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ABSTRACT

Objective: The aim of the present study was to identify the factors influencing customer
complaint behavior in the sports services industry.

Methodology: The research employed a qualitative method with a thematic analysis approach
based on Braun and Clarke (2006). The study's population included experts in sports marketing
with a focus on customer orientation, managers of health and wellness clubs, swimming pools,
and customers who use these services. A purposive sampling method was used, involving 27
participants. The research tools included a systematic literature review and semi-structured
exploratory interviews, whose validity and reliability were confirmed.

Results: According to the research results, the factors influencing customer complaint behavior
in the sports services industry include 87 concepts, 8 subcategories, and 3 main categories:
customer-related elements (customer behaviors, purchase-related behaviors, and customer
perceptions); internal organizational elements (organizational performance, staff performance,
and inadequate service delivery); and external elements (economic and socio-cultural factors).
Conclusion: Sports organizations can prevent customer dissatisfaction by improving the
quality of sports services and identifying customer expectations, perceptions, and behaviors in
using these services. By establishing a high-quality complaint management system with clear
mechanisms and accessible complaint channels, alongside training and empowering staff,
organizations can promptly address customer issues. Moreover, by implementing processes and
procedures that align with customer perspectives and responding to complaints with respect and
attention, organizations can increase customer retention rates and contribute to improving their
profitability.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem
ustomer complaints represent one of the most valuable sources of insight into
customer experiences and market dynamics (Mattila & Mount, 2003). Ignoring
such complaints may result in the loss of loyal customers. Conversely, effective
complaint management—which includes the systematic recording of complaints
and their timely reporting to organizational managers—can serve as a rich
repository of critical information (Hien et al., 2021). Sports clubs are identified
as service environments with a high potential for customer complaint behaviors. In Iran, many
clubs face issues such as inadequate facilities, high costs, poor hygiene, and outdated equipment,
which expose customers to various problems and frequently lead to complaints. To enhance the
efficiency of private sports clubs, it is essential to prioritize the delivery of superior services, offer
comprehensive customer solutions, adhere to standardized management systems, develop
operational protocols, and implement flexible and responsive processes (Jafari Zafarabadi et al.,
2022). Addressing and responding to customer complaints is therefore regarded as a highly
effective strategy for achieving strategic marketing objectives. Moreover, in some organizations,
competitive advantage arises not merely from the services offered, but from the attention given to
resolving customer complaints (Yang et al., 2018). As such, club managers must formulate
strategies that improve service quality, encourage customer citizenship behaviors, and
concurrently reduce perceived risks (Babaei Dehkordi et al., 2022).

Despite the growing focus on complaint-free customer behavior, much of the existing research
has concentrated primarily on the antecedents of complaints, thereby creating a knowledge gap
concerning dysfunctional customer behavior. For instance, Kim and Tang (2020) examined how
customer behavior influences perceived value, while Chao et al. (2020) studied the role of
corporate social responsibility in sustaining customer engagement. In this context, the expansion
of communication channels -particularly through social media- can significantly enhance service
delivery, increase customer awareness, and boost purchase intentions. Consequently, managers are
encouraged to adopt a positive perspective toward the use of social media platforms (Rahnema et
al., 2025). Given these considerations, investigating the causal factors underlying customer
complaint behaviors is of great significance for marketing managers in sports clubs and
organizations. Accordingly, the present study seeks to identify and analyze the causal factors that
influence complaint behaviors among customers of sports services.

