

chapter noted below. 

 

• Hawthorn Football Club – a long standing member of the Australian 

Football League (AFL), the premier sporting competition in Australia 

across most measures (attendance, revenues, sponsorship, interest, ratings, 

etc).  This club is one of nine in metropolitan Melbourne that are part of 

the AFL.   

 

• Melbourne Storm – member of National Rugby League, a major sporting 

code across the Eastern seaboard of the country and also including a team 

in New Zealand.  The Storm franchise is relatively new and operates as a 

monopoly rugby league franchise in a highly completive entertainment 

and sport market.   

 

• Australian Grand Prix Corporation – the body responsible for the 

operation and management of the Grand Prix races (car and motorbike) 

held each year.  These are annual events.  Only the Formula One race is 

considered in this study 

 

• Cricket Australia – have total authority over the management of the sport 

of cricket within Australia, with primary responsibility for the national 

team in both limited over and Test cricket.   Cricket is regarded as the 

national sport of Australia and commands high levels of interest.   
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• Victoria Giants & Melbourne Tigers – both members of the National 

Basketball League and the two Melbourne franchises in the competition.  

The teams are relatively smaller than other sports considered in terms of 

attendance, so a dual approach provided richer data. 

 

• South Melbourne Soccer Club – a founder member of the National Soccer 

League, which has existed since 1977.  South Melbourne is one of two 

clubs based in Melbourne in the league, relatively popular on a national 

basis and draw fans predominantly from one ethnic group.   

 

Creswell (1998) believes that the idea of generalisability is what motivates 

researchers to choose multiple cases, while Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest 

that multiple cases add ‘confidence to findings’ (p.29).  On the notion of how the 

cases are selected Yin (1994) cautions against selecting units based upon random 

sampling methodology while Creswell (1998) speaks of purposeful sampling as 

being particularly relevant to case studies.  Stake (2000) further argues that in case 

studies the sample size is too small to warrant random selection and that for 

qualitative inquiry ‘a purposive sample, building in variety and acknowledging 

opportunities for intensive study’ (p.446) is appropriate.  Case studies, like 

experiments are generalisable to theoretical propositions, not to populations or 

universes (Yin 1994).  Selection thus should be based on replication, not sample 

size.  This logic underlying the use of multiple-case studies is that each case must 

be carefully selected so that it either  predicts similar results (a literal replication) or  

produces contrasting results but for predictable reasons (a theoretical replication) 

(Yin 1994). 

 

Multiple-case designs have increased in frequency in recent years (Yin 1994) and 

the evidence from multiple cases is often considered more compelling, and the 

overall study is therefore regarded as being more robust (Herriot & Firestone 1983).  

Unfortunately this also means that developing a clear research design is a much 

harder task.  Merriam (1988) indicates that ‘…there is no standard format for 

reporting case study research’ (p.193) and Yin (1994) highlights, ‘…unfortunately 

case study research designs have not been codified’ (p19).  Formulating a research 
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design within this methodology is thus likely to be a unique process.  Yin (1994, 

p.20) does however suggest five components of research design applicable to case 

studies.  These being, ‘…a study’s questions; its propositions (if any); its unit(s) of 

analysis; the logic linking the data to the propositions and the criteria for 

interpreting the findings’ (p.20). 

 

If we move to a broader social science context, four common tests for judging 

research design appear.  Yin (1994), citing Kidder and Judd, (1986, pp.26-29) 

considers them to be 

a) Construct Validity – establishing correct operational measures for the concepts 
being studied 

b) Internal Validity – (for explanatory or causal studies only, and not for 
descriptive or exploratory studies): establishing a causal relationship, whereby 
certain conditions are shown to lead to other conditions, as distinguished from 
spurious relationships 

c) External Validity – establishing the domain to which a study’s findings can be 
generalized 

d) Reliability – demonstrating that the operations of a study, such as the data 
collection procedures can be repeated, with the same results (Yin 1994, p33) 

 

To consider these tests a series of processes can be utilised throughout case studies 

to provide the necessary validity and reliability.  In line with Yin’s (1994) 

recommendations, these are shown below at Table 3.3. 

  

Table 3.3  Case study tactics for four research design tests 

Tests Case Study Tactic 
Construct Validity Use multiple sources of evidence 

 Establish chain of evidence 

 Have key informants review draft case study report 

  

Internal Validity Pattern matching 

 Explanation building 

  

External Validity Replication logic in multiple-case studies 

  

Reliability Case study protocol 

 Case study database 

Source: Yin (1994, p.33) 
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The approaches noted by Yin at Table 3.3 are typically positivist by nature so they 

are not naturally applicable to this study.  The use of positivist criteria to justify 

interpretive research is not unusual however (Lincoln and Guba 1985, Miles and 

Huberman 1984, Morgan 1983, Van Maanen 1983), although the requirement to 

undertake such an approach has been challenged by Sandberg (2005).  He argues 

that such an approach is unnecessary and ‘…are not in accordance with the 

underlying ontology and epistemology’ (p.43) of interpretive approaches.  A better 

approach he argues is to accept that “…truth is confined to the researcher’s lived 

experience of truth’ (p.50) and that different forms of validity and reliability apply 

to interpretive approaches.  These are ‘communicative validity’ which is aimed at 

establishing truth as perceived fulfilment, ‘pragmatic validity’ which establishes 

truth in practice and finally ‘transgressive validity’ which is suggested as ‘…an 

appropriate criterion for establishing truth as indeterminate fulfilment’ (p.54).  

Sandberg (2005) explains these concepts in great detail but greater elaboration is 

not given here as the formulation of the research design and data collection for this 

thesis occurred well before his publication and it is inappropriate to use it as a basis 

of research design.  However it has helped provide clarification to the complex and 

as yet unresolved notion of establishing an appropriate research design to justify 

interpretive studies. 

 

While it has been noted that formulating a robust research design is a unique 

process to case studies and that there is no set process, the concepts of Yin, despite 

their positivist nature, were considered in a small part in setting some boundaries 

for the research design.  This helped to provide some structure but retained the 

overall flexibility and immersion necessary for an interpretive approach, 

particularly in the data analysis area where an interpretive approach was utilised as 

described in section 3.4.2.  In terms of construct validity, multiple sources of 

evidence were utilised and a chain of evidence established.  While key informants 

did not review the case study drafts, they were given the opportunity to review 

interviews.  As this study was not explanatory or causal in primary nature, the 

internal validity concepts of Yin were not considered.  However replication logic in 

multiple cases was applied to provide external validity and to allow findings across 
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cases to be developed.  Finally the question of reliability was addressed by 

establishing case study protocols which are outlined further in this chapter. 

 

At the same time, the concepts of an interpretive approach were maintained 

throughout this study.  An interpretive justification for findings is based on building 

knowledge through lived experiences (Sandberg 2005).  This approach has been 

detailed in the past.  For example, Miles and Huberman (1994) noted that 

importance of justifying the production of knowledge during the interpretive 

research process.  Tactics include, triangulation, weighting evidence, checking out 

rival explanations, looking for negative evidence, checking for representativeness 

and adjusting for researcher effects.  While these interpretive approaches where, 

when applicable, incorporated in this study, it is also noticeable that they have been 

established from positivist research traditions.  As such it should be noted that while 

an interpretivist approach is utilised in this research, it is not an approach that is 

easily held mutually exclusive from positivism and indeed some positivist 

justification is also utilised with regard the knowledge produced.  While this might 

not be ideal according to Sandberg (2005) it does provide a research design that is 

pragmatic in answering the research questions of this study.  As was noted earlier, 

interpretivism is currently struggling with finding approaches to justify its findings 

and no easy solution exists (Sandberg 2005). 

 

A final methodological question for discussion with regard to case studies relates to 

the generalisability of findings and is seemingly the most contentious aspect of case 

study research.  The question that seems to divide the authors within this 

methodology is essentially one of whether we can draw, or provide a basis for 

drawing some type of conclusion about a phenomenon or about members of a wider 

population?  Some researchers say yes, but that it is different in character from 

statistical analysis (Mitchell 1983; Yin 1994).  Others say that it is possible to make 

the same kind of generalisations as what survey researchers produce (Schofield 

1990).  Still others claim that it is not necessary to make any generalisations about 

findings and that what is useful is what others make of them (Donmoyer 2000, 
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Stake 1978) or facilitate the transfer of findings from one setting to another on the 

basis of fit (Guba & Lincoln 1989; Lincoln & Guba 1985). 

 

For the purposes of this thesis a mixed approach was utilized.  If Stake (1978) and 

Schofield (1990) can be viewed as presenting the polar views on generalisability, 

then some middle ground exists with the work of Gomm et al. (2000) who have 

specifically examined the competing claims in this area.  They believe that the 

drawing of general conclusions if done carefully and systematically is acceptable by 

researchers in the case area and that in fact two types of generalization exist, that of 

across and that of within a case.  The latter is deemed ‘virtually unavoidable’ 

(Hammersly & Gomm 2000, p.10).  Gomm et al. (2000) warn of the need to make 

the distinction between empirical generalization which are those generalizations 

that are formed by drawing inferences about ‘…a larger finite population of cases 

from the study of a sample’ (p.103) and theoretical inference, which is reaching a 

likely conclusion based upon a ‘…certain type of theoretically defined situation’ 

(p.103).  Gomm et al. (2000) suggest that both types of inference are possible with 

cases, the former a much trickier proposition however and that this can by assisted 

by efforts to limit heterogeneity by  utilizing theoretical ideas about the case and the 

population in the analysis and by selecting cases for study on the basis of such ideas 

and information.  This appears to move away, but not necessarily conflict with 

Yin’s (1994) assessment of multi-case selection noted earlier, with regard to 

sampling.  These views were taken into account when selecting the cases as 

outlined earlier in this chapter. 

 

3.4.1 Data Collection 

As case studies themselves are a complete form of inquiry they can be made up 

numerous data collection techniques.  Yin (1994) suggests that up to six sources of 

data are available (documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observations, 

participant observations and physical artefacts), while Creswell (1998) narrows 

these into four forms of data in qualitative research.  These being observations (both 

participant and non-participant), interviewing (both structured and unstructured), 

documents (ranging from public to private) and audio-visual materials. It is 
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generally considered that multiple methods should be utilised to assist with 

triangulation (Creswell 1998; Stake 1995; Yin 1994).   

One aspect that characterises good case study research is the use of many different 

information sources to provide depth to the case (Creswell 1998).  This thesis 

utilised a series of data collection methods in line with those identified above.  

These collection issues and methods are discussed further in this section. 

The goal of interviewing is to view things from the perspective of the respondent 

(Patton 1990).  This allows the discovery of interpretations, feelings and memories 

that may not be obtainable in other ways (Carson et al. 2001).  Interviews are 

considered the significant data component of almost all qualitative inquiry (Carson 

et al. 2001; Creswell 1998).  Interviews can be structured, semi-structured or 

unstructured, however qualitative interviewing is generally conducted in an 

unstructured or semi-structured format, particularly for case study research (Stake 

1995).  This does not mean however that large amounts of preparation are not 

necessary.  For instance, Carson et al. (2001) talk of preparing ‘overall objectives,’ 

‘interview guides’ and ‘probe topics’ (p.74) in order to ensure a successful 

interview.  Stake (1995) believes that interviewers should develop a ‘short list of 

issue orientated questions’ (p.65) and possibly hand these to the respondent prior to 

the interview to indicate that there is an agenda.  May (2001) suggests that 

interviews do not begin with the first question, but with the preparation work and 

exploratory focus that must be undertaken. 

Unlike the typical structured interviewing process that might occur with 

quantitative survey work, the qualitative interviewer is an integral part of the 

process.  Neuman (2000) highlights ten key differences between structured survey 

interviews and unstructured field research work.  These for qualitative research 

include the use of open-ended questions and probes, adjustments to the respondents 

norms and language, the inclusion of jokes, diversions and anecdotes, the friendly 

conversational exchange, the showing of interest in responses and no clear 

beginning or end.  Structured interviewing according to Fontana and Frey (2000) 
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can be viewed as the pursuit of precise data that is captured and specifically coded 

to explain behaviour within already established categories.   

Conversely, unstructured interviewing attempts to understand behaviours without 

the rigid categorization that may limit the scope of inquiry.  Semi-structured 

interviewing sits between the too extremes and utilises techniques from both 

spectrums.  May (2001) believes that semi-structured interviews allow people to 

answer more on their own terms than a structured interview, but ‘…still provide a 

greater structure for comparability’ (p.123) than that of a unstructured interview.  

Feilding (1988) suggests that one way to use semi-structured interviews is to have 

prepared ‘thematic guides’ (p.212) which allow issues to be raised and then 

expanded if necessary. 

One instance where a more structured interviewing process occurs in qualitative 

research is that of the group interview, or as it is more commonly known, the focus 

group.  In this situation ‘systematic questioning of several individuals in a formal or 

informal setting (Fontana & Frey 2000, p.651) occurs.  Madriz (2000) believes that 

focus groups possess the characteristics of the two major techniques used by 

qualitative researchers, these being participant observation and individual 

interviews. Focus groups typically in marketing have a very prominent moderator.  

A typical focus group study uses four to six groups (Neuman 2000) and group 

members should be homogeneous.  While focus groups questions may be more 

structured, the style is still well short of what would occur with survey 

interviewing. 

The skills of a good interviewer, be they in a focus group or an individual 

interview, are similar.  Authors such as Carson et al. (2001), Fontana and Frey 

(2000), Neuman (2000) and Stake (1995), speak of good listening skills as being 

the key factor.  Other elements include the ability to establish good rapport, gaining 

trust and asking probing questions that arise from the discussion (May 2001).  

Carson et al. (2001) describe a good relationship between respondent and 

interviewer as one where the respondent is engaged in a ‘conversation’ (p.74).  

Other authors however (Fontana & Frey 2000; Neuman 2000; Stake 1995) suggest 
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that an interviewer should speak as little as possible and allow the respondent to 

dominate the conversation. 

Interviews are normally transcribed and/or feature note taking.  While some 

authors, such as Wolcott (1990) disapprove of tape recorders because they can be a 

distraction, authors generally recommend their usage (Carlson et al. 2001; Neuman 

2000; Patton 1990; Stake 1995) or indicate that it is a matter of preference (Yin 

1994, p.86).  The transcription of audio tapes is not automatically recommended by 

authors.  Carlson et al. (2001) believe tape recordings should be transcribed, while 

Stake (1995) believes that in case study research ‘…getting the exact words is 

usually not very important, it is what they mean that is important’ (p.66). 

The context of an interview in qualitative research is considered particularly 

relevant.  Where possible interviews should be conducted in a setting where the 

respondent is in the best position to respond without distraction (Neuman 2000).  

Briggs (1986) believes that the context of the interview setting should be noted by 

the interviewer and considered in their perceptions of the interaction. 

One additional matter to be considered with interviews is that of how many should 

be conducted.  There is limited response to this in the literature, other than to 

suggest that follow up interviews with individuals may be necessary and that the 

information overall should provide some sense of theoretical saturation for the 

researcher (Guba & Lincoln 1994).  The aim of follow up interviews is to ‘…gain 

further clarification, understanding and expansion in relation to particular areas of 

interest (Carson et al. 2001, p.80). 

For this study free-flowing unstructured and semi-structured interviews with key 

personnel at each organisation were conducted (on several occasions where 

necessary) as a fundamental part of the data collection in this study.  Initial contact 

was made with the senior marketing person in each organisation chosen and 

preliminary discussions were undertaken to determine the people within the 

organisation most suitable for interview.  In some instances this required interviews 

with several people in an organisation, while in other instances only one person in 

an organisation was suitable.  Prior to some interviews a brief interview guide (see 
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Appendix A for an example) was developed to assist the researcher cover key 

issues for discussion.  This guide was not given to interviewees and was only 

loosely referred to by the researcher once interviews began.  Interviews were 

conducted in the context of the organisational premises of the respondents, either in 

a quiet office environment or a meeting room.  This allowed for lengthy 

uninterrupted discussions. These interviews were taped by micro-cassette recorder 

or in the very few instances where this was not possible notes were taken. 

Interviews were transcribed and where necessary presented back to interviewees for 

adjustment, comment and to establish their compliance with the issues noted.  

Follow up interviews when conducted sought clarification of comments made or in 

some instances were used to discuss new events or occurrences that were likely to 

impact upon an organisation.  An example of this was a series of interviews with 

the Marketing Manager of the Melbourne Storm, where over the period of those 

discussions a number of important relational marketing issues, such as the 

relocation to a new stadium, had occurred.   

 

The aim of the interviews was to immerse the author in data as much as possible.  

There was little attempt to ask respondents from different organisations the exact 

same questions as the reality of their existence varied from situation to situation.  

This is consistent with the interpretive approach.  However a number of questions, 

such as type of database used for example, were common across all organisations.  

Aside from some points on the interview guide, the interviews were kept as relaxed 

and open as possible even if this meant some repetition.  Respondents were 

encouraged to be frank and forthright and some of the sensitive information 

provided suggested this occurred.  Respondents were given limited information 

about the nature of the study beforehand with just general details about the broad 

topic of the dissertation discussed.  Respondents were informed of other 

organisations assisting with the study, primarily because this was commonly 

requested and also because it appeared to give them a sense of security and comfort.  

The interviews for the various organisations were not conducted in any pre-planned 

order.  As the various sporting seasons overlap and respondents became available 

interviews for some organisations overlapped.  This caused no problems as each 
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organisation was treated independently.  In one instance an organisation had a 

senior staff member take extended leave during the interview and data collection 

process.  This is noted in the relevant case study chapter with information on how 

this was overcome. 

 

A deliberate attempt was made during the interviews to not refer to the findings, 

thoughts, discussion or outcomes of interviews with other organisations.  Obviously 

as all the interviews were conducted personally by the author this was difficult as 

those experiences are internalised throughout the process.  This is part of the 

subjectivity of qualitative research and is noted in the limitations.  It was considered 

important in this study to try and initially keep the organisations as distinct as 

possible before returning during the data analysis to begin making comparisons and 

contrasts with the ultimate aim of providing findings to the research questions.  

Similarly, where participative observation had occurred prior to the completion of 

interviews this observation was generally not recalled in the interview unless 

specific elements noted needed to be clarified.  This was done to focus the 

interviews on the respondent’s thoughts, rather than an interpretation of my 

observations. 

 

Participant observation alongside interviewing is considered the backbone of 

qualitative research (Madriz 2000).   It is considered appropriate for studies of 

almost every aspect of social science and is particularly appropriate for ‘…studying 

processes, relationships among people and events, the organisation of people and 

event’ (Jorgensen 1989, p.12) 

Participant observation is a data collection method that ‘…encourages researchers 

to immerse themselves in the day-to-day activities of the people whom they are 

attempting to understand’ (May 2001, p.148).  It relates primarily to engaging in 

and experiencing a social scene and fits with interpretivist theories (Jorgensen, 

1989).  May (2001) cites participant observation as arguably the most ‘…personally 

demanding and analytically difficult method of social research’ (p.153).  Participant 

observers may adopt many roles as the circumstances allow.  Organisational 
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researchers for example may need to be opportunistic in their observation (May 

2001). 

Gold (1969) is cited by May (2001) and Adler and Adler (1994) as providing the 

standard reference on fieldwork roles.  Gold (1969) identifies four roles of field 

research.  These are complete participant, the participant as observer, the observer 

as participant and the complete observer.  These roles vary across a continuum from 

totally detached (complete observer) which relates to the traditional ideal of the 

objective observer to a complete participant who is attempting to engage fully in the 

activities of the group under investigation.  A participant as observer is often 

considered someone who becomes a fan (Van Maanen 1978).  Modern roles in 

observation have shifted towards greater participation and membership roles (Adler 

& Adler 1994). 

One of the key advantages of participant observation is that of flexibility (Kidder 

1981; May 2001).  One example of this is that unstructured interviews can occur as 

part of the participant practice.  Similarly, Adler and Adler (1994) note that 

observation allows entry into settings that would otherwise normally be difficult or 

impossible to capture.  The notion of the inconspicuous nature of observation is 

also regarded as a key feature (Webb, Campbell, Schwartz & Sechrest 1966).  

Observation is considered particularly powerful when combined with other 

methods.  Observation, when added onto other research yields ‘…depth and/or 

breadth, enhances consistency and validity’ (Adler & Adler 1994, p.382).  This is 

particularly so as to allow for triangulation (Denzin 1989). 

May (2001) notes that participant observers often feel that their recordings may be 

too general or too selective, while Adler and Adler (1994) suggest that participant 

observation has potential problems of validity and reliability.  Bruyn (1966) 

addresses these concerns by proposing six indices of subjective adequacy to 

enhance the understanding of the researcher and thus the validity of the research.  

May (2001) summarises these as ‘…time, place, social circumstances, language, 

intimacy and social consensus’ (p.161).  In brief, time suggests that the longer a 

researcher spends with a group the greater the adequacy.  The indicis of place 
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suggests that the context of the observation, such as the physical environment 

should be noted.  Closely related to this is the social circumstances which suggest a 

variety of interaction situations works best.  Language relates to the verbal and non-

verbal communications made by a group and the researchers understanding of 

them.  The intimacy indicis suggests that the greater personal involvement with a 

group, the greater the opportunities for the researcher to understand the meanings 

and actions undertaken.  Finally the indicis of social consensus refers to the 

dissemination of meanings within the culture of a group being observed.  

Participant observation is typically written up as a case study (Jorgensen 1989), 

although it can itself be a component of a broader case study (Yin 1994). 

Participant observation formed an integral part of the approach used in this study.  

Aside from attending actual sporting events of all the organisations presented as 

case studies, where possible the actions and operations of the organisations 

marketing functions were observed and noted.  These included meetings, supporter 

functions and management discussions.  These elements are specifically noted 

throughout the body of the case studies and help provide insights that could not 

have been obtained in any other way.  In addition, each case study chapter contains 

a specific participative inquiry section where details of event visits are relayed to set 

the scene of the sport experience and to provide insights into the impact of 

relationship marketing approaches on the broader attending audience.  

While the concerns of the general nature of participative inquiry noted by May 

(2001) were initially shared for this section, these concerns dissipated when it 

became evident how the information could be incorporated in helping explain the 

actions of sport organisations.  Despite the specific outcome of utilising 

participative inquiry not being clear at the beginning of this study, other than to 

provide another source of data, the resultant findings that were able to be 

formulated and which are noted in the final chapter, became an important part in 

establishing the (lack of) relationship marketing orientation of the organisations 

considered.   
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In terms of selecting sporting events to attend, the author attempted to choose 

events that were somewhat typical in nature to provide experiences keeping in line 

with the ordinary operations of the organisations concerned.  While attending these 

events notes were taken while observing actions both inside and outside the 

sporting stadium or arena.  On occasion, spectators were casually and unobtrusively 

questioned about elements of the sport experience.  Other non-sporting events, such 

as supporter meetings where they existed were noted and where possible attended. 

Documents also form part of the basis of data collection in qualitative research.  

Case studies typically feature documents as part of their data (Creswell, 1998; Yin 

1994) and Stake (1995) identifies examples such as newspaper clipping, reports and 

the like.  Documents are seen as an insight into actions, events and reasons that 

might not otherwise be readily available.  These documents as such serve as 

‘…substitutes for records of activity’ (Stake 1995, p.68) that were unable to be 

observed.  Similarly Yin (1994) suggests that for case studies the most important 

function of documents is to ‘…corroborate and augment evidence from other 

sources’ (p.81).  A good example of this in the study was the Hawthorn 

membership plans that were sourced and provided a different perspective on the 

acquisition targets and approach the organisation utilised.  Similarly the Melbourne 

Storm marketing plan was a valuable asset in identifying the range of activities 

being considered by that organisation. 

 

All interviewees in this study were also asked for appropriate secondary documents 

that may be of relevance to the discussion.  Secondary information from a variety of 

sources, including promotional material, press reports and industry and government 

reports were also separately accessed and noted.  This information was particularly 

helpful in setting the scene and where possible secondary information on the 

particular sport organisation was collected and read prior to interviews being 

conducted.  This information allowed the interviews to allowed specific incidents to 

be mentioned and commented upon.  Data collected was kept in a combination of 

two forms to allow for replication logic and to provide a case study protocol.  This 

included reports, transcripts, articles and observation notes being kept where 
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possible on computer file and also as hardcopies in separate A4 folders for each 

individual case study undertaken.   

 

3.4.2 Data Analysis 

Having determined the research method and types of data collection, this section 

will consider issues in the analysis of the data.  It should be noted here that these 

analysis techniques as discussed are applicable to data collected from interviews, 

participant observation and documents or in the broader context to case studies 

themselves. 

 

Yin (1994) as noted, favours a scientific approach to data analysis.  This approach 

as previously noted does not lend itself perfectly to the interpretive paradigm 

adopted in this research. Yin (1994) however acknowledges that analysing case 

study evidence is ‘…especially difficult because the strategies and techniques have 

not been well defined’ (p.102). This is not surprising as it appears qualitative data in 

general lacks such analysis structure.  Creswell (1998) indicates that 

‘…unfortunately, no consensus exists for the analysis of the forms of qualitative 

data’ (p.140), while Miles and Huberman (1994) indicate that qualitative research 

lacks a bank of ‘…explicit methods to draw upon’ (p.2). 

 

Creswell (1998) and Stake (1995) take a more interpretive approach than Yin 

(1994) to data analysis.  Creswell believes that case studies are analysed by making 

a ‘…detailed description of the case and its setting’ (p.153).  Dey (1995) believes 

that ‘…insight, intuition and impression’ (p.78) are important components of 

analysis.  Stake (1995) advocates four forms of data analysis.  These are categorical 

aggregation, direct interpretation, pattern establishment and naturalistic 

generalisations. 

 

Despite the lack of a clear structure for analysing qualitative data, some other 

patterns do emerge from various authors.  The concepts of taking notes, getting 

feedback, working with words and displaying data is common as a starting platform 

(Creswell 1998).  From that point it appears that some form of coding to reduce 
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information is recommended (Bogdan & Biklen 1992; Huberman & Miles 1994; 

Wolcott 1994).  From here relations amongst variables can be noted and a logical 

chain of evidence to support propositions can be developed (Miles & Huberman 

1994).  Creswell (1998) writes of a ‘data analysis spiral’ (p.142) whereby 

researchers in qualitative areas move in analytical circles rather than linear.  This 

approach concurs with Agar’s (1980) suggestion, cited by Creswell (1998), that 

researchers need to immerse themselves in the data to try and get a sense of the 

whole before breaking it down into parts. 

 

As such interviews and information collected for each chapter was analysed for 

themes, content and issues and presented in a format that best suited the nature of 

the data collected in line with the methodological approach outlined in this chapter. 

This sounds straightforward, but the point of reaching this was a complex reducing 

spiral of data and interpretation. Prior to reaching the final case study chapter 

structure each organisation and chapter were treated completely independently.  

Once all the information thought necessary was collected the transcripts and 

additional information were read and reread to gain a feel for the situation of each 

organisation.  This helped to identify key issues and also provided the opportunity 

to seek clarification where necessary or on occasion additional information.  This 

complete immersion in the data was followed with the writing of a case study for 

each organisation that followed no particular guideline or approach.  These early 

cases contained facts, interpretation and links back to the literature where 

necessary.   These ‘raw cases’ varied in style, format, length, content and structure.   

 

In essence six vastly different cases existed.  These cases were then read and re-

read and any similarities amongst the cases were noted.  The transcripts of 

interviews, secondary data and participative inquiry information was then revisited 

and utilising the foundation of the raw cases, for the first time the cases started to be 

thought of as a whole.  Issues, concepts and variables that would help bring a reader 

closer to answering the research questions were identified.  Comments, incidents 

and repetition were extracted by considering not only the words used but also the 

actions and attitudes of respondents noted and the approach of organisations.   
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As detailed in the research design, the aim had always been to produce a set of case 

studies that allowed from some sense of similarity and generalisability.  This 

occurred by the identification of a series of issues that ended up being used as a 

series of common subheadings amongst the cases.  These headings appear 

throughout each case study and also provide a structure for discussing the research 

findings in the final chapter.  Their specific order within the cases and indeed in the 

research findings discussion is not particularly relevant.   

 

While it was expected that these issues may provide some listing of importance or 

even some chronological process this did not eventuate.  So while it is natural to 

begin each case with a historical overview (which in itself is a issue as will be 

explained in this dissertation) the order of the other elements is not particularly 

important to the findings.  However, where the order does become more relevant is 

in establishing the conceptual model of relationship marketing development in sport 

which is detailed in the final chapter. 

 

One consideration of the interpretive approach utilised was to undertake the 

research with no preconceived notions of how the organisations studied would 

respond.  This proved difficult, particularly as the existing literature reviewed had 

by its very nature generated a series of preconceptions.  An example of this was the 

importance of a database to relationship marketing.  In other instances however 

issues arose that were genuinely surprising and fresh.  The reliance on volunteers 

and focus on community relationships discussed in the findings is an example of 

this. 

 

Once these issues were identified the cases were then rewritten, preserving their 

individual status to allow for depth and richness of data, but also taking into 

account the need to provide comparisons across cases.  The cases were not 

completed in any particular order at this stage and once all were completed they 

were reread and alterations made as necessary to ensure the information presented 

was fair and balanced as recorded.  While ongoing contact with the organisations 

had occurred during the earlier raw case stage, no contact was deliberately 
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undertaken during the final case study write up stage.  This was done to ensure no 

additional information, past the point in time of the research undertaken could 

influence the analysis across all the cases.  It was felt that some limit had to be 

drawn; otherwise the cases could theoretically be updated into perpetuity. 

 

While, as noted, there is no precise data analysis method in qualitative research, the 

approach outlined allowed detailed and specific findings across the cases, and thus 

the major sporting organisations in Australia.  This information is presented in the 

final chapter of this thesis.  Participant observation was included within the case 

study in some instances – primarily that observation which occurred within the 

organisational environment – and also in a distinct segment of the case study when 

it related to the specific sporting experiences.  This allowed a clear distinction to 

develop between the organisational perspective and perceived consumer 

experiences.  The final case studies are significantly longer and more detailed than 

first anticipated and while they were shortened, particularly from the first raw stage, 

the broad nature of relationship marketing, the range of organisations considered 

and the need to provide rich and thick data for contrast and comparison meant that 

brevity was in some instances sacrificed for completeness.   

 

Writing up a case study is considered a ‘…skill of high order’ (Gillham 2000, p.97).  

Similar to data collection and analysis, there is ‘…no standard format for reporting 

case study research’ (Merriam 1988, p.193).  Stake (1995) suggests that the 

traditional research report style is ‘…ill-fitting for a case study report’ (p.128).  

Writing must be clear and usually, but not always, follows some kind of 

chronological process (Stake 1995).  Cases are often broken up into themes, issues 

or key topics.  The use of quotes is considered an important part of qualitative 

research and Creswell (1998) believes these should be ‘ample’ (p.170).  These 

quotes can be embedded within the text to display points of interest or to portray 

specific evidence in the words of the subject.  Longer quotations are used for more 

complex understandings and are more difficult to incorporate as they often contain 

many ideas (Creswell 1998). 
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The case studies are presented in a descriptive narrative style in keeping with the 

suggested case study approaches noted earlier.  They all purposefully begin with a 

quote that highlights a key aspect of relationship marketing within that organisation.  

A brief history of the organisation and its governing body is then presented.  This is 

followed by discussion on various relationship marketing issues noted from the 

interviews, observation and document analysis undertaken.  These discussions as 

noted appear under similar headings in all case studies to facilitate cross case 

analysis and discussion in the final chapter.  Direct quotes from various 

interviewees are used relatively sparingly in the case studies, although in line with 

accepted case study writing practice they are used to illustrate key thoughts and 

processes where necessary.  It would be unreasonable to consider each case in such 

a study to be a facsimile of the others and despite the attempts to provide some 

standardisation, the cases vary in some aspects of length, style and description to 

best allow for the information to be conveyed. 

 

3.5 Conclusion 

This chapter began with a definition of the concept of a research paradigm before 

considering quantitative and qualitative approaches to research.  These approaches 

were shown to have a range of differences and some similarities.  While it can be 

argued that these approaches represent different paradigms or epistemological 

positions in themselves, both are also suitable approaches for the differing research 

paradigms of interpretivism and positivism which were introduced and discussed.   

This thesis it was explained adopts an interpretivism approach and couples this with 

case studies, which can also be seen as much as a paradigm and all encompassing 

viewpoint in themselves.  The use of case studies and an interpretivism approach 

was considered suitable given the nature of investigation into organisational 

perspectives in Australian professional sport that dealt with the concept of 

relationship marketing.  The assessment of this approach, understanding the extent 

of relationship marketing’s usage, the strategies employed and the issues arising its 

usage required an immersion and understanding into the natural setting of the 

organisations.   
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Data for the case studies was collected using three main methods in line with 

suggested practice.  This was through interviews, secondary data sources and 

participant observation.  All these data collection methods were discussed in terms 

of the methodology selected and the actual method utilised.  An explanation of the 

data analysis process was also given and it was noted that the interpretivism 

approach is particularly open-ended and unstructured in this regard.   

One issue noted in the chapter was the dilemma of justifying evidence and results 

when using an interpretivism paradigm.  One way researchers have overcome this 

is to borrow and modify methods from the positivist paradigm to help provide some 

structure to the evidence.  This study does this in small part, however remains 

predominantly interpretivism based.  That is it sought knowledge through the 

description and understanding of meaningful social and organisational actions 

through immersion, observation and inductive approaches in the reality and 

perspective of the organisations considered.  
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C h a p t e r  4  

HAWTHORN FOOTBALL CLUB 

Human beings naturally want to belong to something, that’s the way we are and 
being affiliated to a football club and being part of a family is the thing that we push 
and it’s something that we can readily offer.  It’s a special thing, you feel special 
because you are with other like-minded people (Membership Operations Manager, 
Hawthorn Football Club). 

4.1 Introduction 

Australian rules football can trace its origins back to the mid-1800s where a game 

featuring elements of Gaelic football and rugby were combined to provide a means 

for cricketers to remain fit during their off-season. It now ranks as one of 

Australia’s most popular sports in terms of interest and contributes almost A$2 

billion to the Australian economy annually (afl.com.au 2004). In terms of 

attendance, Australian rules football is the most popular sport in Australia. Total 

attendance at all levels of the game in Australia was almost 14 million in 2000, with 

almost half of that number attending the elite Australian Football League (hereafter 

AFL) competition  (ABS 1999; Sweeney 2001; AFL 2001). The average regular 

season crowd at AFL matches in 2002 was 32,066 people. The finals series 

attracted a further 449,445 supporters at an average of 49,938 per game (AFL 

2003). 

 

This chapter considers the Hawthorn Football Club (hereafter Hawthorn) although 

some mention is made of the broader context of the league within which the club 

operates. Information presented comes from a series of depth interviews with key 

staff members of the club, a review of secondary data, attendance at matches and 

observation of club activities. Depth interviews were conducted with the Director of 

Marketing, Membership Development Manager, Membership Operations Manager 

and the Communications Manager. These interviews were taped and transcribed 

and form the basis of much of the information presented. Views of the club 

President and a board member (with responsibility for marketing and membership) 

were also noted at various points, primarily at the monthly meetings of the clubs 

membership and marketing advisory committee which were attended throughout 

2002. 
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This chapter begins with a brief history of the AFL and Hawthorn, with particular 

attention to a series of events which occurred in the last decade that are considered 

integral to the club’s ongoing marketing approach and culture. This overview is 

critical to this chapter as it sets the foundation for all the marketing and relationship 

building strategies that the club has adopted in recent years and as such this chapter 

is slightly longer than the remaining cases presented in this research. This is 

reflected by all those interviewed referring to this period as the most important in 

the history of the club.  In following sections, information will be presented on the 

club’s organisational structure, membership, attendance, revenue streams, 

relationship marketing approaches, database, new markets, media and 

communication, research and other marketing issues of note.  A participative 

inquiry section encompassing a typical game experience is also included. A 

conclusion summarises the key points made in this chapter.  This structure is typical 

of the approach utilised throughout the case studies presented in this dissertation.   

