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TOWARD AN UNDERSTANDING OF SFORTS COMSUMERS:
A SOCIOLOGICAL FERSFECTIVE

ELDON E. SNYDER» FROFESSOR

DEFARTMENT OF SOCIOLOGY
EOWLING GREEN STATE UNIVERSITY
BOWLING GREENs» OHIO 43403

ABSTRACT

. It is arrarent from the number of rarticirants and srectators of srort that it is a
rervasive institution in our society. The commercial interests associated with srort further
attest to its social and financial imrortance. A number of sociolodical factors are helrful
for wunderstanding the attractiverness of srort to individual consumers a3s well as its mass
arreal to srectators. On a3 rersonal levels, the attraction to srort often reflects orne’s
Frevious srort exrerierces as well as the dedree of involvement in other roles. Furthermore»
individual rarticiration and srectators are likely to be consumers of srort if their srort
involvement serves to reinforce their self-esteem. Srort a3lso arreals to many rFeorle in our
society because of the assumrtion that it contributes to the achievement of basic social
values. The emrhasis on the ritualistic and festive asrects of srort and the excitement thew
gererate 3lso contribute its mass arresl.

TOWARD AN UNDERSTANDING OF SFORTS CONSUMERS:
A SOCIOLOGICAL FERSFECTIVE

Srort rerresents one of the most rervasive institutions imn owur society. It’s
rervasiveness can be documented in terms of news coveradesy number of rarticirants and
srectatorsy» hours consumeds sales of srorts ecuirments moviessy bookssy comic strir themesr and
time samrlinds of conversations. In considering the commercial consumrtion of srort,
television is 3 dgo00d test. For examrles in 1963y the television networks r3id $13,900,000
for the rights to broadcast collediate and rrofessional football. In 1976y the cost for
Frutting football on television was $201,216,000. The rate for a8 commercial on the Surerbowl
broadcast is close to $250,000 for a 30 second srot. These rrices soon become datedr and the
raridity with which this harrens is not simrly 3 reflection of inflation ut 3lso a3 measure
of the rublics’ desire for srectator srorts. Attendance at srorts events also contirnues to
draw more customersy and the dains and losses of the most frecuentls watched srorts show
interesting wvariations (Table 1). The most dramatic increase is in the attendance at soccer
dgames. While soccer has had widesrread rorularity throudgh the worldy with the advent of
community gouth Frodrams and recent television efforts it has dgained rorularity in the United
States.

Further eviderce of the rrevalence of srort in American society is manifested in the
idioms and fidures of sreech that are a rart of our everudaw conversations ®struck out,*
*dirty Fools»* ®out in left field»* ®low blow»*® *game rlany® °ball rark fidure.® Howevers the
social sidnificance of srort is Frobably most evident in the increased rarticiration in srort
by some sedments of the rorulation. These chandes are rarticularly evident in the rorularity
of activities such as tenniss raceuetball, and Joddind. For examrley in 1970 some 228,000

racauetballs were soldi and in 1979 more tham 17 million were sold. During the 1970‘s an
estimated 20 million Americans took up Jdodding -- including Fresident Carter. The books and
commercial interests associated with these increased consumers are substantial. In summarys

srort rerresents a8 sedment of societw that is rervasive and incorrorates 3 larde number of
active rarticirants and srectators that are consumers of srort. In the followindg rortions of
8
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this rarer we consider a variety of sociolodical variables that helr explain why reorle are
attracted to srort and thus rerresent consumers of srort.

SOME SOCIOLOGICAL FACTORS AND SFORT CONSUMPTION

Historicallys the consumetion of srort has been associated with the emerdence of
commercialism in sport (4). In the 1920’ss the Golden Era of Srorts srort was marketed
nationally by newsrarerss radios and booksi by mid-century these media were surrlemented bu
movies and television. Howevers the marketing of srort to consumers is rredicated on several
social factors. Discussed in the followind sections are (1) the values of society exrressed
in srort that make srort attractiver (2) the rrocess whereby individuals become socialirzed
into active rarticirants and thus consumers of srorts and (3) the arreal of srort to
srectators as comsumers of srort.

