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This research is related to brand perception and its implications for the management of services, especially for hedonic
services. The aim of this study is to analyse the influence of perceived brand quality on credibility and attitudes towards
this perceived quality from the point of view of users, as well as whether that relationship could trigger increased loyalty
and recommendations. The survey was conducted with users of a public sports service located in Valencia, Spain, and the
analysis of the data and the creation of the structural model was carried out using structural equation modeling (SEM). Its
results have confirmed the influence of perceived quality on credibility but not on attitudes. On the other hand, the effects
of credibility and attitudes on loyalty have been significant because of the influence of credibility on recommendations and
attitudes. Conversely, attitudes have not had a direct influence on the word of mouth (WOM). This type of study, represent
a novel contribution, because the studies of brand perception in sports services are practically non-existent, especially in
the case of public sports services. In addition, the fact of using this type of methodology is in line with the most current
works. Therefore, it supposes to contribute relevant information to the bibliography of this topic, and at the same time, it
provides valuable information for managers, because if they have more information about how the variables are related
and to what extent they do it, they will have more and better tools to be able to manage sports services more effectively

and with less expenditure of resources, being able to plan more precisely the actions that they consider appropriate.
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Introduction

Consumers who intend to purchase a new product or
service have many suppliers from whom to obtain
information, compare, and choose from (i.e., select the one
that best suits their needs). The large number of offers and
the ease with which consumers can access them, analyse
them, and change them is generating more demanding
clients. Furthermore, this phenomenon is forcing
companies to make a greater effort towards meeting the
customers’ needs and creating something different from
their competitors, which allows them to attract new
customers and keep current ones. This situation also occurs
in sports services, where user exigencies have grown in
proportion to the sports market growth.

The sports industry has experienced a great growth in
recent years, becoming a very important sector in some
countries, in economic terms (in Spain it represents 2 % of
GDP) and above all in employment data (Ratten, 2018).
The latest statistics provided by the European Commission
(2013) show that sport generates 1.76 % of gross value
added and 2.12 % of employment in the European Union.
The data shown, indicate the great importance of sport and

its potential to become a relevant industry, at the level of
other more traditional industries such as the automobile or
publishing industry. This growth means that there is a great
demand for sport at the service level, so studies such as the
one carried out here, allow us to draw conclusions for
services in general and, above all, for the hedonic and
leisure services industry. Upon reaching a point at which
the user demands are satisfied but the company offers
similar services as their competitors, brand image is very
important for differentiation from competitors. As a brand,
we need to evoke favourable and unique associations, and
these different kinds of associations can affect how we
operate in the marketplace (Brexendorf & Keller, 2017).
Brand image is defined as the set of meanings that allow an
object to be known and through which people describe,
remember, and relate (Dowling, 1986). It is a powerful
tool, of which companies are aware, and it is important to
try to improve it and keep a track of the process, because
consumer’s behaviour is affected by brand image
(Burmann et al., 2008) so it is a key element to take into
account.

The process of the creation and development of brand
image has benefited from the rise of new technologies and
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social networks, which allows companies to have a flow of
fast and easy communication with current and potential
users and manage their relationship with them. This
communication allows companies to make that relationship
stronger and more durable, which, in terms of marketing, is
known as CRM or customer relationship management,
having an important link with loyalty (Carmen & Marius,
2016; Nyadzayo & Khajehzadeh, 2016). This process is
obviously beneficial for companies because it allows for
greater capacity for and ease of reaching the user and
receiving feedback. At the same time, this process is
inconvenient because the access of competitors to these
benefits is equal. On the other hand, these actions are also
beneficial for consumers, who now that have a direct and
fast connection to the brand to express their views, interact
and even participate in decisions concerning future company
products. These actions may contribute to the process of co-
creation, whereby value is generated on both sides as long as
the consumer is able to customize their experience in the use
of products or services and engage in specific tasks that
companies offer (Piligrimiene et al., 2016).

When we talk about benefits of a working brand, we
do not only mean the economic aspect, as it is not unique
to the profit organizations. Other types of entities, such as
non-governmental organization or public administrations,
also resort to these activities in order to convey a better
image, increase the perceived quality, or be more effective
by linking users to different arising projects.

