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Abstract

This study investigates the relationship between staff-customer interactions and customer satisfaction in specialised outdoor
sports retail in the Netherlands. In the growing outdoor sports market, stores and the customer experience are critical, yet cus-
tomers approach them with vastly different expertise levels. The central hypothesis was that higher customer expertise would
negatively moderate the positive effect of the social (the act of conversation, such as receiving advice or asking, and sharing
opinions) and cognitive (the substance of the conversation, such as learning and reflection) elements of the staff-customer
interaction. Beyond testing this mechanism, this study was designed to investigate which outdoor sports-related topics are
valuable to customers with different expertise levels. To achieve both objectives, a mixed-methods approach was employed,
combining qualitative interviews with retail managers (N = 3) and a quantitative survey (N = 52). The results suggest that the
cognitive dimension of the interaction primarily drives satisfaction. Contrary to the central hypothesis, customer expertise
did not moderate the relationship. The type of cognitive stimuli that correlates with satisfaction differs significantly by exper-
tise level: Novice customers are most satisfied when interactions facilitate personal reflection and provide foundational knowl-
edge, while they also uniquely value information that connects them to the local outdoor community. Experts value peer-level
discussions on technical and trend-focused topics. For service design, this study offers a new layer for customer journey maps,
which can be helpful to analyse the cognitive content linked to different customer needs. Practically, for small specialised out-
door sports retailers, this study translates into a three-step roadmap focused on suggestions regarding staff training, customer
satisfaction metrics, and building a community hub. More broadly, for all small specialised retailers, the findings could evolve
into a model for understanding customer needs and designing interactions.

Keywords:
Customer Experience, Outdoor Sports, Sports retail, Expertise, Customer satisfaction

Note on Al use: Google Al Studio, Grammarly and Mid-Journey were used to help refine and improve the text as well as to create all of the contextual images
and the cover for this report.



Glossary of Key Terms

This glossary defines the key terms used throughout this thesis to provide clarity for the reader.

Small Specialised Outdoor Sports Retail: Small number of outdoor sports stores (between 1 and 10) regionally or nationally
distributed that are independently owned (e.g. non-brand-owned), sell products from multiple brands, and focus on a specific
niche category, such as outdoor sports. This is distinct from generalist retailers (e.g., Decathlon) and mono-brand stores (e.g.,
Nike Stores).

Customer Experience (CX): A customer’s overall perception of their interaction with a company or a brand. In this thesis, the
focus is specifically on the cognitive and social dimensions of the in-store, staff-customer interaction.

Customer Experience Dimensions: The distinct components that constitute the overall Customer Experience. While multi-
ple dimensions exist (e.g., physical, emotional), this thesis focuses specifically on the Cognitive and Social Dimensions, as they
are most relevant to the exchange of knowledge and therefore for the staff-customer interaction.

Social Dimension: The act of the staff-customer conversation. It refers to the social behaviours that occur during interactions,
such as receiving advice, asking questions, or sharing opinions, but not the content exchanged during those actions.

Cognitive Dimension: The component of the Customer Experience that relates to a customer’s mental and intellectual en-
gagement. It includes processes such as learning new information, feeling curious, reflecting on personal needs, and being
inspired by the conversation.

Customer Satisfaction: Customer’s judgment and emotional response to a product or service experience. The feeling arises
from comparing what they expected to get from the service or product with what they actually received, and assessing with a
cognitive evaluation whether the service has met their demands

Customer Expertise: A customer’s ability to effectively process information and perform product-related tasks.

Novice Customer: A customer with a low level of expertise in a specific product domain. In this study, the authors refer to
novice outdoor sports customers. They are characterised by a need for basic guidance, community connection, and interac-
tions that help them build their identity within the sport or hobby.

Expert Customer: A customer with a high level of expertise in the specific product domain (e.g. outdoor sports). In this study,
they are characterised by their desire for peer-level conversations on technologies and current trends.

Disconfirmation Paradigm: Marketing theory stating that customer satisfaction is influenced by their level of expertise. As
expertise increases, their expectations increase. Since satisfaction is determined by the gap between a customer’s pre-existing
expectations and the actual performance of the service they receive, the elevated expectations make experts inherently more
difficult to satisfy.

Staff-Customer Interaction: The in-person dialogue within the store between store staff and a customer.
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1 Introduction

After the COVID-19 pandemic, the global market of outdoor
sports has seen a major surge, driven by the restrictions, with
new masses of active customers (Outdoor Industry Associa-
tion, 2025; Ryan, 2025), even more inclined to go out in the
wild, propelled by the sharp campaigns, new “fashion” pieces
for their favourite sport, and new sports communities. Con-
sequently, this interest shifted the market of outdoor equip-
ment and apparel, which still relies heavily on expert custom-
er service in sports retail. (McKinsey, 2024b)

Outdoor brands leveraged and even created this hype around
outdoor sports to sell products which were first relegated
only to a very small niche of enthusiasts. Brands such as
Arcteryx and Salomon used trends such as Gorpcore and
sold high-tech mountaineering jackets and trekking shoes as
everyday pieces. Salomon started a stable collaboration with
the avant-garde fashion brand Maison Margiela for capsule
collections based on outdoor garments. Amer Sports, which
owns both brands, has grown by over 23% in revenues al-
ready in 2025, mainly caused by the momentum gained by
the two outdoor brands (AMER Sports, 2025; Kwon, 2025;
Schulz, 2024). Hoka, a leading ultramarathon footwear
brand, saw its high-performance running shoes gain pop-
ularity among nurses and fashion-conscious consumers,
driven by the distinctive sole design, striking aesthetics, and
strategic brand partnerships. Hoka partnered with several
fashion brands such as Marni, Nicole McLaughlin and END
(HOKA, n.d.) which significantly contributed to the brand’s
23% revenue growth in 2025 (Deckers, 2025). Furthermore,
an even clearer example of how outdoor is now a popular and
remunerative trend is Satisfy. The Parisian running brand,
founded in 2015 by a fashion executive, focuses on very ex-
otic and high-quality garments tweaked for running, sold at
luxury prices, and marketed as fashion statements. This busi-
ness model made Satisfy raise 11 million euros in 2024 after
doubling the revenues achieved in 2023 (Guyot, 2025; Walsh,
2025). Having the exotic but still running-oriented products,
Satisfy differentiates itself vigorously from high-end fashion
and even common running brands by keeping close contact
with the running community, organising frequent group
runs and races across the world, preaching and building this
sense of belonging beyond the brand and the exclusive graph-
ic t-shirts. Satisfy embodies perfectly the modern outdoor
standards of the new wave of outdoor enthusiasts and casual
participants, who are interested in good-looking, everyday
wearables for sports, but also seek communities (Schaneman,
2024) where they can share their passion for the sport and
probably display their trendy apparel. The relevance of these
brands and sports trends is confirmed by 2025 market pro-
jections, which show that globally, outdoor sportswear and
general sportswear are projected to grow faster in retail sales
compared to fashion (McKinsey, 2024b) and that the smaller
brands, including Arc’teryx, Hoka and Satisty, are getting the
most traction, generating most of the profits, over old players
like Nike and Adidas (McKinsey, 2024b).

The cause of this significant market shift might be the mas-

sive rise in popularity in major markets like China and the
USA. Trekking, running and trail running grew in popularity
by over 100% in China (Taobao, 2024). In the US, research
shows that outdoor participants are now over 181 million,
representing 27.5 million additions since 2019 (Outdoor In-
dustry Association, 2025; Ryan, 2025). In Europe, the growth
in popularity of outdoor activities is less unequivocal, but
it can be perceived more subtly in the habits of Europeans.
Indeed, more than 30% of Europeans practise sports at least
once a week (European Commission, 2022). In particular,
the favourite places to practice sports are outdoors and parks
(European Commission, 2022) and the most chosen sports
include walking, jogging and cycling (Eurostat, 2019). Ma-
jor European competitions saw an increase in first-timers
and an increase overall in participants. The Paris marathon
increased by 3000 subscriptions, with 51% of new maratho-
ners, reaching 57 thousand participants in 2025 (Marathon
de Paris, 2025; Rock, 2024). The UTMB, Ultra-Trail du Mont-
Blanc, probably the most renowned ultra-trail competition in
Europe, had an increase in its application numbers by over
30% (HOKA UTMB, 2025), highlighting again how much
outdoor sports are becoming significant in the sports sector.

Besides the rise in popularity, there are major differences in
numbers and needs of the outdoor consumer customer seg-
ments. Looking at a US-based study, generally, the expert and
hardcore outdoor customers spend more, but they are only
around 5% of the outdoor customers (Outdoor Industry As-
sociation, 2025). On the contrary, active and casual (e.g. nov-
ice) customers spend less and make up the rest of the outdoor
market, with relatively balanced divisions between active and
casual (Outdoor Industry Association, 2025). Therefore, the
differing spending behaviours and needs of novice versus
expert outdoor sports consumers represent a critical distinc-
tion that specialised outdoor sports retailers must consider in
their service strategy.

As for any other consumer, the customer journey of the out-
door sports consumer is omnichannel (McKinsey, 2024a).
They first browse sports stores but still prefer to buy online to
get better deals (McKinsey, 2024). Numbers from Adidas and
Nike describe that wholesale revenues are higher and grow
faster compared to direct-to-consumer revenues (Adidas
Group, 2024; NIKE, 2025), meaning that consumers are more
willing to buy from third-party websites or stores where they
can find better deals. This way of buying is reflected by the
consumers’ loyalty to brands in the sports section. European
Sports consumers switch brands more frequently compared
to other categories, such as electronics and DIY consumers
(McKinsey, 2024a). For the typical European sports consum-
er, the brand is important, but as much as price (McKinsey,
2024a). The hardcore and expert sports consumers are slight-
ly more selective; they focus more on the quality of the prod-
uct, the technologies and sustainability, but then again, retail
price is the decisive factor when it comes to buying (ISPO,
2024). On the other hand, the modern sports customers still
value visiting sports stores for trying out the product and
getting advice from the store staff (McKinsey, 2024a). This
phenomenon suggests that sports customers still require the
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interaction that physical sports retail provides, besides the
brand they're selling, and that emotional and physical con-
nection with the sports product is lasting, even in the mod-
ern customer journeys involving next-day deliveries and free
try-outs. These conclusions are supported by the sports retail
literature (Happ et al., 2021; Mao, 2021; Rahulan et al., 2013;
Wills, 2017), which highlights that the interaction between
staff and customers is essential for the latter’s satisfaction,
which then increases loyalty and share of wallet (Chang et al.,
2015; Saricam, 2022).

The need for touch and interaction with retailers is proba-
bly keeping up the retail sports market, making brands and
general retailers even expand their coverage across Europe.
Looking at the data, European retailers are planning to ex-
pand their networks by between 10% and 30% in the next 5
years (CBRE, 2024). The European Sports retail market, spe-
cifically, is leveraging this momentum, growing its revenues
that are forecast to reach €98.7 billion in 2025 (IBISWorld,
2025). This physical retail landscape includes several differ-
ent kinds of outdoor stores: brand-owned stores, generalist
sports retailers, and smaller specialised multi-brand stores.
Brand-owned stores are operated by a single entity retail
format like Nike or Salomon and focus on delivering a pure
brand experience. Generalist retailers, such as Decathlon,
cover a vast range of sports with an emphasis on accessibility
and price. Finally, small specialised multi-brand stores con-
centrate on a specific sport like running or climbing, offer-
ing a curated selection from various brands. In markets such
as the Netherlands, these specialised multi-brand stores are
highly appreciated, primarily for the breadth of choice they
offer. This preference is confirmed by market data showing
that both specialised and multi-brand formats are preferred
retail channels (Statista, 2025), providing them with a critical
lifeline against powerful brand-owned stores. This preference

Figure 1: The Scope of this study

for smaller specialised retailers is further amplified by the
strategies of major players like Nike and Adidas. As these gi-
ants increasingly focus on their wholesale and direct-to-con-
sumer e-commerce channels (Adidas Group, 2024; Haleem,
2025), they consequently create a strategic opening for mul-
ti-brand retailers. Examining Nike as the market leader re-
veals their strategic pivot toward e-commerce at the expense
of traditional retail (Giunco, 2024). This shift reflects the fun-
damental difference between sports brands and specialised
retailers. Sport brands can rely on wholesale and their ability
to generate trends and sales, therefore sacrificing retail. Such
large multinational companies focus on broader topics such
as market penetration strategies, to attract massive num-
bers of new consumers, who then turn into loyal customers
(Sharp, 2017). At the same time, they possess the budgets to
understand customers’ sentiment and unmet needs. As the
interviews for this study revealed, smaller, regional or nation-
al specialised retailers have a reactive and basic strategy. Their
most effective approach remains interaction with customers
and their loyalty. Also, such smaller store chains implement-
ed the analysis of sales data to refine their strategies, but they
often lack the margins and time necessary for comprehen-
sive consumer research. Smaller specialised outdoor retailers
could take advantage of the rise of sports retail, but must find
ways to compete, leveraging the consumer needs for interaction.

From this analysis is clear that in specialised outdoor sports
stores the needs for expert advice and the needs for lower
prices are clashing. When can the in-store experience make
up for the higher price? Which elements of the interaction
with the staff lead to satisfaction of the modern sports cus-
tomer, and how do these differ between hardcore enthusiasts
and casual or beginner consumers? This was the premise of
this study, which tries to offer insights into the key strengths
and weaknesses of specialised outdoor sport retailers.

The Entire European Sports Retail Market

Excluded:

. Generalists (e.g., Decathlon) cover a vast
range of sports with a focus on price.

. Brand-Owned Stores (e.g., Nike, Salomon)
deliver a single-brand experience.

Small Specialised Outdoor Sports Retail

e  Small Scale: Independently owned or
small chains (1-10 stores).

e  Specialised on niches like running, trek-
king or trail running.

. Offer a curated selection from various
outdoor brands.






2  Literature Review

2.1 How literature was retrieved

The core literature was collected using Happ et al., (2021),
Jamal & Naser (2002) Lemon & Verhoef (2016) and Verhoef
et al., (2009) as a base core literature. Al tools such as Con-
nected Papers and Research Rabbit (see Appendix G) were
used to map relevant literature related to the core papers and
extend the knowledge of the different topics.

2.2 Customer Experience in
Retail

To understand the context of the customer experience in
small specialised outdoor sports retail, it's necessary to first
understand: What is customer experience, what are its funda-
mental components and why retailers should consider such
components.

2.2.1 Customer Experience

Customer Experience or CX originated from Marketing liter-
ature which has investigated this concept from different per-
spectives since the 1960s (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). CX can
be understood as a customer's journey with a company or a
brand which unfolds over time across multiple touchpoints
throughout the purchase cycle (Jain et al., 2017; Lemon &
Verhoef, 2016; Nam & Kannan, 2020). Generally, literature
acknowledged that CX is a holistic multidimensional con-
cept, which involves different responses to experiences (Lem-
on & Verhoef, 2016). These responses are defined as dimen-
sions, and their analysis and names vary slightly, depending
on the approach of the scholar (Brakus et al., 2009; Jain et al.,
2017; Parasuraman, 1988; Verhoef et al., 2009).

Probably the most renowned and used approach to analyse
CX is Service Quality (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016; Roberts et
al., 2014) or SERVQUAL model and scale, developed by
Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1988). Service marketing
was originally a distinct discipline from traditional market-
ing, where the emphasis was put on marketing services and
not goods. The original SERVQUAL scale was tested across a
broad spectrum of services and touchpoints, such as banking,
credit card services, appliance repair and maintenance, and
long-distance telephone companies (Parasuraman, 1988),
thereby suggesting its generalizability across very different
settings. Indeed, the SERVQUAL scale has been used abun-
dantly to measure and understand CX in retail (Brady &
Cronin, 2001; Saricam, 2022) leading to new versions of the
scale, adapted specifically for this context (Dabholkar et al.,
1996; Lee & Lee, 2013; Martinelli & Balboni, 2012; Rahulan
et al, 2013; Zhang et al., 2019). Besides the minor differenc-
es between the different SERVQUAL scales, the evaluation of
CX is performed through different dimensions that incorpo-
rate different components of the service delivery, such as the
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look of the store, performing the tasks correctly or perform-
ing tasks on time. This approach gave the authors the first
general outline of how retail CX could be evaluated through
different dimensions that cover different reactions to the CX.
On the other hand, SERVQUAL measurements lack depth
in terms of knowledge and interaction exchanged. (e.g.,
what was interesting about the experience, what element of
the interaction was more important, etc.). Hence, they were
considered not applicable enough to give detailed insights
to retailers on what kind of elements of the interaction with
staff are appreciated and what kind of knowledge is valued by
different customers.

2.2.2 Retail Customer Experience

Looking specifically at the CX in retail, Verhoef et al. (2009)
gave depth to the CX dimensions. The authors focused on 5
core dimensions introduced by previous marketing scholars
(Gentile et al., 2007; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016; Schmitt, 1999;
Verhoef et al., 2009) and translated them into the physical
retail context. These dimensions are cognitive, affective, emo-
tional, social, and physical. The study introduced one core
pillar of this research, the social dimension. Indeed, the au-
thors explain roughly how the customers’ interaction with
one another and with staff affects their CX, but without giv-
ing an in-depth explanation of how this happens. Besides,
looking at the dimensions, Verhoef et al. (2009) offers a re-
fined construct to understand CX, and the concepts, per se,
are useful to progress in the literature. On the other hand,
from a down-to-earth perspective, the paper doesn’t offer in-
sights into what these dimensions are and doesn't offer any
metrics to verify or analyse these concepts.

Indeed, Bustamante & Rubio (2017) took Verhoef et al. (2009)
as a conceptual model, offering more advanced definitions of
the dimensions, proposing the In-store customer experience
scale, or ISCX. The authors validated the cognitive, affective,
social, and physical dimensions proposed by Verhoef et al.
(2009) and defined them more concretely, along with propos-
ing a method for measuring their impact. Each dimension
covers cognitive, affective, social and physical aspects of the
CX through different questions or items: The cognitive expe-
rience relates to how the store’s environment and products
stimulate a shopper’s mind. It's about whether the displays,
information, or overall store design encourages thinking, re-
flecting, awakening curiosity, and even inspiring new ideas
and creativity, transforming the shopping experience into a
mentally engaging activity. The affective experience captures
the emotional and mood responses provoked by the store.
This concept builds on Verhoef et al’s (2009) emotional di-
mension and was further revised by Bustamante and Rubio
(2017) to include both moods and emotions as a single, over-
arching construct. The revised affective dimension focuses on
specific feelings like happiness, excitement, optimism, and a
sense of thrill that arise from interacting with the environ-
ment of the store and the display of the products, and how
these emotions influence customers’ behaviour. This unified
approach is justified because both dimensions include subjec-
tive feelings evoked by in-store stimuli and separating them



is often impractical. This allows the analysis to focus on the
more intense emotions like excitement, which are more de-
scriptive of the customer experience than generalised moods.
The social experience focuses on the measure and power of
the interactions with other people within the retail setting.
This includes not only customer engagement with staff, such
as receiving advice or sharing opinions, but also interactions
with other customers and the sense of community that the
customer might feel from this interaction. Finally, the physi-
cal experience refers to physiological responses to the store’s
environment. It examines whether the physical attributes of
the space, like lighting, temperature, spaciousness, or even
the tactile qualities of products, make you feel comfortable,
energised, and vital, or contrarywise, create sensations of ten-
sion or discomfort, directly impacting the well-being during
the visit. These dimensions offered the authors a good con-
ceptual base, combining concreteness and depth of analysis.
Compared to the SERVQUAL dimensions, which provide in-
sights into functional features and benefits, ISCX dimensions
analyse experiences from an extended sensory, emotional,
cognitive, behavioural and relational perspectives, which sur-
pass and extend the functional ones (Bustamante & Rubio,
2017). Therefore, the ISCX from Bustamante & Rubio (2017)
and Verhoef et al. (2009) were used as first components in
the authors’ conceptual framework for this purpose. For this
research specifically, we focused only on the cognitive and so-
cial dimensions as they directly relate to knowledge sharing
between staff and customers. This focused approach aligns
with the authors’ goal of providing actionable insights and
recommendations for small specialised outdoor sports re-
tailers. Nevertheless, an in-depth explanation about how the
authors employed these two dimensions will follow in the
Method section.

2.2.3 Retail Customer Experience and
Satisfaction

Discussing Marketing literature and CX dimensions is fine
for the sake of literature, but again, taking a retailer’s per-
spective: Why at all should outdoor sports retailers consider
reading any of this literature, including this study, to improve
their local store that seems to work just fine?

Many Marketing scholars have investigated how CX dimen-
sions can be used to retrieve concrete insights for retailers.
Indeed, many focused on how dimensions affect major eval-
uative metrics such as satisfaction, loyalty, share of wallet
and Net Promoter Score (Happ et al., 2021; Hunneman et al.,
2015; Keiningham et al., 2007; Liu-Thompkins et al., 2022;
Pei et al., 2020) but what are those metrics, and how can small
specialised sports retailers approach them through satisfac-
tion?

Among all the measurements, customer satisfaction is prob-
ably the most standard practice in Marketing literature. It has
been studied how satisfaction serves as a foundational ele-
ment which then drives other major metrics of CX (Lemon
& Verhoef, 2016). Specifically, satisfaction has also been ap-

plied as a primary measure for assessing retail CX (Frinzel
& Swoboda, 2024; Friedman et al., 2011; Happ et al,, 2021;
Huddleston et al., 2009; Jain et al., 2017; Nicod et al., 2020).
The literature acknowledges that this metric is influenced by
both cognitive and emotional elements. Customer satisfac-
tion refers to a customer’s judgment and emotional response
to a product or service experience (Burns & Neisner, 2006;
Jamal & Naser, 2002; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). It’s essentially
how happy a customer is after an interaction or purchase(Pei
et al,, 2020). This feeling arises from comparing what they
expected to get from the service or product with what they
actually received, and assessing with a cognitive evaluation
whether the service has met their demands (Lemon & Ver-
hoef, 2016; Pei et al., 2020). If the performance meets or ex-
ceeds expectations, the customer is likely to be satisfied. Eval-
uating satisfaction requires a short set of questions, usually
between 3 and 5, which involve both cognitive elements (e.g.,
“The overall quality of the services provided is excellent”) and
emotional reactions (e.g., “I feel good about coming to XYZ
for the offerings I am looking for”) (Happ et al., 2021; Jamal &
Naser, 2002; Saricam, 2022).