Seort aod Values. If srort is viewed as 3 microcosm mirroring the larder society we
should be 3ble to see the way in which the values of a3 society are exrressed in srort.
Indeedsy srort has emerded in modern society as 38 mador institution that tramsmits social
values. For examrles achievement and success rerresent mador values in North Americs that
are reflected in the exrectations for hard work and motivation on the Job. One means of
analyzind the values attributed to srort is to study the statements that are exrresseid by
reorle involved in srort. One study classified the wvalues exerressed in srort by an
examination of the slodans rosted by coaches in athletic dressing rooms (11). While the
slodgans define the ideals of athletic behavior with emrhasis on the develorment of rersonal
characteristics that contribute to winning athletic contestss, they also are exrressions of
social values. This study dathered information on the use of athletic slodans from coaches
and rlagers in 270 high schools. The following summary catedorizes some of the slodans under
various value themes!:

Ebysical aod Meotal Eitnmess It’s easier to stay in share than to det in share. It takes a
cool head to win a hot game. You’re as dood a3s You want to be. The duy who comrlains about
the way the ball bounces usually drorred it. The mark of a true chamrion is the one who can
conauer the fear of making mistakes.

Basic Skills aod Tecbonigues Musti be Eaiofully Learoed Valuable thinds in life don’t come
frees are wowu willind to ra3y the price? The harder I works the luckier I det. The will to
win is the will to work. When wou’re through imreroving sou’re through. No one ever drowned
in sweat. If what wou did yesterdaw still looks bidg todays themn you haven’t domne much today.
Goods betters besti never rest until wour dood is better and wour better best. If wou can’t
rut owuty det out. Anyorne can be ordinarys but it takes duts to excel. A dentleman winning
is detting uPr one more time.

Addressiveness aod Comeetitive Seirit A cuitter never winsy a winner never auits. When the
40ind dets toughs the tough det doindg. Winning isn’t everythind, it’s the only thindg. It’s
rot the size of the dod in the fight, but the size of the fight in the dod. To exrlain a
triumerhy start with the first sullable. They ask not how wou rlaved the dame but whether wsou
wern or lost. When they are drownindgs throw them an anchor. If it doesn’t matter if wou win
or loses why keer score?

Ibe Elauser Must Acceet Strict Discielice Live by the code or det out. He who flies with the
owls at night cannot keer urP with the eadles during the day. The way vou live is the way uvou
=lay.

Subordinatioo of Self to the Success of the Ieaw There is rno I in team. Who rassed the ball
9



to yYou when wou scored? The best ball rlavers helr others to be best rlagers. Talent is
God-diven» conceit is self-divens be careful. Coorerate--remember the bananar» every time it
leaves the bunchy it dets skinned. An ounce of losalty is worth a round of cleverness.

The underlying value theme of these slodgans is that certain behavior ratterns must be
adorted in order to excel and win in srorts. Furthermores an assumrtion associated with
srort is that by rarticirating in srort and internalizing its valuess one wildl be learning to
"Play the larder game of life."’

In 8 similar mannery Edwards (7) collected value statements from Journals, madazines
and newsrarer articles dealind with exrressed beliefs about the world of srort in America.
Rased on a3 content analysis of these sourcesy Edwards identified seven central themes he felt
rerresented the core values associated with srorts. It should be rnoted that while these
basic values are often associated with both srort and society» some scholars euestion whether
srort rromotes a3ll of these values. Yet» if mang reorle believe srort rFromotes these values
this will contribute to the accertance of the athletic rersrective in the minds of many
reorle. The seven themes were:?

1, Character: derneral statements rertaining to character develoremnt and traits such as
clean living, Frorer droominds red-bloodedness» logaltyy altruism» brotherhood»
unselfishnessy or self-sacrifice.

2, Discirline! statements that relate srort to self-control and social order.

3. Comretition: statements that relate srort to the develorment of fortitude and
Frreraration for life in the sense of facilitating subsecuent success for the individusal.

4, Physical Fitness: statements that relate srort to health and rhysical conditioning.

] Mental Fitrness! statements that relate srort to mental alertness and educational
achievement.

