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Abstract

Background: The leisure and recreational sports market, a multibillion-dollar industry, is
experiencing a transformative shift. With increased competition and changing consumer
demographics, businesses and facilities are seeking innovative strategies to ensure customer
retention and maintain profitability. Golf, as a key player in this sector, has seen a resurgence
in popularity due to its adaptability during social distancing measures. Amid this growth, the
industry faces challenges to engage and retain a new demographic of golfers. To address this,
experiential marketing, emphasizing immersive and interactive customer experiences, has
become increasingly critical. This approach focuses on creating memorable experiences rather
than simply providing product or service information.

Purpose: The aim of this study is to investigate the influence of experiential marketing on
customer engagement and loyalty within the golf industry, specifically analyzing how
different golf course dimensions affect consumers' emotional responses and willingness to
return. This research will provide valuable insights for the development of effective
experiential marketing strategies in participation sports.

Method: Ontology - Constructivism; Epistemology - Interpretivism; Methodology - Multiple
case study; Data collection - 10 semi-structured interviews; Sampling - Criterion sampling,
which followed the criteria: (1) recent experience, participants must have played at both golf
courses during the 2023 season, ensuring that their experiences and feedback are current and
relevant to the present-day amenities offered by the clubs, while also minimizing the
influence of any seasonal effects. (2) geographic location, participants must reside within the
Jonkdping region, as this helps ensure that their experiences are not biased due to traveling to
a new region or country, which could potentially lead to biased conclusions. (3) time played,
the golfers must have completed at least 18 holes of golf as to ensure that they get the full
experience at both of the selected golf courses.; Data Analysis — Content Analysis (creation of
a tree-diagram based on quotes, sub-categories, generic categories and main categories)
Conclusion: This research offers insights into how experiential marketing dimensions like
amenities, atmosphere, and customer service influence golfer satisfaction and return
intentions. Key findings indicate that these elements elicit strong emotional responses, driving
golfer loyalty. A holistic approach that addresses both tangible and intangible elements
enhance overall satisfaction. This study underlines the need for continued research into these
factors to support the development of effective strategies for the golf industry.
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1. Introduction

In this chapter, | provide an introduction to the context of this thesis. | begin by discussing
the concept of experiential marketing and its role in fostering emotional consumer
engagement. Next, | present an overview of the research environment, focusing on the
golf industry. I conclude the chapter by defining the research purpose and outlining the
research question that this thesis seeks to address.

1.1 Background and Problem Formulation

The leisure and recreational sports market constitutes a multibillion-dollar industry, with
an estimated global market size of US$ 113 billion in 2022 (IMARC Group, 2021). This
vast industry necessitates that businesses and facilities devise engaging and positive
experiences for customers to ensure consumer retention and maintain profitability
(Okayasu et al., 2010) Consequently, many businesses have adopted experiential
marketing, a strategy that emphasizes creating memorable customer experiences through
immersive and interactive components (Schmitt, 1999; Ponsonby-Mccabe, 2006;
Harmeling et al., 2017; Oztiirk, 1999). A key characteristic of experiential marketing is
its focus on interaction and hands-on engagement (Ponsonby-Mccabe, 2006). This
approach often entails hosting events, conducting product demonstrations, and
establishing interactive displays. The goal is not merely to provide product or service
information but to create memorable experiences for customers. Generating these
experiences can enhance customer satisfaction and foster loyalty, which in turn can lead
to increased customer retention, repeat business, and ultimately, sustained profitability
and growth for businesses (Schmitt, 2010; Harmeling et al., 2017).

Experiential marketing, beyond delivering direct benefits to consumers, also offers
substantial value to businesses. By promoting emotional connections between consumers
and their brand, businesses can foster customer loyalty, often leading to repeat patronage
and word-of-mouth recommendations, which further expand the customer base and

enhance profitability (Brakus et al., 2009). Furthermore, memorable experiences with a
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brand typically make consumers more resistant to competitors' offerings, safeguarding
more stable revenue streams for businesses (Verhoef et al., 2010).

Moreover, in an increasingly competitive market, experiential marketing provides an
avenue for businesses to establish a unique positioning. By creating a distinctive and
unforgettable experience, they can highlight their brand as unique and compelling,
catering to a consumer demographic that is progressively desiring more than mere product
functionality (Pine & Gilmore, 1999). Lastly, the insightful customer data derived from
implementing experiential marketing strategies serves as valuable input to businesses in
innovating and adjusting their offerings. Comprehending the experiences that resonate
with customers can steer businesses in the development of new products, services, or
marketing strategies that align with customer preferences, thereby enhancing their market

positioning and potential for growth (Schmitt, 2010; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).

Golf, a prime example of a leisure sport, generates billions of dollars annually within the
leisure sports market (Matuszewski, 2018). Despite witnessing a downturn in player
participation and engagement in recent years, golf experienced a resurgence in popularity
during the COVID-19 pandemic, as it was one of the few sports that could be safely
played while adhering to social distancing guidelines (Matuszewski, 2022; Stachura,
2022). Amid the pandemic, golf offered individuals seeking physical activity in
recreational sports a chance to enjoy the outdoors and engage with friends and family.
This was particularly crucial during a period when many felt isolated and restricted due

to quarantine measures (Matuszewski, 2022; Stachura, 2021).

The surge of new players during the pandemic has intensified competition among golf
courses as they vie for a share of the newly expanded market (Lee et al., 2018). Golf
marketing typically emphasizes delivering premium experiences to visitors and players
(Prescott, 2005). However, with the influx of new players, particularly the younger
demographic, understanding the factors that emotionally influence golfers has become
more challenging (Anggraini et al., 2016; Alexandris et al., 2006). As a result, golf
courses are grappling with increased managerial implications related to customer loyalty,

an issue they have long struggled with (Anggraini et al., 2016). Moreover, customer



retention is not only a concern for the golf industry but also a critical factor in the survival
of any leisure sports facility (Ruihley et al., 2019; Alexandris et al., 2006).

Existing literature indicates that experiential marketing may enhance emotional
engagement and customer loyalty. However, the exact nature of the relationship between
these concepts is not yet fully understood (Wu et al., 2016; Prescott, 2005; Lee, 2017,
Thanh et al., 2021). Furthermore, numerous aspects of quality experience and experiential
marketing warrant additional exploration (Wu et al., 2016; Prescott, 2005; Lee, 2017;
Thanh et al., 2021). In the golf industry, while strategies like partnering with major brands
during new releases and hosting tournaments are gaining traction, limited research has
investigated their specific effects on customer engagement and loyalty in the context of
golf courses (Wu et al., 2016; Thanh et al., 2021). Consequently, marketing strategists
and managers remain uncertain about which facility dimensions genuinely influence

customer emotions and foster retention (Wu et al., 2016; Thanh et al., 2021).

Given the multifaceted nature of golf courses and many other participation sports, it is
important to consider a range of dimensions when attempting to define the relationship
between emotional engagement, customer loyalty, and experiential marketing (Ruihley
et al., 2019). For instance, factors such as course layout, food availability, practice areas,
price, management, and accessibility can all play a role in shaping customer satisfaction

and emotional attachment at a golf course (Lee et al., 2022).
1.2 Research Question and Purpose

This study aims to investigate the influence of experiential marketing on consumer
engagement and loyalty in the golf industry by evaluating how the different dimensions
of a golf course affect consumers emotional engagement and retention. The study centers
on examining golfers’ emotional responses to different elements of golf courses,
encompassing features like amenities, ambiance, and customer service. Despite the
growing popularity of experiential marketing, there is a scarcity of research examining its
impact on consumer engagement and loyalty specifically within participation sports (Wu
et al., 2016; Prescott, 2005; Ponsonby-Mccabe, 2006; Ruihley et al., 2019). In light of

this, the research question to be addressed in this study is:



"How do experiential marketing dimensions such as amenities, atmosphere, and customer
service impact the emotional responses of recreational sports participants and their

likelihood to return to the facility?"

To address my research question, I will employ a multiple case study approach, analyzing
golfers' emotions before and after visiting two distinct golf courses located in Jonkdéping,
a top golfing region in Sweden. The preselected golf courses, Jonkdpings GK and Hooks
GK, feature various dimensions that will be used to investigate whether these dimensions
influence golfers' willingness to return. My objective is to assess customers' emotional
engagement and explore the impact of different golf course dimensions on their
propensity to revisit. The findings of this study will offer valuable insights to golf course
managers and marketing professionals in diverse participation sports. Specifically, the
research will inform effective experiential marketing tactics for bolstering customer
engagement and loyalty. Moreover, the study will augment the existing literature on
experiential marketing and consumer engagement, enhancing our comprehension of the

relationship between these concepts.



2. Literature Review

This chapter aims to establish the theoretical foundation for experiential marketing in the
leisure sports industry, with a focus on the golf sector. It delves into the complex
interconnections between amenities, experiential marketing, atmosphere, customer
service, and emotional responses, demonstrating their collective influence on customer
loyalty within the realm of golf courses and recreational sports. To achieve this, the
chapter explores existing theories and pertinent literature to provide a solid framework
for the empirical research carried out in this thesis.

2.1 Experiential Marketing

Experiential marketing, also known as engagement marketing or experience marketing,
Is a type of marketing that involves creating a memorable experience for customers
through immersive and interactive activities (Schmitt, 1999; Ponsonby-Mccabe, 2006;
Harmeling et al., 2017; Oztiirk, 1999). Experiential marketing has gained significant
attention in recent years as a way for companies to create unique, memorable experiences
for consumers and foster deeper emotional connections (Schmitt, 2010; Ponsonby-
Mccabe, 2006). One of the key characteristics of experiential marketing is that it is often
interactive and hands-on (Ponsonby-Mccabe, 2006), which has been a great aspect for
participation sports organizations (Robinson et al., 2012). This can include things like
hosting events, product demonstrations, and interactive installations. The idea is to create
a memorable experience for customers, rather than just providing them with information
about a product or service (Zarantello & Schmitt, 2013; Harmeling et al., 2017).
Academic literature has provided valuable insights into the field of experiential
marketing. However, it falls short in some areas (Robinsson et al., 2012). Specifically,
one area where academic literature misses the mark is in exploring the emotional and
sensory aspects of consumer experiences (Robinson et al., 2012). While there have been
some studies on the role of emotions in consumer behavior, much of the literature tends

to prioritize cognitive aspects like brand awareness and recall (Robinson et al., 2012).

This shift in control to the customer can be both a challenge and an opportunity for

businesses as the managerial implications change towards this new marketing strategy
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(Ponsonby-Mccabe, 2006). In recent years, there has been a significant increase in interest
in "customer engagement” as it allows brands to gain competitive advantage (Ponsonby-
Mccabe), which has grown from a rarely used term to a topic that generates millions of
online searches (Harmeling et al., 2017). Experiential marketing has become a big deal
due to brands struggling to build loyal customers (Ponsonby-Mccabe, 2006; Robinson et
al.,, 2012). However, purely shifting your marketing strategies to create a brand
environment has managerial implications due to the large costs that often occur when

focusing on experiential marketing (Ponsonby-Mccabe, 2006).

2.2 Amenities and Emotional Responses

Amenities, embodying the desirable or useful features and facilities of a location
(Cambridge University Press, n.d.), have been found to significantly influence customers'
emotional responses, particularly in the context of sports and recreational activities
(Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Berman et al., 2008; Pretty et al., 2005). Research findings have
highlighted the impact of environmental, recreational, and aesthetic amenities. Studies by
Kaplan et al. (1989) and Berman et al. (2008) found that natural amenities, such as green
spaces, parks, and water bodies, can positively impact the emotional well-being of
customers or participants engaging in sports and recreation. Exposure to these
environments has been shown to reduce stress and frustration, leading to an increase in
positive emotions and improved mental health for this specific demographic (Kaplan et
al., 1989; Berman et al., 2008). Moreover, access to recreational amenities like gyms,
sports centers, and golf courses has been demonstrated to decrease stress, enhance well-
being, and positively affect people's emotions (Pretty et al., 2005). In addition to the
satisfying green environment offered by nature, it is also essential to consider the overall
aesthetics and their impact on emotional responses. Nasar’s (1994) study revealed that a
location's visual appeal, including its architecture, cleanliness, and landscaping, can
influence emotional responses. These responses tend to be affected by the visually
pleasing and well-maintained aspects of a facility, building, or golf course (Nasar, 1994).

Research has shown that the amenities offered by golf courses play a crucial role in
enhancing golfers' emotional responses and overall satisfaction with the facility. For
example, Petrick and Backman (2002) as well as Lee and Lee (2022) identified "basic
attributes” such as the quality of greens, overall course condition, practice areas, locker
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rooms, and food and beverage options as key factors that contribute to golfers' emotional
engagement with the facility. Similarly, Joshi et al., (2018) found that golfers' reasons for
returning to a course are not based on travel costs and greens fees, but instead on the
course design and overall appeal to visitors. On the other hand, Lee (2017), Afthinos et
al. (2005), and Alexandris et al. (2006) argue that customer service also plays a crucial
role in increasing consumer satisfaction and emotional engagement. While Petrick’s and
Backman’s (2002) research suggests that customer service is not a primary factor in
customer satisfaction, other studies have found that interactions with staff and overall
customer experience can influence golfers' emotional responses and likelihood to return
to a facility. Furthermore, research has proposed a theoretical link between the provision
of amenities, the quality of customer service, and customer loyalty mediated by emotional
experiences (Kotler et al., 2006; Parasuraman et al., 1988; Oliver, 1999). It is suggested
that amenities and customer service quality can create a positive emotional experience for
customers (Kotler et al., 2006). Furthermore, this positive emotional experience can lead
to increased customer loyalty, as customers who have a positive emotional connection to
a brand or a place are more likely to return (Oliver, 1999). This theory is particularly
relevant to the golf industry where customer retention is critical. Therefore, golf course
managers might consider focusing on the amenities they offer and the quality of their
customer service as a strategy to enhance the emotional experience of their customers,

potentially leading to increased customer loyalty.

Furthermore, Humphreys (2014) focused her research on the emotional decision-making
process of golfers when choosing their golfing destinations, a component of her "spheres
of influence™ model. One interesting strand within this model is the emotional perception
of value relative to cost. While Joshi et al. (2018) found a minimal correlation between
price and customer satisfaction, Humphreys' work suggests that the perceived value,
which is often associated with emotional satisfaction, does influence golfers' choices.
This emotional dimension extends to other aspects of the golfing experience. Researchers
like Petrick et al. (2002), Lee et al. (2022), and Joshi et al. (2018) highlight the role of
amenities, such as food, beverage, and course layout in evoking positive emotions among

golfers, which subsequently influence their decision-making.



The connection between customer service and emotions is another vital aspect. As noted
by Lee (2017), Afthinos et al. (2005), and Alexandris et al. (2006), positive emotional
responses are closely tied to customer loyalty, particularly in recreational sports,
including golf. Kim et al. (2007) further supports this, recommending that excellent
customer service, which often evokes positive emotional responses, should be prioritized
due to its significant correlation with golfers' intentions to return. However, it is important
to note that there's no definitive understanding of how these factors influence golfers'
emotional responses and loyalty, as shown by contradictions in findings of researchers
such as Petrick et al. (2002) and Joshi et al. (2018). This emphasizes the need for further
investigation into the emotional responses of golfers, particularly in relation to customer

service, which will be explored further in the subsequent section.

