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Abstract
Interest in the quality of the health and fitness industry has grown considerably over the last decade. Gymnasiums are increasingly placing greater emphasis on meeting members’ expectations and needs. As more competition enters this industry, members’ perceptions of gymnasiums facilities and services are becoming more important. It is apparent that there is a need to measure the gaps that exist between members’ expectations and perceptions of service quality at Virgin Active gymnasiums in the greater Durban area.

The instrument used to assess the gaps between members’ expectations and perceptions of service quality was the SERVQUAL questionnaire, according to five quality dimensions: reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy and tangibles. The smallest dimension gap score proved to be tangibles, while the largest gap score of the study proved to be empathy, followed by responsiveness.

Introduction
Due to the focus on recreation and wellness, Virgin Active opened gymnasiums throughout South Africa. Many health and fitness centres have tried and failed to make a success in Durban, while Virgin Active gymnasiums have grown and prospered over the past few years. Virgin Active has gained more members by providing the latest technological equipment and exercise practices to meet their customers’ expectations of service quality. Customer service quality is critical at Virgin Active gymnasiums for their sustenance and growth. Interest in service quality has grown over the last decade due to increasing competition, which has led managers into finding ways to improve profitability. Service quality attracts more and better customers to the business which, in turn, leads to increased profits (Zeithaml, Bitner and Gremler, 2006: 547). Virgin Active gymnasiums need information on the gaps that they are not filling to help them monitor and improve their equipment and exercise practices to meet their members’ expectations of service quality. Customer service is the most effective and least expensive way to market a business. 
The focus of this research study was to determine the gaps that exist between members’ expectations and perceptions of service quality at Virgin Active gymnasiums. The aim of this research was to offer management insight into improving the efficiency and effectiveness of service quality and the opportunity to address any issues impacting the delivery of quality service at Virgin Active gymnasiums. In doing so, Virgin Active gymnasiums should increase their retention of existing members and signing up new members to acquire a larger share of the market.
Theoretical Framework
Literature advocates that health and fitness centres can gain a competitive advantage by improving the service quality that is offered to members. Therefore, it is important that Virgin Active understand the gaps that exist between members’ expectations and perceptions of service quality at gymnasiums. Harris (2006: 2) suggests that customer service is anything done for the customer that enhances the customer experience. Customers have varying ideas of what they expect from customer interaction. The customer service provider must get to know his or her customers and strive to provide them with excellent customer service. Customer service quality is critical at Virgin Active gymnasiums for their sustenance and growth. 
Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985: 44) state that the SERVQUAL model allows for measuring the gap between customers’ expectations and perceptions of service quality in service organizations. The model identifies five gaps that cause unsuccessful delivery (Kotler and Keller, 2006: 412). These five gaps are reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy and tangibles.   This research will highlight Gap 5, the gap between perceived service and expected service provided at Virgin Active gymnasiums. The importance of gap 5 is highlighted as the most important service quality gap, which forms the basis of this research. The Gaps Model of service quality was developed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1988: 13). Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry formulated a service-quality model that highlights the main requirements for delivering high service quality (Kotler and Keller, 2006: 412). SERVQUAL is a technique that can be used for performing a gap analysis of an organization’s service quality performance against customer service quality needs. It is a method that may be used by a service organization to improve service quality. The study suggested that, regardless of the service or service industry, consumers use the same criteria in evaluating service quality (Zeithaml, Bitner and Gremler, 2006: 82). Bodet (2006: 150) states that the SERVQUAL scale has been replicated and examined in various service industry contexts, including the health and fitness industry.

Figure 1 relates to the Gaps Model of Service Quality identified by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry. The model demonstrates, through Gaps 1 to 5, how service quality emerges between the customer and the service provider. Based on the information found, more informed and relevant decisions can be made (Kotler and Keller, 2006: 413). Bruhn and Georgi (2006: 50) state that Gaps 1 to 4 are the starting point for a service provider’s quality management initiative. By diminishing the four gaps, service quality will be maximised. However, Gap 5 demonstrates when a customer perceives that a service fails to meet expectations and perceives bad service quality.
Figure 1: The SERVQUAL Gap Analysis Model
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Source: Kotler and Keller (2006: 413)

Research Method
Descriptive statistical techniques were used to evaluate and analyze the gap that exists between members’ perceptions and expectations of service quality at Virgin Active gymnasiums to reach conclusions. The researcher gathered data by administering a questionnaire which consisted of a 21 question modified version of the SERVQUAL questionnaire (Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry, 1985: 44). This study was quantitative and cross-sectional in nature. The target population in this research was 74 000 members, obtained in July 2008, who belonged to nine Virgin Active gymnasiums in the greater Durban area. The sample size was 450 respondents who were members at Virgin Active gymnasiums in the greater Durban area. The researcher opted for non-probability sampling. The data was treated and edited using the latest SPSS 17 for Windows statistical package, which reflected data as graphical presentations. 

