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Abstract: Sports federations are non-profit organizations that compete for members and resources.
These organizations are obliged to cooperate on the environment, nature conservation, and sus-
tainability together with other public bodies. Given this situation and the necessity to differentiate
themselves from commercial sports providers, it is essential for sports federations to create loyalty.
The objective of this article is to provide an in-depth study of the variables that explain federation
members’ loyalty, which is the best tool for federations to meet their sustainable and non-profit
objectives. Having made an exhaustive review of the literature on loyalty, an empirical study is made
of the loyalty antecedents (service quality, satisfaction, trust, and commitment), using a questionnaire
of members of all of Spain’s karate federations. This empirical study has led to a model of structural
equations that gives a perfect explanation of loyalty based on the relationships between the various
variables, starting with service quality and considering the other variables to be mediating variables
between service quality and loyalty. Furthermore, the findings show that service quality is the best
option for improving member loyalty through some of the mediators proposed.

Keywords: sport marketing; sport organization; loyalty; sustainable management; service quality;
satisfaction; trust; commitment

1. Introduction

As sports services come under increasing scrutiny from stakeholders to ensure activi-
ties are beyond reproach, sport needs to be increasingly sustainable from local to global
levels. It is, therefore, particularly important that organizations within the non-profit sport
sector—such as federations—demonstrate sustainability, safety, and integrity [1]. Sponsors
at every level want to be sure they are not aligning themselves with organizations that
present a reputational risk, and federations as non-profit sporting organizations need
financial support from public and private institutions to organize sporting activities [2,3].
Today, if federations want to receive that support their activity must be sustainable. Un-
like for-profit organizations, federations are not focused on making profits; rather, their
purpose is social and societal [4–6]. Due to extensive political corruption, scandals, a
lack of transparency and sustainability problems in international and local federations,
entities that ought to be engaging in a sustainable management now find themselves under
scrutiny [7,8]. Fullerton and Merz [9] note that despite the economic success of non-profit
sports organizations and their social purpose being acknowledged, there is insufficient
sports marketing literature that discusses these organizations.

The main purpose of a Spanish sports federation—a mixed (public-private) non-
profit organization—is to promote and advance the sport in question [10]. Although such
institutions are private entities, it is government authorities that legitimize and validate
them as bodies for the development of high-level and high-performance sport, and it is
governments that provide federations with their principal financial resources.
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The current paper contributes to the knowledge of customer loyalty in the sector
of sports federations, and in developing this theoretical framework it offers a way for
federations to achieve support and secure a sustainable future. According to Wemmer
and Koenigstorfer [11], the growth in non-profit sport organizations is not proportional to
the increased interest in physical activity and sport in the population as a whole. Sports
businesses have grown considerably in recent years, and increasing numbers of consumers
engage the services of this type of company. Nevertheless, non-profit organizations are
not benefiting from this period of growth in the sector as much as sports businesses are; in
other words, they are not tackling the growing competition [12].

There are two possible causes for the situation the federations find themselves in.
One is a loss of members due to their disappointment with the service quality provided
by the organization; the other is a failure to acquire sufficient new members. This paper
focuses on the first possible cause. A loss of members may result in a lack of growth in the
number of licensed members, with loyalty acting as key variable in this respect since it is
one of the most important attitudinal variables [13]. If federations offer to their members
sustainable and non-profit objectives, they can improve loyalty. This approach can help to
implement customer loyalty strategies in the non-profit sector to drive success in member
loyalty achievement. Our analysis of federation members’ loyalty may be very useful
to federation directors, since it will give them greater knowledge of their membership
and improve their chances of maintaining licensed member numbers by implementing
marketing strategies [14,15].

The subject of this empirical study is membership of Spanish karate federations. The
organizational structure of the Spanish Karate Federation is formed by 19 regional karate
federations, which have 1441 member clubs and 75,406 member athletes, which represents
an average of 52.33 member athletes for each karate club. This data is very similar to the
total number of sports federations in Spain, since there are 3,945,510 member athletes in
75,455 sports clubs in Spain, which represents an average of 52.29 member individuals
for each sports club [16–19]. In the case of karate federations, the karate clubs are the
intermediaries between the federated athletes and the federations, since the clubs are
the ones that carry out all the relationships between their athletes and their federations.
Moreover, the federations are the ones that organize all the official regional and national
competitions, as well as the official training, official qualifications courses, and black belt
exams. In addition, these are the main services that the karate federations offer to their
members [20,21]. Interest in karate started to grow in Spain in the 1960s and it is currently
one of the top 12 sports in the country in terms of federation member numbers. In 2016,
the International Olympic Committee unanimously approved the inclusion of karate in
the Tokyo 2020 Olympics [22]. Sustainability is at the heart of the Olympic Movement’s
philosophy and the International Olympic Committee integrates sustainability across
their operations and events. Karate has been selected for this study because Spain’s
karate federations—and those of other countries worldwide—will experience exceptional
increases in member numbers due to the promotional effect of karate becoming an Olympic
sport. Therefore, federation directors need to know how to manage the loyalty of all these
new members in such a way as to keep them satisfied, in line with the purposes of a
non-profit sustainable organization.

2. Conceptual Framework and Hypothesis
2.1. Research Framework

One of the main objectives of this study is to understand loyalty in the sports feder-
ation context: To this effect, in Figure 1 sets out the model that has guided this research.
This model summarizes the connections and relations between the different constructors
described in the hypotheses. According to this proposed model, service quality may impact
loyalty through satisfaction, trust and the different dimensions of commitment (affective,
conative, and cognitive).
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Figure 1. Model of Federated Sportspeople Loyalty.