2.3 Customer Service and Emotional Responses

Customer service has been extensively studied to comprehend its influence on emotional
responses and its role in enhancing customer retention. Various core concepts have been
identified that contribute to improved customer experiences and satisfaction, as discussed
by Parasuraman et al. (1988), Hennig-Thruraru et al. (2006), and Pine et al. (1995). These
key concepts encompass customer satisfaction, emotional contagion, emotional labor,
service recovery, and service customization, which have all been examined within the
context of customer service and emotional responses by numerous researchers
(Parasuraman et al., 1988; Hennig-Thuraru et al., 2006; Pine et al., 1995; Pugh, 2001).

The SERVQUAL model, introduced by Parasuraman et al. (1988), measures service
quality based on the gap between customer expectations and perceptions. This model has
found widespread application across diverse industries, including recreational sport
facilities (Cristobal et al., 2010). Additionally, emotional contagion, a concept introduced
by Hatfield et al. (2014), suggests that emotions can be "caught” by individuals. Within
customer service, this phenomenon can either increase or decrease customer satisfaction,

depending on the positivity or negativity of the employee's attitude (Pugh, 2001).

Emotional labor, a concept put forth by Hochschild (1983), describes the process of
managing one's emotions to perform well as an employee. In doing so, emotional

contagion, as mentioned by Hatfield et al. (2014) and Pugh (2001) can boost customer



satisfaction and foster a more positive experience (Grandey, 2000). Another aspect of
customer service is service recovery, which has been demonstrated to counteract the
adverse effects of service failure, thereby increasing customer satisfaction even when
errors occur (Hart et al., 1990). For instance, Mittal et al. (1999) found that offering a
genuine apology and promptly addressing the issue can lead to heightened customer
satisfaction.

Lastly, service customization, which has been linked to customer satisfaction (Pine et al.,
1995), involves the concept of mass customization—a widely adopted strategy where
businesses deliver customized products without compromising efficiency (Pine et al.,
1995). This approach is popular across various industries, including recreational sport
facilities (Hsieh, 2020), as it addresses the common consumer desire for personalized
experiences (Hsieh, 2020; Pine et al., 1995)

While there is considerable evidence supporting the notion that customer service affects
emotional responses and customer loyalty, some counter arguments and perspectives
challenge this view. Bettman et al. (1998) posited that emotions do not play a significant
role in consumer decision-making, as most consumers are rational and frequently rely on
cognitive strategies. This aligns with the assertions in section 2.1, where Joshi et al.
(2018) and Petrick et al. (2002) contended that customer service is not the primary factor

that attracts consumers, but rather the layout and available amenities at the golf course.

Moreover, it has been found that consumers typically require more than one interaction
to be emotionally impacted by customer service, particularly when they have already
formed a strong connection with the brand, facility, or golf course (Mittal et al., 1999).
This notion is further supported by Ramanathan and McGill (2007), who investigated
emotional neutrality and discovered that some consumers place more emphasis on the
functional aspects of their experience rather than the emotional ones. Consequently, these
consumers exhibit emotional neutrality towards service providers and do not perceive a
difference in their satisfaction regardless of the quality of service (Ramanathan et al.,
2007).

Another challenge to the correlation is the oversaturation of exceptional service, which

argues that outstanding customer service has become the norm. As a result, businesses
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must differentiate themselves by providing unique experiences and maintaining their

competitive advantage (Pine et al., 1999).

2.4 Atmosphere and Emotional Responses

Atmosphere has been described as the overall feeling or mood of a place or environment,
which is created by a combination of sensory stimuli such as colors, sounds, smells, and
textures (Wakefield & Blodgett, 1994). Several studies have shown that atmosphere can
significantly impact consumers' emotional responses and behavior (Hui & Bateson,
1991).

Numerous studies indicate a strong link between spending time in nature and good health
and well-being (White et al., 2019; Hartig et al., 2014; McEwan et al., 2020). This
relationship stems from the diverse elements of the natural physical environment, and
research suggests that design and planning can have a positive impact on emotional
responses and overall well-being during nature experiences (Hartig et al., 2014; McEwan
et al., 2020). Interestingly, this association holds true even when the natural environment
is artificial. For instance, carefully planned artificial nature, like well-manicured golf
courses, can evoke positive emotional responses, enhance health, and promote well-being
(Hartig et al., 2014; McEwan et al., 2020; White et al., 2019). According to Thanh et al.
(2021) and Butler et al. (2016) studies, golfers' loyalty to a golf course is influenced by
the image it portrays, which is considered to be one of the most significant factors.
Additionally, when players are satisfied with the layout of the golf course, their perceived
value increases. However, it remains unclear which specific dimensions of the
environment contribute to this satisfaction as each participant has their own personal

preference on what they enjoy (Baek et al., 2020).

Furthermore, in the context of golf it is also important to consider different contextual
factors, which makes it difficult to generalize the positive effects of atmosphere and
emotional responses (Baek et al., 2020). As found by Baek et al. (2020), atmosphere and
emotional responses could depend on things such as weather, time of day, or the number
of people on the course. Therefore, it is still uncertain which dimensions of golf courses
influence consumer loyalty and increase emotional responses (Baek et al., 2020). White
et al. (2019) and Wakefield et al. (1994) have discovered that water, biodiversity, spatial
variety, and light patterns play a significant role in enhancing emotional wellbeing.
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Interestingly, golf courses often offer these aspects, suggesting that the atmosphere at
such courses or outdoor recreational sports activities may promote and amplify emotional
wellbeing (Butler et al., 2016; Baek et al., 2020).

2.5 The Impact of Emotional Responses on Customer Loyalty

Emotional reactions significantly contribute to the development of consumer loyalty
(Bagdare, 2015; Huang, 2017; Ghorbanzadeh & Rahehagh, 2020). Recognizing and
addressing the emotional elements of customer experience can enable businesses to
establish robust connections with their clientele, resulting in heightened loyalty and long-
term prosperity (Bagdare, 2015; Huang, 2017; Ghorbanzadeh et al., 2020; Fournier,
1998). Fournier (1998) delved into the emotional ties between consumers and brands and
the impact of these connections on consumer behavior and loyalty. This investigation
revealed that positive emotional bonds can enhance customer loyalty across various
dimensions, including shared values, customer service, and unforgettable brand
experiences (Fournier, 1998; Thomson et al., 2005; Park et al., 2010; Esch et al., 2006;
Brakus et al., 2009).

In addition to boosting customer loyalty, forging these emotional connections is vital for
businesses as it augments a broad range of consumer emotional reactions, such as trust,
brand affect, emotional engagement, customer retention, and word-of-mouth (Fournier,
1998; Thomson et al., 2005., Chaudhuri & Holbrook, 2001; Bowden, 2009; Delgado et
al., 2003; Verhoef & Krafft, 2010). For instance, Chaudhuri et al. (2001) and Delgado et
al. (2003) assessed the significance of trust and its impact on consumer and brand loyalty.
Trust, as an emotional response, is essential for enhancing consumer loyalty,
demonstrating the importance of emotional reactions in promoting repeat purchases and
customer retention (Chaudhuri et al., 2001; Delgado et al., 2003).

Reichheld and Teal's (1996) book further underscores the value of customer retention by
emphasizing the role of emotional aspects in fostering enduring and loyal relationships.
Moreover, word-of-mouth represents another crucial emotional response and a key
marketing component, involving customers sharing their personal experiences (Arndt,
1967; Herr et al., 1991; Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006; Dichter, 1966). This approach is not
only an essential marketing tactic but also facilitates the formation of emotional
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connections, leading to consumer loyalty even before interacting with the brand, as the
information source is usually trusted and personally known to the recipients (Arndt, 1967;
Herr et al., 1991; Chevalier et al., 2006; Dichter, 1966)

The emotional responses evoked by golf course attributes such as ambiance, amenities,
and course design, and their impact on a golfer's decision to return to a specific course,
have yet to be understood comprehensively. Given the high competition and the
importance of customer retention in the golf industry, it is paramount to address this
knowledge gap. The potential value of such an understanding can lead to improved
marketing strategies, customer satisfaction, and consequently, increased business
profitability. Thus, this study aims to illuminate this under-researched area, to provide a
better comprehension of how golf courses can employ experiential marketing strategies

to enhance emotional connections, fostering customer loyalty.
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3. Methodology and Method

This chapter commences with a discussion on the research context and selection of case
studies. It then delves into the research philosophy employed and the resulting research
approach. Next, it outlines the methods of data collection, sampling strategy, interview
design, and online data collection design. Following this, the chapter details the decisions
made concerning data analysis. Finally, it concludes with an examination of the
fundamental principles of research ethics.

3.1 Methodology
3.1.1 Research Philosophy

In order to fully comprehend scientific work, it is crucial not only to understand the
methodology and methods employed in the research but also to be aware of the underlying
philosophy and assumptions that guide the researchers in their study. In the realm of
research, philosophy is primarily characterized by two major constructs: Ontology and

Epistemology (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018).

Ontology is indeed the bedrock of research design, encapsulating the essential
assumptions that researchers adopt about the nature of reality and existence (Easterby-
Smith et al., 2018). This study embraces the ontological stance of constructivism, which
posits that reality is socially constructed and subject to individual interpretation. This
philosophy fits appropriately with the research objectives of this study, which seeks to
understand the nuanced experiences and emotional reactions of golfers in response to
experiential marketing at two specific golf courses. Given the subjective nature of these
experiences, it is likely that each golfer's reality of their golfing experience will be
constructed differently, influenced by their personal preferences, prior experiences, and
the specific interactions they have at the golf course. This variability in interpretation
underscores the need for a constructivist approach, as it acknowledges the multifaceted
and subjective nature of the phenomena under investigation. Additionally, constructivism
fosters an open dialogue between researcher and participant, encouraging rich, detailed

data that can lead to a deep understanding of the research subject — in this case, the
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emotional impact of experiential marketing within golf courses. By acknowledging the
subjectivity of experiences, the existence of multiple realities and the importance of
meaning-making, the constructivist perspective enables richer, more nuanced exploration
of how experiential marketing dimensions impact emotional responses and their
likelihood to return to the facility (Creswell, 2017). The study aims to explore the
multiple, subjective realities of the golfers who participate in the research, delving into
their personal perceptions, emotions and experiences at the two selected golf courses,
Jonk6ping’s GK and Hooks GK.

Epistemology represents the subsequent level of research design and is the branch of
philosophy that deals with nature, scope, and sources of knowledge. It explores questions
concerning the construction and validation of knowledge, the reliability and validity of
different ways of knowing, and the distinction between belief and knowledge (Crotty,
1998). In the context of this thesis, epistemology is crucial as it informs the research
approach and methodology used to explore golfers’ experiences and the factors that

influence their emotions and likelihood of returning to the golf course.

In this study, the epistemological stance of interpretivism naturally aligns with the
constructivist ontology and is well-suited to the inherent nature of the research.
Interpretivism underscores the significance of exploring social phenomena from the
standpoint of those who experience them, enabling researchers to obtain rich, context-
sensitive insights into participants' viewpoints, beliefs, and motivations (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2011). This rationale informed the utilization of interpretivism in the current
research, as it facilitates an in-depth examination of the intricacies of golfers' experiences,
emotional reactions, and propensity to revisit a facility based on their unique perspectives.
By adopting an interpretive lens, the study aims to reveal the personal meanings and
interpretations that golfers attribute to the diverse experiential marketing dimensions

encountered at golf courses.

3.1.2 Research Approach and Design

To accomplish my research objective of developing a thorough understanding of the
multifaceted components that constitute experiential marketing in the recreational sports

sector, specifically focusing on golf, | aim to address prevailing knowledge gaps in the

14



field. These gaps encompass a limited understanding of how various experiential
marketing strategies impact golfers' emotions and their willingness to return to a specific
golf course, as well as a dearth of comparative studies exploring the effectiveness of
different experiential marketing approaches in the golf industry. This study adopts an
inductive and qualitative approach, enabling exploration and understanding of these
phenomena in detail. By employing qualitative data collection methods such as semi-
structured interviews, the study will provide rich, descriptive insights into golfers'
emotional experiences, satisfaction, and loyalty. The inductive nature of this research will
allow for emergent patterns and themes from the data, furthering our understanding of the
relationship between experiential marketing and golfers' experiences. This research will
thus contribute to existing knowledge and provide guidance for golf courses and clubs in
their endeavors to enhance their offerings and attract a larger, more diverse clientele. It is
evident that this exploratory, inductive, and qualitative approach will effectively aid in
uncovering relationships between pre-existing knowledge and the discoveries yielded by
the research (Stebbins, 2008).

To effectively address my research problem and answer the associated question, it is
imperative to select a methodological framework that aligns with my theoretical subject
matter (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). In order to investigate how experiential marketing
elements, such as amenities, atmosphere, and customer service, influence the emotional
reactions of recreational sports participants and their propensity to revisit the facility, |
deem the case study method to be the most suitable. The case study method is favored for
examining contemporary phenomena within their real-life contexts, specifically when the
central inquiries involve understanding "how" and "why" such phenomena transpire (Yin,
2014). By employing a case study approach, my goal is to broaden and generalize the

various aspects of experiential marketing in the context of the recreational sports industry.

In this research, |1 employ a multiple case study approach, which is somewhat unique
compared to other studies that have investigated golfer satisfaction in relation to the
various dimensions offered at golf courses. A multiple case study enables me to conduct
a comparative analysis, comparing the findings from the two selected golf courses,
Jonkoping GK and Hooks GK, thereby providing a richer and more comprehensive

understanding of the dimensions that influence golfers' emotional responses. Moreover,
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a multiple case study facilitates replication logic, in which each case is treated as an
independent experiment that either yields similar outcomes or produces divergent results
for justifiable reasons (Yin, 2014). By examining two distinct golf courses, | can improve
the external validity and robustness of my findings, enhancing the generalizability of my
results. In this research, | chose to examine two distinct golf courses to bolster the external
validity and robustness of my findings, with the aim of enhancing the generalizability of
the results. This approach follows the concept of theoretical replication in multiple case
studies where the cases are deliberately selected to either predict similar results (literal
replication) or predict contrasting results but for predictable reasons (theoretical
replication) (Yin, 2003). In this instance, the two selected golf courses, while different in
their offerings and environment, operate within the same industry and target similar

demographic profiles, which makes them suitable for theoretical replication.

The choice of these golf courses was guided by the intention of observing potential
commonalities, such as shared elements of experiential marketing that resonate with
players across different settings, as well as highlighting differences, such as specific
strategies or environmental factors that may uniquely influence players' emotional
responses at each location. This balance allows for a comprehensive understanding of the
ways in which experiential marketing is implemented in golf courses and how these
practices shape player experiences and emotions. By comparing and contrasting the
different settings of the golf courses and their resultant data, | aim to shed light on players'
responses to experiential marketing. This approach not only enhances the robustness of
the findings but also contributes to the theoretical richness of the research by providing
insights into the diversity of strategies and outcomes within the field of experiential

marketing in golf courses.

