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This study explores the relationships among leisure involvement, business or commercial friendship, satisfaction, and willingness to repurchase in customers' use of customized fitness services. This study randomly sampled and analyzed the customers of fitness clubs (N = 234) in China. The results showed that leisure involvement had a positive impact on repurchase intention and satisfaction. Moreover, the mediating effect of commercial friendship was found in the relationship between leisure involvement, repurchase intention, and satisfaction. Overall, the study contributes to the literature by exploring the interaction effects of different types of consumer leisure involvement and commercial friendships in customized fitness services models on satisfaction and repurchase intentions'.
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INTRODUCTION

There has been an increase in people's interest in fitness and the number of fitness enterprises associated with physical activity, which could benefit society. Not only have people started paying attention to physical activities and fitness, but their fitness demands are also diversifying (Angosto et al., 2020). Due to these trends, the fitness industry has become the representative product of consumption upgrading (Baker et al., 2018).

The new fitness club model is becoming highly prominent. It has the main characteristics of human and technology interaction; data-intensive, customized optimization; and participation by a wider network community (Parasuraman et al., 1985; Baena-Arroyo et al., 2020; Ivens et al., 2020). Appearing in new market modes (i.e., private gym training studios and internet smart gyms), customized fitness services have become the main point of operating profit growth in the fitness industry due to their high prices (Angosto et al., 2020). Specifically, customized fitness services are offerings where private fitness coaches customize fitness plans and chart healthy diet recipes that meet customers' needs and provide frequent feedback and personalized guidance (Lovelock, 1983). Customized services are part of merchants' promotion strategies, which are regarded as the main strategies affecting customer behavior (Montgomery and Smith, 2009). The positive emotions of customers after enjoying the customized services affect the customers' repurchase intentions (Pappas et al., 2014). In fitness centers, customers must be physically present and exercise actively for the service delivery process to be considered successful (Chiu et al., 2015). Thus, during the process of training and guidance, private fitness coaches get into direct contact with customers to encourage the latter's participation, which requires the establishment of a close and trusting commercial friendship between the coaches and the customers.

Leisure involvement represents how an individual and the external stimulus are related (Baker et al., 2018). Therefore, leisure involvement can be considered as the extent to which an individual is involved in leisure and recreational activities. Moreover, the degree of customers' leisure involvement inevitably affects their fitness outcomes, such as increasing physical health or losing weight (Ramaswamy, 2009). Meanwhile, the process of forming a commercial friendship could create adverse feelings that harm the commercial friendship, leading to customer dissatisfaction (Baker et al., 2018). However, whether it also affects customer satisfaction has not yet been supported by empirical research. Therefore, the effects of commercial friendships on customer behaviors, such as leisure involvement and customer satisfaction, need to be explored.

Given the advantages of customer relationship management and customers' leisure involvement for consumers in the fitness industry and using this as the theoretical basis, this study seeks to explore the relationships among leisure involvement, business or commercial friendship, satisfaction, and willingness to repurchase in customers' use of customized fitness services. This study contributes to the literature in various ways by exploring the interaction effects of different types of consumer leisure involvement and commercial friendships in customized fitness services models on satisfaction and repurchase intentions'.



HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT


Relationship Between Leisure Involvement, Satisfaction and Repurchase Intentions

Leisure involvement is a psychological state generated during the process of interaction between the individuals and the recreation activities, recreation destinations, and related recreation products; it is a behavior-driven feature (Parasuraman et al., 1988; Havitz and Dimanche, 1997; Rosenbaum, 2009). Leisure involvement is a multifaceted conceptualization, including three-facet solution comprised of attraction, centrality, and self-expression (McIntyre, 1989; McQuarrie and Phillips, 2005). Attraction reflects hedonic value and the enjoyment derived from an activity. Centrality relates to how central the activity is to the individual's daily life. Self-expression refers to the self-representation or the impression of the self that individuals wish to convey to others through their leisure participation (Kyle and Chick, 2004).

During the 1980s, Sherif and Hovland's work was extended to consumer behavior research to understand the purchasing behavior of consumer goods (Laurent and Kapferer, 1985) and has since been applied to leisure contexts. Scholars have found that leisure involvement positively influences the effects of consultations and communications via social networks and interpersonal relationships (Lin et al., 2017) and is positively related to place attachment and the identity with of the destinations (Shen et al., 2008). In one study, the leisure involvement of bicycle users was found to be positively related to place attachment (Li et al., 2012). Johnson et al. (2006) found that couple leisure involvement, leisure satisfaction, and marital relationship satisfaction were positively correlated in their study. Further, Sato et al. (2014) reported that a single construct of leisure involvement was positively associated with life domain satisfaction.