 

4.2 Historical Overview and Background 

The competition, acknowledged today as the AFL, began as the Victorian Football 

League in 1897 and was comprised of eight foundation clubs (Carlton, 

Collingwood, Essendon, Fitzroy, Geelong, Melbourne, St. Kilda and South 

Melbourne).  The competition expanded three decades later to include new teams, 

one of which was Hawthorn.  A more national outlook in the latter part of the last 

century saw relatively rapid expansion. Two teams were admitted to the 

competition from both Western Australia and South Australia, the South Melbourne 

team was relocated to New South Wales to form the Sydney Swans and the 

Queensland capital city of Brisbane was given a team.  This club began life as the 

Brisbane Bears, but amalgamated with the Fitzroy Lions in the mid-1990s to 

rebrand themselves as the Brisbane Lions. 

 

The power base of the AFL is in Victoria; however it is played in an organised 

manner in every state and territory. Of the sixteen teams in the AFL, a 

disproportionate number of ten come from Victoria. This reflects the code’s historic 

beginnings and the high levels of interest the sport holds in the state. Australian 
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rules is the dominant football code in the states of Tasmania, South Australia and 

Western Australia also, but falls away relative to the rugby codes in the more 

northern states of Queensland and New South Wales. A map detailing the location 

of the sixteen AFL teams is shown in Figure 4.1 to demonstrate the code’s strong 

roots to the Southern parts of the country. 

 

Figure 4.1 – AFL teams and locations 1997-current 

                                      Source: AFL 

The Hawthorn President indicated that the AFL Commission in 1995 openly 

expressed a belief that Victoria, with eleven of the sixteen teams in the competition, 

was over-represented.  Natural attrition was thought to be the solution, with the 

strongest clubs (typically those with the most members) surviving and the weakest 

folding or merging.  Conscious of the strong community and cultural links of clubs, 

the AFL’s preferred position, according to the President, was one of merger rather 

than collapse.  The AFL had to this point attempted to even out the competition in 

terms of team strength.  Clubs were forced to adopt a salary cap, a lopsided fixture 

list and a draft system that helped provide for competitive parity.  The AFL 

however could do little about fostering individual club support and membership; 

some teams, according to the Hawthorn Director of Marketing, seemingly had it 

and others did not. 

 

In keeping with their philosophy, the AFL in 1996 offered A$6 million worth of 

incentives to any two AFL teams in Victoria who would undertake a merger 

(Hawthorn FC 2001).  With debts of A$1.7 million, the Hawthorn club was 
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tempted, as was the Melbourne Football Club (hereafter Melbourne) who had a 

similar debt and a relatively poor member total. 

 

On 29 July 1996 the Hawthorn and Melbourne clubs announced that they would 

begin merger discussions.  Not only was the concept of a merger totally alien to the 

game at that point, supporters of the code were, according to the Membership 

Operations Manager, still upset over the relocation of South Melbourne to Sydney a 

decade earlier.  In this instance a founding team with a distinguished history 

(Melbourne) and one of the most recently successful on the field (Hawthorn) were 

clearly in trouble to be even contemplating such a drastic step.  Even so, the general 

consensus at first, according to the Membership Development Manager, was that it 

would never happen.  The clubs were thought to be just bluffing their supporters 

into action (to buy memberships) and the AFL seemingly lacked the courage to 

dramatically alter its structure in such a way. On August 15, 1996 however the 

clubs announced that they were recommending that the merger go ahead.  The 

Membership Operations Manager recalls that the simple scenario presented by both 

club Presidents was that unless the merger occurred, both clubs would fall out of 

existence. All that was required now was member ratification of the decision at 

meetings to be held a month later on September 16. 

 

The four weeks preceding the member ratification are the most critical in the history 

of the Hawthorn club according to all the respondents interviewed.  According to 

the Membership Development Manager, an initial reaction of shock from supporters 

soon turned to anger and the club’s administrative offices in Glenferrie were 

besieged with protests.  The Membership Operations Manager recalls that walking 

into work at the time was a difficult experience because of supporter pressure.  The 

leader of these protests was retired player and former club captain Don Scott who 

used his exposure as a media commentator to launch a plea to supporters of 

Hawthorn to resist the merger.  Scott was adamant that any merger was in fact 

nothing more than a takeover and that the club’s identity and history would be 

swallowed in such a move (Hawthorn FC 2001). Scott, says the Membership 

Development Manager, argued that the club’s only real chance for survival required 
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two key planks. A financial saviour to alleviate debt and a vastly boosted 

membership base to signal strength and provide cash flow. ‘Operation Payback’ 

was launched and Scott invited volunteers to come on board and pledge their 

support and their dollars to the cause (Hawthorn FC 2001). The Membership 

Development Manager was one of these volunteers. 

 

By the time the September 16 meetings came around the feelings in the Melbourne 

and Hawthorn camps were that the merger was inevitable says the Membership 

Operations Manager. At their extraordinary meeting of members the Melbourne 

members listened to fiery speeches and accusations of selling the club out from 

speakers opposed to the move, but ratified the merger by a small majority (Legge, 

2001). At Camberwell Town Hall where Hawthorn members were meeting, the 

mood was angry according to the Membership Operations Manager. Seated on the 

stage were the current board members as well as the people behind ‘Operation 

Payback.’ Television coverage of the event showed club legends, such as 

Premiership coach Alan Jeans were booed when they came on stage to speak in 

support of the merger. That someone like the highly respected Jeans, a retired 

policeman who was considered by many to be the greatest ever coach of the team, 

could be booed and catcalled was a sign of disrespect and disharmony within the 

club says the Membership Operations Manager. Jeans was clearly disappointed by 

the reaction and the board of directors remonstrated with the increasingly agitated 

crowd that this was not the ‘Hawthorn way.’ The Membership Operations Manager 

calls the treatment of the board and past club heroes like Jeans a ‘disgrace.’ The 

only speaker to be well received was Scott. In an emotional tirade broadcast on the 

major news services the next day, he accused the board of being quitters.  Scott at 

one point held up a replica of a possible new Hawthorn/Melbourne merger jumper 

and proceeded to rip it into pieces to symbolise the loss of Hawthorn history and 

culture if the merger were to proceed. When the vote was finally taken, it was 5241 

against the merger and 2841 to support (Hawthorn FC 2001). 

 

Having resisted the merger, the next challenge was to raise enough money to clear 

the debt and enough members to guarantee the future of the club.  With the board 
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and President stepping down after the anti-merger vote, the club in effect ended the 

1996 season in a state of flux.  Some of the old staff stayed, but many new staff and 

volunteers came on board.  That in itself caused tension and, according to the 

Membership Operations Manager, a palpable feeling of ‘us and them’ swept 

through the club.  Scott called for volunteers to help administer his rescue operation 

and Hawthorn supporters answered the call in large numbers (Hawthorn FC 2001).   

 

By the start of the 1997 season Hawthorn, according to the Membership 

Development Manager, had collected well over A$1 million from the public and 

corporate worlds through donations and had launched an ambitious membership 

recruitment scheme that was aimed at the hearts of supporters.  They were told that 

the club had been close to collapse and that nothing short of 20,000 members was 

needed to guarantee a future.  When the membership books officially closed in the 

middle of the 1997 season, Hawthorn had signed up 26,400 members.  Not only 

was the club financially rescued, it was, according to the Membership Development 

Manager, well on the way to becoming a financial power.  Hawthorn’s financial 

position had grown so strong by 2002 that an independent report on AFL club 

finances by the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia (2002) found that it 

was one of only three clubs with positive working capital and one of only five clubs 

with a positive net cash flow from operating activities.  Hawthorn’s profit figure of 

over A$1 million dollars was also rated the second highest in the league in 2002. 

 

4.3 Organisational Structure and Internal Marketing 

Keen to create a clear membership focus, there is a strong element of physical 

evidence of this at Hawthorn. This is reflected by a large membership area at the 

very entrance to the administration offices.  The club also operates a ‘membership 

and marketing policy committee’ made up of club staff and industry experts who 

meet monthly to discuss membership sales and growth ideas.  This committee is 

attended by the club President and at least one board member.  The President 

estimates that he spends more time on membership-related matters than any other 

aspect of business at the club. 
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According to the Membership Development Manager, one of the things that 

Hawthorn does that is unique is its separation of the roles of membership and 

marketing within the organisation. The membership department reports directly to 

the CEO at Hawthorn and not to a marketing director as is the practice at other AFL 

clubs. With several administrative staff, Hawthorn’s membership area is even more 

unique because it is headed up by two joint-level key personnel who both handle 

contrasting elements of the membership process. The Membership Development 

Manager is charged with the task of recruiting and retaining members, with a 

particular emphasis on market development. The Membership Operations Manager 

looks after the database and the issues that arise out of servicing current members. 

The Membership Operations Manager, who was personal assistant to the CEO 

when the board voted to merge in 1996, is focused on day to day issues, while the 

Membership Development Manager, who was one of the first volunteers to answer 

Scott’s plea for help in 1996, looks longer term. As the Membership Operations 

Manager aptly puts it, ‘(Membership Development Manager) is head in the clouds 

and I am feet on the ground and together we are ten foot tall.’ 

 

This emphasis on membership acts as a form of internal marketing motivation 

within the organisation.  With the memories of the failed merger clearly still fresh; 

the focus is very much on attracting members to ensure stability and survival.  The 

club has regular sessions with its employees aimed at generating new ideas for 

membership recruitment, monitoring progress and motivating staff to deliver 

quality service.  While not a structured or planned internal marketing approach, it 

does suggest the culture of the organisation is in part customer focussed. 

 

As noted, marketing operations are handled by the Director of Marketing, and while 

the membership reporting functions bypass him, he remains heavily involved in 

membership initiatives.  He believes the structural process of bypassing him is more 

symbolic than functional and indicates that the club is currently considering 

splitting his role into corporate and retail areas, with membership reporting to the 

latter.  Also heavily involved in all facets is the Communications Manager, who not 

only deals with the media (discussed in a later section) but also prepares all club 

communication items to members and supporters. 
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4.4 Attendance and Membership 

The AFL has outlined in its strategic plan that it fully supports a competition based 

on clubs with a strong membership orientation (AFL 2001).  A membership in 

Australian rules football is much more than a local way of expressing an individual 

season-ticket holder.  A member is someone who by virtue of their financial 

commitment has a legally protected stake in the management and running of the 

organisation.  AFL clubs may appear corporate entities on the outside, but the 

internal model has always been and remains, staunchly supportive of a community-

minded model built on the collective will of fans who make the commitment to be 

members.  This means that major decisions at clubs often require members to vote; 

almost certainly in the case of appointing a board of directors and president.  This is 

similar to the functions of shareholders in a listed company, with the exception that 

members in a football club receive no financial reward or negotiable instrument for 

their commitment.  Member based culture is so powerful within the AFL world that 

membership totals are openly promoted in league sponsored competitions and 

provide both tangible and intangible elements.  Most notably tangible in that a 

membership fee provides direct up-front revenue to the club in question, and most 

notably indirectly as a measure of boasting and strength that a significant 

membership figure provides a club.  The expected total of members a club should 

have has been an ingrained notion of a ‘line in the sand’ for much of the football 

community according to the Hawthorn President.  He believes 20,000 is considered 

as the base level for survival and 30,000 a realistic starting point for prosperity. 

 

The Hawthorn marketing push for members in 1997, its first year of post-merger 

survival, was built on a simple catch cry of ‘proud, passionate and paid-up.’ The 

tagline according to the Membership Development Manager was the brainchild of a 

volunteer, who responded to a call by the club at a membership committee meeting 

to formulate a slogan to ignite the membership push. This branding continues to be 

used in all membership campaigns and ranks at the highest level of brand 

awareness amongst all clubs according to the Director of Marketing. The vast 

majority of AFL supporters, irrespective of the team they follow, are seemingly 

aware of the ‘proud, passionate and paid-up’ line used by Hawthorn, he adds.  He 
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also believes that in much the same way, Hawthorn’s adopted ‘family club’ tag is 

generally considered the clearest branding message of all of the AFL teams. The 

concept of the ‘family club’ was according to the Director of Marketing not a 

specific positioning aim of the Hawthorn Football Club, but a label bestowed upon 

the team by the media when the club was slow to change its way to the 

corporatisation of the league in general in the early 1980’s.   

 

The positive response to the ‘proud, passionate and paid-up’ message was tested in 

1998 when the club, according to the Membership Development Manager, expected 

a decline in membership figures. With the club ‘saved’ and the membership base 

escalated to a very credible level, it was largely assumed that the 1997 figure was a 

statistical aberration; a reflection on a once only effort by football supporters to 

save a club and not one of an ongoing relationship. Remarkably, according to the 

Membership Development Manager, the membership continued to grow and in 

1999 Hawthorn created AFL history by becoming the first Melbourne based club to 

surpass the 30,000 member mark.   

 

Table 4.1   Hawthorn Football Club members 

Year Members League Average 

2002 33 319  28 096 

2001 30 140 27 960 

2000 26 879 27 406 

1999 32 120 27 607 

1998 27 649 26 426 

1997 27 005 23 896 

1996 12 484 17 995 

1995 12 728 16 317 

1994 11 245 13 592 

1984 8 051 8 552 

Sources: AFL Information Sheet #33, AFL, Hawthorn FC 

The increase indicated at Table 4.1 in league average in 1997 is not solely 

attributable to Hawthorn’s substantial membership increase.  The Fitzroy club with 

just 7628 members in 1996 was merged with Brisbane allowing Port Adelaide with 

just over 35,000 members to enter the competition in 1997.  With the exception of 

Adelaide, whose membership was already at a stadium limited capacity, every AFL 

club experienced a membership growth from 1996 to 1997.  This would appear to 
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have been motivated by the fear caused by Fitzroy’s amalgamation with Brisbane 

and the general media frenzy that surrounded the possible Hawthorn/Melbourne 

merger and the emphasis on building members that this generated. While the 

Western Bulldogs grew their membership by 41 per cent between 1996 and 1997 

and Melbourne managed an 18 per cent increase in the wake of the failed merger, 

Hawthorn’s growth of 116 per cent is clearly the greatest. 

 

Hawthorn’s large membership growth was feasible given the level of support that 

they have to draw from. A 2001 survey by Roy Morgan Research of Australians 

across the country aged 14 and over attempted to gauge club support in its data 

collection. Hawthorn ranks mid-table in terms of support with around 346,000 

supporters (Roy Morgan 2001). This total, while suggesting that the club has a 

reasonable base to work with in terms of converting supporters to members 

indicates that Hawthorn is in relative terms very adept at building a closer 

relationship with its supporter base through membership than most other teams, 

particularly in the Victorian marketplace. Hawthorn’s relatively good conversion 

ratio of members from its pool of supporters is highlighted at Table 4.2. 

 

Table 4.2  AFL 2001 membership / supporter numbers &conversion ratio  
 

 AFL Club Members Supporters Conversion 
% 

Conversion 
Rank 

Adelaide 42 014 670 000 6.27% 10 

West Coast 38 649 727 000 5.32% 11 

Essendon 36 227 789 000 4.59% 13 

Port Adelaide 33 296 219 000 15.20% 1 

Collingwood 31 455 642 000 4.90% 12 

Hawthorn 30 140 346 000 8.71% 4 

Sydney 28 022 1 289 000 2.17% 16 

Carlton 27 725 608 000 4.56% 14 

Richmond 26 501 387 000 6.85% 8 

Geelong 25 420 378 000 6.72% 9 

Fremantle 23 898 245 000 9.75% 2 

Kangaroos 22 940 277 000 8.28% 6 

St.Kilda 22 248 269 000 8.27% 7 

Melbourne 21 409 226 000 9.47% 3 

W. Bulldogs 19 085 222 000 8.60% 5 

Brisbane 18 330 637 000 2.88% 15 

Average 27 960 495 688 5.64%   

Source: Roy Morgan Research 2001; AFL 2001 
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Some key points to note in Table 4.2 are:  

• Brisbane and Sydney, ranked last and second last respectively in 

conversion are both in non-traditional AFL states. 

• Popularly supported Victorian teams, Collingwood, Carlton and Essendon 

are poor converters, suggesting that a significant part of their large 

supporter bases are marginal fans. 

• Hawthorn and Melbourne, the 1996 merger proponents, are the best of the 

Victorian teams in terms of conversion. 

• Port Adelaide and Fremantle ranked first and second respectively in 

conversion are both the second side from their city to enter the AFL 

 
Hawthorn’s membership decline in 2000 is, according to the Director of Marketing, 

directly attributable to the move from Waverley to the Melbourne Cricket Ground 

(hereafter MCG) as a home venue.  Hawthorn, whose prime supporter base is 

located in the South East of Melbourne, according to the Director of Marketing, 

was extremely happy to call Waverley home given its location in this area.  The 

club was strongly opposed to the AFL’s decision to close the Waverley ground and 

sell the land to finance another city-based stadium in the Dockland’s precinct.  

However, having lost the battle to save Waverley the club was faced with either 

relocation to the MCG or Docklands.  The decision to choose the MCG says the 

club President was a marketing decision based up on the positioning of the ‘family 

club.’  Docklands was essentially a stadium built for corporate entertainment 

indicates the Director of Marketing and whilst its capacity of 52,000 was closer to 

Hawthorn’s average game day figure, the larger MCG (98,000 capacity) has 

branded itself as the ‘people’s ground’ because of its ability to handle large walk-up 

crowds.  Hawthorn lost members from its South East base when forced to leave 

Waverley, but appears to be correcting that loss according to the Membership 

Development Manager, with a growth from inner city areas. 

 

According to a Hawthorn board member and membership committee delegate, one 

of the problems facing AFL teams, particularly one like Hawthorn which has seen 

relatively rapid growth in members, is determining the optimum level of 



                                                                                                   Chapter 4: Australian Football Case Study 

- 108 - 

membership numbers from their supporter base.  As Table 4.2 indicates, the trend is 

for clubs with larger supporter bases to see a drop off in the supporter-to-member 

conversion ratios.  This would appear to be due to a higher propensity of marginal 

fans amongst clubs with higher levels of support, particularly in the non-AFL 

dominant states of Queensland and New South Wales.  AFL teams are keen to sell 

memberships for four key reasons according to the Director of Marketing.  Firstly 

the revenue essentially equates to attendance at all eleven home games and is 

received up front and in full by the club. Secondly higher membership levels 

provide a sense of stability and security within the league.  Third, high member 

levels create increased sponsorship potential to corporations attracted to teams with 

a large database and finally large membership levels provide clubs with leverage 

when scheduling opportunities occur for important fixtures on preferred dates. 

Marketing and membership costs however clearly reach a point of marginal return 

as club member levels reach the upper end, a point emphasised by the Director of 

Marketing who believes the figure for Hawthorn is around the 30,000 mark.  A 

board member believes the common view around the club board is ‘around 35,000’ 

members, while the club President believes ‘50,000 should be a target.’  

 

Hawthorn supporters have a wide selection of options when choosing to become a 

member.  A basic range of seven membership options is available with a standard 

adult membership in 2002 costing A$130.  While the basic package features are set 

by the AFL to ensure some common standard across the league, Hawthorn is the 

only club to offer four separate types of junior membership.  The club also offers 

six types of internally bundled membership products entitled ‘premiership 

packages’ as well as four types of social club membership and nine different 

optional extras that can be added.  The resultant list is quite complex, with the club 

spending a lot of its time explaining to supporters the differing options available.  A 

new member is required to make a detailed choice amongst the alternatives. 

 

One of the AFL defined categories is that of country or interstate member (defined 

as someone living more than 120 kilometres from Melbourne’s central business 

district).  Hawthorn’s tally of these types of members has for a number of years 
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been an AFL high of approximately 6,500.  Country and interstate members get 

access to five games rather than the usual eleven but don’t get great value admits 

the Membership Development Manager. He appears genuinely surprised at the 

response Hawthorn gets from country and interstate members and cannot outline 

why they are so popular in those areas.  

  

Hawthorn have not, according to the Director of Marketing, made any specific 

attempt to increase attendance, other than through the indirect process of trying to 

increase membership numbers.  As the following section indicates, membership 

levels provide valuable income but do not necessarily correlate to actual attendance.  

Hawthorn in 2002 averaged 38,216 fans to its home games, which as Table 4.3 

indicates is a marked improvement on recent years.  It should be noted however that 

attendance is directly affected by numerous factors outside the control of the clubs, 

such as ground allocation, teams drawn to play, weather and scheduling 

requirements. 

 

Hawthorn in its strategic planning did indicate that generating attendance growth at 

matches in season 2003 and beyond should be made a specific high priority.   This 

was largely in the hope of attracting more favourable scheduling from the AFL. 

 

Table 4.3  Average Hawthorn Home Game Attendances 1995–2002 

Year Average 
Attendance 

1995 22 726 

1996 23 624 

1997 32 380 

1998 32 173 

1999 34 828 

2000 34 939 

2001 34 715 

2002 38 216 

Source: http://stats.rleague.com/afl/afl_index.html  
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4.5 Revenue Streams 

AFL clubs, according to the Hawthorn Director of Marketing, receive major 

revenue from membership sales, sponsorship, a share of media rights and to a lesser 

extent merchandise.  Clubs also receive revenue from general ticket sales to 

matches where they are the home team, less stadium and associated expenses.  In 

the case of a popular fixture this figure can be significant (approx A$300,000); it is 

also possible however to make a match day loss if the attendance is particularly 

poor when comparing general ticket sales to costs.  The league schedule is typically 

influenced by pleasing the teams with the largest members with what are called 

‘blockbuster’ games.  These matches feature well supported teams on key dates, 

such as the Anzac Day public holiday which is traditionally played between two of 

the best supported Victorian clubs, Essendon and Collingwood.  Hawthorn through 

its President has approached the AFL to schedule the club in such matches, but has 

not had any success to date. 

 

Hawthorn according to the Director of Marketing and Membership Development 

Manager is particularly reliant on memberships given that its average member is the 

least likely of all AFL clubs to actually attend a match.  The AFL season gives 

every team eleven home matches and a standard membership ticket gives access to 

those games.  A Hawthorn member is only likely on average to attend five of those 

games according to the Director of Marketing, suggesting that were the club to lose 

members the shortfall would not be well covered by general ticket sales.  Whilst the 

club ideally would like every member to attend every game, the upside of the 

membership ticket is that the revenue of such a scenario is already banked, even if 

the reality of attendance is not. 

 

Despite the Director of Marketing’s view that 30,000 members may be optimum in 

terms of effective marketing costs, the Hawthorn club remains particularly active in 

trying to grow its member base as well as its supporter base as a result of the 

President’s belief in a much higher total.  The club has a palpable sense of urgency 

when it comes to membership conversion, perhaps due to the freshness in the minds 

of many who still work there of the events of 1996. The 2002 internal membership 
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business plan is titled ‘Be There: Be Part of 35,000 Members’ and the President’s 

wishes for 50,000 members have been openly stated at club meetings. There is 

some concern from the Director of Marketing however that membership levels may 

stagnate because supporters feel the club has become relatively prosperous.   

  

4.6 New Markets 

The Hawthorn culture of expanding memberships is reflected in many of their 

pursuits.  One of the Membership Development Manager’s ventures into new 

markets is a foray into the Chinese community.  Melbourne has a burgeoning 

Chinese population of over 200,000, but little attempt has been made to 

demographically profile their interest into a mainstream Australian sport he says.  

Hawthorn’s efforts are largely due to the fact that they have a dedicated 

development officer and a board policy that everything is worth a shot when it 

comes to recruiting members.  The Membership Development Manager indicates 

that the club took its members for granted in years past and is now much more 

proactive in trying things.  The Chinese community experiment involved printing 

brochures in Chinese for insertion into a Chinese language newspaper as well as 

advertising on local Chinese radio.  Despite being a recent initiative, the program is 

showing early signs of being relatively poorly received in terms of direct 

membership sales, however the club did receive a full page story on the concept in 

Melbourne’s largest circulation daily newspaper, and has according to the 

Membership Development Manager laid the foundation of interest for future years 

amongst the Chinese community. 

 

The most successful and innovative of Hawthorn’s attempts to open up new 

markets was the decision in 2001 to move a regular season fixture to Launceston in 

the State of Tasmania.  Whilst Hawthorn had entertained offers in the past to move 

home games to alternate venues in return for a cash reward from a local promoter, 

the club according to the Director of Marketing had always baulked at the angst this 

may cause to local supporters, particularly since the move from Waverley to the 

MCG had been considered relatively difficult.  The approach from the Tasmanian 

government in 2000 to consider a game in Launceston was essentially one of ‘an 
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offer too good to refuse’ when it was made says the Director of Marketing.  Not 

only was the Tasmanian government willing to underwrite the cost of the event, 

they were also willing to give Hawthorn several hundred thousand dollars to play 

the game.  Hawthorn, who already had a somewhat strong connection to the region 

because of famous past players and board members from the State, was able to 

transfer one of its less attractive home fixtures to York Park in Launceston and turn 

what would have been according to the Director of Marketing a ‘break-even’ game 

into one that was a financial windfall.   

 

The response in Tasmania was beyond expectations according to the Director of 

Marketing.  Not only did the region seem to take a shining to Hawthorn as ‘their’ 

team, membership sales grew significantly and the match was a sell-out at 20,000-

seat York Park and received blanket media coverage.  Hawthorn was so 

overwhelmed by the positive response says the Director of Marketing, that in 2002 

they agreed to move two games to York Park.  Tasmania, starved of AFL football 

but passionate viewers from a distance, is now dominated by Hawthorn and the 

club has almost 2,500 Tasmanian members.  Hawthorn’s capturing of this market is 

a landmark for the AFL given that other clubs had attempted to capture other parts 

of the country in the past with no real success.  Hawthorn arranged to allow entry to 

designated away games in Melbourne to ensure that home-market membership 

value was not diluted. 

 

While member-get-member programs featuring a reward component for the 

member who manages to recruit new members is not a new concept in the AFL, the 

Hawthorn twist of offering cash as the reward in 2002 was. Each member who 

signed up a new member (defined as someone not a member in 2001) would under 

this scheme receive a cash reward of A$20 (A$10 for junior members recruited) per 

member recruited. The club exceeded its target of 1,500 new members under this 

program.  The scheme met with considerable board reluctance before being finally 

approved under a ‘try everything once’ approach according to the Membership 

Development Manager. Members were also given the option of donating the reward 

money back to the club if they wished – an option that many took, thus allowing the 
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program to run at a lower cost than budgeted.  The member-get-member program 

was advertised to current Hawthorn members as one of ‘30,000 new jobs at 

Hawthorn’ suggesting that members were essentially commission salespeople.   

 

4.7 Relationship Marketing Practices 

Hawthorn is increasingly focused on membership retention given that the club has a 

high turnover of members each season.  This turnover rate is a major problem for 

all AFL clubs says the Director of Marketing with non-renewal rates running from 

15 per cent to 25 per cent.  Hawthorn’s figure is typically at the upper end and is a 

constant cause for concern for the club.  While membership declines such as seen in 

2000 (as shown at Table 4.1) are largely attributable to a change in playing venue, 

the general turnover rate is harder to pin down. Ad hoc questioning of lapsed 

members sees no pattern to the responses, says the Membership Operations 

Manager, other than typical lifestyle changes of increased family or work 

commitments.  It would also appear from Table 4.4 that lapsed members are almost 

as likely to come from those with a longer relationship of three years as those of 

just one year. 

 

Table 4.4  Hawthorn lapsed members 2002*  

Length of Membership Total % 

1999, 2000 & 2001 3 170 36% 

2000 & 2001 1 102 13% 

1999 & 2001 1 072 12% 

2001 3 397 39% 

Total 8 741  

Source: Hawthorn Membership Department Internal Report 
*as at 23/4/02 

 

One retention method in season 2002 was the membership honour roll concept, 

which was aimed at fostering loyalty and a sense of community amongst current 

members. The brainchild of the President, Hawthorn published a book at the 

beginning of 2002 entitled ‘Proud Passionate Paid-up Members’ which essentially 

was a listing of all 30,000+ members in alphabetical order with city/suburb location 

and club membership number. The book of 96 pages was fully sponsored and 

allowed Hawthorn to acknowledge its members in a public manner. It was sent to 
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all 2001 members free of charge. The book was, according to the Membership 

Operations Manager, extremely well received, with members delighted at the social 

proof of their commitment to the club and the sense of group identity the book 

fostered.   

 

Hawthorn’s strong following in country/interstate areas noted previously had been 

taken somewhat for granted in the past. In 2002 the club undertook for the first time 

a series of road-show trips to major regional areas to shore up the support they had 

received.  In all, ten cars containing a player, coach and administrator set out in late 

February 2002 on a two day road trip that took in the key regional areas of Victoria 

and New South Wales.  A separate promotional trip was undertaken to Tasmania to 

coincide with a pre-season practice match. 

 

One of the member optional extras is the discount card which is the only real formal 

external loyalty type program offered by the club and approximately 2,000 

members pay A$5 to receive it. Administered and on-sold by an outside 

organisation, the card entitles members to a range of discounts at various retail 

establishments. The card was initially offered free to all members, but from 2002 

this was only done for country and interstate members.  Hawthorn, according to the 

Membership Development Manager and the Membership Operations Manager, is 

considering other loyalty card schemes for the future to try to primarily assist with 

the high level of lapsed members from year to year.  The Membership Operations 

Manager hopes that some kind of what she calls an ‘added value card’ can maintain 

the membership relationship in instances where the possibility of game attendance 

is reduced 

 

Hawthorn members, as is standard across the AFL, renew their financial 

relationship once a year.  An AFL season runs from March to September and whilst 

some sales occur in the pre-Christmas period, the majority of fans renew just prior 

to the season beginning, or as is very common in person at the first home game of 

the season.  Hawthorn’s attempts to even out the peaks and troughs of membership 

sales have met with limited success according to the Membership Development 
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Manager as different promotional approaches have failed to alter purchase patterns.  

The club for the first time in 2001 did offer a five-month payment plan spread 

across the season to assist those who may require or prefer such a payment system, 

but according to the Membership Operations Manager, has not been happy with the 

administrative work required to maintain it and may discard the option in the future.  

The club has also recently redesigned its membership paperwork, sending members 

a ‘renewal notice’ already pre-completed for them rather than a previous ‘invoice’ 

that required a large measure of self-completion.  This is implicit of an ongoing 

relationship as opposed to one that must be formally renegotiated once a year. 

 

One area of concern noted by the Director of Marketing was the sustainability of 

developing and maintaining star players who are able to be used in club marketing 

activities.  The Director of Marketing believes the team culture of the sport makes it 

difficult to groom individual players to stand out and act as promotional catalysts. 

 

4.8 Database 

Hawthorn’s membership system is held on a customised database that, according to 

the Membership Operations Manager, is state-of-the-art from an AFL perspective.  

The database is modular in format and whilst not linked to enable true integrated 

reporting through the areas of marketing, merchandising, finance and membership, 

does allow for this in the future.  Such integration is considered a critical priority 

for the club as it seeks to better administer its operations.  The club literally had no 

electronic database in 1996 according to the Membership Operations Manager and 

only started to computerise its records after the failed merger, when volunteers 

donated odd bits of computer hardware and software to the club in order to help 

manage the influx of members in 1997.  The mismatched equipment scenario was 

never more than a stopgap however and the new database came after a thorough 

evaluation of suitable systems, despite an initial board reluctance to engage in such 

capital expenditure.  The Membership Operations Manager believes that the board 

viewed a database as an expense best avoided if possible, rather than as a necessary 

asset.  That mindset she believes has changed now that the system is in place and 

the opportunities it offers are starting to be explored.  One of the opportunities was 
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the aforementioned member-get-member reward program that the new database is 

integral in administering, from the matching of members’ records to the printing of 

reward cheques. 

 

4.9 Media and Communication 

The AFL is the biggest domestic sport media product in Australia and the five year 

A$500 million deal for the television and internet rights signed in 2001 is the most 

lucrative rights deal in Australian television history (AFL 2001).  Particularly in 

Victoria, the game receives blanket coverage, with radio stations and the print 

media supplementing the television coverage with detailed reports.  As such the 

promotional aspects of providing game information are unnecessary from an AFL 

or club view given the media’s pervasive stance within the community.  That stance 

is also important in providing other information that may be helpful to individual 

teams, particularly in terms of generating support or converting members.  Scott 

used the media to his advantage in 1996 to galvanize anti-merger support and the 

media virtually rescued the Western Bulldogs team in 2002 when they made a plea 

for a major sponsor to come through and support the beleaguered club.  The 

Communications Manager, an ex-newspaper football reporter, is adamant that the 

media and football clubs are intertwined.  ‘There is no us and them mentality,’ she 

says.  ‘The media is just an extension of the football club and vice versa.  They 

need us and we need them.’  The Communications Manager believes that there is a 

strong feeling amongst members that the game is now much more about the media 

than it ever was.  Club reliance on media rights monies to fund increasing player 

costs is worrying, says the Communications Manager, particularly as she believes 

media rights fees will take a downturn as part of a global correction.  The television 

consortium that now broadcasts AFL matches shows some matches live, but is 

unable to offer complete coverage into some parts of New South Wales and 

Queensland at prime-times because of rugby league commitments.  This conflict 

was a major topic for the AFL at the beginning of season 2002 as it has a media 

saturation of the sport in the already dominant Southern states, but limited exposure 

in its new markets in the North of the country. 
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For a club like Hawthorn that has high levels of membership, but poor turn-out of 

those members at games, the existing media scenario is both pleasing and worrying 

says the Communications Manager.  Increased exposure into its new market of 

Tasmania is welcomed; however a reliance on mass media tends to conflict with the 

family and community based platforms of the club.  Like all clubs, Hawthorn fears 

that should supporters become mere television spectators and loyal to the game of 

football in general, the propensity to show loyalty to an individual club, in this case 

Hawthorn, might decline. The Director of Marketing is adamant that at the moment 

the supporters adore the Hawthorn brand whilst despising the AFL brand thanks to 

an ‘us and them’ approach stemming from the merger than many believe the AFL 

pushed.   

 

To counteract some of the mass media element, Hawthorn according to the 

Communications Manager has adopted a clear communication strategy of focusing 

on community newspapers as a means of distributing local news and information 

about the club.  The club is also restoring the concept of town-hall meetings, with 

senior club officials and coaches making themselves available at ‘fan forums’ 

throughout the year to relay information and listen to concerns.  The club also 

continues to publish and distribute its ‘HawkTalk’ colour magazine four times a 

year to all members.  Recently lapsed members receive two issues as a marketing 

prompt to renew. 

 

The return to such basic communication types appears to come at the neglect of 

modern technology. Whilst the club has a detailed website, thanks in part to the 

current media sponsorship contract, the club only uses email on an ad hoc basis.  

Supporter and member emails are collected on the new database but the club issues 

no regular bulletin or update, despite claims on its website that it will. The 

Communications Manager blames a lack of resources for this, but indicates better 

use of technology is a priority. The club, which has a policy of promptly answering 

all written correspondence that comes through the traditional posted-mail channel, 

is swamped on some days by over 100 emails from supporters asking questions 

about seating; to fans wanting to pass on coaching tips. Ill-equipped to handle such 
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volume from fans eager to discuss issues at the press of a keyboard, the club, 

according to the Communications Manager, has no clear idea how it will solve this 

ever increasing email dilemma. 