For instance, the chosen golf courses indeed follow different approaches to experiential
marketing. One of the golf courses adopts a more luxurious and comprehensive approach
to experiential marketing, providing extensive amenities and high-quality services to
enhance the golfer's overall experience. This strategy involves elements such as upscale
restaurants, meticulous course maintenance, and beautiful landscape features that all
contribute to a premium golf experience. On the other hand, the other golf course focuses

on providing a simpler, more straightforward golf experience, aligning more closely with
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traditional golf values. This course places a greater emphasis on the quality of the course
itself and its natural environment, offering a serene and immersive golfing experience
without additional frills. This contrast in experiential marketing strategies across the two
golf courses allows for a rich comparison and a more comprehensive understanding of
how different approaches can influence golfers' emotions and satisfaction. These
contrasting strategies allow for the exploration of how different experiential marketing
approaches impact golfers' emotions, satisfaction, and loyalty, ultimately contributing
valuable insights to the field. However, there are certain potential vulnerabilities
associated with conducting a multiple case study, such as selection bias, which implies
that the chosen cases may be based on convenience or accessibility, potentially leading
to non-representative findings (Yin, 2014). To mitigate this risk, | have diligently and
thoroughly assessed suitable golf courses beforehand to select two appropriate cases that
represent different experiential marketing strategies and minimize the possibility of

misinterpretations.

3.2 Research Context and Case Selection
3.2.1 Research Context — Golf Industry

The golf industry is a significant global market, with an estimated economic impact of
over $84 billion in the U.S alone and the golf course industry is worth over $26 billion
out of that (Ariella, 2023; Matuszewski, 2018). The industry covers a large variety of
sectors, such as golf courses, country clubs, golf tourism, golf equipment, apparel, as well
as professional and amateur events. In recent years, the golf industry has experienced both
growth and challenges. The interest in golf has risen within the younger demographics
and opened up to many new markets, however, traditional golf markets have been facing
declining participation rates as well as course closures due to factors such as urbanization,
time constraint and competition from alternative leisure activities. Furthermore, the
COVID-19 pandemic is a big reason for the large increase in the higher participation rates
from the younger demographic (Golf.se, 2022; Stachura, 2022). In Sweden, the golf
industry saw a membership record in 2021, which was largely due to the pandemic
(Golf.se, 2022). Although the rapid increase has seen a decline post-pandemic, there are

still over 103 '000 “pandemic” golfers that have stayed or returned to the sport during
2022 (Golf.se, 2022).
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Another key growth driver for the golf industry is golf tourism (Humphreys, 2014;
Okayasu et al., 2010; Kaotler et al., 2006), which has emerged recently with golfers
seeking unique and memorable experiences when choosing their golf destinations. Golf
courses and resorts are, therefore, focusing on enhancing their experiential offerings to
attract and retain golfers. This has led to a greater emphasis on providing exceptional

amenities, creating a distinctive atmosphere, and delivering outstanding customer service.

In the regions where the selected golf courses are located, the golf industry plays a vital
role in the local economy, contributing to job creation, tourism revenue, and community
development. In the U.S alone, the game of golf supports nearly 1.9 million jobs, which
is a great deal for the overall economy. The industry’s success in these regions tends to
depend on its ability to adapt to changing market conditions and consumer preferences,
as well as its capacity to offer golfers a high-quality and memorable experience.
Evidently, due to these increases in today’s leisure markets, experiential marketing has
become increasingly important for businesses across various industries, including the golf
industry. Experiential marketing focuses on creating memorable and engaging
experiences for customers, in order to generate increased satisfaction and positive word-

of-mouth.

For golf courses and clubs, experiential marketing encompasses various dimensions, such
as amenities, atmosphere, and customer service. Amenities include the quality and variety
of golf facilities, practice areas, clubhouses, restaurants, and other on-site services.
Atmosphere refers to the overall ambiance and aesthetics of the golf course, including
factors like course design, landscaping, and the surrounding environment. Customer
service involves the interactions between golfers and staff, as well as the level of

personalization and attention to detail that golf courses provide.

Golf courses that excel in these experiential marketing dimensions can differentiate
themselves from competitors and create a strong emotional connection with golfers,
which can translate into higher customer satisfaction and increased likelihood of return
visits. In the context of the golf industry, understanding how these experiential marketing
factors impact golfers’ emotional responses and return intentions is crucial for golf

courses and clubs looking to attract and retain players in an increasingly competitive
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market. This also holds true for any type of leisure sport activity as similar dimensions
tend to affect consumers choices within many different sport activities.

3.2.2 Case Selection

Golf was chosen as the topic of this thesis due to its unique position within the sports and
leisure industry. As a popular recreational activity enjoyed by millions of people
worldwide, golf offers a compelling context for investigating the impact of experiential
marketing dimensions on emotional responses and return intentions. The golf industry is
characterized by a competitive landscape, with numerous golf courses and clubs vying
for golfers’ attention and loyalty. In this environment, understanding the factors that
influence golfers’ experiences, satisfaction, and likelihood to return is essential for the
success and growth of individual golf courses as well as the leisure sporting industry as a
whole. Moreover, the golf industry has been undergoing significant changes in recent
years, with shifting demographics, evolving consumer preferences, and advances in
technology presenting both challenges and opportunities for golf courses and clubs. In
recent years, the golf industry has been undergoing significant changes, with shifting
demographics, evolving consumer preferences, and advances in technology presenting
both challenges and opportunities for golf courses and clubs (Popp et al., 2011). For
instance, younger generations have shown a growing interest in shorter, more flexible
playing formats, environmentally sustainable practices, and technology-driven
experiences (Caniglia & Waliczek, 2016; Kane & Zinkhan, 1999). As a result, golf
courses and clubs must adapt their experiential marketing strategies to cater to these
emerging preferences, ensuring that they create emotionally engaging and memorable
experiences that foster customer loyalty (Gronroos, 2000). One example of how
consumer preferences have changed relates to the increasing demand for more
environmentally sustainable golf courses. Golfers today are more conscious of the
environmental impact of golf courses and may prioritize those that demonstrate a
commitment to eco-friendly practices, such as conserving water, minimizing chemical
use, and preserving natural habitats (Caniglia & Waliczek, 2016). In this context,
experiential marketing strategies should highlight and promote these sustainable

practices, appealing to golfers' sense of environmental responsibility and creating an
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emotional connection between the golfer and the golf course's environmental values
(Gronroos, 2000).

Another example concerns the growing interest in technology-driven experiences.
Golfers, particularly younger ones, are increasingly seeking out courses that incorporate
advanced technologies, such as digital scorecards, GPS-enabled golf carts, and state-of-
the-art practice facilities (Popp et al., 2011). To cater to these preferences, golf courses
can leverage experiential marketing strategies that emphasize the integration of
technology into the golfing experience, thereby enhancing the overall enjoyment and
convenience for golfers (Gronroos, 2000). In turn, this can lead to greater emotional
engagement and loyalty, as golfers associate positive emotions with the course's

innovative and cutting-edge offerings (Ko et al., 2008).

In summary, understanding and adapting to the evolving preferences of golfers is crucial
for golf courses and clubs to remain competitive and relevant (Popp et al., 2011). By
tailoring experiential marketing strategies to address these changes, golf courses can
create emotionally engaging experiences that foster customer loyalty and contribute to
long-term success (Gronroos, 2000). By examining how amenities, atmosphere, and
customer service affect golfers’ emotional responses and return intentions, this thesis
aims to contribute valuable insights that can inform marketing strategies, facility

management, and customer service practices in the golf industry.

In the region of Jonkdping, Sweden, two golf courses have been selected for this study as
they represent distinct approaches to experiential marketing within the golf industry.
Jonkdping holds the third-largest share of golfers in all of Sweden, representing 5.2% of
the country's golfers (Golf.se, 2022). Two courses in the region, Hooks GK and
Jonkoping's GK, have been identified as suitable for examining the various factors that
influence golfers' emotions and their willingness to return to the golf course due to their
differing experiential marketing strategies. Hooks GK and Jonkoping's GK offer
contrasting experiences in terms of amenities and atmosphere. Jonkdping's GK focuses
on providing a straightforward golf experience with essential facilities and services, such
as a basic clubhouse and a modest restaurant. The course maintains a more casual

atmosphere, catering to golfers who prioritize the core golfing experience over

20



supplementary amenities. On the other hand, Hooks GK is committed to creating a more
comprehensive and immersive experience for golfers by offering high-quality amenities
and a luxurious atmosphere. The course features an upscale restaurant, superior course
maintenance, and visually stunning water landscapes that contribute to the overall appeal
of the golfing experience. Hooks GK's experiential marketing strategy is designed to
evoke positive emotions among golfers, leading to increased satisfaction and a higher

likelihood of returning to the course.

In comparing Jonkoping's GK and Hooks GK, it is essential to recognize that the
perception of the courses' amenities and ambiance may vary among golfers due to
individual preferences. Jonkdping's GK offers a more straightforward golf experience,
with essential facilities and services, such as a basic clubhouse and a modest restaurant.
Some golfers may appreciate the simplicity of Jonk6ping's GK, along with its
combination of open landscapes and forestry, which provides a distinct atmosphere and

aesthetic appeal.

Conversely, Hooks GK aims to create a comprehensive and immersive experience by
offering high-quality amenities, such as an upscale restaurant, superior course
maintenance, and visually striking water landscapes. While previous research (White et
al., 2019; Wakefield et al., 1994) suggests that these factors can positively impact golfers'
emotions, it is important to acknowledge that individual preferences play a crucial role in
shaping these perceptions. The differing amenities and atmospheres of Jonkdping's GK
and Hooks GK provide an opportunity to examine how a variety of experiential marketing
approaches may cater to golfers with diverse preferences. It is crucial not to assume one
course's offerings as universally superior but to explore the nuances of each course's
strategy and how they may appeal to different golfers, ultimately shaping their emotional
experiences and willingness to return. By comparing the golfers' experiences at these two
distinct courses, the study aims to shed light on the role of experiential marketing
dimensions, such as amenities and atmosphere, in shaping golfers' emotional responses

and their likelihood of returning to a golf facility.

Additionally, the study of golf as a context for experiential marketing research can also

provide a broader picture of implications within other leisure sports facilities and
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businesses. By understanding the drivers of satisfaction and loyalty in the golf industry,
practitioners and researchers may be able to identify parallels and apply lessons learned
to other sectors that similarly rely on delivering memorable and engaging experiences for

their customers.

3.3 Methods
3.3.1 Data Collection

Acquiring novel and insightful findings necessitates a systematic approach to data
collection, which brings with it certain characteristics. Data can be either qualitative or
quantitative in nature. My research is solely based on qualitative data—non-numeric data
forms that enable me to contextualize how things function and what they signify
(Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). Utilizing qualitative research can facilitate the following:
(1) uncovering meanings and interpreting how individuals make sense of their world, (2)
investigating how processes and systems work, (3) collecting people's stories, viewpoints,
and experiences, (4) comprehending the functioning and consequences of various
systems, (5) recognizing the importance of context and its implications, (6) identifying
unforeseen consequences, and (7) discerning fundamental patterns and themes (Patton,
2014). As my objective is to delve into the emotional responses and experiences of golfers
in relation to the amenities offered by different golf courses, | need to comprehend the
narratives of these individuals. Collecting these stories and experiences can be achieved
through qualitative methods, such as interviewing golfers who have played at the selected

courses.

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon of experiential marketing
within the recreational sports industry, | carried out semi-structured interviews with
golfers who have recently played at both of the chosen golf courses. These interviews
were designed to be semi-structured in order to uncover the situational context and the
respondents' subjective opinions on how their emotions were influenced by the distinct
amenities offered at each golf course. The development of the semi-structured interviews
involved a combination of my research objectives, key insights from my literature review,
and an exploratory field study interview with employees at both chosen golf courses,

which took place prior to the first interview.
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| conducted a total of ten interviews between April 21st and April 30th, with all
participants meeting the established criteria. The interviews took place both in-person and
digitally, depending on the chosen golfers' availability after completing their rounds of
golf. In-person interviews were conducted at the golf courses once the participants
finished playing. Digital interviews were held via Zoom or Google Meet, based on the
participants' preference and comfort level. The digital interviews were conducted through
video calls to capture not only the verbal data but also to understand the participants’
emotions by observing their non-verbal cues, such as facial expressions (Easterby-Smith
etal., 2018).

During the interviews, | used a set of predetermined open-ended questions along with
probing questions to delve deeper into specific areas of interest that emerged from the
participants' responses. | also paid close attention to the participants' body language, facial
expressions, and tone of voice, which provided valuable insights into their emotional
responses and experiences. For the online interviews, I relied on visual cues and changes

in tone, ensuring that I took notes on any noteworthy observations.

The interviews ranged in duration from 48 to 62 minutes and were all conducted in
Swedish. With the participants' consent, the conversations were recorded and initially
transcribed using transcription software to convert the audio into written text. The
transcriptions were later carefully translated to English in order to apply the findings
accordingly in this thesis. These transcriptions were then manually and thoroughly

reviewed and corrected to ensure the interviewees' messages were accurately represented.

Semi-structured interviews offer flexibility and room for related topics or valuable
insights that may emerge during the conversation (Patton, 2014). By incorporating these
additional details into the interview process, | was able to gather richer and more nuanced
data, thus providing a more comprehensive understanding of the experiential marketing

aspects within the recreational sports industry, specifically focusing on golf.

The questions proposed for the interviews are designed to capture diverse aspects of the
participants' golfing experiences at both Hooks GK and Jonkoping’s GK, thereby

providing a comprehensive understanding of the influence of various experiential
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marketing elements. Questions like "Can you tell me about your experience playing golf
at Hooks GK and Jonkoping’s GK?" and "How long have you been playing golf, and how
often do you visit golf courses?" are fundamental in establishing the context of the
participant's golfing habits and experiences. These inquiries help to gauge the
participant's level of exposure and familiarity with both golf courses. Some questions
focus on specific factors of interest, such as "What factors do you consider when choosing
a golf course to play at?" and "How do the amenities at Hooks GK and Jonkoping’s GK
affect your overall experience?" These questions are intended to shed light on the aspects
that golfers deem significant when selecting a golf course and to understand the impact
of certain experiential marketing elements, specifically amenities, on the overall golfing

experience.

Furthermore, questions seeking to contrast the experiences at Hooks GK and Jonkoping’s
GK, like "Can you describe the atmosphere at Hooks GK and Jonk&ping’s GK? How does
it influence your emotional response and enjoyment of the game?" and "Based on your
experiences at Hooks GK and Jonkoping’s GK, which one are you more likely to return
to, and why?" are integral in this study. The intent behind these inquiries is to discern the
differences between the golf courses, thereby highlighting the potential variance in

emotional responses elicited by differing experiential marketing strategies.

Finally, questions that invite suggestions for improvement, such as "How do you think
Hooks GK and Jonkoping’s GK could improve their amenities, atmosphere, and customer
service to enhance the emotional responses of golfers and encourage them to return?" are
designed to capture participants' insights, potentially leading to actionable

recommendations for golf courses.

1 | Canyou tell me about your Experience playing golf at Hooks GK and Jonkdping’s
GK?

2 | How long have you been playing golf, and how often do you visit golf courses?

3 | What factors do you consider when choosing a golf course to play at?
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How do the amenities (e.g., clubhouse facilities, locker rooms, practice facilities,
restaurants, etc.) at Hooks GK and Jonkoping’s GK affect your overall

experience?