2.2. Research Hypothesis

According to Zeithaml [23], perceived service quality refers to the consumer’s judg-
ment or attitude relative to the general excellence or superiority of a service. Perceived ser-
vice quality differs from objective quality [24]. To measure service quality,
Parasuraman et al. [25] proposed a comprehensive model comprising ten dimensions
of service quality which was simplified under the name SERVQUAL [24]. This new
five-dimension scale has been widely recognized and adopted in various fields [26–30].
SERVQUAL dimensions use aspects such as (1) tangibles, (2) reliability, (3) responsive-
ness, (4) assurance, and (5) empathy. However, the scale is based on the comparison of
perceived quality of service received and customers’ expected service quality [31], an
approach that has been criticized by various authors [32–34]. In response to the criticisms
raised, a scale was designed that focused on customers’ perceptions of service provider
performance. Cronin and Taylor [35] developed the scale under the name SERVPERF.
However, this scale has also received criticism because it is considered too generic for
use in specific industries. Although different models have been proposed for analyzing
service quality in specific industries [36–40], federations are not taken into account in the
previously proposed models. The closest studies to be found focus on public and private
sport organizations that deliver sport and fitness sport [41]. In any case, thus far there
is no consensus on the items or dimensions making up its composition [42]. Since the
1980s, a variety of tools have been employed to study perceived quality [43,44]. Subsequent
studies are rooted in Brady and Cronin [45], who researched physical quality, environment
quality, and outcome quality dimensions. Recent papers adapted the aforementioned
dimensions to encompass staff interaction, facilities and expected results [46,47] in public
and private sport organizations [48–50]. In practice, modifications are needed to reflect the
specific characteristics of the federation service context being studied in line with the ideas
contained in these more recent models. Overall service quality has mainly been used as a
reflective construct [41,42,51–54] but it is not use second order construct because, in a more
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complex models, the final aim is determining not the importance of model dimensions but
the role of perceived service quality in its relations with other variables [37,38,40].

Meanwhile, satisfaction is the perceived discrepancy between prior expectation and
perceived performance after consumption [55]. Other authors define satisfaction as the
customer’s emotional or sentimental reaction to the perceived differences between expecta-
tions and actual implementation [56,57]. Following this emotional concept, satisfaction has
been considered a “subjective evaluation made as a post-choice cognitive judgment” [58].
Satisfaction defined as judgment has been included in recent research [59,60], and although
this definition could cause confusion due to its similarity with the definition of perceived
service quality, the two variables are definitely distinct from each other, the principal
difference being that satisfaction is a type of attitude—a perception over the long term—
while perceived service quality measures a specific transaction [24]. Deng, Lu, Wei, and
Zhang [56] relate satisfaction to providing what is being sought to the point where fulfil-
ment is reached. In the current research, this concept has been understood to be customers’
cumulative experiences [61], mainly because the relationship between a sportsperson and
their federations is, in most cases, ongoing for the duration of the member’s license.

Service quality has been considered a predictor and strong antecedent of customer sat-
isfaction [62–66], but various authors consider satisfaction to be an antecedent of perceived
service quality. In search of findings to explain this disparity, Han et al. [67] investigated
the relation between perceived service quality and satisfaction where satisfaction is an
antecedent of customer satisfaction in different fields. They revealed a strong connection
between perceived service quality and customer satisfaction where service quality was an
antecedent of satisfaction. There is evidence within the sports service sector of a causal
relationship between service quality and satisfaction. This relationship in private facilities
has been demonstrated in various studies [53,68–71] but there is a lack of studies on the
public sector or public interest sport organizations such as federations, and only a few
recent studies confirm this relationship [41,54].

Based on the above considerations, the following research hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Service quality has a positive influence on the satisfaction of sports federation
members.

Trust has been studied in a wide range of fields with a focus on the personal character-
istics of trust and the institutional aspects of trust or reliability [72]. In business, trust is
considered one of the principal ingredients of successful relationships [73,74]. Anderson
and Weitz [75] define trust as the consumer’s belief that the actions the other party takes
will necessarily satisfy his/her needs. Trust is also an expression of enduring beliefs stem-
ming from the other party’s action [76], encapsulating the belief that the company will be
true to their word [77]. In sports, it is especially important to understand that trust plays
the role of a strategic resource, helping to achieve a competitive advantage [78]. Trust is an
attribute that makes members of a sport organization interact with full engagement with
the company to implement the variety of strategic objectives which enable an organization
to meet its targets [79]. Long-term relationships are emphasized because trust is the inter-
mediary for maintaining this kind of relationship with the organization [80,81]. Although
research on trust in sports has been scarce, this idea has been repeated several times in the
literature [74,81,82], and it is possible to find surveys on brands [83,84] or consumers [81].

Many authors agree that trust in an organization is based on the consumer’s certainty
of the quality and integrity of the service offered [81,84,85]. Trust appears to be an important
reason consumers may be willing to pay more for products [86], and several surveys
confirm the positive role of perceived service quality on trust [86,87]. Based on this
evidence, it is expected that consumers who evaluate the service quality of federation as
higher are more likely to trust in this organization. In the sports sector, there are theories
that point to a tenable relationship between the concept of sports consumer trust and sports
organizations’ service quality [88]; trust can even be considered an essential component of
service quality [89].
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According to these considerations, the following hypothesis is postulated:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Service quality has a positive influence on the trust of sports federation members.

