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A growing number of recreational races are being held in different locations, drawing many local and visiting runners. This study examined the relationships between quality, value, satisfaction, and loyalty among runners in a recreational race and examines potential differences in relationships between these constructs based on the runners’ experience. The participants were 985 runners with a mean age of 40.74±9.41years. Validated, reliable ad hoc instruments were used. A multi-group analysis was performed to ascertain the existence of relationships between the constructs and differences in the relationships between the different study groups. The results show that quality is a direct antecedent of value and satisfaction. Value is directly related to satisfaction and indirectly related to loyalty. Satisfaction is related to the loyalty of participants in the race. Differences in the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty were dependent upon the runners’ experience. Loyalty to a race depends primarily on satisfaction and is modified by the runners’ experience.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, there has been an increase in the number of amateur and recreational running events around the world, as well as in the number of people participating in these events (Barandun et al., 2012; Zarauz-Sancho et al., 2017). Running is one of the most popular forms of exercise and physical activity (see, e.g., Sport England, 2020, p. 14). Running events are becoming increasingly popular not only because of the health benefits of exercise, but also due to their positive impact on the local social and economic fabric of host cities. Recreational long-distance races are usually characterized by passing through prominent urban areas and by having large numbers of participants of different ages, mostly middle-aged men (Salas-Sánchez et al., 2013; Zarauz-Sancho et al., 2017). Participants’ main objectives are to experience strong sensations, build social relations, and overcome personal challenges (Malchrowicz-Mośko and Poczta, 2018).

This surge in popularity and practice of running and jogging has drawn the attention of academics from various disciplines and angles (e.g., participants’ sociodemographic characteristics, motivations, addictions, and health benefits of running), which this article seeks to supplement. Recent years have seen the emergence of studies on the impact of sporting events on the locations where they are held (Gratton et al., 2000; Nishio, 2013; Maennig, 2017), with economic impact and promotion of host locations as the main reasons for organizing them (Barajas and Sánchez, 2012). Academics working in the field of sports management and professionals working in the racing and sports tourism industry need a solid knowledge base on runners. It is crucial for them to understand runners’ opinions and willingness to attend races, as this could have major implications not only for event organizers, but also for runners’ physical performance and even for the social capital generated by organizing and participating in races (Jorgenson and Jorgenson, 1981; Shipway et al., 2013; Sato et al., 2015; Hambrick et al., 2018; Larsen and Bærenholdt, 2019).

However, research in this area is not as advanced as in some of the aforementioned areas. Only a small number of sports management studies have attempted to identify the elements that explain why runners choose to participate in competitions. Alexandris et al. (2017) investigated whether service quality has an impact on runners’ loyalty toward particular events and whether different levels of loyalty can influence the relationship between quality and event loyalty and found that precursors to loyalty are related to experience. In turn, Ninomiya et al. (2019) explored the relationship between the image of the destination hosting the race and participants’ behavior in the marathon, and found that the image of the destination hosting the race and satisfaction are precursors of intentions to participate in the future among sports tourists. Finally, Crespo-Hervás et al. (2019) studied the role of passion for running in perceived value, satisfaction, and future plans for running among athletes participating in amateur running events, and mentioned that passion is related to service evaluation.

Additionally, other sports management studies explore some of these concepts in relation to other types of sporting events and/or services, not necessarily races. For instance, Avourdiadou and Theodorakis, (2014) argue that it is widely acknowledged that service quality is an antecedent of customer satisfaction, which means that positive perceptions of service quality are likely to increase satisfaction levels, strengthening customer loyalty in turn. García-Fernández et al. (2018) included the concept of perceived value (understood as a consumer’s overall assessment of the cost/benefit relationship) in their study of fitness centers, and identified a relationship between quality, value, and customers’ future intentions to attend the fitness center. Therefore, as reported by Crespo-Hervás et al. (2019), high levels of quality, value, or satisfaction among customers are conducive to better commercial and economic results. To the best of our knowledge, only Crespo-Hervás et al. (2019) have studied the relationship between these concepts in the context of running. They did so by using two different analytical techniques, hierarchical regression modeling, and qualitative comparative analysis, and concluded that sport managers and race organizers need to promote actions and strategies that increase perceived value, as this is a key variable influencing runners’ future intentions to participate in this type of event.

