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In an effort to reach a new generation of sport fans, sport organizations have turned to offering 

subscription-based ticketing services. These subscription-based ticket services allow sport fans 

to purchase monthly passes to attend all homes games during the specified month. The current 

study qualitatively investigated college students’ perceptions on the motivations and 

consequences of purchasing a subscription based-ticket. Participants were asked to describe why 

they choose to subscribe to services in general, how they perceive a subscription-based ticketing 

service for sport organizations, and how they would compare traditional season ticket models 

with the subscription-based ticketing service. Through three focus group sessions, with twenty-

two college students, perceived value of the subscription program was identified as a major 

factor, along with flexibility, convenience, and exclusivity of the subscription services. The 

current study is a starting point for understanding why sport fans may choose to purchase a 

subscription-based ticketing plan.  
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       ecuring the next generation of ticket buyers has become a central priority for sport 

organizations across the country (McCormick, 2020; Mickle, 2014). As traditional season ticket 

holders age, sport organizations must look to the next generation of fans who will replace this 

steady stream of revenue and fill their seats. Increasingly, sport organizations are looking to 

Millennials (born between 1981 and 1996) as well as Generation Z (born between 1997 and 

2012) to fill this void (Fisher, 2015; Hetrick, 2020). It is progressively evident though that 

traditional models of ticket selling may not appeal to these individuals in the same way (Fisher, 

2015), and thus teams must innovate their approach to both marketing and selling tickets.  

One approach some professional teams and college athletic departments have initiated is 

subscription-based ticket plans. Like other subscriptions services (e.g., Netflix or Spotify), 

customers pay a monthly subscription fee to gain unlimited access to a sport team’s product - 

tickets to home games. Fans have the option to receive tickets to any home game based on 

availability on game day, often through an application on their mobile devices. While this 

concept has only recently been implemented by a handful of sport organizations, early evidence 

suggests this ticket model appeals to the elusive 18-35-year age bracket (Bauernfeind, 2017; 

Sanborn, 2018; Thron, 2016), and thus could change the way in which teams’ market and sell 

ticket plans to these buyers in the future.  

 In the spring of 2016, the Atlanta Braves launched the Braves Monthly Pass, a 

subscription-based ticket purchasing service. Braves fans who signed up for the pass at 

$39/month, have the option to attend any game of their choosing during that subscription period. 

The tickets are general admission and the team texts purchasers their seat location based on 

availability the day of the event, meaning seats will likely vary by game. Subscribers can choose 

to accept or deny seats once locations when they are assigned. Much like other online 

subscription services, users can cancel their subscription but must do so by the 25th of each 

month.  After an initial test run of the pass in 2015, the team identified that 60% of its 

subscribers fell into the 18-35-year age bracket, and 55% subscribers identified as new fans 

(Thron, 2016, p. 1). Greg Mize, Director of Digital Marketing for the Braves, summarized the 

strategy behind the program, “It’s actually not a revenue play. The goal is to attract new fans and 

attract a younger, more digitally connected audience that already embraces the shared economy” 

(Thron, 2016). In addition to renewing the program in 2017, the team added a new option, the 

Braves Student Pass, designed specifically for high school and college students. As of the 2019 

season, 18 of the 30 Major League Baseball teams offered a subscription-based ticket plan 

(Allentuck & Draper, 2019).  

 Some likely benefits of marketing subscription ticket plans like the Braves’ pass to young 

people include the potential for lifetime value, the perception of savings, and predictable revenue 

increases over time (Cohn, 2017). While Millennials and Generation Z are often viewed as cord-

cutting generations with no attachments or brand loyalty, they are far more likely to have at least 

one active subscription service than Generation Xers or Baby Boomers (Vantiv, 2017). With 

limits on their disposable income, the perception of savings or receiving a discount has become 

increasingly important for young consumers. Eight out of ten American college students now 

work while enrolled in school (Carnevale, 2019). One could surmise that rising tuition costs, in 

combination with a volatile economy and stagnant wages, has forced this subset of Americans to 

be more keenly aware of the value of a dollar.  In regards to perceived cost savings and 

subscription services, Cohn (2017) stated “services that would be too expensive if billed in one 
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lump sum become affordable as they’re spaced out over time” (p. 1). A relevant example of this 

concept can be viewed in the offering of college student season ticket passes.  

 While professional sports attendance has remained relatively stagnant in recent years, a 

growing concern for college athletic departments is a continual decrease in student attendance at 

home athletic events. As one example, average student attendance at football games in the 

United States fell 7.1% from 2009-2013 (Cohen, 2014), a trend which has continued into more 

recent years (Bonesteel, 2018: Vitale, 2019). College students identify top constraints to 

attendance as prior commitments to work and school; while beverage costs, poor team 

performance, and watching the game on television are additional constraints among fans 

(Simmons et al., 2018). Additionally, the authors found that ticket cost was a stronger constraint 

for high-passion fans than it was for low-passion fans, and thus suggest marketers work to add 

value in order to increase the likelihood of purchase among those fans. It is important to note that 

college student attendance at athletic events is linked to future donation intention (Brunette et al., 

2017), making it even more important for athletic departments to promote student attendance at 

games if they are going to secure a future generation of donors. Subscription-based ticketing 

provides a unique opportunity for athletic departments to appeal to both existing students and 

young alumni. In addition, a growing number of college athletic departments now have outbound 

sales departments in house (Bouchet et al., 2011; Popp et al., 2017), making the implementation 

and management of a subscription-based ticketing model possible.  