One of the problems linked to services, in terms of
branding work, is that unlike goods, they suffer from
intangibility, the provider offers a performance promise,
which is intangible (Moeller, 2010) and this, along with the
rest of elements within the well-known IHIP characteristics
(heterogeneity, inseparability and perishability) makes it
more difficult to evaluate. To alleviate the effect of this
drawback, service brands are focused on simplifying the
transmission of information with users, trying to use those
aspects of service that may be useful to make them
tangible. Some of these aspects may include the equipment
in a sport centre (Parasuraman et al., 1985),
merchandising, or the promotion of good treatment
between customers and staff, who are an important and
influential part in the opinion that users have about a
service and who make the values of the brand palpable.

In short, many aspects can make a person feel more or
less disposed to a brand, and many aspects also aid in
customer loyalty after the good has been consumed or
service has been completed. The purpose of this study is to
provide information for a better understanding of the
process of brand perception in services, and its relation to
important variables for services management. Therefore,
we want to contribute to help managers to know where
they have to focus their efforts and investments, making
their actions more effective and efficient, and consequently
giving to users what they were looking for. This article
describes some of the most important aspects of the brand,
such as perceived quality, credibility, attitudes, loyalty, and
Word of Mouth to test a model for observing the
relationships established between the different factors, all
framed in the field of sport facilities, particularly in public
sports services.

Literature Review and Hypotheses

Perceived Quality. Perceived service quality can be
defined as the view of the user on the level of excellence of
a product (Zeithaml, 1988). The definition of this concept
revolves around a common idea or vision, which refers to
quality as the result after comparing what customers expect
of the service and how they receive that service (Gronroos,
1984; Parasuraman et al., 1985, 1988).

Quality is a concept widely used by consumers in all
areas, also in sports, but it can create confusion since in
some cases, it can be difficult to define. The concept of
quality is not so simple to understand, and the difficulty to
delimit it is accentuated when we want to do it in the area
of services because of the aforementioned intangibility.
Unlike physical goods, there are little to no visible
elements to observe, in order to make the valuation process
easier. Perceived quality is a concept that may have
objective elements to help to value it, but it remains a
perception and thus brands can work to improve it.

It should also be noted that quality, unlike satisfaction,
requires no previous experience with the brand or service
to be perceived. Therefore, if a company is able to make its
users perceive the brand as good quality, it will be more
successful than those who do not obtain those associations,
even if the product of the latter is objectively better
because users in many cases do not have the ability to
determine whether a product is better or worse than
another.

In connection with the influences that can affect quality
on other aspects, we found a remarkable link with loyalty.
The connection between quality and loyalty has been
studied by several authors, including Boulding et al.
(1993), who found that there was a positive relationship
between quality that had been perceived in service and
repurchase intentions. The concept of quality has been
investigated in different fields of services, such as in the
case of airlines (Chang & Yeh, 2002); however, if we
focus on the sports field, we see a difference in the studied
topics. For example, the research has included the
perceived quality of the event (Crespo et al., 2012),
perceived quality in leisure centres (Murray, Howat, 2002;
Wakefield & Blodgett, 2016), or its relationship with
sports tourism (Thwaites, 1999). These different lines of
research have led to the creation of new instruments of
measurement and their validations, such as in the case of
the EVENTQUAL scale (Calabuig-Moreno et al., 2016),
which is a tool for measuring the perceived quality
sporting events from the point of view of spectators. This
type of tools bring richness to the literature on this subject
and contribute to greater understanding of the construct in
its various aspects.

H1: Perceived
credibility.

H2: Perceived quality significantly influences attitudes
towards the brand.

Brand Credibility. Brand credibility is defined as the
believability of an entity’s intentions at a particular time
(Swait & Erdem, 2007). In order to create brand
credibility, it is necessary that consistency, clarity of the
brand and investment over time be increased through all
practices and aspects of marketing communications such as

quality  significantly influences
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brand image advertising, sponsorship, or sales promation
(Jeng, 2016). Erdem and Swait (2004) show that the views
of users and their considerations when they make a
particular purchase are clearly influenced by credibility, so
this aspect is very important in achieving future success in
a company. Some aspects, such as time sensitivity and
cumulative nature, characterize the company’s credibility.
In terms of time sensitivity in brand credibility, a
consumer’s perception of credibility today may be very
different from the credibility that they will perceive a week
later because it is a concept of variable nature. In terms of
cumulative nature in brand credibility, the credibility of a
brand is the cumulative effect of the actions that have been
carried out over time and is not the effect of an isolated
action of marketing (Erdem et al., 2002).

