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MEASURING SERVICE QUALITY IN SPORT MANAGEMENT:
AN APPLICATION OF THE SERVQUAL SCALE

Abstract

The aim of this study is to provide an instrument for measuring service quality in sports en-
terprises from the point of view of the customers. For this purpose we intend to elaborate an
enquiry starting out from a more general scale called SERVIQUAL.

We have limited our research project to sports enterprises where the customer participates
actively, i.e., we have excluded sports clubs and other organizations which offer sport as en-
tertainment. Our choice is mainly due to the fact that few studies have been carried out in this
area and that sports has been earning an increasing amount of adepts during the last decades
in Spain. The DELPHI method has been applied with the collaboration of a panel of experts in
order to evaluate the viability and adequacy of the modified SERVQUAL scale.

Key words

Service Quality, Sports Marketing, SERVQUAL scale, DELPHI method.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Today the importance of quality is generally recognized in all sectors of our modern society.
Consequently, quality also has considerable influence on the economy of all kinds of business
enterprises, since it improves the production of goods and brings competitiveness at the same
time as it motivates human resources and ensures an increasing market share.

The quality of a particular product is easy to evaluate in terms of resistance, utility, speed,
effectiveness, design, etc., but this is not the case when we attempt to determine the character-
istics of a service. Today, the increasing predominance of the service industry, in production
as well as in employment, has brought a need for an instrument which measures the quality of
these services. It should be taken into account that the service sector accounts for more than
66.44% of the GDP and employs more than 98 million people in the European Community,
according to EUROSTAT (2009) .

2. OBJECTIVES

In recent decades, the Spanish people have increasingly incorporated some kind of indivi-
dual or corporative sport into their leisure activities for reasons of enjoyment and health.
Nowadays, over 33% of the Spanish people practise sports (CIS, Spain, 2005). Consequently,
it has become necessary to create systems which measure the degree of satisfaction the custo-
mers perceive from the enterprises and organizations which render this kind of service.

The present paper intends to analyse of the instrument SERVQUAL, in order to establish its
usefulness as a means of measuring the quality of the services given by enterprises related to
sports. As the concept of sports enterprise includes a great number of heterogeneous organi-
zations which cannot be studied in full by the present research, we have decided to concen-
trate on the services provided by institutions where the customer participates actively: that is,
gyms, swimming-pools, bowling halls, tennis or squash clubs, riding schools, etc.

3. MARKETING IN SPORTS ENTERPRISES

Marketing in sports enterprises is a specific adaptation of the traditional concept of marketing,
which can be defined as those activities designed to identify the consumers’ necessities on
the one hand and the shortcomings of the “product sport” on the other, through processes of

1. Documento disponible en http://ec.europa.eu/.
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interchange. It is a field of study that has collected numerous works in recent times (Triado,
1996; Beech and Chadwick, 2006; Parks, et al. 2007; Mullin et al. 2007). There are two main
types of marketing:

*  Marketing of products and services directly to the consumers.
*  Marketing of other consumer goods or services through sponsorships.

As mentioned above, we will limit our research to those enterprises which offer their custo-
mers active participation. In spite of their reduced size in an atomized sector, they are organi-
zed and structured units that function as real enterprises and they make more or less important
investments in order to create and sell their products with the greatest possible profits. To
reach their objectives, they need to draw up a marketing strategy (see P. Kotler et al. 2000):
this process consists in analyzing the opportunities on the market and choosing a position,
plans of action and a control system which allow the enterprises to fulfil their commitments.

In this type of company, the market strategies applied can be observed at two levels:

»  The search for a unique position in the sports activities market by producing an innovative
and high quality sports service.
» The search for different positions versus the competitors by offering additional values.