 With student attendance reaching record lows in recent years (Bonesteel, 2018: Vitale, 

2019), college athletic departments are particularly interested in attracting current students and 

young alumni to games. One manner by which University athletic departments have attempted to 

encourage student attendance is through a student-fee model (meaning the cost of student tickets 

to athletic events is included in their required annual tuition and fees). In this model, students 

either show their student ID to get into athletic events or are required to reserve tickets ahead of 

time through an online system or at the box office. Either way, the selling point is the student 

does not have the out-of-pocket cost barrier during the school year. Alternatively, athletic 

departments can simply charge students out-of-pocket for individual tickets or a season package. 

In their assessment of National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division I Football 

Bowl Subdivision (FBS) schools’ student ticket policies, the authors of this paper found that just 

over 36% of athletic departments still require out-of-pocket spending in order for students to 

access tickets to athletic events. Often, these programs package tickets for football and men’s 

basketball into a special student season ticket package or pass. Interestingly, Simmons et al. 

(2018) posited that charging some kind of ticket fee might increase attendance by lower/mid 

passion fans, as prior studies suggest that paying for tickets makes fans in general more likely to 

attend (Arkes & Blumer, 1985). It is also relevant to note that colleges across the country are 

facing backlash from angry students fed up with paying thousands in hidden student fees to 

supplement athletics departments (Enright, et. al, 2020; Hobson & Rich, 2015). With an 

increasing pressure to reduce fees, it would seem logical for colleges to move away from 

student-fee models and to consider alternatives like the subscription-based ticket model. 

 As professional sports teams across the country implement subscription-based ticketing 

models with success, college athletic departments are starting to assess the viability of this 

innovative ticketing approach. If they build it, will students subscribe? More specifically, the 

following research questions were developed to guide the study:  
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RQ 1:  What are the most important features for college students when selecting 

subscription-based services?       

 

RQ 2:  What are college student perceptions of a subscription-based ticketing option?  

 

RQ 3:  Compared to traditional models of ticket packages, how do college students feel 

about subscription-based ticketing?     

 

This study sought out to respond to these questions through a series of focus groups. Thus, the 

purpose of this study was to assess college student perceptions of subscription-based ticketing 

models, as well as the antecedents and consequences of using the model. 

 

Literature Review 
 

Motivations and Constraints to Spectator Attendance 
 

 Developing an understanding of what drives sport spectator consumption has long been a 

focus of the sport marketing literature. In particular, the examination of spectator behavior and 

decision making from the perspectives of what motivates spectators to, and constrains them 

from, attending sporting events has become an increasingly important area of consideration 

(Funk, et al., 2012; Kim, et al., 2013; Kim & Trail, 2010). As this area of sport marketing theory 

has grown, a series of key findings have emerged that shape our understanding of attendance 

motivations and attendance constraints. 

 A series of studies have shaped our understanding of what motivates people to attend 

sporting events. Funk et al. (2001) development of the Sports Interest Inventory (SII) is of 

particular importance as they validated a set of ten motivational factors that affected spectator 

behavior at the 1999 FIFA Women’s World Cup. Since that time, those motivational factors, 

drama, vicarious achievement, aesthetics, interest in the team, interest in a player, interest in the 

sport, national pride, excitement/entertainment, social opportunities, and support for women’s 

opportunities have been further validated in the WNBA (Funk et al., 2003) and refined for use in 

other sporting contexts (Neale & Funk, 2006). These studies, and others, have led to the general 

agreement that vicarious achievement, player interest, drama, socialization, and 

excitement/entertainment are motivational factors that drive spectator attendance across sporting 

contexts. Furthermore, Trail and Kim’s (2011) study of college athletics booster club members 

validated the aforementioned constructs in a college sport setting while expanding our 

understanding of spectator motives to include the importance of advertisements, promotions, and 

ancillary events.   

 Our present understanding of what suppresses spectator attendance is initially informed 

by a conceptual understanding of what constrains people from participating in leisure activities 

in general (Crawford & Godbey, 1987; Crawford et al., 1991). Crawford and Godbey (1987) 

proposed a conceptual model in which leisure participants exhibit non-participation based on 

three types of constraints: interpersonal (person-to-person interactions), intrapersonal 

(psychological states), and structural (situational barriers). Crawford et al. (1991) then found 

intrapersonal constraints to be the most critical with respect to consumer inaction. In particular, 

the authors argue that the presence of constraints rooted in the potential consumer’s 

psychological state would be unlikely to be overcome even in the absence of interpersonal and/or 
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structural constraints. However, when intrapersonal constraints are not present, or are overcome, 

the presence of interpersonal constraints then become paramount in causing inaction. Finally, 

when both intrapersonal and interpersonal constraints can be overcome, structural constraints 

still have the potential to cause inaction (Crawford et al., 1991). These studies form a framework 

upon which sport consumer behavior researchers have built. In applying, and testing, this 

understanding of leisure constraints in a spectator attendance setting, a series of spectator-sport 

specific considerations emerged.  

Initially, studies focused on the description, and assessment, of constraints that may be 

unique to sport in an attempt to expand Crawford and Godbey’s (1987) framework. The 

importance of unique sport-specific factors such as team success (Zhang et al., 1997) and sport 

participation experience (Petrick et al., 2001) were found to be of importance. Additionally, a 

series of structural constraints were identified that had indicated the potential to constrain 

attendance. Specifically, additional sport entertainment options, televised games, and team 

success formulated an extension of Crawford and Godbey’s (1987) theory into the spectator 

sport context. Ko, et al. (2008) expanded the understanding of motivations to the action sports 

context while also highlighting the role fun, enjoyment, and risk-taking can have in motivating 

sport participation. Ultimately, Kim and Trail’s (2010) development of a unique model to 

explain motives and constraints in spectator sport settings advanced the understanding of these 

key consumption drivers. Their study provides both a framework and instrument that can be used 

to assess constraints and motivators among sport spectators, and importantly, it is the first study 

to acknowledge the ability of a specific intrapersonal, interpersonal, or structural variable to be 

either a motivator or a constraint dependent upon context. For example, team performance could 

be a motivator in an instance in which a team is successful and a constraint when a team is 

playing poorly (Kim & Trail, 2010). 