Can you describe the atmosphere at Hooks GK and Jonkoping’s GK? How does it

influence your emotional response and enjoyment of the game?

How would you rate the customer service at Hooks GK and Jonkoping’s GK? How

does it impact your overall satisfaction?

Can you recall a specific incident at either Hooks GK or Jonkdping’s GK where
the amenities, atmosphere, or customer service left a particularly strong

impression on you (positive or negative)?

In your opinion, how important are amenities, atmosphere, and customer service
in shaping your decision to return to a golf course? Are there any other factors that

you think are more important?

How do you think Hooks GK and Jonkdping’s GK could improve their amentities,
atmosphere, and customer service to enhance the emotional responses of golfers

and encourage them to return?

10

Based on your experiences at Hooks GK and Jonk6ping’s GK, which one are you

more likely to return to, and why?

11

Do you have any additional thoughts or suggestions on how golf courses can create

a memorable experience for golfers through experiential marketing?

Table 1: Main Interview Questions

3.3.2  Sampling Strategy

This study employs a criterion sampling strategy to select participants for the semi-

structured interviews. This approach emphasizes the inclusion of participants who meet

specific criteria relevant to the research question, ensuring that their experiences and

perspectives directly relate to the experiential marketing dimensions at the two chosen

golf courses, Jonkoping GK and Hooks GK. By focusing on participants who meet these
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criteria, this research aims to gain in-depth insights into how the various amenities at the
golf courses influence golfers' emotional responses and satisfaction.

The criteria for participant selection in the criterion sampling strategy are as follows: (1)
recent experience, participants must have played at both golf courses during the 2023
season, ensuring that their experiences and feedback are current and relevant to the
present-day amenities offered by the clubs, while also minimizing the influence of any
seasonal effects. (2) geographic location, participants must reside within the Jonk6ping
region, as this helps ensure that their experiences are not biased due to traveling to a new
region or country, which could potentially lead to biased conclusions. (3) time played, the
golfers must have completed at least 18 holes of golf to ensure that they get the full

experience at both of the selected golf courses.

By adhering to these criteria, this research aims to capture a representative sample of
golfers whose experiences and perspectives will contribute to a comprehensive
understanding of experiential marketing dimensions within the context of the two selected

golf courses.

3.4 Data Analysis
3.4.1 Content Analysis

Several different approaches exist for analyzing the qualitative data collected through the
semi-structured interviews conducted in this study (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). Content
analysis, a commonly used technique for analyzing textual data such as interview
transcripts or forum narratives, is particularly suitable (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Given
the research purpose, selected research approach, and constructivist philosophical stance,
I have chosen to adopt content analysis as my analytical method, which is further

explained below.

Content analysis is an appropriate method for addressing gaps in existing academic
knowledge about a specific phenomenon that is currently under-researched and limited
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). As such, content analysis is well-suited for my research
purpose, which seeks to contribute to existing knowledge on experiential marketing by

examining its dimensions within the recreational sports industry, specifically focusing on
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the factors that influence golfers' emotions and satisfaction at golf courses. Content
analysis is particularly relevant for investigating aspects that extend beyond mere
physicality—those that are not readily visible and cannot be solely described through
observation (Krippendorff, 2012). Since my research question aims to develop a deeper
understanding of how different environments affect golfers' emotions, | rely not only on
external observations but also on personal experiences, analyzing unique accounts

through content analysis.

Furthermore, content analysis equips me to handle the inherent complexity of the
extensive data collected. This method aids in organizing the data into codes and
categories, thus facilitating the interpretation of information and extraction of conclusions
and meanings. Notably, content analysis offers flexibility, permitting the creation and
adaptation of categories and codes as needed (Julien, 2008). Therefore, applying content
analysis allows me to systematically analyze both the total recorded minutes of all
interviews and the collected online forum narratives without losing focus on the aspects

of importance and relevance to my research purpose.

The selection of content analysis as a method for data analysis does come with certain
risks and challenges for this research. The outcomes produced through this approach
depend not only on the researcher's skills and experience but also heavily on their personal
interpretation of the data (Elo & Kyngés, 2008). Consequently, there is a possibility that
researchers may not fully understand the data and fail to identify all crucial analysis
categories (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Moreover, conducting content analysis can be time-
consuming (Julien, 2008). Nevertheless, investing time and effort in this form of analysis
is critical for generating valuable and insightful results. The risk of subjectivity arising
from the researcher's skills, knowledge, and opinions during the analysis process has been
consciously accepted. This decision is justified given the alignment of the research
purpose with the underlying research philosophy of relativism and constructivism. By
acknowledging these risks and challenges, | aim to effectively address them and ensure
that the content analysis method remains a valuable tool for exploring the research

questions at hand.
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Adhering to the content analysis approach, my objective is to explore and comprehend
the connection between experiential marketing dimensions, golfers' emotional responses,
and their likelihood of returning. Consequently, 1 adopt an inductive approach by
collecting data through observations and interviews, followed by analyzing the data to
identify patterns, themes, and insights that may contribute to the development of new
theories or concepts (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). The research question necessitates a
deep understanding of participants' experiences, feelings, and perceptions. The inductive
approach provides flexibility in uncovering new insights and unraveling the underlying
mechanisms influencing these relationships, making it the most suitable choice for
addressing my research question (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018).

3.4.2  Analysis Reports

During the transcription process, | immersed myself in the data by listening to the
recordings multiple times and noting any comments or observations that emerged. This
meticulous approach allowed me to become deeply familiar with the nuances and details
present in each interview. | then read through the transcripts thoroughly several times to
gain a comprehensive understanding of the content and to achieve immersion (Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005). Throughout the collection and transcription process, | documented my
initial impressions and thoughts, maintaining a reflexive stance to ensure the validity of
the findings. Once | had familiarized myself with the transcripts, | began the coding
process for the interviews, coding them independently and highlighting all aspects that
seemed significant in addressing the research question. | used a combination of deductive
and inductive coding strategies, drawing from existing literature and theory as well as
identifying emergent themes from the data. Upon completing the initial coding, |
reviewed all generated codes in detail, contemplating the importance and uniqueness of
each characteristic. This iterative process led to renaming, restructuring, and merging
some codes to make them more coherent and relevant to my research purpose and
question. Subsequently, | created sub-categories based on the data, identifying those that
were crucial for answering my research question. To ensure consistency and rigor in this
process, | used constant comparison techniques, continually revisiting the data and

refining the emerging sub-categories. These subcategories were then grouped into generic
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categories according to their inherent theme and meaning. This step allowed for further
abstraction and synthesis of the data, bringing broader patterns and relationships to light.

Three core themes emerged from the data analysis, which are: (1) Experiential Factors,
(2) Social Engagement and Events, and (3) Participant Preferences and Improvement
Opportunities. Each core theme encompasses several sub-themes that provide further
insight into the different aspects of experiential marketing and their influence on
participants' emotional responses and return intentions. In order to provide a
comprehensive and detailed understanding of these core themes and their respective sub-
themes, | thoroughly examined and compared the interview responses, illustrating the

connections and patterns between participants' experiences and the emergent themes.

Finally, the generic categories were connected to the main categories, which enabled me
to address my research question effectively. To enhance the trustworthiness and
credibility of the findings, | engaged in peer debriefing sessions with colleagues,
discussing the coding process, the development of categories, and the interpretation of
the data. This collaborative process provided valuable feedback and insights, helping to
refine and strengthen the analysis. Additionally, | conducted member-checking by sharing
the identified themes with the interview participants to ensure the accuracy and resonance

of my interpretations, further enhancing the credibility of the study.
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Example Quotes First Order Coding Initial Themes Core Themes

Course layout
Course difficulty

Course characteristics
ar E> and experiences
n: e and natural
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gorgeous
Experiential Factors

Different atmospheres (prestigious vs.
-bat

friendly, id-back,
¢ o
0

Welcoming atm:

ere for all skill

definitely more basic than
Hooks.

staff professionalism and friendliness
Satisfactory service at both clubs

Figure 1: Coding Process Example
3.5 Research Ethics

This research has the potential to significantly impact individuals and the sports industry;
hence, the importance of adhering to a strict ethical protocol cannot be overstated. In line
with the eleven key principles outlined by Bell and Bryman (2007), | ensured that this
study was executed with the highest ethical standards.

(1) Physical or psychological harm to participants was diligently avoided. Despite
physical activities being integral to participants' responses, interview procedures were
structured to mitigate any psychological distress.

(2) Upholding participant dignity was paramount; this was reflected in the respect and

sensitivity displayed during interviews.

(3) Prior to each interview, participants were apprised of the study's purpose and their

rights, including the right to withdraw or maintain anonymity.
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(4) Data confidentiality was meticulously maintained by excluding any unwanted
participant information.

(5&6) Anonymity and privacy were guaranteed for all participants, particularly since they
expressed the desire to stay anonymous due to personal reservations about sharing their

information.

(7&8) Honesty and transparency were fundamental; participants were kept fully informed
about the research'’s purpose and structure. There was no deception involved at any stage

of the process.

(9) My affiliation with the University of Jonkdping was declared upfront, ensuring that it
had no bearing on the research outcome. As no external funding was involved, potential

conflicts of interest were preempted.

(10) The study emphasized reciprocity, promising that the findings could potentially

benefit golf courses by informing improvements to customer experiences.

(11) To prevent skewed interpretations, a strategic selection of participants was
employed, ensuring diversity in golfing experience, age, and golf course visit frequency,
among other factors. This diverse pool provided a broader range of perspectives,

enriching the research outcome.

In line with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), all personal data was
handled with the utmost care and strictest confidentiality. The research process was
closely monitored by an experienced academic advisor, ensuring objectivity and high
academic rigor. The advisor's insights and guidance were invaluable in conducting the

research and interpreting the collected data.
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4. Findings and Analysis

In this chapter, | present the results obtained from the interviews conducted. Based on
the content analysis, various themes and categories are showcased that emerged during
the interview process and from pre-existing knowledge. Additionally, this chapter offers,
and examination of the findings derived from the content analysis, focusing on fulfilling
our research objectives and addressing our research inquiries. These analyzed outcomes

lay the foundation for the conclusion presented in the chapter that follows.

This findings section presents the results of the thematic analysis conducted on the
interview data, which aimed to explore how experiential marketing dimensions, such as
amenities, atmosphere, and customer service, impact the emotional responses of
recreational sports participants and their likelihood to return to golf facilities. The analysis
focused on two golf clubs, Hooks GK and Jonkdping's GK, to provide a comparative
perspective on the participants' experiences and preferences. The themes identified in this
study were derived from the interview data and are grounded in the participants'

perspectives.

Three core themes emerged from the data analysis, which are: (1) Experiential Factors,
(2) Social Engagement and Events, and (3) Participant Preferences and Improvement
Opportunities. Each core theme encompasses several sub-themes that provide further
insight into the different aspects of experiential marketing and their influence on

participants' emotional responses and return intentions.

The Experiential Factors theme captures the key dimensions of the golf clubs that
contribute to the overall experience of participants, including course characteristics,
amenities and facilities, atmosphere and ambiance, and customer service. The Social
Engagement and Events theme highlights the role of social aspects and events in shaping
the participants’ experiences and preferences, reflecting the importance of a strong social
component in recreational sports. Finally, the Participant Preferences and Improvement

Opportunities theme focuses on the factors influencing participants' preferences and
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return intentions, as well as suggestions for improvement and growth opportunities for

the golf clubs.

In the following sections, each core theme and its sub-themes will be described and
discussed in detail, along with illustrative quotes and examples from the interview data
to support the analysis. The findings will then be integrated into a coherent narrative that
answers the research question and highlights the implications of the study for the golf

industry.

4.1 Experiential Factors

4.1.1 Course Characteristics and Experiences

Course characteristics emerges as a significant factor contributing to the overall
experience of golf participants at both Hooks GK and Jonkdping’s GK. Participants
frequently mentioned aspects such as course layout, difficulty, scenery, unique charm,
course maintenance, and natural beauty as crucial components of their golfing experience.
Which aligns with and extends previous literature which highlights the importance of
course design and layout in influencing golfers’ experiences and satisfaction (Petrick &
Backman, 2002; Lee & Lee, 2022; Joshi et al., 2018). A well-designed course with
visually appealing features such as water bodies, green spaces, and diverse natural
elements, can create a positive atmosphere that enhances golfers’ emotional well-being

(Hartig et al., 2014; McEwan et al., 2020; White et al., 2019).

Several participants mentioned their appreciation for well-designed courses that offer
diverse challenges and require different skills. While these aspects undoubtedly enhance
their immediate experience, they also have implications for loyalty. As one participant
stated, “I mostly look at the course layout, challenge, and natural beauty” (INT 6),
implying that these factors determine whether they would return to the course. Another
participant echoed this sentiment, highlighting the importance of the course layout, its

level of difficulty, its maintenance, and the overall quality of the facility,

“The factors I consider when choosing a golf course include course layout, difficulty, its

maintenance, overall quality of the facility, as well as the price.” (INT 2).
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For some, the difficulty of the course was an essential factor contributing to their decision

to return or not, with challenging courses seen as an opportunity for skill development.

“As a seasoned golfer, what draws me back to the course isn't just its upkeep but also the
diversity in its layout. | enjoy navigating through the variety in the holes, the thrill of
managing the elevation changes, and strategizing around the natural obstacles. These
elements bring in an element of surprise and challenge to each game, which keeps my
interest peaked. It's not just a round of golf; it's an adventure that ignites my passion for

the sport and keeps me coming back for more.” (INT 2).

However, it is worth noting that some participants preferred courses that catered to a
variety of skill levels, emphasizing the importance of inclusivity in fostering loyalty

among a broad golfer demographic.

Previous literature did not prioritize the role of course challenge and difficulty in
influencing golfer loyalty, even though the present study suggests they are significant
factors in course selection. However, the literature does acknowledge that course design
and overall appeal play a crucial role in attracting and retaining golfers (Joshi et al., 2018;

Petrick & Backman, 2002; Lee & Lee, 2022).

Furthermore, participants' experiences and the loyalty they exhibited towards a particular
course were significantly influenced by the natural beauty and scenery of the golf course.
Many participants felt an increase in enjoyment during their rounds due to picturesque
views, well-maintained greens, and visually appealing landscapes. For example, one

participant mentioned,

“The considerable influence of natural beauty on my overall golfing experience and mood

is undeniable” (INT 6).

This suggests that the visual appeal of a golf course significantly impacts their choice to
revisit a certain course. This is because the course's aesthetics could potentially sway their

emotions either positively or negatively. Another golfer echoed this sentiment, stating

“The enjoyment I derive from the natural surroundings of a golf course, enabling me to

appreciate beautiful nature while indulging in a favored activity, is significant” (INT 7),
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underscoring how the natural setting contributes to the overall golfing experience and

could potentially influence their course loyalty.

Participants also expressed that they were more inclined to return to golf courses that had
distinctive features or characteristics that set them apart from other courses. This can be

seen from comments such as,

“Focusing on the unique qualities of each course and emphasizing their strengths will

help attract and retain golfers” (INT 4).