4. THE CONSTRUCT “SERVICE QUALITY” AND ITS ASSESSMENT

Service quality has been defined in many ways. Probably, the most accepted and used defini-
tions is Zeithaml one (1988, p.3): “Consumer opinion about the excellence or superiority of a
product or service” or Bitner and Hubber (1994, p. 7): “Global consumer impression about the
relative superiority or inferiority of an organization and its services”. That is, it is understood
that the perceived quality is a consumer attitude toward service, a subjective assessment of
their level of excellence.

The inherent characteristics of services are: intangibility, heterogeneity and impossibility of
separating the production and the act of consumption. These factors make the quality offe-
red by the company at the moment of rendering the service the basic element which brings
differential profits. It is precisely its heterogeneous character which makes it difficult to stan-
dardize, assess and monitor the service rendered. (Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Berry, 1985).

The nature of the services offered by sports enterprises implies a continuous contact or in-
teraction between the client and the employees. During these encounters —“the moment of
truth”— (Normann, 1984), value is created. If these interactions are not carried out properly,
the customer’s perception of quality will be negatively affected.
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Quality has been focused on from various points of view. At present three different appro-
aches can be distinguished:

1. Thefirst one is the pattern of industrial quality, postulated by Juran (1990), Deming (1989),
Garvin (1988) and Berry (1990), among others. These authors state that the function of
quality is to guarantee the quality of the products launched on the market through methods
of strategic planning, the establishment of objectives and the mobilization of the entire
organization, making all its members responsible for the success of the enterprise.

The second and third approaches concentrate on the management of the services and are based
on the clients’ perceptions. Consequently, enterprises must know their customers’ expecta-
tions in order to be able to design a service of desirable quality.

2. The “Image Model” was created by Gronroos (1988, 1994) and relates quality to the cor-
porative image, since it influences the client’s expectations of the service. The conceptual
model formulated presents the total perceived quality as the combination of three factors:
the technical dimension of the result or the technical quality, the functional dimension of
the processes and the corporative image.

3. The “Deficiencies or Discrepancies Model” was created by Parasuraman, Berry and
Zeithaml (1983, 1991, 1993); Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985, 1988); Zeithaml,
Berry and Parasuraman (1988) and Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Berry (1985, 1993). This
model attempts to analyze the causes and circumstances which produce deficiencies in the
rendering of the services. For these authors, the difference between the expected and the
perceived service is the result of four gaps in the internal functioning of the enterprise as
a direct consequence of the ignorance of the customers’ necessities and expectations.

The authors of the Deficiencies or Discrepancies model developed an instrument to measure
the clients” expectations and perceptions of the service offered: the SERVQUAL instrument.
This scale consists of 22 pairs of questions divided into two sections, the first one for expec-
tations and the second one for perceptions. The expectation section focuses on the client’s
expectation for a generic category of services; the perception sector measures the customer’s
evaluation of one enterprise in particular. Both the expectations and the perceptions are mea-
sured on a 7-point Likert scale (from 1: strongly disagreeing to 7: strongly agreeing). The
score of the quality of the service rendered consists of the sum of the differences (perceptions
minus expectations) between the items.
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5. CRITICISM OF SERVQUAL

Although several authors have expressed their criticism of SERVQUAL, today it is still the
main benchmark in measuring service quality. The main criticisms are of whether or not ex-
pectations should be taken into account.

Thus Cronin and Taylor (1992, 1994) and Babakus and Boller (1992) direct their criticism
towards the taking into account of the client’s expectations during the process of measuring
quality. As an alternative they propose the SERVPERF scale, which consists of the same
items as the SERVQUAL scale, but does not include the expectations. The core concept is the
client’s satisfaction.

On the other hand, Teas (1993) points out, as the authors of SERVQUAL also admit, that the
SERVQUAL model that contrasts perceptions and expectations may be problematic under
certain conditions (Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry, 1994).

The three weak aspects that Teas (1993) mentions as basic and which, in his opinion, cast
doubt on the validity of the SERVQUAL model are: a) problems of concept and definition
of expectations, b) theoretical justification as a component of the expectable perception fra-
mework, c) the validity of this type of measuring procedure.