 More recently, sport marketing researchers have extended Kim and Trail’s (2010) 

framework and additional theoretical perspectives of importance to the understanding of 

constraints and motivators while further examining the collegiate sport context. Simmons et al. 

(2017) studied constraints to college student attendance at college football games across differing 

levels of football competition. They found the constraints that were perceived as most important 

among students differed across the three playing levels they examined: Division I FBS Power 5 

conferences (i.e. Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC), Big Ten Conference, Big 12 Conference, 

Pac-12 Conference, and Southeastern Conference (SEC), Group of 5 conferences (i.e. American 

Athletic Conference, Conference USA, Mid-American Conference (MAC), Mountain West 

Conference, and Sun Belt Conference), and Football Championship Subdivision (FCS) schools. 

Not surprisingly, they also found that the more frequently a student attended games the less 

important many constraints become to that person. Importantly, Simmons et al.’s (2017) study of 

college students adds an applied assessment of the importance of specific constraints across 

levels of competition. In an additional study, Simmons et al. (2018) extend our understanding of 

perceived constraints among college students by including the theoretical perspective of fan 

passion (Vallerand, 2008). Their inclusion of fan passion goes beyond previous considerations of 

team identification by providing a more robust opportunity to understand intrapersonal 

constraints. Ultimately, the results of Simmons et al.’s (2018) study of fan passion and 

constraints provides a nuanced description of the different constraints that are impacted by fan 

passion levels. Of note, constraints centered on the element of the lengthy amount of time 

involved in consumption did not affect the most passionate fans while it did affect those who 
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were lower in passion toward their program. Conversely, prior school and work commitments 

were deemed equally constraining for all fan groups. 

 In total, the current body of knowledge regarding motivations and constraints among 

sport spectators, specifically among college students, has yielded a series of variables that are 

measurable and exhibit differing levels of importance based on context. However, while these 

studies form the foundation of constraint and motive assessments relative to attendance at a 

sporting event, these frameworks have yet to be used to assess consumers when they consider the 

purchase of a season ticket plan. 

 

Service Innovation and Its Outcomes  
 

 An important consideration as it relates to ensuring continued revenue growth and 

profitability of a firm is the willingness and ability to innovate products and services so they may 

best satisfy customer wants and needs (Cozza et al., 2012). In sport marketing, the initial focus of 

examining service innovation has been from the perspective integrating new technologies and 

leveraging those technologies to deliver promotional messaging (Mahan, 2011). Additionally, 

Yoshida et al. (2013) conceptualized the role and importance of innovation as it relates to 

consumer satisfaction and behavioral intention. They found that innovation was a catalyst for 

positive consumer satisfaction and directly impacted the intention to attend future events. From a 

ticket sales perspective, season tickets have been argued to exist as a subscription service 

(McDonald et al., 2013). In subscription markets, purchase decisions tend to occur annually or 

monthly. However, in recent years, the growth of the subscription economy has led to the trend 

of automatic subscription renewal, and the requirement for a customer to opt-out rather than opt-

in each month or year. This approach to service development has been a critical innovation 

throughout service marketing. In sport, season tickets are being treated in a similar fashion. 

Warren and Black (2017) found that National Basketball Association (NBA) salesforces have 

prioritized innovative thinking and customer collaboration in developing a membership model 

around their season tickets, and that some teams have moved toward an automatic subscription 

renewal policy. It is apparent that innovation in the ticket service context is of growing 

importance. Leveraging our current understanding of marketing to college students, motivations 

and constraints to spectator behavior, and the role service innovation can play in delivering 

positive consumer outcomes; this study seeks to develop an understanding of college student 

motives and constraints to purchasing recent service innovation of subscription-based tickets.   

 

Methods 
 

 The current study sought to respond to the following research questions:  1) What are the 

most important features for college students when selecting subscription-based services? 2) What 

are college student perceptions of a subscription-based ticketing option? and 3) Compared to 

traditional models of ticket packages, how do college students feel about subscription-based 

ticketing?  Due to the exploratory nature of this study, a focus group methodology in a case study 

setting was utilized. Yin (2002) defined a case study as “a contemporary phenomenon within its 

real-life context, especially when the boundaries between a phenomenon and context are not 

clear and the researcher has little control over the phenomenon and context” (p. 13). For this 

study, instrumental case study methodology was employed. Instrumental case studies are 

typically utilized when a researcher decides to focus on a specific issue, and then selects one 
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bounded case to illustrate the issue (Saldana, 2015). Morse and McEvoy (2014) recommended 

the use of case study methodology by sport management scholars, specifically “in instances 

where such practice will progress the knowledge and understanding of specific situations” (p. 1). 