Moreover, brand credibility is not only trying to attract
users but also the need to continue responding to the
problems that may arise, avoiding losing the credibility
from current customers (Bougoure et al., 2016). On the
other hand, as Sobel (1985) suggests, if we want
credibility, which can be perceived by users and have a
significant impact, this must precede the actions that are
carried out as a company. Therefore, to be really
influential, we must be credible and able to show more
users other benefits of our services.

Within the concept of credibility, several authors have
agreed on dividing it into the following two aspects:
trustworthiness, which would be the will of the company to
deliver what it promises; and expertise, which refers to the
ability of the company to carry out that intention (Erdem,
Swait, 2004). According to these authors, trustworthiness
is up to three times more important than expertise.
Although both aspects are important, it is essential to show
that you want to keep promises even more than show that
you are able to do so. This brand credibility and acceptance
are evaluated based on the following three dimensions,
originally outlined by Ameri and Behnam (2014):
experience of the organization, the reliability of the
organization and the organization’s attractiveness or
convenience. If a company or organization is appropriate,
innovative (i.e., experience), reliable, and able to attract
long-term users (i.e., reliability) as well as attractive,
entertaining, and worth its price (i.e., attractive or
convenience), it will enjoy credibility from consumers.
Brand credibility could be considered a key predictor in
understanding future user behaviour, and consequently, it
has been analysed in different areas and from different
perspectives. We have found articles that study its role in
the Chinese automotive industry (Li et al., 2011) to
influence consumer loyalty and improve word of mouth
(Sweeney & Swait, 2008).

H3: Brand credibility significantly influences attitudes.

H4: Brand credibility significantly influences loyalty.

H6: Brand credibility significantly influences word of
mouth.

Attitudes towards the brand. With the help of
advertising, brands convey to users their features and
benefits and that information reaches customers who, after
analysing and evaluating, begin to create attitudes (i.e.,
positive or not) for that brand (Low & Lamb, 2000). Brand

attitude can be understood as the disposition that a
customer has to a brand when known, without requiring
use beforehand. It is the psychological tendency that is
expressed when evaluating a certain entity with a certain
degree of agreement or disagreement (Eagly & Chaiken,
2007). Later, once the users decide to use the brand, if the
experience satisfied them, those positive attitudes will be
enhanced and will benefit the relationship between
customers and brand, which can help to increase the
likelihood of purchase intentions. It has been proven that
the general perception of the brand is connected to
attitudes (Ko & Kim, 2014) and that attitudes have a
positive impact on future purchase intentions (Shah et al.,
2012).

Attitudes towards a brand will also be affected by
social influence, as claimed by Keng et al. (2016). This
aspect makes users have different attitudes and intentions
of purchase due to the presence (i.e., physical or virtual) of
other users in the context of purchase, either interacting
with them or just with their mere presence.

Related to other aspects, several authors have studied
the possible relationships that could affect attitudes
towards the brand based on other users’ behaviour. Nearly
two decades ago, Farr and Hollis (1997) argued that
attitudes are a precedent for future behaviour, and the fact
of creating positive attitudes towards the brand is essential
for long-term business success.

H5: Attitudes significantly influence loyalty.

H7: Attitudes significantly influence word of mouth.

Loyalty. Loyalty is a key element in the user-company

relationship. The fact that customers are loyal, which
makes them continue using the service, is the objective of
any business. On the other hand, having loyal customers
makes the company enjoy stability, and to some extent, not
be continually striving to find new customers and trying to
retain them. In recent decades this aspect of loyalty has
been studied mainly from two perspectives: behavioural
loyalty and attitudinal loyalty (Dick & Basu, 1994). The
former, behavioural loyalty or purchase loyalty, is related
to the repeat of the purchase of the brand; whereas, the
latter, attitudinal loyalty, includes a degree of dispositional
commitment (Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001).
Other definitions suggest that there is loyalty when
favourable attitudes are greater and when there is a process
of repetition of the same pattern (Dick & Basu, 1994).
Oliver (1999) states that loyalty is the profound intention
of buying steadily in the future, while in more current
definitions, we find contributions, such as John (2011),
where the author understands loyalty as the feeling that
makes consumers buy a product, service, or brand again
and again. We must not forget that the fact that users are
loyal is not only because of the functional benefits, but also
the symbolic aspects are very influential (O’loughlin &
Szmigin, 2006).