From a methodological point of view, it is rather surprising that structural equation modeling has not been used as an analytical technique in the literature on this topic. Structural equation modeling would undoubtedly prove useful in this field, as it provides evidence of the latent variables in a model (Williams et al., 2009). There is widespread consensus in the literature that structural equation modeling is the most reliable technique to explore and analyze grounds for causation between variables, even in studies with a non-experimental design (Medrano and Muñoz-Navarro, 2017). Structural equation models combine and test hypotheses with empirical data, which means that these are confirmatory rather than exploratory models (Haenlein and Kaplan, 2004). This study will also address this methodological gap by using structural equation models for data analysis and hypothesis testing.

Finally, it is also relevant to note that most studies on the interrelationship between quality, value, satisfaction, and loyalty take a rather static view, i.e., they do not consider the fact that evaluation of a service may change over time, especially once said service has been experienced and/or used several times (Jiang and Rosenbloom, 2005; Danaher and Sweeney, 2007; Avourdiadou and Theodorakis, 2014). According to Dagger and O’Brien (2010), service evaluation processes are not constant; instead, they are clearly influenced by customers’ previous experience. Mittal and Katrichis (2000) argue that overall service evaluations that include quality, satisfaction, and intention can differ between newly acquired customers and experienced customers. In a study involving a sports and fitness center, Avourdiadou and Theodorakis (2014) also concluded that quality assessments differed between newly acquired customers and more experienced customers and found that the inter-relation between quality, satisfaction, and loyalty was similar between newcomers and customers who had used the fitness center for longer periods of time.

Based on this overview of the research context, this article attempts to improve the understanding of runners to participate in races, with particular emphasis on identifying the factors that contribute to promoting a sense of loyalty towards a running event. As a result, this study has a twofold objective. Firstly, to test a theoretical model that interrelates perceived quality, value, satisfaction, and loyalty, all conceptually derived from the literature (see Figure 1); and secondly, to inform and provide recommendations for race organizers to design loyalty strategies specifically tailored to participating runners based on their experience and participation in running events.
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FIGURE 1. Hypothesized model of the relationships between quality, value, satisfaction, and loyalty among recreational runners.



Literature Review


The Relationship Between Quality and Perceived Value

Perceived quality of sports services is a relevant field of study due to the fact that quality is an antecedent of loyalty (Baker and Crompton, 2000). Zeithaml (1988) defines perceived quality as the consumer’s assessment of the excellence or superior quality of a product/service. Meanwhile, Bitner and Hubbert (1994) define the concept as the consumer’s overall impression of the relative superiority or inferiority of an organization and its services. However, perceived value is a much broader concept. In the definition of Zeithaml (1988), perceived value encompasses the consumer’s overall assessment of the usefulness of a product based on the perception of what is received and what is given. Value is derived from customers comparing benefits and sacrifices and perceiving service quality as a benefit (Caruana et al., 2000; Cronin et al., 2000; Oh, 2000). Value is a fundamental strategy for sports services companies because their success depends on it (Papadimitriou and Karteroliotis, 2000).

In the field of sports services, there is a relationship between quality and value. Nuviala et al. (2012) identified this relationship in sports organizations in general; Howat and Assaker (2013) observed it at outdoor aquatic centers, and Theodorakis et al. (2014) found it at fitness centers. In addition, according to García-Fernández et al. (2018), value is a dynamic, relative, subjective, and multidimensional term comprising both cognitive and affective elements and can vary between individuals and situations.



Satisfaction Is a Product of Quality and Value


Oliver (1997) defined satisfaction as the pleasant fulfillment of a need, desire, or goal after using a product or service. Satisfaction has a strong affective component linked to the customer’s overall experience of a service (Baker and Crompton, 2000). Satisfaction is the result of both cognitive and affective perceptions and may be defined as customers’ accumulated experiences of a particular service (Li and Petrick, 2010). According to Lee et al. (2011), research studies support the idea that service quality is an antecedent of customer satisfaction. Improving service quality has become a key strategy in increasing customer satisfaction levels (Haro-González et al., 2018). Satisfaction has also been viewed as both an antecedent and a consequence of perceived value, although most researchers conclude that value is a positive and direct antecedent of customer satisfaction, thus relating value and satisfaction (Cronin et al., 2000; Dorai and Varshney, 2012).