In view of the literature, satisfaction has been widely used in various academic fields to measure consumers' views, cognition and behavioral performance of products and services, work, living environment and outdoor recreation quality, and has also become a common indicator to measure consumer behavior. Westbrook and Oliver (1981) argued that satisfaction is an emotion, which is a kind of psychological state in which the expectations are consistent with the actual, experienced feelings. In the final step of the satisfaction formation process, satisfaction determines the intentions of whether to patronize a store in the future. Customer satisfaction is the antecedent of customers “repurchasing of services (Fornell, 1992; Szymanski and Henard, 2001)”.

Despite the wealth of literature, the concept of leisure involvement has rarely been studied in the field of fitness (Havitz et al., 2013). Under the premise that fitness has become a lifestyle, we expect that the three facets of leisure involvement in the activity will differently address psychological needs that promote satisfaction with fitness center services.

Given that each involvement facet has a distinctive meaning, For instance, fitness attraction could contribute to a detachment from work; fitness as centrality might be more associated with an affiliation with family or friends; and self-expression could be equated to the pursuit of the meaning in life. To examine whether the leisure involvement of the customers of customized fitness services is related to their satisfaction and repurchase intentions, our study puts forward the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Leisure involvement positively affects satisfaction.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Leisure involvement positively affects repurchase intentions.



Commercial Friendshipas a Mediator

Commercial friendships refer to a gradual development of friendship between the service providers and the customers in the service industry through cooperation. Commercial friendships are characterized by expressiveness, instrumentality, and cooperation, as well as the sharing of information (Goodwin and Gremler, 1996; Wang et al., 2017). Commercial friendships between the service providers and the customers are mutually beneficial (Wu, 2000; Chen et al., 2005; Tsai and Huang, 2007). Commercial friendship has been found to have a positive impact on service satisfaction, loyalty, and public extolment (Kelley and Hoffman, 1997). It is also associated with promoted service personalization and transactions and improved satisfaction and public praising (Price and Arnould, 1999).

Numerous studies have suggested that the level of leisure involvement is positively linked to activity and equipment knowledge, frequency of participation, intensity of participation, and duration of participation (Havitz et al., 2013; Rosenbaum et al., 2015). Leisure involvement can be considered the extent to which an individual is involved in leisure and recreational activities. Thus, service providers establish trust with customers, and customers focus on feelings and become perceptual purchase decision-makers (Johnson et al., 2011). In the fitness service industry, the production and consumption of services during the interactions between private fitness coaches and customers proceed simultaneously and cannot be separated. For example, commercial friendships between service providers and customers affect customer service satisfaction and the service quality (Price and Arnould, 1999). Similarly, the establishment of commercial friendships between the customers and the employees of fitness enterprises not only exerts a positive impact on customer loyalty but also causes the customers to identify with the enterprises, resulting in word-of-mouth promotion and repurchase intentions (Price and Arnould, 1999). In other words, commercial friendship may impact the relationship between leisure involvement and service satisfaction and the relationship between leisure involvement and repurchase intentions. Therefore, we put forward the following hypotheses (Figure 1):

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Commercial friendship mediates the relationship between leisure involvement and satisfaction.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Commercial friendship mediates the relationship between leisure involvement and epurchase intentions.
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FIGURE 1. Hypotheses model.





METHODS


Participants and Procedures

Participants were recruited from three city's fitness clubs across China, in particular Quanzhou, such as Shuhua fitness management company, Center of Power Castle Fitness Management, and Zhong Kong City Fitness Center, which were selected to represent different marketing areas. It should be noted that the permission to conduct the survey was approved by all fitness centers. Prior to data collection, ethical approval was obtained from the first author's university. Moreover, all participants were asked to sign and submit consent forms, and their responses would remain confidential and used for research purposes only. This study received 250 questionnaires but 16 surveys were discarded because of incomplete responses. As a result, there were a total 234 useable surveys, which were distributed to final sample. Of the total participants, most of them are male (56.6%, n = 456) with an average age of 37.2 years (SD = 13.8). Moreover, the majority of respondents education degree college (43.1%, n = 101) (Table 1).