Results of the dimension analysis with Gap Scores
The data reflected in figure 2 reveal the expected and perceived tangible factors by Virgin Active gymnasiums members, in addition to the relevant gap for each question.
Figure 2: Expected and perceived tangible scores
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The aim of question 1 was to gain the expectations and perceptions of the modernity of the gymnasiums’ equipment. The mean gap score was 0.62. This reveals that the gap was relatively small and, therefore, it can be concluded that Virgin Active members were satisfied with the equipment. The aim of question 2 was to determine the members’ expectation and perception on whether Virgin Active gymnasiums provided visually appealing equipment. The gap score was 0.58. The result exhibits that members were satisfied with this question. Question 3 revealed the gap for employees’ appearance. The gap was indicated at 0.54. Comparing all gaps in the tangibility dimension, this was the smallest gap. The aim of question 4 was to determine the gap in terms of the visual attractiveness and appeal of the equipment at Virgin Active gymnasiums. The gap for this question was 0.55, which is relatively small.

None of the questions showed a uniquely large gap. The average gap score was -0.57. The results, therefore, imply that Virgin Active gymnasiums have managed to achieve this service quality dimension with regards to the equipment and facilities being visually appealing and modern and staff being neat in appearance.

Figure 3: Expected and perceived reliability scores

Figure 3 reveals the expected and perceived Virgin Active gymnasiums’ scores for the reliability dimension, in addition to the gap for each question. This dimension effectively measures the timelines for solving and giving attention to customer problems.
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Question 5 aimed to determine whether members could easily purchase membership for Virgin Active gymnasiums. The gap score was 0.79. It must be noted that this was the second largest gap in the reliability dimension. The aim of question 6 was to assess whether employees were responsive to customer complaints. The mean gap score of 0.82 was the largest gap in this dimension. It is interesting to note that this gap score was the highest in both reliability and tangibility service quality dimensions. Question 7 revealed the gap between the expectations and perceptions of respondents in terms of employees dealing with emergencies. The gap score was 0.69. This gap was the smallest in the reliability dimension. Question 8 aimed to determine whether prompt service was provided to members. Figure 3 illustrates that the gap score was 0.70, indicating the second smallest gap in the reliability dimension of service quality. 
It is also observed that the gaps were consistent with almost a 1 scale rating factor in magnitude (average = -0.75).

Figure 4 illustrates the expected and perceived Virgin Active gymnasiums scores for the responsiveness dimension, in addition to the gap for each question.

Figure 4: Expected and perceived responsiveness scores
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Question 9 aimed to assess whether employees told members what facilities were available for the disabled. The mean gap score was 0.996. This gap score was the largest amongst all other scores in all four dimensions.  The result suggested that Virgin Active gymnasiums neglected this important element in the service delivery process. Question 10 assessed if Virgin Active gymnasiums’ child minders interact and play with the children. The gap score reflected 0.74, the second lowest score for the responsiveness dimension. The aim of question 11 was to assess whether employees were willing to help members. The gap score was 0.76, the second highest score in the responsiveness dimension. Question 12 referred to the training instructors being professional in conducting classes. Figure 4 shows the gap score was 0.665. This score is the sixth lowest gap of all the four service quality dimensions. 
It is observed that the gaps were consistent with almost a 1 scale rating factor in magnitude (average = -0.79). It was noted that question 9 had the biggest gap amongst all dimensions. 
Figure 5 depicts the expected and perceived Virgin Active gymnasiums scores for the assurance dimension, in addition to the gap for each question.

Figure 5: Expected and perceived assurance scores
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The aim of question 13 was to estimate whether the behaviour of staff could be accepted. The gap score was 0.720. This was not the smallest gap in this dimension. Question 14 referred to the safety and security facilities for children. The gap score of 0.700 was the lowest gap for the assurance dimension of service quality. Question 15 aimed to determine whether Virgin Active gymnasiums offered moderate membership fees. The gap score was 0.910. This gap was the third highest amongst all four dimension scores. Question 16 revealed the score of respondents in this project in terms of professional knowledge of employees. The gap score was 0.72. 
The indication is that although the staff were meeting some assurance criteria, they were falling short in others (average = -0.76). In particular, question 15, which was concerned with membership fees, had the largest gap (-0.91). 