 

4.10 Research 

Until 2002 Hawthorn had not conducted any formal research studies to assist with 

their marketing or membership operations.  Prompted by the interviews conducted 

for this thesis, the club undertook both quantitative and qualitative studies to help 

learn more about member feelings and attitudes.  These studies were overseen by 

the author.  Study A was a qualitative study conducted by using four focus groups 

of Hawthorn members.  Each group was split on gender and age group lines – Older 

Female, Younger Female, Older Male and Younger Male.   The groups consisted of 

5–8 participants drawn at random from the club database.  Study B was a 

quantitative study conducted by an online survey that was completed by 

approximately 1600 members.  All Hawthorn members were invited to complete 

the survey.  The survey had 100 questions of which the club had input in 

constructing. The information was coded, collated and analysed by an external 

research group.  Hawthorn intends to replicate this research in following years to 

assist with its membership strategies. 

 

4.11 Community and Volunteers 

The community focus of Hawthorn is still very prevalent within the organisation 

and openly encouraged by the President. All players are indoctrinated into a 

voluntary community support program that involves school visits on their days off 

and other community projects involving drug dependant and disadvantaged 

citizens.  The Communications Manager sees the community involvement aspect of 

the club, which is administered by a full time staff member (a former dual 

premiership player) as being an extension of the ‘family club’ concept. She notes 

that Hawthorn, as the ‘family club’ tries to embrace all types of family units, 

especially those whose circumstances are disadvantaged by economic or social 

circumstances. The club also supports an internally structured schools program as 

well as participating in league wide promotions aimed at children. Culturally, 
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Australian children have made sporting team support decisions at an early age, 

between the ages of 4 and 8 according to the Director of Marketing; thus making 

the school visit a critical window of opportunity in terms of influencing possible 

support.  

 

Hawthorn may give back to the community, but it expects much back from its army 

of volunteers, without which the club admits it could not survive.  The club has well 

over 100 active volunteers throughout the year whose numbers swell to two and 

three times that at peak periods.  Employing a full-time volunteer coordinator, the 

club takes the management of these resources very seriously.  Not a day would 

pass, according to the Communications Manager, where the administration offices 

would not have some volunteers helping out. 

 

4.12 A Night at the Football 

As part of a participative inquiry approach in parts of this thesis, I attended a 

number of Hawthorn matches to experience the event through the eyes of a typical 

spectator. While general aspects of AFL attendance are discussed, the following 

largely relates to a match on Friday 17 May 2002 between Hawthorn and Carlton.  

An official crowd of 39,142 witnessed the Hawthorn home game held at the MCG. 

This crowd figure is very close to the average crowd figure for the season for the 

club. 

 

Football is traditionally played on a Saturday afternoon, but the media impact on 

the game in recent years has seen matches spread across the weekend beginning 

with a match on Friday night as in this instance.  A supporter in Melbourne will 

attend a game at one of three venues, the relatively new Docklands Stadium, which 

features a retractable roof, the increasingly unpopular and relatively lightly used 

Optus Oval, which is poorly served by limited car parking options and public 

transport, and the MCG which is famous for hosting the 1956 Olympic Games and 

is the site of the 2006 Commonwealth Games.  It is also Hawthorn’s home ground. 

The MCG has a capacity of close to 100,000 making the need for a reserved seat all 

but unnecessary except for a major finals match.  AFL fans typically eschew the 
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buying of reserved seats and on this night most people I observed seemed to walk 

up and purchase a general admission ticket or use their membership card, which in 

itself operates as a general admission ticket.  The MCG is well served by public 

transport and is only a short walk from the Melbourne city centre.   

Those fans driving to the game are best placed to enjoy the extensive media 

coverage provided with the entire weekend programming on some radio stations 

dedicated to football coverage.  On this night fans could listen to match coverage 

(beginning several hours before the match and continuing for several hours after) 

on three different radio stations.  The match was also on a one hour delayed 

broadcast on Australia’s highest rating television network. The MCG’s limited 

parking and good public transport access means that many Hawthorn fans that once 

drove to games are now arriving on a train or tram. However, some I spoke to 

bemoan the loss of the in-car radio coverage they enjoyed as part of the build-up to 

the game. 

Irrespective of how they arrive at the MCG, teams of volunteers greet fans.  

Approximately 50 Hawthorn volunteers are required on game day, with many 

manning membership marquees that encourage supporters to join, whilst others sell 

raffle tickets or help with seating and hospitality areas.  Every club has a cheer 

squad that is made up of the most ardent fans.  The cheer squads traditionally sit 

behind the goals at one end of the ground and are responsible for the painstaking 

manufacture of the huge crepe paper run-through banner that is hoisted onto the 

ground for the players to run through as they enter the playing arena.  The banner 

typically has some message of support for the club or a message of mild taunting to 

the opposition and appears at every game a club plays.  Banners, such as on this 

night, appear to be around 20-30 meters in length and close to the same in height 

and are hoisted high on ropes by a large team of cheer squad members. 

The traditional Victorian Football League competition featured Under 19 and 

Reserve Grade matches meaning that a supporter could turn up at the ground as 

early as 9 am and watch two games of football prior to the main match 

commencing at 2 pm.  The national AFL competition still runs a separate youth-
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based competition but matches are rarely, if ever, played as curtain raisers to senior 

football anymore.  Therefore someone arriving at the MCG is treated to a vacant 

arena until the teams enter just prior to the beginning of the match, as was the case 

on this particular evening.  This has meant that most fans now arrive just prior to 

the start of the game and few, if any, clubs make any effort to provide pre-match 

entertainment.  This was certainly the case on this night, with the stadium 

seemingly rapidly filling in the few minutes before the start of the game.  While a 

band or some sort of display is common for finals matches, regular season matches 

such as this are relatively stark and clubs argue that their fans prefer it that way.  

Dancing girls, mascots, on-field cheerleaders, competitions and the like are seen as 

‘gimmicks’ and as one fan at the game told me, being ‘too American’ for the AFL.  

The only music played at the ground is the club theme songs, with each club 

entering the arena separately to their song and the song of the winning team played 

after the match is concluded.  The national anthem is only played during finals 

matches and on Anzac Day as part of a special pre-game commemoration of war 

veterans.  On this particular evening I asked a few supporters sitting around me 

what they thought of the (lack of) pre-match entertainment and several said they 

wished there was some kind of match beforehand to watch. 

A match is divided into quarters, with the teams remaining on the ground in a 

huddle after the first and third quarters.  When they retire to the rooms during the 

longer half-time break, the ground is filled by teams of junior footballers who 

proceeded to play five different matches across varying parts of the ground with 

temporary posts and smaller footballs.  Typically four of the five games will feature 

very young footballers (under 10s or under 8s) whilst one match will be played 

sideways across the ground by Under 12s who each wear the club uniform of the 

two competing senior teams.  This ‘little league’ as it is colloquially called, is 

seemingly of absolutely no interest to anyone but a parent or close relative of the 

children involved, but is a critical plank in the league’s junior development program 

with thousands of schoolchildren each year literally playing in the footsteps of their 

senior heroes. 
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The physical evidence of a stadium like the MCG adds to the sense of occasion and 

features two large colour screens.  Unlike other sports where controversial 

decisions are not replayed in stadiums the MCG scoreboard operators seem to revel 

in displaying controversial incidents from several angles.  On this particular night a 

number of questionable umpiring decisions and rough passages of play were 

highlighted over and over on the screen. 

Most AFL teams only have one team uniform meaning that often teams’ colours 

may be very similar, thus making it difficult for fans to identify players.  Team 

members wear individual numbers, but do not carry names on their uniforms, 

however a program (called the AFL Record) is available for sale at A$3 and it 

identifies the players names by number.  Hawthorn’s colours of brown and gold are 

much maligned as a fashion statement, but do have the advantage of being clearly 

distinguishable from all other teams.  On this night the Hawthorn colours were 

easily distinguishable from the navy and white of Carlton. 

Fans at AFL matches are not segregated in any way and good-natured discussion 

amongst fans is common.  Violence is extremely rare.  Most teams have a broad 

demographic make-up, with fans of all ages, both sexes and many nationalities 

typical.  Hawthorn, a product of the higher income Eastern suburbs of Melbourne, 

is typically considered a team with professional white-collar support although there 

are numerous exceptions to this.  Carlton is also considered to attract a white-collar 

support base and fans of both teams mixed freely on the night.  I was seated next to 

a father who was taking his young son to his first AFL game.  The boy, dressed in a 

replica Carlton jumper and carrying a football seemed as fascinated by the cheering 

and yelling from the crowd as the play unfolding on the arena before him.  At 

certain points, with the match close right throughout the evening, the atmosphere 

was palpably exciting. 

A game of AFL football is immensely puzzling to anyone unfamiliar with its 

unusually shaped ball, odd rules and strange scoring system.  It would take 

considerable effort for a newcomer to become even vaguely familiar with the rules 

and the unusual terminology of the positions in one viewing.  The match is 



                                                                                                   Chapter 4: Australian Football Case Study 

- 123 - 

controlled by seven umpires, who are universally detested by fans judging by the 

language directed at them on this night.  Some of the umpires wave white flags to 

signal scores, further adding to the amusement of a first time viewer. 

Perhaps the most fascinating aspect of this trip to the MCG occurred after the final 

siren had sounded and the two teams had made their way down the race to the 

dressing rooms.  A second siren sounded and hundreds of children (and some 

adults) jumped over the fence and raced onto the field carrying footballs and 

proceeded to spend time playing on the surface that their teams had just graced.  

This novel concept is considered an integral part of the football experience and is 

the reason so many children turn up to a game with a football under their arm. 

 

4.13 Conclusion 

This chapter has chartered the course of the Hawthorn Football Club within the 

most popularly attended professional sporting league in Australia.  A brief history 

was presented; focussing especially on the events of the mid-90s where the club 

members essentially saved the club from a merger.  This proposed merger was a 

major rallying focus for the club’s most loyal supporters and in effect helped turn 

the club into a powerful team in terms of finances and membership levels.  Its 

effects are still an important part of the current club culture and it was noted that it 

permeates through all marketing activities. 

Hawthorn continues to make emotional calls on supporters to support the club, 

despite the financial position of the club now being viewed as strong.  The decades 

old branding strategy of the ‘family club’ remains intact and the emotional call to 

action of ‘proud, passionate and paid-up’ to enlist members is central to the club’s 

marketing and membership activities. 

Membership and the concept of membership play a critical role in the operation of 

the club and this is supported by the AFL.  Not only is membership an important 

revenue stream for Hawthorn, it appears to be critical to the culture of the club from 

the President down.  Figures presented indicate that Hawthorn is very good at 

converting its supporter base to members, even though members are relatively poor 
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attendees at games.  The chase for new members continues seemingly unabated, 

despite some incongruence over the right membership targets at different levels of 

the club’s executive. 

Examples of some relatively unique methods to attract new members including 

movement into new markets both demographically and geographically were 

presented.  Hawthorn is concerned over the high number of lapsed members and 

appears to be making rectification of this a priority.  A pressure faced by the club is 

the notion of starting from scratch each year with members because of the 

relationship structure inherent within the AFL membership process.  The adoption 

of a sophisticated database has been a critical development in assisting the club 

structure its relationship marketing operations 

A reluctance to use research has been seemingly overcome and two major projects 

were introduced.  The research undertaken indicates that members are generally 

satisfied with their relationship with the club but that significant differences exist 

even on basic demographic levels between expectations of members. 

The media has been and remains a crucial link between the club and supporters and 

Hawthorn has signalled an attempt to use local media to help ingrain itself further 

within its local roots.  The sense of community and local involvement was 

presented as an integral part of identity, particularly as Hawthorn maintains its 

‘family club’ persona.  The club also has strong commitment to its high levels of 

support in country areas as evidenced by the road trip concept to visit major 

regional areas. 

 

Challenges that lie ahead include issues of reducing lapsed member numbers, on-

field performance possibly affecting supporter feelings towards the club, 

perceptions that the club has been ‘saved’ and no longer requires financial support 

from some fans, the use of technology to better communicate, increased threats 

from other sport and entertainment options, and perceptions that the club lacks 

personality players who can be used for marketing purposes. 
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C h a p t e r  6  

AUSTRALIAN GRAND PRIX (FORMULA ONE) 

It’s more than just a Formula One race, it’s a four day experience… alcohol and food 
and good times in summer… you might not get near the track at all…. When you see 
and hear an F1 car for the first time you can be blown away (Marketing Manager, 
Australian Grand Prix Corporation) 

 

6.1 Introduction 

The Australian Grand Prix Corporation (hereafter AGPC) is responsible for the 

organisation of two Grand Prix in Australia, the Formula One World Championship 

round at Albert Park, Melbourne, held annually in March and the motorcycle Grand 

Prix at Phillip Island, held annually in October.  Only the Formula One (hereafter 

F1) Grand Prix is considered in this study.  The F1 race is the core business of the 

AGPC, with the motorcycle event added to their brief after this event was procured 

from New South Wales in 1997.  Albert Park is an inner city suburb of Melbourne 

and the race is run in a parkland precinct within this suburb, also commonly referred 

to as Albert Park.  For the purposes of this thesis, Albert Park is referred to in its 

parkland context. 

 

This chapter considers the AGPC background and history first before presenting a 

brief overview of F1 racing and information on the role and operation of the AGPC. 

Detailed findings and discussion from a series of depth interviews conducted with 

the AGPC Marketing Manager provides the basis of much of the core information 

presented.  Information is also sourced from secondary sources and discussions with 

the CEO of the Victoria Major Events Company.  The Victorian Major Events 

Company negotiated and procured the F1 race for Melbourne in the mid-1990’s.  Its 

CEO was also the Event Planning Manager of the AGPC for the first four years of 

its operation in Melbourne and provides information in this chapter primarily based 

upon reflections of his time in that role. 
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The AGPC is somewhat unique among the cases in this thesis in that it is building a 

relationship to an annual four-day event.  All other organisations are looking at 

some form of longer season-based relationship.  Information presented in this 

chapter is listed under the themed headings developed for all case studies.  This 

allows for richer and deeper data to be presented and is consistent with the case 

study approach outlined in the methodology chapter.   

 

6.2 Historical Overview and Background 

The AGPC is a statutory body of the Victorian Government, enacted under the 

Australian Grand Prix Act of 1994.  Its charter is to promote and organise the 

Australian Grand Prix on an annual basis and to facilitate extensive capital works 

towards implementation of the Albert Park Master Plan.  While the F1 Grand Prix 

has been run in Australia for decades, it first raced under the control of the AGPC in 

Victoria in 1996 after the state’s event procurement body, the Victorian Major 

Events Company, won the event away from the city of Adelaide.  The South 

Australian capital city had been hosting the event since 1985.  Prior to this, the only 

F1 racing that had occurred in Australia was in the early 1950’s for a brief period at 

Albert Park in Melbourne.  This chapter will only consider the Albert Park F1 

Grands Prix from 1996 onwards. 

 

According to the former Event Planning Manager, who is the current CEO of the 

Victoria Major Events Company, the broader marketing focus of the AGPC is on 

generating tourism and exposure for the city of Melbourne. As a major annual event 

the four-day program is heavily geared towards activities, exhibitions and 

entertainment around the actual F1 race itself, which occurs on the final Sunday 

afternoon.  

 

Aside from procuring tourism and event attendees, the AGPC also considers itself 

to be marketing to the general public in order to maintain public support for the 

event.  The former Event Planning Manager believes it is vital that the Melbourne 

general public is enthusiastic about the event, in order to ensure the event’s long-

term success and staging.  There is considerable conjecture as to whether the event 
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realistically has a positive economic impact or not, with opponents of the race at 

Albert Park producing economic studies that suggest the event is not as 

economically worthwhile as the AGPC suggests.  This is discussed in more detail in 

section 6.4. 

 

The AGPC must also at a micro level deal with the local major sponsor and 

corporate supporters and must deal with the logistical challenge of converting 

parkland into a F1 race circuit.  This challenge includes provision of entertainment, 

public transport, support races and concessions that create and support a festival 

atmosphere.  The AGPC actively promotes the glamour and excitement of F1 

racing, but has no control over the race element of the product.  The AGPC must 

also contend with television covering the event live and possibly detracting from 

attendance. 

 

The F1 world circuit travels to sixteen venues each season.  All the cars, equipment, 

including a portable digital television studio, travels on four Boeing 747 jets.  The 

AGPC have little input into the actual F1 race itself, with no say in the make-up of 

the teams, drivers, rules, schedule, or sequence of events.  The Formula One 

Constructors Association (hereafter FOCA) and the Federation International de 

Automobile (hereafter FIA) run the actual race and various associated bodies sign 

all the major sponsorship and television rights.  The AGPC, for example, has to 

negotiate advertising space with these bodies to display the ‘Melbourne’ brand 

signage seen around the track.  This comes on top of the commercially sensitive 

licensing fee that the AGPC must pay the FIA for the rights to stage the Grand Prix. 

 

F1 racing is made up of ten teams who run two cars in each race.  Budgets for each 

team are estimated to range between US$100 million to US$500 million per season 

and each race is said to draw an average audience of 330 million people worldwide 

(Dawley & Walczak 1997). 

 

The F1 Grand Prix operates in Australia as a four-day event (Thursday to Sunday) 

and typically attracts a cumulative crowd approaching 400,000 over that period.  
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The year 2000 event for example attracted 158,448 unique visitors; 18.3 per cent of 

which were from interstate and 12.4 per cent from overseas. A unique visitor is 

defined as a distinct individual counted only once, irrespective of how many days of 

the event they actually attend.  The economic benefit to Victoria through holding 

the event was reported as being A$130.7 million in 2000, with the city of 

Melbourne receiving A$19.7 million worth of brand exposure (National Economics 

2000)   

 

While being raced in Adelaide, the Australian F1 race had been the final event on 

the Grand Prix calendar. When the event moved to Melbourne, the AGPC 

successfully lobbied the FIA to move the event to the beginning of the 1996 race 

season.  This gave the AGPC two distinct advantages, the event now usually 

coincided with a long weekend holiday in Melbourne (and an existing cultural 

festival called ‘Moomba’) and became the first Grand Prix of the year and thus 

potentially of greater interest to the world media.  While being the last race in a 

series has a potential upside if the competition standings are close going into the 

final event, this had happened infrequently in recent F1 racing seasons.  Media 

interest is particularly intense for the first race of the season as new cars; drivers and 

technology often make their first competitive appearance and are the subject of 

intense scrutiny and interest.   

 

The race date is subject to yearly review and the AGPC must wait until October of 

each year (the end of the season) before finding out when the FIA will allocate the 

race to Melbourne.  The AGPC also must lobby the FIA and FOCA to be granted a 

four-day event, rather than the customary three days of all the other Grand Prix 

(except for Monaco which is also four).  This is necessary for the AGPC to fulfil 

sponsor, corporate and patronage requirements over the four days. 
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6.3 Organisational Structure and Internal Marketing 

According to its Marketing Manager the AGPC is largely made up of ‘…lawyers 

and engineers’ who are charged with the task of setting up a major event each year 

and then dismantling it.  The marketing department numbers seven, with all 

members reporting to the Marketing Manager, who then reports directly to the 

CEO.  As was noted previously the AGPC reports directly to government and thus 

ultimately answers to the State Premier. 

The Marketing Manager oversees all marketing areas, with many of his staff 

working on the advertising and promotion of the event.  Others oversee ticketing, 

sponsorship and corporate sales.  There is no specific customer service manager or 

relationship marketing manager, although the Marketing Manager indicates he is 

considering the addition of a database specialist if the organisation updates its 

technology. 

 

The AGPC operates with a strong professional corporate focus and is centred on 

event planning.  Some limited evidence of internal marketing existed.  This 

comprised staff working in a customer contact role during the race days being 

specifically and extensively trained to exhibit high level customer service.  This was 

part of an all-encompassing physical evidence management approach.  This is 

outlined further in this chapter. 

 

6.4 Attendance and Membership 

Due to its seasonal structure there is no direct consumer membership relationship 

with the Grand Prix, although the general admission / grandstand ticket processes 

can be seen in some limited way to equate to the casual fan / member relationships 

of other sports.  These types of attendance are discussed below, while a limited 

loyalty program is considered in section 6.7. 

 

The body that leads the counter argument to the success of the F1 Grand Prix is a 

group known as Save Albert Park (hereafter SAP).  The group was formed in 

February 1994 shortly after it was announced that Albert Park would be hosting 

motor racing events in the future.  The organisation continues to operate and 
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maintains a presence in Albert Park (opposite the offices of the AGPC) in a tent on 

a 9 am to 5 pm basis every day of the year.  The group is not opposed to motor 

racing per se, but feels the event should be held at a purpose built racing venue 

away from the city.  This view according to the former Event Planning Manager 

directly contradicts that of the Victorian government, who view the race as an 

important tourism and branding promotion for the city of Melbourne, and wish the 

race to be conducted as close to the city centre as possible. 

 

The organisers of the Grand Prix consider it to be the biggest sporting event in 

Australia in part because of the large crowd it attracts over a four-day period. 

However this attendance is disputed by SAP.  They believe the level of interest in 

the event is overstated by the AGPC to disguise declining attendances and/or justify 

the considerable expense in staging the event (SAP media release 2002).  SAP has 

in recent years placed scrutineers at each of the ten entry gates to the F1 Grand Prix 

circuit and has conducted counts on the number of people attending the event.  This 

hand counting method contrasts directly with the automated laser beam counting 

method used by the AGPC.  As Table 6.1 and Table 6.2 indicate, there is 

considerable discrepancy between the figures provided by SAP and the AGPC.  

SAP insists that their counting method is accurate and that their counting process is 

transparent and open to inspection by any interested party.  The AGPC will not 

discuss their counting system and suggest that the SAP figure is flawed in some 

way.  The AGPC Marketing Manager, explains,  

…no question in a lot of events you see some crowd numbers and you think ‘gee is 
that necessarily true?’ But in our instance we can’t afford to overstate our crowds 
because we’re under so much scrutiny it would just be bad publicity and we’re sort of 
paranoid of bad publicity as every company should be.  (Marketing Manager, AGPC) 

 

Table 6.1 AGPC Australian F1 Grand Prix attendance figures 1996-2002 
 

  1996 1997* 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 

Thursday 65 000 48 000 46 000 48 700 49 400 49 600 51 300 

Friday 81 000 66 000 67 000 74 600 78 600 80 400 81 000 

Saturday 101 000 68 000 81 000 104 000 107 200 111 000 112 500 

Sunday 154 000 107 000 103 000 118 000 124 300 128 500 127 000 

TOTAL 401 000 289 000 297 000 345 300 359 500 369 500 371 800 

Source Marketing Manager, AGPC * public transport strike affected 1997 event 
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Table 6.2  SAP Australian F1 Grand Prix attendance figures 1999-2002* 
 

  1999 2000 2001 2002 

Thursday 26 767 26 878 27 136 26 451 

Friday 51 045 56 620 57 599 55 545 

Saturday 77 683 76 020 75 684 78 246 

Sunday 86 846 90 024 94 951 91 496 

TOTAL 242 341 249 542 255 370 251 738 

*SAP counting only conducted in these years 
Source SAP Media Releases 1999-2002 

 
The secrecy surrounding the AGPC makes the attainment of accurate figures about 

event attendees difficult to obtain.  Concerned by commercial sensitivities in the 

contract to stage the event and also clearly by the public scrutiny placed on the race 

by groups such as SAP, the AGPC is able to legally treat all documentation as 

commercial-in-confidence, despite its status as a government body.  The Grand Prix 

Act (1994) specifically precludes the AGPC from freedom of information requests 

to do with all commercial data.  In conducting interviews for this thesis, the AGPC 

Marketing Manager was cooperative and willing to speak broadly about the event, 

but would not release internal documents.  The round number figures he provided as 

official attendances in table 6.1 above are indicative of this. 

 

What can be pieced together from the interviews is that the event has three broad 

types of consumer attendees.  These are the grandstand ticket holder, a four-day 

pass general admittance attendee, and a consumer who attends on one single day 

and purchases a single general admittance ticket to do so.  For various reasons, 

largely relating to maximising sales revenue, a grandstand seat may only be 

purchased on a four-day basis.  For the 2003 event this would mean the cheapest 

entry point for a grandstand attendee was A$349 and the most expensive A$579.  A 

four day general admittance ticket was A$165.  Individual general admittance 

tickets ranged in price from A$39 for the Thursday up to A$95 for the main race 

day on Sunday.  Corporate attendees are a separate audience, however as they 

receive a grandstand seat and have access over the four-day event they can be 

considered along with the grandstand ticket holders described above. 
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The AGPC, according to the Marketing Manager, builds grandstand capacity to 

match ticket sales.  Typically this means approximately 30,000-35,000 grandstand 

seats.  With general admission four-day passes sales numbering approximately 

17,000, according to the Marketing Manager, the remaining attendees on any given 

day would be single day general admittance customers.  The rather large financial 

jump between the general admittance groups and the grandstand groups is not one 

likely to be bridged by a product offering, according to the Marketing Manager.  

Clearly there are sales and profit objectives in place that are best served by keeping 

grandstand attendees committed to a four-day relationship, rather than allowing 

them to pick and choose grandstand seats on individual days.  The Marketing 

Manager does not foresee any change to the current philosophy behind the 

grandstand seating policy and explains,  

…I think it’s just too much of a risk for us, because our whole ticketing strategy is 
based around a four-day ticket for grandstands and… we’re just worried that we’d 
interrupt that dynamic and stuff it up.  If you offer a single day grandstand at a 
medium-priced level then a lot of people are going to go for it on Saturday and 
Sundays and we’ve all of a sudden lose our Thursday, Friday crowd.  (Marketing 
Manager, AGPC) 

 

Repeating the record attendance in 1996 is always going to be a challenge for the 

AGPC as the first Melbourne event had considerable novelty appeal. The challenge 

proved particularly difficult in 1997 when a public transport strike shut down tram 

services.  The 1996 event had provided the largest public transport movement in 

Australian history to that point and the loss of the tram network in the following 

year was a considerable inconvenience.  Without Melbourne’s extensive tram 

network, the AGPC utilised a series of shuttle buses in 1997 and while crowd 

numbers were impacted on the Saturday, the Sunday was well attended.  The 

similar attendance figures of 1998 indicated to the AGPC that the influence of the 

transport strike had been largely overrated as a factor in crowd decline and that 

alterations to the product offered were necessary to ensure growth.  

 

With this in mind, a series of changes were made in 1998 to increase the levels of 

attendee satisfaction, with the goal of increasing crowd sizes towards the 1996 

totals.  While there is no specific sales total that the AGPC aims for, the 400,000 
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cumulative event total is a figure that the Marketing Manager believes exists within 

the organisation as target from a psychological sense.  He believes that any more 

than that number may lead to overcrowding and a possible reduction in attendee 

satisfaction. 

 

Changes made from 1998 onwards were geared largely towards increasing customer 

satisfaction in a crowd situation.  ‘Super screens’ (large video screens) almost 

doubled in number allowing almost every fan at the track to be able to view the race 

on a screen if they chose to.  The relatively flat general admission areas were turned 

into spectator mounds to allow for elevated viewing across the safety barriers and a 

number of on and off track activities were added to increase the perception of value. 

 

6.5 Revenue Streams 

According to the Marketing Manager, the AGPC is particularly reliant on gate 

receipts as television monies and key sponsorships are controlled by FOCA and the 

FIA. Melbourne traditionally has pleasant weather in March, giving organisers 

another reason to push for this date and thus potentially high attendances.  The 

AGPC measures its success in-part by crowd attendance, and looks at four key 

elements in assessing whether it has handled the crowds correctly.  These are 

getting to the circuit, getting food and drink, getting to a bathroom and getting home 

from the circuit.  ‘If I could get those four things right,’ says the former Event 

Planning Manager, ‘I’m pretty sure people would be happy irrespective of the race.’ 

 

The event does raise money through limited sponsorship and shortfalls in meeting 

costs are made up by State Government contributions.  The Marketing Manager will 

not release the amount of such contributions and the State government will also not 

provide access, citing commercial confidentiality.  The Marketing Manager does 

admit however that the contribution is large, with the former Event Planning 

Manager putting the amount at ‘…millions of dollars,’ but noting that the economic 

input into the state from event visitors is significantly greater. 
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6.6 New Markets 

The very nature of the Grand Prix being a major event means that almost every 

possible market has been considered.  The government considers interstate and 

international visitors a priority as they bring new money to the local economy and 

the Marketing Manager indicates that considerable effort is made to promote the 

event to these external markets.   

 

The target audience for the event is predominantly male (around 70 per cent) with 

an effort made to entice first time attendees prominent in the advertising campaigns 

used.  At its core the AGPC says that it primarily targets 20–29 year old males, with 

a secondary market of 30–39 year old males.  These groups are not ‘motorheads’ 

(motor racing enthusiasts) but average sports inclined males says the Marketing 

Manager.  The AGPC largely ignores the motor racing enthusiasts, assuming that 

they will be drawn to the event irrespective.  Women are seen as the future growth 

market and the AGPC is attempting to exploit the big event nature of the four days 

to lure greater numbers of females, who they believe are less inclined to be 

interested in the motor racing.  The Marketing Manager believes that additional 

media partners, such a female fashion magazines, are the most likely way to achieve 

this.  He explains,  

…I believe that everything that we do is about creating hype and excitement, if you 
can do that successfully with an event and with sports marketing, all of a sudden the 
attraction becomes irresistible and you kind of feel like you have to be there even if 
you only have a passive interest. (Marketing Manager, AGPC) 

 

6.7 Relationship Marketing Practices 

The AGPC is relatively fortunate, according to the Marketing Manager, in that it 

has some very marketable elements with which to develop and maintain 

relationships.  These stem from the highly popular drivers, the well-known teams 

they drive for and the glamour of F1 motor sport itself.  In essence, the relationship 

can be triple-bonded with a popular driver and popular team at the pinnacle of 

motor sport.  For example multi-world champion Michael Schumacher is regarded 

as the best driver, he drives for the extremely popular Ferrari team and has 

displayed great success in the glamorous sport of F1.  This means that any one or a 

combination of these factors may draw someone attending the Albert Park event. 
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As highlighted previously, the logistical challenge of turning everyday roadway and 

a community park into a F1 circuit was a clear priority of the AGPC in its formative 

years.  As a result, it appears that there was little focus on the marketing 

development of the event and a reliance on novelty value, media coverage and 

enthusiasm for the event served as catalysts to attract large crowds in 1996.  The 

Marketing Manager recalls,  

…well I think back in the early days from how I understand it – I wasn’t here then – 
marketing was not the focus.  It was more about getting the circuit built and having 
the event run… the advertising campaigns and the communication campaigns in the 
first couple of years were sort of afterthoughts, but probably from ‘98 and 
increasingly so we’ve become more of a marketing driven organisation. (Marketing 
Manager, AGPC) 

 

The AGPC tries to manage expectations by focusing on adding numerous extras to 

the main race. The marketing strategy employed attempts to ensure that if the F1 

race itself is not exciting, a patron attending will feel satisfied at having been a part 

of a much larger spectacle.  This includes free concerts, special events such as the 

live broadcasts of television programs from the track, celebrity appearances, aircraft 

flyovers, souvenir stalls, and extensive corporate hospitality areas.  The Marketing 

Manager concedes that most people in Australia would be unlikely to attend just for 

the race itself.  According to the former Event Planning Manager, this contrasts with 

attending F1 in Europe where it is largely a race only event.  In Australia, the 

former Event Planning Manager believes that the race is really just an excuse for a 

celebration and that most spectators, unlike Europe, are not as bothered about who 

wins. 

 

Conscious of the fact that patrons at the event and those watching on television are 

participating in an event that showcases the city of Melbourne as much as a motor 

race, the organisers place enormous resources in managing the physical evidence 

surrounding the event.  The former Event Planning Manager believes the 

information provided to attendees must always reflect the high quality positioning 

of the event and that the trackside experience must include a carefully managed 

environment. 
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While further information on the experience of the event is included later in this 

chapter, it is worth noting now some of the physical evidence elements managed by 

the AGPC as an example of the effort portrayed in this regard. The event has twenty 

giant video screens in Albert Park to ensure patrons have a view of all the track 

action.  Signage is excellent and event staff all wear a clearly identifiable uniform.  

The backs of grandstands are draped in dark cloth to hide the normally visible seat 

backs and litter that falls to the ground.  These backdrops are further enhanced with 

giant murals of former racing car drivers.  Indicative of the extent of the physical 

evidence strategy is the effort aimed at producing a visually spectacular site.  

Grassed areas are prepared to appear uniformly green in aerial shots and Albert Park 

Lake in the centre of the circuit is maintained to appear a vibrant blue.  On the lake, 

fans all over the world see a series of large yachts that the AGPC has used a crane to 

place on the water edge to create a harbour or ‘Monte Carlo’ look to the event.  

These yachts are specially modified to fit on the shallow lake and cannot move until 

they are craned out again after the race.  This evidence strategy even makes a 

positive revenue impact for the AGPC, with the yachts sold as vantage points to 

groups of eight for A$4,000. 

 

The package of information given to a ticket purchaser is extensive.  Not only does 

it contain a standard ticket-wallet, but also a high-quality fold-out track map, public 

transport guide, portable radio, ear plugs, sunscreen and importantly a lanyard.  The 

lanyard (in this instance a colourful ticket held in a protective plastic wallet and 

worn around the neck) had in early years only been available to grandstand seat 

purchasers and the media.  The lanyard proved extremely popular in follow-up 

research, with inferences drawn that wearing it made attendees feel important and 

closer to the event.  All patrons receive a lanyard when attending now to facilitate 

this sense of pride and belonging.  The former Event Planning Manager was 

particularly amazed at the response to the lanyard, citing the fact that many event 

goers wore their lanyard to other events and locations on the Grand Prix weekend as 

symbolic of an association to a successful event. 
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The AGPC operate a customer service and cultural awareness program for all staff, 

including the provision of extensive documentation for reference.  One of these 

items is a manual, which breaks down every activity occurring at the event over a 

four-day period on a minute-by-minute basis.  Even staff, normally outside the 

control of the AGPC, are given training and documentation.  For example, the 

Victoria Police, responsible in part for security at the event are given cultural 

training to help them deal with overseas visitors, and are encouraged to smile and 

approach people who look lost. They also wear ‘language flags’ on their lapels that 

indicate if they can speak a language other than English. 

 

The AGPC has no system that allows it to track previous event goers other than a 

limited loyalty program known as ‘GP Advantage.’  This program is relatively 

unsophisticated and allows patrons who buy grandstand tickets in one-year to access 

a priority-booking period for the following event.  This window of opportunity 

occurs shortly after the completion of the event and runs for several months, after 

which the tickets are available to the general public.  Joining GP Advantage is free 

to anyone who purchases a grandstand ticket by a certain cut off point and requires 

no application process.  The AGPC deliberately avoids the term ‘member’ in 

describing this concept and those who are eligible are always referred to as ‘GP 

Advantage ticket holders.’  Aside from priority access to tickets, a person in the GP 

Advantage program receives limited benefits.  These include a walk along pit 

straight, access to a dedicated GP Advantage on-site bar, a souvenir ticket and the 

option to use a deferred payment system that breaks the ticket payment down into 

three instalments. 

 

According to the Marketing Manager almost half of all grandstand sales come from 

the GP Advantage program.  Ticket holders in the program can purchase as many 

seats as they like and are able to move across the different grandstands (and 

corresponding charges) if they desire.  The key advantage of the program according 

to the Marketing Manager is that it allows people to try and secure a particular 

favoured seat at the event.  The race circuit has nine different stands, with the two 

on the main straight (the Jones Grandstand and the Brabham Grandstand) the most 
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popular.  Whilst joining GP Advantage does not guarantee that a patron can retain 

the exact same seat for the following year, a record is kept with the ticketing agency 

and these seats are offered if possible. 