 Andrew et al. (2019) defined focus group methodology as group interviews, in which the 

primary purpose is “to gauge consumers’ attitudes toward a product or service” (p. 103). Focus 

groups are “most effective when the researcher is seeking to identify new ideas or solicit 

feedback on proposed messages, products, or services” (p. 104). Information collected in focus 

group sessions can also be used to enhance or alter an organization’s decision-making process. In 

the current study, the authors are seeking to gauge college student perceptions and attitudes 

towards a new type of ticket package, and thus, focus group methodology was deemed 

appropriate. Previously, focus group methodology has been used to study fan experience 

(Mondello & Gordon, 2015). In their review article, Shaw and Hoeber (2016) noted an increase 

in qualitative methodology use by sport management scholars in recent years, with several 

scholars employing interview or focus group methodology in particular.  

 

Participants  
 

 Study participants were college students from a large Midwestern NCAA Division I FCS 

institution, with an enrollment of approximately 20,000 undergraduate students. At this particular 

University, students are required to pay out-of-pocket for tickets to athletic events - they are not 

included as part of their student fees. To be eligible for the focus group sessions, participants had 

to be current students at the University and attended at least one home athletic event at the 

University in the prior year.  

 

Data Collection Procedures 
 

 Students were recruited via e-mail and flyers, requesting voluntary participation in the 

study. Each participant received pizza and a $25 Amazon gift card for their time, in an effort to 

increase recruitment across a wide range of students. While some scholars argued against 

offering financing incentives (Zultevics, 2016), the consensus in studies where risk of harm is 

low or absent (as is the case in the current study) has been that offering a financial incentive is 

worthwhile and, in some cases, necessary to recruit an appropriate number of participants (Dunn 

& Gordon, 2005; Stones and McMillian, 2010).  Three sessions were conducted, with 11, 6, and 

5 participants respectively.  Participants were grouped based on participant availability. Each 

session lasted approximately 45 minutes to an hour. Demographic information was collected 

through a short survey at the beginning of each session, followed by semi-structured interview 

questions to assess participant perceptions of subscription-based ticketing. The sessions were led 

by two moderators with previous experience in ticket sales and qualitative research.  

 After completing the demographic survey, participants were asked to go around and 

introduce themselves to the group. Then, a series of semi-structured questions, developed based 

on a thorough review of literature (Kim & Trail, 2010; Simmons, et al., 2017; Simmons et al., 

2018; Thron, 2016) and current sport industry implementation of subscription-based ticketing 

models, were posed to the group (See Appendix A). The questions were ordered purposefully to 

build on the topic throughout the session, and a semi-structured approach to questioning allowed 

the moderators to use probing questions where appropriate. Questions centered on participant’s 

preferred methods for purchasing sporting event tickets, their current monthly subscription 
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services, as well as preferred features of their subscription services. Later, participants were 

shown a mock subscription-based ticket plan for their University and asked to share what they 

liked, what they did not like, what they thought about the price point, etc. Finally, they were 

asked to compare subscription-based ticketing to more traditional models of season ticketing. All 

three focus group sessions were audio-recorded, and later transcribed for data analysis.  

 

Data Analysis 
 

 Focus group sessions were analyzed by two coders with experience in ticketing and 

marketing. To organize and identify overarching pieces of text, an initial round of structural 

coding occurred. Per Saldana (2015), structural coding is appropriate particularly in studies 

“employing multiple participants, standardized or semi-structured data-gathering protocols, 

hypothesis testing, or exploratory investigations to gather topics lists or indexes of major 

categories or themes” (p. 67). During a second cycle of coding, categorical aggression was used 

to identify specific instances and/or quotations that are relevant to the study purpose (Stake, 

1995). Both coders identified emergent themes, and then met to discuss those themes until 

consensus was reached (Hays & Singh, 2011). Frequency counts (LeCompte & Schensul, 2013) 

were used to determine which themes were prominent. It was determined that in order for a 

theme to be prominent, at least 40% of respondents had to refer to it. These themes are described 

in the results section, with direct quotations from the sessions used to illustrate the themes.  

 

Results 
 

 A total of three focus group sessions were completed and analyzed to respond to the 

research questions at hand. Focus group participants (n= 22) were 50% male, and 50% female, 

had a median age of 22, and were predominately Caucasian (73%). Results are reported by 

research question below.  

 

RQ 1: What Are the Most Important Features for College Students When Selecting 
Subscription-Based Services? 

 

In the focus group sessions, participants were asked to consider some of their favorite 

subscription-based services and to share which features or qualities they liked the most. 

Flexibility, value, exclusivity, and convenience were the features mentioned most commonly 

across the various sessions.  

 

Flexibility. Participants preferred subscription-based services that are flexible and user 

friendly. For example, they want to be able to share the services with family and friends. In the 

second focus group, a student remarked on how important this feature is:  

 

I like that you have a maximum of how many users can be on one account. I'm a family 

 of seven, so the fact that all my brothers and sisters and I can be on the same thing and 

 have access whenever we want, there's not just a limitation of one person. 

 

A participant from the first group shared a similar sentiment, “I think too you're able to usually 
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share that kind of stuff. I know with my Spotify and my Hulu my family all uses that. I pay that 

rate but everyone else uses it on my account. I think that's nice.” 

They also like it when the company makes it easy for them to unsubscribe and subscribe 

at any time or with little trouble. As this participant describes in regards to her Hulu subscription, 

“I'm a winter subscriber because I'm not as active in the winter, so if I'm going to be at home 

doing absolutely nothing all the time, then I'm more likely to subscribe.” Participants also 

remarked on how it can be frustrating when they have to cancel a subscription completely, rather 

than just hit pause temporarily. When describing a gym membership, a participant in the third 

session stated: 

 

In the summer, I canceled my membership just because I wasn't able to pause it. So, if 

 they gave you the option, any company or service, they would be able to hold a ton of 

 people with them still, they wouldn't have people leaving all the time. So, that option is 

 probably a really big factor for some people. And I'm probably not going to go back now, 

 just because I know that I can't do that. 

