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The purpose of the study was to understand what factors influence customer experience 

in sport events context within customer journey perspective. Moreover, it was essential 

to investigate the holistic nature of customer experience phenomenon in the given 

context. Specifically, the study investigated how determined factors influence customer 

experience within customer journey and in multichannel environment. The research 

contains both literature review on relevant concepts, that was a base for creating customer 

experience model, and empirical investigation, where interview method was 

implemented to collect qualitative data for deeper understanding of the phenomenon. 

 

The main factors (touchpoints) through which interactions between the sport spectators 

and sport organizations occur were identified as technological, organizational, social, 

sport performance and external. They were tested within customer journey perspective 

that contains three stages: pre-event, event and post-event. The main finding is that sport 

spectators experience interactions through these touchpoints on every stage of their 

journey. Moreover, all of the touchpoints can be encountered several times and on each 

journey stage. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter’s purpose is to tell about the phenomenon of customer experience in sport 

industry from business perspective, its importance for sport organizations in commercial 

activity and the research gap that is investigated in this thesis. Moreover, the goals and 

research questions are set and described shortly as well as research methodology. Finally, 

the whole structure of the current study is proposed. 

 

1.1 Background 

 

Nowadays sport is not only about the game itself, but about feelings, emotions and loyalty 

to a particular sport organization, league or athlete expressed by the audience (Dolles & 

Söderman 2011). Sport as a product has gained more market value in recent years due to 

the new arising technologies and globalization trends (Dolles & Söderman 2011; 

Westerbeek & Smith 2003). These trends include developing of international 

telecommunication and media opportunities, entering international markets, promoting 

tourism and orientation on cultural diversity throughout the world (Westerbeek & Smith 

2003; Pravdová 2019; Kotler et al. 2018) 

 

Sport events are one of the popular ways to spend leisure time with family or friends, and 

to enjoy the performance of a favorite team or an athlete, especially if supporters are able 

to gain own experience from that (Westerbeek & Smith 2003). The spectators have 

unintentionally changed the ways of following sport events because of emerging of the 

new technologies that allow watching any sport events not only at the venue, but at home, 

in the street and even while traveling (Theodorakis 2014; van der Veen & van 

Ossenbruggen 2015). 

 

At the same time as the sport commercialization opportunities have been extended, 

revenue and budget volumes have experienced high increase (Trachsler et al. 2015). 

Major football European leagues are generating their revenues mostly due to sponsorship 

and TV rights agreements, tickets and merchandise sales, catering services on game days 

and other minor categories of services (Sanchez et al. 2019; Downward et al. 2009). The 
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same division of revenue sources is seen in other world’s professional major leagues such 

as National Football League (NFL), National Basketball Association (NBA) and National 

Hockey League (NHL). 

 

According to The Athletic (2020), on average NHL team generated around USD 70 

million revenues on home games in season 2018/2019. Tickets, merchandise, food & 

beverages and parking – categories that potentially create customer experience – are 

comprising that amount of revenues. Total average revenue per team in season 2018/2019 

was about USD 164 million (Statista 2020). Therefore, it is possible to estimate that local 

spectators helped NHL team in season 2018/2019 to generate on average about 43% of 

season revenues. Comparing to NHL, NBA team on average generated 29% of revenues 

from tickets and merchandise sales (Forbes 2020; Investopedia 2019). Another biggest 

sources of income for these leagues are TV, sponsorship and other commercial 

agreements that bring the rest of the revenues. 

 

The situation in Europe is different. According to Kontinental Hockey League (KHL) 

annual report, on average only 10% of the clubs’ revenues was generated due to tickets 

and merchandise sales, while over 50% of the revenues were investments from the 

government (EY 2018). As for Liiga hockey clubs’ earnings particularly in Finland, over 

50% of revenues were gained due to sponsorship agreements, while less than 25% of 

revenues were generated on ticket sales and other services at the venue (EY 2019). 

 

At the same time, Liiga hockey clubs have experienced a slight decline in attendance 

numbers. Average occupancy of the stadiums in the season 2017/18 was slightly over 

80% comparing to a decline in season 2018/19, when the average occupancy was 69% or 

4 232 people (EY 2019), and that is the most popular sport in Finland to watch and attend 

(Sattakunnan Kansa 2019; Ruuskanen 2019). One possible reason for a such decline is 

development of digital channels people are more aware of nowadays (van der Veen & 

van Ossenbruggen 2015). It is seen that sport clubs in Finland are more dependent on 

sponsors, while own sales could have higher potential. 
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It is extremely important for sport organizations to understand and know how to attract 

the audience and commercialize such a product as sport (Clemes et al. 2011). Therefore, 

creation of customer experiences for people by managers plays an active role since that 

allows the spectators to express emotions and feelings leading to loyalty, and thus 

contribute to commercial success by acquiring tickets, season memberships and other 

products (Theodorakis et al. 2009; Van Leeuwen et al. 2002).  

 

Furthermore, additional advantage for the sport organizations would be adopting to a new 

reality, where digital services and products (e.g., pay-per-view model) are alternative 

offers for the supporters instead of visiting a sport event at the venue. Such changing to 

the digital services can justified by the fact that majority of supporters are active users of 

mobile devices (Glebova & Desborders 2020; Theodorakis 2014). It is a unique 

opportunity to create meaningful customer experience in order to raise attractiveness to 

the organization and sport as a whole (Theodorakis 2014; Conroy 2020). 

 

1.2 Literature review 

 

During the last decade business potential of sport has been growing constantly. Thus, the 

research interest to the industry has increased as well. Understanding customers is one of 

the key elements to succeed, especially in sport, where the revenues depend on how 

people perceive the value, and which experiences they have.  

 

There is a variety of the studies that were conducted about the customer experience in 

sport. Some of them do not describe the holistic picture of the concept but rather cover 

different dimensions influencing customer experience such as team identification and 

performance (Gwinner & Swanson 2003), functional elements (e.g., technologies) 

(Glebova & Desbordes 2020), facilities (Yoshida & James 2010; Greenwell et al. 2002), 

service quality (Tsuji et al. 2007), and are focused on managerial perspective. By the 

contrast, only few researches were conducted in order to understand the nature of total 

spectators’ experience from their own perspective (Theodorakis 2014; Chanavat & Bodet 

2014). Table 1 provides the summary of the studies related to the customer experience in 

sport industry. 
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Table 1. Studies of customer experience in sport industry 

Study Research goal 
Key findings (related to customer 

experience in sport) 

Chelladurai & 

Chang (2000) 

Investigate quality of sport 

services as a contribution to 

customer experience 

a) Framework was developed to understand 

quality of sport services based on three 

perspectives: targets, standards and evaluators 

of the quality. 

b) Quality of sport services is closely related to 

customer satisfaction and experience. 

Theodorakis 

(2014) 

Customer experience in 

spectator sports model creation 

Created customer experience in spectator sports 

model emphasizing importance of Functional, 

Outcome and Social elements for creation of 

superior customer experience on sport events 

Gwinner & 

Swanson 

(2003) 

Examine the impact of the 

supporters’ identification on 

sport organizations sponsorship 

Team performance does not influence 

negatively experience of highly identified 

supporters, since they are loyal to the teams 

regardless their performance. But win or lose is 

still treated as personal success or failure 

Glebova & 

Desbordes 

(2020) 

Identifying the role of evolving 

technologies in spectators' 

customer experience (SSCX) 

Usage of mobile apps has an impact on SSCX 

through social, cognitive and behavioral 

responses during watching/following the sport 

events 

Chanavat & 

Bodet (2014) 

Studying experiences lived by 

spectators to understand how it 

influences brand perception and 

consumer behavior 

Superior experiences are important for the 

brand, but the impact of these experiences on 

the brand may vary depending on consumer 

profiles on sport events 

Greenwell et 

al. (2002) 

a) Determine the attributes of 

physical facility influencing 

customer satisfaction. 

b) Examine physical 

environment contribution in 

spectators service experience 

a) Facility was viewed by spectators as a whole 

rather than by separate attributes 

b) Sport facility is important for the positive 

perception of sport event experience by the 

spectators 
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Study Research goal 
Key findings (related to customer 

experience in sport) 

Yoshida & 

James (2010) 

Examine the relationships 

between service quality, core 

product quality (game itself), 

customer satisfaction and 

behavioral intensions at sport 

event 

Creation of exciting game atmosphere 

experiences in combination with the uniqueness 

of the core product dimensions (e.g., degree of 

the rivalry, star players) positively influence 

customer satisfaction 

Van Leeuwen 

et al. (2002) 

Develop a sport spectator 

satisfaction model 

Determinants of spectator satisfaction and 

relationships between them were 

conceptualized as a framework. 

Tsuji et al. 

(2007) 

Examine the relationship 

between spectators’ future 

intentions, their satisfaction and 

behavior 

Respondents, satisfied with core and additional 

services quality, showed their willingness to 

visit similar sport events again 

 

Theodorakis (2014) studied customer experience of spectators on sport events as a 

customer journey, and integrated framework of customer experience in the sport context 

was developed. Study argues that sport organizations have been forced to change the 

approach to customer relationship management due to developing of the new 

technologies and thus appearing new channels for the interactions with the customers 

(supporters). 

 

Gwinner and Swanson (2003) partly researched customer experience from managerial 

and sponsorship perspectives based on team identification as one of the factors 

influencing both customer experience and sponsorship opportunities. The results showed 

that highly identified with a team fans – people who are loyal to the team’s performance 

but treat results as personal success or failure (Sutton et al. 1997) – are more likely to be 

satisfied with the sponsors and may recognize them as well. 

 

The research conducted by Glebova and Desbordes (2020) was aimed to understand how 

spectators experience is influenced by evolving technologies in terms of emotional, 



 12 

social, sensorial, cognitive and behavioral dimensions. That is one of only few researches 

that investigate technological trend in sport industry as one of the key factors influencing 

customer experience, since it is relatively a new trend and there is a lack of academic 

literature in the field. Glebova and Desbordes (2020, p. 128) state that “usage of mobile 

apps may have an impact on spectators' customer experience (SSCX) through social, 

cognitive and behavioral responses” confirming that emotional and sensorial dimensions 

are not linked with customer experience during the sport events. 

 

At the same time, extensive number of studies was focused on customer satisfaction in 

sport industry rather than on customer experience. The link between these concepts was 

clearly emphasized and approved by several researchers who conducted studies related 

to a single element that makes spectators satisfied. It was proven that if the spectators are 

satisfied with, for instance, the result, they will gain better experiences. The same can be 

applied to the customer service quality: the higher service quality is, the better experience 

customers live. (Tsuji et al. 2007; Yoshida & James 2010; Greenwell et al. 2002; Van 

Leeuwun et al. 2002) 

 

The link between customer perception (experience) and customer satisfaction that occurs 

in the context of the sport facility was studied as well (Yoshida & James 2010; Greenwell 

et al. 2002). Moreover, both researches emphasized game satisfaction and service 

satisfaction as separate dimensions of satisfaction at sport events and as the result of 

experiences lived by the spectators. Such conceptualization is supported by earlier studies 

as well (Chelladurai & Chang 2000; McDonald et al. 1995; Gwinner & Swanson 2003) 

that explain customer experience in sport context as a combination of perceptions gained 

from actual facility, service at the venue and core product (e.g., game experience, team 

performance) experiences. 

 

To sum it up, customer experience in sport events context has been studied from different 

perspectives and different dimensions have been investigated. However, existing 

literature related to sport context does not provide findings about possible implementation 

of customer journey as a base for creation of customer experience lived on sport events. 

Existing literature related to retailing industry provides an explanation of customer 
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journey concepts through three main stages (pre-purchase, purchase, and post-purchase) 

and touchpoints (elements) – moments of interactions between the customers and 

companies (Nasution et al. 2014; Åkesson et al. 2014; Zomerdijk & Voss 2010; Lemon 

& Verhoef 2016). Therefore, in current study the idea of customer experience through 

customer journey is considered as a new perspective and as a potential contribution to the 

existing customer experience theory in sport context. The stages of customer journey in 

retailing context are replaced by the stages related to sport event context: pre-event, event 

and post-event. Thus, customer journey is a key concept as well as customer experience 

in this research.  

 

1.3 Study goals, research questions and research method 

 

As revenues numbers show, sport organizations in Finland are dependent on sponsorship 

agreements, while own generated revenues are less than 25% of total revenues gained 

(EY 2019). Possible reason for such distribution is lack of interest from people to sport 

itself, especially to attend an event. Therefore, it is essential to create unique experiences 

for people to attract them to watch or attend the events, or to buy merchandise goods to 

let a sport organization commercialize own brand. 

 

Additionally, there is an extensive amount of the literature related to customer experience 

in the sport context. However, majority of the studies were focused on the separate 

dimensions of the customer experience concept, while the only structured framework 

suggested by Theodorakis (2014) was an effort to cover different aspects of the concept. 

Moreover, as was mentioned, customer journey in sport event context has not been a field 

of investigation in previous researches. A new perspective is implemented in this thesis 

that suggests a model of customer experience through customer journey. 

 

Thus, the goals of the study are to investigate the holistic nature of customer experience 

lived within a journey in the context of sport events in Finland and define the factors that 

influence customer experience and people’s relation to sport events in Finland. The 

results of the study are expected both to contribute to the existing customer experience 

theory related to sport and to allow managers implementing gained knowledge on 
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practice in own operational environment. However, the research is assumed to be 

conducted from the customers’ (spectators, supporters) perspective in order to understand 

their behavior and determinants of positive customer experience. 

 

In order to design empirical research properly, research questions are to be set. The main 

research question is: 

 

What factors do spectators perceive as the key determinants of sport event 

experiences? 

 

Sub-research question is set as well in order to deeper understand the nature of customer 

experience through customer journey in sport context to let managers consider not only 

the factors influencing customer experience, but how to create memorable customer 

experiences: 

 

What kinds of roles do the factors influencing customer experience play at different 

stages of the customer journey? 

 

In addition, since nowadays online platforms have become a part of big sport events, it 

would be essential to understand whether people live different experiences when 

watching or following sport events online rather than when attending these events at the 

venues. There will be additional direction for further research if factors influencing 

customer experience at the venue and via online platforms differentiate. Therefore, 

another sub-question is stated as follow: 

 

How does customer experience differ at the venue in comparison to customer 

experience in online platforms? 

 

In order to answer main research question and sub-questions, qualitative research method 

is the most appropriate, since the customers perspective is applied meaning social and 

subjective nature of the customer experience concept which, according to Saunders et al. 