Within the construct of loyalty, we found a conceptual
difference between brand loyalty and inertia of purchase. It
is true that when there is a phase of loyalty, there exists
good disposition and inertial repurchasing patterns, which
develop and facilitates loyalty behaviours (Evanschitzky &
Wunderlich, 2006). However, inertia is related to spurious
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loyalty and occurs when users show behavioural, but not
attitudinal loyalty (Dick & Basu, 1994). This action occurs
when they repeat purchases of the same brand in a passive
way, without much thought (White & Yanamandram,
2004). Therefore, to be regarded as true loyalty, apart from
the behaviour repurchase, there must be a psychological
implication that will result in a commitment to the
company. In order to achieve this implication, Pappu and
Quester (2016) agree that brands must consider innovation
as a key element. Once that commitment takes place, we
will have more loyal customers, which will increase profits
because of their repurchase intentions and also could
attract new customers if they recommend the goods or
services in a positive way.

In the field of loyalty, there have been studies on
various subjects, including loyalty to a bank (Van Esterik-
Plasmeijer & Van Raaij, 2017), loyalty in choosing
destinations for travel (Yolal et al., 2017), loyalty to shops
(Kim et al., 2017), or loyalty to professional sports teams
(Kunkel et al., 2016).

H8: Loyalty significantly influences Word of mouth.

Word of mouth. In the sport industry, it is common to
see organizations involved to try to enhance WOM among
their users (Asada & Ko, 2016). When a person makes use
of a service, he or she obtains an opinion about the service
and that opinion (which can be satisfactory or not) could
be transmitted to their acquaintances. In addition, word of
mouth is something well known because when you talk
about a brand in a close circle, it is common for anyone who
has had experience with it to advise or discourage their use.
Therefore, Word of mouth is an opinion and
recommendation that may end up being an influential tool in
the behaviour of others with respect to goods or services.

In the literature, word of mouth is defined as informal
advice (East et al., 2008) made to one person from another
over a good or service that has been used. It also includes
thoughts and ideas shared by people from their own events
or experiences (Mikkelsen et al., 2003). Previous studies
show how word of mouth is directly influenced by
proportional loyalty levels, depending on the loyalty held
by those responsible for word of mouth (Kumar & Shah,
2004). Authors, such as Wang et al. (2010), have suggested
this possibility and have also established that, depending
on the levels of satisfaction, it is possible to find higher or
lower levels of loyalty capable of positively influencing
word of mouth.

Methods

Sample and procedure. A survey was performed with
the intention to test a model and see the relationship
between different factors related to the brand in this study.
Data collection was performed in a public sports service in
the city of Valencia, Spain, and the sample was selected by
non-probabilistic sampling of intentional or convenience
type, obtained from the users (i.e., over 18 years of age)
who use the facilities of the municipal sports’ service more
or less frequently. Once the sample was analysed, it was
found that 29.4 % of respondents were between 18 and 25
years old, which comprised the majority of users, followed
by age ranges 26-35 (27.4 %), 36-45 (20.1 %), 46-55
(13.2 %) and over 55 (9.8 %). An average age of 35.58

years (SD 13.37) was obtained, consisting mostly of
women (53.8 %). The total sample comprised 210 users, of
which 57.2 % made use of the service 3 or more times a
week.

Measures. We developed a questionnaire based on
studies with a similar theme, consisting of a list of items
intended to measure the opinion of users on different
aspects. It was divided into different coded sections made
up of the following nine factors: attitudes, credibility,
brand equity, brand personality, loyalty, consistency, Word
of Mouth, service satisfaction and perceived quality. The
study variables used for the proposed model were the five
detailed in the theoretical framework (perceived quality,
credibility, brand attitude, loyalty and Word of Mouth).
Once the questionnaire was drawn up and reviewed by the
research group in sports management at the University of
Valencia, the questionnaire was administered in a personal
and incidental way among the users of the sports services.
The first part of the questionnaire consisted of statements
about the brand and service, where users responded using
the Likert scale according to their degree of agreement or
disagreement with the statement (i.e., 1 = strongly disagree
and 5 = strongly agree). The last part of the survey
included questions used for collecting socio-demographic
data.