Commitment is proposed as a central concept in the literature on social exchange and
buyer behavior [81] and is also a key variable in marketing perception research [84]. First,
in marketing, the most common definition of “commitment” states that maximum effort is
required to maintain the relationship between the parties [74,90,91]. Thus, commitment
implies the conviction of both parties that maintaining the relationship will be more
beneficial than ending it [90]. In the context of sport, commitment has been defined
emphasizing the ongoing effort required of sports consumers to continue a relationship
with a particular sport organization [92–94]. Together with trust, commitment has been
the most commonly accepted variable in perceived service quality models [74,81,82,84].
Once again, sport commitment has been used as a key construct to explain the relationship
between sports consumers and sports organizations, and it has a significant role in the
sports consumption decision [89,92,95–98].

All definitions of commitment agree that it has psychological and motivational compo-
nents [99]. Starting from this premise, most recent studies analyzing this situation identify
commitment as a multi-dimensional construct. Consequently, commitment can be under-
stood to have three dimensions [99–102] and its state involves affective, cognitive, and
conative components [103]. Clients may experience each of these three components—which
are also psychological states—to differing degrees. The net sum of a person’s commitment
to an organization therefore reflects each of these separate psychological states. Given the
conceptual differences between the dimensions of commitment, it seems reasonable that
each of these three components develops independently from the others [100].

Cognitive commitment refers to the feeling of obligation towards the organization,
and is related to the idea “should maintain the relationship” [100,101,104]. Cognitive
commitment is defined as the obligation to remain loyal to an organization for ethical
or moral reasons [105,106]. This component of commitment is influenced by individual
experiences of socialization before and after the exchange relationship occurs [107]. The
commitment may be stronger if, prior to the exchange relationship, the consumer’s friends
or family members have been linked to the organization, or if the strategies proposed
by the organization are orientated towards winning the consumer’s loyalty [100,108–111].
Cognitive commitment as a commitment component has an antecedent in perceived service
quality in business models [81] and the sports sector [89]. Some authors have included
cognitive commitment as an independent component that develops a relationship with
perceived service quality commitment [112] even in relations between sports consumers
and sports organizations [113].

In early studies of commitment, authors mainly focused on studies of cognitive com-
mitment, but in recent decades there have been in-depth studies of how the consumer’s
emotions influence relationships between the service provider and the client [114]. If
commitment has been defined as a psychological attachment to the organization [101] then
affective commitment improves commitment relationships [115–118]. The affective dimen-
sion reflects the individual’s desire to maintain the relationship, their emotional bond with
the organization that motivates them to continue the relationship [100,101,104,106]. Affec-
tive commitment reveals the consumer’s feeling of belonging to and participating in the
activity of the service provider, expressing the emotional bond between the two [114,119].
Several authors have demonstrated a relationship between service quality and customer
affective commitment [120–122] providing strong empirical evidence for a direct and posi-
tive influence of perceived service quality on affective commitment [123]. This strong and
direct positive influence can be also be found in sport organizations [122,124].

The conative dimension reflects the perceived consumer sacrifice involved in ending
the relationship with the service offered by the organization [100,101,104]. This type of
commitment could also be conceptualized as the perceived financial value of continuing
the relationship with the organization compared with the value of abandoning the rela-
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tionship [106]. Conative commitment has been developed based on two factors: The size
and/or number of investments the consumer has made, and a perceived lack of alterna-
tives [100]. Different surveys in a range of sectors have attempted to prove the relationship
between conative commitment and service quality [112]. Xie [122] examined the factors that
influence internal service quality level in a public sport organization and a model was de-
veloped where affective organizational commitment, cognitive organizational commitment,
and conative organizational commitment were service quality antecedents.

Based on the above theories, the following set of hypotheses is proposed:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). Service quality has a positive influence on the cognitive commitment of
sports federation members.

Hypothesis 3b (H3b). Service quality has a positive influence on the affective commitment of
sports federation members.

Hypothesis 3c (H3c). Service quality has a positive influence on the conative commitment of
sports federation members.

Loyalty is fundamental to the success of any business [125]. Those firms that achieve
a high number of loyal customers may raise their competitive advantage and, in turn, their
profits, which is the final aim of any firm [126]. Before focusing on the antecedents of
loyalty, it is necessary to define this variable.

The concept of loyalty is identified with the continuance of the service, [127]. In other
words, consumers that return several times to get the service they desire from the same
company are loyal customers [39]. Several authors have supported the definition of loyalty
posed by Oliver [128], in which loyalty is defined as a strong commitment to re-purchase
favorite goods or services consistently in the future, despite the marketing efforts of the
competition and other situational influences that could result in switching behavior.

Generating loyalty not only results in repeat practice by the consumer: it is also de-
cisive in helping them acquire healthy lifestyle habits. In the context of sports, loyalty
includes attitudinal and behavioral aspects [129]. Loyalty comprises a set of consumer
intentions that will subsequently become behaviors [130] and there are some situational,
intrinsic, social and cultural factors that indicate that loyalty is more than just a repeat pur-
chase behavior [131]. This variety of factors may include high switching costs; stock-outs;
choice restricted by location, money or time; and customer habits [132]. In summary, these
postulates indicate that loyalty should be analyzed from two dimensions (behavioral and
attitudinal). The behavioral perspective examines some factors involved in the purchase:
the sequence, the reason and the scope, or a combination of all three [133]. The attitudinal
component is linked to users’ preferences and affections [134,135].

Theory defends that satisfaction has a positive impact on loyalty [136]. This strong
relation has contributed to maximizing customer satisfaction [104], loyalty being the final
goal of measuring customer satisfaction. This is the key that determines a company’s
long-term viability [137]. In contrast, dissatisfaction leads to switching behaviors and to
companies being criticized in a way that affects that affect current and potential consumer
behaviors [138].

