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Abstract

A considerable amount of consumer behavior research has well documented the positive and direct relationship between customer satisfaction and loyalty. However, less is known about the relationship in the experiential consumption domain. The current study revisited the customer satisfaction-loyalty link in the sport video gaming context. Building upon previous research, the study proposed a structural model incorporating brand attitude, satisfaction, gaming skill, and loyalty. A convenience sample (N = 328) of FIFA soccer video game players was recruited and the data fit the model well. Contrary to expectations, satisfaction did not have a direct significant influence on loyalty. Rather, the relationship was fully mediated by perceived gaming skill and brand attitude. Findings implicate the importance of consumer expertise (i.e., skill) in explaining customer loyalty in a hedonic consumption context. 
Introduction
The current study revisits the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty in the context of sport video gaming (SVG). A considerable amount of consumer behavior research has documented the positive relationship between customer satisfaction and loyalty (Oliver, 1999; Suh & Yi, 2006; Xu, Goedegebuure, & van der Heijden, 2006; Yi, 1990). In particular, customer satisfaction is thought of as an immediate antecedent to customer loyalty (Anderson & Sullivan, 1993). 
However, some researchers have contended that satisfaction is not enough to influence loyalty (Jones & Sasser, 1995; Reichhled, 1996; Xu et al., 2006), suggesting that the satisfaction-loyalty relationship might be more complex than expected (Anderson & Srinivasan, 2003; Hennig-Thurau & Klee, 1997). Furthermore, few studies have examined the relationship in the hedonic-consumption setting (Carpenter, 2008). It should be noted that hedonic behavior differs from utilitarian behavior in that its focus is primarily on pleasure and enjoyment, rather than simply completing the task (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982; Voss et al., 2003). 
Recently, however, consumer behavior researchers have noted the significance of customer expertise in explaining loyalty (Matzler, Fuller, & Faullant, 2007; Murray & Bellman, 2007) in hedonic consumption contexts. Specifically, those studies have found that customer expertise or skills play an important role in forming loyalty in experiential consumption settings (i.e., recreational service, video gaming) (c.f.,Matzler et al., 2007; Murray & Bellman, 2007). However, the role of consumer expertise within the satisfaction-loyalty relationship model has not been addressed and remains to be explored. Therefore, building on previous consumer behavior literature, this study attempts to broaden our knowledge of the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty by incorporating consumer expertise as a mediator in a SVG setting. 
Theoretical Backgrounds

Sport video games 

Video games are a multibillion dollar industry, taking in more money than the film industry (Wolf, 2006). According to the Entertainment Software Association (2007), from 1996 to 2006 computer and video game sales in the United States grew from $2.6 billion to $7.4 billion. Sport video games ranked second in total number of units sold in 2006, accounting for 17% of industry sales (Entertainment Software Association, 2007). To date, only a handful of research has investigated the sport video gaming behavior (Kim & Ross, 2006; Kim, Walsh, & Ross, 2008). Given that increasing loyal gamers appear to benefit both the gaming industry and sport organizations, it seems imperative for sport marketers to better understand the mechanism that determines the game player’s loyalty. 
Customer satisfaction

Extensive studies have been conducted on customer satisfaction (Oliver, 1997; Xu et al., 2006; Yi, 1990). Oliver (1997) defines customer satisfaction as a pleasurable level of consumption-related fulfillment. According to Yi (1990), customer satisfaction is generally conceptualized as an attitude-like evaluative judgment following a series of purchase or consumer-product interactions. Customer satisfaction has long been regarded as a primary determinant of long-term customer behavior (Oliver, 1981). It is the result of a consumer’s perception of the value received in a transaction or relationship (Blanchard & Galloway, 1994). In this study, customer satisfaction is defined as an overall evaluation of the performance of the product (e.g., Johnson & Fornell, 1991). Therefore, customer satisfaction is assessed based on the instrumental quality of the game (i.e., graphics, functions, and overall quality) rather than the evaluation of personal experience. 
Customer loyalty