Satisfaction has been proven to be connected to another met-
ric originated from marketing literature, and particularly
popular among companies, which is the Net Promoter Score
(NPS) (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). This single-item measure
typically asks customers about their likelihood to recom-
mend a company to others. NPS is a customer loyalty metric
conceptualised by Frederick Reichheld to provide a simple,
actionable indicator of a firm’s growth potential. It is derived
from a single survey question asking customers about their
likelihood of recommending the company to a friend or col-
league. The metric’s primary utility is to serve as a simple and
actionable management tool to provide direct correlation
between customer loyalty and profitable growth, enabling an
entire organisation to focus on improving customer relation-
ships (Happ et al., 2021; Keiningham et al., 2007; Reichheld,
2003). A higher NPS is associated with increased customer
loyalty and positive word-of-mouth, which can drive new
customer acquisition (Happ et al., 2021). Higher satisfaction
has been proven to be directly related to higher NPS (Happ
et al,, 2021), highlighting how satisfied customers are a valid
starting point to assess the efficacy of the CX, which can then
be extended with other metrics such as the NPS.

As noted in one of the qualitative interviews, another metric,
which seems to be quite important for smaller sports retail-
ers and which is driven by satisfaction, is loyalty. Loyalty de-
scribes a consumer’s sustained preference for, consistent re-
purchases from, and ongoing support for a particular brand,
product, or service (Liu-Thompkins et al., 2022). The connec-
tion between loyalty and satisfaction is widely supported in
the literature. When customers are satisfied with their expe-
riences, they are more likely to become loyal (Chatzoglou et
al., 2022; Happ et al., 2021; Keiningham et al., 2007; Yesmin
et al,, 2023). This relationship suggests that positive CXs and
the resulting satisfaction build the foundation for long-term
customer relationships. A high level of customer satisfaction
is consistently identified as a primary driver of loyalty, influ-

11



encing customers” willingness to make future purchases and
recommend the business (Chatzoglou et al., 2022; Yesmin et
al., 2023). For retailers, loyalty is crucial for achieving com-
petitive advantage and long-term success. A loyal customer
base contributes to increased market share, sales, and profita-
bility, as loyal customers are likely to spend more and provide
positive word-of-mouth (Chatzoglou et al., 2022). Therefore,
maintaining customer loyalty is considered a key challenge
for retailers in today’s competitive environment (Liu-Thomp-
kins et al., 2022).

Another key outcome linked to satisfaction is share of wallet
(SoW), which refers to the proportion of a customer’s total
spending in a specific category that they allocate to a single
retailer (Friedman et al., 2011; Hunneman et al., 2015; Kein-
ingham et al,, 2015). Intuitively, a highly satisfied customer
should dedicate a larger portion of their budget to the retailer
that satisfies them. Indeed, research consistently finds a posi-
tive relationship between satisfaction and SoW. For instance,
studies in speciality retail and grocery contexts confirm that
higher satisfaction is significantly correlated with a great-
er Share of Wallet (Friedman et al., 2011; Hunneman et al.,
2015; Keiningham et al., 2015).

With this study, wed like to offer specialised outdoor sports
retailers a hint of what can be obtained by measuring and un-
derstanding satisfaction, which drives, as the authors found
in the literature, other major metrics of CX (Happ etal., 2021;
Hunneman et al,, 2015). By focusing on enhancing custom-
er satisfaction, small sports retailers can foster stronger loy-
alty, greater customer Share of Wallet (SoW) and increased
positive recommendations (NPS), ultimately contributing to
sustainable business growth (Friedman et al., 2011; Saricam,
2022).

2.2.4 Retail Customer Experience in
Small Specialised Sports Stores

Small specialised outdoor sports retailers, defined in Figure
1, offer a unique ground for researchers and retailers when
looking at CX and satisfaction. Despite general customers
being accustomed to lower prices and the speed of e-com-
merce, for outdoor sports customers personal service quality
significantly outweighs digital solutions in creating excep-
tional CX (McKinsey, 2024a) , driving them to keep visit-
ing their local running store. This peculiar phenomenon is
possibly connected with three main aspects that characterise
small specialised outdoor sports retailers, which are: the high
expertise needed, the emotional bonding between customer
and outdoor sports, and the different CXs between generalist
and specialist retailers.

The first aspect to consider in outdoor sports, but also in
sports in general, is the expertise needed during the sport
itself and therefore during the interaction when buying out-
door equipment. In retail, the distinction between general-
ist outlets, such as traditional department stores or discount
stores, and speciality apparel stores defines in advance cus-
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tomer expectations and the significance of service quality.
Customers generally hold lower expectations for extensive
customer service at discount stores, while they anticipate
more comprehensive service from speciality apparel retailers
(Paulins & Geitsfeld, 2003). Speciality store shoppers have
been found to judge store personnel as a more important
factor in their decision to patronise a store than shoppers at
department or discount stores (Gagliano & Hathcote, 1994).
This aligns with findings that customers of larger, generalist
formats tend to place less emphasis on staft service compared
to their speciality store counterparts (Huddleston et al., 2009;
Shergill & Chen, 2008).

This effect is present and pronounced with customers in spe-
cialised outdoor sports stores who frequently seek in-depth
product knowledge and specialised guidance from salesper-
sons. For customers who may have inadequate knowledge
about highly technical or specific products, the expertise
offered by store personnel provides a crucial differentiator
(Friedman et al., 2011; Mao, 2021). This is because sports
products, such as activewear, equipment and shoes, often in-
volve complex technical features and directly impact a cus-
tomer’s performance or safety (Boroujerdi et al., 2020; Happ
et al,, 2021). In these settings, customers desire professional
advice that brings confidence in their purchasing decisions,
especially for items like specialised running shoes, where pre-
cise fit and performance are crucial (Underwood et al., 2001).
The ability of sales staff to provide expert analysis, demon-
strate product functionality, fit, and offer tailored recommen-
dations based on a firsthand experience of both the product
and the customer’s specific needs becomes essential (Borou-
jerdi et al., 2020; Happ et al., 2021). This reliance on expert
human interaction means that knowledgeable and credible
staff are not just a preference but a prerequisite for a satis-
factory CX in physical sports stores (Happ et al., 2021; Mao,
2021; Pei et al,, 2020). Indeed, the perception of staff service
has a direct positive influence on customer satisfaction in this
context, suggesting that the human interaction, enriched by
specialised knowledge, is a powerful differentiator against
e-commerce (Pei et al., 2020). This assumption highlights the
core customer need in small sports stores, which is a high
level of service funnelled through a high level of expertise in
terms of technology and experience with the products.

Building on the importance of expertise, CX in sports retail
is shaped by a deeper connection between the products sold
and the communities they represent. Unlike many other re-
tail sectors, sports products, such as team jerseys, but also
specialised equipment such as running shoes or even sup-
plementary gels, function as powerful symbols of identity
and validate community participation (Schwarz et al.,, 2022).
Consumers build and express their identity through their
choice of these items, using them to signal affiliation and au-
thentic membership within sports subcultures (Schwarzen-
berger & Hyde, 2013). Even in sport-based subcultures that
are not centred on a single commercial brand, the use of
specific branded sportswear and equipment becomes a crit-
ical way to communicate affinity and belonging within the
group (Schwarzenberger & Hyde, 2013). This dynamic offers



the outdoor sports marketplace a rare opportunity to foster a
sense of community and solidarity, providing clear symbols
that bring people together into a group identity. (Underwood
et al., 2001). The pervasive and universal nature of sport al-
lows consumers to personally identify with these products in
a way few other businesses can achieve (Karg, 2022). Conse-
quently, because these products are essential for expressing
identity and entering a desired community, a customer’s need
to understand and know about them is not just functional;
it is deeply personal and consequential. This enhanced need
for knowledge places higher importance on expertise. The
sports retailer is not just selling a product; they are guiding
the customer toward the right symbols and tools to affirm
their identity, making staff’s expertise a critical component
in facilitating this powerful emotional and social connection
(Happ et al., 2020; Karg, 2022).

The particularities of outdoor sports stores highlight how
much expertise is significant in the interaction between cus-
tomers and staft. The literature acknowledges that expertise is
needed, especially by retailers (Boroujerdi et al., 2020; Chang
etal., 2015; Happ et al,, 2021; Mao, 2021). Sports expertise, as
the authors highlight in this section, is also sought on the part
of customers, together with being part of a community, deriv-
ing a sense of identity from subculture affiliation and shared
symbols (Underwood et al., 2001; Schwarzenberger & Hyde,
2013). This makes the purchasing experience deeply personal
(Karg, 2022). Therefore, if the interaction in specialised and
small outdoor sports stores is so essential and the interaction
is built on expertise, what’s the effect of the customer’s ex-
pertise during the interaction with the staff? And how can
specialised sport retailers leverage it?

2.2.5 Concluding Summary

To summarise, this section of the review has established that
Customer Experience (CX) is a multi-dimensional concept,
with the cognitive and social dimensions being particularly
significant for understanding knowledge exchange in phys-
ical retail. While various metrics exist, customer satisfaction
emerges as a foundational and accessible gauge for retailers,
directly influencing critical outcomes like loyalty and Share
of Wallet. The unique context of specialised outdoor sports
retail amplifies the importance of these elements, as custom-
ers actively seek expertise not only for functional guidance
but also to affirm their identity within a community. There-
fore, the authors will further describe the effect of customer
expertise during staff-customer interactions, aiming to dis-
play how small specialised sports retailers can leverage this
dynamic to enhance customer satisfaction.

2.3 Customer Expertise in Retail

Expertise plays a crucial role in the interaction between staff
and outdoor customers, potentially shaping customer needs
and satisfaction. In the specialised world of outdoor sports,
the products are technical, they involve performance and in-
timate connections, and customers usually arrive with a sig-

nificant level of knowledge.

This reality leads to a crucial question for retailers and re-
searchers alike: What does the existing literature tell us about
the effects of the customer’s expertise on retail? This section
examines how a customer’s level of knowledge is understood
to influence their in-store needs and their ultimate satisfac-
tion with the service they receive.

2.3.1 Customer Expertise

In the context of consumer behaviour, expertise is recognised
as “the ability to perform product-related tasks successfully”
(Alba & Hutchinson, 1987). It is important to distinguish be-
tween two related but separate concepts, which are usually
used as synonyms, but are positioned differently on the scale
of knowledge: namely, familiarity and expertise. Familiarity
can be described as the quantity of a consumer’s experienc-
es with a product category. It is simply the number of times
someone has been exposed to or interacted with a product,
which can include everything from seeing advertisements
and browsing in a store to purchasing and using the item
(Alba & Hutchinson, 1986). A person who has seen many
ads for new running shoes has a higher familiarity with the
category.

Expertise, on the other hand, is about the quality and con-
sequence of those experiences (Alba & Hutchinson, 1987).
This goes beyond the number of interactions, and it reflects
what a consumer has learned and how efficiently they can
process information. An expert not only has experience but
has developed a sophisticated set of mental skills. This in-
cludes having a greater ability to gather new information and
to discriminate between what is significant and what is not
significant when making a purchase (Jamal & Naser, 2002).
For example, while a familiar runner knows solely some mid-
sole names, an expert understands how specific midsole com-
pounds relate to performance on the road and can filter out
marketing jargon from meaningful technical details.

The ability to perform tasks successfully is rooted in how
expert and novice customers think differently. Novices who
lack well-developed knowledge structures, tend to rely on
simple, easily processed cues or mental shortcuts, such as
brand name, price, or country of origin, and then make judg-
ments (Jamal & Anastasiadou, 2009). Their decision-making
is often less systematic. Experts, in contrast, possess more de-
veloped conceptual frameworks, allowing them to engage in
more analytical processing. They can better understand the
meaning of new product information and are likely to have
superior knowledge of existing alternatives in the market (Ja-
mal & Anastasiadou, 2009; Jamal & Naser, 2002).

Expertise concepts have very different facets in the outdoor
sports sector. In this context, expertise development covers
technical understanding of products functionalities, per-
formance attributes, materials, and design features, as well
as cultural knowledge about teams, statistics, and traditions
(Funk, 2016; Karg et al., 2022; Underwood, 2001). Looking at
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the retail CX, sports customers with varying expertise levels
demonstrate different knowledge-seeking behaviours in re-
tail environments. In general, outdoor sports customers seek
hands-on product experiences that allow evaluation of tactile
qualities, movement capabilities, and functional specifica-
tions (Happ et al., 2021; Shi, 2024). Literature also suggests
that experienced athletes (expert customers) place particular
emphasis on comprehensive product testing and specialised
technical advice to optimise performance (Happ et al., 2021).
Also, probably due to their deep connection with sports as an
expression of identity (Schwarzenberger & Hyde, 2013; Shi et
al., 2024; Underwood et al., 2001), many sports consumers
often believe they are always the most expert when discussing
any significant topic related to their favourite sport (Schwarz
& Hunter, 2008). Therefore, sports retail staff serve as crucial
knowledge sources, providing technical advice that builds
customer confidence in product performance (Happ et al,
2021; Wills, 2017), but they must also match the high consid-
eration of customers’ expertise level. This results in expertise
expectations towards the staff (Chiou et al., 2002; Joy et al,,
2023). Indeed, valued staft knowledge in outdoor sports retail
covers detailed product attributes, individual performance
needs (Chang, 2015), quality assessment, technical design
choices (Schwarzenberger, 2013), and cultural understanding
of sports communities (Underwood, 2001). This expertise
dynamic deeply influences how consumers interact with re-
tail environments, particularly their expectations and evalua-
tions during interactions with staff.

This multifaceted expertise requirement means that spe-
cialised outdoor sports retail staff should be highly attentive
to expertise in general. The staff should combine technical
product knowledge, practical experience, quality assessment
capabilities, and cultural understanding to meet the expec-
tations of diverse sports consumers. On the other hand, to
the authors’ knowledge, the literature doesn’t offer specific in-
sights linked to different expertise levels in the sports world.
From a retailer’s point of view, it’s unclear which specific areas
different types of expert customers prefer to focus on.

2.3.1.1 How Expertise is Acquired
Today

Of course, expertise is gained quite differently compared to
when Alba & Hutchinson (1987) published their seminal
research. Indeed, a consumer today may have a higher level
of expertise and familiarity with products due to traditional
ways of gaining knowledge but also the increased amount of
“content” and advertising to which they are exposed, due to
social media algorithms.

The way consumers gain familiarity and develop expertise
has been greatly reshaped by the digital era. The internet has
democratized access to any information, making it easier
than ever for consumers to achieve familiarity with a massive
range of products and brands, expanding the concept of ex-
pertise development conceptualised by Alba & Hutchinson.
In this environment, the expertise framework has evolved to

14

one which is less about simple information recall and more
about the ability to navigate and evaluate the information
landscape (Wineburg & Mcgrew, 2017). Modern expertise
today is enriched through different practices, besides first-
hand experiences (Alba & Hutchinson, 1987). One of which
is practice and repetition on digital platforms. On online
review sites, for example, a user’s expertise is often defined
by the act of generating numerous reviews. This process of
repeatedly articulating and justifying evaluations serves as a
form of practice that is crucial for developing expertise (Alba
& Hutchinson, 1987; Nguyen et al., 2021). This practice leads
to modern expert abilities, such as being able to recall almost
all existing brands from memory and automatically knowing
which brand to buy (Barrutia et al., 2015). Also, product re-
views are shared through online communities and platforms,
such as Reddit or YouTube which function as powerful learn-
ing mediums where consumers capitalise on the diverse
skills and experiences of others to solve problems and make
informed decisions (Jayanti & Singh, 2010). This is particu-
larly evident in the sports domain, where consumers are of-
ten highly engaged and face a wide range of product choices
(Funk, 2017), therefore, these platforms help to engage cus-
tomers’ knowledge and ultimately drive purchase. Technol-
ogy has made vast amounts of information easily accessible
from reviews, social media, and blogs making the consumer’s
ability to evaluate product attributes a critical part of their
decision-making process (Funk, 2017).

Along with the influence of the internet and social media,
today sports and outdoor sports expertise develops through
different stages. Consumers begin with a general aware-
ness of a sport, through practising or watching it, and then,
through learning, socialisation, increased exposure through
social media and online communities, acquire knowledge
about the attitudes, values, and history appropriate to that
community (Cunningham et al., 2016; Funk, 2017). As they
progress from simple awareness to psychological attachment
and commitment, consumers’ understanding of sports histo-
ry and present challenges grows, allowing them to access the
deeper associations related to their fandom and therefore link
it strongly to their identity (Cunningham et al., 2016; Kahle
et al.,, 2011). Furthermore, sports literature also recognises
a distinct form of expertise related to personal experience
with products. For specific products like running shoes, the
ultimate authority on performance and suitability is the indi-
vidual user. Because factors like biomechanics and personal
comfort are so unique, the consumer must become their own
expert advisor, as their individual experience is the ultimate
test of the product’s value to make a successful purchasing
decision (Werd, 2017). Therefore, modern expertise in sports
and outdoor sports is a multifaceted concept, encompassing
both a deeply internalised, self-perceived knowledge as a
spectator but also practical, singular expertise as a user.

In essence, modern sports expertise is accumulated at an
accelerated pace through digital interaction. Unlike the ex-
perience-based learning of the past, described by Alba &
Hutchinson (1987), today’s sports consumers are massively
exposed to more material and they become sports experts



by combining vast amounts of online information with their
own practical needs and first-hand experiences. This fusion
of digital knowledge and personal experiences defines the
modern sport expertise and modern sport customers.

2.3.2 Effect of Expertise on Retail CX

Distinguishing clearly expertise from familiarity (Alba &
Hutchinson, 1987) also determines the recognition of differ-
ent levels of such expertise. The differences between expertise
levels in terms of how to process and use knowledge, make
customers alter their needs, expectations and specifically how
they evaluate the retail experience.

This variation can be understood by distinguishing between
two customer extremes in general retail: novices and ex-
perts. Novices, as they cannot comprehend complex product
facts, have needs that are centred on and easily satisfied by
non-functional attributes and therefore the opinions of sales-
people can be more relevant (Jamal & Anastasiadou, 2009).
For these customers, preference and hence satisfaction are
often driven by how well a brand aligns with their project-
ed self-image rather than the brand’s advanced technicalities
(Sohail & Awal, 2017).

Expert customers, by contrast, since they engage in a more
rational and cognitive evaluation process, their needs shift
away from superficial cues toward a product’s core function-
alities and capabilities (Jamal & Naser, 2002; Sohail & Awal,
2017). Experts use efficient analytical approaches to assess an
offering, focusing on its performance and technical merits
(Jamal & Anastasiadou, 2009). These differences mean that
novice and expert customers respond differently to the re-
tail environment (Joy et al., 2023; Latour & Deighton, 2019).
Consequently, creating a positive customer experience re-
quires staff to have the ability to recognise and adapt to these
varying needs (Joy et al., 2023). Furthermore, the nature of
their needs evolves with knowledge; low-knowledge custom-
ers may focus on the quality of a single service encounter,
while high-knowledge customers look for more enduring,
relational attributes like trust and commitment (Chiou et al.,
2002).

2.3.2.1 Variation in Needs for Sports
Customers

In the sports and outdoor sports context, expertise and the
needs of different levels of expertise have been less considered
or generally lack in-depth analysis. Specifically, the variation
in needs has been studied not directly through expertise, but
through the lens of sports involvement, which is a parallel
construct to expertise that still alters the CX through a mod-
eration effect (Shi, 2024). Analysing sport environments like
events and stores, the literature has concluded accidentally
what these needs might be, but without actually validating
these results. At the same time, the requirements of staff to
meet those needs have been studied from a managerial per-

spective, again without giving much precise practical consid-
eration of the outcomes

Sports involvement reflects an individual’s interest, participa-
tion, emotional connection and the centrality of sport to their
identity (Shi, 2024). Consumers with low sports involvement,
much like novice retail customers, possess simpler mental
models for the sports domain. Consequently, their experience
is shaped by expectations and needs for guidance, clarity, and
a welcoming environment. They are likely, together with nov-
ice customers, to rely on peripheral elements and derive value
from ancillary service experiences rather than the core prod-
uct itself (Yoshida, 2017). This could translate into a need for
a well-organised store, or friendly and approachable staft,
and easy-to-understand information. Because their knowl-
edge is limited, they need validation and reassurance that the
product they are choosing is the “right” one, a need fulfilled
through straightforward advice and a positive, non-intimi-
dating atmosphere (Shi, 2024).

Conversely, consumers with high sports involvement have
developed complex knowledge structures and predictive
models for processing information (Shi, 2024). This creates a
fundamentally different set of expectations and consequent-
ly of needs, centred on depth, recognition, and intellectual
stimulation. Their focus shifts from the store environment
and basic services to emotional satisfaction or personalised
interactions, core products, and the substance of the inter-
action (Yoshida, 2017). In practical terms, the authors can
assume that highly involved sports customers will have a
distinct need for staff who can engage in a high-level, peer-
to-peer conversation about nuanced technical specifications,
which can emotionally engage them. Their journey of gaining
knowledge has made them highly accustomed to the nuances
of their sport (Kahle et al., 2011), and therefore they probably
require an in-store experience that matches this level of so-
phistication. These, however, are assumptions and not quan-
titative conclusions of the literature, due to the lack of actual
validation of specific needs and topics that sports customers
with high and low involvement, would like to satisfy.

Existing sports literature has addressed the nuanced interac-
tional needs of sports consumers with high and low sport in-
volvement only qualitatively. For instance, it is assumed that
highly involved consumers require more than basic product
information; they seek experiential validation through physi-
cal testing to assess “feel” and performance (Happ et al., 2021)
and credible advice from staff who are perceived as authentic
peers, such as an “actual runner” (Mao, 2021; Wills, 2017).
Furthermore, it is suggested that they need dialogue that ac-
knowledges the “science” behind a product and engages with
the “lore and statistics” of their sport, thus affirming their
social identity (Schwarzenberger & Hyde, 2013; Underwood
et al., 2001). On the other hand, customers with a lower lev-
el of involvement and expertise might have different needs
towards these interactions. However, these descriptions of
customer needs, while insightful, are largely derived from
qualitative studies, theoretical propositions, and expert as-
sumptions rather than direct quantitative testing.
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Having confirmed that assumptions don't find quantitative
support from sport literature that focuses on customers, the
authors also looked at the sport’s managerial literature, which
has investigated the requirements of different kinds of sport
customers from the retailers’ perspective. Studies by Bonfanti
and Yfantidou (2021) and Boroujerdi et al. (2020) underscore
that attributes such as staff passion, expertise, and custom-
er orientation are critical for creating a memorable shopping
experience and fostering loyalty. However, while these works
generally mention what is important, their managerial im-
plications often remain at a high level of abstraction. For in-
stance, suggestions to “invest in expert, passionate personnel”
(Bonfanti & Yfantidou, 2021) or ensure sellers have strong
“information knowledge” and “ethical behaviour” (Boroujerdi
etal., 2020) provide broad strategic direction but offer limited
practical guidance on the specific topics and methods for staff
to satisfy customers.