Satisfaction is one of the most widely recognized antecedents of loyalty, since many
authors have demonstrated empirically the relationship between both variables in dif-
ferent fields [62,85,128,139,140]. This relationship has special relevance in the service
sector, because both constructors have been studied in depth [39,104,141,142]. In sport
contexts, a range of studies have researched the relationship between satisfaction and
loyalty [127,143–147]. A large proportion of these papers confirmed the influence of
satisfaction on sport center loyalty (in the context of clubs, health centers and skiing re-
sorts) [146–148]. Calabuig, Prado-Gascó, Crespo, Núñez-Pomar, and Añó [144] focused
their research on club membership loyalty, while Alexandris and Kouthoris [149] and
Castillo-Rodríguez and Onetti-Onetti [145] have concentrated on educational sport activi-
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ties. In this area, there are some cases that are especially notable because they also include
service quality in their models of satisfaction and loyalty [144–147]. In these papers, the
relationship between service quality, satisfaction, and loyalty is confirmed.

Based on the reviewed literature, the following hypothesis is postulated:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Satisfaction has a positive influence on the loyalty of sports federation members.

Several authors have sustained that trust is one of the most decisive factors in loyalty
in the buyer-seller relationship [81,85,101,150–153]. When a consumer trusts a corporation,
they tend to increase their levels of loyalty and to recommend the service provider to other
potential consumers [62,154,155]. Furthermore, trust derived from a service interaction
reduces the risk perceived by customer, making it possible to increase the price of the
service since the consumer considers trust to be an extra benefit and they are willing to pay
more for it [81,155].

This positive relationship between trust and loyalty is widely supported in the
electronic and digital sectors since internet purchases largely depend on the degree of
trust [156–159]. However, the service sector is the main framework within which the theory
confirms the link between both variables [93,97,151,153,155,160].

Specifically, in the sports sector, there are various studies that support the positive im-
pact of trust on consumer loyalty [89,161–165]. Just as in other industries, trust is a relevant
constructor in digital sports products [22,162]. Meanwhile, fan trust is a key determinant
generating team loyalty, as some researchers have demonstrated [162,165]. Another aspect
of sports in which the relationship between trust and loyalty has been validated is loyalty
to sports clubs [164,165]. In particular, Schijns, Caniëls, and Le Conté [164] affirm that trust
mediates between service quality and loyalty.

Taking in consideration these concerns, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Trust has a positive influence on the loyalty of sports federation members.

Several surveys reveal that commitment in organizations has a positive relationship
with loyalty, discussing the importance of the three dimensions of commitment to loy-
alty [106,166,167]. Nevertheless, while commitment and loyalty are closely related, they are
in fact different constructs. Loyalty reflects the attitudes and behaviors that commitment
evokes [67], while commitment shows the strength or stickiness of the relationship [168].
Empirical research in the services context supports the notion that commitment has a
direct and positive influence on loyalty [169–171]. In the sports sector, loyalty accompanies
commitment in empirical behavior models [172] and these are the key factors influencing
the sports consumer relationship. From the point of view of sport organizations, different
studies therefore choose commitment towards loyalty as the variables of interest because
of their great importance to marketers [173].

This study analyses the relationship between the three dimensions of commitment and
loyalty. Regarding cognitive commitment, few studies examine the relationship between
this dimension and loyalty or attitude and behavioral components [174]. In consumer be-
havior contexts, Bloemer and Odekerken-Schröder [175] finds a positive effect of cognitive
commitment on attitude loyalty. The findings of Bloemer and Odekerken-Schröder [175],
Bansal, Irving and Taylor [176] and De Ruyter, Moorman and Lemmink [177] propose that
cognitive commitment has a positive effect on behavioral loyalty. In the sports sector, it
is also very difficult to find studies that analyze this relationship. In any case, it is pro-
posed that in sport organizations there is a strong a positive relationship between cognitive
commitment and loyalty [178].

Affective commitment positively influences customer loyalty [85,174] and generates
intention to preserve and strengthen this relationship [91,177,179–181]. Meyer, Stanley,
Herscovitch, and Topolnytsky [182] conclude that the effects of affective commitment are
stronger than those of cognitive commitment on organizational commitment, but this
situation is not confirmed in consumer commitment and the positive effect of affective
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commitment on consumer loyalty [180,183–185]. In the sphere of sport, there are strong
emotional responses in which sports consumers build a relationship with the organiza-
tion [186]. For this reason, affective commitment has a positive influence on levels of
loyalty [187,188].

Previous research has indicated that cognitive and affective commitment are a relevant
indicator of loyalty [189]. In addition, loyalty is affected positively by conative commitment
because customers with a lack of alternatives tend to return. To retain customers, it is
important that organizations develop a service that will make consumers think there is
more to be lost than to be gained if you leave the organization [190]. Finally, several
surveys show conative commitment is a relevant antecedent of loyalty inside the sport
commitment concept [104,191]. Again Kim [192] develops the important relationship
between commitment and the conative aspect of loyalty in sport.

Considering these factors, the following set of hypotheses is suggested:

Hypothesis 6a (H6a). Cognitive commitment has a positive influence on the loyalty of sports
federation members.

Hypothesis 6b (H6b). Affective commitment has a positive influence on the loyalty of sports
federation members.

Hypothesis 6c (H6c). Conative commitment has a positive influence on the loyalty of sports
federation members.