6.8 Database 

The AGPC would like to overhaul the GP Advantage concept to make it more 

appealing and more valuable to consumers, but are limited by a database system 

that is considered inadequate.  All ticket purchases are made through an external 

ticketing agency whose computerised system is largely incompatible with that used 

by the AGPC.  The Marketing Manager says that moving data from the ticketing 

agent system to the AGPC database is fraught with difficulties and complications.  

There is hope in the future however of an updated system being put in place to 

overcome these issues.  The key, says the Marketing Manager, is having a dedicated 

file number with every ticket purchaser that will allow their purchasing and 

consumption habits to be monitored and studied.  At present the AGPC and its 

ticketing agent have no way of understanding the relationship history of any 

particular consumer with the event, aside from some limited data provided by the 

GP Advantage program.  Even so, in the case of the GP Advantage program, the 

reliance is on the ticket purchaser to provide their account number from their 

previous years purchase to identify themselves.  The database, according to the 

Marketing Manager, is the most important issue that needs to be addressed in the 

future. 

 

6.9 Media and Communication 

Despite excellent media coverage of the event, the AGPC is heavily involved with 

planned integrated marketing communications campaigns that exist to build 

awareness and hype for the event.  In doing this, the AGPC is well aware of its 

target audiences. 

 

According to the Marketing Manager the typical F1 attendee falls into one of three 

broad categories.  Grandstand purchasers tend to be dedicated motor sport 

enthusiasts, affluent and with a white-collar skew.  General admission contains the 

motorsport audience who likely can’t afford the grandstands and these fans tend to 
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be blue-collar males who are less affluent.  The third group, known as ‘event goers’, 

are the AGPC’s main communication focus.  This group tends to be both male and 

female, although still with a male skew, whose purpose is to experience what the 

Marketing Manager calls ‘the hype of a big event.’  He explains the communication 

approach as,  

…the theme we run with is a bit of a balancing act between trying to retain your core 
audience, as well as trying to make it look appealing to a new audience.  So we tend 
to skew to creating a new audience because it doesn’t make sense really to keep 
advertising your event to the people who are going to come anyway. (Marketing 
Manager, AGPC) 

 
Communication and promotion of the F1 Grand Prix is as a result of the hype 

process that is predominantly mass media orientated.  In attempting to reflect its 

self-defined status as Australia’s premier sporting event, the media mix is generally 

mainstream and of high quality.  Advertisements are always one-page full colour as 

a minimum and television spots run for 30-second minimums in prime time 

positions only.  The Marketing Manager believes that the mass communication 

approach comes at the expense of a more detailed customer relationship 

management style, but that this is necessary. The commitment to hype, rather than 

relationship marketing is particularly important as the following statement from him 

indicates. 

First and foremost, our event relies heavily on mass communication, it’s a buzz word 
in the industry to talk about CRM (customer relationship management) and niche 
marketing and all that sort of stuff but this is an event, a very large event and lives 
and dies on its mass attendance which is created by hype.  (Marketing Manager, 
AGPC) 

 

The positioning basis of the race promotion is clearly designed to create the 

stimulus to attract the event going crowd.  The Marketing Manager sees the primary 

marketing challenge as being one of coming up with new and innovative ways to 

create interest in the event year after year.  The emphasis is almost never on the 

actual motor racing itself, which the Marketing Manager candidly refers to as 

potentially ‘boring’ to all but the keenest of motor sport enthusiast. 

…we kind of turned up the dial more and more over the last four years and our 
positioning is really that it’s just an international, big, glamorous, fun, exciting, 
colourful circus that just happens to have this motor racing in the middle of it that 
comes to town every year and its just so fun and exciting and irresistible that you 
have to be there… a big event positioning strategy.  (Marketing Manager, AGPC) 
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This event emphasis largely explains the relatively good Saturday crowds that the 

event draws, even though the main event, the actual F1 race, is held on a Sunday 

afternoon.   

 

The AGPC does not just attract event goers, it does work says the Marketing 

Manager to move these people up a perceived F1 loyalty ladder by attempting to 

stimulate their interest in the racing.  This occurs by emphasizing local heroes 

where possible and by generally promoting F1 motor sport right throughout the year 

through publicity.  The Marketing Manager believes the more someone knows 

about motor sport the more interesting the sport becomes and the likelihood of 

becoming a true fan increases.  Despite this sentiment, there seemed to be little 

evidence of any attempt to stimulate broader interest in F1 motor sport outside of 

the Australian event. 

 

The AGPC in addition to its promotional campaigns receives outstanding coverage 

in the general media leading up to the race.  Aside from blanket coverage on the 

host broadcast network, all the major local newspapers devote numerous pages of 

copy to the event and include special preview booklets and publications.  The city 

of Melbourne is adorned with motor racing themed decorations and parades, 

exhibitions and the like held to generate additional enthusiasm and interest. 

 

The AGPC was thrown a much-desired bonus in 2002 with the appearance of an 

Australian driver on the F1 circuit.  This local angle is considered crucial by the 

Marketing Manager, and whilst the AGPC have no direct control over the 

nationality of drivers in the event, they were able to feature the driver, Mark 

Webber, in much of their promotional efforts. 

 

6.10 Research 

In attempting to measure satisfaction and improve its product offering the AGPC 

conducts marketing research at the conclusion of every event on between 300 and 

500 attendees.  An external research company identifies potential respondents at the 

event and follows up with a phone survey in the week after the race.  The AGPC 
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indicates as a consequence of this work that 96 per cent of attendees rate the overall 

event as good or very good.  Due to the commercially sensitive nature of the race, 

the AGPC would not release or discuss any further details regarding their research. 

 

6.11 Community and Volunteers 

The commercial nature of the Grand Prix and its sensitivity from a financial 

perspective severely limit the use of volunteers.  However in terms of the actual 

racing, the Confederation of Australian Motor Sport does staff the event with 

marshals and officials drawn from their volunteer ranks. 

 

The location of the Grand Prix and the sensitivities associated with this has meant 

extensive community consultation.  Despite the continued protests of SAP (noted 

earlier) the AGPC believes it has collected widespread community support for the 

event.  A community liaison committee formed in 1995 continues to operate to 

allow open dialogue with local residents.  Issues discussed primarily relate to local 

access and traffic policies during the event. 

 

6.12 A Day at the Grand Prix 

The following participative inquiry research comes from the author’s visit to the 

March 2002 F1 race in Melbourne. 

 

The most striking thing about visiting a F1 race is the noise.  The squeal of the V10 

engines seems to crash into your chest and resonate right throughout your body in a 

way that is almost impossible to describe or for that matter bear.  Earplugs are 

strongly recommended. 

 

The noise is clearly the glue that binds together the crowd at a F1 event together.  

The engine squeal creates a palpable sense of power and passion that even someone 

not interested in motor sport would likely agree is enticing.  The F1 event at Albert 

Park can largely be ignored by a visitor if they desire, even if the noise cannot.  The 

green parklands, the lake, the numerous exhibitions, food, drink and carnival 

atmosphere exist to provide an entertainment precinct almost oblivious to the 
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speeding cars.  Indeed walking through the corporate areas, the main focus appeared 

to be on food, drink and networking than actual racing. 

 

As enveloping as the noise is, the F1 event is also aesthetically appealing.  The 

AGPC go to great lengths to present a pristine park environment and the colour, 

pageantry and visual evidence is carefully constructed.  Clear signage is prominent 

and it appears that every attendee has a copy of the circuit map in their grasp.  On 

the racetrack itself the billboards and the speeding colourful cars make an alluring 

image.  It also feels odd to be staring at tobacco advertising, long since banned in 

other areas, but exempted for the time being in the world of F1 at many venues. 

 

The general admittance crowd and the grandstand crowd appear equally 

knowledgeable and passionate about the racing.  Perhaps divided by access to 

funds, they seemed remarkably similar in terms of interest in the race, the kind of 

clothing worn and their level of enjoyment.   

 

The actual F1 race appears as almost an afterthought to the other events and 

attractions on offer.  There are numerous support races, aerobatic displays, 

exhibitions and concerts on the program.  Keeping up with it all is relatively simple 

given the track announcers and extensive program guide given to all attendees. 

 

When the F1 race does finally begin the crowd’s attention is largely off the 

racetrack and firmly fixed on the video display boards dotted around the circuit.  

High speed racing is clearly an event best viewed through the camera and whilst the 

crowds in the stands and on the grassy mounds appear to enjoy the atmosphere 

created by the noise, there is a certain strangeness to the reliance on the screens.  

People it appears come to this event to experience the atmosphere and passion that 

high-level sport can offer, but end up having to watch the actual race it is all built 

around, in an indirect way. 
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6.13 Conclusion 

As a yearly event held over a four day period the Australian F1 Grand Prix is in a 

relatively different marketing situation to other cases presented in this dissertation.  

The AGPC is building a relationship to a yearly event, whereas other sports noted 

have a season-based structure. 

 

The AGPC has a number of target audiences that it sees as important.  Aside from 

event goers who it reaches largely through the creation of hype it must also target 

the general community.  This is considered important as the event is somewhat 

controversial and opposed by groups who see the race as being inappropriate for its 

location and also a financial drain on government funds.  The AGPC believes the 

focus on marketing the city of Melbourne as a tourist destination outweighs the 

direct running costs of the event. 

 

While attendance figures presented by the AGPC appear to indicate a popular event 

running at close to capacity, the main opposition group to the event claims these 

figures are incorrect and that their own figures suggest the event is not as popular as 

claimed.  The AGPC dismisses these accusations. 

 

The Marketing Manger believes the primary marketing challenge as being one of 

coming up with new and innovative ways to create hype about the same event year 

after year.  The glamour and excitement surrounding F1 remains the main 

promotional message utilised in generating interest in the event.  This is particularly 

important, as the AGPC have no control over the actual race element of the product.  

The AGPC must also contend with television covering the event live and possibly 

detracting from attendance.   

 

Whilst there is no specific sales total that the AGPC aims for, the 400,000 

cumulative event audience is considered a target from a psychological sense.  

Greater numbers may lead to overcrowding and a possible reduction in satisfaction.  

Attendance is available broadly through one of two means. A general admission 

ticket can be bought for a single day, or grandstand seating which can be purchased 
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for a four day period.  For reasons, largely relating to maximising sales revenue the 

option of purchasing a grandstand seat for just a single day in not something the 

AGPC considers feasible. 

 

The marketing approach to the event has changed since it first began in Melbourne 

in the mid-1990s.  The Marketing Manager believes the early years were focused on 

operational rather than marketing factors.  This has changed as the process of 

running the event has become more familiar.  One area of considerable importance 

is the physical evidence the event uses to indicate its status as a high level event.  

Considerable effort is made from advertising and ticketing designs through to 

grandstand structure to ensure that event goers feel that the event reflects a premium 

approach.  This is also considered important in providing the images used for the 

tourism aspect of selling the city. 

 

One deficiency acknowledged by the AGPC is the lack of a real relationship 

marketing approach and database.  Genuine relationship marketing practices appear 

to be overlooked in favour of creating a mass market event focus.  A limited 

program called GP Advantage operates, however it requires restructuring to provide 

valuable marketing insights and value.  The AGPC is fortunate in that it has some 

highly marketable elements to which to align itself from the actual sport of F1 

racing.  Aside from the concept of motor racing itself, there is considerable interest 

shown in individual drivers and the teams that they race for.  Much of this interest is 

driven by the media, who provide the AGPC with excellent coverage in the lead-up 

to the event.  
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C h a p t e r  7  

AUSTRALIAN CRICKET 

I think we’ll get better at forming a relationship; hopefully a more meaningful 
relationship.  At the moment I think there is a strong link between the consumer 
and cricket, but it’s by accident and I think while there’s not a lot of dissatisfaction 
it can be done so much better. (General Manager Commercial Operations, Cricket 
Australia)  

 

7.1 Introduction  

Cricket is Australia’s most popular team sport in terms of public interest.  A study 

by Sweeney Research in 2001 indicated that 55 per cent of the Australian adult 

population had an interest in cricket.  This was well ahead of other team sports.  The 

same study also indicated that cricket has more adult participants than any other 

team sport in Australia; is the favourite sport to watch on television and listen to on 

radio and is the most read about Australian sport in newspapers and on the internet. 

(Sweeney Sport Report 2001)  

Cricket has a relatively long history in Australia and it is suggested that the sport is 

intertwined with Australian culture more than any other (Egan 1987).  Cricket 

Australia (the organisation changed its name during the current study from the 

Australian Cricket Board) believes it is the national sport of Australia because of 

this relationship.  This chapter will present the development of the sport of cricket in 

Australia in some detail as a consequence of this.  It is considered important to 

appreciate this development to fully understand the bonds cricket has with the 

public and the strong levels of interest it has maintained.  Following this 

background on cricket the chapter will consider the findings and discussion that 

resulted from interviews with senior Cricket Australia (hereafter CA) staff.   This 

will highlight the different types of market segments associated with the major 

cricket products.  Participation levels, interactive points such as the website and the 

use of databases will also be discussed as will new marketing relationship 

opportunities.  Furthermore, some of the research that has already been undertaken 

by cricket’s governing bodies in Australia, the role of the media, volunteers and the 
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impact of third parties such as ticketing agencies on the role of relationship 

marketing within the sport, will be presented.  This is all done within the framework 

outlined for all case studies in this thesis.   

 

Depth interviews were conducted with the General Manager Commercial 

Operations of CA and a Senior Research and Advertising Officer with CA.  These 

interviews form the basis of most of the material presented in this chapter.  Aside 

from formal depth interviews, both also allowed access to CA material held on their 

premises.  These included historical promotional material, attendance reports, 

research data and publications.   

 

7.2 Historical Overview and Background 

CA is responsible for the conduct, development and promotion of international 

cricket played in Australia.  It was formed in 1905 as the Australian Cricket Board, 

however cricket matches were played in Australia over one hundred years before 

then (Harte 1993).  CA is essentially an amalgamation of state based association 

delegates whose decisions are administered by a management team based in 

Melbourne. 

CA has four main competitions in its portfolio.  These are an annual Test match 

series (five-day matches of which there are usually five per season) between 

international teams, an international One-Day series and two domestic competitions.  

These domestic competitions feature either four-day matches between state teams 

(known as the Pura Cup) or One-Day matches between state teams (known as the 

ING Cup).   All of these competitions run between early October and late March, 

although in recent years CA has experimented with One-Day international matches 

in other non-traditional months.  At other times of the year the Australian national 

team is playing competitive matches in various parts of the world, however these do 

not fall under the control of CA and are not considered in this study. 

Cricket’s popularity in Australia grew in the 1920s and 30s as a direct result of the 

escapism sport provided during the depression era and radio’s emergence as a form 

of mass communication (Harte 1993).  Heroes such as Sir Donald Bradman 



   Chapter 7: Australian Cricket Case Study 

- 177 - 

appeared, with the media of the time giving the sport extensive coverage (Egan 

1987).  Almost one million people saw the five match Test series between Australia 

and England in 1936/37.  As a comparison, CA internal reports indicate that less 

than half a million people attended the five match series between the two countries 

in 1998/99.  The Second World War appeared to halt the momentum of cricket and 

attendances softened slightly in the 1950s, as heroes such as Bradman retired.  The 

impact of the motor car and television on changing cultural attitudes also played a 

part according to some authors (Egan 1987; Harte 1993).  A reversal of this decline 

occurred in 1960s as visiting teams such as the West Indies helped to spark interest 

in the sport once again thanks to their style of play (Harte 1993). 

 

With cricket embedded in the Australian summer entertainment culture, the role of 

television took on new importance.  Cricket was popular, met government 

guidelines for a local talent quota and was attractive to sponsors (Quick 1990). The 

massive media exposure afforded cricketers also made them household names and 

idols of children all across the country (Forsyth 1978).  The players however were 

growing increasingly discontent with their rewards from the money flowing into the 

game and CA’s conservative manner in dealing with them and with revenue 

streams.  As an example, when the television contract came up for renewal in 1976 

the Nine Network offered A$2.5 million over five years, but was rejected in favour 

of the government owned and operated Australian Broadcasting Commission who 

offered A$207,000 over three years (Kennedy 1977). 

 

Player discontent and the Nine Network’s rejection by CA led to a split in cricket in 

1977 when a rebel competition, called World Series Cricket (hereafter WSC) was 

formed.  Nine Network owner Kerry Packer launched the breakaway cricket group 

by signing 51 of the world’s leading players to contracts that paid them substantially 

more than what they had been earning within ‘establishment’ cricket.  Packer then 

set about also radically changing the way the sport of cricket was broadcast and the 

way the sport related to its fan base (Kennedy 1977). 
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The changes to the game brought about by WSC were style orientated and propelled 

the traditionally staid sport of cricket into the world of modern marketing.  

According to the CA General Manager Commercial Operations, players were 

promoted as individual personalities.  Further, coloured uniforms were introduced, 

the colour of the ball used in the game was changed, night contests under 

floodlights began and most importantly a modified form of cricket called One-Day 

cricket was promoted to wide appeal and new audiences.  Television broadcasts too 

were different in nature.  The number of cameras was doubled, enabling viewers for 

the first time to be able to clearly see action from both ends of the pitch.  

Microphones were placed in the wicket, players interviewed as they left the ground 

and the commentary enthused with fresh talent (Quick 1990). 

 

With limited access to traditional cricket grounds because of CA contracts, WSC 

was forced to play on modified football fields and showgrounds which were never 

fully embraced by the public.  While WSC faced many obstacles as it struggled to 

establish itself, it appeared to make a connection with spectators.  This was due in 

part to WSC being designed as a fan friendly event.  Players were encouraged to 

mingle with the crowd and sign autographs and ground announcers provided 

detailed information on players and the match’s progress.  Competitions involving 

fans were held and merchandise was made readily available.  As conservative and 

traditional as CA’s establishment style of cricket had been, WSC was considered 

innovative and marketing orientated (Forsyth 1978). 

 

As WSC developed, CA continued with its normal program despite the loss of 

almost all of its star players.  A series of legal battles failed to find a solution and 

the public appeared divided by the conflict (Egan 1987).  The traditional, older, 

conservative cricket fan seemingly detested WSC, but the General Manager 

Commercial Operations believes the new and younger markets were captured by it.  

Eventually in 1979 WSC and CA, concerned by financial pressures, forged a truce 

and agreed to move forward with a combined approach.  CA retained its control 

over the administration and management of cricket in Australia, while Packer took 

over the marketing and broadcasting of the game (Reinecke 1979).  As a 
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consequence the game became more accessible to the broader public and the One-

Day form of cricket became a major product on the cricket calendar in conjunction 

with the traditional Test series.  The joint deal between CA and Packer’s company 

PBL lasted until 1994 when the marketing arm finally moved in-house to CA, 

although the Nine Network retained the broadcast rights.  In that time period cricket 

consolidated itself as a major component of the modern Australian sporting 

landscape.  Excellent One-Day crowds supplemented stagnant Test crowds and 

sponsorship funds flowed into the game at record levels according to the General 

Manager Commercial Operations.  A branding campaign aimed to entrenching 

cricket firmly into Australian culture was conducted.  Entitled ‘C’mon Aussie, 

C’mon,’ He believes this campaign was an outstanding success in consolidating 

cricket’s appeal as an integral part of local culture. 

 

7.3 Organisational Structure and Internal Marketing 

The decision in 1994 to establish a marketing component within CA was part of a 

broader redesign of CA’s overall structure.  A horizontal line management system 

with bureaucratic underpinnings was replaced with a functional department style 

vertical system.  A Marketing Manager, (now titled General Manager Commercial 

Operations), with experience in fast moving consumer goods, was appointed for the 

first time.  His team has grown to twelve full-time staff and covers a wide range of 

areas from event management, consumer products, sponsor servicing, advertising 

and research.  No one specific team member has responsibility for relationship 

marketing, with the General Manager Commercial Operations indicating that this is 

a task all members are charged with.   

 

CA is a progressive organisation in terms of its corporate structures and practices.  

It regularly reviews its processes and engages consultants to ensure that it operates 

as a sporting organisation that exhibits world best practices.  As such the concept of 

internal marketing is something senior management is conscious of and staff are 

regularly trained and engaged in understanding the activities of the organisation and 

motivated to exhibit and practice a customer focus.  Much of this stems from CA’s 
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perception that cricket holds a special place in Australian sporting culture and that 

as the governing body of the sport they are under intense scrutiny. 

7.4 Attendance and Membership 

CA has no specific membership relationship with fans.  All tickets to events are 

purchased singularly through an external ticketing agency.  As highlighted 

previously, attendances have fluctuated over the years.  At present the General 

Manager Commercial Operations believes the game is particularly healthy with 

attendances strong in the One-Day form of the game and adequate in Test matches.  

Attendances in the domestic competitions are relatively low, which is an issue CA 

has been grappling with for some time.  The General Manager Commercial 

Operations also believes that the amount of cricket in summer is substantial, with 

spectators gravitating to the highest level of the game rather than the domestic 

competition which is played concurrently. 

Comparisons across Test matches over the years are difficult to make as different 

teams tour each season, different numbers of matches are played and many matches 

end in less than five days.   

 

In the period 1979 to 2002, 125 Test matches have been played in Australia with an 

average of 67,001 spectators attending each game.  The highest average is in 

Melbourne (112,889) followed by Sydney (91,299).  Over that period the matches 

against England have been relatively popular, with an average crowd of 88,370 

attending the 29 Tests played over the period.  Only the matches against South 

Africa in that period have averaged higher crowds (102,963 average over 9 

matches), while some teams such as New Zealand have attracted relatively poor 

crowds (35,136 average over 19 matches).  Using long-standing rivals England as a 

benchmark, Table 7.1 highlights Test match crowds and averages over the past 

seven tours and selected examples of typical crowds from each decade between the 

20s and 70s prior to WSC.  It clearly indicates the popularity of Test matches in the 

first half of the last century and while crowds throughout the late 80s and 90s were 

relatively poor, the 2002-03 tour produced relatively good attendance figures. 
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Table 7.1: Selected Australian attendance totals and averages for Test 
matches against England 

 

Season Number 
of Tests 

Total 
attendance 

Average 
attendance  

per Test 
1924-25 5 692 242 138 448 

1936-37 5 948 498 189 700 

1946-47 5 846 942 169 388 

1958-59 5 765 737 153 147 

1965-66 5 537 847 114 769 

1974-75 6 777 333 129 556 

1979-80 3 227 937 75 979 

1982-83 5 556 601 111 320 

1986-87 5 333 467 66 693 

1990-91 5 391 294 78 259 

1994-95 5 478 216 95 643 

1998-99 5 471 475 94 295 

2002-03 5 559 221 111 844 

Source: CA Internal Reports 

 

Crowds for international One-Day matches since their regular season appearance in 

1979 have remained consistently strong.  While the average across the 350 One-

Day international games played between 1979 and 2002, as shown at Table 7.2 is 

27,246 people per game, this is biased by the fact that some matches are between 

the two visiting teams.  When matches featuring Australia are considered, the 

average per game rises to 34,330.  At present the limited-overs game of One-Day 

cricket remains the clear crowd favourite. 
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Table 7.2 Attendance totals and averages One-Day international matches 
1979-2002 

 

Season Number 
of games 

Total 
attendance 

Average 
attendance  
per game 

1979-80 13 256 278 19 713 

1980-81 19 365 368 19 229 

1981-82 19 445 691 23 457 

1982-83 17 553 730 32 572 

1983-84 18 543 952 30 219 

1984-85 18 460 730 25 596 

1985-86 17 494 852 29 108 

1986-87 14 435 606 31 114 

1987-88 14 329 471 23 533 

1988-89 15 479 954 31 972 

1989-90 14 350 268 25 019 

1990-91 14 343 088 24 506 

1991-92 14 364 402 26 028 

1992-93 14 421 966 30 140 

1993-94 14 458 050 32 717 

1994-95 14 363 129 25 937 

1995-96 14 429 952 30 685 

1996-97 14 358 444 25 603 

1997-98 15 394 131 26 275 

1998-99 17 443 678 26 098 

1999-00 14 456 254 32 589 

2000-01 14 370 217 26 444 

2001-02 14 417 711 29 836 

Source: CA Internal Reports 

Crowds at domestic matches, both One-Day and the four-day Pura Cup are 

relatively modest by comparison to international cricket.  Table 7.3 indicates 

however that domestic cricket was relatively popular in the early part of the last 

century. Attendances have declined significantly in recent years.   
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Table 7.3 Attendance totals and averages for Sheffield Shield / Pura Cup 
matches selected periods 1900-2002 

 

Season 
period 

Average number  
of Games per 

season 

Average 
attendance 
per season 

Average 
attendance 
 per game 

1900’s 5.6 80 362 14 446 

1910’s 5.8 92 874 15 853 

1920’s 8.3 247 429 30 437 

1930’s 12 230 937 19 244 

1940’s 15 249 274 16 387 

1950’s 16.9 229 361 13 810 

1960’s 20 219 410 12 379 

1970’s 21.5 234 953 11 231 

1980’s 29.8 161 361 6 270 

1990’s 31 169 515 5 468 

2000-01 31 95 113 3 068 

2001-02 31 85 791 2 767 

Source: CA Internal Reports 

Crowds for the One-Day domestic competition are similarly poorly placed as 

indicated at Table 7.4.  While the number of matches played each season has grown 

dramatically, the number of spectators has for the most part shown a declining 

trend.  CA acknowledges the decline and while there appears to be no clear strategic 

process aimed at increasing attendances at Pura Cup matches, considerable effort 

appears to be currently given to making the One-Day domestic competition more 

appealing to spectators.  This has been largely through innovations with the rules 

and style of play, geared to increase spectator interest and involvement.  For 

example, spectators who catch the ball when it is hit over the fence for a ‘six,’ win a 

cash prize.  Other innovations include music, on-field demonstrations and access to 

players to sign autographs. 
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Table 7.4 Attendance totals and averages for One-Day domestic matches 
1979-2002 

 

Season Number 
of games 

Total 
attendance 

Average 
attendance  
per game 

1979-80 10 70,901 7,090 

1980-81 10 62,023 6,202 

1981-82 10 44,862 4,486 

1982-83 8 35,679 4,459 

1983-84 10 51,763 5,176 

1984-85 9 51,344 5,704 

1985-86 10 45,703 4,570 

1986-87 9 49,761 5,529 

1987-88 9 47,586 5,287 

1988-89 9 58,722 6,524 

1989-90 9 46,618 5,179 

1990-91 9 48,389 5,376 

1991-92 9 43,401 4,822 

1992-93 17 74,621 4,389 

1993-94 17 86,542 5,090 

1994-95 16 76,586 4,786 

1995-96 18 100,867 5,603 

1996-97 18 95,355 5,297 

1997-98 24 133,188 5,549 

1998-99 24 95,755 3,989 

1999-00 23 98,879 4,299 

2000-01 31 113,369 3,665 

2001-02 31 134,286 4,331 

Source: CA Internal Reports 

 

7.5 Revenue Streams 

CA is interested in growing crowds at all events as it believes this has a direct 

correlation to media rights fees and sponsorship income.  It is from these two 

sources that CA gains the large share of its revenue, as the majority of gate receipts 

for match attendance flow directly to state cricketing bodies.  CA in recent years 

have averaged gate revenue of approximately A$6 million from matches played in 

Australia, while sponsorship and media payments have accounted for around A$50 

million.  Aside from these sponsorship and media rights, which account for around 

75 per cent of CA’s revenue, CA has attempted to grow merchandise sales.  The 

General Manager Commercial Operations indicates that these have grown from a 
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base of tens of thousands of dollars to around the A$1 million dollar per annum 

mark since 1994. 

7.6 New Markets 

CA is well aware of its potential supporter base and has conducted marketing 

research in the past to establish segmentation profiles.  Seven groups emerge, with 

five of these being involved with the game at some level.  These are shown at Table 

7.5. 

Table 7.5:  CA customer market segments 

 

Segment % Of Market 

Core 7.5 

Lapsed Core 21 

Armchair Fan 9 

Socialiser 9 

Passing Interest 7.5 

Lapsed Interest 31 

Uninterested 15 

Source: General Manager Commercial Operations, CA 

 

The Core group are typically male, 25-39 years of age, avid fans of the main 

football codes (rugby league and Australian rules) and need little activation 

according to the General Manager Commercial Operations other than a fixture card.  

The Core group follows the sport media avidly and is therefore fully aware of the 

product.  The Lapsed Core is typically older and more family orientated with time 

pressures.  Considerable effort is made to reach this group with offers such as 

‘family tickets’ to try and entice them back to games.  Little effort is made on the 

armchair group according to the General Manager Commercial Operations, given 

that they are by definition unlikely to attend games.  The Socialiser and Passing 

Interest groups tend to be younger and include a greater proportion of females than 

the previously mentioned groups.  These segments are typically more interested in 

One-Day Cricket that is quicker and more entertainment orientated than the 

traditional Test matches.  Unfortunately, says the General Manager Commercial 

Operations, that whilst it is possible to get cricket into their evoked set they are 
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unlikely to be loyal as ‘…something else will come along as the hot sport and it 

may well be that they move across to that.’ 

While these segments exist CA also seeks to establish new markets where possible 

by taking international cricket matches into areas that traditionally do not hold such 

games.  In 2003 and 2004 for instance international matches were held in Darwin 

and Cairns in Australia’s North.  The Australian cricket schedule is drawn up to 

give as much of the country access to international cricket as possible.  A typical 

cricket season in Australia will feature either five or six Test matches and no city 

hosts more than one Test.  CA from a commercial sense would be better off playing 

in Melbourne and Sydney if attendances were the only criteria says the General 

Manager Commercial Operations. CA is conscious of their obligations as 

custodians of the national sport however, and ensures that games are played in all 

states. 

Aside from geographic expansion, CA has also adopted a process of trialling 

seasonal expansion in recent years by playing some matches outside of the 

traditional summer period.  These matches have met with some criticism and poor 

attendances, particularly in 2002 when they clashed with World Cup soccer period 

and they appear unlikely to become regular events. 

 

7.7 Relationship Marketing Practices 

The website, www.baggygreen.com.au, has been integral part of the marketing 

strategy of CA in developing relationships with supporters.  Ostensibly, the site is 

managed and operated on behalf of CA by PBL, which is CA’s main media partner.  

CA believes that visitation to the site is large, with live scores provided for all 

international matches being played across the world, attractive to visitors.  The 

General Manager Commercial Operations believes one of the immediate challenges 

for CA is to translate the interest in visiting the website into something more 

commercial, and a richness of information that is worth paying for.  The site has a 

modest supporter’s club list of around 5,000 email addresses that receive a regular 

email newsletter at no cost.  The General Manager Commercial Operations believes 

that this has not been successful enough and that the information being provided is 
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not of enough value.  He believes a more personalised package of video highlights 

and clips is needed in the future and that the content has to be valuable enough to 

facilitate a subscription system.  One way this issue may be tackled in the future 

according to both the General Manager Commercial Operations and a Senior 

Research and Advertising Officer is to use chat rooms through the website. 

The name of the website ‘Baggy Green’ symbolises the name of the traditional 

green cap that each Australian Test cricketer receives in recognition of selection in 

the team.  The cap would be a merchandising success story were it to be sold as a 

replica says the General Manager Commercial Operations, however CA refuses to 

do this, preferring to keep the sanctity of the achievement well clear of any 

commercial connection.  This, according to the General Manager Commercial 

Operations, is increasingly an issue for CA as it seeks to balance its commercial and 

custodial commitments to the sport.  This is clearly reflected in CA’s mission 

statement of 2002, which states; 

To advance cricket as Australia’s national sport by: 
Growing participation and interest in the game 
Fostering the success of Australian teams; and 
Striving for commercial excellence, 
In a manner that upholds the tradition, integrity and spirit of cricket.   (CA, Strategic 
Plan 2002-2004, p.1) 

 

The notions of tradition, integrity and spirit of cricket are important to its perception 

as a sport in Australia.  The phrase ‘it’s just not cricket’ for instance has a wider 

meaning in general conversation that insinuates that something is unfair or 

unethical.  The marketing challenge for CA thus is to build upon this unique 

historical aspect, whilst still maintaining a sense of modern commercial reality.   

 

The General Manager Commercial Operations believes this has upsides and 

downsides. The positives being linked to the high level of involvement the sport has 

with the broader community and the negatives to the intense scrutiny that this 

brings.  He notes that commercial decisions such as the renaming of the domestic 

four-day competition to the Pura Cup in 1998 as a good example.  This competition 

had previously been known as the Sheffield Shield for 107 years and the renaming 

that occurred with the sponsorship deal with Pura (a dairy products company) 
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caused a public outcry.  The General Manager Commercial Operations believes that 

it is critical to be open with supporters in dealings and to ensure that transparency in 

all decisions is maintained.   

 

Cricket has undergone some negative publicity in recent years regarding match-

fixing allegations across the world, however the General Manager Commercial 

Operations believes that the relationship between the consumer and cricket remains 

strong because in dealing with a sport ‘…people are probably more forgiving than 

they would if it was a product.’  The critical aspect he says is trust and that cricket 

has under-commercialised itself deliberately to keep a balance between making 

money and the passion of the consumer. 

 

7.8 Database 

CA have no purchaser database to work from in terms of direct marketing as 

ticketing for matches is conducted by an external agency who do not pass on 

consumer information.  The General Manager Commercial Operations believes 

more work is needed in attempting to develop a useable database and this is likely 

to occur through the website as discussed previously.   

 

7.9 Media and Communications 

The focus of communication is predominantly mass media and CA are prominent 

sport advertisers, running both a general branding/positioning campaign and retail 

advertisements each season.  The branding campaign is built on a theme of ‘Go 

Aussie, Go’ and features the spirit and history of cricket in strong, emotive images 

using a jingle that bears some resemblance to the famous ‘C’mon Aussie, C’mon’ 

campaign that heralded WSC in the 1970’s.  The campaign focuses on cricket as a 

part of Australian culture and unlike older campaigns presents all forms of cricket, 

from games played on beaches and backyards right through to the international 

arena.  The retail advertisements are used to stimulate interest and attendance for 

specific games as they occur in different cities.  These advertisements feature 

individual Australian players talking to camera about the upcoming match 

intermingled with images of the team in action.  
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All forms of media in Australia heavily cover cricket and this support is considered 

critical by CA.  Their two biggest media partners are the Nine Network as discussed 

previously and ABC Radio, although the General Manager Commercial Operations 

believes that pay television provider Foxtel is also increasingly important as they 

cover Australian matches overseas and help provide what is virtually a full year of 

cricket on television.  This keeps the sport in people’s minds continually, even 

though the sport is considered a summer activity in Australia.  The media is 

particularly important with a sport like cricket where the actual game is played over 

such a long time period; up to five days in the case of a Test match.  This is likely to 

mean that an average spectator is generally unlikely to attend all parts of the event 

and therefore will rely on media coverage for information.  The General Manager 

Commercial Operations believes that three days of commitment to attendance over 

the international cricket schedule is what is likely from a typical supporter.  This can 

be split in some fashion across Test and One-Day attendance, although some fans 

only attend one or the other because of preferences towards one form of the game. 

 

7.10 Research 

CA are extremely conscious of how their various cricket products are perceived by 

target audiences and use an annual tracking study to monitor the effectiveness of 

communications and the thoughts of consumers towards cricket.  This study covers 

the two international levels of cricket in Australia (Tests and One-Day).  The most 

interesting outcome of this research in recent years, according to a Senior Research 

and Advertising Officer, is a perception by cricket fans that the Australian cricket 

team lacked personalities and that the players were considered removed and aloof.  

The General Manager Commercial Operations believes this is largely due to the fact 

that the team spends much of its time overseas and is relatively speaking a small 

group of elite athletes.  