(2016, p. 168), assumes qualitative method to be used for the research. 
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According to the purposes of current research, it is necessary to collect data that would 

describe the experiences lived by people with the following combining that data as the 

factors that comprise customer experience. Moreover, in order to understand how to 

create memorable experiences, in-depth answers with explanations are critical for the 

results. At the same time, depending on the answers on already prepared questions, there 

is a probability of additional questions being required to gain more insights on the topic 

during data collection. Therefore, summarizing all the aspects of data required, according 

to Saunders et al (2016, p. 391), semi-structured interview is a method to be chosen in 

the current research. 

 

Structure of the current study is completed as follows. Introduction chapter is followed 

by the chapter with key concepts defined and explained. Then customer experience model 

through customer journey perspective is presented and its dimensions are defined and 

explained based on the existing business literature supported by the customer experience 

literature in sport context. Research methodology is described in the next chapter 

including sampling and research methods as well as structure of the actual research. Key 

findings are then presented and correspond to the earlier presented customer experience 

model. Finally, conclusion chapter talks about theoretical and managerial contributions 

achieved in the current study as well as about further research to be undertaken in order 

to expand knowledge about customer experience in sport events context. 

 

2 KEY CONCEPTS 
 

First, this chapter defines the key concepts of the study – customer experience and 

customer journey – in order to understand their nature in traditional business as well as 

sport business contexts. The definitions of these concepts are presented from the existing 

literature. Each of the concepts is separately defined to be utilized within the context of 

this study. 
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2.1 Customer experience 

 

Customer relationship management (CRM) has been criticized by the researchers because 

of insufficient attention to the emotional state of the customers and their subjective 

attitude towards a service or product (Schwager & Meyer 2007; Palmer 2010), while 

customer experience has been recognized by the academists and practitioners as a drive 

to create better value (Verhoef et al. 2009; Nasution 2014; Lemon & Verhoef 2016). As 

customer experience concept has been becoming more essential, researchers have been 

studying it more from both managerial and customer perspectives to understand its core 

dimensions. Table 2 summarizes the studies related to the customer experience concept: 

 

Table 2. Non-sport related customer experience studies 

Study Purpose Key findings 

Pine & 

Gilmore 

(1998) 

Understanding the nature of 

customer experience concept 

a) Every firm’s engagement in memorable and 

personal ways creates experience 

b) Cues (touchpoints) support positive experience 

creations 

Berry et al. 

(2002) 

Understanding of customer 

experience from practitioner’s 

view 

a) Companies will derive the most value if provide 

customers with emotional and functional 

outcomes 

b) Sending right clues (touchpoints) facilitates 

better customer experience creation process 

Schwager 

& Meyer 

(2007) 

Understanding the role of 

customer experience concept in 

real companies 

a) Customer experience is underestimated in 

companies 

b) Every departments of a company contributes to 

customer experience creation process 

c) Touchpoints show the gap between customers’ 

expectations and experiences that a firm must fill. 

Gentile et 

al. (2007) 

Formalization and improvement 

of existing customer experience 

models and approached 

a) Integrated customer experience framework is 

proposed 
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Study Purpose Key findings 

b) Emotional tie between customers and firms 

creates positive experience that may lead to brand 

loyalty 

c) Experiential and functional features of a 

product/service are equally important 

Verhoef et 

al. (2009) 

Customer experience literature 

review and conceptualizing it as a 

framework for retailing sector 

There are customer experience constructs that are 

under control of managers as well as out of 

control, but both may influence the total customer 

experience 

Palmer 

(2010) 

Critical review and validation of 

the customer experience concept 

Framework integrating brands, service quality and 

interpersonal relationships is developed. 

Hedonistic view of customer experience is more 

favorable in order to create the value for the 

customers 

Lemke et 

al. (2011) 

Explore customer experience 

quality, develop its 

conceptualization model, study 

the differences of customer 

experience quality between B2B 

and B2C contexts 

Value is a mediator between service quality and 

relationship outcomes, customer experience 

quality framework is built and makes emphasis on 

superiority ad excellence of the experiences, in 

B2b context value-in-use plays a key role 

Nasution et 

al. (2014) 

Developing customer experience 

framework 

Customer experience should be considered as 

creation of the touchpoints with the customers 

during the customer journey 

Lemon & 

Verhoef 

(2016) 

Developing a better 

understanding of customer 

experience and the customer 

journey 

a) Developed framework of integrated view on 

customer experience across the customer journey 

b) Multichannel/omnichannel perspective is a key 

in customer experience across the customer 

journey 

McLean & 

Wilson 

(2016) 

Understanding of online customer 

support roles 

a) Customers value time spent on online shopping 

(the less - the better) 

b) Online customer support has been recognized 

as a key dimension in the online environment 

during 
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Study Purpose Key findings 

Jain et al. 

(2017) 

Reviewing literature for a better 

understanding customer 

experience phenomenon 

a) Customer experience is important for gaining 

competitive advantage 

b) Customer interaction, co-creation and 

personalization comprise customer experience 

c) Customer creation process involves three 

stages: pre-use, value in use, value in post-use 

Bolton et 

al. (2018) 

Exploring innovations in 

customer experience as a 

combination of digital, physical 

and social dimensions 

Developed framework for analyzing customer 

experiences as a combination of digital, physical 

and social dimensions 

 

2.1.1 Customer experience definitions 

 

Customer experience definitions vary among the practitioners and academists. Thus, 

Verhoef et al. (2009, p. 32) defines customer experience as “a construct which is holistic 

in nature and involves the customer’s cognitive, affective, emotional, social and physical 

responses to the retailer”. At the same time, according to Gentile et al. (2007, p. 397), 

customer experience “originates from a set of interactions between a customer and a 

product, a company, or part of its organization, which provoke a reaction. This experience 

is strictly personal and implies the customer’s involvement at different levels (rational, 

emotional, sensorial, physical, and spiritual)”.  

 

Later Lemke et al (2011, p. 848) proposed combined definition of customer experience: 

“the customer’s subjective response to the holistic direct and indirect encounter with the 

firm, including but not necessarily limited to the communication encounter, the service 

encounter and the consumption encounter”. By this definition Lemke et al. (2011) 

suggested that customer experience is appearing at different stages of interaction between 

the customers and companies, which allow various directions for further research. 
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Such definitions demonstrate that memorable experiences are essential for the customers. 

Yet Abbott (1955), whose work was reviewed and cited by Silberston (1958) stated that 

people desire “satisfying experiences, not products”. However, Abbott (1955) 

emphasized that experience is something that has been already learnt. Later Dewey 

(1963) proposed time as one of the dimensions of uniqueness and called emotional 

component as a construct of customer experience. 

 

By the contrast, years later customer experience had gained hedonistic characteristics. 

Practitioners Pine and Gilmore (1998) emphasized the role of memorable experiences for 

the companies and distinguished it from the goods and service, which assumes that 

experience can be a new and unique in nature – previously unknown or not lived. The 

authors have already then argued that companies have to not complete the existing 

traditional offers with the experiences, but rather integrate these memorable experiences 

as a new direction of the strategy. In their opinion, that would allow to gain revenue in 

the same way as selling traditional goods and services does. Pine and Gilmore’s (1998) 

conclusions about importance of memorable experiences were supported by Berry et al 

(2002) in their essay, and by Chase and Dasu (2001) and Palmer’s (2010) theoretical 

studies. 

 

Palmer (2010) reviewed experience as a “verb” and “noun”. In his findings, “verb” 

meaning is about response to something that has been already learned and thus it limits 

the value for customers nowadays – traditional definition of customer experience. 

Controversially, experience as a “noun” assumes hedonistic aspects that gain value for 

the customers by being novel and unknown for them – definition that reflects current 

trends and people’s needs and desires. Schwager and Meyer (2007) defined customer 

experience as a subjective response to the contact with a company (direct or indirect). It 

is possible to assume that customers live certain experiences, however these can be either 

positive or negative in nature depending on what factors contribute to a particular 

customer’s experience. 

 

More recent studies have put emphasis on digital dimension that nowadays plays an 

active role in creation of customer experiences (Bolton et al. 2018; McLean & Wilson 
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2016). McLean and Wilson (2016) emphasized online customer experience concept that 

refers to customers’ emotional, social and behavioral states that they perceive during 

activities on the Internet or any mobile and online services. Moreover, the role of online 

customer support was discussed in the study as well. Researchers’ findings show that 

when customers spend more time for search of information and purchase, than they plan, 

a need for customer support increases. At the same time, another finding demonstrates 

that if customers are seeking for online support, it means that they are not living positive 

experience but feeling frustration and disappointment of that experience during their 

search activities. However, if customers finally receive required help and expected 

guidance, it will eliminate negative outcomes that encountered during the search. 

  

Bolton et al. (2018, p. 792) proposed a customer experience framework based on 

integration of digital, social and physical realities. They defined the concept as 

“encompassing customers’ cognitive, emotional, social, sensory and value responses to 

the organization’s offerings over time, including pre- and post-consumption”. Moreover, 

this definition supports earlier work of Lemon and Verhoef (2016, p. 71) who developed 

customer experience model with integration of customer journey concept and defined it 

as “a multidimensional construct focusing on a customer’s cognitive, emotional, 

behavioral, sensorial, and social responses to a firm’s offerings during the customer’s 

entire purchase journey”. Another research on customer experience was conducted by 

Jain et al. (2017) and focused on journey perspective. Study broadened customer 

experience definition towards covering decision-making stages as well: “aggregate of 

feelings, perceptions and attitudes formed during the entire process of decision making 

and consumption chain involving an integrated series of interaction with people, objects, 

processes and environment, leading to cognitive, emotional, sensorial and behavioural 

responses” (Jain et al. 2017, p. 649). 

 

To sum it up, in the beginning customer experience was not a complex concept that would 

assume a lot of dimensions that influence people’s relation to a certain type of activities. 

Rather firms were focusing more on own actions, than on what actually customers need. 

Later hedonistic values and memorable moments were recognized as ones of the 

customer experience key determinants. Furthermore, studies found out that interaction 
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with the customers should be executed via touchpoints – “moments of truth” – when they 

experience cognitive, behavioral, emotional, social and physical responses. In addition, 

the perspective of customer journey appeared within which customer experience is 

created.  Customer journey was recognized a process that includes pre- and post- stages 

as well as actual moment of an action or event. Recently, digitalization trend has been 

arising following world trends on online channels that have been integrated with 

traditional ones. Therefore, this perspective of recent years is implemented in the current 

research as well to provide relevant and reliable findings on customer experience concept 

within sport events context. 

 

2.1.2 Customer experience in sport context 

 

There have been just few attempts to define customer experience in sport context as well. 

For instance, Theodorakis (2014, p. 211) adapted Verhoef et al.’s (2009) customer 

experience definition in retailing to the sport industry: “holistic in nature and involves the 

spectator’s cognitive, affective, emotional, social, and physical responses to the sports 

event and its organizer (i.e., the sporting team)”. By stating this, the author researched 

customer experience in sport events context as multidimensional concept as well, that 

resulted in developed model of the concept. 

 

Greenwell et al. (2002) reviewed customer experience in sport context as a supporting 

dimension of customer satisfaction on a sport event. The research was focused on the 

influence of sport facilities on customers’ perceived value leading to customer 

satisfaction or dissatisfaction. The authors did not provide a clear definition for customer 

experience; however, it was suggested as a cumulative experience received from the core 

product (e.g., game or competition, team performance), facilities’ conditions and 

atmosphere, and personnel at the venues. 

 

Other known studies related to customer experience in sport do not describe the whole 

picture of the concept but rather cover different dimensions influencing customer 

experience such as team identification and performance (Gwinner & Swanson 2003), 

functional elements (e.g., technologies) (Glebova & Desbordes 2020), facilities (Yoshida 
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& James 2010; Greenwell et al. 2002), service quality (Tsuji et al. 2007), and are focused 

on managerial perspective. 

 

In the current study the following definition of the customer experience in sport context 

is utilized:  

 

“Emotional, cognitive, behavioral, sensorial and social responses given by the 

spectators on interactions between the spectators and sport organizations at the venue 

or via online platforms before, during and after a sport event”  

 

The definition takes into account the dynamic nature of the experiences lived, since their 

emotional, cognitive, behavioral, sensorial and social responses may be different 

depending on the multiple factors such as team performance, facilities conditions, service 

quality, communication with other customers and organizational elements. 

 

2.2 Customer journey 

 

Nowadays, customer experience is considered as total customer experience assuming 

accumulation of different experiences lived through the process of interaction with the 

service providers. (Berry et al. 2002; Stein & Ramaseshan 2016). Customer experience 

framework developed by Verhoef et al. (2009) emphasizes that experience gained by the 

customers is dynamic in nature meaning that at different stages customers live new 

experiences. Moreover, already lived favorable experience may become unfavorable and 

vice versa (Verhoef et al. 2009). 

 

Similarly, according to Nasution et al. (2014), Åkesson et al. (2014), Zomerdijk and Voss 

2010 and Lemon and Verhoef (2016), customer experience is multidimensional in terms 

of interaction with the firms that includes pre-, during and post- purchase/consumption 

stages. The moments of interaction are called by Nasution et al. (2014) as “touchpoints” 

or “clues” by Berry et al. (2002). Schwager and Meyer (2007) called such a series of 

touchpoints as “customer corridor” at which firms create the value for the customers. 

According to Berry et al. (2002), the key to succeed in creating of memorable experiences 
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is to recognize the “clues” which can be related either to the good and service (e.g., its 

conditions or appearance) or to the emotional state of the customers (e.g., smell or sound). 

 

 
 

 

Figure 1. Customer journey path (adopted from Stein & Ramaseshan 2016) 

 

As a result of changing nature of customer experience concept towards multidimensional 

and dynamic nature, customer journey has become more reliable and valuable among the 

marketers and is considered as an efficient tool to create memorable experiences (Stein 

& Ramaseshan 2016; Halvorsrud et al. 2016; Åkesson et al. 2014; Wolny & 

Charoensuksai 2014; Zomerdijk & Voss 2010). The link between both customer 

experience and customer journey was emphasized and supported by many studies as well 

(Gentile et al. 2007; Lemon & Verhoef 2016; Verhoef et al. 2009; Lemke et al. 2011; 

Schwager & Meyer 2007; Nasution 2014). Nasution et al (2014) explained customer 

journey’s outcome as accumulated experience that influences behavioral aspect of the 

customer response to the interaction with the firm. Behavioral change defines the degree 

of customer attitude, loyalty and willingness to make the purchase again. As Schwager 

and Meyer (2007) proposed, emotional dimension of customer experience on different 

stages of the journey is changeable as well. 