6. SPORT MANAGEMENT AND SERVICE QUALITY

There is a lot of research about the measurement of perceived quality in sport services. A
review of these studies can be found in Ko and Pastore (2004), Barry et al. (2005), Tsitskari et
al. (2006), Ko et al. (2008), Martinez and Martinez (2009), or Calabuig, et al. (2008). These
last authors includes most of the contributions have been made in the Spanish context. All
these studies have in common the identification of dimensions or quality attributes, which are
evaluated based on the perceptions of individuals in relation to the received service.

The study of Ko and Pastore (2004, 2005) is of particular relevance. This work adopt the
hierarchical conception of Dabholkar et al. (1996) and Brady and Cronin (2001) for mea-
suring perceived quality and make an exhaustive review of the literature on various areas
of the sports industry that have been investigated. Ko and Pastore (2004, 2005) justify the
dimensions and subdimensions of its model after studying the literature on the sports industry
and service quality, identifying each construct in previous literature, and developing a model
composed of four dimensions (program quality, interaction quality, quality of results, physi-
cal environment quality), which are broken down into several subdomains. This model was
refined following a qualitative phase, through a panel of experts and a pretest, culminating
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in a final questionnaire of 49 items that defined the 11 subdimensions proposals. The authors
tested their instrument through structural equation models.

We can find differences in the quality dimensions or attributes identified in different studies
of sports services. Thus different measuring instruments are using depending on the type of
service. For example, there are differences between the measurements of quality of physical
activity programs (Morales et al., 2005) or quality of water services (Calabuig et al., 2008).
However, there are also similarities in areas such as tangible items or physical environment
(Calabuig et al., 2008, Ko et al., 2008, Morales et al., 2005) or personal interaction (Mafias et
al., 2008, Ko and Pastore, 2005; Morales, et al., 2005). The service quality literature has often
not included in its definition of quality concepts such as price, satisfaction, corporate image, or
trust, as these concepts relate to the literature on perceived value, satisfaction, image and rela-
tionship marketing respectively. For example, Dabholkar et al. (1996) and Brady and Cronin
(2001) explicitly indicate that the price should not be included in models of perceived quality.

In the field of sports services can also be seen this way of proceeding. Most models are based
on modifications or adaptations of scales proposed in the general literature, such SERVQUAL.
In addition, it also tends to distinguish the quality of satisfaction, being a common practice
done to analyze what size or quality attributes greater influence on consumer satisfaction of
sports services (Maias et al., 2008).

It is important to stand out one work that has resulted a measured tool of sports services qua-
lity perceived in Korea, the QUESC (Kim and Kim, 1995, p.211). The authors justify their
decision to develop a new measuring scale, by the vagueness of SERVQUAL of Parasuraman
et al. (1988) for determining the dimensions of service. They say with this instrument the
dimensions «depend on the category service under investigation. The dimensions obtained by
the QUESC are: environment, employee attitudes, reliability, information, scheduling, perso-
nal consideration, price, exclusivity, privacy, convenience, stimulation and social opportunity.
According to the authors, of the twelve dimensions found, only seven shows correspondence
with SERVQUAL.

7. THE SELECTION CRITERIA

In order to carry out the present research, we have studied the evaluation instruments of mea-
suring quality described in the existing literature. After careful examination, we decided to use
the SERVQUAL instrument. There were two main reasons for our choice. Firstly, it measures
the customers’ expectations as well as their perceptions, which gives us a wider conception
of their satisfaction. Secondly, it has been used for measuring quality in a wide variety of
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sectors —to our knowledge, none of them related to sports— providing us with experiences
and documentation that we can use for purposes of comparison.