This literature highlights an effect that has not been studied
fully yet in the outdoor sport sector. In the general retail con-
text, it is understood that expertise plays a crucial role when
focusing on satisfaction and customer needs. Looking specif-
ically at small specialised outdoor sports retail though, in the
authors’ understanding, it’s clear that expertise plays a central
role in CX, especially during the interaction with staff, but the
literature does not acknowledge specifically how this exper-
tise impacts their CX, thereby missing an essential compo-
nent of CX. Furthermore, the varied needs of differing levels
of customers’ expertise during interaction with staff are only
to some degree acknowledged. This reveals a gap in both the
literature and general knowledge for specialised sports retail-
ers, whose main focus is interaction and who would benefit
greatly from such literature.

2.3.2.2 Moderating Effect of Expertise
on Satisfaction

The differences in needs and evaluation criteria between nov-
ice and expert customers lead the authors to study the effect
of expertise on satisfaction. This effect has been studied by
multiple authors through the lens of moderation. Specifically,
how expertise could have a moderating effect on satisfaction.

A moderation analysis explains how the relationship between
two variables changes depending on a third variable. Usually,
understanding moderation helps researchers identify specific
conditions where relationships between variables strength-
en, weaken, or change direction, enabling precise predic-
tions about when effects will occur and with what magnitude
(Hayes, 2022; Hair, 2019).

Looking at CX in retail, research suggests that expertise mod-
erates negatively the relationship between retail dimensions
and satisfaction (Chiou et al., 2002; Jamal & Anastasiadou,
2009; Jamal & Naser, 2002; Sohail & Awal, 2017), meaning
that as expertise increases, the positive impact of the CX
dimensions on satisfaction decreases. This moderation op-
erates through expectation formation and disconfirmation
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processes, where expert customers develop higher expec-
tations regarding service quality (Jamal and Anastasiadou,
2009), making satisfaction more difficult to achieve as the
gap between anticipated and actual service quality widens
(Churchill & Surprenant, 1982; Evans, 2006; Jamal & Ana-
stasiadou, 2009). This concept is known as the disconfirma-
tion paradigm. Because experts possess superior knowledge
and abilities, they are likely to have significantly higher and
specific expectations from service providers (Jamal & Ana-
stasiadou, 2009). According to the paradigm, these elevated
expectations make experts inherently more difficult to satisfy.
(Churchill & Surprenant, 1982; Evans, 2006; Jamal & Anasta-
siadou, 2009; Jamal & Naser, 2002).

This moderation can be understood through how satisfaction
is formed. For novice customers with limited knowledge,
satisfaction is heavily influenced by self-image congruence
or other peripheral cues (Sohail & Awal, 2017). For expert
customers, these factors become less important, and their
satisfaction instead depends on fulfilling functional and per-
formance-related criteria. Similarly, as described in the sports
retail literature, highly involved consumers who behave like
the experts described by Alba & Hutchinson (1987), are more
sensitive and critical when evaluating marketing efforts and
retail environments (Koo & Lee, 2019). For these highly in-
volved individuals, satisfaction is less likely to be influenced
by superficial cues. Instead, their satisfaction relies on ful-
filling functional and performance-related criteria, such as
product quality, technical expertise of staff, and the store’s
authentic connection to the sport. As Koo and Lee (2019)
suggest, a poor fit between a store’s offerings and their higher
expectations moderate their satisfaction, leading to scepti-
cism and lower satisfaction. Conversely, consumers with low
sports involvement tend to process their experiences more
superficially. Their satisfaction is often shaped by accessible
signals like store aesthetics, brand image, and overall service
friendliness rather than technical details. Because they are
less invested in the technical aspects of the sport, the neg-
ative moderation effect on satisfaction is not as strong as it
is for highly involved customers (Koo & Lee, 2019). There-
fore, the same in-store experience can lead to very different
satisfaction outcomes, as the level of sport involvement, and
thus expertise, moderates the criteria upon which customer
judgment is based.

2.3.3 Concluding summary

Customer expertise is a sophisticated construct, distinct from
mere familiarity, that profoundly shapes consumer behav-
iour, particularly in specialised retail settings like outdoor
sports. While modern consumers develop expertise through
diverse digital and social channels, the core distinction re-
mains that experts process information analytically, while
novices rely on simpler cues. This cognitive difference cre-
ates varying needs, with experts seeking in-depth, technology
validation and novices prioritising guidance and self-image
congruence. Although existing literature acknowledges that
expertise negatively moderates satisfaction by elevating cus-
tomer expectations, the specific needs of different expertise



levels within the sports and outdoor sports context remain
under-explored.

This report aims to address this gap by investigating quan-
titatively: How does customer sports expertise moderate the
relationship between staff interaction quality and customer
satisfaction in small specialised outdoor sports retail contexts?
Qualitative research was performed to support and expand
the quantitative results. Ultimately, this report combines and
discusses the results of the two studies, as explained in Fig-
ure 2. First, offering actionable insights for small specialised
outdoor sport retailers who heavily depend on staff-customer
interactions for their competitive edge, and second, broaden-
ing the existing knowledge in marketing and retail literature.
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Research

How does customer sports
expertise moderate the
relationship between staff
interaction quality and
customer satisfaction in
small specialised outdoor
sports retail contexts?

Purpose Purpose

Test the moderating effect of expertise and WHAT - > HOW retailers perceive and manage different cus-
drives satisfaction. tomer expertise levels during their daily interactions.
Method Method

Quantitative survey with 52 customers of special- Semi-structured interviews with 3 specialised retail
ised outdoor sports stores. managers.

Outcome Outcome

The cognitive dimension is the primary driver of sat- Revealed a focus on deep knowledge and an intuitive,
isfaction. Moderation hypothesis was rejected. informal approach to deliver conversations.

Delivery

Synthesized Findings

The cognitive dimension is more impactful than the
social dimension. This confirms retailers’ belief that
their core value is providing deep knowledge

Expertise doesn’t moderate the interaction, but it
correlates with lower satisfaction during some social
exchanges

Novices are most satisfied by foundational knowledge
and interested in finding a local community. Experts
are most satisfied by peer-level discussions on techni-
calities and interested in new trends that inspire them

Contribution
Two models for
specialised retailers

turning staff-customer
interactions into com-
petitive advantage.

Figure 2: The process adopted for this study
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3  Hypotheses

This study builds upon the recognised importance of
staff-customer interactions in specialised retail environ-
ments, particularly within the outdoor sports sector. Prior
research consistently highlights the fact that knowledgea-
ble staff and personalised service are crucial for enhancing
customer satisfaction in stores selling technical and identi-
ty-linked products (Happ et al., 2021; Mao, 2021; Pei et al,,
2020; Schwarzenberger & Hyde, 2013; Underwood et al,
2001). However, the existing literature also points to a sig-
nificant variable influencing customer behaviour, which is
customers’ characteristic level of expertise.

Drawing from consumer behaviour theories, it is understood
that experts and novice customers approach information,
form expectations, and evaluate experiences differently (Alba
& Hutchinson, 1987; Jamal & Anastasiadou, 2009; Jamal &
Naser, 2002; Joy et al., 2023; Latour & Deighton, 2019). This
distinction suggests that the effectiveness of a standard staft
interaction might not be uniform across all customer seg-
ments. Therefore, this research aims to investigate whether
customer’s sports expertise alters the strength of the relation-
ship between the quality of staff interaction and overall cus-
tomer satisfaction. To go beyond the specific statistical result
of the main hypotheses and give additional explanation to the
retailers, alongside the main research question and hypothe-
sis, two further exploratory questions were developed and are
attached in Appendix A.

3.1 The Negative Moderation
Effect of Expertise

The literature review establishes that in specialised retail the
interaction between staft and customers is foundational. For
products that are technical, performance-oriented, and tied
to personal identity, the guidance, the opportunity to feel the

Independent Variables
CX Dimensions:

o Cognitive

o Social

product, and the knowledge provided by store staff are cru-
cial drivers of customer satisfaction (Happ et al., 2021; Mao,
2021; Schwarzenberger & Hyde, 2013). A positive, inform-
ative exchange builds a customer’s confidence and validates
their decisions, leading to higher satisfaction (Chang et al.,
2015; Saricam, 2022).

However, customers are not passive recipients in this ex-
change; as highlighted, they enter the store with varying
levels of pre-existing expertise (Alba & Hutchinson, 1987).
Novice customers rely heavily on staft for basic orientation,
whereas experts have a deep understanding of technology,
market options, and their own specific needs, which makes
them more difficult to satisfy (Jamal & Anastasiadou, 2009;
Jamal & Naser, 2002). This difference in expertise also funda-
mentally alters the dynamic of the interaction. Satisfaction is
the result of comparing one’s expectations to the actual ser-
vice received (Churchill & Surprenant, 1982). The literature
consistently argues that experts, under their deep knowledge,
develop much higher and specific expectations (Chiou et al.,
2002; Joy et al., 2023). They focus on a product’s functional
performance and are less influenced by simpler cues, making
them critical evaluators and inherently harder to satisfy (Ja-
mal & Anastasiadou, 2009; Sohail & Awal, 2017).

Therefore, while a positive interaction is beneficial for all cus-
tomers, its relative impact on satisfaction is expected to be
weaker for experts. Because their satisfaction is more influ-
enced by their own high expectations, determined by higher
expertise, the positive effects of the CX dimensions delivered
through the interaction are likely to be diminished. This an-
ticipated weakening of the relationship is expected to mani-
fest as a negative moderation effect of expertise. The concep-
tual model is presented in Figure 3. Based on this reasoning,
the authors propose the following hypothesis:

H1: The positive relationship between staff interaction and
customer satisfaction is weaker for customers with higher
sports expertise.

Dependent Variable
Customer satisfaction

Moderating Variables
Customers’ Sport Expertise

Figure 3: Conceptual Interaction Model between the CX dimensions, Expertise and Satisfaction
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4  Quantitative Research

4.1 Methods

This chapter discusses the design and methods of the quanti-
tative study, followed by its results. To maintain a clear narra-
tive and since this study is paired with a subsequent qualita-
tive analysis, the discussion of the results and the conclusions
sections of the two studies have been combined in Chapter 6.

The quantitative study used an online questionnaire to gather
data from in-person intercepts of small specialised outdoor
sports retail customers. The procedure was designed with
several screening criteria to ensure the quality and relevance
of the data, focusing on the context of the interaction, the
timing of the survey, and the nature of the shopping experi-
ence.

4.1.1 Survey Design

The study was intentionally limited to customers of three
outdoor sports stores in the Netherlands to mitigate the in-
fluence of cultural variability on service expectations and in-
teraction styles (Furrer et al., 2000; Martin & Murphy, 2017;
Nam & Kannan, 2020).

To focus solely on personal shopping experiences, the survey
included a screening question that filtered out anyone pur-
chasing items for other people. This control was appropriate
because the psychological drivers and satisfaction criteria for
personal shopping are fundamentally different from those in-
volved in purchasing for others. Shopping for someone else,
especially as a gift, introduces a complex set of external pres-
sures and different goals. The shopper’s focus shifts from per-
sonal fulfilment to social considerations, such as anticipating
the recipient’s unknown preferences, managing the pressure
to choose the “right” item, and projecting their tastes onto
another person (Galak et al., 2016; Lerouge & Warlop, 2006).
These external factors would have confounded the results,
making it difficult to isolate the effect of the CX on the par-
ticipant’s satisfaction.

Also, given the context of the data collection, where partic-
ipants might be completing the survey in a rush after their
shopping trip, there was a potential risk of inattentive or care-
less responding. To mitigate this threat to data quality and
ensure the validity of the measurement scales, a single atten-
tion check was used in the survey. This took the form of an
instructed-response item, a widely used and recommended
method for identifying and filtering out careless respond-
ents without compromising overall scale validity (Kung et
al., 2018). The item presented respondents with five colour
options and the direct instruction: “To show you're reading
carefully, please select the second option below”. Participants
who failed to select the correct option (“Blue”) were consid-
ered inattentive, and their data were subsequently excluded
from the final analysis.
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4.1.2 Procedure

The data for the study was collected over 14 days. Custom-
ers were approached upon exiting the store with an informal
opening question before being invited to participate in the
survey, which was developed as a Qualtrics questionnaire.
Participants were informed that the survey was designed
for completion in under five minutes. After giving consent
to participate, the survey involved participants first answer-
ing screening questions to ensure a staft interaction had oc-
curred, then proceeding to rate their in-store experience us-
ing a series of scales delivered via an online questionnaire.

To reduce the immediate burden and allow for a considered
cognitive evaluation (Bagozzi et al., 1999), participants were
given a QR code to an online questionnaire or the respond-
ents who weren't available on the spot were given a response
window of 24-48 hours post CX in the store. This timing is
consistent with industry best practices (Keiningham et al,,
2007), also it’s recent enough to leverage detailed episodic
memory of the store visit (Tourangeau et al., 2000) and allows
for a more considered evaluation of the experience (Bagozzi,
et al., 1999; Oliver, 2010).

4.1.3 Participants

A total of 55 customers completed the survey. After a first
screening, three were excluded: one for failing the attention
check and two for selecting “Shopping for someone else” in the
screening questions. The final sample consisted of 52 partic-
ipants, with the majority between the ages of 25 and 34 years
old.

4.1.4 Pre-test

A pre-test was conducted with a purposive sample of 11 cus-
tomers to evaluate the survey’s clarity and user interface on
mobile devices. The pre-test confirmed the reliability of the
satisfaction and social experience scales. Based on feedback,
revisions were made to the cognitive and expertise scales to
improve item clarity and reduce redundancy. The adjust-
ments performed after the pre-test can be found in Appendix
C. Furthermore, the follow up ranking questions were moved
after the cognitive section to enhance the survey’s logical
flow. All final scales used in the main study held acceptable
reliability (a >.70).

4.1.5 Measures

For this study, the core survey questions focused on Cogni-
tive and Social dimensions were adapted from the In-Store
Customer Experience (ISCX) scale developed by Bustamante
and Rubio (Bustamante & Rubio, 2017). This choice was
made over established scales such as SERVQUAL (Parasur-
aman, 1988) and its retail-specific adaptation R-SERVQUAL
(Dabholkar et al., 1996) because such scales focus primarily
on process-oriented assessments of service quality based on



customer expectations and perceptions. Both SERVQUAL
scales used items which are either less applicable for training
interventions (e.g., “This store has modern-looking equipment
and fixtures”) or lack specificity regarding knowledge shar-
ing and interaction richness (e.g., “This store performs the
service right the first time” or “Excellent companies will give
customers individual attention”). On the contrary, the ISCX
scale emphasises the holistic and social aspects of customer
experience, which are more pertinent to the authors’ research
objective in providing retailers with actionable insights for
enhancing staff-customer interactions and improving cus-
tomer satisfaction (Mao, 2021). The ISCX dimensions and
questions provided were further modified for the purpose of
the study.

4.1.5.1 Variables

The independent variables were the cognitive and social di-
mensions. The items for these dimensions were taken from
the original ISCX scale developed by Bustamante and Rubio
(2017) and subsequently adapted and validated in a sports
retail context by Happ et al. (2021). The selection of items was
performed keeping an eventual training outcome in mind.

4.1.5.1.1 Independent Variable: Social Dimension

The social dimension was conceptualised as a second-order
construct comprising “interaction with staff” and “interac-
tion with other customers” (Bustamante & Rubio, 2017). For
this study, the authors focused exclusively on staff interac-
tions. This decision was supported by Happ et al. (2021), who
found that interaction with staff indicated stronger predictive
validity (B = 0.62) compared to interaction with other cus-
tomers (P = 0.49). This finding aligns with broader literature
emphasising the central role of staff interactions in sports re-
tail satisfaction (Mao, 2021; Dhurup, 2013; Boroujerdi, 2020;
Chang, 2015). The authors also excluded “I give my opinions
to this store’s staff”, which seemed redundant with “sharing
the opinion”, and ‘I interact with this store’s staff”, which was
already covered by the first screening question and didn’t add
more depth. The final instrument included 3 items, which are
considered a sufficient number to ensure statistical strength,
in line with best practices for scale development (Costello &
Osborne, 2005; Raubenheimer, 2004). Namely the three items
for the social dimensions were: “I received advice from store
staff”, “I asked the opinions of this store’s staff”, and “I shared
my opinions with the store’s staff”. As with the other scales, a
7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree)
. 'This format was drawn from the original ISCX scale de-
veloped by Bustamante and Rubio (2017) and subsequently
adapted and validated in a sports retail context by Happ et al.
(2021). This format is standard for measuring attitudinal con-
structs, as it provides a sufficient range of response options to
capture variance in customer sentiment (Happ et al., 2021).

4.1.5.1.2 Independent Variable: Cognitive Dimension

This dimension was measured using the 8-item scale, which

was revised during the pre-test phase. The scale captures the
extent to which the in-store experience stimulates customer
learning, curiosity, and reflection. A 7-point Likert scale (1
= Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree) was used for these
items, as suggested by the literature (Bustamante & Rubio,
2017; Happ et al., 2021).

The original items from the ISCX scale, such as “Make me
think and reflect” and “Awaken my curiosity”, provided a ro-
bust foundation for measuring the cognitive experience.
However, to make these items more actionable for retailers,
they were contextualised using specific knowledge categories
identified as highly valuable to sports retail customers. A re-
view of significant literature, supported by an Al-driven the-
matic analysis through Google AI Studio of key studies, iden-
tified several recurring themes in what customers seek from
store staff. These include detailed information on technical
features, guidance on athletic needs, insights into current
trends, and advice on performance characteristics (Chang et
al., 2015; Happ et al.,, 2021; Mao, 2021; Wills, 2017). Custom-
ers expect “professional advice that gives me the feeling of confi-
dence” (Happ et al., 2021), and value staft with the “knowledge
to explain the product attributes, so that they can choose the
right product depending on their sports involvement” (Chang
et al., 2015; Rahulan et al., 2013)

This adaptation process was further guided by the theoret-
ical distinction between the utilitarian and hedonic value
that customers derive from a retail experience (Ladeira et
al., 2016). Utilitarian value is concerned with the objective,
tangible, and functional attributes of products, represent-
ing a core motivation for consumers (Ladeira et al., 2016).
Conversely, hedonic value involves more of the emotional
and experiential aspects of consumption, such as feelings,
fun, and fantasy (Ladeira, 2016). To capture utilitarian value,
items were developed to address the functional and perfor-
mance aspects of products, such as “I discovered creative ideas
for combining/adapting products”. To capture hedonic value,
items were designed to tap into the more intangible elements
of the interaction, for example “ I was inspired to learn more
about sports through conversations with staff’. Similarly, items
were developed to measure customer reflection on their per-
sonal athletic needs (utilitarian) and their interest in the his-
tory and evolution of sports brands (hedonic), which is also
an element known to strengthen brand associations (Keller,
2003; Underwood et al., 2001).

4.1.5.1.3 Dependent Variable: Customer Satisfaction

Customer satisfaction or absolute satisfaction (Keiningham
et al, 2007, 2015), was measured using a multi-item scale
with items primarily adapted from previous research in the
sports retail context (Happ et al., 2021). Consistent with the
literature, a 7-point Likert-type agreement scale was used (1
= Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree).

As an alternative measure to absolute satisfaction, relative sat-
isfaction was considered but deemed unsuitable for the context

of this study (see Appendix B4). While relative satisfaction
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Measurement Variable Measured

Scale Type

Question(s) / Statement(s)

Independent Variables Social Dimension

Cognitive Dimension

Value of Topics

Moderator Variable Customer Expertise

Dependent Variable Customer Satisfaction

Screening Questions Interaction Check
Shopping Focus

Attention Check

7-point Likert Scale (1 = Strongly disa-
gree, 7 = Strongly agree)

7-point Likert Scale (1 = Strongly disa-
gree, 7 = Strongly agree)

Rank-order question (from #1 most
valuable to least valuable)

7-point scale, (1 = I know little, 7 = I
know a lot)

7-point Likert Scale (1 = Strongly disa-
gree, 7 = Strongly agree)

Yes / No
Multiple Choice

Multiple Choice (Instructed response)

I received advice from store staff

I asked the opinions of this store's staff

1 shared my opinions with the store's staff.

I learned interesting things about sports products
from the store staff.

1 felt curious about sports or equipment when in
conversation with staff.

I discovered creative ideas for combining/adapt-
ing products...

I discovered interesting ideas about sports
through conversations...

I was inspired to learn more about sports through
conversations with staff.

I was interested during the conversation with

the staff.

I reflected on what best suits my athletic needs
based on the conversation...

I thought about how equipment affects perfor-
mance during the conversation with the staff

Thinking about your conversation with the staff;
which of these topics came up?

Product fit and sizing guidance
Care and maintenance instructions
Product comparisons between brands/models

Material composition and durability information

Performance advice for extreme/challenging
conditions

Current sports trends and innovations

Historical information about brands and
products

Adbvice tailored to my skill/involvement level

Information about local sports clubs, groups,
or events

Others, not mentioned above:

Knowledge of sports equipment and technology

Experience with sports products

Being informed about materials used in sports
equipment

Being informed about sports brands and their
history

Knowledge of current trends in sports

I have very positive feelings toward this sports
retail store.

1 feel good about coming to this store for sports
products.

I am satisfied overall with this store and the
service they provide.

1 feel satisfied that this store produces the best
results for me.

Did you interact with any store staff during your
visit...?

During your visit to the sports store, did you shop:
For yourself / For someone else?

To show you're reading carefully, please select
the second option below.

Table 1: Measurements Overview
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offers a valuable competitive perspective by comparing a cus-
tomer’s satisfaction with one firm against their satisfaction
with competitors (Keiningham et al., 2007, 2015), its meas-
urement introduces significant methodological complexity.
Relative satisfaction would require identifying each partici-
pant’s unique portfolio of competing stores and asking them
to rate each one, significantly increasing the cognitive burden
on respondents in a field-intercept setting. Consequently, the
absolute satisfaction measure was chosen as the most direct,
feasible, and appropriate method for answering the research
question within the scope of this project, also according to
the literature analysed (Burns & Neisner, 2006; Franzel &
Swoboda, 2024; Happ et al., 2021; Pei et al., 2020).