Research on sports services has identified a relationship between quality, value, and satisfaction, a phenomenon that has been observed when studying fitness services (Murray and Howat, 2002; Theodorakis et al., 2014; García-Fernández et al., 2018) and sports services in general (Bodet, 2012; Nuviala et al., 2012).


Danaher and Sweeney (2007) showed that the impact of service quality on overall satisfaction is consistent for both novice and experienced customers. In the field of sports services specifically, Avourdiadou and Theodorakis (2014) reported no significant differences in the effect of quality on satisfaction between novice customers and experienced customers. We failed to locate any studies on differences in the effect of value on satisfaction between novice customers and experienced customers of sports services. The literature has shown that value is a highly subjective, dynamic concept that depends on the specific moment when the customer makes the assessment (Spiteri and Dion, 2004). The way in which customers process information in order to judge services also varies according to their levels of experience (Wirtz and Mattila, 2003). Research suggests that new customers’ attention is frequently drawn to perceptual characteristics which are often related to value for money. By contrast, more experienced customers tend to rely on affective responses when assessing a service (Bowden, 2009). Therefore, it is important to bear in mind that both value and satisfaction depend on subjective perceptions, with value being more closely related to cognitive perceptions and satisfaction being more closely related to affective responses that differ between individuals and depend on customers’ accumulated experiences of a particular service.



Loyalty to Sports Services as a Result of Quality, Value, and Satisfaction

Loyalty may be understood as customers’ favorable attitudes towards a sports service, prompting them to recommend a center and its services and demonstrate positive repurchase behaviors (Yoshida and James, 2010). Satisfaction is one of the most frequently used variables for analyzing loyalty. When customers are satisfied, there is a greater chance that they will have a positive perception of the organization and show loyalty to it (García-Fernández et al., 2018). A number of studies suggest that there is a strong relationship between these variables (Murray and Howat, 2002; Avourdiadou and Theodorakis, 2014; Theodorakis et al., 2014). Similarly, research on sports management shows that service quality influences loyalty directly and indirectly through satisfaction (Wakefield and Blodgett, 1999; Cronin et al., 2000; Tsuji et al., 2007; Lee et al., 2011; Theodorakis et al., 2013). Other studies report that perceived value influences loyalty both directly and indirectly through satisfaction (Cronin et al., 2000; Li and Petrick, 2010; Howat and Assaker, 2013).


Avourdiadou and Theodorakis (2014) argue that there are significant differences in the relationship between service quality and customer loyalty, with new customers scoring higher in this relationship. Concerning the relationship between value and loyalty, we failed to find studies that distinguished between different levels of customer experience. However, some studies have found a relationship between general satisfaction and loyalty, observing that this relationship is dynamic and can vary over time (Mittal et al., 2001; Dagger and O’Brien, 2010). Avourdiadou and Theodorakis (2014) found that overall satisfaction drives future customer behaviors, especially among the most experienced customers.



Research Model and Hypothesis Development

Based on the existing evidence, the following hypotheses can thus be formulated:


H1: The quality perceived by recreational race participants is an antecedent of perceived value.

H2: The quality perceived by recreational race participants is an antecedent of satisfaction.

H3: The value perceived by recreational race participants is an antecedent of satisfaction.

H4: Among recreational race participants, perceived quality is an antecedent of loyalty.

H5: For recreational race participants, perceived value is an antecedent of loyalty.

H6: The satisfaction of recreational race participants is an antecedent of loyalty.
 





MATERIALS AND METHODS


Data Collection

For this descriptive, cross-sectional study, a total of 985 participants were randomly selected out of 3,800 runners in a half marathon held in the Andalusian city of Granada, in southern Spain. This means that there was a margin of error of 2.75% for a 95.5% confidence level. The route of the race passed through different areas of the city, always on asphalt, with a mean elevation gain of 3.1%. Ages ranged from 18 to 73, with a mean age of 40.74±9.41years. Female runners accounted for 15.8% of the sample. Most runners reported having a university degree (66.9%), more than half were employed (88.4%), 74.2% were married or living with a partner, 7.7% were full members of a federation, around 80% had previously participated in this type of event, and half had previously participated in this particular event. The price was €18 per participant. The runner’s bag contained the race number tag, timing chip, and technical t-shirt, along with some small gifts from the sponsors (Table 1).



