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Abstract: The aim of this study was to analyze the level of satisfaction in three municipal sports
centers in the city of Malaga and to learn and analyze the characteristics of users older than 40 years
of age in these centers. A total of 303 persons (123 men and 180 women) from three sports centers
in the city of Malaga participated in this study (M = 58.14, SD = 7.16 years). The Evaluation of
Perceived Quality in Sports Services test (CECASDEP) was used, and the results demonstrated that
the different dimensions studied—sports center, activity space, locker rooms, program of activities,
and trainer—were very positively correlated. The level of customer loyalty increased with user
satisfaction and perceived quality of services as well as the age of the person. Users were also found
to be more motivated to take part in physical activities due to greater satisfaction. The highest scores
were given to the trainers, who played a key role in all three sports centers. In conclusion, we gathered
important insights into perceived quality in different sports centers. This information can be used
by sports managers to strengthen dimensions with lower scores and improve those with higher
scores. In addition, the study confirms that the level of customer loyalty is related to the perceived
quality scores. Therefore, the use of measuring instruments is recommended to optimize the quality
of sports services.
Keywords: quality of services; quality assessment; perceived quality; sports services; sports management

1. Introduction
Physical activities (PA) and sports among the Spanish people have changed in the past decades
and have become a significant social phenomenon. The triumph of Spanish athletes in the sports world
in the last 10 years, both as individuals and as teams, has planted a seed in the society, motivating
people to take part in sports and physical activities.
This interest in sports has evolved in a positive manner in the last two decades, as manifested
by physical, psychological, and social well-being, leading to an improvement in the quality of life of
people. The concept of sports management has become more challenging due to the numerous tasks
and actions it involves [1], and there is a growing need to implement adequate quality evaluation
programs with the objective of improving sports services [2]. One of the most used strategies in
management to deduce the internal weaknesses of a company is to perform the so-called SWOT
analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats). In this, a study on user satisfaction is
employed as a tool to get a glimpse on the most common weaknesses of companies [3].
Research indicates that perceived service quality is determined primarily by the tangible elements
of facilities and the attitudes and skills of employees [4,5].
According to the World Health Organization [6], the number of persons over 60 years of age
is increasing throughout the world, including Europe, and especially Spain. In 2025, there will be
Sustainability 2019, 11, 3983; doi:10.3390/su11143983

www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

Sustainability 2019, 11, 3983

2 of 8

1.2 billion persons over 60 years of age worldwide, of which 840 million will live in developed countries.
For this reason, PA must become an obligation [7] because it is a factor in maintaining health and
preventing cardiovascular and metabolic diseases. This conclusion is supported not only by studies [8]
but also by public administrations [9]. Taking part in a PA has a direct association with well-being and
healthy lifestyle as well as improved health and quality of life [10–12].
The importance of perceived quality of service among people who take part in PA means there
is a need to establish strategies aimed at greater user satisfaction. This can be made possible by the
implementation of adequate quality programs [13]. There are various tools available to evaluate quality
of service [14–18]. Sports activities require good trainers but also new elements and techniques, which
are included in the concept of sports management [19].
The aim of this study was to measure the level of user satisfaction in three municipal sports
centers in the city of Malaga and to learn and analyze the characteristics of users older than 40 years of
age in these centers.
2. Material and Methods
2.1. Participants
A total of 303 users (123 men and 180 women) of sports centers in the city of Malaga, where
management was strictly municipal, participated in the present study (M = 58.14 SD = 7.16 years).
The participants trained in one of the three municipal sports centers, which had similar characteristics
but were located in different zones of the city. The study was conducted in accordance with the
Declaration of Helsinki and Spain´s Federal Judicial Authority Organization Act 15, December 13,
1999, for personal data privacy. Table 1 shows the distribution of age and gender of the participants in
this study.
Table 1. Characteristics of the participants.
Years

Male (M)

Female (F)

Total

41–50
51–60
61–70
>70

22
67
34
0

30
73
68
9

52
140
102
9

The average period of customer loyalty (steady attendance) among the users interviewed in the
sports complexes was 2.72 years. Women had a higher average at 2.76 years, while men averaged
2.65 years.
The average period of customer loyalty at the sports centers varied depending on gender and
increased with age (Figure 1).
2.2. Instruments
On the basis of studies done by Gronroos [20], Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry [21], and Morales,
Hernández, and Blanco [22], a questionnaire called Evaluation of Perceived Quality in Sports Services
(CECASDEP) was prepared. This is an evaluation tool in the area of sports management, which
examines users’ needs and requests in greater depth and takes into consideration both tangible and
intangible aspects of service. The evaluation consists of six sections of questions relating to the
following dimensions: sports installations, customer service, activity space, locker rooms, program of
activities, and trainers.
The initial questionnaire contained 71 items divided into six dimensions. Gálvez-Ruiz and Morales
Sánchez [13] subsequently modified the questionnaire by regrouping questions and shortening sections.
The resulting and definitive questionnaire has five dimensions—sports installations, activity space,
locker rooms, programs of activity, and trainers—and 51 items. Validity and reliability has previously
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Figure 1. Distribution of customer loyalty according to age span and gender.

