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To which sport are you most
loyal?

To which of the following sports are you the
most loyal fan?
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John Jeansonne

MLB's fan loyalty trails NFL's, NBA's
John Jeansonne
11:45 AM EDT, April  8, 2009

It's not just the stupid economy. (Although the Yankees' 76.3-percent jump in average
ticket price amid our Great Recession could have its unpleasant consequences this
season.) Major League Baseball, according to the New York-based consumer research
firm Brand Keys, has fallen below the NFL and NBA in its latest Sports Fan Loyalty
Index. While ballyards across America swell this week with crowds celebrating the
ritual return of the national pastime, Brand Keys founder and president Robert
Passikoff argues that baseball's drawn-out steroids scandal heads the list of factors
that have eroded the sport's popularity.

Passikoff uses what he calls "loyalty drivers" -- pure entertainment, authenticity, fan
bonding and history/tradition -- to produce his annual loyalty yardstick that provides
leagues and teams with data to address broadcast viewership, merchandise purchases
and ticket revenues. In 2000, he ranked baseball No. 1, the NBA second, the NFL third
and the NHL fourth.

Now, with hockey still fourth and still smarting from the "fan bonding" damage of its
2004-05 lockout -- "You can't disappoint a fan much more than just not showing up,"
Passikoff said -- the NFL has moved into first place. And the MLB brand remains
"troubled," having sunk, right after the December 2007 release of the Mitchell Report
on performance-enhancing drugs, to third. And stayed there.

"When you measure fan bonding," Passikoff said, "maybe you love [ Alex] Rodriguez,
but now the bond is not as great. And that's what happened [league-wide with
loyalties]."

In baseball-centric New York, the
steroids shadow did not extend to
crowd figures. Attendance in 2008,
the first season after the Mitchell
revelations, climbed past four
million for both the Yankees and
Mets, ranking them first and second
in baseball.

Of the 30 major-league teams, 16
did experience attendance
declines, with 18 of them filling
fewer than two-thirds of their seats
-- down from 14 teams the
previous year. Beyond ticket sales,
the Fan Loyalty rankings correlate
with TV viewership and sales of
licensed merchandise.

Clearly in play as well is the on-
field success of teams, which fits
Passikoff's "authenticity" category,
and there is some heavy
"history/tradition" impact with teams
such as the Cubs. They have
retained significant followings
despite decades of failure, as the
Red Sox did before winning the
2004 World Series.

With baseball's overall fade, "You
see a couple of other things,"
Passikoff said. "One is that people
have gotten used to higher levels
of energy in sports. When you're
dealing with a sport in which a
'perfect game' is one in which
nothing happens, it becomes more
of an intellectual experience. It's a
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slower game, and there's
something to the fact that the world
has gotten a larger and larger
desire for speed and excitement."

That would explain the trend in
new baseball stadiums,
overwhelmingly obvious in the just-
unveiled Yankees and Mets
showplaces, to create a video-
game feel with gargantuan
scoreboards, flat-screen TV
displays and almost endless
moving images. "It's to resonate
with younger fans," he said, "and
so far, when we've seen new
stadiums, we don't see that it hurts
[fan loyalty]."

Just to cover all its bases, baseball
blatantly mixes that 21st Century
exploding-car feel with an
emphasis on nostalgia; its new
"This Is Beyond Baseball"
multimedia marketing campaign,
launched with a documentary on
the MLB Network last week, is
meant to highlight the game's place
in the American culture.

But it isn't 1974 anymore. What
was thoroughly Americana then --
summed up in the ad jingle
"Baseball, hot dogs, apple pie and
Chevrolet" -- doesn't seem to apply
now that dietary studies have
revealed the unhealthy ingredients
in hot dogs, while General Motors
is tanking and mixed martial arts
seeks mainstream acceptance via
the youth vote. (Apple pie doesn't
get as much publicity as it used to,
either.)

At a Nassau Community College
forum on ballparks last week,
attended by many gray-headed
citizens who experienced the Polo
Grounds, Ebbets Field and the
original Yankee Stadium, business
professor John DeSpagna raised
the question whether football had
become the No. 1 sport in the
USA. "Yes!" one of the youngest in
the crowd offered enthusiastically.

The "Beyond Baseball" charm
offensive may not counter unsavory
cheating issues and evolving tastes
any better than New York's teams
can sell their grandly impressive --
but enormously expensive --
stadiums in the face of the
economic downturn.

"There's a degree of two steps
forward and two steps back,"
Passikoff said. "Normally speaking,
building a new stadium adds a
pretty good wallop to the

authenticity driver. You get a lot of extra points doing a new stadium, though a new
manager would come somewhat more cheaply. To a certain degree, and corporate
boxes and suites notwithstanding, the teams went in knowing they'd ratchet up prices,
so the economy only exacerbated that kind of problem.

"On the one hand, you give with a new stadium, and you take away, by making the
costs so great."

And it's not just the economy.
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