3. Methods
3.1. Survey Design

This research is based on a cross-sectional descriptive study using primary data
from a questionnaire answered by a representative sample of athletes affiliated to karate
federations in Spain from March 2019 to December 2019. The total number of athletes that
were members of Spanish karate federations in 2019 was 75,406 [19]. The total number of
valid questionnaires collected was 629, implying a sampling error of ±0.97% (with a 95.5%
confidence interval and p = q = 0.5). (See Table 1).

Table 1. Technical data sheet.

Universe Athletes of Karate Federations in Spain (75,406 Athletes)

Geographical scope Spain
Field work From March 2019 to December 2019
Sampling Discretionary non-probabilistic by quotas
Sample 629 valid surveys

Sample error ±3.97 with a 95.5% confidence level and p = q = 0.5

The questionnaire is composed of two main sections. In the first part, data are collected
about the demographic characteristics and behavior of respondents. The second part
examines the dimensions analyzed. For this part, the initial selection of the different items
of the seven constructs of the questionnaire was based on an exhaustive review of the
literature. Once the items had been selected, and before sending out the questionnaire,
prior qualitative research was carried out through a focus group. This focus group was
comprised of three professors from different Spanish universities with expertise in sport
marketing, three professionals who work in different karate federations, and three athletes
that are members of karate federations. As a result of this qualitative research, the final
questionnaire was obtained, consisting of seven constructors with a total of 34 items
(see Table 2).
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Table 2. Items by construct.

Construct Number of Items

Service Quality 5
Loyalty 3

Satisfaction 3
Trust 4

Affective commitment 2
Conative commitment 2
Cognitive commitment 2

The questionnaire included multiple-item measurement scales adapted from the
review of the literature that help to ensure the validity of measurement scales for all con-
structs: five items for service quality [24,62,65,66], three for loyalty [62,140], three for satis-
faction [62], four for trust [62,89,156,158], two for affective commitment [85,110,118] two for
conative commitment [104] and two for cognitive commitment [108,109,111] (See Table 3).

The scale used for these 34 items was a five-point Likert-type response format, in
which respondents could rate the items from 1 (“completely disagree”) to 5 (“completely
agree”). It also included questions on a series of general classification variables (gender
and age) and others specific to members of karate federations (years of membership of
their karate federation and their main activities within that federation).

A pre-test of the questionnaire was carried out in February 2019 on a representative
sample of athletes from karate federations in Spain, made up of 30 people between 15
and 70 years of age, 21 men and 9 women, which is the proportion of men and women
who are members of karate federations in Spain [19]. The aim of this pre-test was to
determine whether the scales were well constructed and to ensure that the people to whom
the survey was to be addressed understood each of the questions in the questionnaire
perfectly. After this process, some typos were corrected, and all questions were validated.
Once the questionnaire had been refined, it was launched online through a discretionary
non-probabilistic sampling by quotas, with the aim of achieving a distribution of sexes
as similar to possible to that of the population who are members of karate federations
in Spain. The questionnaire was distributed through the main social networks in March
2019 and through karate federation websites from March 2019 to December 2019. The
result was that a representative sample of the population was studied, with a total of 629
valid questionnaires.

3.2. Sample Size and Composition

The total sample size was 629 individuals who represent athletes of karate federations
in Spain. The composition of the sample was 71% male and 29% female. By age group,
20% are less than 16 years old, 27% are 16–29 years old, 19% are 30–44 years old, 32%
are 45–64 years old and 3% are more than 64 years old. By years of membership, the
most numerous groups are the athletes with more than 20 years of membership (33%),
the athletes with 11–20 years of membership (24%) and the athletes with 6–10 years of
membership (23%). In addition, finally, from the point of view of the activities most in-
demand among the members of the karate federations, these are courses (58%), training
sessions (53%), competitions (49%) and exams (42%). Table 4 provides descriptive statistics
for the sample.
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Table 3. Scales of the model’s constructors.

Construct Item Supporting
Literature

Service quality

The management of the activity was handled efficiently

[24,65]
Employees responded promptly to my requests
The hotel provided a pleasant atmosphere
Charges on my account were clearly explained
The offerings of the service provider are of high quality [62,66]

Loyalty
I will continue to use the federation services if any

[62,140]I will recommend others to use the federation service
Even if close friends recommended another service, my preference for the federation
service would not change

Satisfaction
My choice to the federation service is a wise one

[62]I think I did the right thing when I subscribed to this federation service
Overall, my feeling to the federation service is satisfactory

Trust

Based on my experience, I know the federation service provider is honest
[62,156]Based on my experience, I know the federation service provider cares about customers

Based on my experience, I know the federation service provider is trustworthy
[89,160]Based on my experience, I know the federation service provider is reliable

Affective commitment
I do feel “emotionally attached” to my federation [110,118]
I was proud to be able to participate in my federation [85]

Conative commitment
If I am given a chance, I intend to continue making my service in my federation

[104]I consider the federation service to be my first choice

Cognitive commitment I’m motivated to maintain the relationship into the future [108]
The relationship will remain intact well into the future [109,111]

3.3. Statistical Analysis

Partial least squares (PLS), a structural equation-modeling (SEM) tool, is used to per-
form the analyses. If the objective is theoretical development, PLS-SEM is the appropriate
choice [193]. SEM enables researchers to examine the structural component (path model)
and measurement component (factor model) simultaneously in one model [156]. One of
the most important results is that it allows forecasting of the different latent variables
and formative models. PLS is a variance-based technique which is often considered more
appropriate than covariance-based modeling techniques when the emphasis is to develop
a new model, because PLS is the more flexible method. Every parameter has a predictive
interpretation in a simultaneous equation-modeling, and we can use this to discover the
level of different karate federations through the latent variables results. To avoid the weak-
nesses in the estimation of structural equation models, the PLS-Path Modeling Method
(PLS-PM) structure is used in which each part of the model needs to be validated: the
measurement model, the structural model and the overall model [194]. Also, the consistent
PLS (PLSc) algorithm that performs a correction of reflective constructs’ correlations was
used to ensure that the results were consistent with a factor model. The results are very
similar, and it was not necessary to apply this algorithm [195].
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Table 4. Sample information.