 

In comparison other popular Australian team sports, such as Australian rules 

football and rugby league, have hundreds of players spread across teams who have 

greater interaction with fans.  This perception from fans was hampering the 
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development of hero players and a decision was made to adjust the communication 

strategy to better reflect individual player’s personalities.   

 

A CA Senior Research and Advertising Officer believes that having hero players is 

an important part of the marketing strategy of cricket and that the relationship 

between members of the team and consumers had been weak in past years.  

Advertising was adjusted to show individual cricketers talking to camera about 

upcoming matches and video segments were also filmed to be shown on the 

scoreboard at games.  These segments featured the individual players in relaxed 

surroundings talking about things like their first car, favourite foods and so on in an 

effort to allow spectators to get to know them on a more personal level.  The 

General Manager Commercial Operations believes the campaign has worked but 

that overcoming the remoteness of the team to the public is a challenge.  He 

explains, 

…supporters are looking for a closer relationship, which is difficult for us to deliver 
in a perfect sense, but we can use technology and mostly TV at this stage or video 
screens at the ground, to help people form the relationships with players. (General 
Manager Commercial Operations, CA)  
 

7.11 Community and Volunteers 

CA’s key relationship strategy centres on junior development.  Annually A$20 

million is spent on junior and schools programs and is administered at the grassroots 

level by a team of 120 development officers who attempt to link schools across the 

country to the approximately 5,500 registered cricket clubs that exist.  These clubs 

form the backbone of cricket across Australia by providing a participation outlet for 

almost 400,000 registered cricketers.  CA believes that participation is intrinsically 

linked to support for the game at the national level and that relationships are best 

formed through actual involvement in the sport where possible.   

Volunteers, who CA acknowledges are crucial to the success of the sport, 

administer this large number of clubs almost universally.  CA specifically highlights 

the need to ‘…acknowledge the valuable contribution of cricket volunteers’ (CA, 

Strategic Plan 2002-2004, p.15).  The General Manager Commercial Operations 

believes this is possibly by establishing what he terms some sort of ‘CricketNet’ 
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online system that would enable cricket clubs to access information and resources 

of value to their operation that would cut down on administrative tasks.  

It is apparent that CA is well structured, resourced and committed to forging closer 

relationships with supporters.  Its strategic plan is sub-titled ‘From Backyard to 

Baggy Green’ and it presents four strategic priorities.  One of these strategic 

priorities is to ‘attract, develop and keep people in the game’ (p.3).  This is clearly 

relationship marketing driven and the initiatives attached to this priority are in 

keeping with this broader goal.  They include a collaborative approach to game 

development, extending the games reach into Aboriginal and non-English speaking 

communities, harnessing technology and the promotion of cricket as the sport of 

choice for the young. 

 

7.12 A Day at the Cricket 

As noted earlier in this chapter the two forms of international cricket played by 

Australia involve Test matches and One-Day matches.  Research was undertaken to 

gain a broader understanding of the typical spectator experience at both these forms 

of cricket.  Visits to Test matches and One-Day matches have been made many 

times over the past 20 years by the author.  The events below relate primarily 

however to the most recent experiences, a December 27, 2002 visit to the 

Melbourne Cricket Ground for the Australia versus England Test match and a One-

Day match at the same venue on January 21, 2003 between Australia and Sri Lanka.  

Both events are considered together as a comparison is helpful in understanding the 

nature and style of the events. 

 

Attending the cricket in Australia appears to be as much about a social or cultural 

event as a sporting one.  As matches run for a relatively long time the crowd is 

within the physical environment of the stadium for a considerable period.  This 

makes the provision of food, drink and bathroom facilities extremely important.  

The most popular beverage appears to be beer, which is seemingly consumed in 

large quantities.  While food stalls are plentiful at all grounds, many people appear 

to bring their own food having planned out several meals and snacks for the day. 
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A Test crowd appears to differ considerably from a One-Day match crowd.  The 

Test crowd is made up of predominantly ‘core’ cricket fans who exhibit pride and 

interest in the history and tradition of the sport.  This is reflected in the scoreboard, 

which notes historical milestones regularly.  One-Day crowds appear more 

boisterous and have a greater proportion of the ‘entertainment seeker’ segment 

amongst them.  This crowd has a higher degree of people who likely to be wearing 

unusual clothing (typically young men dressed in costumes) or to be carrying 

banners and signs that add to the colour and atmosphere of the event. 

Cricket is a relatively slow moving game and there are often long periods of little 

excitement.  This generally means that the crowd, particularly at a One-Day game, 

seem to lose interest in proceedings and divert their attention to socialising with 

people around them.  It was quite common at some slow points to feel as if most of 

the crowd is apparently disinterested in the events on the field.  This was less 

apparent at the Test match where the crowd is generally more knowledgeable about 

the intricacies of the game and appeared to even appreciate the slow parts of the 

action as part of the strategy of the match. 

One-Day matches carry more peripheral entertainment for crowds.  The scoreboard 

was used more frequently for replays, music was used to provide atmosphere, a 

ground announcer was prominent and the players appeared in coloured clothing 

with names and numbers on their playing shirts.  In Test cricket, players all wore 

white and the atmosphere was noticeably more subdued. 

Anybody experiencing cricket for the first time would be perplexed by the odd 

behaviours, rules and customs of the game.  Aside from strange scoring, loud 

appeals for dismissals and a bevy of fielding positions with comical names it is even 

possible for a Test match to conclude in a draw after five full days of play.  The 

culture and appreciation of the sport appears to be clearly ingrained in the spectators 

at matches from an early age, typically from community cricket matches involving 

family and friends. 

Although crowd attitudes have seemingly changed slightly in recent years, it is still 

considered within the spirit of cricket to show respect to opposition teams, 
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particularly in the Test match form of the game.  It is unlikely that the crowd would 

taunt opposition players (although I noticed some verbal harassment at the One-Day 

game) and in fact they would generally receive polite applause for performing well.  

In some instances opposition players I observed who had performed exceptionally 

were greeted with standing ovations, suggesting that the crowd appreciates the 

game itself at a higher level than the mere competition between teams.  Similarly 

umpires are treated with seemingly more reverence than in other sporting codes I 

have attended and people are expected to accept the umpires’ decision as being fair 

and final always.  It appears from observing the crowd that most people prefer a 

close tight contest than one where the team they are supporting is assured of an easy 

victory. 

Aside from the games itself there if little other on-field entertainment during breaks 

in play in either Test or One-Day Cricket.  At these points the playing pitch requires 

attention from the ground curator so it is difficult to facilitate other activities.  At the 

conclusion of the match the teams may do a lap of honour although this is not 

common and was not done at the conclusion of the One-Day match I attended.  

Typically a cursory wave to remaining fans is given before players exit the playing 

arena.  The nature of the way cricket is played usually means that many players on 

one team are likely to be in the dressing room when the match concludes and if this 

is the winning team the sense of victory can appear a little flat.  This was certainly 

the sense in the One-Day match I attended where the outcome of the game bore no 

impact on the overall result of the series composition. 

As cricket is very much at the mercy of weather, the threat of disruption by rain or 

poor light is a considerable problem.  Spectators in this instance must wait patiently 

for conditions to improve and typically there is little for them to do in these 

instances other than watch the scoreboard showing replays or socialise with those 

around them.  As a cricket match is in control of two umpires they make the 

decision if and when play will resume because of climactic conditions and this 

deliberation process is generally not relayed to spectators.  This means that a 

crowded stadium often will wait for resumption in play and be left to ponder what is 

occurring with little or no information being provided to them.  Thankfully on the 
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occasions I attended the weather was clear and allowed matches to finish without 

undue delay. 

 

7.13 Conclusion 

Cricket has a relatively long history in Australia and is considered the national 

sport.  CA views their role as being in part, custodians of that relationship.  They 

appear conscious of the balancing act required between undertaking commercial 

opportunities and preserving the history and tradition of the sport.   

The General Manager Commercial Operations of CA believes that CA can do more 

to foster relationship marketing strategies with their various target markets.  He 

believes that culture has delivered a strong link between consumers and the sport by 

default and that CA needs to supplement this with carefully considered approaches.  

The increased use of technology is one apparent course of action in this regard.  CA 

has a popular website, but is only just beginning to explore the concept of database 

usage to manage communications with target audiences within the cricket 

community. 

The split and eventual reconciliation in cricket brought about by the emergence of 

WSC appears to have been the major catalyst in the marketing oriented approach 

being adopted by cricketing authorities.  This has been demonstrated with product 

modifications and attempts to reach new markets. 

Attendance levels at cricket games are generally strong, particularly in the One Day 

form of the game, however CA’s policy of distributing matches across all capital 

cities does not allow for an attendance maximising approach to be undertaken.  CA 

is particularly focussed on building junior participation in the game and believe that 

this is a logical link to attendance when those participants begin making 

entertainment choices later in life.   

Cricket is fortunate to have strong links with the popular media and receive 

coverage throughout the year on a combination of free-to-air and subscriber 

television networks.  The sport also receives outstanding coverage in other forms of 

media.  CA adds to this with a branding campaign that is reflective of the pervasive 



   Chapter 7: Australian Cricket Case Study 

- 195 - 

role the sport plays in Australian lifestyle.  The campaign features cricketing heroes 

but links their actions back to cricket matches played across the country on beaches 

and in backyards.  The jingle is also reminiscent of a famous advertising campaign 

begun in the 1970s that helped popularise WSC with a young audience. 

Research has helped CA identify weaknesses in their relationship marketing 

approaches and to take corrective action.  The perceived remoteness of the players 

in the Australian team, being a good example of this problem identification process.  

The use of specific media tactics to overcome this has also helped to maintain the 

process of developing hero players within the team.  While this is not a new 

phenomenon, it has allowed CA to broaden its approaches in reaching target 

audiences. 

CA is also increasingly conscious of its volunteers and the role they play in the 

cricketing network.  Specifically acknowledged in the organisation’s strategic plan, 

volunteers are seen as critical links in forming closer relationships with cricketing 

participants of all ages and levels.  Technology is seen as a way of better assisting 

these volunteers undertake their tasks. 

CA’s strategic plan is impressive in its recognition of cricket’s key audiences and 

the approaches required to fully engaging them.  There is a strong sense from 

talking to CA and reviewing their material that despite limited implementation of 

relationship marketing, they are fully cognisant of its benefits and are genuinely 

endeavouring to harness the benefits that may accrue from its use. 
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C h a p t e r  8  

BASKETBALL 

We haven’t really been great through time in trying to attract new members because 
we don’t have a great marketing budget to even print things up. So we’re 
consolidating, making it work and then hopefully grow in the future (CEO, 
Melbourne Tigers). 

 

8.1 Introduction 

This chapter considers two franchises operating in the National Basketball League 

(hereafter NBL) in Australia.  One team, the Melbourne Tigers has been with the 

league since 1984.  The other team, the Victoria Titans is a relatively recent 

amalgamation of two existing Melbourne teams, the North Melbourne Giants and 

the South-East Melbourne Magic.  This merged team was, during the data collection 

and write-up of this chapter, renamed the Victoria Giants.  For the purposes of 

clarity they will be referred to as the Victoria Giants in this chapter, although most 

information was collected and all interviews conducted whilst the team was 

officially still known as the Victoria Titans. 

 

A dual team approach was utilised in this chapter as both franchises offered 

valuable differing insights into their relationship marketing practices.  Initially it 

was intended to use one team as background and the other team as the main part of 

the case. However it soon became apparent that richer data was available by 

considering certain aspects of both teams and in some instances by drawing 

comparisons.  Broadly speaking the Tigers are a team under new ownership and 

management that are seeking to increase revenues by dealing with a smaller, 

premium priced base of fans.  The Giants, also under new ownership, are looking to 

new markets and a mass market approach to drive their business. 

 

This chapter presents a brief overview of the NBL, sourced largely from a depth 

interview with the NBL Marketing Manager.  Depth interviews were also conducted 

with the CEO’s, of the Melbourne Tigers and the Victoria Giants and form the 
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majority of the discussion in following sections.  These sections follow the issues 

highlighted in this dissertation and in other case studies.   

 

8.2 Historical Overview and Background 

Basketball is a sport in Australia that appears to have considerable potential, but 

lacks the ability to make the final step to major sport status.  More than one-third of 

all adult Australians indicate that they have an interest in the sport and it has the 

highest attendance level of any sport outside of cricket and the football codes 

(Sweeney Sport 2001). Despite this relatively high interest, in recent times the NBL 

and its member clubs have faced a difficult battle just to survive.  In 2002 both the 

Melbourne Tigers and Victoria Giants were placed into the hands of financial 

administrators and emerged with new owners, new management and in the case of 

the Giants a new name.  The Sydney Kings NBL franchise also went into 

administration in 2002 and barely survived, while in 2001 the Canberra Cannons 

team was similarly bankrupt before being rescued by a group of new investors 

(Dampney 2002).  After losing a long-term naming rights sponsor in 2002, the NBL 

had no significant sponsorship partner or free to air television coverage.  

  

The NBL began in 1979 with ten teams, only three of which have consistently 

appeared in the competition (Brisbane, Canberra and Wollongong).  Attendances 

were initially low; however increased awareness and interest in basketball in the 

early ‘90s increased its popularity.  According to the NBL Marketing Manager, the 

development of hero players in international leagues, such as Michael Jordan of the 

Chicago Bulls, can be credited with much of this emerging interest and attention. 

The NBL signed its first national television contract in 1988 with the Seven 

Network and changed in 1992 to the Ten Network who offered live prime time 

coverage.  This also coincided with the signing of Mitsubishi as a major sponsor.  

Crowds peaked at an average of 5,640 per game in 1994, a period the NBL 

Marketing Manager calls the ‘glory days.’ 

 

Despite beginning in 1979 the NBL does not seemingly have accurate attendance 

figures prior to 1987.  Even the figures collated since then carry some questions, 
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with some clubs providing round numbers as average attendances or the same 

number from year to year, as Table 8.1 indicates.  It is readily apparent however that 

the mid-1990s was a relatively strong period.  Sydney, Brisbane and Melbourne all 

had teams with almost 10,000 spectators on average; with Adelaide and Perth not 

far behind.  The NBL Marketing Manager indicates basketball was receiving 

excellent coverage in the media and the Australian Football League was openly 

talking of a threat emerging that was likely to erode their supporter base, 

particularly at the junior level. 

 

Unfortunately for the NBL the next phase in its history was not as prosperous.  The 

NBL Marketing Manager believes that five factors transpired to see attendances and 

general interest in the competition decline.  These were complacency within the 

NBL, diminishing public interest in the sport as other codes fought to win 

supporters back, the number of clubs who fell into financial difficulty and 

subsequently reduced their marketing and promotion expenditures, the lack of 

innovation off the court and the poorly programmed telecasts on the Ten Network. 

 

In late 1996 the NBL restructured itself managerially and made a decision to move 

from its traditional winter (April–September) season to a summer (October–April) 

one.  This change took place in 1998 and was undertaken primarily to escape from 

what was perceived as being a cluttered winter sport landscape that dominated by 

Australian rules football and rugby league, particularly in the media.  The NBL, 

according to its Marketing Manager, hoped that a summer season would also open 

up newer sponsorship opportunities and that the competing summer sports of 

cricket and soccer, which had older, male supporters would not overlap too much 

with basketball.  The move met with a mixed reaction.  Attendances stagnated and 

sponsorship opportunities have not emerged as expected. Perhaps most importantly, 

it did not help to foster live television coverage that the league believes is crucial to 

the growth of the game.  The league has indicated that they would consider moving 

back to a winter season if it could be shown this was advantageous to the clubs and 

that major change in the structure and operation in the NBL would be considered 

with the assistance of external consultants (Howell 2002).  
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8.3 Organisational Structure and Internal Marketing 

The NBL Marketing Manager believes all clubs need to be more professional in 

their management approach.  It is a view that the CEO of the Victoria Giants and 

the CEO of the Melbourne Tigers both agree with.  One makes a scathing point 

about the administrators of clubs who may lack an understanding of the special 

requirements of the sporting product. 

I often say, particularly with some directors, what they do is they come in and they 
sort of open their brains, pull them out, put them in a bucket at the front door and 
grab them again when they go out, because a lot of the decisions… are decisions they 
would never really make in their own businesses and I say it time and time again 
(CEO, Victoria Giants) 

 

The Giants CEO works as a lone senior executive reporting back to a board of 

directors.  Office support is provided by two staff, one who coordinates everything 

from incoming phone calls to processing new memberships and one titled ‘Sales 

and Marketing Manager.’  The Tigers have an almost identical structure; with their 

CEO a sole senior executive reporting to a board of directors, whose principal 

spokesperson is a transport company owner.  This director houses the Tigers 

management in a part of his transport offices and regularly visits the CEO to be 

updated on the progress of tasks.   

 

The NBL Marketing Manager suggests the problem with inadequate management 

processes lies largely with an overcapitalisation on the court and what she calls 

‘undercapitalisation at the front end.’  Clubs have the potential to grow 

membership, she says ‘but you find that they don’t have a marketing department or 

that the CEO is doing the marketing job as well.’  This appears to be the case with 

the Giants and Tigers, whose ‘Sales and Marketing Manager’ roles appear to be 

heavily focussed on seeking sponsorships from corporate partners.  Both the Giants 

and Tigers CEO believe that the administration of their clubs requires more 

attention, but are hampered by limited funds.  Both clubs exhibited no internal 

marketing approaches or strategies. 
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8.4 Attendance and Membership 

The Tiger’s average attendances, as indicated at Table 8.1 have more than halved 

since 1994 and have forced some changes to the business model used by the club.  

The most apparent of these was a change of playing venue for the 2002/03 season.  

Previously the Tigers had played at 10,000 seat Vodaphone Arena located near the 

CBD of Melbourne.   The club believes that such a strategy was flawed as the high 

cost of rental for such a large arena made all but a sell-out crowd a poor financial 

proposition (Howell 2002).  The Tigers opted instead to move to an arena in the 

inner suburban neighbourhood of Parkville.  The new facility, which is titled the 

State Netball and Hockey Centre (hereafter SNAHC) was a bold move given that its 

capacity of 3,500 is under the previous season average for the club of 4,316 

spectators.  The Tigers believe that it is better to play in front of 2000 fans and make 

a profit, rather than double that number and make a loss (Howell 2002). 

 

The Tigers according to their CEO adopted a premium pricing strategy with their 

move to Parkville.  The venue is modern, well designed and provides close to the 

court viewing from all seats.  With the SNAHC name being particularly clumsy, the 

Tigers gave the venue the name ‘The Cage’ in the hope of endearing it to fans and 

providing some sense of intimidation to visiting teams.  Memberships are sold at a 

variety of levels and are only minimally discounted over the normal entry price at 

the box office.  The Tigers premium membership package is referred to as 

‘Platinum’ and is A$600 for a season.  The most basic package (Bronze) is A$225.  

With 15 games per season this equates to A$40 per match (Platinum) down to A$15 

(Bronze), assuming that a member attended each game.  The club also offers five 

and seven-game packages at pro-rated cost across all memberships.  As a contrast 

the Giants membership prices for the 2002/2003 season are identical at the upper 

end (A$600) but are significantly cheaper at remaining levels, with access possible 

for just A$110 per season in the cheapest area.   

 

The CEO of the Tigers indicates that this is a deliberate pricing strategy to try and 

differentiate the Tigers as a superior product offering.  For season 2002/03 the 

Tigers had 1,262 members with the majority of these being in the ‘Gold’ and 
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‘Silver’ categories (the two middle tiers between the two aforementioned Platinum 

and Bronze tiers).  Of the 1,262 members, 759 were full season tickets, 76 held five-

game tickets and 427 held seven-game tickets.  The seven-game ticket is more 

popular than the five-game option because it allows the user to choose any seven 

matches, whereas the five-game tickets can only be used for either the first five 

home games, the middle block of five home games or the final block of five home 

games.   The Giants would not release any membership number information so a 

contrast between teams is not able to be made. 

  

Allowing for concession tickets and the permutations of differing membership 

lengths across categories, the Tigers have 24 separate membership options on offer.  

The Giants have 26.  This necessitates a rather complex brochure to be printed and 

offered to prospective members who may wish to join.  Both clubs have good 

websites that also convey the necessary information.  As is often the case with 

season tickets in Australian sport, the term membership is somewhat of a misnomer 

as both the Giants and Tigers are private businesses, with spectators in essence 

purchasing a season ticket rather than a membership.  The CEO of the Tigers 

concedes that the term membership is technically inappropriate but the term is used 

consistently in all literature.   

 

The Tigers’ current management is unable to draw any comparisons to previous 

membership figures because of inadequate and poorly maintained records from 

previous administrations.  Their CEO explains that this stems from a poor 

organisational culture. 

When we came in we recognised what we had to change and the culture of it is one 
thing, we’ve got a fairly relaxed, fairly ‘she’ll be right mate’ type of attitude which is 
not in tune with how you have to be these days in sports business. (CEO, Melbourne 
Tigers) 

 

The Tigers did set a loose target of 1,600 members for the 2002/03 season but based 

this figure on a budgetary wish more than anything else.  Their CEO believes from 

anecdotal evidence that the club had up to 2,400 members during the peak 

attendance periods of the mid-1990s and that the relatively expensive prices for 
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current memberships will bring lower totals than other clubs, but provide greater 

revenue yields. 

 

The drop off in numbers in basketball attendances is according to the Tigers CEO 

due to a number of factors, the most significant being the loss of free to air 

television coverage.  He indicates,  

…I don’t think the NBL has promoted itself or done itself any justice in the way 
they’ve gone about their business in the last ten years. In that they’ve neglected what 
I think is the most important thing for any professional sport, which is free-to-air 
television, they lost Channel 10 through complacency I believe. (CEO, Melbourne 
Tigers) 

He also cites a general community shift away from sports that are considered too 

American, such as basketball and poor communication with junior fans as a 

possible reason for attendance decline. 

 

The Giants attendance fluctuations have been affected by a series of amalgamations 

throughout their history.  The most recent of these occurred in 1998 when the North 

Melbourne Giants merged with the South East Melbourne Magic to form the 

Victoria Titans.  This merger was not considered a smooth one according to their 

CEO, who explains,  

…the general consensus before the merger was that one plus one would make three in 
that all of the members and the sponsorship and the resources would come together to 
make something bigger and better.  In fact what actually happened was one plus one 
made one and a quarter because a lot of people, sponsors and members fell out. 
(CEO, Victoria Giants) 
 

As indicated at Table 8.1, the attendance at Victoria Titans games following the 

merger fell well short of the individual attendances of the Giants and Magic in 

earlier seasons.  The CEO of the Titans believes large amounts of bitterness over the 

decision alienated large sections of fans from both merged teams, and that the 

whole process was not handled ‘…as well as it could have been.’  This, said the 

CEO, led to a situation where on-court it was the Magic coach and mainly the 

former Magic players, but off-court it was the Giants directors and for a time a 

duplication of roles in administration.   
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Both the Giants and Tigers lose approximately 25 per cent of all members each 

season and seek, according to CEO in the case of the Giants, to reduce this number 

to 10 per cent.  Greater membership categories and more effective communication 

of membership benefits are seen as the key recommendations in this area according 

to both CEO’s.   
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8.5 Revenue Streams 

As the NBL has no major free-to-air television broadcaster, nor a major naming-

rights sponsor, distribution of revenues to clubs does not occur from these sources.  

This means that clubs like the Giants and the Tigers are reliant upon sponsorship 

and ticketing sales (including memberships) for all their revenue.  The NBL 

operates under a player salary cap of A$700,000 per season and clubs must meet 

any shortfall as well as other overheads from a limited range of sources.  In the 

main part in the case of both Melbourne teams, this appears to be from directors’ 

inputs. 

The Giants and Tigers CEO’s both indicate that while the clubs do make 

merchandise sales, these amounts are relatively small.  Both teams have a range of 

sponsors, although both conceded that the amounts raised were not sufficient to 

allow the clubs to be viable in the long-term.  What is needed, according to both 

CEO’s, was increased attendances at matches, an aspect that they both felt would 

lead to greater sponsorship and interest from television.   

 

8.6 New Markets 

Without a clear budget to spend on marketing activities and problems with the 

database the Tigers have no programs in place to try and win back any lapsed 

members they may be able to identify.  Similarly, the membership renewal process 

is limited to a brochure mail-out and the hope of some publicity through the media.  

The club also lacks a clear target audience for new prospects. Its CEO believes it is 

pointless to try and appeal to a mass audience and that the club should focus on 

trying to attract people who already have an affinity to basketball, such as juniors 

playing in suburban basketball competitions.  Formal strategies with this objective 

were not evident however. 

 

One project that was attempted by the Tigers was an attempt to capture 

disenchanted Giants fans who were unsettled by the firing of Giants coach, Brian 

Goorjian.  Before a game early in the 2002/03 season, the Tigers had hoped to 

capitalise on the popularity of the coach with fans by honouring him in a pre-game 

event.  The Tigers CEO admits that this ploy was not only about paying tribute to 
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Goorjian, but an attempt to also win over wavering Titans/Giants fans, disaffected 

by the name change and release of Goorjian. In particular, those Giants fans that 

had been Magic fans in the past and now felt excluded by the relaunched team.  The 

concept however did not eventuate after the Giants complained to the league and 

threatened to cancel a joint sponsorship deal with a uniform provider. This incident 

appears to be indicative of the two Melbourne teams dislike for each other and it is 

notable that both franchises do not appear to have any collaborative marketing 

efforts aimed at growing interest in basketball. 

The Giants CEO believes that strategic alliances with new markets are necessary 

given basketball’s limited revenue generation areas and proposed a link with 

Monash University that entailed the club moving its administration and training 

base onto the university campus.  This has meant a focus on establishing links with 

groups that may provide income streams.  He explains,  

…there is 35,000 students that every day go out to Monash.  Now if we can tap into 
that group and make the Titans their sort of choice of sporting team, particularly with 
the overseas students… that’s a very good potential market for us… if we do it 
correctly and use the correct marketing strategy to get into and sort of form a new 
relationship with those people. (CEO, Victoria Giants) 

 
The Giants as a result of this strategic alliance moved to the campus of Monash 

University in Melbourne’s Eastern Suburbs. The Giants identified numerous 

benefits from this alliance, including ‘…membership and merchandising 

opportunities with the broader Monash community’ (Victoria Giants Strategic 

Alliance Proposal 2002, p2). 

 

8.7 Relationship Marketing Practices 

The NBL Marketing Manager indicates that the product of basketball itself is in her 

estimation strong, but that improvement in the overall packaging of the event is 

necessary.  Many of the clubs she claims have lost fans when their expectations 

have not been met or maintained.  This has meant people enjoying the game, but 

not being drawn back on a regular basis.  She cites this lack of a continued 

relationship as the biggest problem facing basketball at present. 
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The Tigers are a seemingly perfect example of the rise and fall of basketball’s 

stocks in the Australian sporting landscape and the levels of relationship marketing 

that have been utilised.  The Tigers labels themselves as one of the leading sport 

brands in the country on their internet site (www.tigers.com.au), but are battling for 

survival after being rescued from the brink of extinction in 2002.  With small 

crowds in the 80s, the Tigers rode the growth spurt of the 90s successfully, 

marketing themselves as a family orientated team and making heroes of key players 

that included Andrew Gaze and Mark Bradtke.  Gaze is considered by basketball 

officials to be the most popular player in Australia.  He regularly appears in the 

media as a general sports celebrity and has captained the Australian team for many 

years.  The Tigers Head Coach for all their years in the NBL is Lindsay Gaze, 

Andrew’s father, helping cement the family image of the club.  It is evident through 

the approach taken by the Tigers that their marketing approaches have been built 

around the Gaze family as much, if not more, than the Tigers organisation as a 

whole. 

With the NBL seemingly contracting in its appeal, clubs like the Tigers appear 

uncertain of any long-term strategic marketing ideas or planning.  Well into the 

2002/03 season the club had not fully completed a marketing plan and concentrated 

primarily on monitoring costs in an effort to try and limit expenses.  There appeared 

to be no set budget for promotional work and projects are considered on an ad hoc 

basis.   

The Giants post-merger made a concerted effort to try and heal wounds with fans 

but, by their CEO’s admission, had limited success.  The divisiveness continued 

right through to the beginning of the 2002/03 season when directors loyal to the 

North Melbourne Giants renamed the team Victoria Giants, essentially cutting all 

links to the South East Melbourne Magic team that had been part of the merger in 

1998.  As noted earlier, one of the decisions made at this point was to release 

successful club and national coach Brian Goorjian, presumably according to the 

Giants CEO, because he was coach of the Magic prior to the merger. 
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The CEO of the Giants indicates that the club used both teams’ colours (teal for the 

Giants and black for the Magic) to try and keep both sets of fans happy after the 

1998 merger.  Similarly there were attempts to combine the histories of the 

organisations by acknowledging past players of both teams with uniform 

retirements and new banners at the stadium. 

In an attempt to establish harmony, the CEO of the Giants also instituted an open 

communication policy with fans and provided his mobile and home phone number 

on all official club publications.  In over two years at the merged club he estimates 

receiving only 20 or so calls on his personal numbers from supporters.  He believes 

the impression of open communication it projects far outweighs the small number 

of calls he actually receives.  The club has also insisted that players attend the post-

match function immediately after the game.  In the past players had showered, 

changed and generally loitered in the locker rooms for up to an hour before 

attending the post-match member function that all NBL clubs run.  The Giants 

CEO, with the agreement of the coaching staff, insisted that players made their way 

to the function in a track suit or playing singlet straight after the game in order to 

allow them to mingle with as many members as possible.  The CEO indicates there 

was widespread disapproval of this edict amongst players, but that in time they 

have come to appreciate how important they are to building relationships with key 

supporters and sponsors.  The change in attitude came he says when players 

realised that they were not getting paid to just play basketball, but that they were 

being paid to ‘…do two things, one play basketball and two to promote the game.’ 

The 2002-2003 strategic business plan of the Victoria Giants is indicative of the 

issues the club has in terms of spectator development.  The document indicates key 

performance indicators across six areas, one of which is ‘marketing and 

communication’ while another area demonstrates the link between database and 

relationship marketing by highlighting ‘IT management and customer relationship 

management’ as a priority. 
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8.8 Database 

The Tigers have a database in place for membership management but have been 

hampered by poor records in establishing any historical data.  Their CEO believes 

the club had at one point accumulated thirty separate databases that were of 

questionable integrity.  With such unreliable information, the club began from 

scratch in 2002 with a specialist database program that enables them to handle 

members and prospects. 

The Giants have no effective database system or data collection program and 

similarly to the Tigers have operated on an ad hoc basis.  They too have no 

historical data to work with.  This omission is seen as impacting revenue 

opportunities and negatively impacting the opportunity to make specific offers that 

enhance value and drive attendance.  A new custom database is planned as a 

priority according to their CEO. 

8.9 Media and Communications 

A critical issue noted by the NBL Marketing Manager is the impact of the media.  

Its influence she states is ‘incredible.’  The CEO’s of the Tigers and Giants concur, 

with the latter noting that the media rarely cover basketball stories unless they are 

major and that other sports, particularly the AFL, get blanket coverage on even 

minor stories.  He also believes that media coverage of basketball is set to rebound, 

as he perceives there is a saturation of other mainstream sports and that basketball 

has strong junior numbers who are likely to be media consumers of the future.  

Further, he indicates that basketball lacks advocates within the media because it has 

only been on the national stage a relatively short period in comparison to sports 

such as cricket, Australian rules football and rugby league. 

With the Melbourne Tigers strongly reliant on the media profile of Andrew Gaze, 

who their CEO believes is ‘…as big as the club if not bigger’ the Tigers face the 

inevitable question of how their marketing approach will need to alter once he 

retires (presumed by the CEO to be in the very short-term future).  Gaze is clearly 

the dominant personality of the club and is the face of the team in almost all 
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communications.  His appearance in various parts of the media serves almost totally 

as the Tigers media strategy.  The CEO indicates,  

…there’s no strategy that’s been documented for Andrews’s retirement… There’s an 
old saying in sport that ‘no-one is indispensable,’ but I think he is as indispensable or 
as close to indispensable as anyone in Australian sport. (CEO, Melbourne Tigers) 

 

The Giants approach to media and communication is considerably different to the 

Tigers and is not as player focused.  The Giants continue to play in a large venue 

that holds up to 10,000 people and as a consequence have considered an approach 

that involves the use of mass media and discounted tickets built upon the 

entertainment experience of attending basketball.  The club has an affiliation with 

one of Melbourne’s leading radio stations (3AW) and conducts ad hoc television 

advertising to attract spectators to games, often offering ticket price discounts if 

certain conditions are met (e.g. a large group booking). 

 

Both clubs do not communicate with members in a consistent format through 

regular or electronic mail, relying instead on irregular updates to respective 

websites or general press stories to convey information. 

The NBL, according to its Marketing Manager, has only run limited marketing 

communications campaigns in the past, usually preferring that the media act as a 

promoter of its league or that a sponsor, such as Mitsubishi, drive awareness 

through their leverage campaigns.  The move to summer did bring an extensive 

media launch and campaign however.  In a series of integrated marketing 

communication exposures on television, radio and print, the NBL used a “nothin’ 

better” line that was considered youthful and contemporary.  The creative style of 

the ads was designed to appeal to the internet savvy, with graphical icons and 

images resonating with images associated with internet surfing.  The campaign was 

targeted at 16-24 year olds who were identified as key basketball fans as well as 

females 35-45 with young families. 
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8.10 Research 

Both the Tigers and Giants indicated that research into supporters’ attitudes and 

expectations had been conducted in the past; however neither organisation was able 

to locate the work.  In both instances the CEO’s interviewed were unable to 

highlight outcomes from the research as it had been conducted under different 

management teams. 

 

Both clubs expressed a strong desire to conduct ongoing research but believed the 

cost was prohibitive.  The thought of using student research through a university 

had occurred to the Giants CEO, however he expressed concern about the validity 

of the data that was likely to be conducted.  He was hopeful however that being 

aligned with Monash University would open up opportunities for ongoing research 

across a range of areas. 

Both CEO’s indicated a belief that the NBL needed to conduct greater research that 

could then be passed on to the clubs to help with their planning.  They both believe 

such research would be helpful to them in developing appropriate marketing 

strategies. 

 

8.11 Community and Volunteers 

Both the Tigers and Giants had a small team of volunteers, although there appeared 

to be no clear role for them in the organisational structure.  Supporters groups were 

much less formalised than in other sports considered and the CEO of the Tigers 

believes this reflects the commercial nature of the sport and its corporate ownership 

structure.  Both clubs indicated that volunteers were not an integral part of their 

business plans. 

 

In terms of community, neither organisation had specific links to any community 

groups, particularly since both teams had moved away from suburban playing 

locations many years ago and had attempted to establish themselves as city-wide 

teams.  Similarly, while the State had vibrant junior and local level basketball 

leagues (as administered by the Victorian Basketball Association), neither club had 
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any particular ties, aside from the indirect link of Tigers coach, Lindsay Gaze as a 

former administrator within the State body. 

 

8.12 A Night at the Basketball 

As part of the participative inquiry research process utilised throughout this thesis 

the author attended a number of basketball games throughout 2001 and 2002 in 

order to participate in and observe the experience of spectators at matches.  Home 

games of both clubs discussed in this chapter were attended.  Discussed specifically 

below are a Melbourne Tigers match against the Canberra Cannons at the SNAHC 

on November 30, 2002 and a Victoria Giants match against the Townsville 

Crocodiles on March 15, 2002 held at Vodaphone Arena. 

Basketball, according to both the Giants and Tigers CEO’s, has a family image and 

is promoted as such.  This is certainly evident at the games where observation of 

attendees indicated a large number of family groups attending.   