This quote suggests that unique aspects of a course significantly contribute to the
likelihood of a golfer's return, hence contributing to their loyalty. Additionally, the mood
and preferences of golfers at a particular time also played a crucial role in their decision-
making process and affected their loyalty towards a course. This was reflected in their

comments about returning to both Hooks GK and Jonkdping's GK,

“I'm likely to return to both Hooks GK and Jonkoping's GK, as they each offer unique

experiences that cater to my different preferences and moods” (INT 5).

This further supports the idea that golfers' loyalty is influenced by the unique experiences
and atmospheric qualities that golf courses provide. Another aspect directly tied to golfer
loyalty was proper course maintenance, including well-groomed greens and fairways.
Participants expected a high level of care and attention to detail in maintaining course
conditions, as it directly impacted their performance, satisfaction, and ultimately, their
decision to return to the course. As an example, one participant shared a negative

experience,

“When the greens were ugly and poorly taken care of at Jonkoping's GK, I got very
frustrated and remained angry for the entire round” (INT 9).

This statement paints a vivid picture of how inadequate course maintenance can elicit
strong negative emotions. It is not merely about the aesthetic disappointment from the
substandard conditions of the greens but also the resultant frustration which impairs the
golfer's experience on the course. This, in turn, can lead to a longer-lasting emotional
impact. Such negative emotional experiences can substantially influence a golfer's

decision to return to the club, directly affecting their loyalty. Furthermore, it might be
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valuable to understand the nuances and severity of these negative emotions. For instance,
the choice of words 'very frustrated' and 'remained angry' implies a substantial emotional
effect that persisted throughout the game. This could perhaps suggest that the golfers’
satisfaction is heavily contingent upon the physical conditions of the course. Also, the
extent to which these negative emotions linger, and impact future decisions could be

explored.

It may also be interesting to delve deeper into the relational implications of this finding.
For instance, a golfer's loyalty to a golf club can often stem from a sense of belonging
and pride in the club. Poor maintenance of the greens may not only disrupt the gameplay
but also chip away at the golfer's emotional attachment to the club, leading to a double
blow to their loyalty. Consequently, another participant emphasizing the importance of

course maintenance in their choice and loyalty towards golf courses, stated the following,

“I like them both for different reasons, but I do think that Hooks is the nicer golf course.
The course is better maintained, and there's just a nicer atmosphere and slightly better

amenities there” (INT 10).

Certainly, this statement underscores the significance of pristine golf courses. Yet,
beyond the conspicuous need for well-kept greens, it suggests that a golfer's course
preference is multifaceted, encompassing elements beyond the physical condition of the
course. The participants’ reference to a "nicer atmosphere" and "slightly better amenities"

hints at an amalgamation of factors that contribute to their overall golfing experience.

The notion of a "nicer atmosphere" could pertain to a multitude of non-tangible attributes
such as a welcoming staff, inviting clubhouse environment, or a sense of community
among club members. This suggests an emotional connection to the course that is
interwoven with the golfer's overall experience, influencing their course loyalty.
Furthermore, the mention of "slightly better amenities" suggests an array of
supplementary services or facilities, ranging from dining options and equipment rental to
the quality of locker rooms or the availability of practice areas. This elucidates the broader
perspective golfers might have towards the club's services, demonstrating that course
loyalty can be linked not just to the physical course but also to the overall service
experience. The statement "I like them both for different reasons" also warrants further
consideration, as it implies the importance of diversity in golfing experiences. This
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suggests that golfers might appreciate varied aspects across different courses, and the
capacity to offer diverse experiences might be as vital as ensuring a consistently high-
quality experience. Interpreting these deeper implications, it becomes evident that to
bolster golfer loyalty, golf clubs need to focus not only on maintaining excellent courses
but also on fostering an appealing atmosphere and providing quality amenities. The
significance of these factors, which are often overshadowed by the focus on course

maintenance, is revealed through this deeper analysis.

4.1.2 Amenities and Facilities

Amenities and facilities significantly shaped golfers' overall experiences, impacting
participants' overall satisfaction and ultimately influencing their loyalty to the given golf
clubs. Participants highlighted several aspects of the amenities and facilities at Hooks GK
and Jonkoping’s GK that contributed positively to their experience and, consequently,
their decision to return. These include clubhouse facilities, locker rooms, practice

facilities, restaurants, and club fittings.

Participants explicitly linked these aspects to their likelihood of returning to the clubs.

For instance, one golfer noted,

“The amenities at Hooks GK are quite impressive, especially the clubhouse facilities, spa,

and practice areas. They certainly contribute to my decision to return there for my future

rounds” (INT 1).

Another stated, “Factors such as restaurant/bar availability also play a big role for me.

A good restaurant experience can be a deciding factor for whether I return to a club or

not” (INT 6).

As seen in the two statements, both participants underscore the significant impact that a
club's amenities can have on their golfing experience and their subsequent decision to
return. Delving deeper into these statements, it is clear that these golfers perceive the
golfing experience as more than just the game itself. It is a holistic leisure activity that
incorporates the club's amenities, including restaurant/bar availability, clubhouse

facilities, spa, and practice areas.

INT 1 appreciates the variety and quality of amenities at Hooks GK, particularly the
clubhouse facilities, spa, and practice areas. This highlights the potential influence of
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these additional elements on golfer satisfaction, extending beyond the golf course itself.
A quality clubhouse and practice area not only cater to golfers' needs for relaxation and
skill improvement but also enhance the overall leisure experience. Furthermore, the
mention of a spa suggests that some golfers value a comprehensive, high-end leisure
experience, which can be crucial in influencing their decision to return. Meanwhile, INT
6 zeroes in on the significance of a quality restaurant/bar experience, considering it a
deciding factor for returning to a club. This sentiment aligns with the broadened
perception of golf as not just a sport, but also a social occasion. A golf club that offers
high-quality dining options could facilitate social interactions and provide opportunities
for relaxation after a game, adding to the holistic experience and potentially swaying

golfers' decisions to revisit.

These reflections deepen our understanding of the golfing experience, suggesting it is
multifaceted and extends beyond the golf course. They illustrate that a comprehensive,
high-quality offering of amenities can significantly contribute to golfers' overall
satisfaction and influence their decision to return, which directly impacts their loyalty to
the club. Golf clubs, therefore, need to take a broad perspective of their service offering,
ensuring the quality of the golfing facilities is complemented by the quality of ancillary
amenities. Moreover, clean and well-maintained locker rooms were deemed essential by

the participants. One golfer pointed out,

“The amenities at Hooks GK are quite high-end, with excellent clubhouse facilities,

locker rooms, and practice areas. These aspects definitely make me want to return to

Hooks” (INT 4).

In this participant's comment, we can identify those high-end amenities, including the
clubhouse facilities, locker rooms, and practice areas, notably contribute to the desire to
revisit Hooks GK. The term 'high-end' suggests not only the functional quality but also
an aspirational aspect, potentially evoking a sense of exclusivity or prestige. This can
trigger positive emotions such as pride or satisfaction, which are integral to fostering
loyalty (Hennig-Thuraru et al., 2006). Furthermore, the reference to 'clubhouse facilities'
and 'locker rooms' is noteworthy. Comfort and convenience in these areas might elicit
feelings of relaxation and ease, enhancing the overall experience beyond the game itself.

Such a stress-free environment could create a sense of belonging and contentment,
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strengthening the emotional bond with the club, a fundamental factor in nurturing loyalty.
The importance assigned to 'practice areas' emphasizes the golfer's drive for continuous
skill improvement. The availability and quality of these areas can incite emotions of
anticipation and excitement for personal growth and accomplishment. This sustained
engagement and resulting emotional gratification could form a positive feedback loop,

enhancing the likelihood of return and hence, fostering loyalty.

In addition to the instrumental role that amenities play in shaping golfers' preferences,
they also profoundly impact the range of emotions experienced by the golfers.
Participants associated well-equipped practice facilities, such as driving ranges, putting
greens, and short game areas, not only with functionality but also with feelings of
satisfaction, motivation, and anticipation. They felt satisfied knowing the clubs provide
facilities that allow them to refine their skills and warm up before playing a round. Such
provisions were seen as a reflection of the clubs' dedication to supporting golfers' growth

and enjoyment, evoking a sense of loyalty and belonging.

One golfer said, "Amenities are very important for my overall experience. [ want to warm
up before I play, and if the range and practice area are good, then my enjoyment of the

course will increase greatly” (INT 9).

This statement clearly indicates a sense of satisfaction and heightened enjoyment linked

to good amenities.

Furthermore, participants reacted to the amenities and facilities offered by the golf clubs
with a range of emotions that significantly influenced their overall golfing experience.

One participant expressed surprise and delight at the amenities provided by Hooks GK,

"The amenities at Hooks GK are quite impressive, especially the clubhouse facilities, spa,

and practice areas" (INT 1).

This emotional response indicates that surpassing golfer's expectations with high-quality
amenities can create memorable and positive experiences that could lead to increased
loyalty. Further, the availability of club fittings and equipment services elicited feelings
of motivation and commitment amongst golfers. It signaled the clubs' dedication to
helping golfers improve their skills and optimize equipment performance, stimulating an

emotional response of appreciation and enthusiasm for the game. Moreover, some golfers
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expressed anticipation and excitement when discussing the potential implementation of

technology in golfing experiences. For example, one participant noted,

"It would also be cool if golf courses would create their own mobile application for time-

booking, keeping score, navigating the course, ordering food, etc.” (INT 8).

The possibility of golf clubs incorporating technological advancements evokes an
emotional response of anticipation, signifying golfers' openness to innovative
enhancements in their golfing experience. Conversely, a lack of adequate amenities could
also elicit negative emotions such as frustration or disappointment, thereby adversely

affecting the golfer's overall experience.

Overall, this deeper examination of emotional responses illuminates the crucial role
amenities and facilities play in shaping a golfer’s experience. These emotional reactions,
ranging from surprise and delight to anticipation and frustration, highlight the
significance of investing in high-quality amenities to cater to the diverse needs and

preferences of golfers.

4.1.3 Atmosphere and Ambiance

The atmosphere and ambiance of golf clubs were identified as significant factors
impacting participants' emotional responses, influencing not just their satisfaction levels
but also their propensity to revisit. Participants drew distinct comparisons between Hooks

GK and Jonk6ping’s GK in terms of their respective atmospheres and overall ambiance.

Hooks GK was characterized by a more prestigious and exclusive atmosphere. This
luxurious ambiance appealed particularly to those seeking a high-end golfing experience.
In contrast, Jonkoping’s GK was seen as adopting a friendlier, more laid-back atmosphere
that catered to a broader range of golfers and skill levels. This divergence underscores the
importance of aligning a club's atmosphere with its target audience and strategic
positioning. This influence of ambiance and atmosphere extended further than
satisfaction and began to demonstrate a causal effect on the likelihood of returning visits.

For instance, as one participant stated,

“The atmosphere at Hooks is relaxing and professional... The atmosphere at Jonkoping’s
GK is more laid back and less serious. These contrasting atmospheres affect my decision
to return depending on what golfing experience I am seeking at the time.” (INT 9).
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The club’s overall ambiance, which included elements like the quality of facilities,
landscape, and service level, played an essential role in determining participants' return
intentions. Participants expressed that a well-maintained, visually appealing, and
comfortable environment significantly enhanced their golfing experience. As INT 1 put
it,

“I appreciate the contrasting atmospheres, as it allows me to enjoy different aspects of

’

the golfing experience and shapes my decision on where I'd want to golf next time.’

These results extend the findings of Baek et al. (2020) and provide empirical evidence
that different atmospheres and ambiances elicit distinct emotional responses from golfers,

in turn influencing their preferences and propensity to return to a particular golf course.

The ambiance and atmosphere of the golf clubs emerged as critical factors not only in
shaping participants' immediate emotional responses, but also in influencing their
decisions to return. The stark contrast between the prestigious, exclusive feel of Hooks
GK and the friendlier, more casual environment at Jonkdping's GK underscored the
importance of carefully aligning the club's atmosphere with the expectations of its target

audience. Another participant encapsulated this by stating,

“The atmosphere at Hooks is relaxing and professional... The atmosphere at Jonkoping’s

GK is more leaned back and less serious” (INT 9).

The responses suggest that golfers tend to revisit clubs where the ambiance matches their
personal preferences, indicating a potential link between the environment created by a
golf club and the loyalty of its patrons. One participant explicitly expressed their

enjoyment of contrasting atmospheres, stating,

“I appreciate the contrasting atmospheres, as it allows me to enjoy different aspects of

the golfing experience” (INT 1).

This sentiment mirrors and extends the findings of Baek et al. (2020), who reported that
differing atmospheres can evoke varied emotional responses, potentially influencing
return intentions. Moreover, creating an inclusive and supportive atmosphere for golfers
of all skill levels was repeatedly emphasized as a key determinant of whether participants

would revisit a club. One participant suggested,

41



“Golf courses can create memorable experiences for golfers by focusing on the details
that matter most to their customers, such as well-maintained greens, efficient customer

service, and a welcoming atmosphere that caters to golfers of all skill levels” (INT 3).

This indicates that an accessible and welcoming atmosphere may boost return rates by

enhancing golfers' overall satisfaction.

Overall, Emphasizing the crucial influence of atmosphere and ambiance on the golfers'
experiences, this study has discovered their significance in shaping emotional responses
and influencing return intentions. By interpreting the insights shared by participants, it
becomes clear that golf clubs should invest time and effort in cultivating an ambiance that
resonates with their target audience and aligns with the club's positioning. The perceived
environment within a club can act as a driving force or a deterrent to golfer loyalty, with
repeat visits often determined by how well the golfer’s expectations and personal
preferences are met. Moreover, a strong recurring theme in participant responses was the
importance of an inclusive environment that caters to all skill levels. Participants stressed
that such an environment made them feel more welcomed and contributed significantly
to their overall satisfaction. Consequently, golf clubs aiming to enhance customer loyalty
might consider fostering an inclusive atmosphere as a strategy for attracting and retaining
a wider range of golfers. In conclusion, a mindful and deliberate approach to shaping a
club's atmosphere and ambiance can serve as a catalyst in promoting golfer satisfaction,

consequently increasing the likelihood of repeat visits and fostering loyalty.

4.1.4 Customer Service

Drawing from participant accounts, customer service proves pivotal in defining the
overall satisfaction with their golfing experience and informing their decision to return to
the golf clubs. By delving into the personal narratives of participants regarding their
encounters with customer service at both Hooks and Jonkoping’s GK, a nuanced

understanding of its importance emerged.

The competence and amicability of the staff surfaced as attributes held in high regard by
participants. The value of having attentive, proficient, and supportive staff was
underscored by many respondents who shared their experiences. To exemplify, one

respondent remarked,
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“The customer service at Hooks GK is quite professional and attentive” (INT 2),

highlighting the positive impact of a professional approach to customer service.

Meanwhile, a broad consensus among participants seemed to be satisfaction with the
customer service at both golf clubs. They recognized and appreciated the dedication of
the staff to provide an enjoyable experience and meet their individual needs. To illustrate,

another participant stated,

“Customer service at both Hooks GK and Jonkoping’s GK has been satisfactory. I've

encountered helpful staff who are willing to assist me when needed” (INT 5).