TABLE 1. Gender, previous experience in recreational races, and prior participation in the event.
[image: Table1]

The study was approved by the ethics commission of the Regional Government of Andalusia, Spain. The organizers of the race were informed of the objectives and aims of this study, which was conducted after obtaining their approval. During the design of this study, the fundamental principles established in the Declaration of Helsinki were taken into account at all times (revised in Brazil in 2013). Also the entire Spanish legal framework regulating the protection of personal data in accordance with Constitutional Law 3/2018, was taken into account. Data collection was undertaken in 2018 by appropriately trained research assistants, who asked runners to complete the questionnaire after finishing the race (Table 2). Informed consent was obtained from all participants before collecting data from them, which was carried out using the self-report questionnaire. The completion time of the questionnaire was approximately 10min.



TABLE 2. Items included in the questionnaire.
[image: Table2]



Measurement

To measure the quality of the event, an ad hoc questionnaire was used containing eight items relating to the information provided, the registration process, the race numbers, the schedule, the race course, signage, personnel, and parking. The questionnaire design was informed by the literature reviewed. The questionnaire was pilot-tested prior to its administration. The eight items were grouped into a single factor explaining 69.93% of the variance. Reliability, as measured with Cronbach’s alpha, was 0.937.

Perceived value was measured using two items: “attending the event was worth the money spent” and “the race is good value for money.” Reliability, as measured with Cronbach’s alpha, was 0.972. The variance explained was 96.99%. Satisfaction was measured using two items: “the race has met my expectations” and “I am satisfied that I participated in this event.” Reliability, as measured with Cronbach’s alpha, was 0.889. The variance explained was 89.63%. Loyalty was measured using two items: “I am willing to continue to participate in this race in the future” and “I will encourage my friends and family to participate in this race.” Reliability, as measured with Cronbach’s alpha, was 0.977. The variance explained was 97.91%. All items used a Likert scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”).

Several sociodemographic questions were added to the scales, as well as two questions about previous experience: “Have you participated in three or more races similar to this one?” and “Have you participated in this race before?”



Model Specification

On the basis of prior research (Murray and Howat, 2002; Avourdiadou and Theodorakis, 2014; Theodorakis et al., 2014), a mediation model consisting of four latent factors (functional quality, value, satisfaction, and loyalty) was proposed. The model explored the hypotheses that quality, value, and satisfaction are direct mediators of runners’ future intentions. Figure 1 shows the mediation model proposed.



Data Analysis

Firstly, SPSS 25.0 software (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, United States) was used to calculate the means and SDs. An ANOVA test was then performed to compare means between groups. The correlations between the study factors, internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha), average variance extracted (AVE), composite reliability (CR) and Harman’s one-factor test were also calculated. Acceptable Cronbach’s alpha values lie around 0.70, while correct Cronbach’s alpha values range between 0.80 and 0.90 (Streiner, 2003). Adequate CR values should be greater than 0.6 (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988), while adequate AVE values should be greater than 0.5 (Hair et al., 2006). Podsakoff et al. (2003) indicated that Harman’s one factor test is conducted by examining the results of an exploratory factor analysis and checking whether the first extracted factor explains more than 50 percent of the variance.

A multi-group analysis was carried out using the program AMOS v. 25.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, United States). This procedure enables the invariance of the factorial structure of the groups of runners to be verified. Variance is related to the degree to which the items that are used in a survey have the same meaning as the members of different groups studied. The objective of the analysis was to establish whether the model that relates quality, value, satisfaction, and loyalty was the same for all groups of runners. Firstly, the model must be tested on the total sample of runners (model 0), before being tested on each group of runners separately (runners who regularly participate in this type of race=model 0a; runners who do not regularly participate in this type of race=model 0b; runners who have previously participated in this race=model 0c; runners who have not previously participated in this race=model 0d). Secondly, different models with relationship restrictions are assessed. This assessment was carried out following the maximum likelihood method (Thompson, 2004). The adjustment of each model was assessed by examining various indices. The comparative fix index (CFI) and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) were used as adjustment statistics. CFI values ≥0.95 are considered to be acceptable (Hu and Bentler, 1999). RMSEA values <0.08 indicate an acceptable fit (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003) and RMSEA values ≤0.06 indicate a good fit (Hu and Bentler, 1999). The χ2 value and the χ2 value/degrees of freedom were also used. With respect to the χ2 value/degrees of freedom ratio, a perfect model would yield a value of 1.00, and ratios below 2.00 would be considered to be indicators of a very good model fit, while values below 5.00 would be considered to be acceptable (Hu and Bentler, 1999; MacCallum et al., 2001; Yuan, 2005). Finally, the standardized regression coefficients were calculated for identifying the relationships in the model. Regression weights and critical ratios were compared to estimate group differences using AMOS.