 

Value. Participants are looking for value in their subscription-based services, not just 

affordability. While the price tag may engage their interest initially, they must see value over 

time if they are to continue subscribing. For example, a participant described this in reference to 

two of his subscription-based services:  

 

I like it because I almost feel like I'm winning. I feel like I get more. I pay a monthly fee 

 but I'm getting more for what I'm paying for. With the Rainstorm Carwash I pay monthly 

 and if I just go one or two times a month I'm getting more for less, and I could go every 

 day basically. Get a car wash, vacuum, whatever for buying one car wash, for paying 

 monthly. With the Apple Music I'm paying $5 a month whereas I could buy three songs 

 from the iTunes store for a $1.50 or something. I will download more music with my 

 Apple Music than I would buy because it's cheaper and I feel like I'm getting more out 

 of it because I have the monthly subscription. 

 

Similarly, a participant from the same session noted the value he perceives from his summer golf 

pass: 

 

 I know that back home golf passes for the summer. It's like, $250 and it's usually $30 a 

round. It takes what 10 rounds and you've already paid for it. But if you're not using it 

then you're wasting $250. But it still will pay for itself, after a while, because then you're 

golfing for free. 

 

Participants also remarked on how quickly they would be willing to cancel or 

unsubscribe from a service the moment they no longer perceive value. One student in particular 

summarized this sentiment. “For me personally, even if everyone else is doing it, the second I 

see that the price versus value is not there, then I'm canceling it no matter what.” This finding is 

in line with what Cohn (2017) noted about young consumers and their relationship with 

perceived vs. actual value. With limits on their disposable income, the perception of savings or 

receiving a discount over a period of time is especially appealing. The current findings also 
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suggest that if actual value is not realized over time, this subset of consumers will not hesitate to 

cancel or hit unsubscribe.  

 

Exclusivity. Participants across the focus group sessions often remarked on what drew 

them to a subscription service initially, and that was almost universally access to exclusive 

content. Essentially, they were drawn to services because they could access content there that 

they couldn’t otherwise access. A session #1 participant detailed how she was drawn to original 

content on Hulu:    

 

 I love the Hulu Original shows. All of them are amazing. Some of them are canceled 

 already, which I'm really sad about. But Hulu Originals like The Handmaid's Tale, 

 fantastic. It's outstanding what they can do without being a specific channel or a specific 

 source. It's just Hulu. That's specifically why I bought Hulu, for the Originals. 

 

Another student in that session echoed this sentiment simply by stating, “I think it’s just having 

access to something that you wouldn't have otherwise.”  

 Additionally, participants admitted to experiencing FOMO (fear of missing out) in the 

context of subscription services. They were drawn to services their friends were talking about or 

using, and did not want to miss out on something that was trending or popular. A participant 

from the third session describes this sentiment in detail. “Hearing a buzz about it, other people 

having it, and then I'm intrigued, like, it must be cool if other people are willing to pay for it.” 

Another describes his own incident of FOMO. “Sometimes there's, even in some games on the 

phone, there's limitations if you don't pay into a package or whatever, so you can't really do what 

everyone else is doing, and then you just want to pay for it, because you're like, that seems cool.” 

 

Convenience. Throughout the sessions, participants continually commented on 

convenience as a feature they were drawn to. They perceive their lives as busy and hectic, and 

are looking for services that require little oversight or maintenance. They especially like that 

many of the services automatically deduct funds from their account each month, rather than them 

having to remember to make a payment. For instance, a session #2 participant stated the 

following when describing what he likes most about his favorite subscription service. “You 

never have to think about it, it just automatically deducts.” Similarly, another participant stated, 

“I like being able to just pay at the beginning of the month and then not have to worry about it 

for the rest of the month.” Additionally, they are not willing to go out of their way to sign up for 

something if it is not a simple and straight-forward process. For example, this participant stated 

the following. “It's not worth my time and it might be a subscription or something I may want, 

but if it's sitting there taking a lot of time I'll just exit out and be like, ‘I don't need it’." 

 

RQ 2: What Are College Student Perceptions of a Subscription-Based Ticketing Option? 
 

 To respond to RQ2, the researchers developed a mock subscription-based ticketing plan 

and showed it to the participants by handing out flyers. The flyer included relevant information 

about the plan like price point, what sport events were included, and how they would be able to 

access tickets (see the flyer in Appendix B, with identifying information removed). Each 

participant was handed a copy of the flyer. At this point in the session, one of the researchers 

explained that the flyer was for a mock subscription plan, not a real one employed by the 
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University athletic department. Participants were asked to consider this mock plan as something 

that could be marketed to them in the future. Then, the researcher asked participants to take a 

few minutes and review the information on the flyer and that after, they would be asked some 

specific questions about their thoughts and opinions as the potential target market. Throughout 

the various sessions, any questions about the plan came up naturally through the questioning 

described in Appendix A. These questions were generally limited to whether the plan could be 

“paused” throughout the year, as well as where the seats would be located. The following themes 

were identified though that discussion.  

 

Convenience of Digital Ticketing. Participants liked the convenience of a digital ticket 

plan. More specifically, they liked that they could attend games when they want to without 

felling “guilty” for missing others. Additionally, they liked the convenience of a digital app to 

receive their tickets. Specifically, they liked the idea of receiving daily or weekly reminders on 

their phone about game tickets, and how this would allow them the ability to decide last-minute 

if they want to attend a game. In the second session, a student expressed this very sentiment: 

 
 I really like that you're going to text it to them. I'm trying to go to this game right now, 

 and you could be like, "Yup!" Or you could be like, "Nope!" And then if you don't do it. I 

 think it actually prompts you to think about it, because nine times out of ten, there's a 

 basketball game or a football game, I'm busy, I'm running around. I don't even think 

 about it. 