In Spain, previous studies have been carried out in many different fields and sectors, some
of which are stated below: the tourism sector (Bigné, Martinez, Miquel and Belloch,
1996); the railway network (Bigné, Sanchez, Moliner and Vallet, 1996); financial compa-
nies, (Fernandez-Barcala, 2000); the ceramic sector (Camisén and Bou, 2000); education
(Camison, Gil and Roca, 1999); the health sector (Bigné, Moliner and Sanchez, 1997); the
public sector (Fernandez, Junquera and Muiiiz, 1997).

The fact that no research had been carried out through the SERVQUAL system on sports
enterprises encouraged us to do research in this field. With this purpose, we made a detailed
analysis in order to adapt the 22 general statements of the original scale to the peculiarities of
the sports sector.

8. METHODOLOGY

In order to analyze the viability of the SERVQUAL scale, and after evaluating several al-
ternatives, we decided to use a technique called DELPHI. According to Dalkey, Brown and
Cochran (1972), the DELPHI method has considerable advantages over other subjective me-
thods of prediction: the lack of influence of dominant individuals, the absence of semantic
noise and the lack of pressure on the group to conform. Pulido (1989) points out that this
method has a special polling technique for experts and states the following characteristics:

*  Subjective selection of the participants
* Anonymous replies

* Controlled feedback

*  Questions with quantitative replies

» Statistical group replies

The DELPHI method consists in questioning a panel of experts through a sequence of ques-
tionnaires, in such a way that the replies to one questionnaire are used to design the following
questionnaire. It starts by asking each expert for an opinion about a particular phenomenon.
Once the first answers have been obtained, a document synthesizing the coincidences and
discrepancies is drawn up.

In the field of sport this method of research has previously used. In the international level

there is the work of Lam, Zhang and Jensen (2005). These authors designed a questionnaire of
service quality in fitness centers where experts will reduce an initial questionnaire of 56 items
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to 46, which is then tested as a pilot questionnaire. Nationally, we find the work of Calabuig
and Crespo (2009) which is used to develop an instrument measuring the perceived quality of
the spectators of sports events.

Each group on the panel, at each stage of the process, receives a new questionnaire which in-
cludes the values and suggestions formulated by the group members. The process is continued
until the main differences have been smoothened out and a sufficient consensus is reached
among all the participants.

The objective is to achieve a distribution of the answers which is the least disperse possible,
so that in each phase the experts can compare their own replies with those of the majority
represented by the median and thus reduce the interquartile range (see Menguzzato and Renau
1991).

The panel of experts consisted of 14 members, all of whom satisfied the following require-
ments:

* Academic or professional experience in sports activities
» Interest and awareness of the sports service as well as the problems involved
*  Knowledge of service quality

The initial questionnaire was based on the Spanish translation of the SERVQUAL scale by
Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Berry (1993). The questionnaire, in the present study, was sent
out to the participants with an introductory letter and instructions explaining the procedures
to follow. It was made clear that a sports company was not being judged in this case, but the
degree of suitability of the 22 statements on the questionnaire.

In the questionnaire the participants were asked to mark on a scale of 1 - 5 to what extent
they agreed or disagreed with the 22 statements assessing the services rendered in sports
enterprises.

The members of the panel were informed about the possibility of modifying the statements.
After the receipt of each packet of answers, the questionnaire was modified and revised taking
the participants’ suggestions into account. Three different questionnaires were sent out at 10-
day intervals. In each phase, a statistic analysis was carried out consisting in calculating the
median and the interquartile range. When the dispersion in the replies was small, the process
was ended.
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TaBLE 1. RESULTS OF THE FIRST VERSION OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE

their clients

Statements Median 1+ 3rd Interquart.
quartile | quartile range
1. The enterprise has up-to-date equipment 4 3.75 5 1.25
2. The physical facilities are visually appealing 4 3.75 5 1.25
3. Employees are well dressed and appear neat 4 3.75 5 1.25
4. The materials related to the service (pamphlets, 4 3 3 1
timetable, cards, etc.) are visually appealing
5. When they promise to do something by a cer- 4 3.75 5 1.25
tain time, they do so
6. When the customer has a problem, they show 4.5 4 5 1
sincere interest in solving it
7. They carry out the service satisfactorily the first 4 4 5 1
time
8. They conclude the service within the time 3.5 3 5 2
promised
9. They insist on keeping the records free from 3.5 2 4.25 2.25
errors
10. Employees inform the clients about when the 4 3 4.25 1.25
service will conclude
11. Employees offer their clients a prompt service 4.5 4 5 1
12. Employees are always ready to help the clients 4.5 3 5 2
13. Employees are never too busy to answer the 35 3 5 2
clients’ questions
14. Employees’ behaviour convey confidence 5 4 5 1
15. Clients feel confident in their transactions with 4 3 5 2
the organization
16. Employees are always friendly with the clients 5 3.75 5 1.25
17. Employees have enough knowledge to answer 5 4 5 1
the clients’ questions
18. Employees assist the clients individually 4 3 5 2
19. They have operating hours convenient to all 4 3 5 2
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clients

20. Employees offer personalized attention 4 2.75 5 2.25
21. They have their customers’ best at heart 4 2.75 5 2.25
22. They understand the specific interests of their 4 4 5 1

The results from the first version of the questionnaire are shown in Table 1 where the median,

the first and third quartile as well as the interquartile range are included.

Statements 8, 9, 13, 20 and 21 showed a considerable dispersion of the replies, low medians

or high interquartile ranges or even both.

On the basis of the suggestions received in this first round, some changes were made: state-

ments 1 and 6 were modified slightly, a few observations were included in statements 7, 11

and 18 and items 5, 10, 15 and 19 were explained. Finally, the statements about which the

experts agreed the least - 8, 9, 13, 20 and 21 - were changed considerably.

After being modified, the questionnaire was once again sent to the panel of experts for reas-

sessment. Table 2 shows the results of the second version, where the new statements as well

as the values obtained in the first questionnaire has been included.

TABLE 2. RESULTS OF THE SECOND VERSION OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE

Statements Median 1 3rd Interquart.
quartile | quartile range

1. The enterprise has up-to-date equipment and 4 3.75 5 1.25
utensils

2. The physical facilities are visually appealing 4 4 5 1

3. Employees are well dressed and appear neat 4 4 5 1

4. The materials related to the service (pamphlets, 4 4 5 1
timetable, cards, etc.) are visually appealing

5. When they promise to do something by a cer- 4.5 4 5 1
tain time, they do so

6. When the customer has a problem, they show 5 4 5 1
interest in solving it

7. They generally carry out the service satisfac- 5 4 5 1
torily
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8. They render the service within the time promised 4.5 3 5 2

9. They make sure no errors are made on the 3.5 3 5 2
records
10. Employees inform in due time and exhaus- 4.5 4 5 1

tively about the different services

11. Employees offer their clients a prompt and ef- 45 3.75 5 1.25
ficient service

12. Employees are always ready to help the clients 4.5 3.75 5 1.25

13. Employees spend the necessary time with 4.5 3 5 2
each client to respond to their requests with-
out hurries

14. Employees’ behaviour convey confidence 45 4 5 1

15. Clients feel confidence in the functioning of 4 4 5 1
the organization

16. Employees are always friendly with the clients 5 4 5 1

17. Employees have enough knowledge to an- 5 4 5 1
swer the clients’ questions

18. Employees check the clients’ evolution indi- 4.5 3 5 2
vidually

19. They have flexible operating hours conven- 4 3.75 5 1.25
ient to different types of clients

20. They offer their clients personalized informa- 5 3.75 5 1.25
tion

21. They have the different types of customers’ 4 3.75 5 1.25
best at heart

22. They understand the specific interests of their 4 4 5 1
clients

It can be observed that the medians improve or maintain their values in the answers to all the
statements, whereas they decrease in the interquartile range. In this round, numbers 8, 9 and
18 were the most conflictive. In statement 8, even though the median improves, the interquar-
tile range remains high, the same as in statement 18; the outcome shows the experts’ different
opinions on this issue. Statement 9 still has a low median.