The crowd is encouraged to be noisy and there appears to be a conscious effort to 

provide entertainment constantly.  During breaks in play music was played, 

cheerleaders performed dance routines and spectators were chosen to participate in 

games such as free-throw shooting contests or musical chairs.  Of the two clubs, the 

Tigers seem to pitch most of their spectator involvement to children. 

Both clubs had mascots that move about the arena dressed in costume and largely 

mingling with younger members of the audience.  The music used at stoppages 

often overlapped into the playing time and was used to encourage the crowd to 

become involved in the action.  This was further reinforced by the use of a public 

address announcer who provides almost play-by-play description of events.  This 

was most evident at the Tigers match where the announcer was seemingly as much 

an attraction as the game itself.  Aside from calling players names after scores or 

good pieces of play, he also announced all substitutions, fouls and provided a 

seemingly endless list of quips and humorous comments.  The announcer for both 

Giants and Tigers games sat courtside right beside the music provider, thus 

allowing the music and voice elements to be well combined. 
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A basketball match appears free-flowing; however the number or fouls and time-

outs can provide regular stoppages, particularly late in a half.  At these points the 

transition to other forms of entertainment, be they cheerleaders or contests as 

discussed above, was seamless.  The size of a basketball court lends itself to the 

crowd being close to the action, particularly at the Tigers new home venue that has 

a relatively small capacity.  This provides a good atmosphere in terms of noise and 

excitement generated.  The nature of basketball’s regular scoring means that 

matches are usually close at many points and this helps to maintain crowd 

involvement.  

Relative to other sports discussed in this dissertation, the basketball crowd appeared 

to be less inclined to wear distinctive club merchandise.  Basketball singlets do not 

lend themselves to easy wear say some fans I questioned at the game, whilst there is 

no traditional clothing, such as scarves at Australian rules football matches, 

associated with the sport. 

A feature of basketball games is the focus on individual players.  Both teams were 

carefully introduced player-by-player at the commencement of the game and 

individual statistics were tracked on the scoreboard as the match progressed.  

Players have their names on their shirts and any significant plays were noted by the 

public address announcer.  It became relatively easy, particularly with only ten 

players on the court at any one time, for a spectator to identify with the players and 

their particular abilities.  This helped maintain interest in proceedings. 

At the conclusion of the game the home team provides a function for members.  

This occurred in both the case of the Tigers and Giants.  Essentially this is an 

opportunity for members to mingle with the players.  Both Melbourne clubs ran a 

very similar post match function, with players mingling with members and the 

coach providing a post match summary at a microphone.  Other events such as 

raffles and door prizes were also conducted.  Perhaps the strangest experience I had 

at a post match function was with a club who had previously had a player fined by 

the league after being ejected from a game.  The post match function featured the 

MC urging members to contribute to a collection that would help pay the fine of the 
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player. Although many members seemed to comply with this request, I did notice 

some discontent amongst some members who were being urged to contribute to this 

fund. 

8.13 Conclusion 

Basketball has relatively high levels of interest in Australia.  Despite this support, in 

recent times the NBL and its member clubs have faced a battle to exist.  Both of the 

clubs considered in this chapter, the Melbourne Tigers and the Victoria Giants have 

only recently emerged from financial hardships. 

The Tigers have in rebuilding themselves adopted a premium pricing approach and 

establishing a home base at a relatively new venue.  The club features the 

Australian captain, Andrew Gaze, as one its players and appears to focus most of its 

marketing work on this individual.  He is clearly a major factor in terms of the club 

support and the team’s CEO rates him as being critical to the club. 

The Giants have adopted a more mass market approach.  They play in a stadium 

that is three times the size of the Tigers and they use the broader media to try and 

attract fans.   

Both clubs say that families are there major target audience and this reflects the 

overall positioning of the sport of basketball in general in the Australian 

marketplace.  The Marketing Manager of the NBL believes that the clubs need to 

do much more at a local level in building ties to their fans and that a dedicated 

marketing approach is needed.  Overcapitalisation on the court with players and 

undercapitalisation off the court with marketing resources is an issue that she 

believes is holding clubs back. 

The Tigers and Giants both offer a large number of membership options to 

supporters, including the opportunity to purchase memberships for only part of the 

season.  While the Giants have a broad business plan in place, the Tigers operate 

without any real written strategic process, but insist that they are working on 

finalising one.  There was a strong sense that both clubs were operating very much 

on a day to day basis. 
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The Giants emergence with a new name is complimented by a move onto a 

university campus in Melbourne to try and bolster some administrative synergies as 

well as access to the broader university as a potential audience.   

The growth of basketball as a sport of high interest appears to have peaked in the 

mid-1990s.  A number of issues were presented as being responsible for the decline.  

The major issue at present seems to be the lack of a comprehensive media profile, 

particularly on television.  Existing with much fanfare and hype in the mid-1990s 

the sport now seems to struggle to make an impact, despite moves to a summer 

season to try and move it away from the dominant football codes. 

With the media as a major league wide issue the Tigers and Giants have many 

others to consider at a micro level.  Neither team has a history of maintaining and 

operating a member database although both now concur that this is a crucial 

undertaking.   

The Giants have a history of amalgamations and splits that has possibly clouded 

their supporter loyalty.  A high member turnover has also impacted upon their 

development and their CEO believes the players need to do more to help reach out 

to fans.  The university campus base is unprecedented in the NBL and carries the 

risk of alienating some of their traditional fans. 

The Tigers need greater strategic planning in their processes and must deal with the 

imminent retirement of Gaze from their team.  This is likely to cause the club 

serious concern given his high profile.  The club must also deal with establishing its 

small venue as a home base with supporters who are used to a much larger stadium.   
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C h a p t e r  9  

SOUTH MELBOURNE SOCCER CLUB 

I don’t think they (supporters) understand the fact that if you don’t become involved 
or you don’t actually pay for your membership then the club might not be here.  The 
perception now is that South Melbourne is one of the best clubs in Australia. The 
reality is quite different.  If the supporters only knew (General Manager, South 
Melbourne Soccer Club). 

 

9.1 Introduction 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (2002) indicates that the most popular team 

participation sport amongst Australian children aged 5 to 14 is soccer.  Within this 

group just over 300,000 children participate in some form of organised soccer 

outside of school.  This equates to a participation rate of 11.4 per cent of all children 

in the age group. The only sport more popular is swimming, with a 14.4 per cent 

participation rate.  At the adult level, Sweeney Research (2001) indicates that 39 per 

cent of the adult (16 to 65 years old) population indicate an interest in soccer and 34 

per cent watch on television.  This ranks the sport behind only cricket and 

Australian rules in terms of interest and television viewing.  In terms of attendance 

at matches amongst adults, Sweeney Research (2001) rank soccer behind cricket, 

Australian rules and rugby league, with 12 per cent of adults attending at least one 

soccer match per year.   

This chapter considers South Melbourne, a founding member of the National 

Soccer League (hereafter NSL).  Information was collected through interviews with 

key club personnel, secondary data sources, observation at club events such as 

meetings and visits to matches.  Depth interview were conducted with the General 

Manager, his replacement while on extended leave and the club’s Media Manager. 

Beginning with a brief history and background of South Melbourne and the NSL, 

the chapter will include sections on organisational structure, attendances, 

membership, revenue streams, new markets, relationship marketing strategies, 

database, media and communication, research, community and volunteers, 

observations from a typical match experience and a conclusion 
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9.2 Historical Overview and Background 

The South Melbourne Soccer Club was constituted in 1959 following the 

amalgamation of three teams, Hellenic, South Melbourne United and Yarra Park.  

Its formative playing days were spent in the Victorian state competition, were it 

existed as a team that had the strong support and backing of Melbourne’s expanding 

Greek migrant community. (South Melbourne SC 2003).  Playing under the name 

South Melbourne Hellas that was testament to its Greek roots, the club was a strong 

contender for the State title most years and succeeded in winning several trophies.  

Its best on-field period was in the mid-1960’s when it won the championship three 

years in succession and featured a squad that boasted many players recruited from 

Europe.  Victoria’s soccer community was strongly ethnically based at this point in 

time and continues to remain so.  South Melbourne’s opposition featured teams, 

such as Polonia, George Cross, Juventus and Hakoah, that reflected the many ethnic 

communities across the city (South Melbourne SC 2003).  South Melbourne 

dropped the ‘Hellas’ part of its name in the early 1990’s in order to embrace a wider 

audience than the Greek community.  It adopted the nickname ‘Lakers’ in its place 

before legal complications saw this also dropped.  The club currently operates 

simply as South Melbourne, although many supporters still refer to it as ‘Hellas.’ 

 

The NSL began in 1977 and aside from the domestic cricket state based 

competition, was the first team sport in Australia to set up a league that featured 

teams from major cities across the country.  The NSL has been revamped a number 

of times in its existence but operated continually since its inception.  In its time the 

NSL has featured forty different teams, with South Melbourne only one of three 

(the others being Marconi and Adelaide City) to have played in every year of its 

existence. (NSL Season Guide, 2001).  The NSL in season 2002 operated with 

thirteen teams.  These teams included one team from Perth (admitted in 1996), New 

Zealand (1999), Brisbane (1991), Adelaide, seven teams from New South Wales 

and in addition to South Melbourne one other team from Victoria, the Melbourne 

Knights. (Soccer Australia 2003) 

While soccer is largely a winter based sport across the world, the NSL runs over the 

summer period in Australia.  This decision was made in 1989 to align the 
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competition with the European playing period and to also allow the league to 

emerge from the shadows being cast by the more popularly attended football codes 

of rugby league and Australian rules. 

 

9.3 Organisational Structure and Internal Marketing 

South Melbourne has an elected board of directors who form the club executive.  

The General Manager reports directly to this board and has a small team of three 

employees to work with on a daily business.  This team seemingly work across a 

number of functions but can be largely categorised as 1) corporate sales and 

sponsorship, 2) administrative and event planning and 3) media, publicity and 

memberships. 

 

In researching this case study, the General Manager following the first depth 

interview went on extended leave due to personal reasons.  His replacement 

provided assistance from that point onwards.  The General Manager indicated that 

Manchester United is the benchmark by which he hopes to guide South Melbourne.  

The Acting General Manager who replaced him appeared more pragmatic, hoping 

to establish a sense of professionalism and accountability to the club that he 

believes has been lacking in past years. 

 

The club exhibited no signs of practicing internal marketing. 

 

9.4 Attendance and Membership 

Attendance levels at South Melbourne matches have fluctuated greatly over its time 

in the NSL.  While Table 9.1 goes back to 1977, the figures presented up until 1989 

are club estimates.   
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Table 9.1  South Melbourne (NSL#) attendance averages 1977-2001/02* 
 

Year Average 
attendance 

 Year Average 
attendance 

1977 5 200 (3 800)  1989/90 3 589 (3 069) 

1978 7 300 (4 600)  1990/91 4 490 (3 304) 

1979 5 800 (4 300)  1991/92 5 861 (3 415) 

1980 4 700 (3 700)  1992/93 5 739 (3 362) 

1981 6 800 (3 900)  1993/94 5 354 (3 446) 

1982 4 200 (3 300)  1994/95 4 877 (3 577) 

1983 5 400 (2 700)  1995/96 6 061 (4 368) 

1984 5 200 (2 300)  1996/97 7 390 (5 481) 

1985 3 500 (2 200)  1997/98 6 247 (4 941) 

1986 3 600 (2 500)  1998/99 8 330 (5 622) 

1987 2 600 (3 000)  1999/00 6 565 (5 049) 

1988 4 600 (2 700)  2000/01 8 001 (5 091) 

1989 3 294 (2 296)  2001/02 6 012 (5 732) 

* - figures to 1988 inclusive are unofficial  
# - figures in brackets are NSL average 
Source: South Melbourne Soccer Club  

 

The General Manager and Acting General Manager both consider attendance 

growth as a pressing objective for the club.   The General Manager calls the issue of 

how to get people to games the ‘million-dollar question’ and believes the players 

need a higher media profile and that they need to be utilised better in the 

promotional process.  The Acting General Manager appears equally perplexed by 

the attendance fluctuations and feels that the player issue is more to do with the lack 

of star drawing power than anything else. 

South Melbourne has no written documentation or planning processes in place to 

tackle the declining attendance issue.  The Acting General Manager indicated that 

writing a proper business plan was his first priority and that stimulating attendance 

levels was a key component of this.  He believes that an average attendance of 

10,000 per home game is a long-term target, with 8,000 per game a necessary 

objective for the club to remain financially viable. 

South Melbourne is reluctant to discuss membership totals, seemingly more so out 

of a lack of accurate information, rather than privacy concerns.  Even the General 

Manager admits that getting a straight answer on the number of members the club 
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has was initially difficult.  He indicated that when he started managing the club 

people were ‘throwing around figures’ of 5,000 members but that this figure was 

inflated by junior memberships (free) and life memberships (free) that had been 

awarded to many people.  He explains his astonishment by indicating,  

…I was staggered to find out that the actual financially paid up members is only 
something like 800 or 1000 or something like that.  You think how can a club like 
this survive? (General Manager, South Melbourne Soccer Club) 

 
That the General Manager is seemingly uncertain of the exact membership total is 

indicative of the clubs attitude to membership relationships.  There is a strong sense, 

confirmed by the Media Manager, that the club underachieves in recruiting 

members and that the actual membership total is below expectations.  The Media 

Manager believes that most supporters would guess that the membership total is 

much higher. 

Table 9.2: South Melbourne member totals 1996/97-2002/03 
 

Year Members 

1996/97 779 

1997/98 1792 

1998/99 1784 

1999/00 no data available 

2000/01 2061 

2001/02 1129 

2002/03 1099 

Source: South Melbourne Soccer Club 

 

While it is clear is that the membership figures have varied greatly over recent years 

(see Table 9.2) it is hard to accurately gauge trends, as the historical figures are not 

sorted on the database in terms of the type of membership ticket purchased.  South 

Melbourne typically offers a range of ten membership choices, although some of 

these categories result in only a handful of sales.  An overview of these category 

sales is presented at Table 9.3 for the 2002-2003 season.  The gross revenue from 

memberships in this period is just over A$163,000. 
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Table 9.3: South Melbourne membership category breakdown 2002/03 
 

Member Type Cost A$ Total Members 
Grandstand 

Adult 

Concession 

Junior 

Child 

Family 

 

175 

110 

70 

40 

380 

 

342 

230 

39 

26 

80 

General Admission 

Adult 

Concession 

Child 

Family 

 

135 

80 

40 

310 

 

229 

115 

25 

8 

Country/Interstate 60 5 

Source: South Melbourne Soccer Club  

 

South Melbourne has in recent years made no clear attempt to increase membership 

sales, despite their acknowledgement of underperformance in this area.  At the 

beginning of the 2002-2003 season the club proposed a ‘3000 in 2003’ membership 

campaign which was built around an objective of achieving 3000 members for that 

season.  This slogan was used on the front of the membership application leaflet, 

but there was no documented strategy underpinning the proposed campaign, nor 

any rationale why that figure was chosen. As Table 9.2 indicates there was in fact a 

decline in membership sales in that year. 

South Melbourne’s membership renewal process can be considered relatively 

simplistic.  Existing members are mailed an application leaflet prior to the start of 

the season.  The leaflet can be mailed back to the club (no return envelope or stamp 

is provided) or they can telephone or come into the administration headquarters to 

make their purchase.  A member is required to fill out a form, with all details, every 

year.  Most supporters wishing to become members do so at the first home game of 

the season.  At this point the club operates a separate sales booth near the main 

entrance to the ground where memberships can be bought.  I observed the process 

first hand in 2002 and the organisation was chaotic.  Supporters needed to stand in 

one line to complete the necessary paperwork and then move to another line to 

collect and pay for their membership.  Supporters at the busiest time (close to match 
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start time) had to wait approximately 30 minutes to purchase a membership ticket.  

Many left the line and purchased an ordinary single game entry ticket instead. 

For those supporters who are not members, the chances of coming across the 

membership leaflet appear to be one of random fortune.  The club has an ad hoc 

event list of clubs and schools to visit where membership leaflets are often 

distributed.  Most supporters are likely to find the membership sales booth at the 

entrance to the stadium for the first home match, although this has very limited 

signage and may be missed by someone not looking for it specifically.  The club 

does mention the membership tickets in the match program (distributed for free) 

and also asks coaches and players to mention the need for memberships in media 

interviews where possible. 

The NSL operated a finals series for the top six finishers in the league in 2002/03 

that is essentially a ten game season extension.  South Melbourne was planning to 

experiment with a more streamlined membership approach for the finals series, but 

failed to qualify. 

One thing that is apparent and noted by both the General Manager and the 

subaequent Acting General Manager is that South Melbourne lacks what they 

termed a ‘membership culture.’  The General Manager believes that the club is only 

at the infancy of that culture and that it needs to become infatuated with the concept 

to make it work.  He points to Australian rules football teams like Collingwood, 

Hawthorn and Essendon as teams he believes have a membership culture that South 

Melbourne should be aiming for.  Without it, he believes South Melbourne may be 

doomed. 

I don’t think supporters understand the urgency, or the need, or the financial 
implications of them actually not becoming members.  The reality is that this club 
may no longer be here in five years or ten years time; that’s a sad fact. (General 
Manager, South Melbourne Soccer Club) 

 
It is worth noting also that South Melbourne members receive full voting rights and 

elect the board each year at the annual general meeting.  As such, members in this 

capacity feel a sense of responsibility towards the future governance of the club.  
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The club’s constitution, for example, holds members liable (albeit in a very limited 

capacity) should the club become insolvent and unable to meet its debts. 

 

9.5 Revenue Streams 

The pressure to succeed financially through the turnstile is made necessary by the 

fact that NSL clubs receive no money from media rights and that South Melbourne, 

like most clubs, has been unable to secure significant sponsorship monies. 

As an observer at several management meetings it was apparent that the club’s 

sponsorship projections were very disproportionate to actual monies received.  For 

the 2002/2003 season the club’s budget indicated sponsorship targets of A$700,000, 

an amount that the Acting General Manager indicates was only around one-third 

achieved. 

The urgency of growing attendance is predicated by the poor financial situation the 

club finds itself in.  According to the General Manager, South Melbourne is over 

A$1 million in debt and has had to make severe cuts in order to remain viable.  This 

has meant that little things like postage and photocopying have become issues.  ‘We 

just haven’t got the money to do anything,’ he says.  For example, despite a cash 

injection of A$3 million in 2000 when the team played in the World Club 

Championships, against such teams as Manchester United, the financial position 

deteriorated so greatly that during the 2002/2003 season it was rumoured that club 

directors provided personal loans to the club in order to retain liquidity. 

The club has a merchandise arm, however is currently dissatisfied with its 

performance given that it ‘barely breaks even,’ according to the General Manager.  

Similarly, catering rights at the club’s home ground have been sold by a previous 

administration and provide no significant ongoing revenue. 

 

9.6 New Markets 

Both the General Manager and Acting General Manager agree that South 

Melbourne needs to diversify its market, although the Acting General Manager is 

particularly adamant the club should as a priority continue to embrace rather than 
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abandon its Greek cultural roots.  The General Manager is a former player at the 

club and is held in high regard by most supporters given that he played over 300 

games for South Melbourne and was club captain for much of that time.  He 

believes that the audience who used to watch him play in the 1980’s is aging and 

that the next generation of fans lacks any motivation to embrace the club.  ‘We have 

always gone after the Greek market,’ he says ‘and we cannot sustain it any longer.’  

The Acting General Manager believes local residents, the broader soccer playing 

and watching community of Melbourne and general sport fans are possible new 

audiences.  Much of his focus however appears geared at regenerating interest 

within the Greek community. 

Small attempts to broaden the clubs appeal have been made over the years.  For 

example, aside from dropping the name ‘Hellas’ from the official title, the club has 

moved to ban all foreign language announcements at the ground, followed NSL 

guidelines to ban flags of nations (other than Australia) and has signed players from 

various cultural backgrounds.  No evidence exists however of a concerted strategy 

to broaden community appeal other than a proposal to link with other soccer clubs 

which is discussed in the following section.  It is common to hear club 

administrators talk of South Melbourne being a club for everyone, but continue 

behind the scenes to only consider the traditional Greek fan base in marketing and 

communication activities. 

 

9.7 Relationship Marketing Practices 

The only written internal documentation South Melbourne has that could be called a 

plan is its annual financial budget.  Aside from this, the club has no marketing plan 

or semblance of documented strategic marketing direction.  Much of this is due to 

what the General Manager broadly terms ‘mismanagement of the past.’  The 

General Manager’s description of inadequate planning processes is also broadly 

echoed by the Acting General Manager.  There has been some attempt to address 

this, with the club seeking to establish sounder business planning principles.  This 

has been done partly by inviting industry experts to assist the club formulate a 

strategic planning process.  I attended two meetings for instance where South 

Melbourne staff and outside experts discussed ideas to attract more spectators to 
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games and to also ensure that the match-day experience would at least meet 

expectations. 

 

The strategies were broad at this formative stage but there was some attempt to 

define target audiences across the different levels of relationships fans may have.  

These included members who were considered brand loyal right through to people 

who had never attended an NSL match.  It appeared that the club, limited by 

financial constraints, is keen to try and attract supporters who had an interest in 

soccer but didn’t currently attend any matches.  This was seen as a potentially 

lucrative market.  The General Manager believes South Melbourne is a ‘sleeping 

giant’ in Australian sport and that tapping into the market of soccer fans that 

seemingly ignore NSL matches is the key to any kind of awakening.  He also 

believes that South Melbourne is considered one of the leaders in Australian soccer 

‘…despite all the things we do wrong.’  

The club is attempting to build relationships with other clubs in Melbourne’s soccer 

community.  The proposed plan is to attract new attendees and encourage repeat 

visitors through a ticket promotion targeting the hundreds of other soccer clubs in 

Melbourne who are affiliated with the state governing body known as the Victorian 

Soccer Federation (hereafter VSF).  The strategy would entail VSF registered clubs 

being able to purchase blocks of tickets from South Melbourne that could be resold.  

Clubs would purchase the tickets at half the standard gate-entry price from South 

Melbourne and be free to sell them to their players and supporters at whatever 

mark-up they chose, thus providing a revenue raising incentive for clubs to 

participate in the scheme.  South Melbourne is hopeful that this discounted ticket 

approach will attract more people from a soccer background to matches.  This 

approach attempts to form a relationship with smaller soccer clubs rather than 

individual fans. 

South Melbourne has also identified a need to provide a better match day 

experience for supporters at games and has formed a small committee to investigate 

ways to do this.  Their initial thoughts appear to be on using light and music to 

provide a greater sense of atmosphere.   



   Chapter 9: South Melbourne Case Study 

 - 226 - 

The Acting General Manager believes the current fan base have maintained a 

relationship with the club, rather than the other way around.  He believes that the 

club has taken its fan base for granted for far too long and that as the succeeding 

generations of Greek-based families develop, their ties to the club will grow rapidly 

weaker.  As noted previously, the Acting General Manager believes that the time 

has come to try and reignite some of these bonds through measures such as calling 

the club ‘Hellas’ where possible in the ethnic media and specifically developing 

marketing campaigns targeting a sense of patriotism and community belonging to 

the team.  The General Manager meanwhile is more inclined to move away from 

the Greek supporter base and build support from groups who may have felt 

unwelcome at the club in the past because of its partisan nature.  The Acting 

General Manager explains his viewpoint by indicating that the club could irritate 

and lose its traditional fan-base by chasing new segments and could instead defer 

some of the challenges of trying to attract these new people, if it first put efforts into 

the existing groups he believes already genuinely care about the club. 

 

9.8 Database 

South Melbourne has used a basic electronic database since the mid-1990s, 

however at no point has an effort been made to customise an approach to data 

maintenance.  The club’s database is collated using Microsoft Access as this is the 

only program the club has available.  Each year a new database is essentially 

constructed from the beginning and all names and addresses are re-entered.  This 

makes it virtually impossible for the club to have any kind of reporting system in 

place on lapsed members, loyalty, etc, unless this process is undertaken as a tedious 

cross matching exercise. 

No one person is responsible for the database, although the Media Manager 

assumes a responsibility for it as he is normally charged with organising the 

member renewal communication material.  He believes the database requires a 

dedicated full time administrator and requires cleaning.  While a back-up process 

has been instituted recently, data has been lost in the past, including all of the 

season 1999-2000 data.  The Media Manager by his own admission only has limited 
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database software skills and while the club has attempted to supplement this by 

bringing in volunteers to assist where possible, this approach has provided little 

consistency or value. 

 

9.9 Media and Communication  

South Melbourne does not have any formalised way of communicating with 

members.  An ad hoc email update (referred to as ‘In Blue & White’) was sent most 

weeks during the 2002/03 season up until the staff member responsible for content 

resigned.  The updates then ceased.  Mail-outs are extremely rare according to the 

Media Manager because of cost issues. 

 

The club relies on the media for general communication with the public about 

match times, events and other issues.  As soccer receives relatively scant coverage 

in the general media relative to other popular sports, this often means that the 

market is uninformed.  The club has a better relationship with the Greek media who 

promote the club quite heavily.  Melbourne has several Greek language radio 

stations and newspapers, all of whom report and comment on South Melbourne 

regularly.  This coverage extends to live broadcasts of matches both in Melbourne 

and interstate.  The club receives no revenue from these broadcasts and the club at 

board level appears uncertain as to whether the value of the coverage overall in 

promoting the club outweighs possible non-attendance by supporters listening to the 

game on radio.  At one management meeting I attended as an observer, the decision 

was made to ask the radio station that broadcast games to pay a fee.  This was later 

rescinded and the club appears unresolved on an appropriate course of action. 

 

South Melbourne has no set media policy or program in dealing with the media as a 

conveyor of their information.  Inconsistencies exist, particularly across the Greek 

and English media divides and often by design. For example the Greek media report 

the club as being called ‘Hellas’ and this name is often used by the club in their 

media releases and statements to the Greek media.  The English mainstream media 

however always refer to the club as ‘South Melbourne’ and releases and statements 

to them never feature the word ‘Hellas.’  When the club does feature in the popular 
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media it is often in a negative sense.  The club believes that soccer does not receive 

balanced coverage in the media, particularly on television and radio that the General 

Manager  believes only wants to run the ‘bad news stories.’ 

The club has an adequate website; however unofficial supporter web-forums appear 

to generate more traffic.  These forums provide supporters with an opportunity to 

electronically interact and the club has mixed views about their value.  In the early 

stages some forums were publicised and linked on the official South Melbourne 

site, however after what were considered negative comments on the chat forums, 

South Melbourne removed links to these sites from its pages. 

 

9.10 Research 

The club has apparently only attempted one recent piece of research.  This was an 

in-house produced survey in 2001 asking members a series of questions regarding 

their satisfaction levels.  The survey was included in a membership renewal posting, 

but was clumsily designed and offered no reply paid response or incentive.  The 

Media Manager indicated that the response rate was so poor, no results were ever 

collated.  His response to ongoing research was ‘…what is the point, nobody does 

the surveys.’ 

 

Similarly the club does not avail itself of any other sources of commercially 

available research.  During interviews there was some discussion of attempting to 

access a detailed study on Australian soccer that had been compiled by the 

Professional Footballers Association, which runs the players union governing 

player welfare.  The Acting General Manager was aware of the research conducted, 

but was uncertain as to whether the club would be given access.  Both the General 

Manager and the Acting General Manager indicated a willingness to do research, 

but could not overcome the cost issue.  The Acting General Manager was 

considering a system of using university students to conduct research as part of their 

studies. 
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9.11 Community and Volunteers 

South Melbourne is very reliant on a group of volunteers to operate.  Volunteers are 

usually around the clubs administration office on any given day and swell to around 

20-30 on game days performing a range of tasks from selling tickets to ground 

announcing and pitch preparation.  Despite the security implications, the 

membership sales and ticketing processes are largely coordinated by a team of 

volunteers.  There is no official listing of volunteers, although it is apparent that the 

core team are long-time stalwarts at the club. 

 

As previously noted the community nature of the team is founded in its Greek 

heritage.  While there are numerous Greek-backed soccer teams in Melbourne, 

South Melbourne is considered at the top of the tree given its place in the elite of 

Australian soccer.  In previous years another Greek-based team had competed in the 

NSL, however it has now fallen into lower leagues.  As a result of this second team, 

many Greek supporters in Melbourne will not follow South Melbourne because of 

an allegiance to this other team. 

 

9.12 A Day at the Soccer 

As part of the participative inquiry process utilised throughout this thesis the author 

attended a number of South Melbourne games in 2002 in order to participate in and 

observe the experience of spectators at matches.  The following relates to the first 

home game South Melbourne played for the 2002–2003 season on 6 October 2002.  

The match, although South Melbourne’s first home game for the season was in fact 

a round three game as South Melbourne had played away in round one and had a 

bye in round two. 

 

The match against Sydney United drew an official crowd of 4156 and these fans 

were predominantly supporting the home team, although the opposition did have 

some supporters in the crowd.  This sense of supporter rivalry helped add some 

colour and atmosphere to the event. 

Prior to entering the stadium I spent around half an hour observing the ticket 

purchasing process, predominantly in relation to membership sales.  As described 
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earlier, this process was disorganised and led to long queues and delays.  South 

Melbourne lament the fact that almost all their members prefer to purchase their 

tickets at the first match in person rather than through other means, although the 

club has never tried to address this issue and offer more attractive alternatives. 

Upon entering the ground the atmosphere was generally subdued and the mood of 

the crowd remained inexorably linked to the style of the match.  As the match 

tempo increased so too did the crowds enthusiasm, with several parts of the crowd 

loudly cheering in unison at certain moments.  At other points the atmosphere felt 

flat, as if a spark of energy was needed. 

The stadium is basically divided into two sections – the grandstand area and the 

outer area.  While a good view is available from all vantage points the grandstand is 

the only area with cover.  With the weather sunny and pleasant the crowd was 

scattered around the stadium which in fact hampered the sense of atmosphere.  One 

of the comments several people suggested when I asked them about seating was that 

they would like to sit in the grandstand but the extra cost was too much.  Standard 

entry into the outer section of the ground is A$15, while entry to the grandstand is 

A$20. 

 

Teams enter the ground together and the national anthem, to the seeming disinterest 

of most people, was played just prior to the commencement of the match.  The 

match finished a 1-1 draw and was highlighted by the two goals and little other 

action.  There was wild cheering, celebration, the sound of a trumpeter and music 

playing over the loudspeaker when South Melbourne scored in the 24th minute and 

almost complete silence (except for some muted cheering by the visiting fans) when 

Sydney United equalised just eight minutes later. 

 

The fans seemed to represent all age groups although there was a clear bias towards 

males.  Despite attempts to remove club ethnic ties there was a strong sense of most 

supporters being Greek.  As I walked around the ground I recognised many 

conversations being carried out in Greek and it was not unusual to hear Greek 
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comments yelled out during the match.  The most obvious of this was that of a 

‘Hellas, Hellas, Hellas’ chant when South Melbourne scored. 

 

Aside from the match there was no other entertainment visible.  The match began in 

the second half with seemingly many people unaware; the referee’s whistle to begin 

play lost amongst the noise of people deep in conversation. 

A merchandise booth appeared to do little business and it was evident that the 

number of people dressed in club colours or shirts was very small.  South 

Melbourne wear a combination of blue and white, making it a relatively easy colour 

scheme to utilise in clothing, however only a small number of children appeared to 

have made that effort.   

While the ground has a public address system and a ground announcer does provide 

details such as team line-ups, goal scorers and updates from other matches, the 

outer section of the ground find it difficult to hear anything clearly.  The public 

address system was well used when South Melbourne scored, with the goal scorer’s 

name being read out (with much cheering) as a musical accompaniment played in 

the background.  This touch added to the excitement. 

Perhaps the most disconcerting element of the match experience was the large 

number of security guards at the game.  The ground was ringed by dozens of these 

attendants and there was also a strong police presence, including the mounted 

police.  This all served to reinforce the popular stereotype that soccer was a 

dangerous game to attend.  Even the ground announcer added to this, reading a 

mandated script from the NSL (a minimum of three times) that spectators must 

vacate the ground within 15 minutes of the conclusion of the game or the police 

would be called to remove them.  As the game petered out towards a draw this 

announcement was not necessary as within moments of the final whistle the ground 

was a virtually deserted, with many fans having left early as the hope for a winning 

home town goal slipped away. 
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9.13 Conclusion 

South Melbourne has a long history in the NSL as one of only a handful of 

inaugural clubs who remain in the competition.  Despite a perception amongst 

soccer fans that the club is powerful and successful, the club’s General Manager 

indicates the situation is in reality quite different.  Financial pressures in recent 

years have meant that the club now operates on a shoestring budget and that unless 

revenues through sources such as attendance and memberships are increased the 

club will struggle to survive. 

 

Despite its troubles South Melbourne has not as yet addressed a written strategic 

plan to grow attendances or to seek increased members.  An ambitious objective to 

more than double member numbers in the 2002/03 season resulted in member 

numbers actually declining.  The club had no written documentation outlining any 

strategic process behind their hoped membership growth. 

One initiative being proposed is to form a closer relationship with other smaller 

soccer clubs in the state by allowing them to act as agents for the clubs match day 

ticket sales.  These clubs would be able to purchase discounted tickets in bulk from 

South Melbourne and then sell them for a profit to their club community.  This idea 

has yet to be tested however. 

One of the major issues facing the club in terms of increasing their supporter base is 

the question of the club’s ethnic history.  Founded as a team of Greek origin, South 

Melbourne seems uncertain as to whether the current Greek community should be 

embraced as the dominant market segment of support or overlooked in an attempt to 

attract a greater non-ethnic base.  This issue remains unresolved. 

South Melbourne is hampered by poor database records that are inadequately 

managed.  Some of these records have been permanently lost in recent years due to 

system failures.  As a consequence the club has little idea of the types of members it 

attracts. It operates the most basic of renewal services, with an existing member 

forced to present all details from scratch each season in order to once again become 
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a member.  Most people choose to do this at the first home game and this in turn 

appears to lead to congestion, delays and lost membership sales. 

While the popularity of soccer as a sport across a wide age level in Australia 

appears robust, the match day event is not particularly conducive to repurchase.  

Limited effort was made to inject any atmosphere or excitement to proceedings and 

some of the verbal and non-verbal cues were unsettling.  These included large 

numbers of security guards and repeated ground announcements asking people to 

leave the ground immediately after the game. 

South Melbourne has many challenges ahead if it is to survive.  It must determine 

which markets it should target and what strategic marketing approaches should be 

used to grow attendance levels.  Despite a poor financial situation, resources are 

required, particularly in terms of modernising and maintaining the database.  An 

entire planning process is necessary and the club needs to instigate some form of 

regular communication with its members. 
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C h a p t e r  1 0  

FINDINGS, DISCUSSION & CONCLUSIONS 

10.1 Introduction 

This dissertation began with an introduction to the concept of relationship 

marketing and its importance as a prominent element of modern marketing theory. 

Relationship marketing brings a range of benefits to an organisation and allows 

ultimately for greater profits to accrue through the adoption of a customer focus.  

Sport was introduced as a major industry in Australia and that research in sport 

marketing is a rapidly emerging area. 

 

Chapter 1 proposed a need for research in sport due to the changing nature of the 

industry and the expansion and application of marketing thought into its practices.  