4.1.5.1.4 Moderator Variable: Customer Expertise
and Sport Preference

The moderator variable, customer expertise, was measured
using a multi-item scale adapted from established research in
service environments (Jamal & Anastasiadou, 2009; Jamal &
Naser, 2002). For this study, the items were contextualised for
the sports retail domain, focusing on a customer’s self-per-
ceived knowledge of equipment, brands, materials, and tech-
nical features. A 7-point semantic differential scale was em-
ployed, using bipolar anchors (e.g., “I know very little” to “I
know a lot”). This is a format well-validated for measuring
self-assessed expertise (Bell et al., 2005; Rocklage et al., 2021)
and confirmed via pre-testing to be suitable for mobile in-
terface. The final item order was structured to align with the
theoretical distinction between utilitarian (e.g., equipment
technology) and hedonic (e.g., brand history) knowledge
(Ladeira, 2016). To conclude the survey, participants were
asked to specify their primary sport, allowing for contextual-
ization of their expertise.

4.1.5.2 Value of the topics

To gain a more actionable understanding of the informa-
tion exchanged during interactions, follow-up questions
were conditionally shown to participants who indicated a
moderate to high level of agreement (a score of 4 or above
on a 7-point scale) with the item: “I learned interesting things
about sports products from the store staff.

First, participants selected which topics from a comprehen-
sive list came up during their interaction. Second, they were
asked to rank those same selected topics from most to least
valuable. The list of advice topics presented to the participants
was developed from the same thematic analysis of sports re-
tail literature used to adapt the cognitive scale, considering
both utilitarian and hedonic values. (Happ et al., 2021; Ladei-
ra et al., 2016; Mao, 2021; Ruihley & Pate, 2017; Schwarzen-
berger & Hyde, 2013).

An agreement score on this statement, while useful, confirms
that an interaction occurred but fails to capture what infor-
mation was exchanged and how valuable that information
was to the customer. This distinction is relevant, as the lit-
erature suggests that consumer evaluation of information is

heavily dependent on their existing knowledge; novice cus-
tomers, for instance, are more likely to rely on general sales-
person opinions, but in general, customers evaluate informa-
tion based on prior experience and specific needs (Jamal &
Anastasiadou, 2009; Karg, 2022). By employing a rank-order
format, these questions forced participants to make trade-
offs, thereby revealing their informational priorities.

Finally, based on pre-test feedback, the ranking criterion
was refined from “most helpful” to “most valuable”. The term
“valuable” was chosen to better encompass not just function-
al utility but also the potentially memorable and impactful
encounter, which is a key driver of high satisfaction (Pine &
Gilmore, 1998; Bitner, Booms, & Tetreault, 1990). The final
overview of the questions is shown in Table 1.

4.1.6 Data Preparation and Scale
Validation

Before conducting the main regression analyses, a series of
preliminary procedures was performed on the final data set
(N=52), which can be found in Appendix E4.

First, the internal consistency or reliability of the scales was
assessed using Cronbachs Alpha. This analysis confirmed
that the scales for customer satisfaction (a = .933), cognitive
dimension (a = .879), and customer expertise (a = .927) were
reliable. However, the 3-item social dimension scale yielded a
poor Cronbach coefficient (a =.279). Consequently, the three
social items were treated as separate independent variables in
all subsequent analyses.

Second, a descriptive analysis of the key variables was con-
ducted. This initial screening of data is recommended to en-
sure the data is appropriate for any regression statistical mod-
els (Field, 2024; Hair et al., 2019). The distribution for the
cognitive and expertise dimensions was found to be reason-
ably symmetric. The distribution of customer satisfaction ex-
hibited a clear negative skew, a widespread finding in satisfac-
tion data, as most respondents tend to report being satisfied
rather than dissatisfied (Peterson & Wilson, 1992). The social
variables displayed varied distributions. For instance, the
histogram for the item “I shared my opinions with the store’s
staff” showed a bimodal pattern, with clusters of respondents
at both the low and high ends of the scale. This suggests the
presence of two distinct subgroups in the sample: those who
do not share opinions and those who actively do. While these
varied distributions provided valuable insights into customer
behaviour, none of the independent or moderator variables
showed a lack of variance or a distribution so extreme as to
be unsuitable for inclusion in a regression model. Regression
analysis is generally robust to moderate deviations from nor-
mality in the predictor variables (Hair et al., 2019). Therefore,
this preliminary analysis confirmed the suitability of the data
for the planned moderation tests

In preparation for the moderation analysis, the predictors
and moderator variables were mean-centred. This transfor-
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mation ensures that if the interaction coefficients (e.g., Cog-
nitive dimension x Expertise) are not significant, the regres-
sion coefficients (e.g., Cognitive; Expertise) are interpretable
as conditional effects, as recommended by Field (2024) when
performing moderation analysis.

Finally, before interpreting the final regression models, a set
of diagnostic tests was conducted to ensure that the assump-
tions of multiple regression were met. The test was performed
with all the combinations of variables that were used in the
final regression. The assumption of no perfect multicollinear-
ity was satisfied, as all Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values
were well below the conservative threshold of 10, and all Tol-
erance values were above 0.1(Field, 2012; Hair et al., 2019).
The Durbin-Watson statistic was found to be close to the ide-
al value of 2 for all the items, indicating that the assumption
of Autocorrelation was met. Furthermore, an examination of
all scatterplots of standardised residuals against standardised
predicted values revealed a random pattern of points, sup-
porting the assumptions of both linearity, homoscedasticity,
and homogeneity of variance for all variables. Finally, a his-
togram and a Normal P-P plot of the residuals showed only
minor deviations from a perfect normal distribution, con-
firming that the assumption of normally distributed errors
was reasonably satisfied for all the variables(Field, 2012; Hair
etal., 2019).

4.1.7 Data Analysis

Following these preparatory steps, the primary analysis em-
ployed hierarchical multiple regression to test the hypothe-
sised moderating effect of customer expertise on the relation-
ship between the CX dimensions and customer satisfaction.
This was followed by a series of exploratory analyses designed
to add depth to the findings. A non-parametric Mann-Whit-
ney U Test was performed on the ranking data to understand
how customer priorities differ between low and high exper-
tise levels. Finally, to analyse the main effect of the cognitive
dimension on satisfaction, a Spearman Correlation was con-
ducted to identify which specific cognitive items were the
strongest predictors of satisfaction for each expertise group.
All the tests were performed on SPSS. The detailed reasoning
and SPSS results can be found in Appendix E4.

4.2 Results

To test the Conceptual Interaction Model explained in Fig-
ure 3, the data analysis employed multiple regression analy-
sis, following the approach used by Jamal and Anastasiadou
(2009) and Jamal and Naser (2002) for examining modera-
tion effects in service satisfaction research. The regression
was then followed by Mann-Whitney U test, performed on
the ranking data to understand what topics customers value
most, based on two levels of expertise. Then, given the re-
sults of the multiple regression analysis, the authors explored
the drivers of satisfaction, but looking only at the cognitive
dimension, split between the two expertise levels through a
Spearman correlation analysis.
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The data collected from 52 participants were subjected to pre-
liminary analysis to validate the measurement instruments
and prepare the data before proceeding to the primary hy-
pothesis tests and subsequent exploratory analyses. This sec-
tion details the results of each analytical phase.

4.2.1 Effects on Satisfaction of
Cognitive and Social Dimensions

Since the interactions between CX dimensions and expertise
were not significant for satisfaction, as shown by Model 2 val-
ues in Table 2, the authors interpret the main effects from
Model 1 of the regression, according to Hayes (2022) and Ai-
ken (1991).

The cognitive dimension was the strongest predictor of cus-
tomer satisfaction (B = 1.080, p < .001). The three items in-
tended to measure the social dimension did not form a relia-
ble scale (a =.279). When analysed as separate variables, only
one of the three emerged as a clear, significant predictor. The
variable of “I shared my opinions...” (B = .283, p = .046) posi-
tively contributed to customers” overall satisfaction. Notably,
neither “I received advice..” (B = .571, p = .096) nor “I asked
the opinions..”(B = 271, p = .064) had a statistically signifi-
cant impact on satisfaction.

When directly comparing the relative influence of these di-
mensions, the standardised effect for the cognitive dimension
(B = .699) was considerably larger than that of the only sig-
nificant social variable, “I shared my opinions...” ( = .288).

4.2.2 Expertise and Its Effect on
Satisfaction

While expertise did not moderate the fundamental rela-
tionship between the CX and satisfaction, it independently
showed a significant inverse relationship with satisfaction.
This pattern was evident in the regression models focused
on the direct effect of the social variables on satisfaction. A
significant negative effect of Expertise on satisfaction was
found when customers were “Receiving Advice” (B = -.319, p
=.006) and when they were “Sharing Opinion” (B = -.389, p
=.002). This consistent negative coefficient indicates that as a
customer’s self-assessed expertise increases, keeping the two
social variables constants, their reported level of satisfaction
tends to decrease. This direct negative relationship was absent
when analysing the Cognitive dimension of the experience(B
= -.109, p = .200) and “Asking for Opinions” (B =.271, p =
.054), where the effect of expertise on satisfaction was not sta-
tistically significant (Table 2).

4.2.3 Analysis of Priorities with
Ranking Data

To understand what kind of information customers value
most, the authors analysed their rankings of different top-



ics. The analysis employed a Mann-Whitney U Test to test
whether there is a difference between low and high expertise
groups (Table 3).

The analysis revealed a statistically significant difference
for “Technical specifications and performance features” (U =
36.00, z = -2.92, p = .004). An inspection of the mean ranks
indicated that this topic was ranked as more valuable by the
high-expertise group (M Rank = 9.10) than the low-exper-
tise group (M Rank = 18.70). A significant difference was also
found for “Current sports trends and innovations” (U = 1.00, z
=-2.04, p = .042) with the high-expertise group ranking it as
more valuable (M Rank = 2.33) than the low-expertise group
(M Rank = 5.80). Conversely, all the other topics demonstrat-
ed universal importance, showing no significant relationship
with expertise.

Finally, the analysis uncovered a unique case for the topic of
“Information about local sports clubs, groups, or events”. The
Mann-Whitney U test could not be performed. While 13 par-
ticipants in the low-expertise group provided a rank for this
topic, no participants in the high-expertise group did.

4.2.4 Satisfaction Drivers Based On
Cognitive Items and Expertise Levels

Examining the regression results, the authors determined
that the cognitive dimension was the primary predictor.
Therefore, it was further investigated which of the eight in-
dividual cognitive items was the strongest, using Spearman’s
rank order correlation (Table 4).

Independent Variables
CX Dimensions:

o Cognitive

» Social

For the low expertise group (N = 37), the single strongest pre-
dictor of satisfaction was “I reflected on what best suits my
athletic needs...” (p = .613, p < .001). This was followed very
closely by “I felt curious about sports or equipment..” (p = .610,
p < .001) and “I learned interesting things...” (p = .562, p <
.001). For the high-expertise group (N = 15), the results were
“I was inspired to learn more...” being the strongest predictor
(p = .831, p < .001), followed by “I was interested during the
conversation” (p = .662, p < .001), and “I learned interesting
things about sports products” (p = .630, p = .012).

4.2.5 No Evidence of Moderation

The central hypothesis of this study is that customer sports
expertise would moderate the relationship between staff in-
teraction quality and customer satisfaction. Specifically, it
was expected that the general influence of a high-quality in-
teraction would be weaker for customers with higher exper-
tise.

To test this hypothesis, a series of hierarchical multiple re-
gression models was employed to analyse the different com-
ponents of the interaction with staff, which the authors broke
down into several items. The regression interactions terms,
indicated as Model 2 in Table 2, were composed of the cog-
nitive dimension and each of the three individual social var-
iables: “Receiving Advice”, “Asking the Opinion”, and “Sharing
the Opinion”. The analysis revealed that the interaction be-
tween expertise and the cognitive dimension was non-signif-
icant (B = -.036, p = .757), as were the interactions with the
social variables of “Receiving Advice” (B = -.215, p = .345),
“Asking for Opinions” (B = -.116, p = .312), and “Sharing
Opinions” (B = .028, p = .798).

Dependent Variable
Customer satisfaction

Moderating Variables
Customers’ Sport Expertise

Figure 3: Conceptual Interaction Model between the CX dimensions, Expertise and Satisfaction
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Variable B SE B Sig.

Analysis 1: Social Dimension (Receiving Advice)

Model 1
(Constant) 5.67 .160
Social Variable 1 (Receiving Advice) 571 337 223 .096
Expertise -.319 111 -379** .006**
Model 1 Statistics R*=.169, F(2,49) = 4.98, p = .011

Model 2
Receiving Advice x Expertise -215 226 -.125 .345
Interaction Test (Model 2) AR® =.184, F(1, 48) =091, p = .345

Analysis 2: Social Dimension (Asking the Opinion)

Model 1
(Constant) 5.67 159
Social Variable 2 (Asking Opinion) 271 143 257 .064
Expertise -23 114 -27 .054
Model 1 Statistics R*=.180, F(2, 49) = 5.38, p = .008

Model 2
Asking Opinion x Expertise -.116 113 -.154 312
Model 2 Statistics AR? =198, F(1, 48) = 1.04, p = .312

Analysis 3: Social Dimension (Sharing the Opinion)

Model 1
(Constant) 5.67 158
Social Variable 3 (Sharing Opinion) 28 138 .288* .046*
Expertise -.389 118 -.46** .002**
Model 1 Statistics R*=.190, F(2, 49) = 5.74, p = .006

Model 2
Sharing Opinion x Expertise .028 109 .036 .798
Model 2 Statistics AR? =191, F(1, 48) = 0.07, p = .798

Analysis 4: Cognitive Dimension

Model 1
(Constant) 5.67 116
Cognitive Composite 1.08 154 699%** <.001%**
Expertise -.109 .084 -13 .200
Model 1 Statistics R*=.562, F(2,49) = 31.39, p < .001

Model 2
Cognitive x Expertise -.036 116 -.031 757
Model 2 Statistics AR? =.001, F(1, 48) = 0.10, p = .757

Dependent Variable: Satisfaction score

Note. B = unstandardised regression coefficient; SE = standard error; § = standardised regression coefficient.
*p < .05, **p < 01 ***p < 001.

Table 2: Summary of Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analyses Predicting Customer Satisfaction
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Low Expertise High Expertise

Value of the Topic Mean Rank Mean Rank U z p
Technical specifications and performance features 18.70 9.10 36.00 -2.92 .004**
Product fit and sizing guidance 18.11 23.58 65.50 -1.22 223
Care and maintenance instructions 5.50 5.50 8.00 0.00 1.000
Product comparisons between brands/models 17.74 18.88 101.00 -0.29 771
Material composition and durability information 14.26 9.00 33.00 -1.56 118
Performance advice for extreme/challenging conditions 5.67 3.80 4.00 -1.12 263
Adbvice tailored to my skill/involvement level 15.52 19.25 41.00 -0.80 422
Current sports trends and innovations 5.80 2.33 1.00 -2.04 .042%
Historical information about brands and products 2.00 2.00 1.00 0.00 1.000
Information about local sports clubs, groups, or events 7.00 n/a n/a n/a n/a

Note. Low Expertise Group N = 37; High Expertise Group N = 15. A lower Mean Rank indicates a higher valuation. The test for "Information about local sports clubs" could not be performed
as the high-expertise group was empty (N=0).

*p <.05,%*p < .01L.

Table 3: Mann-Whitney U Test Results for Topic Value Rankings by Expertise Group

Low Expertise Group High Expertise Group

(N=37) (N=15)
Cognitive Item Spearman's p Spearman's p
I learned interesting things about sports products .562%%* .630*
I felt curious about sports or equipment .610%* .099
I discovered creative ideas for combining/adapting products .320 071
I discovered interesting ideas about sports 478+ .455
I was inspired to learn more about sports A31%* 831%*
I was interested during the conversation .406* 662%%%
I reflected on what best suits my athletic needs L613%** 449
I thought about how equipment affects performance 464+ 254

*p <.05. *p < .01 ***p < .001.

Table 4: Correlations Between Cognitive Items and Satisfaction
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5 Qualitative Research

5.1 Methods

This chapter discusses the design and methods of the qualita-
tive study, followed by its results. The quantitative survey was
followed by qualitative interviews to explore and expand the
findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2014). This approach aimed to
achieve data triangulation, by employing different methods
to gather insights to enhance the overall validity and richness
of the research, incorporating the perspective of the retailers.
By comparing the statistical results from the customer survey
with the knowledge of store managers, this phase was em-
ployed to neutralise the authors’ potential biases and create a
holistic and robust understanding of the customer experience
(Jick, 1979), ensuring that the study’s conclusions were not
only statistically sound but also practically important to the
stakeholders they are intended to inform.

5.1.1 Data Collection

Participants were recruited via convenience sampling through
personal connections within the outdoor sports retail sector
in the Netherlands. Three of the five small Dutch specialised
outdoor sports retailers contacted agreed to be interviewed.
The interviews were held online with semi-structured con-
versations in which managers were presented with some of
the study’s early conclusions to verify the resonance and plau-
sibility of such results. The script of the interviews is attached
in Appendix F.

Firstly, the survey revolved around the practical differences
managers observe when interacting with high and low exper-
tise customer groups and whether their store had developed
strategies to leverage these differences. This approach allowed
the authors to investigate the main research question while
also making the concept of moderation understandable to re-
tailers. Furthermore, since the quantitative results indicated
that information about the community was valued exclusive-
ly by customers with lower expertise, the interviews explored
how retailers perceive and approach community engagement
in practice. Concurrently, to understand the interaction from
the expert’s side, the interviews investigated how retailers re-
spond to and strategically exploit the demand for technical
specifications and emerging trends.

Secondly, the interviews were to expand the context behind
the quantitative findings, particularly regarding current staff
training practices, if specialised sports stores employ meas-
ures such as satisfaction or NPS (Net Promoter Score), and
the challenges of working with different customer expertise
levels. Additionally, the interviews sought to identify gaps
in the quantitative research and to uncover unmet needs or
emerging themes that could guide future research directions.

5.1.2 Analysis

Theme analysis was performed on Atlas.ti on the three inter-
views, and seven themes were extrapolated: Deep Expertise
and Honest Service; Unstandardised Approach for Novice
and Expert Customers; Passion-Driven and Informal Train-
ing; Unexploited Community Hub; Proactive vs. Reactive
Trend Spotting and Curation; Immediacy and Tactile En-
gagement; Less Measures and More Feeling.

5.2 Interviews Results

The analysis of the three interviews conducted with spe-
cialised outdoor sports retail managers revealed seven key
themes related to their business strategies, customer engage-
ment, and market positioning. All of them shared core values
on how to run the store and how to interact with clients, re-
sulting in great strengths but also missed opportunities.

5.2.1 Deep Expertise and Honest
Service

All three managers identified deep product knowledge, a
curated selection, and honest advice as their primary com-
petitive advantages. Manager 2 described his stores as a
“cluster of knowledge,” where multiple services meet. These
services included higher expertise of the staff, but also phys-
iotherapists and running specialists for different disciplines.
He also mentioned that compared to brand-owned stores,
their advantage was having multiple brands and products to
compare. Manager 1 stated similarly that his store’s expertise
originates from deeper and first-person product selection,
therefore providing the customers only products from varied
brands, which he trusted and knew personally. Manager 3,
whose staff are all ultra-runners, positioned their advice as
“more honest” compared to single-brand stores, since almost
everything is chosen and tried before suggesting it to the cus-
tomer. Also, having access to very different brands led both
Manager 3 and Manager 2 to the strategic use of niche, high-
end products to differentiate the store and cater to emerging
trends, such as equipment for the sport of Hyrox or adding
some very high-end trail running shoes like Norda, to attract
expert clientele.

5.2.2 Unstandardised Approach for
Novice and Expert Customers

A consistent finding was the use of an intuitive, non-standard-
ised process for segmenting and interacting with different cus-
tomer types. All managers identified distinct customer arche-
types, including the beginner, the expert, and “pseudo-expert”,
based on how they interact and what their needs are. Con-
sequently, they adapt their communication style accordingly,
but without any structured approach and without any guide-
lines on topics to cover. All of them shared a similar approach
based on posing at the beginning general questions to every
kind of customer, but then it is up to the staff where to carry
the conversation and how to adapt their conversation style.
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5.2.3 Passion-Driven and Informal
Training

This informal approach was also noted in the training. The
interviews revealed a universal reliance on passion-driven
training that happens more accidentally, rather than struc-
tured, formal programs. Training methods included observa-
tion and following of senior staft, sometimes quick post-in-
teraction debriefs, and personal product testing by staft.
Manager 3 described the use of modern channels to share
knowledge, including brand webinars, group chats, and You-
Tube reviews. He also reported a practice of matching staff to
customers based on shared interests to personalise the service
and leverage staff’s particular knowledge. All three managers
emphasised hiring staff who are already passionate about the
sport, but none of them seemed to have any specific plans on
how to carry out training.

5.2.4 Unexploited Community Hub

The preliminary quantitative results revealed a unique need
specific to the novice customer, which was confirmed with
the final analysis. While experts showed no interest in the
topic it was noted that novice customers valued “Informa-
tion about sport clubs”. This result was further investigated in
the interviews. The theme was perceived as important to the
managers, but it was coupled with an acknowledgement of
the practical difficulties in execution by all three managers.
Manager 1’s approach was the most passive, involving rec-
ommendations of local clubs, but just hoping that custom-
ers would remain active. Manager 2 suggested that building
a community was important, but found it required a lot of
work to implement fully. Manager 3’s store was the most ac-
tive, organising monthly brand-sponsored community runs
and events, while still noting that establishing a vibrant and
especially deeply rooted daily community remained a chal-
lenge and that it’s something they need to work on.

5.2.5 Proactive vs. Reactive Trend
Spotting and Curation

While all managers practised inventory curation, their meth-
ods for identifying trends varied. The approaches of Manag-
er 1 and Manager 2 were primarily reactive, with inventory
decisions driven by direct customer requests and analysis of
sales data. In contrast, Manager 3 described a distinctly pro-
active strategy of “actively monitoring elite athletes and social
media” to identify emerging trends and stock products before
they achieve mainstream popularity, thereby positioning the
store as a trendsetter.

5.2.6 Immediacy and Tactile Engagement

Another fundamental value of the physical retail space was
consistently attributed to tactile engagement and the imme-
diacy of purchase. All managers highlighted the importance
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of the customer’s ability to “try on, touch, and feel the prod-
uct”. Manager 3 emphasized the importance of immediacy
in his store’s model. Unlike bigger competitors like brand-
owned stores or generalists who have customers try products
in-store and then ship them later, the physical store allows
customers to “take it home right now” He was also the only
manager to comment on emerging in-store technology like
advanced display options, expressing interest in its potential
while remaining sceptical of “old-school” methods like tread-
mill analysis.