2.3. Procedure
Data collection took place in February 2013. All participants voluntarily agreed to participate in
this study after receiving an explanation of its objective. The sports centers also agreed to individual
data collection in the activity spaces corresponding to the various programs of physical activity.
Investigators were present in order to help participants fill out the questionnaire correctly if needed.
This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Universidad de Malaga.
3. Statistical Analysis
Statistical data processing was performed on SPSS for Windows version 21.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago,
IL, USA). Based on scores between 1 and 5 on the questionnaire, we calculated the average at 2.5 in
order to establish the low and high perceived quality categories. Thus, results higher than this average
were considered “pass” and those below the average were considered “fail”.
The non-normality of the variables was established. Consequently, nonparametric tests were used.
Descriptive, comparative, and corelational analyses were performed on the variables in this study.
The Mann–Whitney U and Kruskal–Wallis H tests were used to compare the independent variables of
gender and customer loyalty, respectively. In addition, the Rho de Spearman test was used to assess
the correlation between perceived qualities of sports service. The size of the effect was used to quantify
the size of the difference that was found between both groups. Accordingly, we could say that this
is a true measure of the significance for such a difference [24]. The threshold values for the Cohen
effect sizes detected in a t-test (d) were 0.20 for small effects, 0.50 for moderate effects, and 0.80 for
large effects. For ANOVA tests, those values (η2 ) were 0.10 for small effects, 0.25 for moderate effects,
and 0.40 for large effects. The level of statistical significance was taken as p < 0.05.
4. Results
Firstly, the perception of quality of sports services between genders was evaluated, and the results
are shown in Figure 2. It can be seen that there were significant differences in all dimensions (p < 0.01).
The satisfaction level among women was higher in all the dimensions surveyed. The effect size of these
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positively correlated. It is noteworthy that perception of quality of services received from the trainer
positively correlated with the perception of quality found for the locker rooms and for the program of
activities (Rho: 0.53 and 0.56, respectively, p < 0.01).
Table 2. Rho de Spearman test between perceived quality of sports service.

Customer loyalty
Sports installations
Activity space
Locker rooms
Programs of activity