 

Figure 1 represents the sequential incident technique of the customer journey. Such a 

technique is a common in the customer journey researches that allows in-depth 

investigating of the touchpoints based on the interviewed people’s story telling (lived 

experiences) about their purchase or serving processes (customer journey) on its different 

stages (Stein & Ramaseshan 2016). Comparing to other studies (Nasution et al. 2014; 

Åkesson et al. 2014; Lemon & Verhoef 2016), pre-purchase stage has been split by Stein 

and Ramaseshan (2016) into two separate ones: search and evaluation. 

 

Touchpoints Touchpoints Touchpoints Touchpoints

Search Evaluation Purchase Post-purchase 
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Verhoef et al. (2009) stated that customers may gain value and thus receive favorable 

experience at each stage of the journey. By the contrast, Schwager and Meyer (2007) 

argued about importance to define the gap between the expectations and actual lived 

experience. In their opinion, perceived value is not the same throughout the journey, 

therefore creation of favorable interactions is essential in order to delight customers and 

meet their expectations. The statement was later supported by Åkesson et al. (2014) in 

the research as well. 

 

2.2.1 Customer journey definitions 

 

Customer journey concept is differently defined depending on the perception of the 

concept by the researchers in the academic and managerial works. Åkesson et al. (2014) 

refer to customer journey as a value creation process before, during and after receiving a 

service, and thus emphasize the process itself, while Zomerdijk and Voss (2010, p. 74) 

generalize the definition and state it as “all activities and events related to the delivery of 

a service from the customer’s perspective”. 

 

At the same time, Halvorsrud et al. (2016) additionally perceive customer journey as a 

tool to structure the delivery of the services to the customers through the mapping the 

process based on touchpoints. In their research Halvorsrud et al. (2016, p. 846) define 

touchpoints as “instance of communication between a customer and a service provider” 

and customer journey (p. 846) as “customer’s interactions with one or more service 

providers to achieve a specific goal”, which show focus of the journey on the customers’ 

goals.  

 

Wolny and Charoensuksai (2014, p. 329) in their study refer to “consumers’ multichannel 

behaviours” as a base of their journeys that involve every touchpoint and channel through 

which customer perceive engagement. Customer journey was recognized not only as a 

multichannel but as cognitive, emotional, and behavioral concept as well (Wolny & 

Charoensuksai 2014; Lemon & Verhoef 2016). 
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Lemon and Verhoef (2016) noted that customer journeys have become more complex 

because of increased number of channels through which customers interact with the 

service providers. Study does not provide a clear definition of customer journey but 

emphasizes its three stages: prepurchase (interaction with the firm before actual 

purchase), purchase (interaction with the firm during the process of purchasing) and post-

purchase (comprised of after purchase behaviors and emotions). 

 

2.2.2 Customer journey analysis 

 

Customer journey analysis is an essential process of evaluating how well the journey is 

designed initially. The main purpose of the journey analysis is to evaluate customers’ 

choices of touchpoints at different stages. Service blueprinting, multichannel 

management and customer journey mapping were proposed as the key aspects in 

customer journey analysis. (Lemon & Verhoef 2016) 

 

Service blueprinting is one of the options to start visualizing customer journey. At the 

same time, Bitner et al. (2008) argued that it lacks customer perspective. Moreover, due 

to development of the technologies, especially digital, customers are able to be creators 

of own customer journeys. Therefore, it is advisable to let them participate in customer 

journey mapping which is more customer-oriented in nature, than blueprinting. Such an 

approach allows companies being flexible in satisfying customers due to opportunity to 

customize own journey by choosing favorable touchpoints at every stage of the journey. 

(Lemon & Verhoef 2016; Stein & Ramaseshan 2016) 

 

Multichannel management is considered as a valuable approach to analyze customer 

journey, because the more channels customers are provided with to shop, the higher 

degree of creating a better experience for the customers due to various channels available 

(Gentile et al. 2007; Verhoef et al. 2007). Online channels must be taken into account 

nowadays, since people are used to do shopping online (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). 

 

More specifically Stein and Ramaseshan (2016) emphasized the role of touchpoints in 

the customer journey. Analysis of the touchpoints chosen by customers is an essential 
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part of identifying the holistic nature of the customer experience concept based on 

customer journey lived by customers. At the same time, the researchers supported the 

statement about customer journey mapping as the main tool to understand the execution 

of the journeys. 

 

2.2.3 Customer journey in sport context 

 

Yet recently, managing experiences by organizations has not seemed like a necessary 

aspect of sport events, rather sport fans at the stadiums have been trying to rise the interest 

towards the events. Such approach was allowing attracting the audience to visit more the 

games or individual competitions in the future by making different performances. 

(Theodorakis 2014) By the contrast, nowadays customers always wait for the 

extraordinary actions taken by the companies to create memorable experiences (Verhoef 

et al. 2009; Schwager & Meyer 2007; Palmer 2010). The same principle is applied to the 

sport industry (Theodorakis 2014). Moreover, technological development in sport has 

been recognized as the accelerator for further diversification of experiences in sport 

context as well (Theodorakis 2014; Glebova & Desbordes 2020). 

 

As it has been already proposed, customer experience in sport context is dynamic in 

nature and customers may experience different states on different stage of the sport event. 

Thus, the current study is based on the customer journey concept as well in order to 

identify what are the factors of the customer experience in sport context and how they 

influence its dynamic and subjective nature. The justification for such research is that 

people are used to start with thinking of visiting of a sport event or watching it online 

(pre-purchase stage), followed by the actual visit or watching (purchase). Finally, 

supporters are experiencing the delight or dissatisfaction which are dependents on 

multiple dimensions of the experience.   

 

There is not much academic and practice literature that would describe customer 

experience in sport from the perspective of being a result of going through customer 

journey stages. Therefore, perspective of customer experience through customer journey 
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is considered as base for the research and as a potential contribution to the existing 

customer experience theory in sport context.  

 

In this research customer journey in sport context is defined as follows: 

 

“Value creation process which is going throughout multiple channels at a time of 

sport event being held as well as before and after that, and assuming interactions 

between sport event stakeholders” 

 

This definition is based on the previously reviewed customer journey definitions in 

business industry, its stages and key elements for analysis. Additionally, under 

“stakeholders” the author means all people who are involved in the sport event’s value 

creation process. 

 

3 CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE MODEL IN SPORT CONTEXT 
 

Current chapter proposes customer experience model in sport context. The framework is 

based on two main concepts of the study: customer experience and customer journey. 

Customer experience elements are touchpoints which are met throughout customer 

journey. Figure 2 represents the model and its elements: 
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Figure 2. Customer experience framework in sport event context 

 

3.1 Customer experience model explained 

 

Customer experience is holistic in nature and comprised of multiple dimensions that are 

linked between each other and lead to the outcome – favorable or unfavorable experiences 

(Verhoef et al. 2009; Palmer 2010; Nasution 2014; Lemon & Verhoef 2016). As for sport 

context, commercialization of such a product as sport has become an extremely important 

agenda for sport managers in order to attract the audience to the sport (Clemes et al. 

2011). 

 

The concept of the model is based on the previous customer journey and customer 

experience study of Lemon and Verhoef (2016) but adopted to sport events context. 

Customer experience and customer journey studies in business industry found out that 

there are three different stages of the customer journey throughout which experiences 

creation process is going on: pre-purchase, purchase and post-purchase (Nasution et al. 

2014; Åkesson et al. 2014; Zomerdijk & Voss 2010; Lemon & Verhoef 2016). Pre-

purchase stage combines all the interactions between the customers and brands before the 
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actual decision (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). This stage is important for the firms since 

customers assess the options and consider whether to continue with a certain company or 

choose alternative (Nasution et al. 2014). Moreover, communication with other 

customers, who have been previously unknown for the person, may improve the 

impression and thus help to make a choice leading to more memorable experiences 

(Söderlund 2011).  

 

Purchase stage is characterized by the actual choice and payment of the service (Lemon 

& Verhoef 2016). Post-purchase stage involves the interactions between the companies 

and customers after actual purchase (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). This may refer to the use 

of a product or recommendation of a certain service to other people (Stein & Ramaseshan 

2016). At the same time, post-purchase interactions lead to either loyalty via repurchase 

or returning to the pre-purchase stage where customers will be assessing the alternatives 

again (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). 

 

The following stages are utilized accordingly in the customer experience model from 

sport perspective proposed in the study: pre-event, event and post-event. Such 

conceptualization assumes that customers (spectators, fans) are able to: 

 

1. Assess whether they want to visit an event or watch it on TV or using other online 

platforms, check relevant information about that event, or choose alternative way 

to spend time – pre-event stage 

2. Visit or watch the event – event stage 

3. Further evaluate the event and execute related activities – post-event stage. 

 

According to Lemon and Verhoef’s (2016) customer experience model, past experiences 

have an impact on the current customer journey and thus future experience. The authors 

argue about importance of the feedback as well, since asking customers about experience 

at a point of time is critical in improving the value creation process. Moreover, customers 

tend to compare previously lived experiences with the current one, and that concerns all 

stages of the customer journey as well as the final outcome (Wolny & Charoensuksai 
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2014). The feedback and comparison directly influence whether customers will be loyal 

and repeat the journeys or choose the alternatives (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). 

 

Spectators in sport events industry usually have certain expectations expressed 

throughout whole customer journey and they compare whether these expectations were 

met (Chelladurai & Chang 2000). For instance, if spectators are satisfied with the service 

quality at the venue, event atmosphere or sport performance, the extent to which they will 

want to visit the event again is higher (Chanavat & Bodet 2014). The same concepts can 

be applied to the online and mobile viewers of the sport events. Therefore, this thesis 

utilizes past experience and feedback given by the spectators and viewers as the parts of 

customer journey that will influence future experience and loyalty to the sport 

organizations. 

 

3.2 Multichannel environment 

 

Customer experience is perceived nowadays not only as a concept that has a dynamic 

nature but as a phenomenon evolving through multiple channels and different experiences 

related to the same channel (Verhoef et al. 2009). Moreover, Lemon and Verhoef (2016) 

stated that customer journey analysis can be done effectively based on multichannel 

literature which generates insights on managing customer journey and behavior related 

to the channels’ choices. 

 

Due to changing consumer behavior, multichannel perspective has become one of the key 

aspects in customer journey (Konus et al. 2008), since customers have a variety of 

choices. Moreover, a customer may begin the journey within one channel and end it 

withing another, and such a phenomenon was called by Verhoef et al. (2007) as a 

“research shopper”. The authors investigated how the channel choice differs at particular 

stages of the customer journey – search and purchase. For example, the ease of obtaining 

information about certain product or service is an attribute of online channel, while 

buying that product potentially provide customers with risks such as data security and 

inability to see and touch it. 
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Verhoef et al. (2009) distinguished three groups of channels that can be applied to the 

customer journey: direct mailings, online channels and mobile channels. Konus et al. 

(2008) proposed the physical stores, Internet and catalogs as channels in the journey. 

Channels are different in the derived benefits as well as costs arising which allow 

different channels being a first choice at one stage of the journey, but the least favorable 

at another stage which supports the idea of the framework developed by Verhoef et al. 

(2007). 

 

Konus et al.’s (2008) framework for multichannel concept excludes post-purchase stage, 

since in the authors’ opinion, the interactions between the customers and firms are rare 

in that stage. However, the framework assumes segmentation related to customers 

choices of the channels based on their psychographic and demographic characteristics. 

Furthermore, each of the psychographic aspects suggests either economic or hedonistic 

value for the customers (Konus et al. 2008), meaning that they can experience memorable 

moments and enjoyment from the using the service of buying a product (Palmer 2010; 

Pine & Gilmore 1998; Konus et al. 2008).  

 

The overall channel choice related to psychological nature may be influenced positively 

by price (tendency to pay less), enjoyment (fun and excitement), innovativeness (new 

experience), self-identity (a wish to distinguish own personality from others) and 

negatively by switching options (resource consuming) and time (the more time is spent 

for a search, the less perceived value is) (Konus et al. 2008). 

 

At the same time, Konus et al. (2008) concluded that even though demographic 

characteristics do not influence channel choice strongly, income and education are mainly 

the determinants of such segmentation. It means that richer and more educated people 

may afford themselves shopping via multiple channels regardless the costs and resources 

they spend on searching the information and making actual decisions. There is no 

evidence in sport related literature of influencing demographic characteristics on 

decision-making in sport events context, however, it can be assumed that younger 

spectators are better familiar with technology trends and richer people may afford to visit 

sport events and choose better seats as well as to buy online subscriptions when needed. 
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3.2.1 Multichannel vs omnichannel 

 

Business world has been changed dramatically since the beginning of Internet era 

(Verhoef et al. 2015). Traditional offline and marketing channels such as catalogs and 

stores have met online and digital development of the channels through which customers 

are able to make a choice and thus change own behavior (Verhoef et al. 2015). At the 

same time, online channels make the customer journeys even more complicated for 

structuring and managing in order to provide customers with the most valuable 

touchpoints (Verhoef et al. 2009; Konus et al. 2008; Rapp et al. 2015; Wolny & 

Charoensuksai 2014). 

 

Multichannel perspective within customer journey nowadays is narrow, since the variety 

of the channels has gone beyond offline and other traditional channels (Rigby 2011). 

Multichannel studies (Verhoef et al. 2009; Konus et al. 2008; Verhoef et al. 2007) do not 

discuss the complex nature of customer journeys that are occurring nowadays in digital 

era. While omnichannel perspective is explicitly more promising in order to bring better 

value to the customers not only through separate channels, but due to two-way 

communication assuming interactions through multiple channels at the same time 

(Verhoef et al. 2015).  

 

It allows the barriers between the offline, online and mobile channels disappearing and 

rather being assimilated in order to create more touchpoints and thus more options for the 

customers to continue their journeys with positive experiences (Verhoef et al. 2015). 

Social media and mass communication channels (e.g., TV, radio) are important parts of 

omnichannel paradigm as well that gives brands flexibility in creation of the touchpoints 

and favorable experiences (Verhoef et al. 2015). 

 

3.2.2 Sport event related channels 

 

Visiting sport events (or watching) is assumed as a customer journey in the current 

research. Moreover, the stages of the journey may encounter various touchpoints 
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throughout different channels that are utilized simultaneously. Furthermore, sport event 

can be visited at the venue as well as watched online and followed through mobile devices 

with the final discussion with peers in social media. Therefore, omnichannel perspective 

is utilized in the current thesis. The communication between people and sport 

organizations may be executed vis offline (e.g., arena), online (e.g., sport organization’s 

website), mobile (e.g., analyzing statistics in app) and mass communication media (e.g., 

TV) channels that comprise the structure of the customer journey process related to sport 

events. 

