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It’s More than Just a Game:
The Effect of Core and Supplementary Services
on Customer Loyalty
by Matthew Walsman, Michael Dixon, Rob Rush,
and Rohit Verma

Executive Summary

A

ll service providers seek to provide a comprehensive experience for their customers, with
the goal of cementing customer loyalty and encouraging future purchases. In most services,
we can identify core aspects (e.g., a good night’s sleep at a hotel) and supplementary aspects
(e.g., concierge and valet services). For professional sports, the core service is the sporting
contest itself, but many other supplementary services may also be included. We use a comprehensive
dataset of over 7,000 patrons of a major professional sport in the United States to determine how
customers’ satisfaction with core and supplementary services influence their intent to repeat a ticket
purchase. We find that satisfaction with both core and supplementary services are important for loyal
customers, but first-time customers tend to focus only on core service satisfaction when considering
whether to purchase another ticket. One implication of this study is that firms should focus on their
customers’ full experience. Firms must first focus on their core services and then augment them
appropriately with supplementary services.
4
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It’s More than Just a Game:
The Effect of Core and Supplementary Services on Customer Loyalty

by Matthew Walsman, Michael Dixon, Rob Rush, and Rohit Verma

T

he concept of focusing on the overall customer experience, rather than just individual
transactions, has become an important aspect of hospitality operations and those of other
service-related industries. The essence of this approach is to put the customer experience at the
center of the service offering, which means that firms must pay careful attention both to their
core service and the related supplemental services that make up the entire service package.1 Some
observers have gone as far as to say that business is a theatre and that service providers should think in
terms of staging their encounters with customers.2 One service-related business that has long understood
this is professional sports, which includes numerous supplemental services in addition to its core
product of a sporting event or contest. Event organizers stage a bundle of service encounters. If
choreographed appropriately, those encounters create a memorable package for customers.

1 Chris Voss, Aleda V. Roth, and Richard B. Chase, “Experience, Service Operations Strategy, and Services as Destinations: Foundations and Exploratory
Investigation,” Production and Operations Management, Vol. 17, No. 3 (2008), pp. 247–266. See also: C.K. Prahalad and V. Ramaswamy, The Future of
Competition:Co-Creating Unique Value with Customers (Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2004); and M.E. Pullman and M. A. Gross, “Ability of
experience design elements to elicit emotions and loyalty behaviors,” Decision Science, Vol. 35, No. 3 (2004), pp. 531–576.
2 For an early discussion of this concept, see: David Romm, “ ‘Restauration’ Theater: Giving Direction to Service,” Cornell H.R.A. Quarterly, Vol. 29

(No. 4), pp. 30-39. Also see: B. Joseph Pine and James H Gilmore, “The Experience Economy,” Harvard Business Review, Vol. 76, No. 6 (1998); and Peter
C.Verhoef, Katherine N. Lemon, A. Parasuraman, Anne Roggeveen, Michael Tsiros, and Leonard A. Schlesinger, “Customer Experience Creation: Determinants, Dynamics and Management Strategies,” Journal of Retailing, Vol. 85, No. 1 (2009), pp. 31-41.
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The core service—a sporting contest, a concert, or a
production of some type—is similar for sports stadiums and
performance venues. Customers identify service providers
by their core services and they make most purchasing decisions based on these core services.3 In the case of the performance center, the most important core service, the one that
will attract ticket sales, is booking great artists. The theatre
may, however, provide many other services that become part
of the customers’ experience (e.g., online ticket purchasing,
food and drink at the event, restrooms, valet parking).
Along the same lines, professional sporting events and
teams sign great “artists,” in this case, popular and talented
athletes. The event planners then surround these box office
winners with supplementary services that are secondary
to the core services but represent opportunities for value
creation.4 One danger in this framework is that firms might
pursue supplementary services to the detriment of their core
business.5 In an effort to understand the balance between
core and supplementary services, researchers have presented
several theoretical models. Two of the most common are the
molecular model, which places core services in the center
and draws connecting lines to potential supplementary
services,6 and a flower model which places core services
in the middle and surrounds them with supplementary
“petals.”7 One potential danger of this framework is that firms
might pursue supplementary services to the detriment of
their core business.
Professional sporting events in the United States
comprise numerous core and supplementary services, most
closely described by the flower model. Sports enthusiasts
and casual fans alike attend events for an emotional and
memorable experience, which includes the athletic contest
along with the opportunity to spend time with friends and
to purchase merchandise and food. Supplementary services
can be a critical part of the experience, including parking
accommodations, shuttles to the main gate if parking is
far from the entrance, and return services when the event
is over. While these services are not core to the event, they
3 Christopher Lovelock and Jochen Wirtz, Services Marketing: People,
Technology, Strategy (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2007).
Chapter three is a good introduction to core and supplementary services.
4 For a discussion of how to monetize supplementary services, see: James
C. Anderson, and James A Narus, “Capturing the Value of Supplementary
Services,” Harvard Business Review, Vol. 73, No. 1 (1995), pp. 75-83.
5 Andy Neely, “Exploring the Financial Consequences of the Servitization