6. Relidiosity! statements that relate srort with traditional American Christianity.

7. Nationalism: statements that relate srort to ratriotism and love of country.

These value themes are likewise used by srorts media rersonnel to °"sell srort® to the
consumers. For examrles an analysis of football media dguides from mador universities reveal
the following statements from their head coaches?

*The most imrortant traits necessary for a tor-notch football rlayer include the willindness
to hit» 3 burning desire to imrrove each day and the will to Frrerare and exrect to win."*

"We must be doal seekind individuals with 8 hunder to achieve on the field and in the
classroom."

"I strondly believe and know that every team wants to wins this is easy but every team won’t
Prerare to win."
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*I don’t believe in rlavindg without 3 scoreboard. I don’t feel there is any accomrlishment
with a tie.”

"My coaching rhilosorhy is to win and imerove each rlasger everudas. I know that football can
Frlay 3 mador role in molding 38 wound man’s life. If I can teach him how to win on the field,
I krow he can win in the dame of life. I must det our woundg athletes to learn to exrect to
win and learn how to work to wins then we will accomrlish our doals.*

"All our efforts are aimed at making each individual realize his full rotential. It takes a
4reat deal of sacrifice and discirline on the rart of each rlasers but it raus dividends not

only nows but in later life.*

Saocializatioo Ioto Seort. One rersrective for analyzing the attraction to srort
involves &3 social 1learning arrroach. One study focused on the interrersonal influences
within the family that are associated with adult rarticiration in srort (14), In this study
a3 comrosite measure of srort involvement included active rarticiration as well as
srectatorshirs knowledde about srorty, and the affective meaning of srorts in the rerson’s
life. Certainly this measure of srort involvement rerresents an inde;xx of srort of a
consumrtion. The research was limited to rersons 60 years of ade or wounder and currently
married.

Fidure orne rresents a rath diadram dericting the hurothesized causal relations among a
set of wvariables focusing on the interrersonal influence of the family on srort involvement
as 3 measure of srort consumstion. In this studyy attraction to srort among adults
imrlicates several imrortant interrersonal variables--namelss the encouradement of children
by their rarents to rarticirate in srortsy wouth earticirations how rarticiration affects
one’s rercertion of his/her athletic abilitys and the srouse’s involvement in srorts.

The attraction to srort does bevond the socialization influences in the family. The
socialization rersrective also needs to take into account the influence schools reersy and
community have in introducing Youndsters to srort. This socialization rrocess can be further
exrlicated by an examination of demodrarhic and social variables that are associated with an
orrortunity to endade in athletics. For examrley in the rasts females have denerally had
less exrosure to srorts thanm males. Additionallys such factors as social class and race
determine the ture of srorts that are available to a yvoundster. It is evident that members
of the lower class are less likely to afford the financial exrense recuired to rarticirate in
3 club and lessons usually associated with the srorts of tennisy ice skatinds, dolfs swimmind,
and dymnasticsi furthermorey in some cases the differential orrortunities in srorts have
teen affected by overt or covert discrimination adainst members of a class» races relidiouss
ethnic drour or ade catedory. If the orrortunities for 3 rerson to rarticirate in srort are
not availablesr the consumetion of srort is more likely to be 3s a srectator rather than as an
active rarticirant. A study conducted by Anderson and Storne substantiates this roint (1).
Members of the wurrer class who identified a favorite srort were more 1likely to be
rarticirants in their srort--57 rercent while 42 rercent of the middle class and 35 rercent
of the lower class were rarticirants in their favorite srort. Converselys, the madority of
the middle (58 rercent) and lower classes (45 rercent) were srectatorss rather than
rarticirantsy in their favorite srort. Favorite srorts identified most frecuently by members
of the wurrer class were dolf, tennisy and skiind. On the other hands srorts esrecially
attractive to lower class consumers denerally have several characteristics that make them
*drand srectacles!" (1) sreed and rower rather tham adilitys draces or finessesr (2) artifacts
that are derived from the lower class cultures, such as the use of machinesy and (3) a3 strond
identification of the srectators with the rarticirants. Srorts often attractive to the lower
class include demolition derbiessy stock car racindy motorcrossings roller derbiessy and
rrofessional wrestlind.