 

The link between customer perception (experience) and customer satisfaction that occurs 

in the context of the sport facility was studied as well (Yoshida & James 2010; Greenwell 

et al. 2002). Moreover, both researches emphasized game satisfaction and service 

satisfaction as separate dimensions of satisfaction at sport events and as the result of 

experiences lived by the spectators. Such conceptualization is supported by earlier studies 

as well (Chelladurai & Chang 2000; McDonald et al. 1995; Gwinner & Swanson 2003), 

that explain customer experience in sport context as a combination of perceptions gained 

from actual facility, service at the venue and core product (e.g., game experience, team 

performance) experiences. Specifically, above mentioned researches confirm the 

importance of the facility experiences including service, game quality and atmosphere 

for positive experience. Thus, facility is considered as offline channel that requires 

personal attendance for communicating the value to the customers (spectators). 

 

Glebova and Desbordes (2020, p. 128) state that “usage of mobile apps may have an 

impact on spectators' customer experience (SSCX) through social, cognitive and 

behavioral responses” confirming that emotional and sensorial dimensions are not linked 

with customer experience during the sport events. By the contrast, Theodorakis (2014) 

states in his research that emotions expression during the sport events is inherent for 

spectators. However, he did not specifically focus on the use of mobile apps during the 

sport events that potentially led to different conclusions comparing to Glebova and 

Desborders (2020) research.  
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According to Glebova and Desborders (2020) majority of fans (spectators, supporters) 

are active users of the mobile apps and they identify smartphones and other devices as 

useful tools that help to get positive experience from watching the sport events online. 

These findings support the Chanavat and Bodet (2014) research that argues about the 

importance of establishing relationships with the spectators in accordance with 

developing world of social media and other technologies that encourage younger people 

to follow the sport industry. Therefore, the utilization of omnichannel perspective in the 

customer experience framework within current thesis is justified. 

 

3.3 Technological touchpoints 

 

Developing of new technologies as well as changing habits in digitalization era have 

tended people to consider different channels to consume the products and services such 

as sport events not only at the venue, but at home, in the street and even while traveling 

(Theodorakis 2014; van der Veen & van Ossenbruggen 2015). This manifests the 

importance of technologies’ role in society, because nowadays it concerns not only their 

social life, but influences their choices of spending leisure time. 

 

The research conducted by Glebova and Desbordes (2020) was aimed to understand how 

spectators experience is influenced by evolving technologies in terms of emotional, 

social, sensorial, cognitive and behavioral dimensions. Technological advancement is 

relatively a new trend that currently lacks academic evidence in the literature. Therefore, 

that is one of only few researches that investigate technological trend in sport industry as 

one of the key factors influencing customer experience. The research found out that 

people think of mobile devices as being their friends. The spectators are able to watch the 

event on mobile device and order merchandise via social media at the same time 

(Theodorakis 2014), if, for instance, they are satisfied with teams’ performance. Verhoef 

et al. (2009) and Åkesson et al. (2014) called it self-service technology elements, when 

the Internet provides customers with flexibility in shopping, especially for younger 

generation that admires innovativeness (Konus et al. 2008). By the contrast, spectators, 

who use mobile devices while being at the stadium or watching an event online, are less 

focused and remember less about the event (Glebova & Desbordes 2020). 
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Within the current thesis technological touchpoints bring additional value to the 

spectators and can be met throughout whole customer journey (sport event). People may 

interact with each other in social media, buy online subscriptions to watch the events 

when there is no opportunity to visit stadiums, buy the tickets online via mobile app or 

website, and check the updated information about the athletes. All these touchpoints may 

occur at different stages of the journey as well that means cross-interaction of the 

channels, that allows improving customer experiences due to variety of the channels for 

interaction (Konus et al.’s 2008, Verhoef et al. 2015). 

 

3.4 Organizational touchpoints 

 

Service delivery is one of the critical aspects of lived experiences in sport industry and 

usually can be fully controlled and managed by the organizations (Theodorakis 2014). 

Additionally, service delivery can be controlled by firm’s partners and be as a touchpoint 

with the customers (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). Personal interactions with companies’ 

employees, their problem-solving skills and trust are valuable as well to promote 

favorable experiences (Åkesson et al. 2014). Such touchpoints are called “partner-

owned” by Lemon and Verhoef (2016) in their research. Therefore, facility, service 

quality, variety of the services at the venue, including catering, and atmosphere can be 

considered as organizational elements influencing customer experience when visiting the 

sport events at the venue.  

 

Moreover, broadcasting quality and additional online communication services with the 

viewers during sport events are touchpoints as well in customer experience model 

proposed in the current work, since they are in firms or their partners’ field of 

responsibility. Price for the tickets, online broadcasting, merchandise and other goods is 

an important touchpoint in the given context, since it may be set by the sport organizations 

and influence customers’ choices. Price refers to psychographic characteristics of the 

customers that mainly positively influence their experiences if there are alternatives with 

lowest possible prices (Konus et al. 2008). 
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The link between customer perception (experience) and customer satisfaction that occurs 

in the context of the sport facility was studied as well (Yoshida & James 2010; Greenwell 

et al. 2002). Moreover, both researches emphasized service satisfaction as separate 

dimension of satisfaction at sport events and as a result of experiences lived by the 

spectators. Such conceptualization is supported by earlier studies as well (Chelladurai & 

Chang 2000; McDonald et al. 1995; Gwinner & Swanson 2003) that explain customer 

experience in sport context as a combination of perceptions gained from actual facility 

and service at the venue experiences. By the contrast, online presence has not been 

studied in detail, while experience gained during physical attending of the sport events 

was the main topic for sport event related researches. 

 

Organizational touchpoints have been researched within experiential marketing in sport 

context by Chanavat and Bodet (2014) in relation to brand perception. The researchers 

found out that pre-game shows as well as other entertainments positively influence 

spectators’ attitude towards sport organization and its brand. Moreover, findings 

represent that such customer-oriented approach allows newcomers enjoying the 

atmosphere even more, than the sport event itself. On the other hand, according to 

Chanavat and Bodet (2014), there can be a group of supporters who do not respect the 

marketing activities undertaken by sport organizations, because traditions are the most 

valuable for them. Therefore, it is important to find out the approaches to satisfy both 

groups of the spectators in order to maximize the effect from the efforts to build up 

commercially successful sport brand.  

 

3.5 Social touchpoints 

 

Some customers prefer to spend less time on searching and rather rely on previous 

experiences and so called “reference group’s” recommendations (e.g., bloggers, friends) 

when shopping, while others try to focus on finding the best options through own 

extensive analysis of information (Wolny & Charoensuksai 2014). According to Åkesson 

et al. (2014) such analysis is a part of informative drivers (touchpoints) that comprise 

experience based on value proposition and accessing collected information and allow 

choosing between the alternatives. Relying on given recommendations and independent 
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information sources means that the roles of other participants are emphasized in customer 

experience and the phenomenon was called “social touchpoints” by Lemon and Verhoef 

(2016). According to the researchers, such influence may occur not only on pre-purchase 

stage but during the purchase as well as post-purchase stages (e.g., restaurants, theaters 

and sport events). 

 

Söderlund (2011) stated that positive customer-to-customer communication also leads to 

the loyalty to the actual firm as well, since people gain fun and enjoyment from such peer 

communication (Konus et al. 2008). However, according to Verhoef et al. (2009), such 

communication is not under firms’ control, and they are not able to influence customer 

experiences from contacts with peers. In sport context such social touchpoints may be 

referred to communication between the customers as well as between the customers and 

employees who provide the service at the venue or via online and mobile channels leading 

to fun and enjoyment. Interestingly, strong anticipation of an event can be used by the 

firms to create emotions and feelings leading to favorable experiences (Cowley et al. 

2005). In sport, organizations may utilize social media to post relevant content that would 

make people anticipating the game of a favorite club. This also may promote peer 

communication about the event leading to brand awareness.  

 

There is an evidence in sport related literature that good service quality comprises to 

favorable customer experiences and thus makes spectators coming back to the facility 

again for the next sport event (Yoshida & James 2010; Greenwell et al. 2002; Chelladurai 

& Chang 2000; McDonald et al. 1995; Gwinner & Swanson 2003). The same can be 

applied to users of mobile devices and people who follow social media as well – if they 

like the encountering service, it will lead to continuation of communication between the 

sport organizations and fans. 

 

On the other hand, there is a group of customers who perceive less value when they spend 

more time than was expected or desired on the purchase, especially its first stage (pre-

purchase) (Konus et al. 2008). In relation to sport context, Glebova and Desbordes (2020) 

found out that mobile app users are less concentrated on the sport performance. 

Therefore, such people may live better experience while doing several things 
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simultaneously, especially if they run out of time, and being active mobile devices users 

is an advantage. 

 

3.6 Sport performance touchpoints 

 

Customer experience has a dynamic nature and thus is a complex concept that includes 

dimensions under control of the firms as well as out of their control (Åkesson et al. 2014; 

Lemon & Verhoef 2016; Verhoef 2009; Schwager & Meyer 2007; Palmer 2010; Nasution 

2014). This can be explained by the fact that customers tend to interpret the encounters 

independently and in different ways, assuming that companies to a less extent are able to 

control such a process (Stein & Ramaseshan 2016). Therefore, if there are touchpoints 

that are out of firms’ control, they have to focus on creation of the processes that would 

allow customers to control value creation and experience enjoyment from that process 

(Åkesson et al. 2014). Touchpoints that are not influenced by the companies are 

encountering throughout the whole customer journey, therefore there is risk of high 

uncertainty for them (Lemon & Verhoef 2016). 

 

From sport perspective there are aspects that cannot be or are less managed by the sport 

organizations in terms of customer experience. For instance, Yoshida and James (2010) 

discuss such concept as core product in sport events industry. They define it as 

“combination of sport-related factors such as quality of the competitions, quality of 

athletes as well as their popularity, skills and standings (if team sports)”. All these factors 

are called “customer’s perceptions” in Yoshida and James’ (2010) study. At the same 

time, earlier Greenwell et al. (2002) and later Theodorakis (2014) supported such 

conceptualization in their studies. Theodorakis (2014) defined the factors of the core 

product as “outcome elements”, where successful athletes’ performance plays a key role 

in positive perception of visiting or watching a sport event. 

 

Therefore, in sport context the uncontrollable by sport organizations touchpoints are 

mainly encountered when the supporters watch the events either at the venue or via other 

channels. On the other hand, even though some aspects are uncontrollable for sport 

marketers to influence customers’ experiences, it does not necessary mean that people 
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will perceive these experiences negatively or positively. This is possible when people are 

more impressed by the atmosphere at the stadium (Yoshida & James 2010; Greenwell et 

al. 2002; Chelladurai & Chang 2000; Theodorakis 2014) or when there are fans who 

respect traditions within sport organization but not the result or athletes’ performance 

(Chanavat & Bodet 2014; Tsuji et al. 2007). 

 

3.7 Other (external) touchpoints 

 

External environment has been recognized by several researchers as one of the elements 

influencing customer experience (Verhoef et al. 2009; Lemon & Verhoef 2016). These 

can be described as encounters out of control of all the parties related to the sport events 

(e.g., incidents, political unstable situation that restricts travelling or bad weather 

conditions) (Verhoef et al. 2009). In sport there can be several encounters that may 

influence negatively the experience lived at the venue or via mobile and online channels 

during the events. For instance, Lemon and Verhoef (2016) mentioned weather as a such 

encounter, while Theodorakis (2014) suggested that parking availability around the venue 

of an event contributes to the experience. As for online and mobile platforms, supporters 

my experience problems with their Internet connection that make them more nervous 

(Glebova & Desbordes 2020). 

 

4 METHODOLOGY 
 

Chapter covers methodological development of this study. First, choice of a research 

approach is justified. Then, data collection procedures are described as well as data 

analysis strategy. Finally, data validity and reliability measures are presented. 

 

4.1 Research approach 

  

The main approaches of any research are clearly emphasized in the literature as 

quantitative and qualitative (Creswell & Creswell 2018, p. 40), and the most important 

difference between them is in types of data collected. Thus, quantitative research is 
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assumed to generate numerical data, while qualitative research mostly generates non-

numerical data (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 165). In quantitative study, literature review is a 

base for the framework to be utilized, and thus it provides researcher with perspective 

hypothesis, research questions and data to be collected (Creswell & Creswell 2018, p. 

100). On the other hand, qualitative study is considered to identify a research gap, if 

existing literature about a certain phenomenon is limited and there is a need to broadly 

understand its nature as well as behaviors involved and experiences lived by people 

(Creswell & Creswell 2018, p. 57; Merriam & Tisdell, p. 6). Moreover, qualitative 

research allows building own models that reflect researcher’s ideas (Creswell & Creswell 

2018, p. 58). 

 

The purposes of this study are to identify the factors that are perceived by the sport 

spectators as the key determinants of their experience at each stage of the event (customer 

journey perspective), and to understand how they contribute to spectators’ experience, or 

in other words in which way that experience is influenced. That reflects to the ideas of 

qualitative approach utilization proposed by Merriam and Tisdell (2016) and Creswell 

and Creswell (2018).  Moreover, customers perspective is applied in this thesis meaning 

social and subjective nature of the customer experience concept which, according to 

Saunders et al. (2016, p. 168), assumes qualitative approach to be used for the research. 

 

Qualitative research is inductive in nature, because within its scope researcher is focused 

on creating new theories and making the understanding of the concepts wider, rather than 

on testing relationships between the variables (Merriam & Tisdell 2016, p. 17). Research 

has to be designed in order to answer the main research question and sub-questions related 

a research (Creswell & Creswell 2018, p. 57). Research design is an important initial part 

that corresponds to the research question (Merriam & Tisdell 2016, p. 1) and it assumes 

the personal interest and skills of a researcher as well (Creswell & Creswell 2018, p. 58). 

 

Methodological literature mainly differentiates four research designs related to 

qualitative approach: Ethnography, Case study, Grounded theory and Narrative inquiry 

(Merriam & Tisdell 2016; Creswell & Creswell 2018; Saunders et al. 2016). At the same 

time, different methodologists propose various additional designs to qualitative approach: 
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Merriam and Tisdell (2016) and Creswell and Creswell (2018) add Phenomenology, 

while Saunders et al. (2016) mention Archival and documentary research as well as 

Action research. Moreover, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) claim that often researchers are 

facing a problem with choosing an appropriate qualitative research design. In that case 

researchers can decide to investigate a phenomenon to gain its overall understanding. At 

the same time, separate dimensions of the phenomenon will not be in-depth researched. 

Such a method is called Basic qualitative research. 