of Manufacturing,” Operations Management Research, Vol. 1, No. 2 (2008),
pp. 103-118.
6 G. Lynn Shostack, “Breaking Free from Product Marketing,” Journal of

Marketing, Vol. 41, No. 2 (1977), pp. 73-80.
7 Christopher Lovelock, “Competing on Service: Technology and Teamwork in Supplementary Services,” Strategy & Leadership, Vol. 23, No. 4
(1995), pp. 32-47.
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represent important opportunities to satisfy customers and
create loyal repeat customers.
Both performing arts centers and professional sports
venues have a goal of cementing customer loyalty in the
form of future ticket sales. In this report we gauge the effect of core and supplementary services on this measure of
customer satisfaction and loyalty, that is, customer ticket
renewal. Although not all repeat customers are loyal customers and not all loyal customers are profitable customers,8
customer loyalty has been used as a measure of firm success.9

The U.S. Professional Sports Industry
In the United States, the professional sports industry is
made up of two closely related organization types: team
sports leagues and individual sports associations. The
primary sports league franchises include the National
Football League (NFL), Major League Baseball (MLB), the
National Basketball Association (NBA), and the National
Hockey League (NHL). Well known associations governing
individual sports include the PGA Tour and United States
Golf Association (USGA), United States Tennis Association
(USTA), and National Association of Stock Car Auto Racers
(NASCAR). Amateur sports associations and conferences
represent yet another immense service industry, which we
note but do not examine here.
Sports franchises brought in $24.2 billion in 2013,10
with the greatest percentages of that amount going to the
NFL (39%) and MLB (29%). Individual sports and racing
generated $13.3 billion in revenue.11 Successful professional
athletes can be extremely wealthy, averaging $2 million in
annual income, with a range from around $400,000 (depending on the sport) to the wealthiest, Tiger Woods, who
made more than $100 million annually in his prime (including celebrity endorsements).

Research Questions
In this study we test which aspects of the service encounter
influenced fans’ desire to purchase the next season’s tickets
at the first available opportunity. We believe the answer
lies in the way they respond to the core and supplementary
services for this sport. We test this notion by asking the following three research questions:
8 Werner Reinartz and V. Kumar, “The Mismanagement of Customer

Loyalty,” Harvard Business Review, Vol. 80, No. 7 (2002), pp. 86-94.
9 Frederick F. Reichheld, “The One Number You Need to Grow,” Harvard
Business Review, Vol. 81, No. 12 (2003), pp. 46-55. See also: Frederick
F.Reichheld, “Loyalty-Based Management,” Harvard Business Review, Vol.
71, No. 2 (1993), pp. 64-73.
10 http://clients1.ibisworld.com/reports/us/industry/ataglance.
aspx?entid=1628.
11 http://clients1.ibisworld.com/reports/us/industry/currentperformance. aspx?entid=1629.
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Exhibit 1

Mean scores for individual services
Variable

Mean

Likelihood of renewing tickets

8.45

Ticket purchasing*

9.14

Parking to gate

7.86

Entrance gate.