After modifying statements 8, 9 and 18, the questionnaire was once again sent to the experts.

The statements and their modifications are shown in Table 3 together with the results of the
third version. As can be observed, the medians improve and the interquartile range remains
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stable or decreases, except for statements 7 and 13 where, in spite of not having carried out

any modifications in the last round, the median has decreased.

TABLE 3. RESULTS OF THE THIRD VERSION OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE

Statements Median 1 3rd Interquart.
quartile | quartile range
1. The enterprise has up-to-date equipment and 5 3 4 1
utensils
2. The physical facilities are visually appealing. 4 4 5 1
3. Employees are well dressed and appear neat 5 4 5 1
4. The materials related to the service (pamphlets, 4 4 4 0
timetable, cards, etc.) are visually appealing
5. When they promise to do something by a cer- 4.5 4 5 1.25
tain time, they do so
6. When the customer has a problem, they show 5 4 5 1
interest in solving it
7. They generally carry out the service satisfactorily 4 4 5 1
8. They render the service within the established 5 4 5 1
time-tables
9. They make sure no errors are made when using 4 4 5 1
the clients’ personal data
10. Employees inform in due time and exhaus- 5 4 5 1
tively about the different services
11. Employees offer their clients a prompt and ef- 5 4.25 5 0.75
ficient service
12. Employees are always ready to help the clients 5 4 5 1
13. Employees spend the necessary time with 4 3 5 2
each client to respond to their requests with-
out hurries
14. Employees’ behaviour convey confidence 4.5 4 5 1
15. Clients feel confidence in the functioning of 4 4 5 2
the organization
16. Employees are always friendly with the clients 5 4 5 1
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17. Employees have enough knowledge to answer 5 4 5 1
the clients’ questions

18. Employees check the clients’ eVol.ution indi- 4 3 4.75 1.75
vidually

19. They have flexible operating hours conven- 5 3.75 5 1.25
ient to different types of clients

20. They offer their clients personalized informa- 5 3.75 5 1.25
tion

21. They have the different types of customers’ 4.5 4 5 1
best at heart

22. They understand the specific interests of their 4.5 4 5 1
clients

9. CONCLUSIONS

Having examined the experts’ responses to the questionnaires and after making an exhaustive
analysis of the generic bibliography about service quality and specifically about the service
rendered by sports enterprises, we chose the SERVQUAL scale as the appropriate instrument
for assessing the quality perceived by the consumers of this type of services. We would like to
highlight the following points about the process followed and the DELPHI method:

e The DELPHI method proved to be appropriate and innovating for assessing the perceived
quality of the service rendered by sports entities

*  Most of the experts evaluated the statements on the scale positively. In the last round, all
the statements exceeded 4 as the median, and the interquartile range was between 0 and 2,
which shows that the statements have little dispersion; consequently there is a high level
of consensus

*  After the appropriate modifications, determinations, explanations and changes had been
carried out, the usefulness of the scale for the sports sector improved

Nevertheless, the fact that SERVQUAL has not previously been used to asses the perceived
quality in this type of enterprises prevented us from making an empirical study on a large
scale. In the same line of research, we deem it necessary to apply this instrument to a reduced
number of sports customers in order to further improve and adapt it to the sports sector, before
distributing it to sports enterprises in general.

We recognize that this is a preliminary and exploratory work in order to define a first version
of a scale measuring the perceived quality of service provided by a sports organization. In the
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future, this scale will be applied to users in this type of service, and to be tested to determine
its validity and reliability.

We firmly believe that the present research is a step forward in determining the appropriate

scale for studying service quality in sports enterprises, and we are convinced that it will serve
as a basis for further research in this field.
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