 

Participants also remarked on the ability to cancel or pause the plan at any time. 

Importantly, they did mention they would prefer to receive the notifications via text message, 

rather than through e-mail. They discussed how e-mails could easily get overlooked, but that 

they would be likely to see and respond to a text notification.   

 

Seat Location Matters. One of the most common questions that came up during this 

section of the focus groups was, “where are the seats?”. Participants wanted to know if the seats 

provided through this ticket plan were going to be in the nosebleeds, or rather, in locations far 

away from the field of play or with poor sight lines. Upon digging deeper, it became apparent 

that students did not think this plan would be worth their time if seats are the worst in the 

building.  
Participants did not necessarily care about sitting in the same seats for each game, but 

they wanted to be able to see the action and feel like they were apart of the event. As a 

participant from the second session reiterated, “I'm not going to pay and then be at the top. 

Especially if I love the game. I go to the volleyball games and I want to be able to see and be, 

kind of what [name] is saying, involved. Feel like you're a part of it.” One particularly interesting 

finding was that they liked the idea of an upgrade option; or rather the ability to pay a little more 

to get better seats. As one participant expressed,  

 

 If it's $8.99 to sit in upper bowl but then you're like, "Okay, I'm going to pay $12 and I'm 

 going to sit in better seats" whether that's in the middle it's like, right now I can choose to 

 pay to upgrade and sit in better seats. I think more people would be, "Okay, I'll just add 

 $4 and that's going to be more with my dollars," so I would do that for sure. 
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Another shared a similar sentiment on the importance of seat location.  

 

 I would rather pay, to be honest, a little bit more to sit closer. I wouldn't want to sit at the 

 top. I feel like I wouldn't be as engaged. If I'm there it's because I care about the sport, so 

 I want to feel like I'm there. So, if I'm all the way at the top, just because I want to pay 

 five bucks or eight bucks, it won't cut it. 

 

Added Benefits are Key. The price point for the mock plan was $8.99 a month, and 

included tickets to all home sporting events hosted by the University, including men’s basketball 

and football. When asked about the price point, participants felt this was a fair price, but often 

expressed how they would be more likely to take action if there were added benefits. They seek 

something unique, or exclusive that they could not get simply by purchasing tickets the 

traditional way. Some of the mentioned ideas for added benefits included merchandise, food and 

beverage discounts, and social experiences/events. A participant from the first session expressed 

interest in a variety of tangible benefits, “I think that's why it would be more appealing to me if 

there was additional things with it. If I got a good discount because I'm a member, I'll get a 

pretzel, I'll get nachos.” A session two participant echoed this, and added that exclusive social 

experiences surrounding the games would help. “If there were some sort of, maybe, monthly 

events or something like that for people who have the subscription. If it was like, network and 

mingle and socialize before or during games. Maybe a special area for them to hang out into.” 

Participants also expressed that unless benefits were added, the price point would need to stay 

consistent over time in order for them to continue subscribing. 
 

RQ 3: Compared to Traditional Models of Ticket Packages, How Do College Students 
Feel About Subscription-Based Ticketing? 

 

 Towards the end of the focus group sessions, participants were asked to reflect on how 

they felt about subscription-based ticketing plans when compared to the more traditional models 

of season ticket packages, and ultimately which they would be more likely to purchase. These 

discussions revealed some interesting findings. First, they view traditional season ticket packages 

as a massive time commitment, while a subscription-based plan is low pressure in terms of 

commitment. In the second session, a student revealed, “I see season tickets more for older 

people. Those who have time. Those with more time availability, just realistically. Because even 

coming straight out of college, it's money and time that they might be able to sacrifice because 

they might already have that.” 

 In a similar vein, they view the traditional season ticket package as a burden in which 

they would have to spend time and effort re-selling tickets. They prefer not having to worry 

about resale of tickets, and like that the subscription model removes that burden. This student 

expressed her sentiment about the burden of resale:  

 

 I think the flexibility of the subscription-based model is really key, I think, once you start 

 a new job or you're younger. But then because if you were to have just traditional season 

 tickets  you have that burden of reselling or feeling bad if you don't go. You're like, well 

 that's a wasted ticket. If you have a subscription you can choose to not go. 
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Finally, they perceive a traditional season ticket package as a large up-front investment, 

one that many personally had never considered previously. When posed this question, this 

participant stated, “Yeah, just kind of like a reputation of season tickets. I've never looked at the 

prices of a season ticket on the Internet because I know they're going to be expensive. Why 

would I even bother looking?” In contrast, they view the subscription-based ticket plan as a low-

cost option, one which allows them to spread out the payments over time. Across all three 

sessions, participants agreed the subscription-based option was far more appealing to their age 

group, given the factors above.  

 

Discussion 
 

 This study sought to qualitatively explore college students’ perceptions of subscription-

based ticket services and compare the traditional season ticket model with a more innovated 

subscription-based ticket model. The results, while exploratory in nature, identified several 

motivators and constraints to subscribing to a subscription-based services. These findings create 

a foundation for sport organizations as they develop subscription-based ticketing models to 

attract and retain a new generation of sport fans.  