8.36

Pre-event: ceremonies, national anthem, and athlete
introductions

8.59

Seat comfort and cleanliness

7.89

The event itself

8.69

Food and beverage

7.26

Merchandise concessions

8.02

Restroom Facilities

7.64

From seat to parking lot

7.56

Exiting parking lot

6.96

Note: Values range from 1 (completely dissatisfied) to 10 (completely satisfied). After
initial analysis we removed ticket purchasing because it is unclear how and when
customers purchased tickets. They could have purchased tickets directly from the venue
before or at the event, or from third party venders, in which case the event host would
have little to do with the interaction.

(1) What is the relationship between core and supplementary
services and customer repeat purchase decisions?;
(2) Does this relationship change for loyal customers?; and
(3) How do new customers respond to core and supplementary service offerings?

Data Collection
Professional sporting events present an ideal context for
studying core and supplementary services because, as we
indicated above, the actual event, game, contest, or race is
only one part of a bundle of services that are provided before,
during, and after the event. The experience begins long before
game time, and even after the event is over, customers are
still at the venue and will likely have several more service
encounters before they actually leave. NFL fans, for example,
must park their cars (and perhaps tailgate), be admitted
through the entrance gate, stop at concessions, and get to their
seats—all before the game starts. During the game, customers
purchase food and merchandise, use the restroom facilities,
and interact with event staff. It seems entirely possible that
customers could experience a historic game, and then have
their experience negatively colored because of something that
happened in the parking lot while exiting. Or perhaps, after
seeing an uneventful game, the customer might be wowed by
a post-game fireworks show.

8

Our goal in this study is to explore the relationship
between core and supplementary services and customers’
repeat-purchase decisions. We do this by analyzing data
collected from 7,091 customer surveys distributed at eight
iterations of a particular professional sporting event in the
United States in 2010.
We asked event patrons to answer two key questions:
How likely are you to renew your tickets for next year?, and
How satisfied were you with the following services? For
the second question, we gave them a list of eleven services.
Responses are recorded on a Likert scale anchored by 1
(“definitely not” or “completely dissatisfied”) and 10 (“definitely” or “completely satisfied”). The mean scores for both
questions are shown in Exhibit 1. The highest individually
rated service was ticket purchasing (9.14), followed by the
event itself (8.69). The lowest service rating was exiting the
event to the parking lot (6.96).
In addition to the individual services that constitute
the event, a number of factors could affect fans’ repeat-purchase decisions, many of which are out of service providers’
control. They include things like which team or athlete
won, who performed well, the weather, and how exciting
was the event, including dramatic comebacks, upsets, and
the importance of the outcome on standings or upcoming
playoffs.
For example, Tiger Woods is popular with golf fans
and is consistently a favorite to win. A closely contested
final round on a beautiful day between Tiger Woods and
Rory McIlroy is likely to be highly rated. Conversely, a
tournament won by a minor star on a cold and windy day
with Tiger out of contention will not generate the same
excitement and therefore likely result in fewer repeat
purchases.
We also consider the demographic background of the
survey respondents, which is shown in Exhibit 2. The typical fan for our dataset is a middle-aged, married man from
a middle-class household. Because of the large sample size,
we believe this sample to be representative of the population of fans of this sport, but perhaps not representative of
other populations.
This particular sport has a remarkably loyal fan base
(see Exhibit 3). Close to 45 percent of fans have been attending events for over 10 years, and the average fan has
been following the sport for almost 23 years. The customers’ favorable perception of this sport is demonstrated by
the fact that 57 percent of respondents on our survey said
that they “definitely will renew” their tickets at the first opportunity (Exhibit 4).
In this study we want to test which aspects of the
service encounter influenced fans’ overwhelming desire
to purchase the next season’s tickets at the first available
opportunity. We believe the answer lies in the way they re-
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Exhibit 2

Demographic characteristics of survey sample (N = 7,091)
Variable

Percentage

n

How long have you been coming to events?