5.2.7 Less Measures and More Feeling

The final notable theme that emerged was the general absence
of formal systems for measuring customer satisfaction, with
all three managers relying instead on informal, qualitative in-
dicators. The managers reported that their assessment of cus-
tomer satisfaction is derived from passive and observational
data. This includes monitoring unsolicited online reviews
(Manager 2), observing repeat business and customer refer-
rals (Manager 3), and determining satisfaction from a general
“feeling” of happy customers in the store (Manager 3). Man-
ager 1 defined his primary success metric not as immediate
feedback but as long-term loyalty, exemplified by a customer
returning a year later with a well-used product. This reliance
on informal metrics was contrasted by Manager 3, who stated
that while they “monitor sales and products a lot better, there
is no “real measuring” of customer satisfaction or any other
satisfaction metric, despite acknowledging that “[they] proba-
bly should” Therefore, while customer loyalty and satisfaction
are significant to their value proposition, the measurement of
these constructs remains an underdeveloped aspect of their
operations.






6  Discussion and Conclusion

This study was designed to address a significant gap identified
in the literature review: while the importance of expertise is
known, the literature doesn’t offer specific insights linked to
different expertise levels in the sports world. To investigate
this, the study posed the central research question: How does
customer sports expertise moderate the relationship between
staff interaction quality and customer satisfaction in small spe-
cialised outdoor sports retail contexts? This was followed by
a central hypothesis that the positive effect of these interac-
tions would be diminished for customers with higher sports
expertise. The results, however, rejected this hypothesis and,
combined with the qualitative interviews, revealed a nuanced
and insightful understanding of the in-store experience com-
pared to other literature on the topic.

6.1 Experts’ Social Load

The primary finding of this research is the rejection of the
central moderation hypothesis: The positive relationship be-
tween staff interaction and customer satisfaction is weaker for
customers with higher sports expertise. The analysis revealed
no evidence that customer expertise weakens the positive
relationship between the quality of staft interaction and cus-
tomer satisfaction in the outdoor sports physical retail. This
suggests that the value of high-quality staft-customer inter-
actions is robust and universally beneficial for novice and
expert sports customers alike. This finding aligns with the
general approach mentioned by retail managers in interviews
conducted for this study, where managers agreed that positive
interactions are considered crucial for all kinds of customers.

This raises a critical question: If expert sports customers are
harder to satisfy according to the retail and marketing liter-
ature , why did their expertise not moderate the effect of the
customer experience? The answer could lie not in modera-
tion, but in the direct, partial effect of expertise itself. Despite
the absence of a general moderating effect, as expertise in-
creased, satisfaction decreased when “Receiving advice” and
when “Sharing Opinion”, when these two variables are kept
constant. This effect was not present for the cognitive dimen-
sion of the staff-customer interaction, nor for the social var-
iable “Asking the Opinion”. These results could be a detailed
application of the disconfirmation paradigm, which states
that higher initial expectations possessed by expert custom-
ers create a wider gap with the actual service received, leading
to lower satisfaction (Churchill & Surprenant, 1982; Evans,
2006; Jamal & Anastasiadou, 2009; Jamal & Naser, 2002).
Applied to this study, it suggests that expert customers hold
elevated expectations for the quality of staff-customer inter-
actions in sports stores, making them inherently harder to
impress than novices in these specific moments of the inter-
action.

The absence of a moderation effect and the new perspective
on the disconfirmation paradigm improve the conclusions

of previous research by clarifying the context where an ex-
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perts critical view is most active. When experts engage in
interactions, they may start with a satisfaction deficit due to
higher expectations. As a result, advice from staff that doesn’t
align with the expert’s complex knowledge might be seen as
inadequate. Even positive interactions may not fully address
this initial gap, leading to frustration and diminished satis-
faction. Such interactions might no longer be seen as valu-
able consultations but a potentially frustrating ones or one
where expertise isn’t properly recognised. Likewise, when an
expert shares their opinion, they anticipate being treated as a
knowledgeable peer, which means they might not feel suffi-
ciently validated. If staff fail to acknowledge their perspective,
it could undermine the customer’s sense of identity and lower
their satisfaction. During the interview with Manager 2, this
theme was mentioned. Some customers may wish to discuss
anything related to their favourite outdoor sport extensively.
This desire is fulfilled only when sales staff possess in-depth
knowledge of the equipment, which isn’t always the case. All
the retail managers interviewed for this study mentioned
that the exchange of knowledge is sometimes overlooked or
taken for granted. A structured approach to integrate deeper
knowledge could help enhance satisfaction for expert cus-
tomers by validating their expectations and fostering high-
er-level conversations.

In contrast, this negative effect disappears when the interac-
tion shifts to cognitive stimuli or when the expert custom-
er is proactively asking opinions. This suggests that in these
moments, the expert’s mindset probably shifts from that of
a critical evaluator to an interested learner, thus neutralising
the negative effect of expertise on satisfaction. While expert
customers might acquire useful knowledge, which is a cogni-
tive gain, they are also assessing the credibility of the employ-
ee during the interaction.

Therefore, this study suggests that while experts value the in-
store experience, their satisfaction could be particularly sen-
sitive during some staff-customer interactions, highlighting
these moments as critical touchpoints that require a higher
degree of understanding from retail staff. The moderation
hypothesis was not supported because expertise does not ap-
pear to change the value of a good interaction, but it could
change the starting point from which that value is judged.
Expert and novice customers alike probably appreciate a
helpful, engaging staff. The difference could be that for an
expert, that positive experience could be working against a
pre-existing satisfaction deficit created by their higher critical
standards, as noted by the literature (Jamal & Anastasiadou,
2009; Jamal & Naser, 2002). This explains why the authors
see a direct negative effect of expertise on satisfaction when
two social variables were kept constant, but no evidence that
expertise diminishes the importance of the interaction itself.

6.2 'The Cognitive Dimension
Leads to Satisfaction

When directly comparing the relative influence of CX dimen-
sions on satisfaction, the cognitive dimension of the experi-



ence, what a customer learns, discovers, or is inspired by, is
a substantially more powerful driver of satisfaction than the
three social variables the authors analysed. This was true for
all customers, regardless of their expertise level. This result
reinforces the value proposition identified in the interviews
with all three retail managers, who emphasised that deep
product knowledge and expert advice as their primary dif-
ferentiators and key selling points. It confirms that customers
in specialised sports stores are fundamentally seeking knowl-
edge and insight (Happ et al., 2020; Mao, 2021).

Among the social behaviours, only “I shared my opinions”
emerged as a significant predictor of satisfaction, for both
levels of expertise. This suggests that for all customers, the
interaction is most satisfactory not as a one-way transfer of
information, but rather a dialogue in which customers are
encouraged to share their knowledge and feel their perspec-
tive is valued. The act of sharing opinions could be seen as
an expression of their identity and affiliation with the sport’s
subculture, a key element of the sports consumer experience
(Schwarz et al., 2022; Underwood et al., 2001).

In conclusion, the act of socialising seems, per se, less im-
pactful for customers’ satisfaction, compared to the cognitive
reaction to the information exchanged (e.g. sparking interest,
creativity, inspiration). Indeed, looking from the perspective
of the Kano model (Kano et al., 1984) the interpretation sug-
gests that the social behaviours could be a “must have” during
the CX, whereas the content of the exchanges could be the
actual “performance” enhancer for the satisfaction of outdoor
sports customers, thereby highlighting the relevance of the
analyses performed on the different kinds of values assigned
to the topics.

6.3 Value of Topics for Levels of
Expertise

The literature review established that the cognitive differenc-
es between novice and expert customers could create vary-
ing needs. The findings of this study confirm and elaborate
on this, specifying exactly what these needs could be in the
context of staff-customer interactions. The analysis of topic
values further explains the distinct needs of different custom-
er segments. Outdoor novice customers appear to be inter-
ested in the retail store as a potential first step into the local
sports community, a need that experts have probably already
fulfilled. Therefore, as expertise in a specific outdoor sport
increases, the focus of the interaction moves towards deeper
technical details and the current evolutions of the sport.

The most telling finding for the novice segment is their in-
terest towards information about local sports communities.
The Mann-Whitney U test indicates that zero experts ranked
this topic, which was exclusively picked by novice custom-
ers, highlighting that for the latter, the retail store could be
perceived as a potential, but untapped, opportunity into an
outdoor sports subculture. This finding supports the litera-
ture that frames outdoor sports products and participation

as crucial tools for identity construction and community af-
filiation (Underwood et al., 2001; Schwarzenberger & Hyde,
2013). The novice customer is not just buying a shoe; they are
buying entry into a community, therefore seeking validation
and a sense of belonging (Schwarzenberger & Hyde, 2013).
This could align with the analysis of the cognitive items
which found that novice satisfaction is driven by “learning
interesting things”, “feeling curious”, but also “reflecting on ath-
letic needs”. A community provides the ideal context for ex-
change and interaction between outdoor sports enthusiasts.
Through peers’ experiences, novices can explore the different
facets of the outdoor sport, like training programs, injuries
and explore different subcultures. The practical implication
should be a strategic shift from merely recommending com-
munities to actively creating them. Instead of pointing to an
external sports club as the managers suggested, retailers have
an opportunity to become the community and knowledge
hub themselves, leveraging the face-to-face contact and the
deep experience of the staff, to foster their own store-cen-
tric community. This is particularly crucial, given that the
outdoor sports retail market’s recent exponential growth is
largely driven by new novice customers, as one of the manag-
ers interviewed noted. By fulfilling this fundamental need of
belonging, retailers could build powerful and lasting loyalty
from the ground up with the largest growing consumer seg-
ment of the outdoor market, as indicated by the market data
(Outdoor Industry Association, 2025).

Conversely, consumers with a higher level of sport expertise
have different priorities which reflect their advanced knowl-
edge and desire for intellectual stimulation. Their high valua-
tion of topics like “technical specifications” and “current sports
trends” could be a direct expression of the analytical process-
ing that defines expertise (Jamal & Naser, 2002). Possessing
well-developed conceptual frameworks (Alba & Hutchinson,
1987), experts are not seeking basic education. Instead, they
need a higher-level, peer-to-peer dialogue that engages them.
Their satisfaction is driven by being “inspired to learn more”
and feeling “interested”, as the analysis of cognitive items
showed, which are cognitive rewards that could be unlocked
through deeper conversation. An experienced runner, for ex-
ample, is likely more driven by the inspiration to explore the
niche technical details of the sport. They might therefore place
less emphasis on general community topics and more on the
opportunity for a peer-level discussion about a new shoe with
tear-resistant material or the latest vest worn by profession-
als. This paints a clear picture of the expert as someone po-
tentially hungry for technical information that respects their
existing knowledge base. For retailers, this means conversa-
tions should be planned to “geek out”, as one of the Managers
described. The results suggest that there may be a desire to
discuss and explore the details of new technologies, debate
current trends, or examine the functional trade-offs of differ-
ent products. The strategy of Manager 3, who curates a niche
inventory based on trends set by professional outdoor athletes,
is a perfect example of satisfying this need. While universally
important topics like sizing and care could be foundational
“must-haves”, this analytical engagement could act as the true
“performance enhancer” for upper expertise satisfaction.
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6.4 Theoretical Implications

The central theoretical finding of this study, that the cognitive
dimension of staff-customer interaction is the primary driv-
er of customer satisfaction, directly addresses the previously
identified gap in the sports and retail literature and deepens
the existing literature on CX specifically within the sports
and outdoor sports retail context. While prior research in
sports retail and retail in general has consistently highlighted
the importance of expertise and staff-customer interactions
(Happ et al., 2021; Mao, 2021; Jamal & Naser, 2002; Jamal &
Anastasiadou, 2009), the authors’ analysis in this study into
individual cognitive items should allow literature to move
beyond this general assertion and recommends specific the-
oretical implications regarding this topic. Alongside its con-
tributions to retail, marketing and CX literature, this study
offers insights for the fields of Service Design by proposing a
new analytical layer for customer journey mapping.

6.4.1 Refined Model of Social and
Cognitive Dimensions

A key theoretical contribution of this study is its revision
of the relationship between the social and cognitive dimen-
sions of the in-store experience, particularly in relation to the
findings of Happ et al. (2021). Their study defined that the
most significant ISCX dimension to achieve customer satis-
faction in sport stores was the social dimension, specifically
the interaction with the staff. At first glance, the finding that
the cognitive dimension is dominant over the social appears
to be in opposition. However, a deeper examination of the
authors’ methodology and the specific items that constitute
the authors” cognitive dimension could reinforce and extend
Happ’s conclusion.

In this study, every measured cognitive item was intentionally
framed around the interaction with staff. From the literature
review, the authors concluded that the items that drive satis-
faction in the authors’ context all come from staff-customer
interactions. The cognitive dimension used in this study was
still connected with the original by Bustamante and Rubio
(2017) and used by Happ et al. (2021), but every item was
linked to the interaction with staff, thus making it a combi-
nation of the cognitive and social dimensions. According to
the results, for novice customers, satisfaction could be a two-
part process driven by the combination of cognitive stimuli
during conversation. High cognitive predictors were “learn-
ing interesting things®, “feeling curious”, but also “reflected on
what best suits my athletic needs”, highlighted by the non-par-
ametric analysis. For experts, the key predictors are about a
higher-level experience of being “inspired to learn more”, “in-
terested during the conversation” and still “learned interesting
things about sports products”. This suggests that the cognitive
benefits may not be delivered in a vacuum, but rather they
could be the direct product of a successful staff-customer in-
teraction and thus a product of the social dimension. There-
fore, the authors’ results do not diminish the importance of
the social dimension , but they specify what should happen
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within that interaction to be effective.

While Happ et al. (2021) confirmed the crucial role of staff
interaction, the findings of this research specify the cognitive
stimuli this interaction should focus on to generate satisfac-
tion: education and self-reflection for the novice, inspiration
and learning and engagement for the expert. The authors’
study thus reframes the cognitive dimension not as a separate
dimension to the social, but as the very content that could
give the interaction its value.

6.4.2 Connecting Learning, Reflection,
and Identity for the Novice Customer

The findings of this research indicate that for novice custom-
ers of specialised outdoor sports stores, satisfaction is a two-
part cognitive process: the acquisition of new knowledge, fol-
lowed by its personalisation. The findings suggest that novice
customers are most satisfied not only when they are “learning
interesting things” and “feeling curious,” but crucially, when
they are prompted to “reflect on what best suits [their] athletic
needs” This directly supports and extends the literature that
frames sports products as powerful symbols of identity relat-
ed to personal feelings, such as desired performance, the fit or
the athletic goal (Underwood et al., 2001; Schwarzenberger &
Hyde, 2013).

For the novice customers, the purchase is not merely a trans-
action, but an act of identity construction and a moment of
reflection and understanding of their athletic needs. They are
seeking the right tools and symbols to affirm their entry into
a new sports subculture (Karg, 2022). The staff’s role, there-
fore, should not just be to transfer information, but to facili-
tate a process of self-discovery through the products and by
the involvement of the novice in a community.

This finding challenges the limitations of traditional service
analysis like SERVQUAL, which focuses on functional features
and benefits of the service(Parasuraman, 1988). In the niche
of outdoor sports, a service can be delivered correctly (e.g.
the staff provide facts), but without the second, reflective step
where that information is personalised, the interaction fails to
meet the novice’s identity-related need. The satisfaction comes
from the confidence gained when abstract product features
are translated into a personal solution. Therefore, SERVQUAL
is insufficient for analysing these contexts, because it lacks
a method for deeply analysing the content shared during the
staff-customer interaction, which is critical for the CX.

6.4.3 Reframing the Role of Expertise

This study could also reframe the role of expertise within the
disconfirmation paradigm, discussed in the retail literature
(Jamal & Naser, 2002; Jamal & Anastasiadou, 2009). Expert
outdoor sports customers, with sophisticated knowledge of
the sports and well-developed conceptual frameworks (Alba
& Hutchinson, 1987), enter the store with higher and specific
expectations of the service encounter(Jamal & Naser, 2002;



Jamal & Anastasiadou, 2009). The direct negative effect of ex-
pertise suggests that the staff-customer interactions in these
stores might be failing to meet some of the elevated stand-
ards. When an expert receives advice or shares their opinion,
they could be critically evaluating the staft’s response against
their knowledge base. Any perceived gap between their ex-
pectation and the actual service delivered, such as a lack of
nuance, outdated information on the sport, or a failure to rec-
ognise the customer’s own expertise, could widen the discon-
firmation gap, leading to lower reported satisfaction (Alba &
Hutchinson, 1987).

The findings show this negative effect is not present during
interactions that involve cognitive stimuli. Outdoor experts
are most satisfied when they are “inspired to learn more” and
“feel interested”. This suggests that when a staff-customer in-
teraction successfully delivers a powerful cognitive reward,
it might override the expert’s critical filter. In this scenario,
the interaction could no longer be a service to be evaluat-
ed against a high standard, but a peer-to-peer exchange that
could provide genuine value. The satisfaction could not stem
from the social act of receiving advice, but from the cognitive
stimuli within that advice.

Therefore, the authors can refine the conclusions presented
by Jamal (2002) and Alba (1987) for the specific case of spe-
cialised outdoor sports retail, having analysed specifically the
interaction with staff. The results suggest that outdoor sports
experts satisfaction could be contingent on the quality of the
cognitive stimuli delivered through staff-customer interac-
tion. A generic social exchange with the staff might trigger
their critical evaluation and result in lower satisfaction. How-
ever, high-level interaction that delivers inspiration and novel
insights regarding current trends or technical details has the
potential to satisfy them, since it probably fulfils the sophisti-
cated need for intellectual engagement that defines their ex-
pertise. Hence, expertise might negatively impact satisfaction
during some social retail interactions as Jamal (2002) and
Alba (1987) concluded, but this effect could be neutralised
when the interaction delivers superior cognitive stimuli.

6.4.4 Implications for Design Literature

The theoretical contribution of this study for service design
could be a new method for analysing staff-customer inter-
actions within the customer journey. Current service design
tools, like customer journey maps, are excellent at identify-
ing the sequence of customer actions and emotions (Lemon
& Verhoef, 2016; Nam & Kannan, 2020). However, having
identified in this study that the most important aspect of CX
in specialised stores could be the staff-customer interaction,
such tools can be adapted to understand the phenomenon
better and ultimately better design it.

As the qualitative analysis suggested, during the prepurchase
phase in a context like small specialised retail, staff-custom-
er interactions are critical but left to the individual’s abilities.
Therefore, analysing the dialogues is essential to uncover
needs and correlate them with reactions such as satisfaction.

This study proposes that customer journey maps should
evolve to incorporate a new layer of analysis focused on the
cognitive stimuli exchanged during staft-customer interac-
tions. Thus, designers mapping customer journeys in niche
environment, similar to specialised outdoor sports stores
where staff-customer interaction is key, should consider two
variables: The cognitive stimuli exchanged by the customer
(e.g., questions about technical details or trends); The cus-
tomer’s underlying needs connected to the stimuli. The needs
could be segmented according to customers’ personal char-
acteristics that impact such needs. This study, for example,
uses expertise to distinguish between a novice’s need for iden-
tity-building and an expert’s need for peer-level discussions..

This layer would not just note that a conversation happened,
as current customer journey maps do, but it would specify the
content of the interaction that correlates with needs and even-
tually leads to behaviours and reactions, such as satisfaction.

6.5 Practical Implications

The findings of this study offer a clear advantage for spe-
cialised retailers, suggesting that a great opportunity to
outperform bigger brands and e-commerce could lie not in
competing on price or logistics, but in smaller details of the
interaction-based customer experience.

A key practical question arising from the literature was how
can specialised retailers turn the unique dynamics of their
staff-customer interactions into a competitive advantage? The
findings of this study offer a direct answer to this question.
These can be summarised first, in a three-stage roadmap that
could help small outdoor sports retailers evolve from a mod-
el based on sales figures to one built on enhanced training,
satisfaction and community. This transformation could be
a strategic pivot of the core strengths of specialised retailers
in the highly competitive market of outdoor sports. Further-
more, the roadmap could be further expanded and adapted as
a general model for any specialised retail sector.

6.5.1 Implement specific Staff
Training Program

The first and most critical stage for small specialised outdoor
sports retailers should be the development of a sophisticated
training program for store staff. The current approach, as ob-
served in the interviews, relies on an informal and contingent
sharing of knowledge. This approach leaves the needs of nov-
ice and expert customers open to interpretation and lags be-
hind the structured method implemented by bigger brands.
This research suggests that new training efforts should cover
two areas:

First, the analysis suggested that the only social behaviour
to significantly drive satisfaction for all customers was their
ability to “Share my opinions”. Therefore, training could fo-
cus on actively soliciting and engaging with the customer’s
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perspective. For a novice outdoor sports customer, this could
mean creating a space where they can share their uncer-
tainties, current struggles with the sport, and athletic goals,
allowing the staff to better personalise their advice. For an
expert customer, it could mean approaching them as a knowl-
edgeable peer and turning the interaction into a collaborative
exchange of experiences.

Second, the content of the conversation could be adjusted.
For novice customers, staff could act as educators and guides,
delivering foundational knowledge in a way that sparks cu-
riosity and encourages reflection on their athletic needs. For
experts, training might move beyond basic product facts. It
could instead focus on cultivating a high-level conversation-
al ability, enabling staff to discuss technical innovations and
current trends in a way that inspires and intellectually engag-
es them. To achieve this, exploiting the approach modern
sports consumers take when researching products and topics
(Barrutia et al.,, 2015; Cunningham et al., 2016; Funk, 2017;
Jayanti & Singh, 2010), small specialised outdoor sports re-
tailers could monitor communities, athletes, reviews on You-
Tube, Reddit and social media to spot trending topics, prod-
ucts, or to understand new values and attitudes. This would
allow them to build knowledge on the topics and trends rele-
vant to both novice and expert customers, preparing them to
discuss these subjects effectively during interactions.

6.5.2 Implement New Metrics

Following the implementation of new training, the second
stage could involve a fundamental shift in how staft perfor-
mance is measured. As the interviews revealed, the current
reliance on sales figures and “feeling” of satisfaction as the
primary metric is a significant limitation, as it reflects past
transactions and subjective impressions rather than future
potential and actual numbers. To understand the business’s
health and growth drivers, small specialised outdoor sports
retailers could begin to measure customer metrics alongside
the sales figures. As the authors highlight in this study, sat-
isfaction offers a great starting point, which links with oth-
er metrics, such as loyalty and Share of Wallet (Happ et al.,
2021; Keiningham et al., 2007). The analysis of satisfaction
or any other metric, should not be about achieving a high
score for its own sake, but about analysing the feedback to
understand precisely which elements, besides the cognitive
and social components, are generating or not, value for the
customers. This approach would permit retail management
to understand concretely the strengths and weaknesses of
the relationships being formed with their specific customers.
These insights would result in a valuable asset for long-term
sustainability, complementing the short-term sales figures.