RESULTS

The ratings given to the race by the participants were good, with results for all the latent variables exceeding four. Loyalty was the highest scoring dimension, while quality was the lowest scoring dimension. Differences in quality assessment by gender (men 4.43±1.19 vs. women 4.63±1.04) were identified, as were differences in perceived value depending on previous participation, with participants who had not previously participated in the race showing a perceived value slightly higher than that of participants who had participated previously (4.74±1.38 vs. 4.51±1.39; Table 3).



TABLE 3. Means and SDs.
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To check the validity of the factor structure of the data in the different groups of runners, the model relating perceived quality, perceived value, satisfaction, and future intentions was tested. Table 4 shows that the adjustment indices of the analyzed model are correct for the total number of runners (model 0).



TABLE 4. Adjustment statistics for the models.
[image: Table4]

Factor invariance tests were carried out to allow the model to be compared for different groups of runners grouped according to social and sports variables (Table 1). The adjustment of the model was first checked in the different groups of runners that were to be compared subsequently (model 0a vs. model 0b; model 0c vs. model 0d), showing a correct model fit in all groups (Table 4). The different models were then compared. When considering the differences in χ2 values between the unrestricted models (model 1) and the rest of the models in the two groups of runners (i.e., previous participation in the race and regular participation in this type of race), no significant differences were observed. In addition, no differences were identified when comparing models 2, 3, 4, and 5 with one another in relation to the two variables studied (i.e., previous participation in the race and regular participation in this type of race). All the CFI in the models had very similar values, with a difference between them of less than −0.01, which suggests the factorial invariance of the model regarding the two variables studied (i.e., previous participation in the race and regular participation in this type of race; Table 4).

Once invariance was verified, the standardized coefficients of the relationships between the latent variables in the different groups of runners were compared. The data in Table 5 show that perceived quality is directly and significantly related to perceived value in all variables and groups (Hypothesis 1). Beta values were very similar in all groups, with runners who do not often participate in this type of event obtaining the lowest value (group 2; Table 5). There is a direct and significant relationship between quality and satisfaction in all user groups (Hypothesis 2). The group of runners who do not participate regularly (group 2) obtained the lowest β-value. Value, like quality, has a direct and significant relationship with satisfaction (Hypothesis 3). In this case, the group of runners who do not participate regularly (group 2) obtained the highest β-value (Table 5).



TABLE 5. Comparison between standardized and unstandardized regression coefficients and significance levels of the two groups of runners.
[image: Table5]

Quality is not directly related to loyalty in any group of runners (Hypothesis 4). The only group of runners to show a relationship between value and loyalty were those who had previously participated in this race (Hypothesis 5). The rest of the groups showed no relationship between value and loyalty. Satisfaction is directly and significantly related to loyalty in the overall sample, in groups with regular participation (group 1), and in runners who have not run this race before (group 4; Hypothesis 6). It is necessary to add that as no statistically significant differences between the groups after application of the moderator effect test (Table 5).



DISCUSSION

This study examines the relationships between perceived quality, perceived value, satisfaction, and loyalty among participants in a recreational race, while exploring the existence of possible differences based on runners’ experience. These data are relevant for recreational race organizers, helping to inform their strategies to increase runners’ loyalty to these events, which are constantly increasing in number, attract an ever-growing number of participants, and generate benefits for host cities. The descriptive results revealed that the participants made a positive assessment of the race. However, it is necessary to observe how the different constructs relate to one another, given that runners establish a one-off relationship with the organization and the host city, unlike users of fitness centers or sports clubs, who tend to establish longer-lasting relationships. For this reason, exploring the factors involved and their relationships with one another could prove important in improving loyalty to a race and even become a key component in promoting tourism in the host city.