Table 1. Demographic information of the participants.
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Measurement
 
Leisure Involvement Scale

The scales developed by scholars, such as Kyle and Mowen (2005) and McQuarrie and Phillips (2005), were mainly used for developing the leisure involvement scale and facilitating the understanding of the investigators. The scale was revised to suit the fitness field. The scale included three dimensions, namely attraction (four questions), centrality (five questions), and self-expression (three questions). Items were rated on 7-point Likert scales ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 7 (strongly disagree). The internal consistency and the item-total correlation analysis methods were used. The Pearson product-moment coefficient was between 0.53 and 0.91, and the critical ratio (CR), value reached a significant level. Exploratory factor analysis was implemented, and the principal component analysis and varimax rotation method were used for testing. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) value of the leisure involvement scale was 0.932, and the Barlett sphericity test value was 1733.33, with p < 0.000. By selecting factors with a factor load of 0.5 or more, the total explained variance reached 84.036%. Cronbach's α was used to verify the internal consistency of the scale; Cronbach's α values for the three factors of attraction, centrality, and self-expression were 0.95, 0.94, and 0.89, respectively, and Cronbach's α of the leisure involvement scale was 0.96, indicating good reliability and validity.



Commercial Friendship Scale

Referencing the scales developed by McQuarrie and Munson (1987), Price and Arnould (1999), and other scholars for the hairdressing and club service industries, this study redesigned the commercial friendship scale to include dimensions like friendship (four questions), trust (three questions), and establishment of personal relationships (three questions). A seven-point Likert-type scale was used as a scoring method, with the highest score of seven indicating high consistency with the expression and the lowest score of one indicating high inconsistency with the expression. Exploratory factor analysis showed that the KMO value of the commercial friendship scale was 0.852, and the Barlett sphericity test value was 1697.661, with P < 0.000. The factors with a factor load of 0.5 or more were selected. As the question items of friendship and trust were similar, they were ultimately combined into the dimension of friendliness, excluding one question as a result. Two factors, namely, friendliness and the establishment of personal relationships, were extracted, and the total explained variance reached 89.78%. Cronbach's α values for friendliness and the establishment of personal relationships were 0.89 and 0.96, respectively, and Cronbach's α of the commercial friendship scale was 0.97, showing good reliability and validity.



Satisfaction Scales

Referring to the satisfaction scales of Chen et al. (2005), Oliver (1980), Saha Gour and Theingi (2009), and other scholars for the tourism and catering industries, this study revised the satisfaction scale to include six questions. A seven-point Likert-type scale was used as a scoring method, with the highest score of seven indicating high consistency with the expression and the lowest score of one indicating high inconsistency with the expression. The results showed that the KMO value of the satisfaction scale was 0.704, and the Barlett sphericity test value was 472.961, with P < 0.000. The total explained variance was 90.16%, and Cronbach's α of the satisfaction scale was 0.96, showing good reliability and validity.



Repurchase Intention Scales

Referring to the repurchase intention scales of Hu and Wu (2009), and other scholars for the home delivery and tourism industries, this study revised the expressions of the fitness services in the repurchase intention scale to include three items: “I am likely to buy the fitness course service of the current personal trainer again,” “I will purchase customized fitness services through online booking under economic permission,” and “I will purchase customized fitness services through online booking under time permission.” A seven-point Likert-type scale was used as a scoring method, with the highest score of seven indicating high consistency with the expression and the lowest score of one indicating high inconsistency with the expression. The results showed that the KMO value of the repurchase intention scale was 0.704, and the Barlett sphericity test value was 472.961, with P < 0.000. The total explained variance was 90.16%, and the Cronbach's α of the repurchase intention scale was 0.94, showing good reliability and validity.




Data Processing

The data analysis included the following critical stages. The data were analyzed via descriptive statistics, correlations, factor analysis, multivariate hierarchical regression analysis, and Sobel test (Hayes, 2018) using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS version 20.0; SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL).




RESULTS


Correlation Analysis Among the Main Variables

The Pearson relative analysis method was used, and the correlation matrix between the study variables is shown in Table 2. There was a significant correlation among leisure involvement, commercial friendship, satisfaction, and repurchase intentions. The study of the correlation among the variables provided a good research basis for the subsequent test of intermediary effects.