6.5.3 Store as a Community Hub

With a well-trained staff and a data-driven understanding of
what satisfies customers, small specialised outdoor sports re-
tailers could take the most transformative step: evolving into
a genuine community hub. The bonds established through
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satisfying interactions could be the building blocks of a loyal
community. This could move the store beyond an ordinary
retail space to a central point of connection for outdoor
sports enthusiasts. Also, this step might serve an unsolved
need that emerged from the interview with Manager 3. He
indeed recognised how well-bonded communities within
outdoor sports stores are lacking. By creating an environment
that serves the novice’s need for an entry into the local scene
and the expert’s desire for high-level engagement, the retailer
would create a powerful and rooted customer base that would
further attract the expanding novice customer segment. This
community-centric model might provide a competitive ad-
vantage that is difficult for online sellers or generalist stores
to replicate.

6.5.4 Model for Specialised Retail
Experience

The principles derived from the roadmap for specialised out-
door retailers could be generalised into a model for other spe-
cialised stores. This model would allow retailers to diagnose
their unique customer experience, identify opportunities,
and turn them into a competitive strategy that drives satisfac-
tion, loyalty and Share of Wallet (SoW).

The first step should be to understand the specific needs of
the customer base related to interaction with staff. Retailers
should conduct quantitative research, such as brief in-store
intercept surveys or short online questionnaires. The goal
would be to identify the unique characteristics of their clien-
tele (e.g., levels of expertise, personal goals) and to discover
which topics and cognitive stimuli (e.g., product technicali-
ties, trends, personal reflection) correlate most strongly with
satisfaction, loyalty and SoW.

With a clear understanding of what topics and cognitive
stimuli satisfy, generate loyalty and SoW in different custom-
er segments, the next step would be to analyse these findings
and improve them with external research. Retailers might
monitor relevant social media, YouTube channels, and online
forums like Reddit to understand trending topics, points of
confusion, or unmet needs in their product domain. For a
niche skincare chain, for example, this might mean identi-
tying an ingredient viral on social media, that customers are
curious about.

The final step would be to translate these insights into two
deliverables: first, a specific training program for staff focused
on the topics identified in steps 1 and 2. Second, this research
could directly inform product curation, guiding the retailer
to stock niche brands or innovative products that are difficult
to explain on e-commerce but are better suited for an in-per-
son demonstration.

This approach could provide a structured way for small retail-
ers to leverage customer expertise, customer experience and
staff-customer relationships as an advantage and turn them
into a competitive strategy.



1. Train

2. Measure

3. Community

Implement a Specific
Staff Training Program

« Train staff to solicit and
engage with customer
perspectives.

 Tailor the content of the
conversations: Education
and guidance for novices,
inspiration and technical
details for experts.

Measure What
Drives Satisfaction

. Shift from just sales fig-
ures to include customer
metrics (satisfaction, loy-
alty, and Share of Wallet).

« Analyse the data to un-
derstand which cognitive
and social elements create
the most value.

Evolve into a Community
Hub

« Build a community
around the store to gain
a powerful, lasting com-
petitive advantage that is
difficult for others to rep-
licate.

¢

Figure 4: Roadmap for Small Specialised Outdoor Sports Retailers
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customer base that cor-
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tion, loyalty and SoW.
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to understand different
needs and correlations.

« Monitor social media,
online forums, and trends
to enrich internal find-
ings and identify unmet
needs or painpoints

« A specific staft training
program supported by
the data retrieved in pre-
vious steps.

« A curated product selec-
tion that matches cus-
tomer needs and charac-
teristics.

T 4
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Figure 5: Model for Specialised Retailers
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6.6 Limitations and Future
Developments

While this study provides valuable insights into the dynamics
of the in-store customer experience in small outdoor sports
retail, it is important to acknowledge some limitations that
could offer directions for future research.

A primary limitation is the relatively small sample size (N =
52), which had an uneven distribution between the low-ex-
pertise (N = 37) and high-expertise (N = 15) groups. As the
authors recognised in the preliminary research, there are few-
er expert customers compared to the other segments (Out-
door Industry Association, 2025). While the sample was suf-
ficient to detect strong main effects, it may have lacked the
statistical power to identify a moderation effect. A larger and
more balanced sample would provide greater confidence in
the stability of the current findings, particularly the conclu-
sion that moderation was not present. Future research should
aim to replicate this study with a larger and diverse sample to
validate these results and ensure they are not an artefact of
limited statistical power.

Secondly, the study’s findings are contextually specific to
Dutch running stores. The dynamics of staff-customer inter-
actions, the nature of expertise, and the needs of customers
may differ in other retail formats, such as retailers focused
on different sports like cycling and team sports, or retail-
ers focused on other niches such as skincare or electronics.
Similarly, as the authors highlighted in the method section,
cultural differences in customer expectations can influence
service expectations (Furrer et al.,, 2000; Martin & Murphy,
2017; Nam & Kannan, 2020). Therefore, the generalizability
of findings to other physical retail sectors and geographical
contexts might not be guaranteed. Further explanation can
be found in Appendix B. Future research should extend this
study’s framework to different categories of physical retail
and diverse cultural settings to test the applicability of the
conclusions.

Thirdly, the original items from the ISCX scale, such as
“Make me think and reflect” and “Awaken my curiosity”, pro-
vide a foundation for measuring the cognitive experience.
However, to make these items valuable to retailers, they were
contextualised using specific knowledge categories identified
as valuable to outdoor customers. A review of significant lit-
erature, supported by Google AI-driven thematic analysis of
key studies (see prompts in Appendix H), identified several
recurring themes in what customers seek from staft-custom-
er interactions (Chang, 2015; Happ et al., 2021; Mao, 2021;
Wills, 2017). While this adaptation aimed to increase the
validity and practical relevance of the authors’ measures by
modifying the wording of a previously validated instrument,
the reliability and replicability of the authors” adapted cog-
nitive items may be reduced compared to the original ISCX
scale. The properties and reliability of the original scale can-
not be assumed to fully transfer to the authors’ items. There-
fore, a potential replicating study might have different themes
due to the potential different outcomes of the analysis sup-
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ported by the same Al tool. Although the authors’ approach
provided a reasoning for these edits, future research could
build on this research by employing thorough text mining
(Mao, 2021) or qualitative interviews on a larger amount of
authentic customer data, such as online reviews and special-
ised forums. This more exhaustive approach would allow for
the development and validation of a refined scale for measur-
ing the cognitive dimension of the retail experience.

Finally, due to time constraints, this study measured custom-
er satisfaction as an absolute construct. While this is a stand-
ard approach, it does not take into account the competitive
landscape in which retailers operate. The research reveals that
a more powerful predictor of customer loyalty and spending
is not absolute satisfaction, but rather relative satisfaction,
that is, how a customer’s satisfaction with one firm compares
to their satisfaction with its competitors (Keiningham et al.,
2007, 2015). This study reveals that comparative multi-store
research is needed. Furthermore, valuable future studies
should incorporate measures of relative satisfaction to inves-
tigate whether the positive in-store experiences identified in
this study not only create satisfied customers but also estab-
lish a clear long-term competitive advantage in the market-
place.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Exploratory
Questions

While H1 and the main research question provide a specif-
ic inquiry and testable prediction, they does not capture the
whole complexity of the phenomenon of the staff customer
interaction to provide concrete insights to retailers. To build a
richer understanding and address other gaps identified in the
literature, this study is also guided by the following explora-
tory research questions:

EQ1: How can specialised outdoor sport retailers leverage the
effect of expertise during the staff-customer interaction?

EQ1 extends the inquiry of the main research question into
practical strategy. While the literature suggests expertise is
fundamental for CX in specialised retail, such as outdoor
sports ones (Boroujerdi et al., 2020; Chang et al., 2015; Happ
etal., 2021; Mao, 2021) and expertise impacts fundamentally
how CX is perceived by different customers (Jamal & Naser,
2002), it offers little guidance on how retailers and outdoor
sports retailers can understand and exploit this effect.

EQ2: What are the specific conversational needs that influence
satisfaction for novice versus expert customers during staff cus-
tomer interactions in a specialised outdoor sports retail setting?

EQ2 addresses another key gap in the literature. While studies
indicate that novices seek “guidance” and experts seek “func-
tional validation” and that purchases can be linked to identity
construction for beginners (Underwood et al., 2001; Happ et
al., 2021; Friedman et al., 2011; Mao, 2021; Wills, 2017; Yoshi-
da, 2017), the specific elements that fulfil these needs during
the staft-customer interaction remain under-explored.

The relationship between H1, the main research question,
and these exploratory questions is complementary. H1 tests a
specific, statistical interaction (e.g. moderation). In contrast,
the research questions are designed to discover the value of
the content during the staff-customer interaction, based on
different levels of expertise. The answers to EQ1 and EQ2 will
provide the necessary context to interpret practically the re-
sults of H1.

Appendix B:

B1 Retail CX Across Different
Cultures

This study was intentionally limited to customers of Europe-
an, specifically Dutch, stores to control for cultural variability
in service expectations and interaction styles. The literature
highlights significant cultural differences between countries
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such as the EU, the USA, and China in staft-customer dy-
namics, such as expectations regarding formality (Furrer et
al., 2000) , approaches to in-store technology (Nam & Kan-
nan, 2020), and even data privacy norms (Martin & Murphy,
2017). The focus of this study wasn't on using these differenc-
es but acknowledging the fact that they may affect CX in dif-
ferent ways. By focusing on a single, relatively homogeneous
cultural context, therefore analysing interaction only within
Dutch stores, the study aimed to mitigate the influence of
these variables on the relationship between interaction qual-
ity and satisfaction. For these reasons, the study used street
intercepts and not an online survey. Further explanation will
follow in the chapter.

B2  Personal Shopping versus
Shopping for Others

Since the study was focused exclusively on personal shop-
ping experiences, but intuitively, customers could have been
shopping for others such as friends or family, the authors in-
vestigated how personal shopping versus shopping for others
might influence CX. Research indicates that the psychologi-
cal drivers and satisfaction metrics for purchasing for others
or a gift for someone else are fundamentally different from
those involved in buying for oneself. Gift-giving introduc-
es complex factors such as pressure to meet the recipient’s
unknown expectations, and a consumer egocentrism where
one’s preferences are projected onto the recipient (Galak et
al., 2016; Lerouge, & Warlop, 2006). To isolate the direct rela-
tionship between a customer’s personal experience and their
own satisfaction, a screening question at the beginning of the
survey was asked to select only participants shopping primar-
ily for themselves.

B3  Survey Timing and Administration
Rationale

The timing and method of survey administration were care-
fully considered to balance the need for accurate memory re-
call and the risks of respondent burden or memory alteration.

While a completely online survey methodology offers advan-
tages in cost and speed (Couper, 2000), it was rejected for its
looseness. A general online survey cannot reliably target the
recent, in-person customers of specialised sports stores since
it relies on the memory of customers of the interaction, there-
fore depending on the good or bad memories which are worth
remembering (Lepkowski et al., 2009). Relying on email lists
or social media has similar risks, since it would likely result
in an unrepresentative, self-selected sample who happen to
be willing to remember a particular event in a sports store;
therefore, the authors, as researchers, would not have control
over the randomness of customers (Bethlehem, 2010). Con-
versely, a purely in-person intercept survey, while solving the
coverage problem, introduces its own set of challenges. While
an immediate, on-the-spot survey offers the highest potential
for accurate recall of specific episodic details (Tourangeau et



al., 2000), this approach is sometimes considered impracti-
cal. It imposes a significant respondent burden immediately
after a probably satisfying shopping experience. Literature
highlighted that it could lead to high refusal rates or survey
fatigue (Poynter, 2010; Schwarzenberger & Hyde, 2013; Shi et
al., 2024; Underwood et al.,, 2001). Conversely, a long delay
of several weeks or months was also rejected since research
demonstrates that such a timeframe leads to memory decay,
less accurate reporting (Sudman & Bradburn, 1973; Tou-
rangeau et al., 2000)and a tendency for satisfaction ratings to
become artificially inflated and less varied as respondents rely
on general impressions rather than specific memories (Peter-
son & Wilson, 1992).

Therefore, a mixed-method approach was adopted, and
hence respondents who weren’t available on the spot out-
side the stores were given a response window of 24- 48 hours
after their CX. This timing is still consistent with industry
best practices for linking feedback to specific experiences
(Keiningham et al., 2007). Leaving more time after the CX
even allowed for a more considered, cognitive evaluation of
the experience rather than a purely emotional one (Bagozzi
et al., 1999; Oliver, 1997), while still being recent enough to
leverage detailed episodic memory recall (Tourangeau et al.,
2000). Participants were then provided with a QR code to an
online questionnaire, reducing the immediate burden and
allowing them to respond at their convenience within their
optimal time window.

B4 Absolute and Relative Satisfaction

During the literature review, the authors came across two
main types of satisfaction measurement: relative and abso-
lute. Looking at the core literature on CX and retail, it was
clear that the preferred option was the measurement of abso-
lute satisfaction (Burns & Neisner, 2006; Franzel & Swoboda,
2024; Happ et al., 2021; Pei et al., 2020). On the other hand,
some literature has investigated, as the authors discussed
briefly in the review, the efficacy of general satisfaction com-
pared to relative (Keiningham et al., 2007, 2015), therefore,
the authors explored whether the general satisfaction was in-
deed the optimal solution for this study. Based on the analyses
of Keiningham et al. (2007) and Keiningham et al. (2015), the
methodological challenges of measuring relative satisfaction,
as opposed to absolute satisfaction, are significant and extend
across the entire research process, from instrument design to
data analysis. These challenges help to explain the populari-
ty of simpler, though less predictive, absolute metrics, such
as absolute satisfaction, in both academic and practitioner
contexts. The studies of Keiningham et al. (2007) and Kein-
ingham et al. (2015) were performed on brands; therefore,
for this study, they were used as a conceptual basis to better
understand how relative satisfaction would apply in the con-
text of sports stores

A primary methodological difficulty comes from the fun-
damental shift in survey design required to capture relative
perceptions. Traditionally, absolute satisfaction measurement
relies on a single approach where a customer evaluates a sin-

gle firm in isolation (Burns & Neisner, 2006; Franzel & Swo-
boda, 2024; Happ et al., 2021; Pei et al., 2020). In contrast,
to measure relative satisfaction as conceptualised by Keining-
ham et al. (2015), the research instrument must first identify
each customer’s “usage set,” therefore, their specific portfolio
of used brands within a given category. The survey cannot
simply ask about one brand but also request respondents to
provide satisfaction ratings for all competitors they actively
patronise. Looking at the context of this thesis, if this meth-
odology would have been adapted for stores, the researchers
would have asked the customers to compare all the sports
stores they visit regularity, determining an increased cogni-
tive load on the customers.

Furthermore, a significant methodological obstacle also lies
in the metric of relative satisfaction itself. Absolute satisfac-
tion is a directly measured variable; a customer’s rating on a
scale is the final data point (Burns & Neisner, 2006; Frinzel
& Swoboda, 2024; Happ et al., 2021; Pei et al., 2020). Relative
satisfaction, however, is a derived construct. As demonstrated
by Keiningham et al. (2015), the primary use of relative sat-
isfaction is the rank of a brand’s satisfaction score compared
to the scores of other brands in the customer’s usage set. This
rank is not asked directly but must be calculated during the
analysis phase. This introduces an essential data transforma-
tion step that does not exist in absolute measurement. The
analysis of the regression and other variables would have also
involved this complex assessment, moving the focus from
interpreting a single score, besides all the other regression
analyses, to understanding a position within a competitive
hierarchy.

Finally, the statistical analysis needed to connect relative
satisfaction to customer behaviour is significantly more
complex. Unlike the straightforward correlations or basic
regression often used for absolute satisfaction, a relative ap-
proach requires sophisticated modelling. As Keiningham et
al. (2015) show, one cannot simply correlate rank with more
advanced metrics as spending. Instead, researchers must test
and compare a variety of advanced predictive models, such as
the Wallet Allocation Rule (WAR) or Zipf distribution mod-
els. This means there is no single, straightforward statistical
path. This analytical load stands in contrast to the simpler
methods used for absolute satisfaction, making the relative
approach far more time-consuming to implement correctly.

Therefore, considering the time and practical constraints of
the field research and the analytical scope of this thesis, a gen-
eral satisfaction measure was selected. This approach aligns
with established practice in retail research and allows for a ro-
bust yet feasible analysis without imposing an undue burden
on respondents or requiring the complex, modelling inherent
to relative satisfaction

Appendix C Pre-test Survey
Before the main data collection, a pre-test was conducted. The
primary aims of this phase were to evaluate the survey’s user

interface, particularly on mobile devices; to assess the feasi-
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bility of the in-person recruitment strategy across different
stores; and to refine the wording, structure, and performance
of the newly adapted survey questions from the ISCX scale.
The pre-test was administered to a small, purposive sample of
11 customers of one sports store.

A key component of this pre-test phase was an initial relia-
bility analysis of the multi-item scales to assess their internal
consistency. Cronbach’s Alpha was calculated for each con-
struct, and this preliminary analysis confirmed the reliability
of all scales. The 4-item customer satisfaction scale demon-
strated good internal consistency, yielding a Cronbach’s Al-
pha of .772. Similarly, the 3-item social experience scale also
showed acceptable reliability with a Cronbach’s Alpha of .771.
As both of these values exceeded the threshold of .70 for ac-
ceptable reliability, the items for the satisfaction and social
scales were deemed to be performing as intended. One item
of the satisfaction scale had an Alpha if Deleted of .991, but
it was kept ultimately since this pre-test was performed with
a very small number of customers (N = 11) therefore, the re-
sults could have changed throughout the collection. Conse-
quently, no further revisions were made to these two scales,
and they were retained in their original form for the main
survey. On the other hand, the first iterations of the cognitive
and expertise scales showed Alphas of .770 and.749, respec-
tively, but the pre-test revealed several areas for improvement.
The same happened with the structure of the follow-up rank-
ing section, originally positioned after the social experience
questions, which underwent a more detailed revision process
as described in the following sections.

Pre-test Survey

1. Store Visit Filter

“Have you visited a sports retail store in Europe within the last 6 months?”
. Yes > Continue

. No - End survey

2. Employee Interaction Filter

“During your most recent sports store visit, did you interact with any store staff
(for advice, product information, or assistance)?”

. Yes > Continue

. No - End survey

3. Geographic Consistency

“Where did your most recent sports store experience take place?”
. European country > Continue

. non-European country - End survey

4. Personal Shopping Focus

“When you visit sports stores, are you typically shopping:”

. For yourself > Continue
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. For family members/others > Continue
. Both equally > Continue
5. Store Experience Frequency

“What percentage of your sports purchases in the last year involved visiting a
physical store (either to try products or make the purchase)?”

. 0-20% - End survey
. 21-40% - Continue
. 41-60% > Continue
. 61-80% - Continue
. 81-100% - Continue

Store Type Identification

“Which store did you most recently visit for sports products?”

. Decathlon

. Nike (standalone store)

. Adidas (standalone store)

. Footlocker

. JD Sports

. Local specialty sports store

. Department store with sports section
. Other:

Main Survey Questions
Cognitive Experience

Please indicate your level of agreement (1 = Strongly Disagree, 5 = Strongly
Agree):

1. I learn interesting things about sports products and their technical features
from store staff.

2. I feel curious about different sports and equipment when in the store envi-
ronment.

3. I am inspired to learn more about sports through conversations with staff.

4. I reflect on what best suits my athletic needs based on product information
provided.

5. I discover interesting ideas about sports trends and innovations from staff
members.

6. I find the history and evolution of sports brands interesting when explained
by sales associates.

7. I think about how equipment affects performance during product demon-
strations.

8. I am stimulated to think more deeply when information about materials and



technology is presented.
Social Experience with Staff - Section 1

Please indicate your level of agreement (1 = Strongly Disagree, 5 = Strongly
Agree):

Core Question:

“I receive valuable advice from store staff.”
Social Experience with Staff - Section 2
If previous answer > 3, display:

Which types of advice do you typically receive from store staft? (Select all
that apply):

. O Technical specifications and performance features

. O Product fit and sizing guidance

. O Care and maintenance instructions

. O Sport-specific recommendations for my activities

. O Product comparisons between brands/models

. 0O Material composition and durability information

. O Performance advice for extreme/challenging conditions
. O Current sports trends and innovations

. 0 Historical information about brands and products

. O Advice tailored to my skill/involvement level

. O Other advice not listed above: (open text box)

Satisfaction with Store Experience

Please rate your agreement (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree):

L I have very positive feelings toward this sports retail store.

2. I feel good about coming to this store for sports products.

3. I am satisfied overall with this store and the service they provide.
4. I feel satisfied that this store produces the best results for me.

Expertise in Sports-Related Topics

Please rate your agreement (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree):
I know a lot about sports equipment technology and performance features.
I am experienced with sports product features.

I am well-informed about sports brands and their history.

I have extensive knowledge about current trends in sports equipment.

I am well-informed about materials used in sports equipment manufacturing.

Demographics

Please provide the following information:

Age:

Gender:

. Male

. Female

. Other

. Prefer not to say
Sport Type:

What sport(s) do you primarily participate in? (Select all that apply)
. Running

e  Cycling

e Football/Soccer

e Basketball

o Tennis

e  Hiking

o Fitness/Gym

. Other:

C1
Dimension

Independent Variable: Cognitive

A primary consideration during the pre-test was whether to
include a “Not Applicable” (N/A) or “No Opinion” response
option in the Cognitive dimension section. This considera-
tion popped up after two respondents mentioned that some
topics were not covered during their discussion with the staff.
This was particularly relevant for items that depended on a
specific type of conversation with staff, such as discussing
the history of a brand, which may not have occurred during
every visit. While the inclusion of such an option can reduce
the pressure on respondents to fabricate false responses for
topics they have not considered, the literature on this topic
is equivocal. Research by Krosnick et al. (2002) found that
omitting a “no-opinion” option can encourage respondents
to perform the necessary cognitive work to report a genu-
ine attitude, and that including such option did not reliably
improve data quality. Based on these findings, the decision
was made to omit a formal N/A option. Instead, the items
were rephrased to be more directly tied to the staff interac-
tion, thereby reducing ambiguity and making it more general.
For example, the item “I learned interesting things about sports
products and their technical features from store staff’ was re-
vised to the more general and applicable “I learned interest-
ing things about sports products from the store staff.” Similarly,
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“Bring interesting ideas to mind” was edited to “I discovered
interesting ideas about sports through conversation with the

staff”

One item, “I was stimulated to think more deeply during con-
versations with staff,” was ultimately removed during this
final revision phase as it was deemed conceptually redun-
dant to other items, such as “I reflected on..” and “I thought
about...” and therefore added little unique value to the over-
all scale. One item took its place: “I discovered creative ideas
for combining or adapting sports products through conversa-
tion with the staff’, which seemed more insightful and could

have changed depending on the expertise level.