Oliver (1999) defines brand loyalty as “a deeply held commitment to re-buy or re-patronize a preferred product/service consistently in the future, thereby causing repetitive same-brand or same brand-set purchasing, despite situational influences and marketing efforts having the potential to cause switching behavior” (p. 34).  Researchers have operationalized customer loyalty in two ways – attitudinal and behavioral. The first definition is attitudinal loyalty that deals with cognitive and emotional attachment to a product, service, or organization (Hallowell, 1996). The second definition of loyalty is behavioral and customer loyalty is assessed as a recommendations (Boulding et al., 1993; Xu et al., 2006), repurchase intentions (Anderson & Sullivan, 1993; Suh & Yi, 2006), and willingness to pay a price premium (Xu et al., 2006; Zeithaml et al., 1996). Similarly, in this study, customer loyalty is indicated by positive word of mouth and repurchase intentions. 
Perceived gaming skill
In a recent study, Murray and Bellman (2007) found that consumers’ gaming skills play a critical role in developing loyalty in a hedonic task (e.g., video gaming). Murray and Bellman conducted a series of video-gaming experiments and they found that consumers’ gaming skill was an important factor to continue their consumption experience. Similarly, in a leisure service context, Matzler, Fuller, and Faullant (2007) found that skiers’ perceived skill level strengthened the customer satisfaction and loyalty relationship. Therefore, consumers’ perceived gaming skill is likely to affect the satisfaction-loyalty relations by mediating the influence of satisfaction on repurchase intentions and positive word of mouth intentions. 
Prior studies suggest that a skill-relevant factor is important in predicting customer loyalty in the hedonic and experiential consumption context and perhaps mediates the link between satisfaction and loyalty. Taken together, it is hypothesized that customers’ perceived gaming skill mediates the relationship among attitude, satisfaction, and loyalty (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. The proposed structural model.

Method

Sample and Procedures

A convenience sample (N = 328) of FIFA Soccer video-game players were recruited both online (42%) and offline (58%) from a metropolitan area in Korea.   Overall, 98% of the respondents were males; the mean age was 21.6 years old, ranging from 18 to 33.  The FIFA soccer video game (i.e., FIFA 2006) is a series of soccer games released annually by Electronic Arts (EA), one of the leading video gaming brands in the world (Zuniga, 2007). The FIFA soccer video game was chosen for this study because it is one of the top sellers of the EA products (Fisher, 2007), and to control for potential confounding effects from other types of soccer video games. 
Online respondents (N=138) were recruited from an on-line video gaming forum.  A banner advertisement with a direct link to the online survey was placed on the main webpage.  When members clicked the banner, they were asked if they had previously played the FIFA Soccer game. If so, they could proceed with the survey. Offline participants (N = 190) were recruited from a large national university in Korea.  Similar to the online recruitment procedures, only those who had prior experience playing the FIFA soccer game were given questionnaires to participate the study. 

Measures


Hedonic attitude toward game. A five-item hedonic attitude scale was adapted from Voss et al. (2003). Respondents were asked to rate their overall hedonic attitude toward FIFA Soccer games, using the following dimensions: fun, exciting, delightful, thrilling, and enjoyable, on a five-point Likert-type scale. 


Satisfaction.  Customer satisfaction was examined with three measures adapted from Bitner and Hubbert (1994). Respondents were asked to rate their satisfaction regarding the game’s quality and features on a five-point Likert-type scale. 


Perceived gaming skill. A four-item perceived skill scale was adapted from Pavlou and Fygenson’s (2006) study and respondents were asked to rate their game playing skills on a five-point Likert-type scale. 
Loyalty. Customer loyalty was examined with three items on a five-point Likert-type scale (Anderson & Sullivan, 1993; Xu et al., 2006; Yi, 1990). Two items asked repurchase intentions and one item asked word-of-mouth intention. 

Data Analysis


For testing the hypotheses, a two-step approach was used. First, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to examine psychometric properties of the measures. After the CFA was conducted, general Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was utilized to examine the structural relationships among latent factors. The use of SEM is justified given that the purpose of this study is to examine the relations among the psychological factors with measurement errors. Further, model comparison among competing models allows researchers to determine which model fit the best among them (Baron & Kenny, 1986). 
Results

The measurement model
In the measurement model, each indicator variable was predicted to load just one latent factor. CFA for the measurement model of attitude, satisfaction, skill, and loyalty yielded a satisfactory fit. The chi-square value for the measurement models was significant (χ2 = 315.99, df = 84, p < .001), and standard root mean square residual (SRMR) = .05, non-normed fit index (NNFI) = .93, comparative fit index (CFI) = .95. The selection of fit indices and their cutoff criteria was based on Hu and Bentler’s (1999) suggestions, and the results indicated that the measurement model fit well to the data. Cronbach alpha levels and AVEs for each construct were satisfactory. Given the acceptable CFA model fit, high factor loadings (0.69 to 0.96) demonstrate that the measures of each construct possess convergent validity.  In all cases, correlations among constructs ranged from 0.52 to 0.72, providing evidence that attitude, satisfaction, skill, and loyalty are distinct constructs. 
The structural model