Table 2. Summary of the descriptive statistics and correlation analysis results among the variables.
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Model Validation Factor Analysis

Multivariate hierarchical regression analysis was adopted, and before the regression analysis, a multicollinearity diagnosis of the data was conducted. Hellier Phillip et al. (2003) have pointed out that the variance inflation factor (VIF) value must be lower than 10 to avoid serious multicollinearity problems (Hair et al., 1995). In this study, the VIF values of all variables were less than four, implying that the multicollinearity problem did not exist. The model summary and the parameter estimation results obtained by the multivariate hierarchical regression method are shown in Table 2. All three variables of leisure involvement, satisfaction, and commercial friendship had significant implications for repurchase intentions. It can be seen from the change in the determination coefficient that satisfaction alone (Model 1) could explain 69.4% of the variation of the repurchase intentions, which supports H3 of this study. In Model 2, the newly added leisure involvement variable could significantly increase the explanatory variation by 4.1%. In Model 3, commercial friendship could further increase the explanatory variation by 1.1%. These three predictive variables could explain 74.6% of the variance of satisfaction. The standardized regression coefficient of satisfaction was the largest (β = 0.46), indicating that it had greater explanatory power. It can be seen from the positive and negative values of the standardized regression coefficient that leisure involvement, commercial friendship, satisfaction, and repurchase intentions were positively correlated.



Model Intermediary Effect Test

The intermediary effect was calculated by multiplying the Sobel test coefficients (product of coefficients, a*b). Sobel's Z-value test and the 95% confidence interval test of the bootstrapping method were used for the intermediary effect test to cross-validate whether the intermediary effect was significant. As shown in Table 3, leisure involvement had a significant direct effect on satisfaction (standardized effect value = 0.77, p < 0.01), thereby supporting H1. In addition, leisure involvement had a significant direct effect on repurchase intentions (standardized effect value = 0.81, p < 0.01), supporting H2.


Table 3. Summary of the results of the multivariate hierarchical regression of each variable explaining repurchase intentions.
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Furthermore, under the control of leisure involvement, commercial friendship had a significant effect on satisfaction (standardized effect value = 0.51, p < 0.01), which supports H3. The indirect effect of leisure involvement on satisfaction through commercial friendship was 0.36, and the normal test value of the indirect effect was z 1 = 5.725, p < 0.01, showing a significant indirect effect (Table 4). In other words, commercial friendship played a partial intermediary role between leisure involvement and satisfaction, which supports H3. The indirect effect of leisure involvement on repurchase intentions through commercial friendship was 0.35, and the normal test value of the indirect effect was z 2 = 5.026, p < 0.01, showing a significant indirect effect. In other words, commercial friendship played a partial intermediary role between leisure involvement and repurchase intentions, which supports H4 (Figure 2).


Table 4. Test results of the intermediary effects of commercial friendship.
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FIGURE 2. The intermediary effect model of commercial friendship among leisure involvement, satisfaction, and repurchase intentions. **p < 0.01.





DISCUSSION


Relationships Among the Leisure Involvement, Satisfaction, and Repurchase Intentions of Customized Fitness Customers

This study explores the relationships among the leisure involvement, satisfaction, and repurchase intentions of the customers of customized fitness services, as well as the role of commercial friendship in leisure involvement's relationships with satisfaction and repurchase intentions.

The results showed that leisure involvement had a significant direct effect on satisfaction and asignificant direct effect on repurchase intentions. Further, commercial friendship played a partial intermediary role between leisure involvement and satisfaction. Hillsdon (2001) confirmed that higher frequency leisure participation is associated with a lower likelihood of abandonment (Oliver, 1980). Therefore, fitness enterprises should strengthen the leisure involvement of fitness customers. For example, the managers of fitness centers could offer a variety of services and/or services with durations of more than 1 h (Hillsdon, 2001). Fitness enterprises could improve the visiting rate and participation of fitness customers by establishing member exercise reward systems that would make the fitness enterprise more attractive to the customers (Clavel San Emeterio et al., 2016).

Further, private fitness coaches can improve customers' leisure involvement by providing customized fitness services, which is more conducive than general fitness services salesto improving customer satisfaction and increasing the repurchase intentions of customers. In the process of providing customized fitness services, private fitness coaches should focus on the self-expression of the fitness customers while formulating personalized exercise plans, determining the training intensity and density, and taking into account both diet and nutrition. Moreover, in providing guidance and interactive exercise plans, the fitness coaches should guide the customers through language and behavior to increase the latter's attention to fitness, establishing the central position of fitness in their lives. Through the diversification of exercise plans, the attraction of the customized fitness customers to fitness can be enhanced, thereby raising the customers' leisure involvement as well.



