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Sporting goods stores, defined as "business establishments primarily engaging in retailing new sporting goods" by 

the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS), are an important sector within the sport industry 

(Eschenfelder and Li, 2007). The total revenue of this sector reached $52.2 billion in 2018 with a projected growth 

rate of 1.9% (Hyland, 2018). However, the competition in this sector is severe: about 18% sporting goods stores 

have closed during the years from 2013-2018 and it was the only business category that didn't have a positive 

month-over-month increase in 2018 (U.S. Census, 2018). 

There are some peculiarities with this industry sector. This sector is highly competitive and mediumly concentrated 

(Gale, 2018). The four market leaders including Bass Pro, Dick's Sporting Goods, Academy Sports & Outdoors, and 

Recreational Equipment have a total market share of 48.7%. Most companies employ fewer than 20 people and 

target at specialty niches and local consumers (Hyland, 2018). As a result, most stores rely on the revenues from 

their brick and mortar stores (i.e., the offline channel) even in the era of rapid growth of eCommerce. For instance, 

87.6% of sales at Dick's Sporting Goods occurred in the offline channels in 2017 (Dick’s Sporting Goods, 2018). It 

is reasonable to assume that the proportion of offline sales for independent local stores will be greater. Sporting 

goods stores compete not only with adjacent brick and mortar sporting goods stores, but also with online retailers 

(e.g., Amazon), mass merchandisers (e.g., Costco, Walmart), department stores (e.g., Kohl's), direct channels of 

sports brands (e.g., Callaway, Nike), etc. (Gale, 2018). Most of these non-conventional competitors have stronger 

online presence and/or more efficient integration of online-offline channels (Ofek, Katona, and Sarvary, 2011).  

The presence of online channels has created one critical problem for traditional sporting goods stores: free-riding, 

also known as showrooming: the phenomenon that customers may utilize the offline stores to inspect the goods 

they intend to buy and then shop online after uncertainty has been resolved (Balakrishnan, Sundaresan, and Zhang, 

2014). This practice is escalated by the fact that consumers prefer national brands when choosing sporting goods. 

Even for leading sporting goods stores, such as Dick’s Sporting Goods, their private labels represented about 10% 
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of total sales in 2016 and about 12% in 2017 (Dick’s Sporting Goods, 2018). The reliance on national brands 

intensifies competition because national branding makes price comparison effortless and showrooming effective 

(Bergen, Dutta, and Shugan, 1996). Consumers can be ensured of similar quality when they buy the same brand even 

from different channels. 

 To ward off the competition from online channels, service quality has been suggested as a strategic tool that brick 

and mortar retailors can utilize (Chiu et al., 2011). However, there is a cost in improving service quality and 

satisfying customers; often time the cost is high. Furthermore, it is generally agreed that service quality requires a 

long-term investment (Rust, Moorman, and van Beuningen, 2016). Consequently, there are significant trade-offs 

each business needs to face. For instance, a store can either rent more spaces and hire less knowledgeable 

salespersons, or reduce spaces and hire more expensive salespersons. 

Situating in the wider context of retailing service quality (Bishop and Hathcote, 1994; Dabholkar, Thorpe, and 

Rentz, 1996) and service quality in sports industry (Chelladurai and Chang, 2000), the purpose of this study is 

therefore to examine the service quality of sporting goods stores in the new marketing milieu. Similar to the 

conventional consumer comments cards approach (Simmers and Keith,2015), this study draws insights about service 

quality of sporting goods stores based on consumer self-generated online reviews. Specifically, this study used a 

dataset released by yelp.com in October, 2018.  

The dataset contains a total of 22,056 reviews (3,062,441 words) on 1470 sporting goods stores in the United States. 

Leximancer 4.0, a text-mining software based on a patented topic modeling algorithm developed by Dr. Andrew 

Smith (2003), was used to analyze the reviews. This algorithm extracts topics and themes from natural language 

based on the co-occurrences of words in sentences and is probabilistic in nature.  

Customer service and store quality are two center themes emerged during the analysis, which is consistent with the 

retailing service quality literature (Dabholkar, Thorpe, and Rentz, 1996). The primary dimensions associated with 

customer service include sales staff (“knowledgeable”, “helpful” and “friendly”), interaction (“recommend”, 

“owner”, “experience”, and persons’ names), service (“care”, “time”, “terms”, “problem”), product (“selection”, 

“quality”, “fit”).  The center of customer service is staff and the most mentioned quality about staff is 
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“knowledgeable”, followed by “helpful” and “friendly”. The primary dimensions associated with store quality 

include “price", “sales”, brands of the products, “location”, “inventory”, names of the competing stores (such as 

amazon, Walmart, target, etc), and value-related words (e.g., “worth”, “value”).  

More insights were obtained by adding rating information in the analysis. Comparing with other reviews, one-star 

and two-star ratings are more often associated with return behavior; the word “online” also appears most frequently 

in these reviews, reflecting the impact of online competition; the primary links to “return” are customer service and 

price. In contrast, five-star ratings are mainly associated with the positive quality of the staff; names of employees are 

mentioned more often, reflecting a relationship building approach in the business.  Four-star reviews focus more on 

the products. Names of online competitors, value-related terms, price are mentioned more often with three-star 

reviews. It is also evident that the reviews have been primarily utilitarian, very few mentioned about "hedonic" or 

"social" values of the sporting goods stores. 

Through text-mining on a large amount of yelp reviews, this study updated the literature on retailing service quality. 

In the context of sporting goods business, consumers evaluation of service quality has been significantly influenced 

by the presence of online channels. Theoretical and practical implications will be further discussed during the 

presentation. 
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