THE MASS AFFEAL OF SFECTATOR SFORTS
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Thus far the discussion has moved in two directionss (1) how the widesrread arreal and
rervasiveness of srort mayw be rartizslly exrlained by the waw srort reinforces the social
order and reaffirms the established valuess and (2) the manner in which differential srort
socialization exreriences contributes to individual variationms in attraction and commitment
to srort. Three related reasons for srort consumrtion are suddested in the followind
sectionssy (1) the «uest for excitement, (2) the ritual of srorts and (3) srort and
enhancement of identity.

Ibe Quest for Excitewmeot. One of the xrimary attributes of srort is that the outcome is
uncertain. This eroblematic characteristic lends temnsion and excitement to srorting events
for rarticirants a3s well 3s for srectators who can identify with the rerformers. Indeedy
this attribute of uncertainty contributes to the intrinsic arreal and fun element of srorts
(10). In a8 similar veiny Elias and Dunnindg ardue that srort in contemroraruy life rerresents
a8 weuest for excitement in wunexciting societies. Their reasonindg is that in urban industrial
societies the rande of arrroved emotional exrression is severely constrained and reorle seek
new exreriences and sensations.to comrensate for the mornotorny of their lives. The Elias and
Durnning ardument is summarized in the followindg auotation:

For many reorle it is not only in their occurational but 3lso in their

Frrivate 1lives that one day is the same as another. For manyg of thems

nothing news nothindg stirring ever harrens. Their tensions their tonusy

their vitalitysy or whatever one might call it is thus lowered. In 3

simrle or 3 comrlexx formy on 3 low or high levels leisure time activities

rrovides for 3 short whiles the ursurde of strond rleasurable feelinds

which is often lacking in ordinary routines of life. Their function is

not simrly a3s 1is often believedr, a liberation from tensionss but the

restoration of that measure of temsion which is an essential indredient

of mental health. The essential character of their cathartic effect is

the restoration of 38 nmnormal mental *tonus® through 3 temrorary and

transient ursurde of a8 rleasurable excitement (8, r., 50).
Thuss while some reorle might ardue that one attraction of srort to its consumers is that it
serves 3s & catharsis for reducind reorle’s anxietiess the Elias and Dunnind thesis rosits
that an arreal of srort is that it serves to increase ternsionsy maintain arousals and rFrovide
stimulation. This idea emrhasizes the need of reorle for stimulation and arousing
interactions with their environments and to the extent to which these are not met imn their
work. thew mas be met through leisure--includindg srort.

Senrt as Ritual. The social sidnificance of athletic events is 3lso arrarent when one
observes the 3attraction of the rredamesy half-time and rost-dame ceremonies for many reorle
who are not Frimarily interested in the technical asrects of the dgame. The writinds of the

theolodgian Harvew Coxx have some interestindg imrlications in this resrect. Cox ardues that
the technolody of modern society has eroduced more sober reorler less rlayful and
imadinative. Cox suddests that the social and economic reractices associated with
industrialism have substituted thrift, ambitions and dilidence for rlays mirths festivity,
and fantasy (3). From Cox’s roint of views srort rrovides an orrortunity for the fan to
s3tisfy the need for celebration and ritual. To this extents srort events are not mere

gamesy diversionss and rastimesi rathers they rrovide srecial occasions when ordinarug lives
are susrended in order to endade in 3 form of dramatizations and to Frovide a3 sense of the
@xhileration and are often associated with athletic events.

It can a3lso be noted that athletic events as rituals may be viewed 3s [urkheim analszed
relidious rituals. Srort and relidious ceremonies ra3y homade tos and reaffirm sacred values
which unite the communityg (5). Farticularly imrortant in the 1linkade of these wunifying
values to srort are the rerformances of athletes. Star athletes become heroes because they
are "exemrlarygs' "set ararts," and "excertional® in their disrlay of the characteristics
highly rrized in the athletic realm. Mang of these characteristics outlined earlier in this
r3rer--discirlines courades comretitivenesss comrosure--are abstract values that are often
subsumed wunder the 1label "dgood character.® Furthermores 3s Eirrel has noteds "Srorting
incidents sindled out and arrlauded by the media 3s examrles of heroic action are wused to
surrort the idea that athletes are sidnificant social fidures because thew are carable of
rerresenting imrortant societal valuesr i.e.» courader damenessy intedritys, and roise. (S
20 35%54)., In shorts the ritual associated with srort rrovides a3 rartiasl exrlanation for the
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gratification individuals receive a3s well as the rower to #Ffrovide social intedration by
emrhasizindg basic values of the societyu.