These participants collectively illustrate the significant role of customer service in
shaping golfers' experiences, underlining the importance for golf clubs to prioritize and
continually improve their customer service strategies in order to promote golfer
satisfaction and loyalty. Consequently, these findings, largely aligned with much of the
existing literature, underscore the crucial role of customer service in shaping golfing
experiences. A considerable number of participants noted a positive correlation between
superior customer service and their overall satisfaction, a conclusion that mirrors studies
by Hsieh (2020) and Pine et al. (1995).

Nevertheless, the findings also acknowledge the existence of golfers who take a more
cognitive, less emotional approach to their experiences, consistent with Bettman et al.
(1998). Furthermore, Joshi et al. (2018) and Petrick et al. (2002) hold that golf course
layout and amenities supersede customer service as primary attractors for golfers. These
perspectives are reflected from one participant who stated,

'I've had great experiences with customer service at both courses. I tend to not care so
much about the customer service aspects at golf courses. | usually sign myself in through
an app and only meet staff if I visit the clubhouse or restaurant, which doesn’t happen
every round' (INT 6).

The concept of emotional neutrality (Ramanathan et al., 2007) and the risk of exceptional
service oversaturation (Pine et al., 1999) were also discussed in the literature review.
These considerations present challenges to drawing a straightforward correlation between
customer service and emotional responses. The study suggests that satisfaction with the

current level of customer service at both clubs led many participants not to emphasize it
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as a crucial factor. However, it became evident that participants who encountered specific
negative or positive experiences with customer service highlighted its importance
significantly more. For example, one participant recalled an instance of exceptional

customer service, stating,

'‘Once when we were supposed to play at Hooks and had booked a time we came out and
the weather turned out to be really bad, they offered us a gift card to play on some other
day and time instead’ (INT 7).

Participants expressed a range of emotional responses towards the customer service
experiences they had at the golf clubs, which in turn influenced their sense of loyalty and
intention to return. One participant shared an instance of surprise and gratitude when a
staff member went above and beyond to assist them,

"l forgot my golf club at the 17th hole last summer... When speaking to the receptionist,
she offered me one of the golf carts so that I could drive back to the hole and check
whether the club was there, without having to pay" (INT 8).

This act of kindness resulted not only in immediate relief but also left a lasting positive
impression that could contribute to a heightened sense of loyalty towards the club.
Comparatively, some participants revealed a sense of prestige and satisfaction from the
refined level of customer service offered at Hooks GK, which reflected the club’s
luxurious positioning. Emotions such as satisfaction and pride were commonly elicited

by experiences with personalized attention, attention to detail, and high responsiveness.

“Hooks GK offers a more refined service” (INT 1). “The customer service at Hooks GK

is quite professional and attentive” (INT 2).

Conversely, the down-to-earth approach to customer service at Jonkoping’s GK evoked
a feeling of comfort and belonging among golfers. They appreciated the friendly,
informal, and welcoming attitude of the staff, which contributed to a laid-back

atmosphere and created feelings of ease and acceptance.

“Jonkoping’s GK has a more relaxed approach” (INT 2). “Jonkoping's GK has a down-
to-earth approach” (INT 1).
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The emotional reactions elicited by these customer service experiences play a crucial role
in influencing golfer loyalty and intention to return. Golf clubs that can foster positive
emotions through their customer service - be it feelings of surprise and gratitude,
satisfaction and pride, or comfort and belonging - are more likely to engender loyalty
among golfers. This emotional layer of the golfing experience is, therefore, vital to

understand and cater to when designing customer service strategies.

4.2 Social Engagement and Events

4.2.1 Events and Social Aspects

Events and social aspects emerged as pivotal components in shaping participants' golf
experiences and fostering a sense of community among golfers. The majority of
participants emphasized the significance of these aspects at Hooks GK and Jonkoping's
GK, revealing an intimate connection between their satisfaction and the richness of the
social landscape at the golf courses. However, these elements have often been neglected
in prior research, which has largely overlooked the potential of social engagement and

event hosting in enhancing customer experiences at a golf course or sports facility.

Participants particularly expressed appreciation for well-organized tournaments that
offered not just an opportunity for friendly competition and skill development, but also
an arena for social interaction. These events were identified as catalysts for creating
memorable experiences and fostering a positive atmosphere at the golf clubs. For

instance, one participant reminisced,

“I remember playing a tournament at Jonkoping’s GK that was a lot of fun” (INT 1).
Another participant recalled an event hosted by Jonkoping’s GK, which had a “great

atmosphere and created a really memorable day"” (INT 5).

Crucially, these positive experiences with events and social aspects at the golf clubs seem
to be strongly linked to the likelihood of return visits. Participants' fond recollections of
past events suggest that such experiences contribute to their inclination to revisit these
clubs. Thus, by focusing on enhancing these aspects, golf clubs could significantly
increase customer satisfaction and, in turn, customer loyalty and repeat visit rates. The
implications of these findings underscore the need for golf clubs to prioritize social

engagement and event planning in their operations.
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The participants also valued clubs that provided unique events and tailored services
catering to diverse interests and preferences. This included hosting specialized clinics,
themed tournaments, and social gatherings that appealed to golfers with various skill

levels and backgrounds.

"Both Hooks and Jonkoping could further enhance the golfing experience by focusing on
creating more unique events and activities that engage golfers beyond the game itself, as

well as offering tailored services for players with different skills” (INT 5).

Participants in this study highlighted the significant role that the social elements of the
game play in shaping their golfing experiences. The emphasis was placed on the creation
of an inclusive and welcoming environment, the encouragement of interaction among
golfers, and the provision of opportunities for networking and camaraderie. One

participant vividly expressed,

"I always think that golf courses should focus heavily on the social aspects of golf. You
can make any golf course enjoyable by creating fun events" (INT 6).

This quote underscores the critical influence of social dynamics on the overall satisfaction
of golfers, with enjoyment tied to their likelihood of returning to the course. Moreover,
several participants noted the potential of member events and mobile applications to
enhance their connection with the club and fellow members. This connection, facilitated
through timely updates, engagement opportunities, and convenient access to club
amenities, fostered a stronger sense of belonging and attachment to the golf club. One

participant suggested,

"I believe golf courses should plan more events for their members... It would also be cool
if golf courses would create their own mobile application for time-booking, keeping score,

navigate the course, ordering food etc." (INT 8).

Such measures aren't simply extras; they directly contribute to how valued and engaged
members feel, which, in turn, increases their propensity to return. Other participants
echoed these sentiments, suggesting that golf clubs could host events designed to
highlight the distinct features and aesthetic beauty of their courses. Such initiatives would
not only allow golfers to better appreciate the course but also foster positive impressions

of the club, increasing their likelithood of repeat visits. One participant articulated,

46



"Both could have more events at their courses to showcase their beauty and create

incentives for golfers to come and create their own experiences” (INT 9).

These findings underscore the strong link between meeting customer preferences,
enhancing satisfaction, and increasing the likelihood of repeat visits. The value that
golfers place on the social elements of the game and club engagement initiatives
demonstrates the importance of these aspects in shaping loyalty and return intentions.
Consequently, golf clubs should consider prioritizing such elements to increase customer

satisfaction and loyalty.

In summary, events and social aspects emerged as instrumental elements in shaping the
golfing experiences of the participants, simultaneously fostering a sense of community
and belonging. This shared experience and sense of belongingness can strongly influence

customer loyalty. As one golfer put it,

"I love the social events at golf clubs, they make me feel like I'm part of something bigger.
It's one of the main reasons I keep playing this sport” (INT 8).

Golf clubs that prioritize hosting diverse events, promoting social interaction, and
creating an inclusive environment that caters to the interests and preferences of their
members and guests are likely to foster stronger bonds with their customers. These strong
emotional connections can translate into repeat visits and higher levels of loyalty. From
this perspective, customer loyalty in this context goes beyond simply enjoying the golfing
experience. It incorporates the feeling of being part of a community, and this emotional
bond with the golf club could be a significant driver of customer retention. This assertion
aligns with the work of Dick and Basu (1994), who suggested that the strength of the
relationship between customers and a business (in this case, the golf club) directly affects
customer loyalty. Therefore, in addition to providing excellent golfing facilities and
experiences, golf clubs should also focus on building and nurturing a sense of community

among their members and guests to foster stronger loyalty.

4.3 Participant Preferences and Improvement Opportunities

4.3.1 Preferences and Return Intentions
Participants' emotions significantly influenced their preferences and return intentions for
Hooks GK and Jonkoping’s GK. These emotional responses were complex, nuanced, and
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varied, going beyond a simple positive or negative dichotomy. The overall golfing
experience desired by participants dictated their golf club preference. For some, the
prestigious and luxurious atmosphere at Hooks GK evoked feelings of pride and prestige,
encouraging their return. Others, however, expressed a longing for the laid-back and
practice-oriented environment of Jonkoping’s GK, describing feelings of relaxation and
comfort. The desired experience was influenced by a variety of factors such as occasion,

mood, and personal preferences, which in turn shaped the emotional landscape.

“I would likely return to both Hooks GK and Jonképing's GK, depending on the type of
golfing experience I'm seeking at the time” (INT 1).

This comment suggests anticipation and excitement for future golfing experiences,
contingent upon the emotional desires of the golfer at any given time. When choosing a
golf club, participants weighed several factors - price, amenities, atmosphere, customer
service, course layout, difficulty, and aesthetic appeal - each of which elicited different
emotional responses. The importance of these factors varied among participants, hinting
at diverse emotional landscapes. For some, the focus was on course quality and challenge,
triggering emotions of excitement, ambition, or perhaps frustration. For others, the
atmosphere and customer service were paramount, shaping feelings of relaxation,

welcome, or even disappointment.

“When choosing a golf course, I consider factors such as the course layout, challenge,
maintenance, and availability of the facilities, these are crucial as they truly shape the

enjoyment 1 feel or don'’t feel at the golf course.” (INT 3).

Ultimately, participants' emotions were found to be critical in shaping their preferences
and intentions to return. Feelings of enjoyment, satisfaction, accomplishment encouraged
a higher likelihood of returning, suggesting these emotions are key in fostering loyalty.
Conversely, frustration or disappointment could deter future visits, hinting at potential

threats to customer retention.

“The atmosphere on Hooks makes me feel more focused on my game” [...] “Jonkoping’s

GK allows me to unwind and enjoy the experience more” (INT 2).

This emotional layer of decision-making is an essential piece of the puzzle when

understanding golfers' preferences and how to cultivate their loyalty. Understanding and
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catering to the emotional needs and responses of golfers could be an effective strategy for

golf clubs to enhance the golfing experience and encourage return visits.

In summary, participants' preferences and return intentions to Hooks GK and Jonkoping’s
GK were significantly influenced by multiple interconnected factors. These included the
quality and diversity of amenities, the unique ambiance and atmosphere of the clubs, the
level of customer service experienced, and the social aspects facilitated by the clubs. For
instance, golfers expressed an appreciation for well-equipped practice facilities,
highlighting that a strong commitment to such amenities reflected the clubs' dedication to
supporting golfers' growth and enjoyment. Similarly, the ambiance and atmosphere of the
clubs, which encompassed the design of the course, its natural beauty, and the demeanor
of the staff and fellow players, were noted as essential factors in shaping participants'

experiences and their intent to return.

The role of customer service was also critical in shaping the overall golfing experience.
Golfers emphasized the importance of staff responsiveness, friendliness, and their ability
to offer personalized services. The social aspects, particularly the clubs' efforts to foster
a sense of community through events and activities, significantly influenced participants'
sense of belonging and overall satisfaction. Golf clubs, therefore, should not only focus
on the tangible aspects of their offerings but also invest in intangible elements such as
atmosphere, customer service, and community building. By being attentive to these
various factors and by striving to create positive and memorable experiences that align
with their target audience's expectations and desires, golf clubs can cultivate loyalty

among their patrons and improve their chances of repeat business.

4.3.2 Improvement Suggestions and Feedback

Participants not only offered observations but also provided emotional insights and
concrete suggestions for both golf courses. Their recommendations, while highlighting
areas of improvement, also identified points that could potentially stimulate emotional

responses leading to increased loyalty.

For Jonkoping's GK, participants expressed a sense of longing for upgraded facilities,

including locker rooms, practice facilities, and clubhouse amenities. These
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improvements, they felt, would augment their comfort and enjoyment during their golf

experiences.

"I definitely think that Jonkoping should look into upgrading their amenities a little bit...”
(INT 6).

The feeling of disappointment was also evident in the comments about the need for course

maintenance and promoting the club's unique history.

"l do think however, that Jonkdping could invest more into their course maintenance..."
(INT 3). "...Itis a very diverse course to play, and it has so much history, and I think this

could be expressed better throughout the course” (INT 7).

Addressing these areas could evoke feelings of satisfaction and a stronger connection to
the club, thereby fostering loyalty. The desire for more events emerged strongly from
participants' feedback. They advocated for casual and member-centric events, indicating

a longing for social engagement and a sense of community.

“In general, | believe the golf club could host more events as they significantly heighten
my enthusiasm for golf, making it more than just a game—it becomes a comprehensive,

exhilarating experience.” (INT 4).

The anticipation of such events could elicit excitement and a sense of belonging among
the members, contributing to increased loyalty. For course-specific suggestions,
participants shared their dissatisfaction regarding Jonkdping's GK's greens maintenance,
suggesting improvements could increase their enjoyment and satisfaction. Regarding
Hooks GK, participants felt an element of surprise was missing and recommended
promoting the club's unique features to generate excitement and curiosity.

Overall, the feedback provides rich insights into the emotional landscape of golfers'
experiences, going beyond mere likes and dislikes. Addressing these areas of
improvement could elicit stronger positive emotional responses, leading to increased
golfer satisfaction and loyalty. Thus, these findings offer both clubs an opportunity to
deepen their understanding of golfers' needs and expectations, enabling them to create
experiences that not only meet but exceed those expectations, ultimately fostering loyalty

and return visits.
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4.4 Golfers Satisfaction & Return Intentions

The proposed conceptual framework offers a nuanced portrayal of the diverse factors and
their interplay that decisively influence golfer satisfaction and return intentions. These
factors, acting as the integral constituents of the broader golfing experience, operate
synergistically to shape the golfer's satisfaction and propensity to revisit a particular golf
course. The core of the framework is marked by a substantial rectangle, designated as
"Golfer Satisfaction and Return Intentions.” This signifies the ultimate ambition of a golf
course: the amplification of satisfaction among golfers and their continual patronage. The
centrality of this rectangle underlines its role as the primary focus of the framework,
indicating that all other components are organized around and contribute indispensably
to this ultimate outcome. Encircling this central objective are six smaller rectangles, each
delineating an essential facet that exerts direct influence over golfer satisfaction and

return intentions. These facets are as follows:

"Course Characteristics and Experiences™ addresses the tangible and aesthetic attributes
of a golf course, including layout, maintenance, and design. The experiences derived from
these characteristics, from the challenges they present to their visual appeal, can provoke
diverse emotional responses, thereby influencing golfer satisfaction and intentions to

return.

"Amenities and Facilities" encapsulates the ancillary services and structures present, such
as clubhouses, practice areas, and dining facilities. These amenities have the capacity to
evoke feelings of comfort and indulgence, thereby enhancing the overall satisfaction

quotient.