This revision resulted in a final set of eight cognitive items
that were more contextually specific, which showed good
consistency (a = .861) after testing them with a larger pool
of customers (N=24), during the final collection of the re-
sponses.

C2  Value of the Topics

Initially, a follow up section designed to deconstruct the value
of advice was placed immediately following the social dimen-
sion item, “I received advice from store staff. However, the
pre-testing phase revealed a conceptual limitation with this
approach. The term “advice” did not fully capture the essence
of the staff-customer interaction, which is fundamentally a
cognitive process of receiving, processing, and evaluating
various types of information. To better align the survey struc-
ture with this reality, the entire section was moved to follow
the cognitive experience scale.

The list of topics to rank, presented in the follow up section
to participants, was derived from the same thematic analysis
of sports retail literature used to adapt the cognitive scale, en-
suring methodological consistency. A key addition to this list
was the item “Information about local sports clubs, groups, or
events” This was included to capture the community-building
aspect of sports retail, as literature suggests that sponsoring
local events can attract consumers (Chang, 2015) and that a
sense of belonging to a sports subculture is a powerful mo-
tivator for engagement (Ruihley, 2017; Schwarzenberger,
2013).

Furthermore, a significant revision was made to the word-
ing of the ranking question itself, changing the key criterion
from “most helpful” to “most valuable.” The term “helpful”
was deemed to be an overly utilitarian descriptor, represent-
ing a common service expectation rather than a memorable
and impactful experience, which is a key differentiator in the
modern retail economy (Gilmore & Pine, 1998). The term
“valuable” was chosen for its broader scope, encompassing
not just functional utility but also the potential for an em-
ployee to create a “truly out-of-the-ordinary” and personally
memorable encounter, which is a key driver of high satisfac-
tion (Bitner et al., 1990)

Finally, a minor change was implemented based on pre-test

50

observations. The prompt “Click and drag the items to move
them up or down the list” was added to the ranking question
to explicitly encourage participants to actively consider and
refine their list, since it was observed that most of the re-
spondents tended to leave the topics without moving them,
therefore altering the results.

C3 Moderator Variable: Customer
Expertise

The measurement of customer expertise was revised too. The
initial version of the scale was designed as a series of semantic
differential items. This approach was aligned with previous
research measuring consumer expertise (Jamal, 2002). How-
ever, pre-testing revealed practical issues related to a poor
mobile user interface on the survey platform. To address this
usability concern, the scale was redesigned using a standard
7-point Likert format (e.g., “I know little” to “I know a lot”),
which is still a widely used and validated approach for meas-
uring attitudes and self-assessed constructs in consumer re-
search (Bell, 2005; Rocklage, 2021).

During this revision, the content of the items was also refined
to improve clarity and reduce redundancy. The initial set of
questions was found to have overlapping items, with two sep-
arate questions focusing on “technical features” and “product
features”. These were combined to create a more distinct set
of knowledge domains. The item concerning “trends” was
broadened from a narrow focus on equipment to encompass
general sports trends, and the wording of the item related to
materials was simplified for better comprehension.

Furthermore, the final item order was structured to align
more with the theoretical distinction between utilitarian and
hedonic value (Ladeira, 2016). Items concerning products,
functional knowledge, such as equipment technology, prod-
uct experience, and materials, were grouped closely as they
represent the utilitarian dimension of expertise. Items related
to more experiential and brand-focused knowledge, such as
brand history and current trends, were grouped to represent
the hedonic dimension.

All the final adjustments were tested again with a small batch
of respondents (N=24) during the collection of the final sur-
vey, and showed acceptable reliability values (a = .815)



Appendix D: Main study survey

Informed consent  Intro

Welcome to this survey. Please read the following information carefully and then answer the questions below.

You are being invited to participate in a research study titled What Drives Customer Satisfaction in Sports Stores? This study is being done by Jack Azzalin Gibson, a
Master’s student at TU Delft, Faculty of Industrial Design Engineering. The purpose of this research is to determine which aspects of the in-store customer experience
have the most significant impact on customer satisfaction in sports retail environments. It will take you less than 5 minutes to complete. The results of this survey will be
used in our research and may be published in a report, in which case all the data will still be published anonymously. We will be asking you about your age, satisfaction
with the employee interaction, and satisfaction with the overall experience.

To ensure confidentiality and minimize any risks, this survey will be conducted anonymously. We will not collect IP addresses or any other personal data that can identify
you. All data will be securely stored and anonymized before analysis. Only the researchers involved with this study will have access to the data for the duration of the
MSc thesis +2 months.

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You can withdraw at any time, and you are free to omit any question. As the survey is anonymous, individual
responses cannot be identified or withdrawn after submission.

If you have any questions or difficulties during the survey, reach out to: j.azzalingibson@student.tudelft.nl

By clicking on "Next page”, | agree that | have read and understood the information given about the study and | consent that this information will be used for
icati reports and {

Page Break
Interaction check  Intro *
~ @ skpto
End of Survey if No Is Selected

Did you interact with any store employees during your visit to the sports store (for advice, product information, assistance, or anything else)?
Yes

No

Shopping for  Intro *

Skip to

Endof Suvey if For someane ese s Selected
During your visit to the sports store, did you shop:

For yourself

For someone else

-~ Main
Q2 Social o
Now, consider your ir i with the store’s empl during the visit. Please indicate how much you agree with each statement based on your personal experience
with staff.
Strongly disagree Somewhat disagree Neither agree nor disagree Somewhat agree Strongly agree

I received advice from store employees.

I asked the opinions of this store's employees.

1/ shared my opinions with the store's employees.
Ql_new Cognitive Q<
Think about what you learned or discovered during your visit to the sports store. Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement:

strongly disagree Somewhat disagree Neither agree nor disagree Somewhat agree strongly agree

| learned interesting things about sports products from
the store staff

I felt curious about sports or equipment when in
conversation with staff

I discovered creative ideas for combining or adapting
sports products through conversation with the staff

I discovered interesting ideas about sports through
conversations with the staff

1 was inspired to learn more about sports through
conversations with staff.

I was interested during the conversation with the staff

I reflected on what best suits my athletic needs based
on the conversation with the staff

1 thought about how equipment affects performance
during the conversation with the staff



Q3 Type of topic

Display this question

If Cognitive | learned interesting things about sports products from the store staff - Neither agree nor disagree Is Selected
Or Cognitive | learned interesting things about sports products from the store staff - Somewhat agree Is Selected

Or Cognitive 1 learned interesting things about sports products from the store staff - Strongly agree Is Selected
Thinking about your conversation with the staff, which of these topics came up? (Select all that apply):

) Technical specifications and performance features
Product fit and sizing guidance
Care and maintenance instructions
Product comparisons between brands/models
Material composition and durability information
Performance advice for extreme/challenging conditions
] Advice tailored to my skill/involvement level
Current sports trends and innovations
Historical information about brands and products
Information about local sports clubs, groups, or events

Other not listed above

Q25 Value of the topic *

«

Display this question
If Cognitive | learned interesting things about sports products from the store staff - Neither agree nor disagree s Selected
Or Cognitive | leamed interesting things about sports products from the store staff - Somewhat agree Is Selected

Or Cognitive | leamed interesting things about sports products from the store staff - Strongly agree s Selected

«

Carry forward choices

from Type of topic that are Selected Choices - Entered Text

Please rank the topic from most valuable( #1) to least valuable. Click and drag an item to move it up or down the list:

U Technical specifications and performance features

4 Product fit and sizing guidance

» Care and maintenance instructions

» Product comparisons between brands/models

» Material composition and durability information

4 Performance advice for extremelchallenging conditions

> Advice tailored to my skillinvolvement level

L» Current sports trends and innovations

L Historical information about brands and products

4 Information about local sports clubs, groups, or events o

BB8em

 Other not listed above 1

Q27  Expertise

Tell us how much you know about sports products and sports. 1 indicates the lowest level and 7 indicates the highest level:

I know little 2 3 4 5 6 I know a lot

Knowledge of sports equipment and technology

Experience with sports products O O O O o) O (

Being informed about materials used in sports .
equipment - -

Being informed about sports brands and their history (e} o ( o o O O

Knowledge of current trends in sports ) @) O )

Q6 Which sport *
While you were answering the last question, what type of sports were you thinking about?

) Running

Cycling

") Football/Soccer
Basketball

(O Tennis

O Hiking
Fitness/Gym

() other



Q4 satisfaction

Please rate how you feel overall about your experience in the store:

strongly disagree Disagree

1 have very positive feelings toward this sports retail
store,

1 feel good about coming to this store for sports
products,

1 am satisfied overall with this store and the service
they provide

I feel satisfied that this store produces the best results
for me.

QA Attention check
To show you're reading carefully, please select the second option below.
Red
Blue
Green
Yellow

Purple

~  Demographic

a7

How old are you?
Under 18
18-24 years old
25-34 years old
35-44 years old
45-54 years old
55-64 years old

65+ years old

Demographics

How old are you? 52 ®Y

1524 yeors o0 N :

554 yoars oo NN 2

Appendix E: Detailed Data
Analysis

El Moderating Effect

This study set out to understand how the in-store experi-
ence, particularly the quality of staff interactions, influences
customer satisfaction in sports retail. The central research
question was whether a customer’s personal sports expertise
moderates this relationship.

To test the hypothesised moderating effect, a hierarchical
multiple regression analysis was conducted, a method previ-
ously employed in similar service satisfaction research (Bell
et al., 2005). This approach involves entering variables into
the regression model in sequential blocks. In the first block,
the main effects of the independent variables (cognitive and

Somewhat disagree disagree

Neither agree nor

Somewhat agree Agree strongly agree

social dimensions) and the moderator (expertise) were en-
tered. In the second block, the interaction term, representing
the potential moderation effect, was added. This hierarchical
procedure was chosen, in line with the recommendations of
Hair et al. (2019) and while a forced entry (simultaneous) re-
gression would yield identical coeflicients for the final model
(Hayes E., 2022), the hierarchical approach still provides a
valuable test of the moderation hypothesis itself.

Given that this study tests for moderation of customer out-
door sports expertise, the effect of each CX dimension on
satisfaction cannot be captured by a single coefficient, as it
varies depending on the customer’s level of sports expertise.
For the cognitive dimension and three social variables, the
authors conducted separate regression analyses using the fol-
lowing model:

Satisfaction Score = b, (CX Dimension) + b, (Expertise) +
b; (CX Dimension x Expertise) + £(Age)
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The critical parameter in this model is bs, which includes
the interaction coeflicient between the CX dimension and
customer expertise. A significant b; indicates that expertise
moderates the relationship between the CX dimension and
satisfaction, meaning the effect varies across different exper-
tise levels. If bs is not significant, expertise does not mean-
ingfully change the effect of the CX dimension, allowing for
model simplification and interpretation of b; as the general
effect while controlling for expertise.

If a significant moderation is detected (b is significant), the
analysis will require investigating the interaction to under-
stand how the CX dimension affects satisfaction at different
levels of expertise (Hayes, 2022). The sign of the interaction
coeflicient (b;) indicates the directional trend of moderation.
A positive bs suggests that the impact of the CX dimension
becomes more positive (or less negative) as expertise increas-
es, while a negative b; indicates the impact becomes more
negative (or less positive) with higher expertise levels. Age
was included in the error terms since it was not part of the
analysis.

E2 Mann-Whitney U test

The Mann-Whitney U test was selected to compare the top-
ic priorities between low- and high-expertise groups within
the follow up section on the value of the topics section. This
analysis involved comparing a categorical grouping varia-
ble, which was the Expertise, against a dependent variable
measured on an ordinal scale, therefore, the ranked topics.
The expertise groups were divided into “Low”, which in-
cluded expertise with means equal to or under 4 and “High’,
which included the rest. These two groups determined a be-
tween-group design, and therefore, the Mann-Whitney was
best suited (Siegel & Castellan Jr., 1988). A parametric test,
such as an independent-samples t-test, was inappropriate be-
cause it assumes the data is measured on an interval scale,
where the distance between points is equal. Ranking data
does not meet this assumption, as the value between ranks
1 and 2 is not equivalent to the value between ranks 10 and
11. The Mann-Whitney U test is the correct non-parametric
alternative in this scenario, as it compares the distribution of
ranks between two independent groups without assuming
equal intervals(Siegel & Castellan Jr., 1988).

E3
tions

Pearson and Spearman Correla-

Based on the results of the hierarchical regression, the au-
thors explored which individual cognitive items were the
strongest predictors of satisfaction for each expertise group.
The two expertise groups were the ones used to perform the
Mann-Whitney U test, therefore, with Low expertise, with
means equal to or under 4 and “High”, which included the
rest.

In the first place, the authors checked that the 8 cognitive
items and the expertise scores were normally distributed,
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combining the observation of the items” histograms and the
results of the Shapiro-Wilk test. The results (see appendix
E4) were ambiguous, showing few not normally distributed
histograms combined with significant Shapiro-Wilk values
(all items with p < .001) for the cognitive items. From the
literature, the authors had contradictory statements. As the
sample gets larger (above 30), the sampling distribution tends
to have a normal distribution (Field, 2012). Having oppos-
ing assumptions regarding normality, the authors performed
only Spearman correlations to investigate this topic, since the
test doesn’t assume normality of the data (Field, 2012; Siegel
& Castellan Jr., 1988).



E4 SPSS Tests and Results

Final Reliability Analysis

Reliability Statistics

Cronbach's
Alpha N of ltems
279 3
Item Statistics
Mean Std. Deviation N
Social - | received advice 46346 48624 52

from store emplovees.

Reliability Statistics

Cronbach's
Alpha N of tems
927 5
Item Statistics
Mean Std. Deviation N
Expertise - Knowledge of 3,38 1,694 52
sports equipment and
technology

Normality Checks.

Simple Histogram of Social - received advice from store employees.

Nean - 46346
Std Dev = Ase2t
Nes

00

Frequency

Social -1 received advice from store employees.

Simple Histogram of Social - shared my opinions with the store's employees.

Wean =375
LDe0TS assor
W
>
3
2
H
3
E
&
i
100 20 30 400 s
Social - I shared my opinions with the store's employees.
Simple Histogram of Expertise_score
e = 50158
100 e
%0
>
H
£ w
S
3
g
&

400

Expertise_score

Frequency

Frequency

Reliability Statistics

Cronbach's
Alpha N of items
879 8
Item Statistics
Mean Std. Deviation N
Cognitive - | learned 413 908 52

interesting things about
sports products from the
store staff

Reliability Statistics

Cronbach's
Alpha N of ltems

933 4

Item Statistics
Mean  Std. Deviation

Satisfaction - | have very 588 1,247
positive feelings toward

Simple Histogram of Social - | asked the opinions of this store's employees.

Mean = 4012
St Dev. =1,17974
Nes?

100

100 200 300 400 500
Social - | asked the opinions of this store's employees.

Simple Histogram of Cogntive_score

Frequency

Cogntive_score

Simple Histogram of Satisf_score

Mean =5 5583
Sabev ST 2u33
N

100/

4

Satisf_score
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Results of the Shapiro-Wilk Test on the Cognitive Items

Tests of Normality

Kolmogoroy-Smirnov?

Statistic

df

Sig.

Statistic

Shapiro-Wilk
df

Sig.

Cognitive - | learned
interesting things akout
sports products from the
store staff

287

52

=00

772

52

=001

Cognitive - | felt curious
ahout spors or equipment
when in conversation with
staff

208

52

=001

872

52

=,001

Cognitive - | discovered
creative ideas for
cambining or adapting
sports products through
conversation with the staff

195

52

=00

872

52

=001

Cognitive - | discovered
interesting ideas about
sports through
conversations with the staff

245

52

=001

854

=,001

Cognitive - | was inspired
to learn more ahout spors
thraugh conversations with
staff.

223

=00

886

=001

Cognitive - | was interested
during the conversation
with the staff

257

=00

215

=001

Cognitive - | reflected on
what best suits my athletic
needs based on the
conversation with the staff

366

=00

661

=001

Cognitive - | thought about
how equipment affects
performance during the
conversation with the staff

249

<001

B06

<001

a. Lilliefors Significance Correction

Normality Checks for the 8 individual Cognitive Items
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Histogram of Standardized Residuals for Regression Model

Cogntive Dimension
Dependent Variable: Satisf_score

Normal P-P Plot of Regression Standardized Residual Cogntive Dimension
Dependent Variable: Satisf_score

Scatterplot Cogntive Dimension
Dependent Variable: Satisf_score
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Regression Standardized Residual

Hierarchical Regression:

Model Summary®

Observed Cum Prob

Regression Standardized Predicted Value

Coefficients”

Standardized
Adjusted R Std. Error of the Unstandardized Coefficients Coefficients Collinearity Statistics
P . B Std. E Bet Tol VIF
fodel R R Square Square Estimate Durhin-Watson Model o 2 ! S olerance
(Constanf) 5,668 116 48 669 =001
,T4Qa 562 G544 83986 Cognitive_c 1,080 154 699 7,024 <001 003 1,107
b Expertise_c -108 084 128 1,208 200 803 1107
)
B '?50 '562 '535 '84??0 1'386 (Constanf) 5,655 125 45308 <001
a. Predictors: (Constant), Expertise_c, Cognitive_c Cognitive_c 1,070 159 692 6,739 =001 863 1,158
. . X . Expertise_c -116 088 -138 1,323 192 840 1,190
b. Predictors: (Constant), Expertise_e, Cognitive_c, Cog_x_Exp Cogx B 03 18 031 a2 757 o1 1093
c. DependentVariahle: Satisf_score a. Dependent Variable: Satisf_score
Model Summary° Coefficients®
Standardized
Adjusted R Std. Error of the ur c C Collinearity Statistics
Model R R Square Square Estimate Durbin-Watson Wodel B Std. Emor Beta t Sig.  Tolerance  WIF
a 1 (Constant) 5,668 160 35349 =001
1 411 169 135 1,15630 Expertise_c -,319 111 -,379 -2,380 006 879 1,021
2 430b 184 134 115737 2200 Social_ltern1_c 571 337 223 1,697 086 879 1,021
! ! ! ! ! (Constant) 5,680 162 35,005 =001
a. Predictors: (Constant), Social_ltem1_c, Expertise_c Expertise_t -327 111 389 2,944 005 073 1,028
. ) . . " Social_ltem1_c 549 338 215 1,627 110 97§ 1,026
b. Predictors: (Constant), Social_ltem1_c, Expertise_c, Advice_x_Exp e =T e e e 95 ) 158

c. Dependent Variable: Satisf_score

a. Dependent Variable: Satisf_score
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Model Summary®

Coefficients®
Standardized

Adjusted R Std. Error ofthe Unstandardized Coefficients Coeflicients Collinearity Statistics
Madel R R Square Square Estimate Durbin-Watson Model B 5td Error Beta ! Sig  Tolerance  VIF
3 1 (Constant) 5,668 159 35,589 <001
1 424 180 147 1,14853 Expertise_t -226 a4 263 1878 054 208 1102
3 445P 198 147 114802 2185 Social_ftem2_c 271 143 257 1,803 064 008 1,102
2 2 2 2 2 2 (Constant) 5608 70 33,035 <001
a. Predictors: (Constant), Social_ltem2_c, Expertise_c Expertise_c -207 16 -246 -1,787 080 884 1132
b. Predictors: (Constant), Social_ltem2_c, Expertise_c, Asked_x_Exp Social_ftema2 ¢ 357 186 338 2150 037 672 1488
) ) Asked_x_Exp -116 13 154 1,021 312 740 1,351
c. Dependent Variable: Satisf_score 2. Dependent Variable: Satisf_scors
Model Summawc Coefficients®
Standardized
Adjusted R Std. Error ofthe Unstandardized Coefficients  Coefficients Collinearity Statistics
Maodel R R Square Square Estimate Durbin-Watsaon Model B Std. Error Befa t Slg.  Tolerance  VIF
3 1 (Constant) 5,668 158 35,800 <001
1 436 190 187 114174 Expertise_c -.389 118 463 -3204 002 838 1193
2 4370 191 140 115278 2077 Social_ftem3_c 283 138 288 2,052 046 838 1,193
! ! ! ! ! 3 (Constant) 5648 78 31 551 <001
a. Predictors: (Constant), Social_ltem3_c, Expertise_c Expertise_c - 402 A28 -478 3118 003 718 1,382
h. Pradictors: (Constant), Social_ltem3_c, Expertise_c, Shared_x_Exp Social_tem3_c 291 143 2971 2038 047 796 | 1256
. . Shared_x_Exp 028 109 036 257 798 854 1172
¢. Dependent Variable: Satisf_score 2 DependentVarlable: Satisf_scors
Mann-Whitney U test for the Value of the Topics:
Test Statistics”
Value ofthe Value ofthe
topic - topic - Value ofthe
Technical Value of the Value of the Value ofthe Performance Value ofthe Value of the topic -
specifications Value of the topic - Care topic - Product  topic - Material advice for topic - Advice topic - Current Historical
and topic - Product and comparisons composition extreme/challe  tailored to my sports trends information
perfarmance fit and sizing maintenance hetween and durability nging skillfinvolveme and ahoutbrands
features guidance instructions brandsimodels information conditions ntlevel innovations and products
Mann-Whitney U 36,000 65,500 8,000 101,000 33,000 4,000 41,000 1,000 1,000
Wilgoxon W 91,000 561,500 11,000 478,000 54,000 18,000 419,000 7,000 2,000
z -2,916 -1,218 000 -,290 -1,562 1,118 -802 -2,037 000
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) ,004 223 1,000 T 118 263 422 042 1,000
Exact Sig. [2*(1-tailad Sig.)] 004t 2650 1,000® 802k 138b 303t 476t o7t 1,000°
a. Grouping Variable: Expertise Level Group
h. Mot corrected for ties.
Ranks
Expertise Level Group Kl Mean Rank Sum of Ranks
Walue of the topic - 1,00 20 18,70 374,00
Technical specifications 2.00 10 910 91,00
and performance features
Total 30
Yalue ofthe topic - Product 1,00 k)| 18,11 561,50
fit and sizing guidance 2,00 g 23,58 141,50
Total ar
Walue ofthe topic - Care 1,00 ] 5,50 4400
and maintenance 200 2 550 11.00
instructions . : :
Total 10
Yalue ofthe topic - Product 1,00 27 17,74 479,00
comparisons between 2,00 a 18,38 151,00
brands/imodels
Total 35
Walue of the topic - Material 1,00 19 14,26 271,00
composition and durability 200 6 900 54 00
information - : :
Total 25
“alue of the topic - 1,00 3 5,67 17,00
Ferformance advice for
extremelchallznging S 4 3.80 500
conditions Total g
Walue of the topic - Advice 1,00 27 15,52 41900
tal!or_ed to my 2,00 4 19,24 77,00
skilllinvolvernent level
Total k)l
Walue ofthe topic - Current 1,00 3 5,80 29,00
sports trends and 200 3 2133 700
innovations - : :
Total g
Walue ofthe topic - 1,00 2 2,00 4,00
Histarical information 2,00 1 2,00 2,00
about brands and products
Total 3
Yalue ofthe topic - 1,00 13 7,00 91,00
Infarmation about local G
spors clubs, groups, or 4t o 00 ,00
events Total 13
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a. Mann-Whitney Test cannot be performed on empty groups.