Gender % Total 629

Male 70.7 445
Female 28.9 182

Non-responded 0.3 2

Age % Total 629

Less than 16 19.6 123
16–29 26.4 166
30–44 18.9 119
45–64 32.4 204

More than 64 2.5 16
Non-responded 0.2 1

Years of Membership % Total 629

Less than 1 4.0 25
1–5 15.7 99

6–10 23.2 146
11–20 24.3 153

More than 20 32.6 205
Non-responded 0.2 1

Member’s Main Activities % Total 629

Courses 57.6 362
Training sessions 52.6 331

Competitions 49.4 311
Exams 41.5 261
Others 12.6 79
None 9.1 57

4. Results
4.1. Measurement Model: Reliability and Validity

The measurement model in PLS is assessed in terms of inter-construct correlations,
item-to-construct correlations, Cronbach’s alphas, composite reliabilities, and the Average
Variance Extracted (AVE) for each construct. In our seven distinct latent constructs, each of
the scales consists of reflective items. In the following paragraphs, we assess the measure’s
reliability, internal consistency, and discriminant validity for each of the components.

To assess a measure’s reliability, we examined how each item relates to the latent
constructs. Using the rule of thumb of accepting items with loadings of 0.707 or more, we
observed that none of the 21 items failed to reach this level of acceptable reliability. All the
loadings exceed 0.78 for these items, and load more highly on their own construct than on
others. These results provide strong support for the reliability of the reflective measures
(see Table 5).

Internal consistency is assessed using two measures: Cronbach’s alpha and composite
reliability. Hair, Ringle, and Sarstedt [196] suggest 0.70 as a benchmark for a “modest”
reliability applicable in early stages of research and 0.80 as a “stricter” reliability applicable
in basic research. As shown in Table 10, both the alpha and composite reliability of each set
of reflective measures for each component, as well as each of the other measures included
in the study, exceed 0.80 (except for the conative commitment dimension).

Discriminant validity was assessed in two ways. First, we examined AVE, which
indicates the amount of variance that is captured by the construct in relation to the variance
due to measurement error. Values for AVE should exceed 0.50 [197]. As the statistics
presented in Table 10 indicate, all AVE values are greater than this value. Second, we
compared the square root of AVE (i.e., the diagonal in Table 6) with the correlations among
constructs (i.e., the off-diagonal elements in Table 6). The square root of AVE for all the
reflective constructs exceeds 0.5 (see Table 7), and each is greater than the correlation
between the constructs; to demonstrate discriminant validity, diagonal elements should be
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greater than off-diagonal elements [197]. “Discriminant validity is assessed by comparing
the shared variance (squared correlation) between each pair of constructs against the
average of the AVEs for these two constructs” [198,199]. These statistics suggest that each
construct relates more strongly to its own measures than to measures of other constructs;
that is, all the constructs share more variance with their own measures than with the
others. These two sets of findings provide strong evidence of discriminant validity among
the constructs.

Table 5. Construct, Weights, and Loadings.

Construct Indicator Loading Weight Mean St Dev

Cognitive Commitment Cogcom 01 0.927 0.523 4.245 1.137
Cogcom 02 0.935 0.551 4.141 1.131

Conative Commitment
Concom 01 0.909 0.543 4.349 0.983
Concom 02 0.913 0.555 4.099 1.083

Affective Commitment
Afcom 01 0.938 0.513 3.571 1.315
Afcom 02 0.946 0.549 3.839 1.262

Loyalty
Loy 01 0.866 0.356 4.484 0.885
Loy 02 0.925 0.415 4.220 1.084
Loy 03 0.865 0.356 4.123 1.142

Service Quality

Qual 01 0.882 0.230 3.901 1.160
Qual 02 0.904 0.240 3.990 1.144
Qual 03 0.793 0.208 3.958 1.202
Qual 04 0.842 0.222 4.045 1.152
Qual 05 0.909 0.251 4.016 1.099

Satisfaction
Satis 01 0.781 0.303 4.585 0.803
Satis 02 0.926 0.426 4.204 1.104
Satis 03 0.884 0.417 3.915 1.165

Trust

Trust 01 0.914 0.269 3.933 1.159
Trust 02 0.940 0.275 3.944 1.201
Trust 03 0.933 0.261 3.793 1.270
Trust 04 0.942 0.267 3.792 1.249

Table 6. Correlation and square root of the AVE of first Order Latent Construct.

Affective
Commitment

Cognitive
Commitment

Conative
Commitment Loyalty Service Quality Satisfaction Trust

Affective
Commitment 0.942

Cognitive
Commitment 0.710 0.931

Conative
Commitment 0.694 0.780 0.911

Loyalty 0.701 0.854 0.777 0.886
Service Quality 0.727 0.750 0.752 0.777 0.867

Satisfaction 0.729 0.820 0.743 0.832 0.830 0.866
Trust 0.741 0.737 0.710 0.748 0.901 0.806 0.932
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Table 7. Internal consistency and AVE.