Variable

Percentage

n

Occupation

This was my first time

431

6.1

Employed Full-Time

5,180

73.1

2-3 years

738

10.4

Employed Part-Time

331

4.7

4-5 years

1,143

16.1

Homemaker

117

1.6

6-7 years

1,014

14.3

Unemployed

212

3.0

8-9 years

670

9.4

Student

32

.5

10+ years

3,095

43.6

Retired

1,219

17.2

Age

Income

18-20

9

.1

Less than $24,999

161

2.3

21-24

44

.6

$25,000 - $49,999

886

12.5

25-34

450

6.3

$50,000 - $74,999

1,358

19.2

35-44

1,419

20.0

$75,000 - $99,999

1,250

17.6

45-54

2,529

35.7

$100,000 - $124,999

944

13.3

55-64

1,952

27.5

$125,000 - $149,999

434

6.1

688

9.7

65+

$150,000 +
Missing

643

9.1

1,415

20.0

Marital Status

Single (Never Married)
Married
Not married

667

9.4

Gender

5,434

76.6

Female

2,175

30.7

990

14.0

Male

4,916

69.3

Exhibit 3

Customer longevity
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Exhibit 4

Percentage of respondents

Likelihood of renewing tickets

Scale: 1 = Definitely will not renew; 10 = Definitely will renew
Exhibit 5

Principal components
Variable

Mean

Factor

1
Core
services

Eigenvalue
Percent of variance explained

2
Supplementary
services

4.32

1.27

43.20%

12.70%

Merchandise concessions

7.92

.809

Food and beverage

7.24

.764

Pre-Event: ceremonies, national anthem, and athlete introductions

8.56

.704

Restroom Facilities

7.52

.683

The event itself

8.75

.637

Seat comfort and cleanliness

7.80

.594

From seat to parking lot

7.42

Parking to gate

7.78

.856

Exiting parking lot

6.80

.792

Entrance gate.

8.33

.648

.873

Note: Extraction method is principal component analysis; rotation method: promax with Kaiser normalization.
spond to the core and supplementary services for this sport.
We test this notion by asking the following three research
questions:
(1) What is the relationship between core and
supplementary services and customers’ repeat purchase
decisions?;
(2) Does this relationship change for very satisfied (or conversely, very unsatisfied) customers?; and
(3) How do new customers respond to core and supplementary service offerings?
10

Research Methods
Because the fans in this study experienced so many services,
we use principal component analysis (PCA) to discover potential dimensions of these bundled service offerings. First,
because we could not be certain when a customer purchased
a ticket, we did not consider their satisfaction with the ticket
sales process. We then used PCA to identify which of the
remaining ten services respondents treated in a similar way,
allowing us to group a set of these ten individual services
into two main components or factors.
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Exhibit 6

Correlation between services and ticket renewal
Variables

Mean

Correlation with dependent variable

Primary dependent variable: Ticket repeat purchase

8.44

N/A

Primary independent variable: Core services

8.05

.413**

Supplementary Services

7.81

.301**

is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
ENote:
xhbiit**Correlation
7

Multiple regression models (dependent variable: ticket renewal)
All customers
Model number
n
Adjusted R2

Most loyal customers

First-time customers

1

2

3

4

5

6

4,984

4,985

2,237

2,237

256

256

0.213

0.221#

0.83**

0.70**

0.01

0.01

0.13

0.01

0.226

0.234

0.172

0.189#

Beta coefficients for each model variable

0.67**

0.58**

How long have you been a fan?

0.00

0.00

How long have you been coming?