We then provided details on the items and sources that
were used to develop the scales of analysed constructs in
order of appearance on the survey. As the scope was not
the same as the original, due to lack of specific literature,
statements were adapted to ask about the purpose of the
study, which analysed the brands of sports services. First,
we determined the attitudes towards the brand, which was
made up of 4 items collected from Gwinner and Bennet
(2008). Then, we obtained a score for the following items
on a scale 1 to 3, corresponding with the following
statements: I like the brand “X”; “X” is a very good brand,
I have a favourable disposition towards “X” brand.

A fourth item was taken from Besharat (2010): My
attitude towards this brand is very positive.

The second dimension corresponds to brand
credibility, and within it, there are 3 items that have been
obtained from the study about the effects of credibility on
loyalty according to Sweeney and Swait (2008): (Service
brand) delivers what it promises; X claims about its service
are believable; X has a name you can trust.

The third dimension, which is part of the proposed
model, is loyalty. To build this section, we used the scale
of Yoo and Donthu (2001), which contains the following
statements: | consider myself to be loyal to X; X would be
my first choice; | will not buy other brands if X is available
at the store.

The fourth dimension is related to Word of mouth.
This part has four items that have been collected from two
different studies. The first is Tong and Hawley (2009)
from which we extract the first item: 1 would love to
recommend X to my friends.

While the following three statements that complete
this scale are the result of an adaptation from the original
Hightower et al. (2002) study: | will recommend this sports
center to my friends and family; | will speak positively
about this sports center to other people if asked; | will
encourage other people to go to this sports center.
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Finally, the fifth dimension that appears is the perceived
overall quality. The items in this section have been obtained
from Yoo and Donthu (2001), including the following
statements: This is a high-quality sporting service; it is likely
that the quality of this service is extremely high.

Results

Measurement model. A confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) was performed to test the reliability and validity of the
constructs. Regarding the goodness of fit of the model, a
Satorra-Bentler scaled Chi-squared value of 136.71 with 94
degrees of freedom was obtained, which provides a result of
X2/gl= 1.45 for the ratio, which is below 3, and is therefore
considered as good (Kline, 1998). In relation to the value of
adjustment, indices were all higher than the criterion of 0.90
(Browne & Cudeck, 1993; Hu & Bentler, 1999) with the
following results: NFI (0.94), NNFI (0.97), CFI (0.98) and IFI
(0.98).

We can confirm that the RMSEA (root mean square
error of approximation) met the established criteria because
its value is 0.047, which is below 0.08, so an appropriate fit
between measurement model and data was achieved
(Browne, Cudeck, 1993; Hu, Bentler, 1999). By contrast, the
coefficient of Mardia, which estimates the multivariate
normality of the data by evaluating the multivariate kurtosis,
did not obtain an acceptable result, as it exceeded 3, which is
considered the limit to indicate there is no normality
(Bentler, 2001). For that reason, we had to attend to the data
obtained using the robust analysis method.

After analysing the results of convergent validity, the
values of composite reliability (CR) and average variance
extracted (AVE) for the perceived quality were 0.88 (CR)
and 0.70 (AVE). On the other hand, in the variable
credibility, they were 0.89 (CR) and 0.72 (AVE), while for
attitudes towards the brand, they were 0.90 (CR) and 0.69
(AVE). Meanwhile, loyalty showed a result of 0.86 (CR)
and 0.67 (AVE). Finally, Word of mouth obtained values of
0.94 (CR) and 0.84 (AVE). Convergent validity has been

Model and structural hypotheses. The questionnaire for
conducting this study consists of a total of 9 constructs, as
follows: brand attitude, credibility, brand equity, brand
personality, loyalty, congruence, WOM, satisfaction, and
overall perceived quality. As previously mentioned, to create
this structural equation model, which would be the main part
of the study, 5 dimensions were used (Figure 1). Due to the
possible relationships that may exist between these factors,
research hypotheses H1 to H8 arise.