Cronbach’s Alpha rho A Composite
Reliability Average Variance Extracted (AVE)

Affective Commitment 0.872 0.875 0.940 0.887
Cognitive Commitment 0.655 0.845 0.807 0.611
Conative Commitment 0.796 0.796 0.907 0.830

Loyalty 0.862 0.871 0.916 0.784
Service Quality 0.917 0.921 0.938 0.752

Satisfaction 0.832 0.861 0.899 0.749
Trust 0.950 0.950 0.964 0.869

The research design process attempted to resolve the possible problem of common
method bias—which describes the measurement error that is compounded by the sociability
of respondents who want to provide positive answers [200] —by applying the procedure
recommended by Bove et al. [201]. In addition, a collinearity test based on variance inflation
factors (VIF) was applied to detect possible biases in the common method. The occurrence
of a VIF greater than 3.3 is proposed as an indication of pathological collinearity, and as an
indication that a model may be contaminated by common method bias. All VIFs resulting
from the full collinearity test are lower than 3.3, so the model can be considered free of
common method bias [202].

4.2. Structural Model: Goodness of Fit Statistics

A model estimated through PLS algorithms can only be analyzed if it is placed within
a larger model that incorporates consequences of the latent variable in question. According
to our model statistics, our index explains a relatively large amount of variance in loyalty;
the model’s R2 values, the main criteria by which model fit is assessed in PLS analysis [203],
are 0.8, 0.69, 0.81, 0.53, 0.57 and 0.56 for loyalty, satisfaction, trust, affective, conative, and
cognitive commitment, respectively. In addition, the Stone–Geisser statistic (Q2) gives
values greater than zero that indicate that the model has predictive relevance (Table 8).

Table 8. R square and Stone–Geisser.

Construct R2 Q2

Loyalty 0.798 0.587
Satisfaction 0.688 0.482

Trust 0.811 0.662
Affective commitment 0.529 0.488
Conative commitment 0.566 0.450
Cognitive commitment 0.563 0.467

To provide evidence of external validity, loyalty in karate federations should be signif-
icantly correlated with other constructs that theory suggests should be associated with the
construct [204]. As indicated earlier and depicted in Figure 1, we included other constructs
in the study (namely satisfaction, trust, affective, conative, and cognitive commitment) that
theory suggests should be related to loyalty. Consistent with the literature, we estimated a
model in which these constructs, as antecedents, have a positive relationship with loyalty
(see Figure 2 and Table 9).
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Table 9. Direct and Indirect Path Coefficients.

Direct Effects Indirect Effects

Service Quality > Satisfaction 0.830 **
Service Quality > Trust 0.901 **

Service Quality > Affective commitment 0.727 **
Service Quality > Conative commitment 0.752 **
Service Quality > Cognitive commitment 0.748 **

Satisfaction > Loyalty 0.307 **
Trust > Loyalty 0.069 *

Affective commitment > Loyalty 0.027 *
Conative commitment > Loyalty 0.179 **
Cognitive commitment > Loyalty 0.388 **

Service Quality > Loyalty 0.680 **
Note: * Non-significant path coefficients (at p < 0.005); ** Significant path coefficients (at p < 0.001).

4.3. Results of SEM

Figure 2 and Table 9 show the indirect and direct effects between latent variables. This
Figure indicates significant and non-significant path coefficients (at p < 0.001) because both
trust and affective commitment have non-significant path coefficients. The significance of
the paths was estimated using a PLS bootstrapping procedure using 5000 resamples, an
amount that provides reasonable standard error estimates [205].

One of the first results of this research is the existence (across various variables) of a
relationship between service quality and loyalty. We find an important, though indirect
relationship (0.68), especially if we take into account the current difficulty of influencing
loyalty with a variable other than satisfaction (with an important relationship in this case
of 0.307). Thus, service quality seems to be an important element that influences loyalty,
but mainly through satisfaction and cognitive commitment, with the significant managerial
consequences that this implies. All dimensions have a strong relationship with service
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quality but only satisfaction (0.30) and cognitive commitment (0.39) maintain a relatively
important relationship with loyalty.

The total effect of service quality on loyalty through commitment dimensions, trust
and satisfaction is the main focus of this study. The results help to determine the verification
of the various hypotheses detailed in the theorical section. All hypotheses are supported
but are rejected. All relationships are significant and have at least a moderate and positive
influence, and only affective commitment influence on loyalty and trust influence on loyalty
showed irrelevant relationships (see Table 10).

Table 10. Summary of hypothesis verification.

Hypothesis Content Verification

H1 Service quality influences positively on satisfaction of federated sportspeople Supported
H2 Service quality influences positively on trust of federated sportspeople Supported
H3a Service quality influences positively on cognitive commitment of federated sportspeople Supported
H3b Service quality influences positively on affective commitment of federated sportspeople Supported
H3c Service quality influences positively on conative commitment of federated sportspeople Supported
H4 Satisfaction influences positively on loyalty of federated sportspeople Supported
H5 Trust influences positively on loyalty of federated sportspeople Rejected
H6a Cognitive commitment influences positively on loyalty of federated sportspeople Supported
H6b Affective commitment influences positively on loyalty of federated sportspeople Rejected
H6c Conative commitment positively on loyalty of federated sportspeople Supported

5. Discussion and Conclusions
5.1. Theoretical Implications

This research investigated whether service quality can be an antecedent of loyalty
through commitment dimensions, trust and satisfaction. The idea was to attempt to explain
how Spanish federations can create a sustainable model for developing service quality
to gain loyal “consumers”. The data gathered from Spanish karate federations suggest
that although trust and affective commitment are not relevant mediators in determining
consumers’ attitudes toward loyalty, satisfaction, and cognitive and conative commitment
contribute to making service quality a strong factor in increasing loyalty in sport orga-
nizations [145,178,192]. First, the results from the sample suggest that service quality is
a strong antecedent of trust, satisfaction and commitment dimensions as the literature
indicates [31,81]. The strongest effect of service quality is on trust. This is very likely
because trust in an organization is based on the consumer’s certainty of the quality and
integrity of the service offered [81,82,85] and sport federations are no exception to this [89].
The second strongest effect is on satisfaction, as a few recent studies on sport organizations
confirm [41,54]. Finally, service quality in Spanish karate federations shows a relevant
influence on all commitment dimensions, as expected, because commitment—together with
trust—is the most commonly accepted variable in perceived quality models [74,81,82,84],
and even in sport organizations service quality has been used as a relevant construct to
explain commitment [89,92,95–98].