Conmitmect to Otber Boles. One’s involvement with srort as a srectator in srort
festivities or as an active rarticirant is also influenced by the individual‘s overall role
commitments such as in the familysy works communityy and other leisure srheres. These
configurations vary not only from individual to individual but 3lso by stades of the life
cycle. The dedree of commitment to each role is a8 function of investment (times enerdys
monegs and other resowurces) within each roles and the overall nedotiation that takes rlace
within the individual redarding the satisfactionsy that flow from each of the role sedments.
In shorts the commitment to a roles such as leisure srort rarticiration and other forms of
srort consumrtions are affected by one’s investment inm other interests besides srortj
traditionallys for many reorle the workrole has been 38 rowerful influence on their identity.
For examrles introductions are usually made by diving 3 rerson’s name and *what they do*
(i.e.s» their occuration). Thuss work is 3 "master role® in the sense that it demands a heavy
investment in times enerds and trainind, and most other roles are subordinate. Yets this
work-leisure dichotomy may be artificiali it is sometimes difficult to serarate work from
rlag. Furthermores for many reorle their work may be duided erimarily by their leisure
activities. Indeeds as Kells has noteds *The ball rlager or dambler a3s well as the cellist
or archeolodist may find the risks, measurements feedbacks associationss and creative and
exrressive rotential of leisure are dreater than other roles® (9 F. 316). In the followind
section the sidnificance of leisure srorts for one’s identity is outlined in dreater detail.

Ideotits Ecbaccemeot. There is considerable surrort for the rersrective that for many
~eorle srort is 3 means of maintaining and enhancindg their self-identity. In fact, for some
»eorle their rFarticiration in srort is so salient to their identity that srort is their
‘master role.® Likewises some evidence 3lso suddests that the desire for self-esteem 3lso
attracts srectators to srort because thes can "bask in the reflected glory® of others who are
successful in  srort (6). Consequentlys the srectator receives a measure of enhanced
self-esteem by identifwing with a8 successful rlaser or team.

The social scientists Ernest Beckers has theorized that human beinds seek to enhance
their feelinds of self-worth by selectind from their enviromnment those activities that serve
this rurrose (2). Thuss Recker states thats *...the rerson’s entire life becomes animated by
the artificial suymbolism of self-worthi almost a3ll his time is devoted to the rrotection:
maintenances and addrandizement of the sumbolic edifice of his self-esteem® (2y rr.67-68).
Using this theoretical rersrectives one erimary exrlanation of srort consumerism is based
uron reorle’s attemet to fulfill the needs of enhancing their self-identity. For reorle with
athletic ability this self-esteem can come from active rarticiration in srort that rrovides a
measure of success. For otherss srort srectatorshirs and identification with athletic
~erformersy if only as fansy may rromote one’s self-esteem. This latter roint might be
illustrated by the way reorle are elated and Jowous when their "Yankees® or ‘Buckeses® winy
tut converselys they are derressed when their team loses. This can be further illustrated by
the tendency to disendade one’s self from a3 team that has a londg losindg strind. The Frocess
of disendadement mas be noted by the differential use of rersonal sronounss thuss if 3 team
one identifies with is successful it is ‘our team® and "we won." Converselyy if the team is
in a8 losing streak fans may bedin referring to the team as “thew lost® and *"their
rerformance." Feorle do not like to be associated with amn unsuccessful frodram and this has
imrortance when examined within the framework of ERecker’s theoretical rersrective.

CONCLUSIONS

Srort is an institution in modern societies that has considerable mass arreal and
Fervasiveness. The salience of srort may be attributed to its interderenderce with other
social institutions and the social values that are exemrlified throusgh srort. An equally
imrortant roint 1is the rower of srort festivals and rituals to function as a3 means of
reinforcindg the social order and Frovide social intedration.