 

Ethnography studies social patterns of a cultural group over certain period of time 

(Merriam & Tisdell 2016). Case study focuses on in-depth studying of the phenomenon 

within existing context and unlike in other types of research the evidence between the 

phenomenon and its context is not clearly emphasized (Yin 2018). According to Saunders 

et al. (2016, p.193), Grounded theory research aims to “develop theoretical explanations 

of social interactions and processes in a wide range of contexts” and assumes several data 

collection and analyses stages (Creswell & Creswell 2018). Narrative inquiry considers 

retelling the stories by researcher when collecting such data from individuals (Creswell 

& Creswell 2018) who lived certain experiences and shared this in story telling format 

from the beginning to the end (Merriam & Tisdell 2016).  

 

Phenomenology design is developed in order to collect data that represents the 

experiences about certain phenomenon and the key moment is that all of the research 

participants would experience the same phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell 2018). 

Lastly, Action research is undertaken when there is a need to create actions plan to be 

implemented within organization to gain the practical insights and value from managerial 

perspective (Saunders et al. 2016). The combination of above-mentioned designs is 

possible as well, if the research is complex in nature and requires different methods for 

better results (Merriam & Tisdell 2016, p.41). 

 

As it has been defined, current thesis implements qualitative research approach. Based 

on the explanations of each of the research designs and on the purposes of the thesis 

Phenomenology type is the most appropriate, because sport spectators have to express 

and describe their lived experiences for in-depth understanding of customer experience 
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concept within sport events context. Moreover, such approach assumes that spectators 

could tell some particular story about a certain experience as well to capture better value 

which relates to narrative research. Grounded theory would be applicable, however, it 

assumes separate analysis of each individual’s responses and then modifying data 

collection prior to the next individual’s response and thus developing more dimensions 

to already existing theory. Such an approach is not implemented in this thesis. To sum it 

up, combination of Phenomenology and Narrative types is taken as the main research 

design. 

 

4.2 Data collection 

 

This sub-chapter discusses research method that was selected to conduct the research as 

well as method of interviewees’ selection. Additionally, background information about 

respondents and interviews’ structure are presented. 

 

4.2.1 Research method 

 

According to the purposes of current research, it is necessary to collect data in order to 

understand the factors that are perceived by the sport spectators the most critical for 

defining their experience through customer journey. Moreover, in order to understand 

how to create memorable experiences, in-depth answers with explanations are critical for 

the results. These are the characteristics of qualitative approach and precisely of 

phenomenology and narrative types of the research that are utilized in the current thesis. 

Interviews are the most suitable method for primary data collection in qualitative study 

(Merriam & Tisdell 2016, p. 106). The authors state that interviews are the most effective 

when there is a need to investigate the past events that are hard to repeat (Merriam & 

Tisdell 2016, p. 108). This corresponds to the idea of current research to gain the 

understanding of lived experiences on pre-event stage as well. 

 

The interviews can be structured, semi-structured or unstructured (Saunders et al. 2016, 

p. 390). Structured interviews are standardized with prepared sets of questions that are to 

be asked as written (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 391), however it will not be possible to 
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capture deeper understanding of lived experiences (Merriam & Tisdell 2016, p. 109). At 

the same time, depending on the answers on already prepared questions, there is a 

probability of additional questions existing. This allows extending the discussion in order 

to gain more insights on the topic during data collection (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 391). 

Moreover, there is a possibility to make the interviews more flexible, meaning asking 

question out of order (Merriam & Tisdell 2016, p. 110). Therefore, summarizing all the 

characteristics of data required, semi-structured interview is the most validate and reliable 

method to be chosen in the current research. 

 

4.2.2 Interviewees’ selection and background 

 

The sampling in any research is divided into two categories: probability and non-

probability (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 275). The first type is commonly implemented in 

quantitative research (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 276), while the latter is mostly utilized in 

qualitative studies (Merriam & Tisdell 2016, p. 96). According to the authors, data 

generalization based on certain population is an attribute of probability sampling, while 

generalization is disregarded in qualitative research and thus non-probability sampling is 

to be chosen. It aims to emphasize the insights about certain phenomenon and allows to 

define the characteristics of population that properly meet the research idea and purpose 

(Merriam & Tisdell 2016, p. 96). 

 

Thus, according to predetermined criteria that potential respondents possess, the 

interviewees were selected in a way that would allow to study the phenomenon of 

customer experience through customer journey most efficiently. The main criteria include 

visiting (or watching) of at least three sport events held in Finland. The reason for the 

exact number of events is justified by the fact that with one sport event it is harder for 

respondents to give any insight because of inability to compare experiences. While after 

three times it is already possible to make certain conclusions about lived experiences and 

probably implement story telling as well.  

 

Other criteria relate to sport personality of the respondents. For instance, fan clubs’ 

members were not selected because their experience can be biased by their position 
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towards importance of sport performance showed by the athletes (which is out of sport 

organization control), rather than by the elements that are under their control 

(Theodorakis 2014; Gwinner & Swanson 2003). Therefore, the respondents who prefer 

visiting sport events as a subject of personal interest were selected. Table 3 summarizes 

the key characteristics of the interviewees. 

 

Table 3. Interviewees’ background 

Interviewees 
Most visited sport events 

(by sport) 
Status 

Length of the 

interview 
Nationality 

Interviewee 1 Football, basketball Working  48 minutes Russian 

Interviewee 2 Ice-hockey, football Working 1 hour Russian 

Interviewee 3 Ice-hockey Unemployed 1 hour 10 minutes Finnish 

Interviewee 4 Ice-hockey Student 1 hour 5 minutes Finnish 

Interviewee 5 Ice-hockey Student 35 minutes German 

 

The methods used for the respondents’ search included posting detailed information on 

social media of educational organization (LUT University), on thesis writer’s own social 

media pages as well as personal telephone conversations with potential interviewees who 

were previously acquainted to the researcher. People were not responsive to the extent 

that was expected that probably was caused by personal circumstances. As a result, five 

interviewees were selected after their agreement to participate in the interviews. There 

oldest respondent is 29 years old, while the youngest is 23 years old. Only one of five 

interviewees is unemployed while others are students or working people. In addition, two 

of the respondents are Finnish, while the rest of them are foreigners. It was significant to 

interview foreigners as well, since customer experience may be perceived by people of 

different nationalities in other ways, and so that sport organizations would understand 

how to engage foreign supporters to visit or watch sport events in Finland as well. 
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4.2.3 Interviews’ structure 

 

All the interviews were conducted in professional manner via online platform Zoom with 

described overview of the research and given instructions. The structure of the interview 

was developed into six sets of questions based on the customer experience framework 

(Figure 2). The most emphasized sets of questions during the interviews were about those 

touchpoints that are mainly under control of the sport organization. Few of the questions 

were general in order to know, for example, what the most visited or watched by 

respondent sport events are. The rest of the questions were open-ended and same for all 

the respondents with additional questions that varied depending on each respondent’s 

answers. The list of the interviewee questions is presented in Appendix 1. 

 

Online arrangement of the interviews gave an opportunity to analyze each answer in 

detail when it was needed in order to understand the nature of the answers and gain more 

valuable insights out of them due to made records of the interviews. In addition, writing 

notes was used during the answers to make the further analysis more flexible. Written 

notes as well as Zoom conference records were made with the oral permission of all the 

respondents in the beginning of the interviews. 

  

4.3 Data analysis 

 

Data analysis process is supposed to interpret the collected data and make insights out of 

it. Moreover, the result of data analysis is answers on defined research questions. 

(Merriam & Tisdell 2016, p. 202) According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), analyzing 

data after each interview make data analysis more manageable and allows to narrow down 

the scope of the next interview for more valuable insights. However, this was not fully 

completed by the author of the thesis, because the research idea required to ask 

respondents same questions in order to understand how certain aspect may differ from 

the perspective of several respondents. 

 

At the same time, qualitative data is non-standardized and thus complex that requires to 

transcribe it within data preparation procedure for a more efficient analysis (Saunders et 
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al. 2016, p. 572). Transcript summary is an essential part of data preparation that allows 

making long statements as brief, but informative notes (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 576). In 

the current research, the data preparation stage was conducted during the interviews, 

when the answers were transcribed at the same time as respondents were answering, as 

well as after interviews when the researcher had to listen to the audio recordings in order 

to clarify the key points of the interviews. 

 

According to Saunders et al. (2016, p. 573), it is acceptable but time-consuming technique 

that require interviewer to be focused on listening the interviews to capture the most 

important details. Moreover, self-memos were written to highlight the main ideas about 

the aspects of the research which is called by Saunders et al. (2016) as another supportive 

technique in data preparation stage. 

 

Thematic analysis method was used for data analysis. Method assumes obtaining a large 

dataset and converting it to the themes for further analysis by topic. The method is 

implemented to gain deeper understanding of people’s attitudes and behaviors within 

phenomenon context. (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 579) Interview questions were preliminary 

categorized according to the customer experience framework (Figure 2). Therefore, there 

was not a need to create additional categories for collected data. The data collected from 

all the interviewees was analyzed as a common dataset with reflection to certain citations 

of each interviewees, if was needed to emphasize and support the findings. 

 

4.4 Quality of the study 

 

Quality of the research is judged by its validity and reliability. Reliability is characterized 

by researcher’s ability to achieve the same result within boundaries of replicated research 

design. Validity takes into account the accuracy of the analysis and findings as well as 

measures and ability to generalize the results. (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 202) 

 

Reliability is distinguished by internal and external natures. Internal reliability assumes 

consistency during research process, and it can be reached by writing memos or showing 

transcribed data to one of the respondents to make sure that interpretation of his or her 
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words is done correctly. External reliability seeks to assure that similar results will be 

achieved if to repeat the study. (Saunders et al. 2016, p. 202)  

 

At the same time, qualitative data is complex in nature and depends on behavioral aspects 

of each person that can be biased by external factors. This means that replication of 

qualitative research will not be completely reliable, however results of a particular work 

cannot be discredited. (Merriam & Tisdell 2016, pp. 250-251) The risks of failing 

reliability of the current study were mitigated by writing memos during and after each 

interview. Moreover, transcribed data was sent for justification purpose to one of the 

interviewees. This allowed considering that interpretations made by the researcher based 

on the collected data are reliable and credible. 

 

Validity as well can be either internal or external (Saunders et al. 2016, pp. 203-204). 

Internal validity refers to matching findings with the reality, while qualitative nature of 

reality is dynamic, multidimensional and subjective. In qualitative research “reality” is 

based on individual’s perceptions of investigated phenomenon. Thus, it is not possible to 

completely apply objectivity to the findings in qualitative study. (Merriam & Tisdell 

2016, pp. 242-244) However, there were measures undertaken to match the subjective 

nature of responses with “reality”. First, interviewees were provided with the purpose of 

the study. Second, prior to each set of questions during the interview researcher was 

telling about perspectives that could be considered and applied when answering the 

questions. This was done in order to make the responses closer to investigated reality. 

 

External validity assumes the extent to which findings can be generalized (Saunders et 

al. 2016, p. 204). The findings of the current research cannot be completely generalized 

due to its qualitative nature. That refers to the initial idea of the work that concludes into 

in-depth understanding of customer experience concept through customer journey in 

sport events context in Finland, while generalization limits deeper understanding 

(Merriam & Tisdell 2016, p. 254). At the same time, in qualitative context generalization 

becomes a hypothesis, rather than conclusion (Merriam & Tisdell 2016, p. 255). 

Therefore, the findings of the current research can be a base for further research. 
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To sum it up, taking into account above mentioned justifications and limitations of the 

“validity” and “reliability” terms in qualitative context as well as measures undertaken to 

mitigate quantitative effect of the terms, current study can be considered as reliable and 

validated based on qualitative nature of the research. 

 

5 RESULTS AND FINDINGS 
 

The results of the empirical research are discussed in this chapter as well as findings are 

presented. The structure of the discussion is based on the customer experience framework 

utilized in the current thesis (Figure 2). The findings are supported with the statements 

made by the respondents about certain aspects of their lived experiences. Table 4 

represents the main findings of the study by element of the customer experience model 

created. 

 

Table 4. Study’s findings by element of the customer experience model 

Element Key findings 

Customer journey 
Spectators perceive sport events as a journey with different stages and 

interactions on each of them. The stages are pre-event, event and post-event 

Multichannel 

environment 

a) Venue is still considered as the most attractive way to participate in sport 

event as a spectator.  

b) However, mobile and online channels are used by the spectators for 

interaction with other spectators or sport organization 

Technological 

touchpoints 

a) Technology plays an active role for comfortable watching an event both at 

the venue and via online channels.  

b) It positively influences customers’ experience before and during events by 

entertainment and social media interactions as well 

Organizational 

touchpoints 

a) Facilities conditions, service quality and delivering information about 

events are the key determinants of positive experience. 

b) Language diversity is important 

Social touchpoints 
a) Game atmosphere created by spectators positively influence their 

experience.  
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Element Key findings 

b) They want to be creators of own experiences as well.  

c) Sharing moments with friends is meaningful.  

d) However, there is lack of initiative from sport organizations to engage 

spectators. 

e) Language is a barrier for foreigners to live more memorable experiences 

of sport events 

Sport performance 

touchpoints 

a) The results and standings are not the key aspects of lived experience of 

sport event 

b) But rivalry and players’ motivation to play hard is important for spectators 

Other/external 

touchpoints 

There are elements that are mostly out of sport organization control and that 

may negatively or positively influence spectators’ experience (e.g., weather, 

Internet connection) 

Past experience and 

feedback 

Spectators tend to compare lived experiences in order to decide whether to 

repeat a journey 

 

5.1 Customer journey 

 

Customer experience context is viewed by many researchers as a concept with dynamic 

nature that can be changeable during different stages of that experience and dependent 

on previous experiences that leads to customer journey perspective (Lemon & Verhoef 

2016; Verhoef et al. 2009). However, in sport events context there is no evidence of 

researching customer experience through customer journey. Therefore, an idea of 

combing two concepts is implemented in the current thesis and was investigated during 

the interviews as well. Table 5 (Appendix 2) summarizes examples derived from the 

interviews that show which interactions may occur between spectators and sport 

organizations through different touchpoints on different stages of the journey. 

 

Customer experience model (Figure 2) has three pre-determined stages of sport events: 

pre-event, event and post-event. During each of the stages, spectators are supposed to 

communicate with sport organization through multiple touchpoints. The actual division 

was empirically supported by the respondents’ answers that state that there are several 
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activities they make before, during and after event. This supports the initial idea of the 

customer journey that has been investigated in business context earlier (Nasution et al. 

2014; Åkesson et al. 2014; Zomerdijk & Voss 2010; Lemon & Verhoef 2016; Bolton et 

al. 2018). 