Figure 6 reveals the expected and perceived Virgin Active gymnasiums’ scores for the empathy dimension, in addition to the gap for each question.
Figure 6: Expected and perceived empathy scores
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Question 17 aimed to determine whether Virgin Active gymnasium employees showed interest in members’ progress. The gap score for this question was 0.93.  This score was the second highest in all four dimensions. Question 18 revealed the gap score of respondents in terms of members receiving individual attention. The gap score was 0.919. This score suggested that Virgin Active gymnasium employees should be concerned about the attention paid to members’ to improve service delivery. Question 19 revealed the gap score of respondents in terms of members’ opportunity for social interaction. The gap score was 0.705. This was the lowest in the empathy dimension of service quality. The aim of question 20 was to further estimate the influence employees have in understanding the needs of their members. The gap score was 0.757. Although the score was lower than other scores in this dimension, the gap was still bigger than most. Question 21 revealed the gap score in terms of convenience of operating hours. The gap was 0.451. This gap was the lowest of all four dimensions. The result suggested that Virgin Active gymnasiums were providing above adequate operating hours for their members. 
The gaps were slightly less than one scale rating in magnitude (average = -0.75). The attention given to customers needs to be addressed, especially in terms of questions 17 and 18, which were concerned with members’ progress and individual attention, respectively (average = -0.91).

Recommendations based on findings

· Facilities offered for the disabled

It is recommended that Virgin Active gymnasiums improve their facilities and educate staff on how to provide above average service quality for disabled members. Findings indicate that members’ did not feel there was adequate facilities and assistance for disabled members. The result suggests that Virgin Active gymnasiums neglected this important element in the service delivery process. By providing these facilities, Virgin Active gymnasiums’ can attract more potential members who require these facilities.

· Assisting members and staff knowledge 

Virgin Active gymnasiums should recruit and select skilled and competent staff. Furthermore, they need formal training in service quality to deal with different types of members and their needs. Assisting members and enhancing employee knowledge about health and fitness are the most important factors that Virgin Active gymnasiums need to improve. These improvements can be achieved by hiring employees that are more skilled in health and fitness or by training the existing employees. It is, therefore, imperative that training of employees should be addressed to enhance efficient and effective customer service.

· Interest shown in members 

Virgin Active gymnasiums in the greater Durban area should improve empathy at their gymnasiums by three means. Firstly, employees need to increase their ability to show members that they are interested and concerned with members’ progress in their fitness. Secondly, management of the gymnasiums should develop procedures to ensure that members receive individual attention during their workouts. There is, therefore, a need for members’ individual desires to be satisfied (Bruhn and Georgi, 2006: 52). Thirdly, managers at gymnasiums should consider procedures for dealing with members’ individual needs. Employees should have the social skills to approach members and understand their individual needs. It is recommended that Virgin Active gymnasiums in the greater Durban area take into consideration the seriousness of members as findings indicated that members do encounter problems with employees not understanding their individual needs and not receiving individual attention.

· Gymnasium appearance and image 

Findings show that Virgin Active gymnasiums in the greater Durban area are neat and visually appealing. However, with regards to new technological equipment, Virgin Active gymnasiums should purchase new technologically advanced equipment to ensure that they adapt quickly to environmental changes of new technologies. Therefore, it is recommended that Virgin Active gymnasiums in the greater Durban area should improve their equipment.  

· Membership purchase and fees

From the results, it appears that most members are not satisfied with the 
membership fees they are currently being charged. Findings reflect that it is not convenient for members to purchase membership. It is, therefore, imperative that Virgin Active gymnasiums address the fee structure and the procedures taken to join new members to Virgin Active gymnasiums in the greater Durban area. 

Recommendations for further research
The study raises new questions for further research. First, the empathy dimension was found to be relatively more important than reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and tangibles. This finding highlights the fact that care and individual attention is the most important factor in service delivery for Virgin Active gymnasiums in the greater Durban area. In addition, future research should also look at whether the perceived and expected service quality levels differ between educated and non-educated members. Future studies may investigate other types of member characteristics (e.g., ethnicity, income and occupation). Therefore, further research is recommended. 

Conclusion
This study has highlighted the gaps between the expectations and perceptions of members at Virgin Active gymnasiums’ in the greater Durban area. Issues relating to the delivery of service quality and the gap scores were discussed. The importance of service delivery is very important in gymnasiums. In today‘s volatile economy, providing excellent service delivery can be the critical difference in any organization’s success.  In order to accomplish profits, gymnasiums need to constantly review the quality of their service delivery. In conclusion, the responsiveness dimension and empathy dimension of service quality were two major factors influencing Virgin Active gymnasiums’ in the greater Durban area.

The recommendations and conclusions represent some of the measures that could possibly be taken by Virgin Active gymnasiums in the greater Durban area to improve the delivery of service quality.  There are no reservations that other recommendations can be used successfully to improve service quality. This study will have an impact on the delivery of service quality which will assist gymnasium managers to increase customer satisfaction at Virgin Active gymnasiums in the greater Durban area.
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