Spearman Tests for the Cognitive Items

o  Expertise group 1= Lower expertise

Correlations®

Cognitive - |
discovered Cognitive - |
creative ideas Cognitve -1 thought about
Cognitive-1 ~ Cognitive-Ifeft  forcombining  Cognitive-1  Coanitive -1 reflectzd on how
Izamed curious about  or adapting discovered  was inspired to whatbestsuits  equipment
interesting sports or sports interesting 12am more Cognitive - | my athletic affects
things about  equipment produsts ideasabout  aboutspors  was interested  needs hased  performance
sports when in through sports through through during the onthe during the
products from
Safist_score  the store staff with staff with the staff  with the staff with staff with the stafl  withthe staff  with the staff
Spearman’s tho  Salisf_score Gorrelation Coefficient 1,000 A6 610" 320 arg” a3 a08” 6137 e
Sig. (2ailed) . <001 <001 053 003 008 012 <001 004
N a7 a7 37 a7 37 ar 37 a7 a7
Gognitive - | learned Gorelation Coefficient 562" 1,000 820" 393 885" 538" 641" 698" 604"
interesting things about - - N - - - -
sports products fromthe o9 (-f311=6) 00 001 018 001 001 001 001 001
store staff N 7 ar 37 a7 37 ar 37 a7 ar
Cognitive - | felt curious Carrelation Coefficient 6107 820" 1,000 4017 64 13397 5927 640" 503
ahout sports or equipment - - - - -
when in conversationwith 519 (2-tailed) 001 oot 014 001 040 001 0 002

staft N ks 37 37 37 kL 37 37 37 37

Cognitive - | discovered Correlation Coefficient 320 393 A0 1,000 1250 199 064 148 384
creative idzas for

combining or adapting Sig. (2-tailed) 053 016 014 135 238 707 1383 019
sports praducts through

conversation with the staff " d & & & & & & & &
Cognitive - | discovered Conelation Cosfficient 478" 885" 764” 250 1,000 5127 751 720" 516
interesting ideas about

Sports through Sig. (2-tailsd) 003 <001 <,001 135 001 <001 <,001 001
conversations with the staff M 37 37 37 7 37 a7 37 a7 37
Gognitive - | was inspired  Gomelation Coeflicient a3 534" 339" 199 5127 1,000 503" 409" 5437
o [2am more about Sports g, "y 4oy 008 <001 080 238 001 002 002 <001

through conversations with .
staff. N 37 37 37 a7 37 a7 37 a7 37

Cognitive - |was interested  Gorrelation Coefficient 408" 641 5927 064 751 5037 1,000 27 501

during the conversation - - - -

B Sig. (2ailed) 012 001 001 707 001 002 001 002
N a7 a7 37 a7 37 ar 37 a7 a7

Cognitive - | reflected on Carrelation Coefficient 6137 698" 6407 148 729" 498" 217 1,000 545

what best suits my athletic - - - - - -

e sy Sig. (2-ailed) 001 001 001 383 001 002 001 001

conversation with the staff N 37 a7 37 a7 37 a7 37 a7 a7

Cognitive - | thought about  Carrelation Cogflicient 4647 6047 5037 384’ 516" 543" 5017 545" 1,000
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** Correlation is significant atthe 0.01 level (2-tailed).
* Correlation is significant atthe 0.05 level (2-tailed).
a. Expertise Level Group = 1,00
Correlations®
Cognitive - |
discovered Coanitive - |
creative ideas Cognitive - 1 thought about
Cognitive - 1 Cognitive - 1 fzit  for combining Cognitive - 1 Coanitive - | reflectad on how
learned curious about oradapting discoverad was inspired to what best suits equipment
interesting sports or spors interesting learn more Cognitive - | my athletic affects
things ahout &quipment products ideas about about sports was interested needs based performance
spors when in through spors through through during the onthe during the
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Appendix F: Qualitative Study

F1 Interviews Script

L. Introduction & Context Setting (5 minutes)

As part of my thesis, I'm conducting research on the in-store
customer experience in outdoor sports (running, trail running,
trekking, cycling, etc) retail. I'm currently surveying customers
to understand what they value most during their store visits.

The purpose of our conversation today is to get your expert
perspective from the retailer’s side. I want to understand what
you see as the biggest challenges and opportunities in creating a
great customer experience. This will help ensure my research is
grounded in the realities of the industry and is genuinely valu-
able for businesses like yours.

The interview should take about 30-45 minutes. Just to be clear,
this is for academic research, and all your answers can be kept
confidential and anonymized in my final report. I'll record our
conversation for note-taking purposes.

The following questions are roughly the topics that were going
to discuss.

1. High-Level Perspective (10 minutes)

1. Could you describe your role in the sports store, and for how long have
you been doing it?

2. Could you describe what you believe makes for a truly excellent customer
experience in your store? If a customer leaves feeling highly satisfied, what do
you think made that happen?

3. In a competitive market where big brands have huge stores with different
kinds of technologies and layouts, what do you see as your store’s main ad-
vantage?

4. How do you currently measure customer satisfaction or the quality of the
in-store experience? Do you use any specific metrics, customer feedback
forms, or just informal observations?

III. Understanding the Customer Journey & Pain Points (5-10 minutes)

1. Think of a recent customer you spoke with. Why do you think they chose
to come here instead of buying online or at a large brand store?

2. When customers interact with your staff, what kinds of questions or topics
come up most frequently?

3. Can you give me significant conversations where staff interaction was par-
ticularly impactful or valuable for the customer?

4. Could you walk me through a significant example of a time when a cus-
tomer interaction didn’t go well? What do you think were the key factors that
led to that customer’s dissatisfaction?

5. If you could improve one aspect of your staff’s communication with cus-
tomers, what would it be and why?

IV. Deep Dive: Staff Interaction & Expertise (15 minutes)
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1. From your perspective, what is the primary role of your sales associates
when they interact with a customer?

2. Have there been any significant shifts in staff roles specifically related to
improving the customer experience? If so, why?

3. How do you train your staff to understand and adapt to different custom-
ers’ needs and levels of experience of the customer, (e.g. Beginner vs. expert)?

4. What are the key differences you've noticed in what these two types of
customers need?

5. My customer survey showed a very clear pattern: novice customers, like
someone just getting into running, are most satisfied when they receive ad-
vice that is specifically tailored to their beginner skill level. From your expe-
rience, how does your conversation or approach change to meet their specific
needs?

6. Another significant finding from the survey was that novices highly value
opportunities to connect with groups and clubs associated with the store.
This was a much stronger factor for them than for expert customers. In what
ways does your store facilitate this sense of community through groups or
clubs? do you train them on how to invite customers to a group run or a
workshop?”

7. My research explores specific topics like technical specs, materials, dura-
bility but also current trends.

a) What kind of training do you provide on these aspects?

b) Where are your staff strongest in their knowledge, and where do you see
potential gaps?

¢) How do you keep them updated on new trends and technologies?



F3 Mapping of Initial Codes and Final Themes

Initial codes

Themes

Staff are all active/expert users (e.g., ultra-runners)
“More honest” advice than single-brand stores
In-store services (e.g., physiotherapists)

Multi-brand offering allows for comparison, therefore seen as an advantage
Personal testing that leads to curation of products
Strategic use of niche/premium brands

Offering a “cluster of knowledge” with services
Adapting conversation to the customer level
Identifying beginner vs. expert needs

No standardised script for interaction

Using initial questions to gauge expertise
Recognising the “pseudo-expert”

Different interaction goals (guidance vs. peer discussion)
Recognising that most customers fall in the “middle”
Hiring for passion in the sport

Absence of a formal training plan

Learning by observing senior staff

Using personal product experience as training
Knowledge sharing via group chats and webinars
Leveraging independent staff research (YouTube)
Matching staff to customers by interest

A solid community around the store is important, but hard to achieve
Novice customers’ interest in community
Organising brand-sponsored events and runs

Lack of a self-sustaining, deep community

Referring customers to external clubs

Reactive curation based on customer requests
Monitoring sales data for trends

Proactive monitoring of elite athletes

Using social media to spot trends

Stocking products to be a “trendsetter”

Curation based on the owner’s intuition or “feel”
Positioning the store as a destination

Reactive curation based on customer requests
Ability to try on, touch, and feel products

Value of taking the product home “right now”
Scepticism of “old-school” tech (treadmill analysis)
Interest in new in-store technology, like displays
Assessing satisfaction by “feeling”

Observing repeat purchases and word-of-mouth referrals
Monitoring online reviews

Need for formal measurement

Long-term loyalty as a success metric

Sales are monitored better than satisfaction

Deep Expertise and Honest Service

Deep Expertise and Honest Service

Deep Expertise and Honest Service

Deep Expertise and Honest Service

Deep Expertise and Honest Service

Deep Expertise and Honest Service

Deep Expertise and Honest Service

Unstandardised Approach for Novice and Expert Customers
Unstandardised Approach for Novice and Expert Customers
Unstandardised Approach for Novice and Expert Customers
Unstandardised Approach for Novice and Expert Customers
Unstandardised Approach for Novice and Expert Customers
Unstandardised Approach for Novice and Expert Customers
Unstandardised Approach for Novice and Expert Customers
Passion-Driven and Informal Training

Passion-Driven and Informal Training

Passion-Driven and Informal Training

Passion-Driven and Informal Training

Passion-Driven and Informal Training

Passion-Driven and Informal Training

Passion-Driven and Informal Training

Unexploited Community Hub

Unexploited Community Hub

Unexploited Community Hub

Unexploited Community Hub

Unexploited Community Hub

Proactive vs. Reactive Trend Spotting and Curation
Proactive vs. Reactive Trend Spotting and Curation
Proactive vs. Reactive Trend Spotting and Curation
Proactive vs. Reactive Trend Spotting and Curation
Proactive vs. Reactive Trend Spotting and Curation
Proactive vs. Reactive Trend Spotting and Curation
Proactive vs. Reactive Trend Spotting and Curation
Proactive vs. Reactive Trend Spotting and Curation
Immediacy and Tactile Engagement

Immediacy and Tactile Engagement

Immediacy and Tactile Engagement

Immediacy and Tactile Engagement

Less Measures and More Feeling

Less Measures and More Feeling

Less Measures and More Feeling

Less Measures and More Feeling

Less Measures and More Feeling

Less Measures and More Feeling
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Appendix G: Literature Maps
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Appendix H: Al prompts

Prompts used for analysing paper related on the knowl-
edge that might interest experts and novice customers:

“Explain with bullet points what was said in detail in the paper
I have attached about being specific questions and specific de-
tails, asking about technical features, products, etc., what was
said to be the optimal way to ask all this, but with fewer ques-
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tions? Apply these suggestions to the following survey:”

“Based on the following information, define questions for a
questionnaire. Each item has a 5 Likert scale (agree-disagree).
Use the following quotes from studies and only the items I have
attached from the ISCX scale, to define questions that help re-
tailers to improve their training, focusing on giving better ad-
vice in regards of certain aspects of sports products, brands, his-
tory and trends. Also, use this website: https://www.ekinseai.
com/ for the knowledge that needs to be shared. At the end, use
the two example scales to define satisfaction with their expe-
rience at the store level and expertise level in regards of sports
and sports-related topics as mentioned above, again with a
7-point scale”

Prompts used to provide suggestions and improvements
to the thesis

“Evaluate the following text. it’s the backbone for a master’s
thesis on in-store sports retail experience. what are the weak-
nesses? is the research question coherent? if not, could you pro-
vide alternatives? is there redundant text?”

“Is the following section coherent with the previous one I
shared? Is it redundant?”

“Suggest improvements to the chapter order according to the
two reports I shared. Is the content within the chapters in the
correct one? If it is not under which chapter should it go?”

“These are remarks made by my supervisors. How can I imple-
ment them?”



Appendix I: Project Brief

IDE Master Graduation Project

Project team, procedural checks and Personal Project Brief

In this document the agreements made between student and supervisory team about the student’s IDE Master Graduation Project
are set out. This document may also include involvement of an external client, however does not cover any legal matters student and
client (might) agree upon. Next to that, this document facilitates the required procedural checks:

- Student defines the team, what the student is going to do/deliver and how that will come about

- Chair of the supervisory team signs, to formally approve the project’s setup / Project brief

- SSCE&SA (Shared Service Centre, Education & Student Affairs) report on the student’s registration and study progress

- IDE's Board of Examiners confirms the proposed supervisory team on their eligibility, and whether the student is allowed to

start the Graduation Project

STUDENT DATA & MASTER PROGRAMME

Complete all fields and indicate which master(s) you are in

Family name Azzalin Gibson IDE master(s) IPD Dfl spD v

Initials J. 2" non-IDE master

jvidual programme
(date of approval)

Medisign

HPM

SUPERVIS
Fill in he re 2, company mentor is added as 2" mentor

Chair

mentor

2" mentor
client:
city: country:

optional
comments

APPROVAL OF CHAIR on PROJECT PROPOSAL / PROJECT BRIEF > to be filled in by the Chair of the supervisory team

Sign for approval (Chair)

Name

vo



CHECK ON STUDY PROGRESS

To be filled in by SSC E&SA (Shared Service Centre, Education & Student Affairs), after approval of the project brief by the chair

The study progress will be checked for a 2" time just before the green light meeting.

Master electives no. of EC accumulated in total EC O YES all 1* year master courses passed

Of which, taking conditional requirements into

account, can be part of the exam programme EC NO missing 1°* year courses

Comments:

Sign for approval (SSC E&SA)

Name

APPROVAL OF BOARD OF EXAMINERS IDE on SUPERVISORY TEAM -> to be checked and filled in by IDE’s Board of Examiners

Does the composition of the Supervisory Team Comments:
comply with regulations?

YES vV Supervisory Team approved

NO

Supervisory Team not approved

Based on study progress, students is ... Comments:

YAl ALLOWED to start the graduation project

NOT allowed to start the graduation project

Sign for approval (BoEx)
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Personal Project Brief — IDE Master Graduation Project

Name student

PROJECT TITLE, INTRODUCTION, PROBLEM DEFINITION and ASSIGNMENT
Complete all fields, keep information clear, specific and concise

. . Research on Sports Retail Training Programs: Effectiveness in Customer Experience and Job Satisfaction
Project title

Please state the title of your graduation project (above). Keep the title compact and simple. Do not use abbreviations. The
remainder of this document allows you to define and clarify your graduation project.

Introduction

Describe the context of your project here; What is the domain in which your project takes place? Who are the main stakeholders

and what interests are at stake? Describe the opportunities {and limitations) in this domain to better serve the stakeholder
interests. (max 250 words)

The sports retail industry is undergoing a transformative shift, driven by the rise of e-commerce and changing consumer
expectations. While digital platforms provide convenience, physical stores remain critical for fostering emotional connections,
brand loyalty, and product testing (Laizet et al., 2024). However, the role of sales associates in delivering these experiences has
been underutilized.

Sales associates face hybrid responsibilities, such as managing online orders and in-store customer interactions, which have
significantly increased their workload (Saunders, 2025; Sheehan, 2024.). At the same time, customers demand personalised
service and seamless experiences across channels, especially in sports retail (Happ et al., 2020). Research shows that 73% of
consumers prioritize experience when making purchasing decisions, yet only 38% feel their expectations are met by retail staff
(PricewaterhouseCoopers, n.d.). This gap underscores the need for effective training programs that integrate technical expertise
with interpersonal skills.

Brands like Nike have implemented initiatives such as the EKIN program to address these challenges. This program emphasises
product knowledge and brand ethos to enhance customer interactions. However, high turnover rates among part-time staff
hinder its effectiveness (CEDEFOP, 2024). Additionally, as e-commerce penetration in Europe grows, doubling from 7 -8% in
2015 to 14-16% in 2023 (Laizet et al., 2024), physical stores must differentiate themselves by offering immersive experiences.

The Model of Customer Shopping Experience (CSE) (Fig. 1) proposed by Bonfanti and Yfantidou (2021) identifies four key
dimensions, cognitive (knowledge transfer), affective (emotional engagement), social (interpersonal interactions), and physical
(store environment) that are critical for creating memorable customer experiences, particularly in the sport store. This model
was built on Bustamante and Rubio (2017) In-Store Customer Experience (ISCX) scale (Fig. 2) which is a comprehensive
measurement tool to evaluate these dimensions. However, it is not yet clear from the current literature how the current training
programs address these dimensions, their efficacy and whether they meet sales employee satisfaction.

=
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image / figure 1 Model of in-store CSE designing for sports stores from the retailer perspective (Bonfanti and Yfantidou, 2021)
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image / figure 2 Components and Items of the ISCX Scale (Bustamante and Rubio, 2017)




Personal Project Brief — IDE Master Graduation Project

Problem Definition

What problem do you want to solve in the context described in the introduction, and within the available time frame of 100
working days? (= Master Graduation Project of 30 EC). What opportunities do you see to create added value for the described
stakeholders? Substantiate your choice.

(max 200 words)

The problem | aim to solve is the potential disconnect between sports retail training programs and their effectiveness in
equipping sales associates to meet both operational demands and customer experience expectations. Within the 100-day
timeframe, | will address how current training is currently balancing technical product knowledge with essential soft skills and
the correlation between associate satisfaction and customer experience outcomes.

This research presents significant opportunities to create added value for key stakeholders: For sales associates, who struggle
with expanded hybrid responsibilities, | would potentially develop a training framework that enhances both job satisfaction and
experience capabilities.; For store managers, who face high turnover rates (particularly among part-time staff) | will provide
actionable recommendations to improve training efficacy and staff retention.; For sports retail executives, who are investing in
physical store expansion (CBRE, 2024) despite e-commerce growth, | will deliver strategic insights on how associate expertise
can be improved to differentiate retail locations through experiences aligned with the CSE dimensions.

=

Assignment

This is the most important part of the project brief because it will give a clear direction of what you are heading for.
Formulate an assignment to yourself regarding what you expect to deliver as result at the end of your project. (1 sentence)

As you graduate as an industrial design engineer, your assignment will start with a verb (Design/investigate/Validate/Create),
and you may use the green text format:

Investigate the literature gap in measuring the effectiveness of retail training programs for sales associates in the sports sector
in delivering experiential customer experiences and achieving job satisfaction

Then explain your project approach to carrying out your graduation project and what research and design methods you plan to
use to generate your design solution (max 150 words)

To pursue my thesis, | will follow a double-diamond approach combined with mixed research methods. In the Discover
phase, I'll conduct a literature review to refine my research question, I'll evaluate the suitability of the ISCX Framework,
and I'll engage with store managers and retail executives to understand diverse perspectives on current training
challenges. During the Define phase, I'll analyze this data to identify core problems and opportunities. For quantitative
analysis, I'll use customer surveys using the refined ISCX scale to measure cognitive, affective, social, and physical
dimensions of experience (target: 150+ customers post-interaction with trained associates). Simultaneously, I'll assess
associate training satisfaction using validated scales (TSI, Likert, eNPS) and correlate results with customer ISCX scores to
identify gaps. Qualitatively, I'll conduct semi-structured interviews with 15-20 sales associates to explore their perceptions
of training efficacy. In the Develop and Deliver phases, I'll synthesize these insights to create and refine a training
framework that addresses operational challenges, experiential retail goals and employee satisfaction, concluding in
recommendations for sports retailers.
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Project planning and key moments

To make visible how you plan to spend your time, you must make a planning for the full project. You are advised to use a Gantt
chart format to show the different phases of your project, deliverables you have in mind, meetings and in-between deadlines.
Keep in mind that all activities should fit within the given run time of 100 working days. Your planning should include a kick-off
meeting, mid-term evaluation meeting, green light meeting and graduation ceremony. Please indicate periods of part-time

activities and/or periods of not spending time on your graduation project, if any (for instance because of holidays or parallel
course activities).

Make sure to attach the full plan to this project brief.
The four key moment dates must be filled in below

In exceptional cases (part of) the Graduation
Project may need to be scheduled part-time.
Indicate here if such applies to your project

Kick off meeting 26 Mar 2025

Part of project scheduled part-time v
Mid-term evaluation 11 Jun 2025
For how many project weeks | 25

Number of project days per week | 4,0
Green light meeting 20 Aug 2025

Comments:

Graduation ceremony 1 Oct 2025

Motivation and personal ambitions

Explain why you wish to start this project, what competencies you want to prove or develop (e.g. competencies acquired in your
MSc programme, electives, extra-curricular activities or other).

Optionally, describe whether you have some personal learning ambitions which you explicitly want to address in this project, on
top of the learning objectives of the Graduation Project itself. You might think of e.g. acquiring in depth knowledge on a specific

subject, broadening your competencies or experimenting with a specific tool or methodology. Personal learning ambitions are
limited to a maximum number of five.

(200 words max)

This thesis provides an opportunity to explore my lifelong passion for sports and deepen my interest in marketing and
consumer research, sparked throughout my master's studies. My primary motivation is to develop expertise in
mixed-methods research design, with a focus on enhancing my quantitative research techniques and analytical
capabilities. This project will enable me to apply knowledge gained from the SPD Research course, integrating academic
insights with real-world retail challenges and user experience perspectives.

On the side, my learning ambitions include:
- Gaining in-depth knowledge of experiential retail strategies specific to the sports industry
- Building expertise in customer research and sports marketing analytics

- Establishing a professional network with key stakeholders in the sports retail sector that could lead to potential future
employment opportunities
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