For many years the sport industry functioned with little marketing planning; 

surviving on strong customer interest and goodwill.  This scenario has changed with 

increased competition and a perceived shift away from a traditional transactional 

approach.  In addition, research has indicated for many popular sports that repeat 

attendance from individuals is diminishing.  With relationship marketing 

developing as a new marketing paradigm and sport marketing emerging as a 

research area in a period of increased consumer choice and financial commitment to 

operations, this study sought to discover to what extent relationship marketing 

strategies had been adopted, implemented and utilised within Australian 

professional sport organisations.  In an increasingly challenging environment, sport 

marketers are seeking to explore new strategies and relationship marketing appears 

one such prominent measure for consideration.  To date however there has been 

limited research on relationship marketing in sport, despite calls for it in the 

literature.  In the past, most sport marketing studies had focused on consumer 

perspectives.  As such this particular study is ground-breaking in that it not only 

considers the specific application of relationship marketing in sport, but also does 

so from a multi-organisational perspective.  In achieving this, major sports in 

Australia are represented. 
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Chapter 2 outlined the theoretical foundations that underpinned this study and 

examined the extant literature and research in the area of sport and relationship 

marketing as well as the relevant literature in the related area of consumer 

behaviour.  The chapter began by presenting varying perspectives on relationship 

marketing as a general marketing concept.  A definition of relationship marketing 

was given and changes in the marketing environment that have contributed to the 

growth of relationship marketing were discussed. In addition, the practice of 

relationship marketing from an organisational perspective was examined and 

criticisms of relationship marketing noted.  Further, the area of consumer behaviour 

as it applies to relationship marketing was discussed.  This helped to provide an 

understanding of the motivations consumers may have in seeking relationships with 

organisations. These motivations were then considered specifically in terms of sport 

and a range of behavioural factors of sport consumers were presented.  The chapter 

also discussed the development of academic theory in the sport marketing field.  

This centred on the small body of literature and research relating to relationship 

marketing in the sport context.  Finally, a set of research questions flowing from 

this literature review were detailed.   

 

Chapter 3 outlined the research philosophy and method used to address the research 

questions developed for this study.  The goals of social research were discussed and 

different research paradigms were examined.  An explanation of the interpretivism 

approach of the research was presented.  The chapter also outlined the case study 

method utilised, with details of the data collection and data analysis processes that 

were undertaken  

 

Chapters 4 through 9 provided the case studies of the sport organisations chosen.  

These were all presented in a similar format across the issues that had been distilled 

from the data collection.  This final chapter presents the findings of the study with 

regard the research questions identified.  Further, a discussion of these findings 

built around the issues distilled from the cases is presented.  Finally, conclusions 

and implications are outlined. 

 



   Chapter 10: Findings, Discussion & Conclusions 

 - 236 - 

10.2 Findings 

The purpose of this study was to examine the extent to which implementation of 

relationship marketing had occurred within leading professional sporting 

organisations in Australia; the effect, if any, this has had on marketing strategies 

and the issues that may have arisen in this process.  With the sport industry 

increasingly competitive and adopting modern marketing practices, the examination 

of relationship marketing within this industry was particularly relevant.  This is 

especially so given the specific calls for such work within the academic literature.  

The specific research questions addressed were: RQ1) To what extent do 

professional sporting organisations in Australia undertake relationship marketing; 

RQ2) what strategies do they employ and RQ3) what are the issues faced in 

implementing a relationship marketing approach? 

 

In general, the findings of this research indicate that organisational attitudes to 

relationship marketing are favourable.  Organisations considered had all identified 

the value of relationship marketing and had made plans or were considering plans 

that incorporated specific relationship marketing strategies.   However, description, 

implementation and evaluation of relationship marketing strategies were generally 

poorly resourced and notable barriers were identified or encountered.  The data 

collected indicated a number of key areas that arose consistently both within and 

across cases.  These issues, which made up the structure of the cases presented are 

relevant to the findings and also particularly to the discussion that follows and the 

conclusions made.  The research questions are addressed as follows: 

 

10.2.1 RQ1: To what extent do professional sporting organisations in Australia 

undertake relationship marketing? 

Relationship marketing is considered to be a significant component of modern 

marketing thought.  As discussed in Chapter 2, relationship marketing is thought of 

by some authors to be a relatively new and prevailing paradigm for marketing 

(Gronroos 1994, 1996; Morgan & Hunt 1994) and that it is fundamental to long-

term organisational success (Berry 1995; Berry & Parasuraman 1991; Christopher 

et. al. 2002; Gronroos 1994, 1996; Gummesson 1993; Morgan & Hunt 1994; 
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Palmer 1996; Sheth & Parvatiyar 1995; Zeithaml & Bitner 1996; Zinkhan 2002).    

It has been a major topic of discussion at both academic and practitioner 

conferences in recent years and numerous articles have appeared in journals and 

specialist marketing publications (Veloutsou et al. 2002).  Relationship marketing 

fundamentally is about developing a partnership and in simple terms is about 

‘…attracting, maintaining and… enhancing customer relationships’ (Berry 1983, 

p.25).  The literature presented suggests that organisations and consumers have a 

positive view of this form of marketing activity, given that the outcome of this 

partnership is meant to be of mutual benefit.  Criticisms of relationship marketing 

are limited.  At worst it appears that it is seen as a management fad (Palmer 1996) 

or headed for a premature death (Fournier et al. 1998).  These criticisms appear to 

stem from relationship marketing being poorly positioned as a concept or not 

properly understood.  As such, the research in this thesis will help the sport industry 

fully exploit its benefits.  These benefits include increased profits, reduced 

marketing costs and a more loyal and stable base of consumers (Berry 1995; Berry 

and Parasuraman 1991; Gronroos 1996). 

 

Specifically within the sport industry limited research has been conducted despite 

belief that the sport industry can benefit from relationship marketing (Burnett et al. 

1993; Brenner 1997; Cohen 1996; Cousens et al. 2001; Darko 1999; McDonald & 

Milne 1997; Shani 1997) and that further research is needed (Lachowetz et al. 

2001; McDonald & Milne 1997; Shani 1997).  Reports from industry practice in the 

USA have indicated successful outcomes when relationship marketing has been 

implemented by professional sporting organisations and that adoption of 

relationship marketing is increasing (Brenner 1997; Darko 1999; Lorge 1999).  This 

correlates with academic studies on US sporting organisations that have 

demonstrated successful relationship marketing implementation (Cousens et al. 

2001; Kelley et al. 1999; Lachowetz et al. 2001; Lapio & Speter 2000).   

 

The findings of this study indicate that relationship marketing is a concept that is 

acknowledged by professional sporting organisations in Australia as fundamental to 

their ongoing survival and success.  To date however little evidence exists to 
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suggest that relationship marketing practices have been fully integrated into 

marketing activities and the move away from a transactional approach complete.  

This is exemplified by the strong sense of customer acquisition that exists.  A 

customer acquisition focus is typically synonymous with transactional marketing.  

Customer acquisition and relationship marketing are not mutually exclusive 

however and this study indicates that the consideration of new markets and new 

segments is appropriate to allow a sport organisation to better understand with 

which markets and segments it should seek valuable relationships.   

 

Further, despite acknowledgement of the need to improve customer retention, 

strategies in this regard were either limited or non-existent depending upon the 

organisation considered.  Typically where adoption of relationship marketing 

strategies occurred it was likely to be a consequence of past negative performance 

that had forced a re-evaluation of marketing approaches.  This negative 

performance typically threatened the existence of the organisation and had thus 

forced reorientation of marketing operations to relationship marketing. Within 

categories of relationships, there was limited evidence of sporting organisations 

seeking to move people into higher value relationship levels, aside from basic 

customer acquisition.  Limited attempts to introduce loyalty schemes were also 

noted.  It should also be noted that although this thesis did not seek to specifically 

test the understanding of relationship marketing amongst sport marketers, the 

limited adoption of relationship marketing practices coupled with the strategies 

evidenced does suggest that the concept itself may not be fully grasped. 

 

10.2.2 RQ2: What strategies do they employ? 

Whilst the consideration of relationship marketing in sport is emerging in the 

literature, studies on the types of strategies utilised have been limited to broad 

descriptions.  These have centred on customer value analysis (Lachowetz et al. 

2001), organisational change (Cousens et al. 2001), the positive consequences of 

creating customer intimacy (Lapio & Speter 2000) and the application of varying 

relationship bonds (Kelley et al. 1999).  Other examples from practice have detailed 
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successful strategies in building attendance and season-ticket sales through the 

adoption of relationship marketing programs (Darko 1999; Lorge 1999). 

 

In the current study strategies employed were largely primitive and reactionary, 

with little evidence of detailed planning.  These strategies involved one of two basic 

approaches, maintaining attendance and/or membership of fans who had exhibited 

some level of loyalty in the past and the active seeking of new markets that may 

open up relational opportunities in the future.  There was considerable disparity in 

the strategies deployed by the various organisations, with those that did undertake 

some relationship marketing activity acknowledging that it had occurred on an ad 

hoc basis.  It was also apparent that while some organisations had gathered the basic 

tools of relationship marketing they had not progressed to the point of exploring or 

utilising these tools with any clear vision of what relationship marketing involved.  

Similarly, relationship marketing appeared to be viewed in simple terms as a set of 

tools or revenue streams, rather than as a holistic approach to customer focus. 

Examples of myopic behaviour existed as did a sense of belief that the behavioural 

involvement inherent in the nature of sport itself would deliver the positive 

outcomes associated with relationship marketing. Attempts to build relationships 

with the community both locally and broadly were noted however and in some 

ways a focus on community relationships appeared to take precedence over 

individual target audience members.  One strategy linked to community 

involvement which was particularly common to the sport organisations was the 

reliance on volunteers in many instances to provide basic promotional activities.  

 

10.2.3 RQ3: What are the issues faced in implementing a relationship 

marketing approach? 

The growth of relationship marketing is typically ascribed to convergent influences 

which are the maturing of services marketing, increased recognition of potential 

benefits to organisations and technological advances (Berry 1995).  As was noted in 

Chapter 2, these elements are all applicable to the sport industry in a general sense 

McDoanld & Milne 1997). For instance, sport marketing research has matured in 

recent years (Pitts 2002; Shannon 1999), organisations have recognised benefits in 
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the adoption of relationship marketing (Cohen 1996, Kelley et al. 1999; Lachowetz 

2001, Lapio & Speter 2000) and technological advances such as the database have 

been noted as being critical to success (Shani 1997). 

 

Aside from the aforementioned maturity of marketing, technological advances and 

increased recognition of benefits, other issues noted in the literature regarding the 

implementation of relationship marketing are the use of research, internal marketing 

and the broader concept of moving towards a customer focus.  Marketing is greatly 

assisted by research that helps provide knowledge about the customer over time 

(Slater & Narver 1994).  This research is particularly important to the 

implementation of relationship marketing and can cover a diverse area 

(Kandampully & Duddy 1999) and helps ensure that the firm is aligned to the 

customer and not the workings of the firm itself (Gummasson 1996).  Similarly the 

concept of internal marketing provides a link to the customer by promoting the 

importance of all employees being marketers (Gummasson 1991) and the notion of 

successful service encounters.  These positive encounters are a critical component 

of relationship marketing and will over time lead to a sense of trust in an 

organisation and an increased commitment to the relationship (Morgan & Hunt 

1994).  Internal marketing plays a powerful role in ensuring successful service 

encounters (Gronroos 1994) and through increased employee retention can lead to 

increased customer retention (Schlesinger & Heskett 1991) and better customer 

service (Reichheld 1993).  As was noted in Chapter 2 the move towards a customer 

focus away from a transactional approach is fundamental to relationship marketing 

(Berry 1995).  This requires a consideration of customer life cycles rather than 

product life cycles (Palmer 1996).  This movement is implicit in all the research 

conducted on relationship marketing in sport and typically involves the 

segmentation and analysis of new and existing markets (Shani 1997). 

 

The current study was able to confirm many of the issues noted in the literature with 

regard the implementation of relationship marketing as well as identify a range of 

issues not previously discussed in the literature on relationship marketing in sport. 
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The integral role of the database in relationship marketing was reaffirmed and it was 

apparent that sporting organisations who had installed modern data management 

systems were greatly advantaged in the implementation and operation of 

relationship marketing activities.  Those organisations that had systems that were 

inadequate had identified upgrades of equipment as a priority.  One issue, 

particularly relevant to sport in terms of the database was the need to have seamless 

interaction with databases of ticketing agencies.  This had proved a major problem 

to some organisations.   

 

While organisations showed some evidence of becoming more marketing 

orientated, it was readily apparent that the emphasis was on using the broader media 

as the primary communication channel with target audiences, rather than specific 

and regular organisational systems.  The ability to engage the media was seen as 

critical to relationship marketing by all organisations and has not been noted in any 

of the previous literature.  This reliance on the broader media was particularly 

problematic for some sports that engendered less coverage.   

 

With inappropriate staffing structures and resources the implementation of 

relationship marketing is considerably impaired.  There was limited evidence of 

internal marketing practices being adopted, particularly in the case of organisations 

that were struggling financially and had limited staff operating in any sort of 

marketing capacity.  Similarly while some attempts to structure organisational 

responsibilities in such a way that promoted relationship marketing strategies 

existed, this was the exception rather than the norm. 

 

The focus of the sport experience appeared increasingly one of a general 

entertainment experience rather than a specific sporting relationship.  This was 

further indicative of the broader acquisition based approach of organisations who 

wanted to offer an event experience to as broad a range of segments as possible and 

was captured in the participative inquiry undertaken in this research.  This broad 

approach may limit the application of relationship marketing strategies. 
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The use of specific research to drive marketing decisions and to help identify 

concepts integral to relationship marketing was not uniform across the cases, 

however the need for research to drive relationship marketing strategies was 

universally acknowledged.  Regrettably many organisations cited a lack of funds as 

the primary reason they were unable to undertake research.  There was some 

evidence however of organisations who had never conducted systematic research 

beginning to do so and some larger organisations had comparatively good research 

programs in place that were being used to drive, albeit limited, relationship 

marketing strategies. 

 

Finally, a number of other issues appeared to exist that acted as barriers and 

prevented the universally desired complete integration of relationship marketing 

within sporting organisations.  These occurred with varying degrees across the cases 

presented.  These are inadequate marketing planning, overambitious targets, 

funding shortages, misunderstandings of the exact nature of relationship marketing 

and the relative immaturity of sport marketing in Australia itself. 

 

10.3 Discussion of findings 

The case study approach and interpretivism paradigm utilised in this dissertation 

allowed for the extraction and development of a number of key issues.  Some of 

these issues proved to be broad marketing elements in themselves, while others 

represented more specific concerns dependent upon the organisation considered.  

These issues as noted in the findings were integral to answering the research 

questions in this study.  As such, the following discussion of the findings will occur 

under each issue, providing consistency with the data presented in the case study 

chapters and allowing the research findings to be fully explored.  This approach will 

also allow for the explanation of any discrepancy and variability that occurred 

across organisations. 

 

A summary of the findings by issue and case study is presented at Table 10.1.  This 

table will form the basis of the discussion that follows.  The issues are 

organisational history, organisational structure and internal marketing approach, 
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attendance and membership, revenue streams, new and existing markets, 

relationship marketing practices, database, media and communication, research and 

community and volunteers.  The participative inquiry used, while not an issue in 

itself is also discussed as it provided insights into the findings. In conclusion, the 

existing literature and issues are brought together to provide a conceptual model of 

relationship marketing development in sport. 
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10.3.1 History of Relationship Marketing 

Relationship marketing’s development into a widespread discipline is considered a 

recent phenomenon.  Its growth was fuelled by a belief that the existing paradigm of 

exchange was outdated and the economic realities of customer retention and 

economics necessitated a new approach (Gronroos 1994; Kotler 1991; Webster 

1992).  Relationship marketing can result in cost savings and increased revenues 

(Berry 1983, 1995; Gronroos 1990, 1994, 1996; Reicheld 1993; Reichheld & Sasser 

1990; Zeithaml & Bitner, 1996).  Its central premise is that the only way to build 

long-term success in business is to ensure that you have happy, satisfied customers 

(Berry & Parasuraman 1991).   

 

The writings of Berry, Gronroos, Gummesson, Webster and similar other 

proponents of relationship marketing reviewed in Chapter 2 gained prominence in 

the early to mid-90’s, thus impacting the sporting industry relatively recently.  The 

case studies undertaken in the current study reflect this, with relationship marketing 

yet to be fully mature in any of the organisations considered.  In many instances a 

major event has provided a turning point away from a transactional marketing 

approach to relationship marketing.   

 

This was readily apparent with the Hawthorn Football Club that used the failure of a 

merger to restructure the way the club engaged with its members.  This event was 

born out of a larger league-wide shake-up that was the precursor to the formation of 

a national competition.  Hawthorn was forced to abandon their traditional marketing 

approach in order to survive and in doing so embraced relationship marketing 

concepts.   

 

National Rugby League club Melbourne Storm are relatively new to the 

competition and had the benefit of being able to position and develop their 

organisation without cultural baggage.  As such they had the opportunity to 

incorporate relationship marketing approaches into their early planning, although 

evidence of this actually occurring was hard to identify and the club has had only 

limited success in accumulating a loyal following.   
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Cricket’s historic split in the late 1970’s is in many ways the seminal moment in 

relationship marketing in Australian sport.  It forced a major Australian sport for the 

first time to undertake specific marketing strategies against a direct competitor and 

in a similar way to Hawthorn, forced cricketing authorities to engage in relational 

approaches in order to survive.  The practice of relationship marketing appears to 

have only slowly developed within the ranks of cricketing officialdom since then 

however, despite an acknowledgment that it must.   

 

Basketball and soccer appear to have also turned to relationship marketing as a 

result of financial uncertainty.  Even in these cases, it appears a poor understanding 

of the holistic nature of relationship marketing, a reluctance to endure costs and 

pressure to survive day-to-day are hampering efforts in its implementation.  The 

Grand Prix has as a major event yet to really embrace relationship marketing 

strategies, despite acknowledging the need to do so as the event matures.   

 

In summary, the undertaking of relationship marketing in Australian professional 

sport has been accelerated by the response to pressures of fiscal uncertainty and 

competitive environmental factors.  However, where these pressures have not 

existed as strongly, the adoption of relationship marketing approaches has not 

progressed to any significant level.  The spread of relationship marketing 

knowledge across industries and the continued maturity of sport marketing will 

likely see a greater proactive adoption of relationship marketing in the future, with 

sporting organisations already accepting of its value. 

 

10.3.2 Organisational Structure / Internal Marketing 

The recognition of a structure to support relationship marketing, particularly in 

terms of implementing an internal marketing strategy was cited in Chapter 2 as 

important to relationship marketing implementation. Employees play a powerful 

role in ensuring the success of relationship marketing (Gronroos 1994), with 

Schlesinger and Heskitt (1991) indicating that employee retention is an antecedent 

of customer retention and Reichheld (1993) suggesting that longer serving 

employees translates to better customer service.  While there is no requirement for a 
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specific organisational structure for relationship marketing in the literature, it can be 

implied that the value ascribed to relationship marketing by senior management can 

be partially reflected in the marketing structures that are set up.  Gummesson (2000) 

argues that the more successful a company is in tying relationships to its structure 

‘…the less dependent it is on individual employees and the higher the value of its 

structural capital’ (p.6).  The case studies provided limited evidence of planned 

internal marketing practices, despite it having been identified in the literature as a 

requirement of relationship marketing success (Gronroos 1994).  Hawthorn, by 

virtue of their membership focus and Cricket Australia because of their progressive 

nature were most developed in this area.  The Australian Grand Prix Corporation 

also trained staff who came into contact with the general public to have a customer 

focus.   

 

The case studies indicated a wide variety of organisational approaches to marketing 

operations.  In some instances noted in the cases there was frustration at not having 

the organisational resources to meet the needs of customers.  In every situation the 

existence of a specific marketing manager was a relatively recent appointment, even 

in the case of cricket that had operated for well over a century before appointing its 

first in-house marketer.  It was readily apparent in two sports struggling financially 

that marketing staff were, if existing at all, focused on sponsorship revenues.  In the 

case of the Grand Prix the emphasis appeared to be on promotional and event 

organisation.  Hawthorn and the Melbourne Storm displayed relative relationship 

marketing sophistication by employing membership managers.  In the case of 

Hawthorn the entire membership area literally bypassed marketing in the 

organisational chart.  This symbolised the importance of membership within the 

club, although the marketing department itself felt that the division was 

cumbersome and unnecessary.   

 

In summary, limited organisational resources hampered the implementation of 

relationship marketing and in turn the application of relationship marketing 

strategies.  Where organisations had made an effort to specifically implement an 

organisational structure or internal marketing approach that was customer focussed, 
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they had progressed partially down the path of implementing relationship marketing 

strategies.  For the most part however, structures appeared focussed on short-term 

acquisition goals rather than longer-term relationship building. 

 

10.3.3 Attendance and Membership 

The concepts of attendance and membership specific to sport are not considered 

directly in the existing literature on relationship marketing.  In the broader context 

Chapter 2 outlined a wide variety of sport consumer motivations that are likely to 

impact upon support of a sporting organisation. This support often translates to 

attendance at events and the purchasing of a membership, although it should be 

noted that attendance and membership are independent elements. 

 

In a direct sense it is attendance and membership where relationship marketing can 

be most valuable to sporting organisations.  While not the only revenue stream it 

certainly carries significant impact, both financially and also in many instances on 

the perceived success and prestige of the organisation.  The issue of membership to 

a sporting organisation is itself a direct implication of a relationship.  In many cases 

this is a direct legal and financial link.  It was apparent with Hawthorn that the 

symbolism of membership was just as important as the financial contribution.  This 

was particularly the case as the governing body of the sport appeared to schedule 

matches to favour teams with large membership bases.   

 

A membership also was a form of insurance policy against poor attendances and 

this was reflected by Hawthorn who despite relatively high membership levels had 

limited success in growing attendances.  The desire of the Melbourne Storm to build 

a membership culture, despite being a privately owned club was further proof of the 

desire to commit fans to what Berry and Parasuraman (1991) refer to as a ‘level 1 

financial bonds’.  Despite these attempts, the Melbourne Storm had failed to 

achieve membership targets.   
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Basketball and soccer clubs considered in this thesis also had limited success in 

developing membership numbers that matched expectations in recent years.  While 

both basketball organisations considered had experienced high levels of attendance 

in a period where the game had ridden a crest of general popularity, they had failed 

to maintain this support as witnessed by declining attendances.  In the case of South 

Melbourne Soccer Club, poor attempts to enrol members coupled with a 

disorganised planning system had meant stagnant memberships and declining 

attendances.  Cricket and the Grand Prix had slightly different scenarios with a 

focus exclusively on attendance rather than membership given the nature of the 

product.  Figures in both cases indicated a plateau of interest, although Cricket 

Australia had been successful in improving attendances in recent times by making 

product line additions.  Five sporting organisations represented in this study that had 

set membership targets in recent years were notable in that none had achieved their 

target.   

 

The literature presented in Chapter 2 suggested that winning was an antecedent to 

increased attendance in professional sport. The importance of winning was noted by 

the sporting team organisations in this study, although it was acknowledged that the 

negligible impact of marketing on team performance meant that it was not a factor 

that was relied upon when developing marketing strategies.  The Melbourne Storm 

admitted however that winning the league championship in just their second year in 

the competition had somewhat surprised the administration of the team and this had 

meant that they had been unprepared to take full advantage of the benefits of this 

result.  Cricket Australia was the only organisation that expressed some doubt about 

the power of winning on attendance. They noted that the Australian cricket team 

had been so dominant over a relatively long period of time that they had begun to 

question whether continued winning would actually hurt attendance and interest in 

the sport and thus impact negatively on relationship marketing opportunities.   

 

The concept of the servicescape (or sportscape) was noted in the literature as having 

an affect on attendance but did not emerge as a prominent theme across the cases.  It 

was noted however that both the Melbourne Storm and Hawthorn experienced 
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attendance and membership declines when they moved home stadiums.  Both 

organisations had attempted to win back supporters and members who felt 

disenfranchised by the moves, with the Storm ultimately returning to their home 

venue.  The Australian Grand Prix also used physical evidence strategies to improve 

the event experience for spectators.  The overall impact of servicescapes on 

relationship marketing is largely inconclusive from this study however and more 

work is needed in this regard. 

 

In summary generating attendance and/or membership is seen by the Australian 

sporting organisations considered in this study to be the direct outcome of 

relationship marketing and with the added consequence of increased revenues is 

seen as the primary motivation to engage in relationship marketing activities.  With 

many organisations showing stagnant or declining attendances, the concept of 

engaging in relationship marketing strategies was of interest but little planning had 

been done in this regard.  Overambitious targets with little strategy to support them 

were common.  The continued use of membership terminology in Australian sport 

was also noticeable, despite the number of organisations that were corporately 

owned and structured 

 

10.3.4 Revenue Streams 

Relationship marketing is structured on a premise of increased revenues and 

reduced marketing costs (Berry and Parasuraman 1991).  This increased profit flows 

from satisfied customers paying a price premium, purchasing additional services, 

providing greater promotion through word-of-mouth and the organisation reducing 

advertising and employee costs (Berry 1983, 1995; Gronroos 1990, 1994, 1996; 

Reicheld 1993; Reichheld & Sasser 1990; Zeithaml & Bitner, 1996). Every 

organisation, irregardless of its business can benefit from relationship marketing 

(Gronroos 1996). 

 

It is clear from this study that relationship marketing can have a significant impact 

on revenues of the sport organisations considered by engaging consumers to 

undertake some sort of financial interaction with the sport in question.  In the most 
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common instance this is attendance at an event.  All the organisations considered 

were particularly reliant on attendances to drive revenue.  This was particularly so 

in the case of the Grand Prix who by design of the contractual operation of the event 

had ticket sales as their major revenue source.   

 

While cricket was somewhat protected by strong media rights revenues, it can be 

argued that the game thus needs at the very least to develop interest in the sport at a 

media level to warrant such profitable broadcasting partnerships.  Hawthorn was 

very reliant on memberships for revenue, given the high levels of membership 

support it has.  This was particularly so given that club members are relatively poor 

attendees at matches.   

 

Both Hawthorn and the Melbourne Storm discount memberships as opposed to the 

equivalent revenues that would be earned had that person simply attended by 

purchasing standard entry at the stadium across the season.  This is considered 

financially prudent by Hawthorn given its low member attendance levels, although 

Melbourne Storm believe that this is not the case given that their membership rate is 

pro-rated as the season unfolds.   

 

At the time of interviews for this thesis many of the organisations considered were 

not technically profitable.  While Hawthorn had resurrected its fortunes to be one of 

the most profitable teams in the league and cricket appeared to generate very 

positive returns, all the other organisations did not return a profit.  In the case of the 

Grand Prix, costs were underwritten by the State Government.  In the case of 

Melbourne Storm the losses were borne by a multinational parent company and in 

the cases of soccer and basketball continued losses had put considerable strain on 

the future operations.  This lack of profitability with current operations had led 

organisations considered in this study to readily acknowledge that the benefits of 

relationship marketing going forward were of importance. 

 

In summary Australian sporting organisations could benefit financially through the 

successful implementation of relationship marketing strategies. Considerable 
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financial pressure and the need to meet ambitious targets has developed a short-term 

approach in many cases however which has prevented the adoption of a true 

relationship marketing approach. 

 

10.3.5 New and Existing Markets 

As outlined in Chapter 2 relationship marketing can operate as a basic segmentation 

tool allowing firms to apply resources to their most profitable segments (Reichheld 

1993).  Typically, certain segments of customers will be more profitable than others 

(Berry 1995).  In some instances a transactional approach may be suitable with 

customers who would otherwise be unprofitable under a relationship marketing 

(Berry & Parasuraman 1991).  The apportionment of consumers into various 

segments based upon relationship type is considered a key component of 

relationship marketing (Berry & Parasuraman 1991; Liljander & Strandvik 1995; 

Palmer 1996).  Typically these segments are delineated by the type of bond that 

exists between the organisation and customer, with financial bonds thought of as the 

weakest (Berry & Parasuraman 1991; Palmer 1996).  Shani (1997) in specifically 

considering relationship marketing in sport indicates that the implementation of 

relationship marketing begins with broad segments being broken down into niche 

markets through a central consumer database.  One-on-one communication can then 

be developed to build long-term relationships and customer retention. 

 

Despite the notion of relationship marketing being focussed on customer retention, 

it does not preclude the acquisition of new customers.  It was evident from the cases 

presented that pursuing new markets were a significant marketing objective of the 

organisations.  The relentless pursuit of new markets, while not inappropriate, does 

suggest a limited focus on relationship marketing approaches as resources remain 

prioritised on acquisition tactics.  This was evident with Hawthorn seeking to open 

up new geographic and ethnic markets, the Melbourne Storm attempting expansion 

into Asia despite evidence suggesting they are failing to fully secure their home 

base and the Australian Grand Prix Corporation ignoring motor racing enthusiasts in 

its promotion in order to attract the female event-going crowd.  The Victoria Giants 

have attempted to establish a new market by relocating their operations onto a 



   Chapter 10: Findings, Discussion & Conclusions 

 - 258 - 

university campus, while South Melbourne appear torn between maintaining a 

relationship with its ethnic roots or seeking expansion into the broader community.   

 

While none of the organisations considered appeared to have loss-making segments 

such as have been identified in other service industries (eg. up to 50 per cent of 

bank customers, Storbacka, Strandvik & Gronroos 1994), it was apparent that South 

Melbourne in part felt that its traditional key audience may be holding back 

attracting broader, more profitable groups.  Of all the sports considered, only cricket 

was considering market expansion through the traditional marketing philosophy of 

product line extension.  This can be expected given its status as a governing body 

allows it greater freedom to pursue this than other organisations considered in this 

study.  However, even considering the other cases from a broader sporting sense, 

there was no evidence of product extension or modification given to attract new 

audiences.  With the exception of cricket that had utilised multi-dimensional 

marketing segmentation approaches to determine profitability of current and 

possible new market segments, none of the other sports considered had any data 

relating to segment value, other than basic revenue amounts ascribed to various 

membership or ticket purchase options.  For example the Australian Grand Prix 

Corporation could value its Grandstand purchasers as high return, but had no 

detailed data on the types of customers in this segment.  Similarly, Hawthorn, 

Melbourne Storm, South Melbourne and both basketball clubs offered various 

multi-level membership options, but had no marketing data on the composition of 

these segments, aside from total numbers and basic demographics contained on 

databases.  Similarly there was no evidence of any of the organisations aside from 

cricket considering their audiences in line with the concept of lifetime value 

suggested by McDonald and Milne (1997) discussed in Chapter 2. 

 

In summary while the pursuit of new markets is not an antithesis to relationship 

marketing, Australian sporting organisations seemed particularly prioritised on 

establishing new markets rather than consolidating existing loyalty groups.  Limited 

knowledge of new and existing customer segment values and composition 

hampered any real analysis from occurring for sporting organisations and new 
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segments appeared to be targeted on instinct.  This is seen as a prominent issue in 

limiting the application of relationship marketing. 

 

10.3.6 Relationship Marketing Practices 

The identified use of specific relationship marketing practices was an integral 

component of this study and sporting organisations were specifically questioned in 

this regard.  As noted in the findings, limited evidence of relationship marketing 

practice was found and limited examples of relationship marketing practice are 

available in the existing literature.  While Shani (1997) suggests that a strong 

relationship is a precursor to brand loyalty, it appeared that organisations considered 

in this study tended to view a relationship as a consequence of the brand loyalty that 

they assumed came with sport.  This is a distinct and dangerous deviation from how 

relationship marketing was presented as a holistic concept in Chapter 2.   

 

One key element linked with relationship marketing is the concept of a loyalty 

program.  While the literature in Chapter 2 identified the emergence of loyalty 

schemes in sport in the United States, there was less evidence within the Australian 

professional sporting landscape of their use.   

 

Hart, Smith, Sparks and Tzokas (1999) suggest that loyalty scheme usage is an 

indicator of relationship marketing’s acceptance within the marketing community.  

In a general sense, the concept of belonging is enhanced by the existence of a 

loyalty scheme (Egan 2004).  The limited use of them in a sporting sense may 

suggest however that the sense of belonging needs fewer enhancements in a 

sporting context than in other comparative service experiences.   

 

Hawthorn was the most advanced of the organisations considered in loyalty 

schemes and this may be due to an organisational philosophy that approved trying a 

range of approaches.  The club were considering loyalty card schemes aimed at 

providing shopping discounts to members.  Similarly, efforts were made to 

recognise belonging through the use of a published member list.   
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No system existed however, across any of the organisations to track loyalty through 

usage or interaction with the sport.  Heavy users were not identified from light users 

in any way and no reward or benefit system existed.  Both Hawthorn and the 

Melbourne Storm were using existing members to actively recruit new supporters 

and members.  In the case of Hawthorn this included a cash payment commission, 

while the Storm attempted to engender trial behaviour with free tickets.   

 

The Australian Grand Prix Corporation indicates that relationship marketing will be 

critical to the ongoing success of the event, but has no relationship marketing 

approaches identified.  Similarly cricket identifies its importance but has so far only 

focussed on developing closer links to star players in its promotional work.  Both 

soccer and basketball have very limited relationship marketing activities and appear 

mired in transactional approaches and a short-term survival focus.   

 

In terms of customer retention, Hawthorn and the Melbourne Storm acknowledged 

the need to develop appropriate strategies in the wake of perceived high 

membership turnover rates.  This was also noted by both basketball clubs and South 

Melbourne, although their lack of data precluded any clear analysis of retention 

issues.   

 

The Australian Grand Prix Corporation’s retention program was particularly 

unsophisticated and cricket had no retention program in place.  Relationship 

marketing strategies centred on team performance were not prevalent.  As noted in 

the discussion on attendance, organisations that participated in some kind of league 

competition reflected the concept derived in the literature that winning is 

fundamental to generating attendance.   

 

Hawthorn, Melbourne Storm, both basketball teams and South Melbourne in 

particular were clear in their belief that winning was the ultimate catalyst in 

building and holding attendance.  This may suggest that relationship marketing is 

currently seen as more of a back-up plan to times when the team is unsuccessful 

than an overall and ongoing marketing approach.   
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Those sporting organisations studied however did acknowledge that linking 

marketing outcomes to winning is an untenable marketing strategy to adopt given 

the separation of the team performance and marketing functions.  This recognition 

was a primary driver in their acknowledgement that relationship marketing was a 

critical concept in their future success as noted in the findings. 

 

Segmentation of supporters into various groups was evidenced across all cases, with 

the main emphasis being on the distinction between supporters and members (where 

membership existed as an option).  It was at this juncture that most effort occurred 

with little evidence suggesting that marketing approaches were used to convert 

members from one relationship category to another where this existed.  For 

example, the Grand Prix made no particular attempt to convert general admittance 

entrants to grandstand tickets, while Hawthorn made no marketing efforts to convert 

standard members to higher levels. 

 

In summary the utilisation of relationship marketing strategies within Australian 

professional sport is limited and varied significantly by organisation.  No 

systematic, considered utilisation of a holistic relationship marketing approach was 

identified. 

 

10.3.7 Database 

Relationship marketing is often considered to be an elaborate form of database 

marketing (Egan 2004) and database marketing is of itself the first level of 

relationship marketing (Brodie, Coviello, Brookes & Little 1997; Coviello, Brodie 

& Munro 1997).  Its integral role in relationship marketing in sport was also 

specifically highlighted by Shani (1997).  Such importance was reflected in the case 

studies presented, with all organisations noting the appropriateness or 

inappropriateness of their database as impacting significantly on relationship 

marketing opportunities and objectives. 

   

The lack of a useable interface between the database and an external ticketing 

agency process (and database) was of particular concern for a number of the 
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organisations considered.  Cricket, Grand Prix and Melbourne Storm were all 

hampered by this and indicated a solution was needed.  The most advanced database 

system from a relationship marketing perspective appeared to be with Hawthorn 

who adopted a custom approach after years of ad hoc solutions.  While the database 

was not fully integrated, it had opened up marketing opportunities such as the cash 

reward for member acquisition scheme.  The inability of both basketball clubs and 

South Melbourne to sustain an ongoing database was a barrier to relationship 

marketing.  It appeared in these cases that the database served only as a season 

listing of transactions and provided little flexibility, ongoing development or 

managerial reporting options.  