The results of the structural model indicate that the model fits the data well (χ2 = 316.00, df = 84, p < .001; CFI = .95; NNFI = .93; SRMR = 0.05).  Figure 2 demonstrates standardized parameter estimates for the structural model incorporating attitude, satisfaction, skill, and loyalty.  The results indicate that attitude is positively related with satisfaction (H3; 0.59, z = 8.89).  The impact of attitude on skill is significant (H4; 0.69, z = 9.38). Attitude also showed the significant impact on loyalty (H1; 0.38, z = 4.31). With respect to the perceived skill effect on loyalty, the results were supportive (H5; 0.30, z = 4.28). However, satisfaction did not play significant roles in predicting perceived skill and loyalty. The standardized parameter estimates in Figure 2 show that constructs of attitude, satisfaction, and skill explained 47 per cent of the variance in loyalty. The proposed hypotheses were all supportive except for H2 and H5. 
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Figure 2. Standardized path coefficients for hypothesized model. 
Findings indicate that any covariance between satisfaction and both skill and loyalty was accounted for by other factors in the model. In order to further investigate the nature of the relationship among constructs, an exploratory model was created by eliminating the nonsignificant paths between satisfaction and both skill and loyalty (Figure 3). The fit of this model (χ2 = 332.26, df = 86, p < .001; CFI = .94; NNFI = .93; SRMR = 0.05) was similar to the hypothesized model. Similarly, the exploratory model explained 47 per cent of the variance in loyalty. Nested model tests were conducted to compare the hypothesized model and exploratory model. A comparison between the two models produced a significant chi-square difference (∆χ2 = 16.26, df = 2, p < .05), indicating support for the more complex hypothesized model.
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Figure 3. Exploratory model based on re-specification.
Discussion

The purpose of this study was to revisit the satisfaction-loyalty relationship in a hedonic consumption context (i.e., video gaming). The present study used survey data pertaining to actual users of a video game (e.g., FIFA soccer game). Structural equation modeling technique was employed and standardized parameter estimates were used, along with model comparison via chi-square differences. The current study is the first known attempt to investigate the satisfaction-loyalty link in the context of hedonic video gaming setting. 
In line with previous literature, brand attitude had significant direct effect on loyalty (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Suh & Yi, 2006). The findings suggest that attitude also had significant relationship with customer satisfaction (Oliver, 1999; Suh & Yi, 2006; Yi, 1990). Furthermore, attitude had a positive effect on perceived gaming skills. Thus, the results of this study provide additional evidence that favorable attitude toward brand is positively associated with customer satisfaction, gaming skill, and loyalty. 

Inconsistent with existing literature, however, this study found no significant direct effect of customer satisfaction on loyalty. Satisfaction indirectly influenced loyalty through attitude and gaming skills suggesting that those constructs were more important in influencing loyalty in a hedonic consumption context (c.f., Murray & Bellman, 2007). One possible explanation for the lack of significance between satisfaction and loyalty is malleable and unstable nature of customer satisfaction (Boulding, Kalra, Staelin, & Zeithaml, 1993; Oliver, 1999; Yi, 1990). Some researchers have noted that satisfaction is spontaneously elicited by subsequent exposure to the brand that is largely based on past experience with the product, but is rather unstable and malleable (Boulding et al., 1993). In addition, another explanation to the lack of significance between satisfaction and loyalty might have been the construct that measured customer satisfaction. For instance, the present study assessed customer satisfaction based on the customer’s overall evaluation of the performance (c.f., Johnson & Fornell, 1991) rather than on the consumption-specific experience. Therefore, it might be possible to suggest that customer satisfaction with the utility of the product would not always translate to positive emotional reactions to consumer-product interactions (c.f., Yi, 1990). Subsequent studies should consider measuring customer satisfaction based on customer-product interactions to further explicate the satisfaction-loyalty relations in the hedonic consumption context. 
Findings suggest that managers need to understand the important roles of attitude and gaming skill in loyalty. With regards to brand attitude, this study employed hedonic attitude scale (e.g., Voss et al., 2003) that captures experiential and pleasure-oriented dimensions of attitude. Thus, managers should focus on marketing communication strategies (promotional activities and advertising messages) that they emphasize fun, exciting, and arousing attributes of the game to enhance consumers’ brand attitude. In addition, managers need to be aware of the importance of hedonic learning experience (e.g., Murray & Bellman, 2007). In particular, managers should offer options to customize the level of difficulties as well as training sessions to improve consumers’ perceived gaming skills. 
Finally, the results of this study are applicable to a particular type of hedonic consumption experience – i.e., one that has a learning component. Many other domains of activity beyond game playing (i.e., leisure services, participant sport) share these criteria and extending the idea from this study into those areas would be an interesting avenue for future research. 
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