Firstly, exploratory factor analysis explained the 44.88% of the total variance, which is below the critical level of 50% reported by Podsakoff et al. (2003), this suggests that the common method bias does not seem to significantly affect the results of the study. Before looking into the specific relationships between the constructs, their reliability and validity had to be verified. The results revealed strong and significant correlations between the four constructs, with values very similar to those obtained in the analysis carried out by Avourdiadou and Theodorakis (2014), which demonstrates the validity of the constructs. The calculations of CR and AVE produced adequate values. CR values ranged between 0.88 and 0.97, all greater than 0.6, as proposed by Bagozzi and Yi (1988). AVE values ranged between 0.66 and 0.95, all greater than 0.5, as proposed by Hair et al. (2006). Similarly, the Cronbach’s alpha values for each of the constructs were around 0.9, which, according to Streiner (2003), may be considered correct.

Subsequently, we tested the fit of the proposed model, which related quality, value, satisfaction, and loyalty among recreationalwrace participants. The model fit for the overall sample (model 0) was estimated using the maximum likelihood method (Thompson, 2004). In order to evaluate the suitability of the model being tested, a group of indices was jointly assessed. The CFI value was 0.985, representing an excellent result (Hu and Bentler, 1999). The RMSEA value, 0.60, indicated an acceptable model fit (Hu and Bentler, 1999). The ratio between χ2 and the number of degrees of freedom, which was 2.397, may be considered acceptable (Hu and Bentler, 1999; MacCallum et al., 2001; Yuan, 2005). The original model’s set of fit indices may be considered to be acceptable, so the model is deemed suitable for this population.

Next, following the recommendations made by Abalo et al. (2006), the invariance of the factorial structure was verified using a multi-group analysis. The model exhibits correct adjustment indices in the four groups of runners that resulted from grouping runners based on their regular participation in this type of race (group 1 and group 2) and their previous participation in the race (group 3 and group 4). The aim of the multi-group analysis was to check that there were no significant differences, in each of the variables studied, between a model without invariance and different models with invariance in some parameters. No significant differences in χ2 between the unrestricted model (model 1) and the rest of the models were found. Given that the χ2 coefficient is sensitive to sample size, the criterion established by Cheung and Rensvold (2002) was also used, whereby ΔCFI values lower than or equal to −0.01 indicate that the null hypothesis of invariance cannot be rejected. The ΔCFI values found in this study when comparing the unrestricted model with the rest of the models suggest the invariance of the factor structure of the scale.

Before discussing the hypotheses presented here, it should be stressed that there were no significant differences in the relationships between quality, value, and satisfaction between the groups in either of the two variables used to classify the runners. This may be due to the fact that despite having varying levels of experience in this race and in other races, all participants were athletes with a long sporting career. Finishing a 21-kilometer race, albeit a recreational one, is difficult for anyone who has not regularly been involved in sport over a lengthy period. It is quite possible, therefore, that the experience of the least experienced runners in each variable is not sufficiently different from that of the most experienced runners. This may explain why there are no significant differences between the most and least experienced groups of runners. These results could also be influenced by the fact that it is an internationally well-known tourist destination. A number of studies differ on the role of the destination image variable (Jin et al., 2013; Moon et al., 2013; Theodorakis et al., 2019), which is why it would be helpful to introduce the destination image variable into the model in future studies to explore the relationships between the different constructs in the case of such cities.

The Hypothesis 1 refers to the possible existence of a direct and positive relationship between perceived quality and perceived value among recreational race participants. The results revealed that there is a direct and significant relationship between perceived quality and perceived value among runners, echoing the results obtained by various studies on sports services such as fitness centers (Theodorakis et al., 2014; García-Fernández et al., 2018), outdoor aquatic centers (Howat and Assaker, 2013), sports services in general (Nuviala et al., 2012), and sports services for women (Haro-González et al., 2018). Therefore, it can be concluded that perceived quality is an antecedent of perceived value among runners, which is also supported by the results obtained by Crespo-Hervás et al. (2019).