 A theme that was woven throughout the entire study was the importance of perceived 

value. Perceived value is defined as the difference between the perceived benefit the customer 

receives and the cost of receiving that benefit (McDougall & Levesque, 2000). Perceived value 

has been studied in relation to sporting event tickets many times (e.g. Drayer et al., 2018), 

however, none of these previous studies looked at subscription-based tickets. Based on 

differences in how subscription-based tickets are designed with a monthly cost and the flexibility 

to choose which games to attend, the perceived value of these tickets can be very different from 

other ticketing packages. The participants in this study repeatedly acknowledged that if they did 

not find value in the subscription offering including the monthly price they would have no 

problem cancelling their subscriptions. Thus, unlike traditional season ticket models where 

perceived value is crucially important when determining if the price is worth the tickets prior to 

the season, subscription-based ticketing consumers have the opportunity to reevaluate their 

perceived value each month in determining to continue their subscription. Future research should 

examine more about the relationship between perceived value and purchasing a subscription-

based ticketing plan.  

 The findings of the current research suggest that exclusivity, convenience, and flexibility 

are three areas that are essential for subscription-based services success. Exclusivity for 

subscription-based ticketing subscribers can be thought of as limiting the benefits to only those 

who are members of the subscription plan. Similarly, previous research has discussed that 

traditional season ticket holders have access to exclusive perks (Zboja et al., 2016). These 

exclusive benefits allow better relationship building between the sport fan and sport organization 

as the season ticket holders feel valued for receiving something they would not have had they not 

been a part of this select group. As subscription-based plans typically appeal to a younger, more 

socially connected generation of fans compared to traditional season ticket holders, the exclusive 

benefits offered to the subscription-based ticket holders may differ from those offered to 

traditional season ticket holders. 

Participants indicated that these exclusive benefits could be intangible or tangible. 

Tangible benefits could include free or discounted merchandise and concessions while intangible 

benefits could include invitations to social experiences or events. With the subscription-based 
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tickets there is not a reserved seat for the entire season, meaning that if a fan chooses to attend 

four games in one month, they will most likely sit in four different seats. This can make 

socializing hard during the game as friends and families are not guaranteed to sit together. 

Previous research has also found that combining giveaways and special events, known as 

stacking, increases attendance (Boyd & Krehbiel, 2006). Such, sport organizations may want to 

think about offering exclusive events or experiences where fans have the opportunity to socialize 

with friends or other fans. For example, the sport organization could offer subscribers early 

entrance to the stadium and coupon for discounted concessions so they can grab a drink or dinner 

with their friends and other fans prior to having to take their assigned seats.  

As subscribers have the choice of attending one home game or all home games in a 

month, sport organizations could think about having a tiered reward system that is based off of 

the length of the subscriptions and number games attended. Like airlines, sport organizations 

should consider attaching loyalty rewards or points to consumer purchases in-stadium or arena, 

with the added potential to link points to official partner products or services. This could 

decrease the number of fans that choose to pause their subscriptions as they would have to start 

back at the bottom tier once they resumed the subscriptions and also would encourage the 

subscribers to attend as many games as they can while still allowing them the freedom to not feel 

pressured to have to attend all games. Since this generation is so connected using social media 

and posting about what they are doing, there can be an increased feeling of FOMO if they are not 

at the event. Sport organizations can take advantage of this socially connected generation by also 

rewarding them with as they post and connect with the sport organization.  

Another key area identified in this study is the convenience of a subscription-based 

service. Convenience for subscription-based ticketing services can be thought of as the ease-of-

use and simplicity of signing up and maintaining their subscription. The desire for a convenient 

option appears to be an overarching theme that may represent an overall reduction in perceived 

constraints to purchase or attendance. Specifically, participants indicated that a constraint to 

subscription-based services was a lengthy or complicated sign up process. The value of having to 

spend a significant amount of time filling out a form or application is not worth the benefit they 

will receive from the subscription. Participants also indicated that a key convenience to 

subscription plans is the automatic deduction of funds from their accounts to pay for the next 

month of the subscription. Hence, the less the fan has to do to maintain the subscription the more 

likely they may be to continue subscribing. Sport organizations need to design their sign-up 

processes in a simplified manner that only takes a few minutes at most and ensure that processes 

such as payment do not require constant contact. 

Sport organizations can take advantage of this generation’s connection to their mobile 

devices and utilize their points of contact through text messaging rather than emailing. 

Participants suggested that they prefer to receive messaging and reminders about games through 

text message as it is less likely to get lost or missed as easily as an email. More so, the 

participants found the idea of a digital app to receive their game day tickets appealing and 

convenient. The sport organizations ability to stay up-to-date on technology and create a 

communication plan that utilizes these newer technologies such as mobile apps or even text 

messaging platforms will allow the organization to have an advantage in building and 

maintaining a relationship with this generation of fans. As these subscription-based plans are 

typically digital in nature, more research should be done examining what are effective types and 

styles of communication and messaging as this could be the first step in getting fans to sign up 

and attend the games.  
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Participants indicated they preferred subscription-based services that were flexible 

especially when it came to the ability to share the services with family and friends. Flexibility 

when it comes to subscription-based ticketing is the ability to modify a subscription based on 

monthly available time and interest. Once again, this added flexibility allows prospective 

subscription buyers the ability to feel less constrained by some of the traditional purchase and 

attendance constraints such as lack of someone to attend with, leisure alternatives, and other 

sport alternatives (Kim & Trail, 2010). Even though season ticket holders are allowed to share or 

sell their season tickets, this most likely does not apply to subscription-based ticketing models 

where only the individual who purchased the monthly tickets can use the ticket. Instead, sport 

organizations can allow for increased flexibility by allowing sport fans to temporarily pause their 

subscription. Participants indicated that they shied away from purchasing or even researching 

traditional season ticket models due the high commitment they require. Instead subscription-

based ticket plans may draw higher demand if they allow customers to temporarily pause their 

membership for a month or two given that time constraints for fans are not consistent month to 

month. By allowing fans to pause their subscription rather than having to cancel entirely, sport 

organizations would still have a direct line of contact with the subscriber and be able to 

communicate and encourage the subscriber to resume their subscription.  