"Atmosphere and Ambiance"” represents the comprehensive sensory experience of the
golf course, including elements of landscaping, design, and ambiance within clubhouses.
These factors contribute to a welcoming and agreeable environment, thereby influencing

golfers' emotional responses and fostering loyalty.

"Customer Service" underscores the standard of service and interaction experienced by
golfers at the course. Superior customer service can stimulate feelings of appreciation,

comfort, and a sense of belonging, thereby nurturing an enduring sense of loyalty.
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"Events and Social Aspects" involves the communal events and interactions that transpire
within the golfing community. These collective experiences can trigger a spectrum of
emotions, from exhilaration and anticipation to satisfaction and fulfillment, which

significantly influence a golfer's intention to revisit.

"Preferences and Return Intentions” encapsulates the personal inclinations of golfers
concerning course attributes, amenities, events, and services, and how these preferences
correspond with their intentions to revisit the course. Each of these rectangles is
interlinked, epitomizing the multifaceted and interconnected nature of the factors
influencing golfer satisfaction and loyalty. The arrows connecting these rectangles
visually manifest this interconnectedness and the intricate dynamics that shape golfer
satisfaction and return intentions. By serving as a comprehensive blueprint for
understanding the diverse nature of the golfing experience and the key elements fostering
golfer satisfaction and loyalty, this framework stands as an invaluable resource for golf
course operators aiming to augment their service offerings and cultivate more profound

connections with their clientele.
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Figure 2: Illustration of the diverse factors shaping golfers' emotional responses and

satisfaction, thereby cultivating loyalty and influencing their intentions to return.
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5. Discussion

This chapter aims to present a comprehensive analysis of theoretical implications,
contributing to the enhancement and validation of the current theory. Moreover, it will

offer valuable insights on practical implications that can be derived from the findings.

The purpose of this study was to investigate the factors influencing golfer satisfaction and
loyalty, with a focus on the experiential aspects of golf course visits. The research
explored several sub-themes, including course characteristics and experiences, amenities
and facilities, atmosphere and ambiance, customer service, social engagement and events,
and preferences and return intentions. The study's findings revealed that various aspects
of golf course experiences contribute to golfer satisfaction and loyalty, highlighting the
importance of a comprehensive approach to golf course management. This discussion
section aims to synthesize the study's findings, relate them to the existing literature, and

explore the implications and potential limitations of the research.
5.1 Course Characteristics and Experiences

The exploration of my study into golfers' experiences at Hooks GK and Jonkoping’s GK
brought to light not just preferences, but the myriad of emotional responses elicited by
the different aspects of the golfing experience. It became clear that these emotions are

deeply interconnected with the golfers' satisfaction and their loyalty to a particular club.

In line with the findings of Petrick and Backman (2002) and Lee and Lee (2022), course
characteristics such as design, layout, and overall condition surfaced as significant
influences on golfer satisfaction. Yet, this study unearthed a more nuanced understanding.
Participants expressed an appreciation for varied hole designs, elevation changes, and
natural obstacles, factors which incited feelings of excitement and intrigue, enhancing the
overall enjoyment of the game. This aligns with Joshi et al. (2018) and adds to the
understanding that it is not only the quality but also the uniqueness and challenge of the
course that fuels a golfer's engagement and commitment to return. Furthermore, our study
underscored the importance of well-maintained course conditions. Consistent greens,

well-groomed fairways, and proper drainage didn't just satisfy golfers, but sparked a sense
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of professionalism from the golf course. This in turn elicits positive emotions,
contributing to their loyalty (Petrick & Backman, 2002; Lee & Lee 2022; Joshi et al.,
2018).

This study intriguingly underscored the emotional resonance of the natural beauty
inherent to golf courses. Participants are not merely players, but appreciative observers
who deeply value the aesthetic attributes of their surroundings. The integration of golf
courses with their surrounding natural environments and the maintenance of these
landscapes is not a mere preference but a source of profound enjoyment and admiration
among the participants. This appreciation of natural beauty and well-preserved
landscapes aligns with prior findings that highlight the psychological benefits of engaging
with aesthetically pleasing natural environments (Berman et al., 2008; Hartig et al., 2014).
Consequently, this study suggests that nurturing and preserving the natural beauty of golf
courses could be a potent strategy to enhance golfer satisfaction and loyalty.

In essence, this study both confirms and enriches existing literature on the connection
between course characteristics and golfer loyalty. While this study confirms the
significance of traditional course attributes and meticulous maintenance, it also reveals a
more intricate understanding of how unique course features elicit a spectrum of positive
emotions. The participants experienced various positive emotions when they encountered
unique features such as challenging terrains, varied hole designs, and picturesque
surroundings. These emotional responses play a crucial role in swaying golfer loyalty.
The findings demonstrate that constructing comprehensive and emotionally engaging
experiences on the golf course, which go beyond physical attributes and course

conditions, is essential in fostering enduring golfer-club relationships.
5.2 Amenities and Facilities

The findings of my study underscore that the availability and quality of amenities and
facilities don't just meet golfers' expectations but are instrumental in stirring emotional
responses that contribute to golfer satisfaction and, ultimately, loyalty. This expands upon
existing research like Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) and Berman et al. (2008), which showed

that environmental amenities bolster emotional well-being.
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In our exploration, the joy and contentment elicited by well-appointed recreational
amenities, such as practice areas, locker rooms, and food and beverage options, enhanced
the golfing experience (Pretty et al., 2005). Moreover, this study provides insight into the
comfort and convenience golfers derive from amenities such as accessible parking, well-
stocked pro shops, and high-quality dining options. These comforts generate a feeling of
being cared for, which in turn enhances loyalty. In this context, our findings echo Nasar's

(1994) emphasis on the importance of aesthetics in influencing emotional responses.

This study took the discussion beyond the golf course to the clubhouse facilities.
Comfortable lounges, meeting spaces, and event venues emerged not just as valued
features but as spaces where participants felt relaxed, welcomed, and engaged - feelings
that contribute to a stronger emotional connection to the club. This expands upon the
findings of Joshi et al. (2018), demonstrating that comprehensive clubhouse facilities not
only attract golfers but also foster a sense of community and belonging. This research
also uncovered those facilities catering to various skill levels elicited feelings of inclusion
and respect among golfers. Multiple tees, varied course lengths, and practice areas with
diverse challenges not only improve skill but more importantly foster a sense of
inclusivity and accessibility, giving the impression that the club is 'catering’ to all golfers,
regardless of their skill level. This emotional dimension extends our understanding of golf
course amenities (Wakefield et al., 1994), reinforcing that golf courses should offer a
range of amenities and practice areas to cater to a broad variety of golfer skills and
preferences, hence enhancing the emotional attachment and increasing the likelihood of
return visits. In essence, this study emphasizes that golfers don’t just play at a course for
its amenities and facilities but for the emotions these features evoke. These emotional
connections become a critical factor in driving golfer loyalty, shedding light on the

importance of considering emotional responses when evaluating golfer experiences.

Stepping back to consider the broader implications, this study's findings not only
reinforce existing literature on the pivotal role of course characteristics and experiences
in shaping golfer satisfaction but also shed light on the emotions these factors evoke and
their influence on loyalty. Basic course attributes and maintenance indeed play a
significant role, and these foundational elements serve to enhance the overall golfing

experience. The sense of adventure sparked by unique and challenging course features,

56



coupled with the sense of peace derived from seamless environmental integration,
resonates with golfers on an emotional level, enriching their overall experience. Further,
the feelings of pride and satisfaction derived from playing on a well-maintained course
play an integral role in fostering a deeper connection to the golf club, thereby influencing
golfer loyalty. The comparison of two golf courses, each with its own unique experiential
marketing strategy, has revealed novel insights into how diverse approaches can meet
varied golfer preferences and more importantly, how they impact the emotional journey
of the golfers. This emotional journey - a blend of excitement, anticipation, satisfaction,
and even frustration - is found to be a potent undercurrent driving golfers' loyalty to a

course.

A significant contribution of this study lies in its exploration of the experiential marketing
dimensions in the context of recreational sports, specifically in golf clubs. This domain
had been somewhat understudied in previous research. By illustrating how elements such
as amenities, atmosphere, and customer service influence golfers' emotional responses,
the study sheds light on the profound impact these dimensions can have on shaping the
golfer's experience and determining their likelihood of return. The findings underscore
the emotions such as excitement, satisfaction, and a sense of belonging that these factors
can elicit, thereby contributing to the understanding of the role emotions play in
engendering golfer loyalty. In sum, this study enriches our understanding by weaving in
the emotive aspects of golfers' experiences, emphasizing that these emotions significantly
influence loyalty. These contributions promise to extend the existing knowledge base and
illuminate future research in this field, demonstrating that the emotional journey of
golfers is as significant, if not more, than the physical environment in which the game is

played.
5.3 Atmosphere and Ambiance

This study has shed light on the power of atmosphere and ambiance in shaping golfers'
satisfaction and loyalty, a phenomenon that, as confirmed by Wakefield and Blodgett
(1994), has the power to influence consumers' emotional responses and behaviors.
Exploring this contextually, my research demonstrates how course landscaping, scenic
views, and well-maintained greens all combine to paint a picture of tranquility that deeply
resonates with golfers, eliciting feelings of peace and satisfaction. In fact, participants'
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narratives went beyond the physical elements of the golf courses. They spoke of the
resonating calmness and the therapeutic effect that the natural environment brings,
aligning with the work of White et al. (2019), Hartig et al. (2014), and McEwan et al.
(2020).

This research uncovers the multifaceted impact of atmosphere and ambiance on golfers'
emotional responses, extending beyond mere appreciation of tranquility and nature. The
beauty of the golf course, encompassing the natural elements - the twittering birds,
rustling leaves, babbling brooks - elicits feelings of serenity and joy, while the social
ambiance created through interactions with fellow golfers and staff brings about a sense
of community and belonging. Moreover, golfers appreciate the balance between tradition
and modernity in golf courses, seeking both the uniqueness of character that tells a story
and modern design elements. The interplay of the old and the new creates a sense of
wonder and anticipation, contributing to an enriching golfing experience. Consequently,
it is crucial for golf courses to harmonize their distinctive features with current trends
(Butler et al., 2016). This study further illustrates how these elements drive golfer
satisfaction and loyalty by deeply engaging emotions, transforming casual golfers into
loyal patrons. It highlights the profound role emotions play in shaping golfing experiences
and reaffirms the importance of atmosphere and ambiance as central components of

experiential marketing in golfing.

Finally, this study reveals that golf transcends being a traditional sport and illuminates it
as an emotional journey. It underlines the unique charm golf courses hold, where a
delicate balance between preserving the course's character and integrating modern design
elements creates a sense of wonder and anticipation, enriching the golfer's experience. It
extends beyond mere tangible elements of a golf course and delves into the emotional
resonance golfers experience. The aesthetic appeal of a course, the allure of nature, the
warmth of community, and the fusion of old and new are components that weave an
intricate emotional tapestry, forming the backdrop of the golfer's experience. This
research highlights how these elements satisfy golfers in the moment and cultivate a bond
of loyalty over time, echoing peace through the rustle of leaves, fostering a sense of
belonging through a friendly nod, and kindling curiosity through a blend of the old and
new. The findings underscore a fresh perspective on the golfing experience, emphasizing
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the nuanced roles that emotion and experience play in shaping golfer satisfaction and
loyalty.

5.4 Customer Service

Customer service emerged from my research not as a peripheral but a central determinant
of the golfing experience, significantly influencing golfer satisfaction and loyalty. This
supports previous studies by Lee (2017), Afthinos et al. (2005), and Alexandris et al.
(2006), but my findings deepen this understanding, revealing customer service as an

avenue for emotional engagement, rather than merely a mechanism for problem-solving.

The nuanced link between customer service and loyalty, as illuminated in this study, lies
in the emotional journey the golfers undertake. The anticipation during an inquiry, the
relief experienced through problem resolution, or the familiarity sensed with staff's
consistent presence—these emotions are found to be pivotal in instilling loyalty.
Therefore, customer service transcends its conventional role to become a locus for
fostering emotional connections, thereby transforming a round of golf from a mere game
to an immersive experience. Furthermore, my research unraveled the importance of
elements like staff expertise, friendliness, and proactive communication in shaping this
emotional journey. It extends beyond a binary satisfaction versus dissatisfaction model—
it is about evoking a range of emotions like excitement from acquiring new knowledge,
comfort in friendly interactions, and reassurance through proactive communication. This
aligns with Pine et al.'s (1995) postulation that memorable experiences are anchored in
personalized and anticipatory interactions. Given these insights, golf courses should strive
to cultivate a staff culture that foregrounds domain-specific expertise and proactive
communication. It is about creating an environment that consistently generates the right
emotional responses, thereby enhancing golfer satisfaction and loyalty. This approach
could provide a new perspective on the dynamic nexus between service quality, customer

experience, and customer loyalty within the golf industry.

Furthermore, the interplay of problem-solving and responsiveness within customer
service emerged as a pivotal finding in this study. The emotional connection deepens
when golfers see their concerns swiftly and competently addressed, fostering a sense of

trust and loyalty towards the golf course. In fact, this mirrors Hennig-Thurau et al.'s
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(2006) findings on the correlation between efficient complaint management and customer
loyalty. However, my study takes this a step further by not only emphasizing the role of
adept problem resolution but also integrating it with other crucial aspects of customer

service.

When considering the complex emotional landscape this evokes, we see a pattern where
reassurance from prompt problem resolution, gratification from staff expertise, and
comfort from proactive communication form a tapestry of emotional engagement that
steers the golfers towards loyalty. This provides a fresh perspective on how intertwined
these factors are, transforming customer service from a functional department to an

emotional engagement powerhouse in the golf industry.

Thus, the holistic view of customer service, as presented in this study, contributes to our
understanding of how each aspect can ignite various emotions, thereby influencing
golfers' satisfaction and loyalty. It advocates for a comprehensive and emotionally
intelligent approach to customer service in the golf industry, underlining its role in
nurturing loyalty. This study, therefore, underscores the interconnectedness and collective
impact of various factors within customer service, offering a more intricate understanding

of its relationship with golfer loyalty.
5.5 Events and Social Aspects

This research shed new light on the impactful role of events and social aspects in
enhancing the golfers' experiences and their subsequent loyalty. Here, we'll delve into
these findings, comparing and extending them from the backdrop of existing literature.