Service quality value must be translated its increasing to loyalty through satisfaction,
cognitive, and conative commitment. It is observed in most of the theory that satisfaction
is a mediating channel between perceived quality and loyalty [65,206,207]. Satisfaction is
the most common antecedent of loyalty and there is an extensive literature that links the
two variables in sport organizations [144,147]. In fact, the literature has come to regard
satisfaction as a measure of loyalty. However, in the case of federations, satisfaction does
not influence whether consumers have a loyal attitude and can represent significant loyal
behavior [208], and the loyalty variable is built on both dimensions. This may be why
the relationship between these variables is only relevant and it is not a very strong [130].
Meanwhile, the result of the relationship between loyalty and conative and cognitive
commitment is closer to what has been stated in the theory [62,128,209,210], even in sports
organization studies where some papers show only a weak influence of conative com-
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mitment [191,192] and a strong influence of cognitive commitment [178]. Finally, trust
and affective commitment cannot constitute useful mediators between service quality and
loyalty. Members of Spanish karate federations seem to be more motivated by their own
sporting objectives than by the efforts of federations’ management to gain their trust. The
assumption that trust might be more important when services are characterized primarily
by credence and/or experience qualities and less important in consumer decisions domi-
nated by search qualities (as in the case of federations) may form part of the explanation
of the irrelevant relationship between trust and loyalty [211]. On the other hand, loyalty
of federation members is based on rational elements because the emotional component is
likely to be linked to the sport they practice and not so much to the management or service
they receive from federations [130].

5.2. Managerial Implications

Loyalty is a crucial element in maintaining relationships over time, and thus an
element on which marketing managers must focus [165]. Non-profit organizations have
not been very enthusiastic about the idea of using the tools offered by marketing in the past
because they wish to avoid being identified with for-profit organizations [212]. However, it
is true that prejudices against marketing are weaker than before, since many federations do
now use marketing tools. However, it is also true that smaller growth rates in federations
than in the sport industry could be motivated by a few ambitions for growing in these
kinds of non-profit sport organizations.

Sports federation members are an important consumer group in Spain; however, this
group has not grown significantly over recent years. If federations aim to be competitive,
they must change their strategy and acquire in-depth knowledge of their current and
potential clients [5,11,213]. It is, therefore, very important to make a detailed study of the
variables that influence the loyalty of a federation member.

Based on the results obtained empirically from the questionnaire completed by Spain’s
karate federation members, federations should pay attention to satisfaction and cognitive
commitment. They should be aware that both variables start from, or are quite considerably
influenced by, perceived quality. Federation directors should focus their strategies on
perceived quality, and this is the area where they can act most effectively.

Karate federation directors should plan strategies that increase service quality as
perceived by sportspeople so that federation members are satisfied with the services pro-
vided; the relationship between these two variables is so logical that they are difficult to
separate in practice. In fact, in practically all fields, perceived quality influences satisfac-
tion [65,206,214–216].

Since, of the three dimensions, it is cognitive commitment that has the greatest influ-
ence on loyalty, we can assume that for karate federation members, it is the practical and
rational factors that have the greatest weight. The actions taken by federation directors
must therefore take into account the most practical and rational aspects of quality, such as
a cost appropriate to the service provided; facilities in good condition; and courses and
activities that are efficiently organized [107,108].

If cognitive commitment encompasses the more practical part of being a sportsperson,
the satisfaction variable is more closely linked to the affective dimension. For quality to
have a greater influence on satisfaction, the environment provided by the federation should
be improved, as well as the efficiency and people skills of the federation’s employees.
Efficient organization of the federation’s various activities should also be a priority, because
this will influence satisfaction as well as cognitive commitment.

Conative commitment is not the most relevant mediator between service quality and
loyalty, but it is advisable to work to develop some activities that reward those members
that show a commitment to their federation. Conative commitment could become more
relevant if this kind of reward system were more usual.

Additionally, since federations are non-profit organizations whose final objective is
not financial profit and sustainable organizations but rather to promote the practice of their
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sports, loyalty is, in itself, an end for these organizations. Creating strategies aimed at
maximizing service quality should be their reason for being.

5.3. Limitations and Future Research

Federations should combine their efforts to provide services of the highest quality;
however, even when this may already be their intention, in practice directors find that
resources are limited and, on many occasions, federation fees are not a sufficient source of
income. Achieving a large membership may result in higher incomes, making it possible to
improve service quality [217].

One of the objectives of this study was to provide an example of an explanatory model
of loyalty for federations; to fulfil this aim it is necessary to broaden the field of research,
carrying out a multidisciplinary study that would include several sports as opposed to
focusing on federations in a specific discipline. Our future lines of research are orientated
in that direction, and it would be desirable to work towards extending this study to the
national level, and even extrapolate it to other countries.
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