 

For example, all the respondents mentioned that before the event they are searching for 

information about the events and making other preparations (pre-event), then visiting or 

watching actual sport performance (event), and finally they leave the venue and discuss 

the event with others (post-event). During all the stages they have been experiencing 

different emotions and feelings about the events that were influenced by the 

communication through multiple touchpoints. Interestingly, Interviewees 3 and 4 stated 

that they can think of lived experience for couple of days more after actual event, 

therefore it is possible to conclude that post-event stage can last longer and make people 

thinking of the events in either positive or negative ways. 

 

At the same time, personalization, which is an important attribute of customer journey, is 

an element taken into account by sport organizations. However, it is not applied to all 

individuals separately but rather to different segments of the supporters and through 

different touchpoints. According to the Interviewees 1 and 2, “personalization in lower 

sport divisions in Finland is lacking” since they did not experience special service or 

opportunities that would delight their own needs on all stages of the events. Interviewees 

3, 4 and 5 noted that “during ice-hockey events personalization is only characterized 

during sport event by providing different segments of people”, for instance kids, with 

own area to enjoy and have fun from communication with other kids. 

 

All interviewees stated that at each stage of the event there were aspects (touchpoints) 

that influenced their experiences either positively or negatively. Moreover, some of the 

touchpoints have been met on several stages of customer journey. The key findings 

related to these touchpoints are presented in the following sub-chapters. The structure of 

these sub-chapters (except sub-chapter 5.2, 5.7 and 5.8) is built as follows: interactions 

occurring through each group of touchpoints on pre-event stage are described firstly, then 

interactions that happen during event are covered, and finally interactions that take place 
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on post-event stage are discussed. All the descriptions are supported by examples given 

by the interviewees in their answers to emphasize the importance of certain experiences 

and touchpoints within customer journey. 

 

5.2 Multichannel environment 

 

Nowadays communication between people occurs not only via traditional channels (e.g., 

face-to-face), but via mobile devices as well. Moreover, people are able to communicate 

via several channels at the same time which is called omnichannel communication 

(Verhoef et al. 2015). In sport context people may choose whether they want to visit sport 

event at the venue or watch it online or on TV. 

 

All interviewees stated that they are using different channels including traditional as well 

as online and mobile in relation to the sport events and on its different stages. This means 

that multichannel decision-making takes place and gives spectators a variety of choices 

on different stages of their journeys. Stadiums are traditional channels, while online 

platforms, mobile devices and social media represent a group of alternative channels. 

Interviewees 1 and 2 have never watched Finnish sport events via online platforms, 

however they are active users of mobile devices in terms of sport context that is reflected 

in their answers. For example, Interviewee 1 answered: “I used to buy tickets online as 

well as check relevant information about events on different online sources”, while 

Interviewee 2 said: “I always buy tickets online when it is possible and usually, I like to 

check players and teams’ statistics on official websites”. However, they still noted that 

such multichannel communication is less available in Finnish lower sport divisions 

(especially football), where spectators can mainly buy tickets at the venue. 

 

From the conversation with Interviewees 3, 4 and 5 it was found out that simultaneous 

use of several channels makes the whole journey more flexible and joyful. For instance, 

Interviewee 4 noted: “Possibility to buy the tickets online and check the information 

about games from different online sources makes life easier and it is already a good start 

of the journey that continues at the arena”. This citation approves how important channel 

diversification is in order to be flexible on event day. 
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5.3 Technological touchpoints 

 

Technological advancement plays an important role for the spectators (Interviewees 1, 2, 

3, 4 and 5). The first interaction through technological touchpoints between sport 

organizations and people begins with checking the facts about sport events and ordering 

tickets (Interviewees 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5). Moreover, Interviewees 1, 2, 3 and 4 were speaking 

about their interest to official statistics that is mainly available on various online websites 

and mobile applications. “Preparations begin when I first try to know when an event is 

held by visiting official Liiga website. Then I order tickets online and checking some 

specific statistics, because I like being prepared to the games” (Interviewee 2). There are 

other purposes of being using online channels: “Sometimes I can discuss the rosters or 

share thoughts about games on Internet forum”. These citations prove that technology 

perceived as an essential part of spectators’ journey already since the beginning – on pre-

event stage – and facilitates people’s opportunities to gain better experiences. 

 

Another important touchpoint on pre-event stage is an event’s promotion. Advertisement 

nowadays can be more efficient due to rapid growth of technological opportunities that 

facilitate more creativity in content creation. Opinions on that matter were divided among 

the respondents. Interviewees 1 and 4 do not see any bottlenecks in content-based 

promotions. By the contrast, others mentioned that there is a lack of proper promotion 

and advertisement of the events in era of technological development that probably leads 

to lower rate of people who are aware of a sport event. Interviewee 3 noted: “Clubs do 

not work properly on promotions before the games to hype on it”. However, it can be 

noted that the perceiving of such touchpoint may vary among the respondents due to 

visiting different sport events (e.g., basketball, hockey and football), meaning that some 

sport clubs are coping better with such a challenge, while other sport organizations focus 

on this aspect less. 

 

Next interactions between spectators and sport organizations through technological 

touchpoints occur during events. Technological advancement brings additional value to 

the customers while being at the venue or watching and follow an event online. Thus, 
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checking parallel games’ results is also important and using mobile devices during the 

event contributes a lot to cross-analysis of the live standings, even though being on own 

game at the stadium (Interviewee 3,4 and 5). In addition, “ability to discuss feelings 

during the games with friends who are not at the stadium or not watching online is also 

an additional positive factor due to availability of the mobile devices” (Interviewee 5). 

 

At the same time, technological touchpoints are met by respondents throughout 

traditional channel (stadium) as well, but they are characterized by different attributes. 

For example, Interviewee 2 emphasized importance of higher number of cameras at the 

stadium in order to have opportunity to watch replies of various ice-hockey game 

moments from different angles when watching online as well as at the arena (via 

Jumbotron). Currently, it is not available at majority of ice-hockey arenas where 

Interviewee 2 has visited games, but as was noted “this does not contribute negatively to 

my experience, but I wish there were better replies of the important moments from 

different angles”.  

 

Additionally, Interviewee 4 attracted attention to the entertainment part during the games 

that relates to technological capacity of the arenas. “Music system plays an active role 

during the game for the intensity on the stands, however it does not influence much when 

watching games online” (Interviewee 4). Interviewee 4 argued as well that “sport 

organizations are not using this technological potential at their best, because spectators 

mainly communicate in social media in direct messages, while creation of favorite team’s 

related chats on some online platforms would allow to unite more fans”. This shows that 

sport organizations could pay more attention to technological enhancement during the 

games. 

 

During post-event stage there is the weakest interaction through technological 

touchpoints. Mainly, spectators are using their devices after the event in order to share 

own feelings and emotions with friends or other fans in social media (Interviewees 3, 4 

and 5). However, another fact is that some of the digital services are not available in 

English language but only in Finnish, which is recognized as a negative effect on 

customer experience (Interviewee 5) throughout all journey’s stages. Moreover, 
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Interviewee 4 is Finnish, but he also supports an idea of language diversification used by 

the sport organizations. 

 

In overall, Interviewee 2 stated: “The more technology is used, the better experience is 

lived related to sport events”. He noted about big gap in use of technologies in sport 

leagues in Finland. Thus, even in Veikkausliiga (highest Finnish football division) there 

are stadiums that are not equipped well enough in terms of technology to improve 

customer experience. Developing of these aspects as well as personalization would bring 

additional value in customer engagement leading to positive experiences. Still, it is 

possible to conclude that technological advancement in online and mobile environment 

allows interacting with other people on every stage of the journey that contributes 

positively to the customer experience. 

 

5.4 Organizational touchpoints 

 

Returning to pre-event interactions, ordering tickets is an essential journey’s aspect. 

People are sensitive to the price they pay for the tickets and watching sport events online. 

All interviewees noted that student price is one of the main motivators to visit a sport 

event, and in case there are doubts whether to go or not low student price leads to a 

positive decision. At the same time, Interviewees 2, 3 and 4 argued about high price of 

the subscription to watch the games online. In their opinion, quality of sport performance 

is low comparing to the subscription prices. However, Interviewee 4 noted about 

exclusion: “I would pay even more than subscription costs currently, but if there were 

more add-in services included in the package”. Additionally, Interviewee 3 said that he 

is not following other teams’ games and is not willing to pay for all Liiga games, and he 

finalized with: “I would like to watch only favorite team’s events, but still, I would pay 

money to watch the game at the arena, rather than online”. This shows how spectators are 

sensitive to the prices for online services comparing to the costs of visiting the events at 

the venue. 

 

All interviewees, except Interviewee 5 expressed positive attitude towards ability to know 

organizational information before any sport event, even though respondents 1 and 2 are 
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foreigners, but they can speak Finnish. As for Interviewee 5, “language barrier limits the 

opportunities for foreigners to know more and anticipate the events to a higher extent” 

that leads to a negative influence on customer experience. Therefore, improving 

information delivery on pre-event stage as well as constant monitoring of the prices (at 

the venue and online subscriptions) and being flexible in pricing policy will be an 

advantage for sport organizations to create better experience in the beginning of the 

journeys. 

 

During event stage of the journeys, there are always interactions happening that are 

related to organizational touchpoints. For example, there are several factors that make 

spectators comfortable to follow the sport performance. First of all, as was investigated, 

actual facility conditions play an active role in customer experience. For example, 

Interviewees 1 and 2 who sometimes visit outdoor sport events mentioned about absence 

of the heaters during cold periods of the weather at few arenas that definitely did not 

improve their experience. Controversially, positive example was given by Interviewees 

4 and 5 who told that “new ice-hockey arena is equipped well and that allows to watch 

the games in comfort conditions”. 

 

Secondly, during the event stage, catering is one of the essential factors that contribute to 

enjoyment. However, catering options are limited in Interviewees’ 2 and 3 opinions. 

Interviewee 3 noted: “There are always same types of food offered at the stadiums”. In 

addition, Interviewee 2 assumed possible reasoning why the choice is limited: “Here is a 

special food culture on sport events in Finland that does not assume a variety of cuisine 

offers which are mainly limited by fast food”. Moreover, based on nowadays situation 

with coronavirus Interviewee 1 emphasized the importance of having different catering 

points for every sector at the venue. On the other hand, service quality is perceived as a 

key determinant of the lived experience on sport events. All interviewees claim that 

Finnish people, who are serving at the venue during events are friendly and customer-

oriented that contributes positively to overall experience, but it is not a key determinant 

of total experience.  
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The same aspect concerns online channels: all interviewees suppose that guidance via 

online channels is executed in a polite manner with detailed information provided when 

requested on each of the journey’s stages. Still, streaming quality during the games 

sometimes is low, according to Interviewees 3 and 4, however, it is rare case when that 

aspect is under control of sport organization. Usually, it is partner-owned touchpoint, 

meaning that the parties who provide online platforms are responsible for streaming 

quality, while slow Internet connection at spectators’ places should be taken into 

consideration as a non-controllable by sport organizations issue. 

 

After the events spectators interact with sport organization less often comparing to pre-

event and event stages. All the interviewees said that they prefer to leave the venue as 

soon as possible without extra interactions. Additionally, some minor aspects were 

mentioned by the interviewees that influence their experience either positively or 

negatively. For instance, Interviewee 1 noted that “areas for smoking people is a good 

decision especially on outdoor events”. By the contrast, Interviewees 2 and 3 argued 

about importance to motivate people avoiding leave the litter on the stands, because it 

creates discomfort for others. 

 

5.5 Social touchpoints 

 

Findings related to social aspects of customer experience can be divided into two parts: 

customer-to-customer interaction and customer-to-organization interaction. These two 

categories were clearly distinguished by all the respondents, when they were answering 

topic related questions. 

 

5.5.1 Customer-to-customer interaction 

 

Firstly, customer-to-customer interaction may occur on different stages of customer 

journeys (all Interviewees). For example, Interviewee 4 is an active user of forums related 

to sport in Finland. He noted: “Before the game I can post own thoughts about the roster 

and other game related aspects as well as I can discuss the event on forum after it ended”. 

Generally, there is not much interaction between the spectators on pre-event stage, when 
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they are not acquainted with each other. However, such interaction occurs, if friends 

gather together and they talk to each other about upcoming event or if they want to share 

some content with their fellows via social media before an event starts. 

 

Another sensitive finding refers to visiting sport events in a group of fellow people. The 

anticipation of the event and emotional conditions on pre-event stage are influenced by 

the fact whether people are heading to the events alone or with a group of peers. All 

responses from the interviewees showed that they prefer to spend time with other people 

and sport events are one of the best options to do it. “If I am invited by friends to visit 

ice-hockey game, most likely I will accept the invitation because I would like to spend 

time with friends and gain good emotions from watching ice-hockey” (Interviewee 3). 

This is good for socializing and diversification of spending leisure time and influences 

experiences on all the stages of the event (all Interviewees). 

 

Most of customer-to-customer interactions occur during sport events. Interestingly, 

Interviewees 1 and 5 said that they do not possess the knowledge of ice-hockey as a game 

(e.g., rules, tactics of the teams), but they enjoy the atmosphere supported by fans and 

intensity of the game, since these create positive emotions. Moreover, all the interviewees 

would prefer to visit events at the venues, if they knew that “there is always such 

emotional and crazy atmosphere”. Controversially, despite Interviewees 1 and 2 

emphasize importance of atmosphere created by interaction between the fans and their 

emotional expressions, they do not like to personally communicate with unknown 

spectators. Interviewee 1 said: “If I am alone without my friends, I will most likely not 

communicate with other fans. I would calmly prefer to watch the game without 

interaction with others and it would not influence my experience negatively. I still like 

though when there is a good atmosphere created by other supporters”. 

 

On the other hand, it was found out that there is lack of opportunities for fans of one team 

to communicate with each other via online platforms during the game. Interviewee 4 

noted again: “It would be nice, if sport club could arrange some common place via online 

channels where fans of one team who watch the game either at the venue or online could 

share feelings and emotions within own community”. This demonstrates that spectators 
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are seeking for recognition and unity even during events, and it can be achieved through 

online channels as well. 

 

At the same time, communication with fans of opponent teams is common practice as 

well, since it creates rivalry tension before and during the game, and all spectators are 

becoming more engaged and involved into the game (Interviewee 3, 4 and 5) that 

positively influences gained experience. Game atmosphere is one of the important 

elements that influences spectators’ experience. All interviewees highlighted that game 

atmosphere creates a unique ecosystem during the events, and even negative impression 

from poor sport performance quality will be mitigated due to atmosphere at the venue. 