Intermediary Effect of Commercial Friendship

This study revealed that leisure involvement can affect the satisfaction and repurchase intentions of customized fitness consumers directly and indirectly through the intermediary effect of commercial friendship. Past research confirms have showed that the commercial friendship between customized fitness consumers and private fitness coaches is positively correlated with and could predict satisfaction and repurchase intentions (Price and Arnould, 1999; Partridge et al., 2014). The interaction and communication among customers and between customers and enterprises can be increased by conducting activities, such as parties and outdoor activity days. The primary goal is to foster an emotional and psychological bond between customers and the firm (Wang et al., 2017). Enterprises can establish a fitness customer column in their virtual social media networks, through which customers can express their fitness experience and needs, thereby building an online community of commercial friendship. In this way, the community of commercial friendship cultivated by fitness enterprises would allow customers to develop friendships, encourage each other, exercise on time, and increase the degree of leisure involvement.

The commercial friendship between customers and private fitness coaches is a result of the economic and social exchanges between them and forms an important part of the relationship marketing of fitness enterprises (Rosenbaum et al., 2015). The commercial friendship between customers and private fitness coaches is also a relationship asset of fitness enterprises that is difficult for competitors to imitate and replace. At times, customized fitness consumers may no longer have the intention to repurchase due to such factors as a change of residence, change of jobs, and access to other leisure modes (Wang and Guo, 2006; Withall et al., 2011).

The strength of relatedness as commercial friendship captures both the social and service benefits of direct interactions between actors. Commercial friendship is a business-based relationship, built on affection, intimacy, and acts of social support developed over time (Withall et al., 2011). Given that results, the role of commercial friendship is to enhance the interactions and service production between fitness customers and service providers (i.e., fitness coaches), specifically when building long-term relationships (Garzaniti et al., 2011). In fitness context commercial friendship relationships, customers pursue not only direct service outcomes, but also look for interpersonal interactions with service providers to realize relational benefits that lead to greater satisfaction and repurchase intention (Wang et al., 2017).

In addition, noted that once people are active, high levels of social interaction, interest, and enjoyment are all associated with improved levels of retention. Thus, strengthening the interpersonal skills of private fitness coaches and the development of good friendships between the fitness customers and the coaches can increase customer retention. Role-playing can be used to simulate the interactions between fitness customers and private fitness coaches, in which the private coaches play the role of the fitness customers, deal with problems from the standpoint of the customers, and experience the feelings and needs of the customers. Therefore, fitness enterprises can change the service concept from customer first to customer as a friend and create a more humane fitness consumption environment for customers (Shain and Chalasani, 1992). In the process of interacting with customers, private fitness coaches should listen to the customers, pay attention to the inner feelings of the customers, adjust exercise programs and communication methods in time, increase the frequency of effective communication, and promote commercial friendships.



Limitations and Future Directions

This study has certain limitations. First, in this study, as the customized fitness consumers of specific fitness clubs were included as the study group, the study results do not encompass all customized consumption groups of fitness and leisure services. Thus, follow-up studies are suggested to include different types of customized fitness and leisure service groups, such as competition consumers and outdoor sports consumers, to reassess the applicability of the research framework. Second, this study was a cross-sectional study, which was limited in its ability to track the subtle changes in the relationship between fitness consumers and private fitness coaches continuously. This study can't make causal inferences, and future directions will increase experimental control. Finally, all variables were collected at the same time point, which could have led to common method variance (CMV), because of which causal inferences could not be derived. Therefore, it is suggested that follow-up studies adopt the time-interval method to collect subscale data to reduce the causal confusion caused by CMV.




CONCLUSION

In this study, the results showing the positive effects of consumer leisure involvement and commercial friendships on customers' use of customized fitness services were revealed to have good reliability and validity, suggesting that they could be used for the promotion of customized fitness services. In addition to clarifying the relationships among leisure involvement, satisfaction, and repurchase intentions, this study discussed the intermediary mechanism of commercial friendship that could predict the effects of leisure involvement on the satisfaction and repurchase intentions of customized fitness customers. Overall, the results of this study contribute to the literature in various ways by exploring the interaction effects of different types of consumer leisure involvement and commercial friendships in customized fitness services models on leisure involvement outcomes. At the same time, these findings have allowed the research team to identify a range of recommendations for sports organizations and researchers, which will help them to address future studies and thus cultivate the growth of the evaluation of commercial friendship in the fitness industry.
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