Methodology
The present study adopts a qualitative methodology with an exploratory and systematic approach,
utilizing thematic analysis based on the framework proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). The
research population comprises experts and specialists in sports marketing with a customer-oriented
focus, managers of health and wellness clubs and swimming pools, as well as customers who have
continuously utilized the services of these sports facilities for at least one year. A purposive sampling
method was employed to select participants. The conceptual model of the study was developed
based on the relationships identified during the research and is presented as a conceptual framework.
The thematic analysis process followed the six phases outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). In
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the first phase, familiarization with the data, the researchers reviewed preliminary data through an
examination of literature on customer complaint behavior in sports services, which provided a
foundational understanding. Subsequently, interviews with stakeholders offered deeper insights
into their experiences and perspectives. In the second phase, generating initial codes, primary
codes were identified and extracted from the transcribed interviews, resulting in 87 initial themes.
The third phase, searching for themes, involved compiling a comprehensive list of these initial
themes and prioritizing those with higher frequencies. After refinement and editing, eight basic
themes were identified. In the fourth phase, reviewing themes, the eight basic themes were
synthesized to form broader organizing themes, ultimately resulting in three organizing themes.
The fifth phase, defining and naming themes, entailed the integration of organizing themes into
overarching themes, thereby constructing a coherent and structured thematic framework. Finally,
in the sixth phase, producing the report, the thematic network was interpreted and presented,
offering a comprehensive analysis grounded in the identified themes.

Results

Ultimately, the data obtained from the thematic analysis and the construction of the thematic
network reveal that the dimensions and components influencing customer complaint behavior in
sports services are structured into three organizing themes, eight basic themes, and eighty-seven
initial themes. The results of this integration further indicate that the themes identified through
the thematic analysis are consistent with established theoretical and empirical foundations.
Moreover, the findings demonstrate that customer-related, internal, organizational, and external
factors constitute the primary causal elements affecting customer complaint behavior in the
sports services sector.

Discussion and Conclusion

Based on the research findings, sports organizations can mitigate customer dissatisfaction without
the need for major structural modifications to their organization or to the products and services
they offer. By gaining a thorough understanding of the socio-cultural and economic context of the
community and improving the quality of sports services, these organizations can proactively
address customer behaviors and expectations before, during, and after service consumption. A
critical component of this approach involves the establishment of a high-quality complaint
management system that incorporates clear mechanisms and easily accessible channels for
submitting complaints. Coupled with staff training and empowerment initiatives, such a system
enables organizations to swiftly identify and resolve customer issues and dissatisfaction.

This proactive strategy not only prevents significant customer attrition but also improves
customer retention, fosters loyalty, and ultimately enhances organizational profitability.
Furthermore, it is recommended that the Ministry of Sports and Youth, along with other relevant
governmental institutions, allocate dedicated financial resources and institutional support to
sports service organizations. These resources would empower organizations to design and
implement effective service delivery programs aligned with customer expectations.

In addition, sports service companies should prioritize the enhancement of their brand
reputation. Building a strong brand identity through consistent service quality, robust customer
relationships, and a positive market presence can significantly reduce customer complaints.
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Customers who trust an organization are more inclined to resolve concerns amicably rather than
resort to formal complaints. Strengthening interpersonal interactions and delivering reliable,
empathetic services can bolster customer trust, thereby reducing the frequency and intensity of
complaint behavior. Moreover, the development of efficient complaint-handling systems can
support this process, enhancing customer confidence in the sports services industry as a whole.

Originality/Value

This study is among the few qualitative investigations that systematically identify and categorize the
causal factors influencing customer complaint behavior in the sports services industry, particularly within
the Iranian context. It addresses a critical gap in the existing literature by presenting an integrated
conceptual framework based on customer-related, organizational, and external factors.

Reasech Limitations/Implications

The findings of this study are limited by its qualitative, cross-sectional design and the use of purposive
sampling, which may restrict the generalizability of the results. Future studies employing quantitative or
longitudinal methodologies are recommended to validate and expand upon these findings.
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Table 1. Test-Retest Reliability Results
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Table 2. Demographic Characteristics of Interviewees
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Table 3. Examples of Logical Statements and Extracted Initial Codes
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Table 4. Findings Derived from Coding
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Figure 1. Tree Diagram of Factors Influencing Customer Complaining Behavior in the Sports Services
Industry
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