Activity Space

Locker Rooms

Programs of Activity

Trainers

0.17 **
0.44 **

0.14 *
0.35 **
0.67 **

0.23 **
0.45 **
0.51 **
0.48 **

0.31 **
0.32 **
0.51 **
0.53 **
0.56 **

** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05.

5. Discussion
The objective of this study was to investigate user satisfaction of persons over 40 years old in
sports centers in the city of Malaga and to learn about the characteristics of these users.
Changes in the field of sports in the last 10 years and our present lifestyle have led to the inclusion
of PA as an integral and important part of well-being. In addition to possible improvements to quality
of life, PA represents a way to enjoy one’s leisure and free time. This implies a need for change in
sports organization and management, with the inclusion of an evaluation of user satisfaction in all
installations in order to satisfy society’s needs in general [8]. In this study, no differences were detected
between sports centers regarding the perceived quality of sports service. The absence of differences
in perception meant the sample was homogeneous, and differences could therefore be established
with other independent variables in order to detect some objects for improvement. In spite of this,
the sample cannot be considered representative as it is a case study, and it is not possible to generalize
the results; it can only be used to describe the indicated perceptions without establishing cause–effect
relationships [25].
Quality is fundamental for success and achievement of results and, consequently, for customer
loyalty. This should be considered as a value that includes the entire organization and one where
there is constant interaction among the elements that play a part in the process [26]. As the focal point
of this process, the user and their opinion of perceived quality are fundamental in the evaluation of
satisfaction [27–29].
At present, investigations on quality of service in the sports sector are increasing. This quality
of service needs to be evaluated, and quality standards, which allow comparison with other sports
environments, need to be controlled in order to maintain customer loyalty [17]. To date, most studies of
quality have focused on identifying given dimensions in given sports activities, for leisure time as well
as spectator sports, and although investigators have suggested various frameworks to summarize the
factors, there is still no general agreement on one framework that takes into account all the dimensions.
Carrying out periodic and reliable evaluations of users’ perceived quality of services provided by
sports centers is not an easy task. For this study, we used the CECASDEP questionnaire developed
and validated by Gálvez and Morales [13]. At both national and international levels, there are
other valid instruments available for the evaluation of perceived quality by users of sports services.
Among the most recognized, we can name, in chronological order, those of Grönroos [20], Cronin and
Taylor [30], Teas [31], and Brady and Cronin [32]. However, the works of Parasuraman, Zeinthaml,
and Berry [14,33] using the SERVQUAL scale have undoubtedly had the greatest impact. This scale,
based on expectations, is the most utilized tool in studies evaluating perceived quality of services [22,34].
Kim and Kim [35] developed the QUESC (Quality Excellence of Sports Centers) scale as an
instrument specifically for evaluating quality in Korea. They established 11 dimensions: environment,
employees’ attitude, reliability, information, program of activities, personal consideration, privileges,
pricing, ease of comprehension, stimulation, and comfort. Another noteworthy instrument is the
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Inventory of Quality of Physical Activity Programs (ICPAF) in Spain, which was developed by
Hernández-Mendo [36] and Morales, Hernández, and Blanco [37]. This useful instrument measures
user satisfaction in the evaluation of relevant aspects of PA [38].
Vila, Sánchez, and Manassero [39] evaluated perceived user satisfaction using a questionnaire
adapted by the University of Valencia and Baleares. Rial, Varela, Rial, and Real [40] measured perceived
quality in privately owned sports centers using the QSport-10 scale, a questionnaire composed of
10 items divided into two dimensions: staff and installations.
The importance of trainers in an organization is notable in these studies. In the present study,
participants gave their highest scores to trainers, up to 4.05 points out of a possible 5 (Figure 2). Similar
results were reported in a study by Dorado [41], where the element receiving the highest score was the
staff, while sports installation received the lowest score.
This study has several limitations or weaknesses. The first is the difficulty in obtaining
authorizations to evaluate the quality of clients in sports centers. At the beginning of the investigation,
four sports centers rejected evaluation of the quality of sports service in their centers. In addition,
to avoid clients feeling that he or she would be identified, we only identified sex and age. However,
participants could have been better characterized if we had information about weight, height, smoking
habits, alcohol intake, medication consumption, and pathologies, among others. This data could have
been valuable in determining the characteristics of clients and loyal users. Nevertheless, this study also
has several strengths. A major finding of the present study was that users with greater customer loyalty
(number of years attending a facility) gave the highest scores (Figure 3). This correlation has not been
reported in the scientific literature to date. This scoring could be dependent on factors of well-being
and confidence in the facility in general, although it appears to relate more closely to the trainer,
an observation that should be examined in the future in order to reach a more definitive conclusion.
6. Conclusions
This study examined the perceived quality of service among people over 40 years of age in three
sports centers in southern Spain. According to the CECASDEP questionnaire, which has been validated
for Spanish adult samples, there was a notable difference between men and women in the dimensions
of perceived quality. Women perceived a better quality of sports service, as observed by large effect
sizes. However, this finding must be taken into account with caution as the small sample size of
303 participants means that it is not possible to generalize these results.
As a practical application, perceived quality is key to current management models and in meeting
the demands of clients in sports centers. Using the CECADESP questionnaire, we have been able to
demonstrate that the general level of satisfaction of perceived quality in users over 40 years of age at
municipal sports centers in the city of Malaga can be classified as very positive, with a score of 7.1 out
of 10. It was found that persons over 40 years of age choose a sports center for convenience, proximity
to their house, and accessible prices and use it as a way to interact with others during their leisure time
and maintain good health. In addition, they gave very positive appraisals of the trainers and formed a
bond with them. Women demonstrated a higher level of satisfaction with the centers, adjusted more
easily to the circumstances, and were more loyal to the centers. Men had more demands, were less
accommodating, and requested changes in the program of activities.
It is recommended that sports managers pay special attention to the motivation and implication
of sports instructors or trainers because this is the most valued dimension for users. This may help
ensure that users do not abandon sports activities in favor of unhealthy lifestyle habits, such as a
sedentary lifestyle. This study therefore has special relevance as the perception of high quality of
sports service is associated with user satisfaction and, consequently, with the participation of users in
sports. The importance of maintaining involvement in sports among the adult population is especially
pertinent given the latest studies by the World Health Organization that indicate levels of sports
participation continue to decline [42,43].
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