The seat location assigned to subscribers could be a potential problem as participants 

indicated they did not always want to be seated in the nose-bleed section. This could be another 

area though where the sport organization could offer some flexibility in allowing for the 

purchasing upgraded seats. For instance, if a subscriber is randomly given a seat and they are not 

happy about the seat they could be allowed to choose a different seat for a charge of anywhere 

between five and 15 dollars. This would give both the sport organization and the subscriber more 

flexibility when it came to assigning or choosing a seat.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 
 

 As with all research, this study is not without its limitations. Considering the exploratory 

nature of this study, college students voluntarily agreed to participate in the interview and as a 

result, the participants were homogenous. While this is not a limitation of focus group research 

in general, this does not allow for a high degree of generalizability beyond the research context 

of FCS-level football. Another limitation is that the university used does not currently offer a 

subscription-based ticketing plan and instead the researchers had to design a mock subscription-

plan to conduct the interviews around. As students at a FCS-level university, participants in this 

study are only required to purchase tickets for football, women’s basketball, and men’s 

basketball. Further, while pioneering athletic departments have targeted millennials as a market 

for subscription-based tickets, they have done so by marketing these services to recent alumni. 

This study examined current college student perceptions; as such, participants likely considered 

if they would be interested in the ticket service in the future, when their personal budgets 

allowed for discretionary spending, rather than in the present. 

 Future research examining subscription-based ticketing plans in the sport industry is 

needed. Areas of future research should focus on the examination and design of the subscription-

based ticket plans, measuring the motivation of subscribers, subscribers use and satisfaction. The 

design and price of the subscription-based ticket plan needs to be clearly thought out and 

implemented to recruit and retain subscribers. Part of the design includes the communication 

plan and what type of messaging will be sent to engage with the subscribers. Communicating in 
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an effective manner will be crucial for keeping Millennial and Generation Z fans coming back. 

Thus, future research may include interviewing ticket operations personnel from sport 

organizations that have subscription plans and discuss the thought process behind the design and 

their communication plan.  

 There is an extensive amount of research on sport fans motivations for attending games 

or purchasing season tickets, however, there has not been an empirical study measuring what 

motivates sport fans to choose a subscription-based ticketing plan. This current study serves as a 

starting point for exploring the motivations of college students but more research with a broader 

sample needs to be conducted. Lastly, as sport fans start subscribing, they will continuously 

evaluate the perceived value they will receive from the plan. Does the access and benefits 

provided by the sport organization match or exceed the perceived value sport fans are expecting 

from the subscription? As research on this topic is relatively new, there have been no quantitative 

studies measuring fans actual use and satisfaction of the subscription plans. An ideal future study 

could capture fans perceived value prior to using the subscription plan and then measuring their 

actual use and satisfaction of the plan after they have subscribed for a time period. As more sport 

organizations look to use subscription based ticketing plans, understanding the design, 

motivations, use, and satisfaction will be beneficial.  
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Appendix A 
 

Focus Group Interview Questions 

 

Welcome to this focus group session! Thank you for taking the time to be here. We appreciate 

your willingness to provide your time and perspective this evening. As a reminder, our topic this 

evening is subscription-based ticketing models in college athletics. We are particularly interested 

in learning more about how college students view these sales models. There are no right or 

wrong answers, only differing points of view. We will be tape recording this session, so we ask 

that you use discretion and only allow one person to speak at a time. My role as moderator will 

simply be to guide the discussion. We hope that you will feel comfortable talking with one 

another about the topics that come up. We’ve placed name cards on the table in front of you to 

help everyone remember each other’s names.  

 

1. Let’s begin by having everyone go around the room and introducing themselves. Go 

ahead and provide your name, year in school, and major.  

2. How would you describe your prior experience(s) attending (University) athletic events?  

a. What do enjoy about the experience?  

b. If you could change anything about the experience, what would you change?  

3. Think back to the last paid (University) athletics event you attended. How did you get 

tickets to that event?  

a. What channels did you go through?  

b. How did you pay for them?  

c. What was this process like?  

4. How many of you currently have a monthly subscription to a product or service where 

you pay a monthly fee in order to gain access (e.g. Netflx, Hulu, Pandora, StitchFix, 

etc.)? Think about the one you use the most.  

a. What do you like best about it?  

b. What don’t you like about it?   

c. What led you to sign up in the first place?  

d. What would it take for you to cancel your subscription?  

5. How would you feel about a subscription-based ticketing option for student tickets to 

(University) athletic events)?  

*Pass around the flyer for the mock ticketing model, called “Flock”. This 

includes basic information about the subscription model, including price per 

month, how they will receive tickets, and what is included.  

a. What do you like best about this proposed model?  

b. What concerns do you have?  

c. How would you feel about paying a monthly fee in exchange for access to all paid 

(University) athletic events?  

d. What do you think about the price point?  

e. If this were an option for the 2019-2020 how likely would you be to sign up?   

f. Would you be more or less likely to attend (University) athletic events if you were 

a monthly subscriber through the Flock? 

6. Is there anything else you’d like to add to the discussion before we end the session?  
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Appendix B 
 

Mock Subscription-Based Ticketing Flyer 

 

 