A salient finding from this study revolves around the pronounced enthusiasm of golfers
for golf courses that facilitate a broad range of events and tournaments. What underscores
this preference is the potent amalgamation of competition and social interaction these
events engender. These occasions not only offer golfers an invigorating platform to test
and display their skills, but concurrently function as dynamic social nodes, fostering the
formation and strengthening of interpersonal bonds among individuals united by their
shared passion for the sport. Echoing the sentiments of Iso-Ahola and Weissinger (1990),

the need for social interaction indeed seems to be a prime motivator for participation.
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The repercussions of these insights stretch beyond the boundaries of simple participation
in golf. These diverse events, as identified in the findings, engender a strong sense of
community amongst the golfers. This sentiment of community inspires a myriad of
emotions in golfers, namely a sense of belonging, joy, and camaraderie. These emotions
are integral to a positive golfing experience, potentially enhancing the overall satisfaction
of golfers. As such, this discussion underscores the importance of recognizing and
leveraging the emotional implications of organized golf events as a part of a golf course's
broader experiential marketing strategy. And it is this emotional satisfaction that serves
as a strong adhesive, solidifying golfers' loyalty and their intentions to return. Hence, the
causality between events, emotional satisfaction, and loyalty is discernible. Furthermore,
the appreciation for non-competitive events—clinics, workshops, social mixers—also
came into sharp focus in this study. They offer a relaxed environment for skill
enhancement and learning from experts, fostering emotions like anticipation, curiosity,
and contentment. Interestingly, they also allow for deeper social engagement, eliciting a
sense of belonging and joy among golfers. This intertwining of skill development,
socialization, and emotional engagement resonates with the findings of Humphreys
(2014), Okayasu et al. (2010), and Kaotler et al. (2006) who identified these factors as key
drivers of golf tourism. Thus, by aligning these emotional experiences with the
recreational offerings, golf courses can sculpt a deeper, more meaningful engagement
with golfers, which in turn reinforces their loyalty. By investigating these emotional
connections, my study offers nuanced insights into how events and social aspects
influence golfer loyalty and how they can be harnessed to enhance the overall golfing

experience.

In conclusion, this subsection sheds light on the significant influence of events and social
aspects in shaping the golfing experience and subsequently, golfer loyalty. Our
exploration unveils the multifaceted impacts of hosting a diverse range of events and
tournaments, in particular, their role in fostering an invigorating atmosphere of
competition and camaraderie. These events serve not only as a platform for skill display
and enhancement but also as social hubs, encouraging interpersonal bond formation
among golfers (Iso-Ahola and Weissinger, 1990; Humphreys, 2014; Okayasu et al.,
2010). Moreover, the findings highlight the potency of emotional responses, such as a

sense of belonging, joy, and camaraderie, which are integral to a satisfying golfing
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experience and a key adhesive solidifying golfer loyalty. Hence, golf courses can enhance
golfer loyalty and the overall golfing experience by judiciously integrating these events

and social elements into their experiential marketing strategy.
5.6 Return Intentions and Preferences

This research underscores that golfers' intentions to revisit are predominantly swayed by
their comprehensive satisfaction with the golf course, a multifaceted concept
encompassing an array of factors including course attributes, supplementary amenities,

ambiance, customer service, and social facets.

Course characteristics such as layout, design, and upkeep emerged as pivotal elements
influencing golfer satisfaction and subsequent return intentions. These results lend
empirical support to the assertions made by Petrick et al. (2002) and Lee and Lee (2022)(
thereby reinforcing that the caliber of the core product, in this case, the golf course, is
integral to the formulation of customer satisfaction and loyalty. However, this satisfaction
extends beyond the binary constructs of 'like' and 'dislike’. The architecture and
maintenance of a golf course can elicit an array of emotions in golfers, ranging from
excitement and awe to disappointment and frustration. These emotional responses
contribute to their overall satisfaction and their propensity to return, indicating a nuanced
causal relationship that underscores the importance of these attributes.

Additionally, supplementary amenities and facilities, inclusive of practice areas,
clubhouses, and food and beverage options, were identified as influential factors in
shaping golfer preferences and return intentions. This aligns with and extends the
discourse initiated by Wakefield and Blodgett (1996) concerning the significance of
additional services in molding customer satisfaction and loyalty in the leisure industry.
Crucially, these amenities are not merely valued for their functionality. They also
contribute to the emotional experience of the golfer, providing comfort, convenience, or
a sense of luxury that can enhance overall satisfaction. Thus, the emotional responses
elicited by these amenities also factor into the golfer's decision to return, suggesting that
effective management of these elements can yield considerable benefits in terms of golfer

loyalty.
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Furthermore, this study corroborates that the atmosphere and ambiance of a golf course
substantially contribute to golfers' satisfaction and subsequent return intentions. The
research extends the existing discourse presented by Kaplan et al. (1989) and Berman et
al. (2008) stressing the influence of environmental determinants in shaping consumers'
experiences and inclinations. This satisfaction, however, is shaped not merely by the
physical aesthetics, but also by the emotional responses these surroundings provoke.
Consequently, these emotional elements bear a direct influence on a golfer's intention to

return, underscoring the importance of ambiance in cultivating golfer loyalty.

Customer service was unequivocally identified as a pivotal determinant of golfers'
satisfaction and inclination to revisit within this study. This finding substantiates the
arguments of Parasuraman et al. (1988) and Hennig-Thurau et al. (2002) asserting that
exceptional customer service experiences underpin the development of enduring
customer relationships and loyalty. Notably, the concept of customer service extends
beyond simply addressing queries or concerns. It encompasses a nuanced, emotional
dimension, where interpersonal interactions and emotional engagement can evoke
feelings of appreciation, comfort, and belonging, thereby nurturing loyalty. Furthermore,
this research illuminates the substantial influence events and social aspects exert on
golfers' preferences and return intentions. Aligning with and augmenting the insights from
Iso-Ahola and Weissinger (1990), these social events elicit a range of emotional
responses, from excitement and anticipation to satisfaction and fulfillment, which

significantly sway a golfer's intention to revisit.

In conclusion, this subsection effectively distills the nuanced and multifaceted factors that
predominantly sway golfers' preferences and intentions to revisit a golf course. The
findings reinforce that course characteristics, supplementary amenities, ambiance,
customer service, and social aspects each carry a substantial influence in shaping overall
golfer satisfaction, and subsequently, return intentions (Petrick et al., 2002; Lee and Lee,
2022; Wakefield and Blodgett, 1996; Kaplan et al., 1989; Berman et al., 2008;
Parasuraman et al., 1988; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2002; Iso-Ahola and Weissinger, 1990).
Furthermore, this analysis illustrates that beyond these tangible and service aspects, it is
the emotional responses they elicit that play a significant role in fostering golfer loyalty.

As such, by attuning to these critical elements, golf courses can enhance customer
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satisfaction, cultivate loyalty, and ultimately bolster their prospects for sustained
patronage and long-term success.

5.7 Practical Implications

The implications for golf course management emerging from this research underline the
multifaceted nature of golfers' experiences. These experiences are crafted not merely by
functional aspects such as course design and amenities but are equally influenced by the

emotional responses elicited from these elements.

The findings draw attention to the significant role of course characteristics, amenities and
facilities, atmosphere and ambiance, and customer service in determining golfers'
satisfaction and loyalty. Each of these aspects plays a unique role in shaping the emotional
responses of golfers. A well-maintained and thoughtfully designed course can foster
feelings of satisfaction and admiration; quality amenities can induce feelings of comfort
and convenience; a serene ambiance can evoke tranquillity; and exceptional customer
service can cultivate feelings of appreciation and trust. To enhance golfer satisfaction and
loyalty, it is imperative for golf course operators to foster positive emotional responses.
These positive emotions not only contribute to an overall satisfying golfing experience
but also function as crucial determinants of loyalty, encouraging repeat visits and
fostering long-term customer relationships. This research suggests that understanding and
responding to golfers' emotional responses is a key strategic consideration for golf course
management. It is through this emotional lens that golf courses can develop more

effective strategies for enhancing golfer satisfaction and fostering loyalty.

5.7.1 Course Characteristics and Experiences

The findings suggest that golf course operators should meticulously maintain the course
layout, design, and overall aesthetics. A well-maintained course—characterized by
smooth greens and properly manicured fairways—often elicits feelings of satisfaction and
admiration from golfers. Moreover, a balanced course design that offers both challenge
and enjoyment cater to a spectrum of emotions, from excitement to gratification, across
varying skill levels. These positive emotional responses are crucial as they directly impact
golfers' loyalty, influencing their return intentions.
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5.7.2 Amenities and Facilities

The empirical evidence emphasizes the role of high-quality amenities and facilities in
sculpting the experiences of golfers. For golfers, well-maintained and thoughtfully
designed amenities not only provide convenience but also trigger emotions of comfort
and ease, augmenting their overall satisfaction. However, it is crucial to note that
modernization should not displace the fundamental need for golfers to feel welcomed.
Therefore, golf course operators should contemplate investments not merely in the
modernization and expansion of their amenities but also in fostering an atmosphere of
warmth and welcome. By aligning these investments with golfers' evolving needs and
expectations, they can contribute to a deepened sense of loyalty. In essence, while
catering to functional needs, golf course operators must maintain an unwavering focus on

nurturing a welcoming environment that resonates with golfers on an emotional level.
5.7.3 Atmosphere and Ambiance

Drawing upon the research findings, it is clear that the atmosphere and ambiance of a golf
course are integral to golfers' experiences. The data suggests that elements such as
thoughtful landscaping, natural features, and design aesthetics elicit a sense of tranquility
in golfers, fostering a deeper connection with nature. Such ambiance emerges not as a
peripheral, but rather a central component, influencing golfers' emotional responses and
consequently, their loyalty to the golf course. Similarly, the perceived atmosphere within
clubhouses and dining areas, influenced perhaps by elements such as warm lighting or
the pleasant hum of conversation, has a significant impact on golfer satisfaction. This
underlines the importance of a welcoming and comfortable environment in shaping

positive golfing experiences and cultivating golfer loyalty.
5.7.4 Customer Service

Customer service emerges as a critical determinant of golfer satisfaction, as indicated by
the findings. Exceptional customer service not only satisfies functional needs but also
fosters positive emotional responses such as appreciation, satisfaction, and trust. Training
staff members in empathy, effective communication, and problem-solving can further

enhance the golfer's experience. Additionally, cultivating a customer-centric culture can
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enable staff to proactively seek opportunities for improving the golfer experience, thus

fostering loyalty.
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6. Conclusion

In this chapter, | conclude the derived findings and the analysis of the data obtained.
Therefore, | give a summary of my contributions to fulfill my purpose in answering the

research question.

The present research offers significant insights into the multidimensional factors
influencing golfer satisfaction and their intentions to revisit a golf course, focusing
specifically on the role of experiential marketing dimensions, such as amenities,
atmosphere, and customer service. It has been found that these elements not only
contribute significantly to the overall satisfaction of golfers, but also elicit strong

emotional responses that are closely tied to their likelihood of returning to the facility.

Course attributes and experiences were found to be crucial in shaping golfers' emotional
connections, while supplementary amenities, ambiance, and customer service were
identified as key determinants in their intentions to revisit. The findings highlight the
importance of a holistic approach that equally addresses tangible and intangible elements

in golf course operations.

Moreover, the study revealed the importance of understanding the varied preferences of
different golfer segments, which enables the development of targeted marketing and
bespoke service strategies. In doing so, golf courses can effectively cater to the specific
needs and emotional triggers of each demographic, enhancing overall satisfaction and

fostering loyalty.

While providing a robust foundation for understanding golfer preferences and the
influence of experiential marketing, this research also highlights the need for ongoing
exploration of these factors in various contexts and across a broad demographic of golfers.
Future research in this area can further enhance our understanding, enabling the
development of effective strategies to boost golfer satisfaction, stimulate return

intentions, and ultimately drive the growth and sustainability of the golf industry.
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7. Limitations and Delimitations of the study

This chapter recognizes the limitations and delimitations of the research conducted.

7.1 Limitations

This study, while offering valuable insights, presents certain limitations. Notably,
selection bias is a potential limitation within the research. The study focuses exclusively
on two golf courses, thoroughly assessed and selected, yet these instances may not
entirely represent the gamut of strategies and characteristics in the broader recreational
sport industry. Moreover, while efforts were made to ensure the generalizability of the
insights, the focus on golf inherently limits the breadth of applicability. The findings,
although illuminating, may not fully translate to recreational sports that employ different
experiential marketing strategies or operate in different contexts. Thus, while the insights
generated contribute to the understanding of golfer experiences, satisfaction, and loyalty,
their applicability to the wider recreational sport industry should be interpreted with

caution.

The interpretive bias inherent in the constructivist ontology and interpretivist
epistemology could also influence the results. The analysis is highly dependent on the
researcher's personal interpretation of the data, which is inherently subjective. Moreover,
the experiences and emotions reported by the golfers are subjective in nature and may
vary across different situations and over time. Another limitation relates to the
geographical scope of the study. Both golf courses studied are located in Sweden, so the
results may not apply to golf courses in different geographical locations with distinct

cultural, economic, and environmental contexts.

Lastly, the temporal nature of this study should be acknowledged as a limitation. The data
collected represents a snapshot of the golfers' experiences at a particular point in time. As
such, the results may not account for potential changes in golfers' preferences,

perceptions, and overall market trends over time.
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7.2 Delimitations

The delimitations of this study were intentionally imposed to narrow the scope of the
research. This study focused exclusively on the experiences of golfers at two specific golf
courses, Jonkoping’s GK and Hooks GK. This choice was made to provide a deep,
nuanced understanding of golfers' experiences in relation to the experiential marketing
strategies implemented by these particular golf courses. Furthermore, the study
intentionally emphasized on positive experiences and satisfaction derived from
experiential marketing practices. While understanding negative experiences and
dissatisfactions can also provide valuable insights, this study was delimited to focus on
the factors that enhance golfer satisfaction and loyalty to provide actionable insights for
golf course operators. Lastly, the choice of using an interpretive approach and a multiple
case study methodology also represents a delimitation of this study. These
methodological choices were made to allow for a rich, detailed exploration of golfers'
experiences, emotions, and loyalty in response to different experiential marketing
strategies. While this approach provides detailed insights, it may limit the ability to make

broad generalizations.

By acknowledging these limitations and delimitations, the study aims to provide
transparency in the research process and contribute to the understanding of its findings.
These considerations can also guide future research in this area by highlighting potential
areas for further exploration and study.
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8. Future Research Recommendations

At the end of this thesis, | highlight potential avenues for future research that should be

undertaken to gain additional insights into the applicability of the obtained results.

The findings of this study have shed light on the impacts of experiential marketing
strategies on golfer emotions and loyalty within the context of Swedish golf courses.
While these insights are invaluable, there are several areas in which future research could
further contribute to the field.

One potential avenue is the expansion of the geographic scope of the research. The present
study was conducted in Sweden, and broadening this to include golf courses in various
geographical and cultural contexts could provide a more comprehensive understanding
of golfers' experiences and reactions to different experiential marketing approaches
globally. Simultaneously, there is an opportunity for future research to delve deeper into
the negative experiences and dissatisfaction of golfers. While this study focused primarily
on positive experiences, exploring the negative side could offer a more balanced view
and potentially reveal areas for improvement in golf course management and marketing
strategies. Furthermore, the addition of longitudinal studies could be invaluable. The data
collected for this study represents a specific point in time; tracking golfer experiences,
emotions, and loyalty over a longer period could yield insights into long-term trends and
the lasting effects of different experiential marketing approaches. Future studies could
also consider diversifying the experiential marketing strategies investigated. This
research examined specific strategies, but other innovative methods such as technological
integrations or personalized marketing approaches could also be worth exploring in
relation to golfer experiences and loyalty.

Finally, including additional case studies in future research could provide a broader
perspective. This study analyzed two golf courses but examining a wider range of golf
courses varying in type, size, and location could offer a more nuanced understanding of

the factors influencing golfer experiences and loyalty.
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Overall, these recommendations for future research aim to deepen our understanding of
the complex interplay between experiential marketing, golfer emotions, and loyalty,
offering potentially invaluable insights for golf course operators and the wider sports

marketing industry.
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