Perceived
H3
Quality

' S

A

Figure 1. Structural Model of Hypothesis

The results of hypotheses (Table 2) show that the
relationship between quality and credibility is significant (b
=0.82, t = 10.73), which supports H1; while on the contrary,
quality and attitudes show no significant relationship (b =
0.21, t = 1.87) so H2 is not supported. In the relationship
between credibility and attitudes (H3), credibility and
loyalty (H4), and attitudes and loyalty (H5), significant
relationships were obtained in all of them (b = 0.63, t = 5.41,
b=0.34,t=3.09, b = 0.50, t = 4.39, respectively). Finally, it
is noted that the relationship between credibility and word of
mouth and the relationship between loyalty and word of
mouth are both significant, supporting H6 and H8 (b = 0.35,
t = 2.68, b = 0.55, t = 4.88, respectively). Conversely, the
relationship between attitudes and Word of mouth that forms
H7 did not demonstrate significance (b = -0.22, t = -0.17),
making that hypothesis unsupported.

Table 2
adequate in each element of the proposed structural model, Hypothesis Results
with AVE values greater than 0.50 (Fornell & Larcker, Sandardasd
1981) and composite reliability values higher than 0.70 Hypothesis Coet;?ci:rr‘t '(Eeeta) TValue | Conclusion
(Hair et al., 2006). Table 1 shows a summary of data for AL: Quality- -
each construct and also the values of R2. credibility 082 10.73 Supported
. Table 1 H2: Quality- 0.21 1.87 Unsupported
Convergent Validity at;ltudes
- - H3:
Construct ltems | COMPOsite | Average variance | o, Credibility- 063 541%* | Supported
Reliability | extracted attitudes
1 689 Ha-
Brand Attitude 2 0.90 0.69 763 Credibility- 0.34 3.09** | Supported
(F3) 3 691 loyalty
4 .619 - i _
10 798 HS: Attitudes 0.50 4.39** Supported
Brand Credibility : loyalty
F2) 11 0.89 0.72 749 H6:
12 616 Credibility- 0.35 2.68** Supported
16 620 WOM
i(?;:r‘?)nd ol a7 086 067 174 H7: Attitudes- -.022 -0.17 Unsupported
43 617 WOM ' : PP
56 .810 H8: Loyalty- ok
WOM 57 - 084 818 WOM 0.55 4.88 Supported
(F5) 58 ' ' 890
22 ?gi Implications, limitations and future research. The
Quality (F1) &3 0.88 0.70 o4 results of this research are helpful in understanding the
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influence of the brand of hedonic services in the
performance of the company in terms of user perception.
This knowledge can help establish a set of predictors that
serve to understand certain user behaviours in the future and
also to show what aspects affect others, permitting
knowledge of the most relevant aspects when attempting to
achieve the objectives of the service. Therefore, analysis of
brand perception provides valuable information for
managers, and they are beginning to become aware of this
concept, which is why an increasing number of services
analyse and work their own brand, trying to provide
customers with brand value to generate loyalty and increase
purchase intentions and recommendations. In addition,
analysis of brand perception not only has benefits in terms
of repurchase of service and recommendations but also
saves costs by making efficient investments since it allows a
company to identify those aspects and to concentrate efforts
on those aspects that have been proven as influential in
modifying the behaviour of users and that are necessary to
achieve our goals.

All research work has certain limitations that should be
highlighted and considered. The main limitation of this work
is in the sample studied, since it is not very large, which also
refers to a specific sports’ service. Although this limitation is
common in this type of study, it would be very interesting to
work with a larger sample and take in different sports services
so that any difference between the different types of services
can be analysed. Moreover, it would be interesting to
investigate sports services that make an effort to improve the
brand image and others that do not, and thus, to see if the
future intentions of the users depend on the same or different
factors.

Finally, an interesting future research study would be to
analyse the influence of brand attributes on the future
intentions of users in both public and private sports services
after efforts are made to improve the service brand. This
study would help in determining if the type of ownership has
any influence on the valuation of the service provided.

Discussion and Conclusions

As mentioned above, the sport business is gaining
great relevance in developed countries, and the conclusions
of this study may be applicable to improve the service
industry in general, but especially hedonic services.
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