Still, all interviewees noted that watching events online is not an option, if people want 

to socialize and improve their emotional state. 

 

By the contrast with other touchpoints, on post-event stage social touchpoints, 

specifically customer-to-customer interactions, are met by spectators sometimes even 

more often, than on other stages. Thus, as was previously mentioned, Interviewee 4 

usually visits online forums in order to discuss the games with other supporters: “I like 

being involved in different discussions about games. People share own thoughts and 

emotions there”. Interviewees 3 and 5 use their social media where they post event related 

content in order to engage others to comment it, receive some feedback and probably 

make them visit a sport event next time. “I can express my emotions by posting some 

short video or a photo from the stands so that next time my friends would like to join me” 

(Interviewee 3). Furthermore, spectators often interact with each other after the events 

while leaving the venue and in public transport. Such conversations can be facilitated by 

sport performance demonstrated by the athletes. 

 

There is another reason for lack of peers’ communication throughout whole journey: 

“Language barrier does not influence experience negatively, however it does not allow 

interacting with others, even though there is a wish to do it, especially with people who 

do not speak English at least” (Interviewee 1). “I am sad when I cannot say something, 

or I am misunderstood at the stadium” (Interviewee 5). These citations prove that even 
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foreigners seek for peers’ interaction, since it allows being inside the perfect atmosphere 

and gain positive emotions. 

 

5.5.2 Customer-to-organization interaction 

 

Secondly, communication between a sport organization (including its partners) and 

customers is important as well. Anticipation is another key finding related to social 

touchpoints. Interviewees 1, 2 and 3 assume that “sport organizations are not 

communicating efficiently enough about sport events to make people anticipated 

upcoming events”. This means that promotional campaigns in terms of social aspect 

could be planned and executed in a more appropriate and efficient way. In addition, 

depending on IT skills of the population, promotional actions should be executed through 

different channels including traditional mailing (Interviewees 3 and 4). Interviewee 3 

took a note about different segments of the supporters: “Spectators with different abilities 

and skills of using mobile devices, especially older people, have to be evenly informed 

about sport events that would make them more anticipated. Therefore, traditional 

channels still have to be used to increase promotional coverage”. Interaction between 

spectators and sport organizations (and its partners) at the venue usually takes place on 

pre-event stage when buying the tickets and proceeding to security control. According to 

respondents, polite personnel is a positive complementary aspect, however, it does not 

contribute significantly to the overall customer experience (Interviewees 1, 2, 3 and 4). 

 

Interaction with sport organizations during the events is an essential aspect. As it has been 

found out, game atmosphere positively influences customer experience at the venue 

during the event stage. However, such atmosphere is poorly perceived, if to watch the 

events online that as a result negatively influences overall experience (Interviewees 3,4 

and 5). Therefore, respondents concluded that spectators desire to be a part of an event 

and be creators of own experiences as well, even though spectators are not at the venue. 

For instance, Interviewee 4 suggested: “Deeper analytical discussion before the games as 

well as opportunity to ask questions from the experts directly would engage fans more”. 

Still, entertainment programs at the venues need to be improved as well. All respondents 

suppose that “there is either a limited number of opportunities arranged by the sport 
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organizations to have fun and enjoy, or existing alternatives have become boring and 

monotonous”. 

 

Interestingly, all the interviewees stated that they are less distracted when visiting sport 

events at the venue, since when watching online or on TV people usually tend to use 

mobile devices and communicate with other people more. However, sometimes during 

the event spectators distract themselves in order to check event related information such 

as statistics or facts about certain players (Interviewees 1, 2, 4 and 5). 

 

Post-event stage is not the most active in terms of customer-to-organization interactions. 

Usually, sport organizations take initiative in this matter by organizing post-game show 

that assumes press-conference of the coaches and players’ that is considered as an 

attractive part of post-game show. However, nowadays there is a trend for advanced 

statistics and some respondents would like to see more analytical discussions after the 

games. “I would like to know some statistics that are not shown during the games as well 

as to know experts’ opinions on certain aspects of the games” (Interviewee 4). This shows 

that spectators are ready for the next level of game analysis that would allow them to 

interact with hockey people in the future. 

 

In addition, when sport organizations make some announcements or posts on social media 

after the events (post-event stage), spectators can interact with them in comments by 

asking certain questions or tagging them on own posts. “Sometimes I read the comments 

under club’s posts after the game as well as post content and try to gain its attention by 

tagging” (Interviewee 3). At the same time, Interviewee 5 noted again that sometimes she 

is sad about inability to understand certain news about team or events’ advertisement. 

Therefore, language diversity is an essential for building better experiences for foreign 

spectators as well. 

 

5.6 Sport performance touchpoints 

 

Sport performance and its quality are one of the elements that are the least controlled by 

the managers. There were not many questions asked about sport performance during the 
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interviews, since the idea of the thesis is to understand as well how to make better 

experience. Key finding about that aspect is that higher status of competition and teams 

(or athletes) attracts more spectators (Interviewees 1, 2, 3 and 4). However, sport is one 

of the most popular options to spend time, therefore some spectators do not rely only on 

sport performance factors such as standings and past results when choosing on pre-event 

stage whether to visit or watch sport events or not (Interviewees 3 and 4).  

 

Thus, Interviewees 3 and 4 emphasize motivation of the athletes to fight for the team and 

supporters as a key aspect. “Player’s wish to play hard may positively influence lived 

experience despite negative results” (Interviewee 4). Therefore, it is possible to conclude 

that better relation of the athletes towards playing with high motivation versus opponents 

makes more sense for spectators to support their athletes during the games, than the actual 

result. Moreover, it will make them coming back to the stadiums or watching next games 

online as well. 

 

Even though past results do not completely influence his choice to visit next event, 

Interviewee 3 still finalized: “After the event I can think of sport performance (result and 

quality of the game) the most as it relates to my emotional state to a higher extent, rather 

than other aspects”. Controversially, Interviewee 1 stated: “After the games I usually do 

not think about the result, but rather discuss with friends the actual process of the games, 

tactics and other game related elements”. It shows that spectators may differently 

perceive sport performances, but in general public is quite loyal to the teams despite the 

results and standings. Thus, it is seen that sport performance touchpoints are encountered 

throughout whole customer journey. 

 

5.7 Other/external touchpoints 

 

This group of touchpoints is one of the least manageable by sport organization as well. 

For example, weather may influence people’s experience on pre-event stage as well as 

during actual event. It may have an impact on decision about visiting outdoor sport events 

and experience, if suddenly it got worse during the game (Interviewees 1, 2, 3 and 4). In 

addition, in some cases the distance to the place, where the competition is held, may 
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influence decision to visit sport event or watch it online, but it does not affect overall 

experience (all Interviewees). 

 

During events, there are very rare cases when something, that does not relate to the actual 

sport events, may influence spectators’ experiences. At the same time, there are aspects 

that can be controlled by sport organization partners. For example, parking slots 

availability (pre-event stage) and traffic control (pre-event and post-event stages) are in 

the field of third parties’ responsibility. Sometimes, such factors contribute negatively to 

the customer experience, because there are no parking slots available, or it is hard to leave 

the sight after actual sport event (Interviewees 1, 2 and 3). 

 

5.8 Past experience and feedback 

 

It is worth of mentioning that people are able to choose other options of spending their 

time instead of visiting or watching sport events. The most popular among the 

respondents are watching movies or visiting friends and parties. Decision about spending 

time alternatives can be made based on analysis of experiences lived during previous 

journeys (sport events) (all Interviewees). These experiences are comprised of 

experiences lived through each of the touchpoints discussed before. However, as findings 

show, the extent of influence of each of these touchpoint elements may vary. 

 

For instance, meeting expectations related to organizational, technological, social and 

sport performance touchpoints positively influence experience (Interviewees 2, 3, 4 and 

5), while if there are some issues that were experienced within social and external 

touchpoints, experience is still not influenced negatively (Interviewee 1). More precisely, 

some people are visiting sport events at the venue to experience a range of emotions from 

either game atmosphere or just watching actual sport performance. “Usually, I visit sport 

events with friends, because it is much fun. Especially when we remember our previous 

experience, a wish to repeat it again occurs” (Interviewee 3). Therefore, every time 

experience may be different, but in some cases, it will influence future decisions and 

probably experience. On the other hand, in some cases people are less dependent on 

previous experiences or they rely on certain experiences, rather than on cumulative 
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experience. This statement may be proven by Interviewee 2: “Sometimes I feel that 

everything was good and there is nothing to complain about. However, there are cases 

when I do not like how event was organized, even though other elements were 

satisfactory”. 

 

Moreover, comparison to past experiences occurs on each of the journey’s stage. “Before 

event I can remember how I bought a ticket and what I asked from the sport organization 

about the event. This may influence my choices related to the event preparations routine” 

(Interviewee 1). “During events we can discuss with friends how previous games were 

played and whether were more satisfied with sport performance last time. In addition, we 

can compare pre-game shows, because sometimes technologically such a show is better, 

than previous” (Interviewee 4). “During the intermission between the periods as well as 

after the game I can post something on my social media, because I would like to share 

some moments of such an event” (Interviewee 5). All these citations demonstrate that all 

of the touchpoints may encounter more or less on different stages of the event. 

 

Feedback is underestimated by sport organizations part of the journeys. Only Interviewee 

4 talked about good communication with sport organization in terms of given feedback. 

He gave an example when certain issues related to organizational and social touchpoint 

elements were taken into account and fixed: “While building a new arena, supporters 

were asked about wishes related to internal interior and activities on game days”. 

Controversially, other respondents criticized sport organizations because, in their 

opinion, feedback is not paid attention to expected extent. 

 

6 DISCUSSION 
 

Chapter concludes current study with the answering research questions and presentation 

of theoretical contributions. Managerial implications are discussed in a recommendation 

form to facilitate the process of rethinking how to create better customer experiences 

related to sport events in Finland. Finally, ideas for further research of the customer 

experience concept in sport events context are suggested. 
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6.1 Theoretical contributions 

 

First of all, execution of this study is based on own created customer experience 

theoretical framework (adopted from Lemon & Verhoef 2016) in sport event context. 

Holistic nature of customer experience was investigated with focus on customer journey 

concept, while previous sport related researches were conducted to understand separate 

factors that comprise customer experience on sport events. Moreover, previous sport 

related studies have not investigated whether customer experience is perceived by people 

through customer journey. Therefore, one of the main theoretical contribution made by 

the research is a finding that sport events experience can be created through customer 

journey concept. Customer journey within sport events context assumes three main 

stages: pre-event, event, and post-event that corresponds to the findings about customer 

journey in already existing literature (Nasution et al. 2014; Åkesson et al. 2014; 

Zomerdijk & Voss 2010; Lemon & Verhoef 2016; Bolton et al. 2018). Findings of 

theoretical and empirical parts of currents thesis provide a basis for answering research 

questions of the study. First, sub-questions will be answered to create a summarized 

perspective for answering the main research question. 

 

What kinds of roles do the factors influencing customer experience play at different 

stages of the customer journey? 

 

Nowadays, technology plays an active role in all spheres of life and sport is not an 

exception. All interviewees mentioned that they are less focused on a sport event and may 

skip some actions that happen while they are distracted by mobile devices that leads to a 

smaller number of details being remembered about that event. On the other hand, 

respondents said that they are able to socialize by communicating with other people 

during all stages of a sport event: they are sharing pictures and videos from the events as 

well as posting them on social media. These findings support another statement made by 

Glebova and Desbordes (2020) that customer experience is influenced by usage of mobile 

devices through social, cognitive and behavioral responses during watching/following 

the sport events. 
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Another theoretical contribution related to technological aspects concerns the 

implementation of technologies at the venue. Interviewee 4 said that music system at the 

arenas nowadays is a big advantage to make people more responsive emotionally. He 

mentioned that it makes watching the games more intensive as well. Interviewee 2 

emphasized ability to watch replies of the key moments either at the venue or online. 

Such factor brings more understanding of the game itself as well as increases interest to 

the dynamics of each of such moments and setting more broadcasting cameras is a proper 

solution. Therefore, it is possible to conclude that technological advancement at the venue 

influences behavioral, cognitive and emotional responses of the audience that can be 

assumed as a new contribution to the theory, since there is no evidence about influence 

of technologies in a such way on sport events. 

 

This study’s findings state that comfortable conditions at the venue contribute to positive 

experience and moreover they create memorable experiences. For all interviewees’ 

positive experience, facility conditions are one of the most valuable aspects related to the 

organization of the sport events at the stadiums. Furthermore, Interviewees 2 and 3 

emphasized catering options diversity as a determinant of positive experience. These 

findings support previous researches conducted on the influence of facilities on customer 

satisfaction leading to a better experience (Yoshida & James 2010; Greenwell et al. 2002; 

Chelladurai & Chang 2000; McDonald et al. 1995; Gwinner & Swanson 2003). When 

watching or following sport events online, all interviewees stated that the most important 

determinants of positive experience are quality of the streaming and ability to check all 

the relevant information during all the stages of the events: event organizational 

information, players’ statistics, players’ personal information and other games’ results. 

 

At the same time, price is perceived by the respondents as one of the factors that define 

the nature of decisions whether to visit sport events or not. However, there were not 

highly identified fans, who would only pay attention to team performance, among the 

interviewees, therefore, it is not possible to make conclusions about loyalty to the higher 

prices. At the same time, price is not the main determinant of the experience, if other 

factors contributed more positively to the experience. This finding partly contributes to 
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Chelladurai and Chang (2000) research who made a parallel between the price and service 

quality and found out that quality does not refer to “the best product or cheapest price”.  

 

Controversially, price for subscriptions on online platforms was criticized by 

Interviewees 2, 3 and 4, while Interviewee 4 said he would pay even more, if there were 

additional services in the subscription package. Therefore, it can be concluded that price 

is sensitive dimension, but it may be controlled with add-ins that would satisfy audience’s 

preferences. The finding can be assumed to contribute to the sport related literature as a 

new theory, because there is no theoretical evidence of the phenomenon in the sport 

business field. As for existing marketing literature, the findings reflect Konus et al.’s 

(2008) research that defined the price as psychographic characteristics that influences 

people in a way to find the lowest possible alternative. 

 

Previously mentioned finding tells that game atmosphere created by technological 

advancement leads to memorable and positive experiences. On the other hand, delightful 

game atmosphere can be created by interactions between groups of spectators as well as 

between spectators and sport organization’s representatives (including its partners). That 

contributes to Lemon and Verhoef (2016) findings about creation of touchpoints by all 

the participants of the customer journey including customers themselves, organization 

and its partners. Indeed, interviewees noted about emotional aspect that is brought by 

atmosphere at the stadium. Moreover, online channels are also important for 

communication and experiencing the atmosphere of the games as was said by Interviewee 

4. People would like to be creators of their experiences as well. Earlier such a 

phenomenon was called by Gwinner and Swanson (2003) as “social identity” when the 

spectators try to find common touchpoints and thus create unique atmosphere. Moreover, 

Chanavat and Bodet (2014) approved the findings in own research and found out as well 

that emotional context is important for spectators during sport events. 