When studying this hypothesis in the groups of runners on the basis of experience, no differences were observed; β-values were similar in all groups. Evidence from other studies suggests that there should be differences between the different groups of runners, since value is a dynamic, relative, subjective, and multidimensional term comprising both cognitive and affective elements and can vary between individuals and situations (García-Fernández et al., 2018). It was therefore reasonable to assume that there would be differences in perceived quality between the most experienced individuals (runners who regularly participate in this type of race and runners who have previously participated in this race) and the least experienced individuals (runners who do not regularly participate in this type of race and runners who have not previously participated in this race).

With respect to Hypothesis 2, the existence of a positive relationship between quality and satisfaction among runners was confirmed. Several studies in the field of sports management have already confirmed this relationship (Lee et al., 2011; Theodorakis et al., 2014). Using linear regression and testing the hypothesis in a structural equation model, Crespo-Hervás et al. (2019) also concluded that quality is a component of the model that explains satisfaction among runners, so it is safe to say that quality is an antecedent of runner satisfaction. Avourdiadou and Theodorakis (2014) failed to identify significant differences in the effect of quality on satisfaction in groups of novice and experienced customers and showed that there were no differences between expert and novice runners.

The results of this study confirm the existence of a direct and positive relationship between perceived value and satisfaction among recreational race participants (H. 3). These results are corroborated by those of Crespo-Hervás et al. (2019), which were obtained using linear regression. Similar results have been obtained in other studies on sports services (Theodorakis et al., 2014; García-Fernández et al., 2018; Haro-González et al., 2018). It is also worth mentioning that Hypothesis 3 was confirmed in all groups of runners, with similar β-values in all of them, except for group 2, which exhibited a slightly higher value than the rest. Unlike Cronin et al. (2000) and Avourdiadou and Theodorakis (2014), who proposed the existence of a relationship between quality and loyalty in sports services in their studies, the results of this work with runners do not confirm this relationship (H. 4). In their study of 302 runners, Crespo-Hervás et al. (2019) made a similar observation. None of the groups has shown any relationship between these two latent variables, so it is not possible to speak of significant differences in the relationship between quality and loyalty on the basis of experience. The lack of a direct relationship between quality and loyalty is in line with the results obtained by Theodorakis et al. (2014). However, it is important to mention that there is an indirect relationship between quality and loyalty through satisfaction, although not in all groups of runners.

A direct and positive relationship between perceived value and loyalty was found only in the group of runners who had previously participated in this race (H. 5). No relationship between these constructs emerged in the overall sample or in the other groups. This may be because this group had the least experience of participating in recreational races, prompting them to value perceptive aspects over affective ones, a phenomenon more common among inexperienced customers (Bowden, 2009). Only Crespo-Hervás et al. (2019) were able to find a relationship between these latent variables among runners. Using structural equations, Howat and Assaker (2013) and Theodorakis et al. (2014) failed to identify direct relationships between these variables among users of sports services. Therefore, it is necessary to continue to study the relationship between value and loyalty, and explore how this relationship is affected by experience.

Finally, a direct and positive relationship was found between satisfaction and loyalty in the overall sample of runners and in the groups that regularly participate and had not participated before (H. 6). García-Fernández et al. (2018) show that satisfied customers are more likely to have a positive perception of the organization and display loyalty to it. A number of studies assert that there is a strong relationship between these variables (Murray and Howat, 2002; Avourdiadou and Theodorakis, 2014; Theodorakis et al., 2014), as is evident in the overall sample for this study. However, runners’ experience can affect this relationship (Wirtz and Mattila, 2003). The most experienced runners rely on affective responses when assessing a service (Bowden, 2009).


Managerial Implications

The results of this study have various implications for the management and organization of recreational races. Loyalty is directly determined by satisfaction and perceived value, which means that strategies to enhance these two aspects are required in order to boost loyalty among runners who have previously participated in the race. Loyalty is also indirectly determined by perceived quality through satisfaction and value. As a result, recreational race organizers should focus on management processes that ensure high levels of perceived quality, while reducing the perception of the economic cost of the race and of the material effort involved in organizing it. Given that satisfaction has an impact on loyalty, race organizers must aim to satisfy customers by interacting with them throughout the whole service delivery process: before, during, and after their registration and the race itself (Sánchez-García et al., 2006). With these three phases in mind, event managers should devise proposals to increase satisfaction and perceived quality and value among stakeholders, in line with the model described by Alguacil et al. (2020), if they are to create, communicate, deliver, and exchange services that hold value for consumers, customers, and spectators. The design of an event “community” based on social engagement will improve all the factors described and boost loyalty to the event as a result.