 

In summary the concept of the database being integral to relationship marketing in 

sport is reaffirmed by this study.  The lack of a database and the inability to 

interface it with ticketing agencies when one existed are issues limiting the 

application of relationship marketing. 

 

10.3.8 Media and Communication 

Aside from Burnett et al. (1993) who suggested that firms look for more efficient and 

effective means of communication with customers as relationship marketing 

develops, the concept of the media’s impact is unexplored in the existing relationship 

marketing literature. 

 

The heavy reliance on the media for the promotion of sport and the general 

communication of information to supporters made this issue a particularly strong 

component of the current study.  The organisations interviewed all highlighted the 

unique, powerful role the media played in promoting professional sport, generating 

interest and excitement and conveying information. Similarly all organisations 

indicated that the media was critical to their marketing objectives and that what 

relationship marketing occurred was typically media driven.  This included the 

Melbourne Storm for example attempting to develop a greater media presence both 

locally and nationally to accelerate their acceptance into the local sporting 

community.   
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Cricket used the media to highlight players to supporters to build recognition and 

the Australian Grand Prix Corporation was particularly reliant on the media to 

provide the hype and excitement for the event that their promotional strategy 

required.  All organisations studied, with the exception of the basketball teams, had 

specific media managers appointed.  This reflects not only the strong media interest 

in sport but also the perceived notion of utilising the media to carry marketing 

messages.  While all sports did to varying levels fund specific promotional 

campaigns through the media, there was an expectation that the general media 

coverage of sport would provide the bulk of the reach and frequency needed to 

sustain supporter involvement and interest. 

   

Melbourne Storm’s ownership by a media company offered it some direct 

advantages and some broader media disadvantages.  Of more concern however was 

a live television broadcast deal that had impacted on attendances and revenues 

significantly.  Conversely, both soccer and basketball indicated that their financial 

plight was due in large part to the lack of television exposure on free-to-air 

television.  South Melbourne also indicated a perception that negative media 

coverage of their sport by the media had hampered marketing efforts. 

 

In terms of general communication, the organisations considered were 

predominantly ad hoc in their approaches and typically reliant on media exposure as 

noted above for broad communication.  Although all organisations had an internet 

presence, conducted mail outs and used email, the level of communication appeared 

sporadic and for the most part devoid of any considered relationship marketing 

intent.  Several organisations even commented on the annoyance of having to deal 

with considerable customer communication brought on by the passionate and 

involved nature of sport.  Professional standard media campaigns were prominent 

within cricket and the Grand Prix where promotional budgets appeared significantly 

higher.  No communication plans existed within the basketball and soccer clubs 

considered.  Hawthorn had a small paid media communication presence but did not 

document a strategy.  The Melbourne Storm utilised their media owners to run 

promotions in the press and had attempted to engage with the broadcast media by 



   Chapter 10: Findings, Discussion & Conclusions 

 - 264 - 

integrating their playing staff to make appearances where possible and also by 

providing broadcast quality footage of club events to stations. 

 

In summary the ability to utilise the media to stimulate, provide and maintain 

interest in a sport was a critical and largely unique element.  Sport organisations 

were reliant on the media and where this involvement had been reduced, 

organisations suffered because the media had not been replaced by other forms of 

communication.  In terms of specific communication programs targeting 

consumers, efforts were largely sporadic, lacking strategy and rarely focused on 

specific relationship marketing objectives. 

 

10.3.9 Research 

Research helps provide knowledge about the customer over time and thus is integral 

to the implementation of relationship marketing (Kandampully & Duddy 1999; 

Slater & Narver 1994).  As was outlined in Chapter 2 this research can cover a 

diverse areas for example, customer satisfaction (Churchill & Surprenant 1982), 

customer care (Lewis 1991), customer expectations and customer perception 

(Parasuramun, Berry & Zeithaml 1991), customer loyalty (Fredericks & Salter 

1995), customer value (Slater & Narver 1994) and customer relationships (Berry 

1995).  In general terms research ensures that the firm is aligned to the customer 

and not the workings of the firm itself (Gummasson 1996).   

 

Cricket Australia and the Australian Grand Prix Corporation were consistent users 

of research and had demonstrable examples of its uses in adjusting marketing 

approaches that could be considered relational in nature.  For example Cricket 

Australia changed promotions to feature more players speaking directly to camera 

after the players were reported as being distant and remote.  All the other 

organisations considered were primitive in terms of research exposure, typically 

indicating that the prohibitive cost coupled with top management reluctance were 

the main factors preventing use, despite a strong desire for information.  Hawthorn 

used this research study as a catalyst to begin a research process that is expected to 

continue annually.  It was evident that some of the organisations were unsure of 
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appropriate relationship marketing strategies and would be helped by greater 

relevant data. 

 

In summary the lack of quality research provided a barrier to the adoption of 

relationship marketing practices and strategies by limiting the information 

marketing departments had. 

   

10.3.10 Community and Volunteers 

While a relatively minor issue developed from the case studies, the emergence of a 

community focus and the reliance on volunteers was notable in the organisations 

interviewed.  This concept has not previously been identified in the relationship 

marketing in sport literature.   

 

In terms of relationship marketing, the organisations indicated that even though they 

had not always targeted individuals with relationship marketing strategies, the 

existence and ability to form bonds with the community in a relational sense were 

important. The Australian Grand Prix Corporation for example operates in a very 

private, commercial manner yet maintained a consultative community focus given 

the location of the event had attracted strong public interest as evidenced by the 

ongoing Save Albert Park campaign.  Other organisations were particularly 

conscious of their community presence and in some instances were reliant on 

volunteers to operate effectively.   

 

Many organisations indicated that where strong relationship did occur it was by 

default through the network of volunteers who performed a variety of services, 

including promoting the club to fellow supporters.  Hawthorn was a good example 

of this volunteer process and has appointed a full-time paid manager to coordinate 

the volunteer services.  Hawthorn had also attempted to ingrain themselves more 

closely into the surrounding community by supporting a range of social programs.  

South Melbourne was less organised in this regard, but was also particularly reliant 

on volunteers to operate.   
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Cricket had identified its volunteers as being integral to its relationship development 

processes and had made specific mention of this in published strategic plans.  The 

Melbourne Storm and the basketball clubs were less volunteer and community 

focussed, seemingly reflecting their corporate ownership structures.  Even in these 

cases however, there was some evidence of seeking to extend community 

involvement, such as the university campus relocation of one of the basketball 

teams.  The Melbourne Storm also financially and administratively assisted its 

volunteer supporters group as a means of encouraging new fans and members. 

 

In summary the focus of community relationship building has in some ways acted 

as a proxy for relationship marketing development with individuals.  Sporting 

organisations belief that they represent a significant social and cultural function 

within their community was evident and they worked purposefully to ensure this 

community relationship was enhanced where possible.  Volunteers were the 

lifeblood of many organisations and provided a direct example of relationship 

marketing as well as a conduit to provide greater relationship marketing practices. 

   

10.3.11 Participative Inquiry 

The participative inquiry with the sporting organisations was undertaken to provide 

richer data from a different perspective on relationship marketing applications, 

strategies and issues.  Participative observation alongside interviewing is considered 

a fundamental source of data collection in qualitative research (Madriz 2000).   

 

Attendance at events indicated a far-reaching range of activities and priorities.  In 

the case of Hawthorn its well established supporter base was treated to basic game 

offerings and little surrounding product additions.  This varied markedly from the 

Melbourne Storm who sought to provide a broader entertainment experience and on 

educating the crowd on the game.  Cricket’s splitting of the game into different 

forms allowed it to make modifications by audience segment and it was evident that 

the Australian Grand Prix Corporation saw greater benefit in attempting to develop 

links to the celebratory nature of their event rather than the sport of motor racing.  In 

many senses, the Grand Prix was less about sport and more about a general festive 
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experience.  This was also partly reflected by basketball that provided non-stop 

entertainment around their core sport offering.  While South Melbourne offered 

only the basic sport product of the game itself, the club had identified attempts to 

draw greater crowds by manipulating the spectacle of the match with the possibility 

of general entertainment additions.   

 

In summary all of these additions appear to be attempts to satisfy a broader range of 

attendee’s and maintain a sense of excitement and value to the sport event 

experience across a number of potential target markets. This counters any possible 

negative issues that may arise out of dissatisfaction of the sport itself, given that the 

core product is largely uncontrollable by the sport marketer.  As noted in the 

findings, this broad appeal to as many markets as possible appears to be a priority 

over relationship marketing for all organisations considered. 

 

10.4   Conclusions 

The emergence of relationship marketing as a significant modern marketing 

approach and the development of sport marketing suggests an inevitable 

convergence.  This study indicates that this convergence, whilst anticipated, has yet 

to fully occur.   

 

A conceptual model, developed from the existing literature and the findings of this 

study is presented at Figure 10.1.  This conceptual model predominantly reflects the 

issues ascertained from the data collection and forms the basis of the conclusions 

that follow.  It demonstrates the anticipated convergence of sport marketing 

development and relationship marketing and by synthesizing the components 

identified in the literature review and extracted from this study, charts this path. 

 

The only previous attempt to demonstrate relationship marketing implementation in 

the sport industry was by Shani (1997) whose theoretical model was shown at 

Figure 2.1 in Chapter 2.  The framework further developed a relationship marketing 

implementation process from Shani and Chalasani (1992) that was subsequently 

based on the services strategic continuum of Gronroos (1990) and the structure of 
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sport industry model proposed by Pitts, Fielding and Miller (1992).  Identifying 

sport as a service, Shani (1997) identified the central consumer database as the 

integral component in the implementation of relationship marketing and posited that 

a progression from segmentation to niche marketing to database marketing led to 

relationship marketing when appropriately interaction with the consumer database 

occurred. 

 

The conceptual model in the current study at Figure 10.1 is considerably broader 

than the framework proposed by Shani (1997) and aside from being based on 

empirical observations presents a greater number of issues.  While the conceptual 

model is presented in a linear format as an ideal example, the dynamic nature of 

organisations does not suggest that this linear approach is appropriate in every 

instance, or that every step is an antecedent of what follows.  Instead it highlights 

the issues that develop both on the continuum between transactional and relational 

approaches and the impact sport marketing development has on that process. 

Further it serves to demonstrate the likelihood of relationship marketing being 

adopted by providing a generalisation of the data collected in this study.  In some 

cases as has been noted, sport organisations have for example used research to 

guide relational decisions, despite not having an organisational structure in place to 

fully maximise opportunities that occur.  In other instances the use of research has 

been precluded by organisational reluctance to fund such studies or a structure to 

support the work. 
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Figure 10.1  Conceptual model of sport relationship marketing development 

process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Developed from this study 

 

Figure 10.1 depicts the projected convergence of relationship marketing and the 

maturity of sport marketing practice.  It details the elements of this maturity and the 

impact they have on relationship marketing adoption.  These as the findings of this 

study have indicated are a catalyst to adjust, organisational structure with an internal 

marketing focus and the utilisation of research to formulate relationship marketing 

strategies.  Also displayed is specific relationship marketing audience elements that 

contribute towards a customer retention focus.  These are some form of initial 

community and/or volunteer engagement, new/existing market and segmentation 

considerations and ultimately the adoption and use of an appropriately sophisticated 

database.  Media is shown as an ongoing and important link throughout the entire 
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process, although dissipating in terms of reliance upon it by sport organisations as the 

application of relationship marketing expands.   

 

The catalyst to readjust marketing typically leads to organisational restructuring, the 

adoption of an internal marketing approach and then the utilisation of research to 

facilitate relationship marketing strategies.  This is the path of Hawthorn, who was 

one organisation in the study with some level of sophistication and advancement in 

the adoption of a relationship marketing process.  This process also appears to have 

occurred with cricket in Australia. 

 

Simultaneously with this progression the ability to accurately understand, relate and 

assess and communicate with potential audiences becomes imperative.  Typically 

this has begun with sport organisations interacting with volunteers and seeking to 

form some relationship bonds with the broader community.  This then progresses to 

the consideration of new and existing audiences which then leads to the full 

utilisation of a database to facilitate relationship marketing strategies.  Hawthorn 

again best demonstrated this process in their continued development of relationship 

marketing, although evidence was noted of other sport organisations similarly 

progressing.  Having thus outlined the elements of the conceptual model in terms of 

their general relationship to each other, the following discussion considers the 

elements individually in more detail.   

 

Firstly it should be noted however that the focus of the sport experience as 

evidenced by the participative inquiry appeared increasingly one of a general 

entertainment experience rather than a specific sporting relationship.  This was 

further indicative of the broader acquisition based approach of organisations who 

wanted to offer an event experience to as broad a range of segments as possible.  As 

such in keeping with the findings of this study, sport organisations can be seen at 

this point as largely limited adopters of relationship marketing and that it will take 

considerable time for the convergence of sport marketing and relationship 

marketing to occur.  The most positive sign that this will ultimately occur is the 
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willingness of organisations to acknowledge relationship marketing as a concept 

that will be fundamental to their success. 

 

Typically as the findings of this study have indicated the recognition of relationship 

marketing appears to be reliant on a significant occurrence forcing a re-evaluation 

of marketing approaches in sport organisations.  This is shown at Figure 10.1 as a 

catalyst that may stem from a natural maturing of marketing or a critical incident.  

The literature on general relationship marketing noted in Chapter 2 appears to 

always suggest that it is the former that is the catalyst.  This is not always the case in 

sport.  Hawthorn for example has been relatively advanced in its relationship 

marketing lifecycle despite lacking the promotional and research support of cricket 

and the Grand Prix.  Hawthorn’s failed merger has played a major part in this 

recognition.  This should not suggest however that some sporting organisations 

have significantly more to gain from relationship marketing than others.  All appear 

to have marketing benefits that would accrue in terms of increased profits and 

reduced costs.   

 

The catalyst to restructure marketing approaches requires organisational change to 

the marketing operations of sport organisations.  As noted in the findings the 

inability to provide appropriate staffing, structure and resources was a considerable 

impairment on the implementation of relationship marketing.  Without appropriate 

structures in place the practice of internal marketing as an integral component of 

relationship marketing is unlikely to occur.  The importance of internal marketing to 

relationship marketing was noted in the literature review and its place alongside an 

appropriate organisational structure is important in this model.  Sport organisations 

with an organisational structure that facilitates the implementation of relationship 

marketing are likely to then develop a thirst for research data to help them make 

appropriate relationship marketing decisions.   

 

The use of specific research to drive marketing decisions and to help identify 

concepts integral to relationship marketing was not uniform across the cases; 

however the need for research was universally acknowledged by the sport 
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organisations in this study.  While the concept of research being important in 

relationship marketing was not specifically discussed in the literature review, its 

implicit critical nature was reflected in the details of the importance of the need to 

adopt a customer focus throughout the entire discussion.  As Gummasson (1996) 

outlines, the primary responsibility of a firm is to be aligned to the customer and 

this occurs through research and understanding customer needs and not by 

focussing on the workings of the firm itself.  As such, research is incorporated at 

Figure 10.1 and is shown to reflect both marketing maturity and the development of 

relationship marketing. 

 

While organisational structures in sport are increasingly marketing orientated, 

emphasis however remains on utilising the broader media as a communication 

channel with target audiences, rather than specific and regular organisational 

systems.  While media is not specifically linked to the other elements of the 

conceptual model at Figure 10.1, it can be viewed broadly as the ongoing significant 

link between the sport organisation and its customers throughout the entire process.  

It is envisaged that as organisations move towards a relationship marketing approach 

the reliance on the media for relationship marketing will diminish, hence the line 

representing media carries less weight as it progresses.  This dissipation is in 

accordance with the thoughts of Burnett et al. (1993) who suggested that firms look 

for more efficient and effective means of communication with customers as 

relationship marketing develops. 

 

The reliance on volunteers was considerable for some organisations and while this 

strong sense of bonding is favourable to relationship marketing in terms of 

spreading promotional messages, it was apparent that the privately owned 

organisations found it harder to engender this volunteer support to the same 

capacity.  As indicated at Figure 10.1, engagement of the community and volunteers 

is helpful on the path to relationship marketing and is in some ways a form of 

relationship marketing itself; however it should not be ultimately relied upon. With 

sport becoming more professional, it is likely that volunteer support will decrease 

and organisations will be required to stand alone. 
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If sport organisations are able to move away from volunteers and a community 

focus they progress to a more detailed consideration of existing markets and in 

particular possible new markets.  The careful consideration of market segments as a 

step towards relationship marketing was noted in the findings of this study and the 

writings of Shani (1997) on relationship marketing implementation noted in the 

literature review.  While this consideration of new markets can be driven by 

acquisition goals, ultimately it provides increased relational opportunities, 

particularly where a database system is in place to allow for an analysis of the 

relational value of particular markets.   

   

As noted in the findings the important role of the database in relationship marketing 

was reaffirmed. The implementation and operation of a database was noted in the 

literature as integral to relationship marketing and this study concurs.  It was 

apparent that organisations that operated modern database systems were in a far 

better position in terms of being able to implement relationship marketing activities.  

Where organisations had inadequate systems, upgrades of equipment were 

identified as a priority.  The database is thus shown in the conceptual model close to 

the concept of relationship marketing as it is such a fundamental factor.  It is 

envisaged that sport organisations cannot hope to adopt a true relationship 

marketing approach without suitable availability and usage of an appropriate 

database. 

 

The discussion of the findings began with relationship marketing described as 

‘…attracting, maintaining and… enhancing customer relationships’ (Berry 1983, 

p.25).  In conclusion Australian professional sport can be seen as focussed on 

attracting and to some limited extent maintaining customer relationships, but is still 

well away from actively and strategically enhancing customer relationships.  It 

appears overall however that as sport marketing itself matures, the natural 

opportunities to embrace and utilise relationship marketing will increase.  These 

opportunities can only be harnessed and prove to be beneficial however if sport 

organisations adopt a complete relationship marketing orientation. 
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10.5 Contribution of the research 

The findings of this research make a valuable contribution to the understanding of 

relationship marketing within professional sport and to the general advancement of 

sport marketing research.  This contribution is summarised below.   

 

This thesis provides the first insights into relationship marketing in professional 

sport on a multi-case basis.  Previous studies, such as Kelley et al. (1999) had 

considered relationship marketing on a single case basis.  This dissertation 

considered major professional sports in one country and utilised a research approach 

that allowed pertinent generalisations to be made that will be of benefit across the 

professional sport industry.  

  

Further, the body of knowledge in terms of the application of relationship marketing 

theory to specific industries is extended.  Relationship marketing has been 

suggested as the new marketing paradigm (Gronroos 1994, 1996; Gummesson 

2001, 2001; Kotler 1992b;) and a paradigm shift (Buttle 1997; Gronroos, 1994; 

Gummesson 1997; Morgan & Hunt 1994; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 1993).  This research 

has expanded its understanding to the sport industry and has helped bring sport 

marketing research in line with that of other industries where relationship marketing 

has been well established.  The size and scope of the sport industry in Australia and 

across the world and the levels of loyalty shown by sport fans make understanding 

relationship marketing in sport particularly relevant. Shani (1997) had indicated that 

the sport industry had lagged behind other industries in understanding the 

implications of relationship marketing. 

 

In addition, the specific calls from researchers for greater understanding of the 

applications of relationship marketing in sport are answered by this research.  

Authors such as Brenner (1997), McDonald and Milne (1997), Shani (1997) and 

Lachowetz et al. (2001) have indicated that there is insufficient literature linking the 

benefits of sport marketing to relationship marketing or identifying the potential 

value relationship marketing approaches may bring to sport.  This research has 

identified the extent of the application of relationship marketing to the sport 
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industry, the issues encountered and provided specific reference of relationship 

marketing strategies across a range of sporting organisations. 

 

In achieving this, the study provides the first comparative insights into the extent of 

relationship marketing adoption across a range of major sports. It also is the first 

detailed insight into the application and practice of relationship marketing in sport 

outside of North America.  This study has also empirically developed specific 

information about the application of relationship marketing in sport and has not 

simply applied existing relationship marketing concepts. 

 

This study also contributes significantly to the understanding of the strategies used 

with regard to relationship marketing in sport and the barriers that exist to 

implementation.  Prior to this research, McDonald and Milne (1997) had indicated 

that technological innovation, increased competition and the maturing of sport 

marketing research had been the catalysts for the embracing of relationship 

marketing in sport.  This study has provided a greater insight into the pertinent 

factors associated with relationship marketing adoption and further outlined causes 

as to why relationship marketing has not been fully developed.   

 

Further, this study has been able to greatly expand Shani’s (1997) conceptual model 

of the components necessary for the successful implementation of relationship 

marketing.  The conceptual model presented at Figure 10.1 is the first to empirically 

develop knowledge about the issues involved in the implementation of relationship 

marketing.  This thesis reaffirms Shani’s (1997) components of segmentation and 

database as integral components of relationship marketing, but adds significantly 

more understanding and detail. 

 

Finally, a contribution to the expansion of research in the sport marketing area in 

general is made.  Considered to have a unique and special role in modern society, 

the sport industry has expanded greatly over the past decade and there have been 

calls for increased academic publication (Irwin et al 1999; Shannon 1999).  

Marketing in general has been underrepresented in the research and when studies 
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have occurred, the have tended to focus on participants rather than organisations.  

When organisations have been considered, the topic of sponsorship has been the 

largest research area (Shannon, 1999).  This thesis adds to the body of sport 

marketing knowledge by adding to an underrepresented area both in terms of an 

organisational perspective and also in considering relationship marketing. 

 

10.6 Implications for theory 

As discussed in the previous section, the findings of this research offer a significant 

contribution to the literature in the area of relationship marketing in sport.  The 

findings contribute to the understanding of the factors that organisational acceptance 

and implementation of relationship marketing in sport requires.  This was illustrated 

at Figure 10.1.  This conceptual model demonstrates the process that leads to 

relationship marketing’s operation in the sport context and is the first such model to 

provide empirical insights.  This research further indicates the status of relationship 

marketing maturity within the professional sport industry and the broader 

maturation of sport marketing.  The diffusion of relationship marketing has been 

shown to be slow, despite recognition and acknowledgement of its importance.  

Further, relationship marketing practices and consequences have for the first time 

been comparable across sporting organisations, allowing the body of knowledge 

across the sport industry to benefit.  The identification of these practices and 

consequences should allow theory to further develop within the sport industry as it 

matures. 

 

10.7 Implications for practitioners 

The organisational and practical focus of this research have been particular relevant 

to practitioners, not only within the sport industry, but across relationship marketing 

in general.  Sport marketers are facing increased competition from a range of 

entertainment sources (McDonald & Milne 1997) and are typically managing 

increasing revenues brought about by significant financial investment in sporting 

organisations in recent years (Stankevich 1998).  Worldwide the number of people 

who follow some sort of professional sport is vast (Lavarie & Arnett 2000) and the 

passion and motivations of fans is well documented (Gantz & Wenner 1995; 
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Guttmann 1986; Hansen & Gauthier, 1989; Kerstetter & Kovich 1997; Wann & 

Brandscombe 1993). 

 

This study highlights to practitioners that despite the wide-ranging support of 

relationship marketing as a concept, its application to sport marketing remains 

underdeveloped.  A series of key components are identified as important factors in 

implementing relationship marketing.  Further a comparison across major 

professional sports highlights relationship marketing approaches that have provided 

varying degrees of success. 

 

In terms of implementing relationship marketing, practitioners require in the 

absence of some external catalyst a willingness to move away from a transactional 

approach and place a priority on customer retention.  Success in achieving this will 

require a complete assessment of existing market segments, exploration of possible 

new markets and product differentiation to these groups if possible.  Of particular 

significance is the need to procure and maintain a database system that allows 

relationship marketing management processes and reporting to occur.  Linked to 

this is appropriate organisational structures and research to facilitate decision-

making, particularly in measuring expectations of customers attending a sporting 

event. 

 

The convergence of sport marketing maturity will assist practitioners to implement 

concepts such as relationship marketing to a greater extent, but only if they are 

willing to embrace a relationship marketing orientation.  This study indicated that in 

attempting to manage day-to-day activities sport organisations tended to lack 

detailed planning processes.  Further it is suggested to practitioners that assessment 

of local and comparable sporting and related industry relationship marketing issues 

be examined rather than the propensity to set unachievable or unrealistic 

comparisons, such as that of Manchester United mentioned by numerous 

practitioners in this research.  Finally the significant reliance upon the media for 

communication to audiences and general relationship building was noted and 

suggests to practitioners the need for stringent attention in this area. 
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10.8 Limitations 

Although this research contributes significantly to the body of knowledge 

surrounding relationship marketing in sport, there are limitations associated with the 

research.  These limitations are discussed as follows.  

 

First, the ability to generalise the findings from this study is limited due to a number 

of factors.  This research study focused on major professional sports within the 

Australian context and further considered organisations based in or primarily 

operating out of Melbourne only.  As such, the findings may not relate to lower-

level sports, or to sporting organisations in parts of the world that operate under 

significantly different processes.  Further, the question of generalisation from case 

studies themselves is limited by the form of generalisation that is possible as was 

discussed in Chapter 3.  Stake (1995) indicates that the emphasis in qualitative 

inquiries is on interpretation, not generalisation.  Lincoln and Guba (2000) argue 

that generalisation in case studies are of a ‘naturalistic generalization’ (p.36) and 

this differs from the ‘rationalistic, propositional, law-like… meaning we usually 

attach to the term in scientific discourse’ (p.36).  Stake (2000) believes naturalistic 

generalisation is a powerful form of generalisation because it as it operates in a 

context of information and interpretation that is experiential in nature and 

application.  Irregardless, it is noted from the discussion in Chapter 3 that specific 

empirical generalisations from cases are complex and that case studies, are 

generalisable to theoretical propositions, not to populations or universes (Yin 1994).   

A further limitation lies with the question of objectivity.  While the scientific benefit 

of case studies rests in the ability to generate discoveries (Shaughnessy & 

Zechmeister 1990), a series of subjective decisions are necessary by the case study 

investigator.  These decisions include a range of factors, such as which people were 

interviewed, what order investigations were undertaken and what questions were 

asked.  Berg (2001) believes that case study methods are as objective as any other 

form of social science inquiry, however it is noted throughout this thesis that a 

number of subjective decisions were made in the data collection process.  These 

decisions have been articulated throughout the thesis. 
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A limitation of the number of case studies undertaken is also noted.  As discussed in 

Chapter 3 the process of selecting cases is based on a range of factors, one of which 

is generally not sampling.  There is also no right or wrong number of cases and their 

selection should be based on the insights they are likely to give, rather than 

statistical rational (Stake 1995).  Six cases were utilised for this thesis, although in 

some instances multiple organisations were represented in a case (e.g. the basketball 

case).  This selection was one of purpose, in line with recommendations from the 

literature (Creswell 1998; Stake 2000; Yin 1994).  Multiple-cases are considered 

more robust than single-cases (Herriot & Firestone 1983) and as was indicated in 

Chapter 1, the cases reflect a significant cross-section of the major sports that 

operate professionally in Australia.   

 

Finally, as was outlined in Chapter 1 the sport industry is dynamic and undergoing 

significant transformation.  While case studies can consider organisations across a 

period of time, it is noted that some of the organisations considered were operating 

in poor financial condition or were affected by significant environmental and 

competitive forces at the time of this study and in subsequent periods.  These 

conditions may impact on the short-term consideration and application of 

relationship marketing, or may rapidly alter approaches, including the structure of 

leagues, organisations and teams.  Every effort has been made in the case studies to 

depict and articulate these forces and issues, however the content, discussion and 

outcomes of this thesis are time-specific to the period where information was 

collated and analysed and should be considered in that context. 

 

10.9 Implications for future research 

The application of further research to this study is recommended.  First it is 

suggested that the study be replicated in other countries and/or regions to determine 

if the findings can be extended to such areas.   

 

Second, it is recommended that the organisations considered in this study be 

reinvestigated after a suitable time period to ascertain how the application of 

relationship marketing has progressed.  This is especially important given the 
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emergence of marketing thought in sport in general and the continued development 

and application of relationship marketing overall.   

 

Third, the specific issues noted in the findings should be individually investigated to 

ascertain the significance of their impact upon relationship marketing within 

professional sport.  For example, the impact of the database could be considered in 

isolation, with implementation factors, usage, functionality and the like considered.   

 

Fourth, the study should be replicated at a lower professional sport level to expand 

the knowledge base relating to the application of relationship marketing.   

 

Fifth, the study should be conducted narrowing the range of sports considered and 

utilising more organisations within the sport (for example all Australian Football 

League teams).  This would provide an indication of the level of disparity between 

organisations within a sport in the implementation of relationship marketing. 

 

Similarly, sixth, the study could be conducted across a wider range of sports, but 

with less depth at each individual sport to identify a broader range of emerging 

issues within the sport industry. 

 

Finally, while this study has considered relationship marketing from an 

organisational perspective, it would be particularly appropriate and helpful to 

complete the other side of the equation and consider the application, acceptance and 

implementation of relationship marketing in professional sport from the consumer 

perspective.  This understanding would be useful to sport organisations as their 

knowledge of the sport consumer with regard the acceptance and expectations of 

relationship marketing would be enhanced, thus allowing them to develop products, 

better shape strategies and manage issues to ensure success. 
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10.10 Conclusion 

In conclusion, as a fundamental concept within the marketing discipline, 

relationship marketing’s broader emergence across industries is crucial.  The sport 

industry is large, dynamic and in a period of growth in its marketing thought.  The 

findings of this research have helped align these areas and provided the first 

significant insights into the application of relationship marketing in sport across a 

variety of professional organisations.  The findings indicate that despite relationship 

marketing’s ubiquitous position in modern marketing theory and practice, its 

application, acceptance and implementation at the professional sport level is at an 

underdeveloped level. 

 

With a picture presented of increased competition, customer sophistication and 

reliance on attendance revenues it is likely that the rewards of relationship 

marketing are likely to be better appreciated by sporting organisations and the 

movement to embrace the concept accelerated.  This will have considerable 

implications for practitioners and academics in the years ahead.  This study has 

added to the existing body of knowledge relating to relationship marketing in the 

sport industry and has provided the platform for the research that will follow. 
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Appendix A:  Example of Interview Guide 

AUSTRALIAN GRAND PRIX 

 

Marketing Manager – check exact job title, time at GP, etc 

Background to thesis – explain – VMEC contact 

 

Overview – marketing dept needed (ask for org chart) NEED CURRENT ORG CHART 

 

AGPC is responsible for the annual promotion and conduct of two major international world 

championship events 

Aust F1 Grand Prix (began March 1996) – FOCUS ON THIS??? 

Aust Motorcycle Grand Prix (began October 1997) 

 

First event March 1996 – sponsored by Transurban – discuss acquisition of event, background 

 

Was the first (and remains) round of the FIA Forumla 1 World Championship – discuss implications 

(if any) of this - Had previously been in Adelaide for 10 years – issues with this 

 

Current F1 series began in 1950 

First event Thur 7 to Sun 10 March – 4 DAY EVENT 

Attracted over 400,000 people to Albert Park?  Check accuracy? 

 

Clarify r/ship between MMEC and Grand Prix Corp (who was entrusted with the responsibility for 

the promotion and organisation of the event?.) 

� Business success in summary:  

� NEED attendance figures – UNIQUE VISITORS BREAKDOWN? 

� $95.6 million in economic benefit to the Vic economy (National Institute for Economic 

& Industry Research, Economic impact evaluation of the 1996 Transurban Australian 

Grand Prix) – NEED MORE INFO ON SUCCESS MEASUREMENT – ACCESS to 

report? 

� event judged best in the world by FOCA? 

� brand exposure of Melb to hundreds of millions of TV viewers in over 100 countries 

� interstate and overseas visitor nights 

� Over 11,000 visitors travelled from intrastate??? 

� AGPC say that the cost of the brand exposure of Melb at the event was $19.7 million 

� Public transport organisation was the largest and most successful in Aust history 

� 96% of all visitors rated the event as good or very good 
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� NEED TO CLARIFY RESEARCH USED – ACCESS TO??? 

 

Target Market 

Target Audiences of marketing campaign – who, how worked out 

Promotion theme component objectives? 

CHECK FOLLOWING FROM BACKGROUND NOTES 

- excite Melburnians about their own F1 grand prix 

- Elicit passions from Melburnians so that they support it 

- Build awareness that the event was now in Melb 

- Restore the events glamour and electricity 

- Stimulate tourism 

 

TICKETS – PROGRAMS – SPECIFIC STRATEGIES 

- ticket agency? 

 

ASK RELATIONSHIP MARKETING STRATEGIES 

Current 

Wish list 

Issues 

 

Advertising 

Media – expand on this 

 

Database – GP advantage (are there others??) 

-need explanation of what gp advantage is – why program? 

 

PHYSICAL EVIDENCE STRATEGY – examples? 

 

SAVE ALBERT PARK GROUP 

FUTURE – priorities, issues 

ASK about secondary data access – what available, confidentiality agreement? 
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Appendix B ARL/NRL/SL attendances (1970-2002) 
 
 

      Home & Away     Playoffs   

Year Games Attendance Average Games Attendance Average 

2002 179+ 2,355,184 13,157 9 301,014 33,446 

2001 181+ 2,412,528 13,329 9 269,682 29,965 

2000 181+ 2,614,665 14,446 9 287,562 31,951 

1999 203+ 2,843,065 14,005 9 313,418 34,824 

1998 240 2,624,359 10,935 13 296,905 22,839 

1997 132 1,308,824 9,915 9 187,216 20,802 

1997SL 90 1,111,189 12,347 6 140,588 23,431 

1996 214 2,450,776 11,452 9 292,740 32,527 

1995 220 3,061,893 13,918 9 291,034 32,337 

1994 176 2,501,806 14,215 6 230,583 38,431 

1993 176 2,403,179 13,654 6 222,288 37,048 

1992 176 2,066,983 11,744 6 215,211 35,869 

1991 176 2,183,804 12,408 7 229,514 32,788 

1990 176 1,994,956 11,335 7 214,398 30,628 

1989 176 1,851,351 10,519 7 189,024 27,003 

1988 176 1,772,455 10,071 7 194,203 27,743 

1987 156 1,482,234 9,502 6 176,120 29,353 

1986 156 1,514,480 9,708 7 190,676 27,239 

1985 156 1,245,681 7,985 7 204,481 29,212 

1984 154^ 1,181,792 7,674 7 197,863 28,266 

1983 182 1,268,401 6,969 7 189,743 27,106 

1982 182 1,542,640 8,476 6 173,850 28,975 

1981 132 1,141,461 8,647 6 171,516 28,586 

1980 132 1,304,323 9,881 6 194,311 32,385 

1979 132 1,302,985 9,871 6 197,384 32,897 

1978 128^ 1,331,505 10,402 8 251,409 31,426 

1977 129* 1,185,300 9,188 7 255,465 36,495 

1976 132 1,391,732 10,543 6 202,451 33,742 

1975 132 1,307,125 9,902 8 222,290 27,786 

1974 132 1,057,179 8,009 6 221,644 36,941 

1973 132 1,158,482 8,776 7 232,328 33,190 

1972 132 1,282,589 9,717 4 187,310 46,828 

1971 131+ 1,365,199 10,421 4 197,139 49,285 

1970 132 1,453,948 11,015 4 176,682 44,171 

+ 1 double header, ^ 2 double headers, * 3 double headers, SL Super League, ARL Australian 
Rugby League until 1997, NRL National Rugby League 1998 onwards 

Source: stats.rleague.com  
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