 

Interviewees satisfactory answered about communication experience with sport 

organizations’ (and their partners) representatives on all stages of their journeys (sport 

events) mentioning interpersonal interactions as polite and meaningful in certain 

circumstances. At the same time, there was a criticism about lacking entertainment aspect 
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related to both physical venue and online channels through which spectators experience 

certain emotions and feelings while watching the events. Thus, importance of 

engagement created by sport organization is undoubted, which contributes to the previous 

researches studied entertainment as the determinants of customer satisfaction (Yoshida 

& James 2010; Van Leeuwen et al. 2002; Chanavat & Bodet 2014). The results are in 

line with related marketing literature that emphasize the role of memorable experiences 

in their journeys (Palmer 2010; Konus et al. 2008; Lemon & Verhoef 2016). 

 

Sport performance is an essential aspect for the spectators, however, is not the most 

critical in assessing their overall experience according to the interviewees’ opinion. 

Motivation to play well versus strong opponents is more important, than the actual results 

and standings. Moreover, Interviewee 3 emphasized the importance of game analysis 

after the events as well, rather than thinking of other aspects that contributed to the 

experience. Such spectators’ behavior partly reflects to Chanavat and Bodet (2014) 

findings, who identified both strong and weak relation of the results to the spectators’ 

experience. As for non-sport related literature, Söderlund (2011) and Konus et al. (2008) 

emphasized the role of fun and enjoyment that leads to the brand loyalty. Therefore, 

current research finding about importance of seeing rivalry during the games can reflect 

their results in terms of loyalty to the sport organizations, if the game is intensive and 

spectators enjoy. 

 

At the same time, there are some external touchpoints that may influence spectators’ 

experience positively or negatively and mostly out of sport organizations control. For 

example, the following factors were emphasized by the interviewees that also correlate 

with previous sport and non-sport related studies: weather (Lemon and Verhoef 2016), 

parking availability and traffic control at the stadium areas (Theodorakis 2014) and 

Internet connection (Glebova & Desbordes 2020).  

 

How does customer experience differ at the venue in comparison to customer 

experience in online platforms? 
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In order to answer that question, multichannel environment was a subject of the research 

as well. That was done to facilitate understanding through which channels sport 

organizations communicate with the spectators and customer experience is perceived. 

Venue that holds a sport event is still a traditional channel of interaction between people 

and sport organizations. However, all interviewees stated that they are using their mobile 

devices and other online sources in relation to a certain sport event with different purpose. 

That clearly supports the findings of Glebova and Desbordes (2020) who researched 

technology impact on customer experience in sport events context. It was concluded that 

people nowadays are active users of mobile devices at the venue of sport events or when 

watching it online and perceive them as friends. In addition, current study’s findings 

contribute to the Bolton et al.’s (2018) study, where customer experience framework was 

developed based on customer journey concept as well. Digital reality plays a key role in 

this framework that emphasizes and discusses the role of technological integration in 

people’s perceptions of lived experiences. 

 

Sport spectators are gaining more fun and enjoyment when watching the event from the 

stands, rather than via online channels that lead to emotional satisfaction. However, it 

found out that the simultaneous use of both channels is not only acceptable, but even 

favorable to perceive more value and thus positive experience from the sport events (all 

interviewees). Such an approach allows experiencing both satisfaction from watching the 

games and fun when sharing moments on social media with friends or other people by 

posting media contents from the stands of the venue. This correlates to the findings of 

Verhoef et al.’s (2015) results that state about disappearing a border between the channels 

choices in retailing industry, since both traditional and mobile and online channels 

complement each other and allow customers experiencing positive effects from 

interactions via all available channels. 

 

Thus, answering the sub-question, it is possible to conclude that there is not much 

difference between venue and online channels except feeling of unity with other fans 

when visiting a sport event at the stadium. Moreover, both venue and online channels 

appear at each of the stages of customer journey depending on the choice of spectators 

and are encountered simultaneously during the whole journey. 
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What factors do spectators perceive as the key determinants of sport event 

experiences? 

 

Summarizing the answers on sub-questions, it is possible to answer the main research 

question. The findings of this study approved previously build customer experience 

model (Figure 2) that includes customer journey and multichannel environment as the 

base concepts of the model. Additionally, touchpoints – the moments of interaction 

between the spectators and sport organizations – have been identified based on synthesis 

of the findings in business and sport business researches (see Table 1) as follows: 

technological, organizational, social, sport performance and other/external. These factors 

have been emphasized as the key that influence interviewees’ experiences and from 

which they derive the most value, even though some of the determinants – such as sport 

performance and external – are out of sport organizations control. That makes the process 

of creation better experiences more complex.  

 

Table 5 (Appendix 2) collects the examples of when different touchpoints are 

encountered throughout customer journey. Based on the examples, it can be proven that 

all touchpoints can be met at different stages at any time of the journeys. The findings 

support Konus et al. (2008) and Verhoef et al. (2015) studies that confirm occurring of 

the touchpoints at different stages of the journeys as well as cross-interaction of the 

channels in order to improve customer experiences. 

 

Moreover, past experience and comparing it to a new experience were mentioned by the 

interviewees as the aspects that influence the future behavior in relation to visiting or 

watching sport events again. This correlates with Theodorakis (2014) findings from sport 

context and findings from many marketing researchers (Lemon & Verhoef 2016; Verhoef 

et al. 2009; Nasution et al. 2014; Åkesson et al. 2014; Zomerdijk & Voss 2010). In 

addition, according to the interviewees the purpose of every visit of sport events may 

vary and thus overall feedback may be different as well. 
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The findings partly reflect customer experience model in spectators sport developed by 

Theodorakis (2014) in terms of factors that influence spectators experience, while there 

is a customer journey perspective presented. At the same time, the model also reflects 

Lemon and Verhoef (2016) framework that is based on customer journey concept and 

multichannel environment. However, it was presented as an outcome related to marketing 

field in general, while the model in current research reflects the Finnish sphere of sport 

events specifically. Finally, the research is done from the customers perspective, 

therefore, it is extremely important to investigate whether sport organizations perceive 

interactions with the customers as a journey or simply separate touchpoints. 

 

6.2 Managerial implications 

 

Theoretical and empirical researches created managerial implications that could be taken 

into account by sport organizations in Finland in order to implement them for better 

customer engagement leading to favorable experiences. Firstly, technological 

development has forced many companies in business world to implement new 

technologies in their activities. Sport industry has made the efforts in this direction to 

increase attractiveness of watching events online. However, as it has been mentioned by 

interviewees, more technology-enhanced activities could be offered during the sport 

events at the venue, since it makes people more active and expressive. For example, 

advanced statistics could be covered as well in order to broaden audience’s knowledge 

about certain sport. 

 

Thus, technological development leads to another aspect that could be improved – 

interaction with the spectators. Based on interviewees answers, communication of sport 

organizations with people in social media is limited in terms of content, meaning that it 

is identical among sport organizations. More creative approach with arranging some 

competitions or giveaways for the supporters in social media could bring additional value 

to their experience. Ability to interact with players via social media (e.g., open 

interviews) can be suggested as a way to increase spectators’ engagement followed by 

showing “backstage” of the games or training sessions. Extended analytical shows 

especially for online spectators prior to the event and after it would make more sense for 
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them as well. These in combination would make people feeling that they are part of sport 

organization and can create own experiences as well, that was found out in the research 

as one of the key social touchpoints within their journeys. 

 

Merchandising and positioning of the brands can play an active role in commercial 

success for the sport organizations, especially in team sports. Therefore, it could be 

advised to create storylines that would tell certain aspects of the clubs from their history 

or about players to make supporters interested in gaining new knowledge and for memory 

to purchase a piece of that history (e.g., merchandise that relates to that certain 

storytelling).  

 

Moreover, brand positioning as well as activities related to sport events could be 

segmented to satisfy all the groups of people who visit sport events or watch it online. 

For example, interviewees mentioned about importance of being in a group of peers 

because it motivates them to visit sport events, where they have opportunities to socialize 

and express emotional state. Therefore, sport managers could develop the programs 

enhancing groups of young people to choose visiting sport events instead of other 

alternatives. Sport public in Finland is quite loyal, especially to ice-hockey, since it is one 

of the most favorite sports in the country and people always watch it and visit stadiums. 

For that reason, engagement plays an important role if sport organizations want to attract 

more people. 

 

Nowadays, a new infection COVID-19 is spreading around the world. However, sport 

events are still hold, and people are visiting them as well. Interviewees noted that at some 

venues sport organizations provide all needed attributes to help people defend 

themselves. However, still at some venues the attributes such as masks and gloves are to 

be bought by the spectators in addition to purchased tickets. That was emphasized as 

negative experience, while there are different sectors with catering service to limit 

number of people in one space which is marked as positive. At the same time, there are 

external elements that are mostly out of sport organizations’ control. However, trying to 

gain that control could bring additional value to sport organizations. For example, if there 

is a bad weather, free transport could be arranged to take all people who would like to 
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visit sport event at the venue to make their journey more comfortable already in the 

beginning. 

 

To sum it up, it seems that sport organizations are lacking knowledge about building 

customer journeys, while spectators just describe what and how they do on each of the 

events stages. However, they do not emphasize or mention that sport organizations 

influence their journeys intentionally, rather people perceive it as a set of 

interactions with the clubs. Therefore, sport organizations have to become more focused 

on implementation of customer journey concept in their marketing activities to create 

more value for the spectators and derive more positive outcomes. Mentioned managerial 

implications are supposed to engage sport organizations to improve customers’ 

experiences. Moreover, these implications are focused on constant implementation to 

satisfy spectators throughout their journeys from the beginning to the end. Such approach 

could help managers to make people wish to repeat the journey and thus visit or watch 

sport events again. 

 

6.3 Limitations and further research 

 

Current study has several limitations that had an impact on actual research. First of all, 

research is qualitative in nature, therefore generalization of the findings is not possible 

because qualitative data give subjective understanding of the phenomenon of customer 

experience in sport events context. However, findings can be utilized for further research 

within same context but with different research approach. Moreover, quantitative study 

would allow to research the relationships between the elements that influence spectators’ 

experiences in order to gain insight on how better to build journeys and touchpoints. 

  

In addition, customers perspective was elaborated in the study, meaning that focus was 

made on how they perceive certain elements of their experiences, but not how sport 

organizations perceive that. Therefore, further research could be executed from 

managerial perspective in order to understand what measures and actions are undertaken 

in order to engage sport spectators. 
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Research on different types of sport in Finland is another perspective, since current study 

covers all interviewees’ experiences without sticking to a certain type of sport. Separate 

research, for example, in ice-hockey or football fields, could bring more insights on 

customer experiences in a particular sport. At the same time, as it has been mentioned, 

the research is limited within one region – Finland. Findings about customer experience 

in sport context in different regions may vary and thus bring different value. 

 

The last, but not the least, segmentation of spectators in sport could be investigated 

further. There are different segments that are based on psychographic and demographic 

characteristics; therefore, the outcomes of such research could lead to a wider 

understanding of customer experience and thus improve its creation process as well as 

engagement within each segment. 
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APPENDICES 
 

Appendix 1. Interviews structure 
 

1. General questions 

a. Which sport events have you visited or watched the most for the last year? 

b. Why do you visit certain type of sport events? 

 

2. Customer journey 

a. Describe how do you usually plan to visit or watch a sport event? 

b. What do you usually do before, during and after sport events? 

 

3. Multichannel environment 

a. How do you usually attend a sport event: online or at the venue? 

b. How do you know about certain sport event? 

c. What are the most used sources of information? 

d. How does visiting a sport event at the venue contribute to your experience? 

e. How does watching a sport event online contribute to your experience? 

 

4. Technological touchpoints 

a. How do you usually use technology devices in relation to a sport event? 

b. What are your other purposes of using technology devices? 

c. When do you usually use mobile and online channels: before event, during 

event, after it? What purpose? 

d. How would you evaluate technological advancement of the venues that hold 

sport events? What do you like the most out of it? 

e. How do mobile and online channels and purposes of using them before, during 

and after events contribute to you experience? 

f. How does technological advancement of the venues that hold sport events 

influence your experience? 

 

5. Organizational touchpoints 
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a. What are the factors that make you feel comfortable at the venue? Why? 

b. What are the factors that make you feel uncomfortable at the venue? Why? 

c. What are the factors related to sport event that make you feel comfortable when 

watching it on TV, online or following in other sources? How do they promote 

positive experience for you? 

d. What are the factors related to sport event that make you feel uncomfortable 

when watching it on TV, online or following in other sources? How do they 

promote negative experience for you? 

 

6. Social touchpoints 

a. How do you usually anticipate sport events? 

b. Do you interact with other fans before, during or after event (at the venue or 

through other channels) and how? Why? 

c. Do you interact with sport organization representatives or other people that 

make service, before, during or after event (at the venue or through other 

channels) and how? Why? 

d. How do you treat to entertainment shows at the venue and online? What do you 

like the most out of them? 

e. How in your opinion the interaction between sport organizations and spectators 

could be improved? 

f. Are you get distracted during the event by other things/people (At the venue? 

When watching online?)? Why?  

g. How and in which way does interaction with others before, during or after event 

contribute to you experience? 

 

7. Sport related touchpoints 

a. How do past results and status of the competition/players influence your choice 

to visit/watch a sport event or not? 

b. How do past results and status of the competition/players influence your 

experience of the events? 

c. What are the factors related to the athletes/teams’ performance that make you 
enjoy, feel fun and be satisfied? How do they contribute to your experience? 
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8. Other/external touchpoints 

a. What are the factors (not related to a sport event) that may influence your 

experience? 

b. How do they influence your experience? 

 

9. Past experience and feedback 

a. Do you compare lived experiences? Why? 

b. How does previous experience influence your choice to visit or watch an event 

again? 

c. Do you usually provide anyone with the feedback about your journey 

(visiting/watching event)? Why? 

d. How does reaction on your feedback influence your experience? 

 

10. Other questions 

a. How else do you prefer to spend leisure time? 

b. How, in your opinion, could sport organizations improve spectators’ 

experience? 
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Appendix 2. Examples of interactions between the spectators and sport 
organizations by stage 

Table 5. Examples of interactions between the spectators and sport organizations by 
stage 
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