The results obtained suggest that recreational race organizers should include the improvement of perceived quality among their strategic objectives. In addition, as the results show, perceived quality has a strong relationship with perceived value. This finding suggests that recreational race organizers need to prioritize their efforts to manage quality appropriately. Aspects such as the information provided, the registration process, the race numbers, the schedule, the race course, signage, personnel, and parking must be improved in order to enhance the perceived quality of the race. Improving quality leads to a direct increase in perceived value and satisfaction. The use of new technologies to stay in touch with participants throughout all phases of the race will be a key, differentiating factor in the industry.

To improve perceived value, as well as quality, it is necessary to improve the perception of the effort required from runners to participate in the event. Organizers must streamline and speed up payment methods and problem-solving procedures. Measures such as these will help to improve the perception of value for money among participants, with direct implications for satisfaction and loyalty.

The next loyalty-building strategy is based on improving satisfaction. Satisfaction is the direct result of perceived quality and value, so any strategy aimed at improving quality and value will have an impact on satisfaction. In addition, race organizers must take steps to improve the information provided about the race, focusing on social interactions and relationships with participants using an “event community” approach in particular. These strategies are intended to enhance affective aspects that will undoubtedly increase satisfaction by promoting engagement with the event and the people involved (organizers and participants).



Future Research

As we have seen, quality is a direct antecedent of value and satisfaction among recreational race participants. In order to improve the management of this type of sports event, further research is required in order to understand the way in which different dimensions of the quality of recreational races interact and the impact that each dimension has on value, satisfaction, and loyalty. It would be very helpful to include items related to the race registration fee and the contents of the runner’s bag in the perceived value variable, which would generate a specific scale for the value perceived by recreational race runners. City image could also be included as a construct in future studies. Moreover, the execution of this type of race requires enormous effort in terms of preparation. Therefore, it is crucial for future research to factor in the dimension of outcome quality, as it could condition runners’ opinions. Similarly, participants’ emotions can influence their responses and assessments of the race.

Runners’ itineraries could be studied in order to ascertain whether previous experience influences their opinions in any way. To this end, it is recommended that qualitative studies with open-ended responses or structured interviews with a proportion of the participants are conducted to explore their opinions and beliefs in greater depth and detail. Participants’ perceptions of the weather conditions or of the spectators’ behavior are aspects that could also condition loyalty to a particular event and are yet to be explored.



Limitations

There are a number of limitations to this study. Firstly, the research design and empirical focus on a single event, the Granada Half Marathon, give rise to several legitimate limitations. However, time, work, and budget constraints must all be considered when undertaking research in our discipline. We took the necessary steps to ensure that the sampling and validation methods described were correctly used with the study population. It goes without saying that the Granada Half Marathon is not representative of every running event, but we believe that it can be considered as a comprehensive and intrinsic case study (Sparkes and Smith, 2014) whose findings are of interest to the literature on medium-sized recreational running events.

In this regard, some of the unique characteristics of the Andalusian city of Granada should be taken into consideration, as they could limit the representativeness of our findings. The results of this study may be more applicable to cities with an established tourism industry linked to natural or cultural heritage, like Granada. Moreover, the warm weather in the city around the date of the event should be factored in when comparing our findings with those of other medium-sized running events. Although a city’s appeal to a particular individual is very personal, weather conditions are often important to runners and influence their training and racing decisions. It should be taken into account that, in this case, we were dealing with the pleasant, moderately warm weather conditions of spring in the Northern Hemisphere.




CONCLUSION

The results of this study suggest that service quality is a direct antecedent of value and satisfaction. Value is directly related to satisfaction and indirectly related to loyalty. Satisfaction is related to participants’ loyalty to the race. Differences in the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty were found on the basis of the runners’ experience.
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