13



On an individual level the dedree and tyre of srort involvement is wusually influenced by
one’s rrevious srort exreriences 3s well 3s the tyre and dedree of involvement in other roles
in one’s life. Certainly one of the reasons srort is widely accerted both for mass
consumrtion as well 3s on an individual rerformance level is that it often serves to inflate
reorle’s self-esteem. In denerals, we exrect that an imrortant sart of orne’s involvement in
srort will reflect the socizl and rersonal rewards that accrue from srort involvement.

The factors that have been identified in this rarer raise issues that mayw have arrlied
significance. For examrles the use of mass media to "sell" srort has often made use of the
values that are associated with srort. It mayw be that the values are rnot always achieved by
srorts indeeds in some cases» these values may be corrurted by srortr, wvet this rerceived
linkade of basic social values to srort remains an imrortant rart of the srort media themes.
Furthermores the emrhasis on the rituslistic and festive asrects of srort and the excitement
they denerate contribute to its mass arreal. Attemrts to exrand the market +to incorrorate
additional srectators often make use of these attractive features of srort.

From an individual levelsy some of the factors outlined in this rarer suddest ways of
motivating reorle to incorrorate srort and rhysical fitness into their rersonal life stule.
In denerals we can identify some interestindg correlates of active rarticirants as comrared to
nonearticirants. Research shows that most adults who are active in srorts have a backdround
of srort rarticiration and have a high rercertion of their athletic ability. This finding
suddests that the nonrarticirants have not found rarticiration satisfuing in the rast or
rresent. To make these rnonrarticirants consumers of srort will recuire a different arrroach.
The comretitiveness of srort will Frobably not be a satisfactory motivator for these reorle.
Ferhars the socials cathartics» or sesthetic benefits of srort will be more attractive. In
some of our freliminary research efforts with adult samrles of runnerss raceuetball rlaserss
and nonrarticirants we have been able to rrofile some of these rsuychosocial factors that seem
to ‘*"turn reorle on® to srort rarticiration (12y 13). The variations between samrles suddest
different stratedies that might be used by rhusical fitness directors in industrys, 3thletic
clubsy and educational settinds to encourade individuals to incorrorate active srort
rarticiration a3s rart of their life style. We have a3 reasonably sound body of Fknowledde
relatind to the rsychobiolodical benefits of fitness rFrodrams but we still have not advanced
our knowledde very far concerning the reasons for attraction and adherence to active srorts
and fitness Frodrams. We assume that discretionary time and enerds are invested in
activities that involve rerceived ravoffs of one tyre or another. Additional research on
this toric is encouraded with samrles of adult consumers and nonconsumers of srort to rFrovide
more knoweledde about this imrortant asrect of reorles’ lives.
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Figure 1. A THEORETICAL MODEL OF SOCIALIZATION INTO SPORT

Table 1. ATTENDANCE AT SELECTED SPECTATOR SPORTS
AND THE GAINS OR LOSSES IN THE LAST YEAR

Sport Attend Gain/Loss Attendance Rank
Horseracing 77,679,954 -1,339,054 1
Baseball 65,356,461 +5,725,452 2
Football

(Collegiate and 50,075,529 +1,230,000 3
Professional)
Autoracing 47,700,000 -3,050,000 4
Basketball 40,690,082 + 913,000 5
Soccer 23,500,000 +15,000,000 6

Source: Bowling Green Sentinel Tribune, p. 17, April 29, 1980.

“
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SUMMARY

The dimension isolated in the articles suddests that there is a3 very close relationshir
between tandible outcomes and emotional resronses. The emotions that these activities srark
seem to relate to 3 more basic rhuysical need or arreal. The more basic the needs, the dreater
the 3arreal to the deneral asudience. This does not suddgest that amn activity like srort or
athletics does rnot arreal to the higher challende and emotional needs. It only suddests that
the rande of most activities bedins with some tuyre of extrinsic motivation that move to a
more intrinsic exrerience. The codnitive element in this interaction seems to only enhance
and strendgthen the exrerience.
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