0.30**

0.30**

Core Services

Gender
Age
Income

0.55**

0.43**

0.01**

0.01**

0.13**

Supplementary Services

0.18**

-0.16

-0.18

0.18

-0.03

-0.04

0.05

0.06

0.09**

0.09**

-0.23

-0.19

-0.03

-0.03

0.01**

0.01**

-0.14

-0.14

Notes: Models 1-2 relate to RQ#1 using all relevant data. Models 3-4 relate to RQ#2 keeping only the most loyal customers (attending more
than ten years). Models 5-6 relate to RQ#3 keeping only first time customers. ** Significant at the .05 level; # = Change in adjusted R2 not
significant. Meaning that adding supplementary services did not help the predictive power of the model. We also included eight dummy
variables (not shown) for each of the events where we collected data.
These factors can be described as core event services
(those going on during the time of the event) and supplementary services (those occurring before and after the
event). The “core service” factor included the event itself,
the ceremonies and introductions immediately before the
contest started, concessions, seat comfort, F&B quality, and
restroom facilities (Exhibit 5). The “supplementary service”
factor included the experience at the entrance gate and various aspects relating to getting to and from the parking lot.
To validate this result, we perform a reliability analysis
to test whether these components tend to measure the same
thing. The resulting Cronbach’s alpha scores of .788 for core
services and .803 for supplementary services are sufficient
to conclude that the six items relating to the event itself can
be combined into one variable called core event services,
and the four pre- and post-event items can be combined
into another variable called supplementary event services.
These two factors are the basis of our remaining analysis,
but we must point out an important limitation of these new
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variables. They assume equal weight on each of the items
that construct the factor, even though we know this is an
oversimplification. The experience with the event itself will
certainly influence a customer’s attitude more heavily than
their experience in the restroom, for instance. Because so
many parts of the experience cannot be controlled, we think
that giving equal attention to the things that are within control is appropriate. We see from the simple correlation table
in Exhibit 6 that core services are more strongly correlated
with repeat ticket purchase than supplementary services.
This is not surprising but it does not tell us the whole story,
as there is likely an overlap between these primary predictor
variables.

Core and Supplementary Services as Predictors
of Repeat Ticket Purchase
In the next phase of our research, we used the factors that we
found above in a series of regression models trying to better
understand the relationship of the core and supplementary

11

factors to ticket renewal. In all of the regression models we
control for effects that could be caused by demographic
characteristics or the particular circumstances of an event.
We dummy coded the eight events allowing us to control the
event-specific variation and isolate the effect of satisfaction
with core and supplementary services on repeat-purchase
intent separate and apart from any event and demographic
specific influences.
In our first two models we considered all of our respondents (N = 7,091). Model 1 includes all control variables and
the core service factor score as a predictor. In Model 2, we
add the supplementary service factor in order to measure
the change in the predictive power of the model, as shown in
Exhibit 7.
What we found is that the core services model (with
control variables) explains 23 percent of the variance in
the ticket renewal value (adjusted R-squared value of 0.23).
Moreover, the core services predictor has a beta coefficient of 0.67, which suggests that if an event planner could
improve service sufficiently to get a one-unit increase in the
core service score (on our ten-point scale), then she could
expect a .67-unit increase in ticket renewals (holding all
other variables constant).
Supplementary services for this sport do have an effect
on repeat ticket sales, as shown in model two. After adding
the supplementary services factor to the model, we note an
increase in predictive power (adjusted R2 goes from 0.226
to 0.234). This means that model two is a slightly better
model (about 1% better). Although the coefficient score of
supplementary services is significant, which means they are
an important predictor of ticket renewal, a one-unit increase
in supplementary services satisfaction would only translate
to a 0.13-unit increase in repeated ticket purchases. Thus,
core services have four times the impact of supplementary
services on ticket renewal.
The only demographic control variable that is significant
when considering the specific impact it has on ticket renewal
is “how long have you been coming (to events).” Long-time
fans’ plans to renew their tickets makes sense, as we would
anticipate customers who have been coming for a long
time would plan to continue coming. That said, we again
note that satisfaction with core services has a much greater
impact (.67) on ticket renewal than a fan’s history of coming
to events (.30). Despite the importance of loyalty, it remains
important that customers have memorable experiences
every time they come.

Loyal Customers
In models 3 and 4 we test the impact of core and supplementary services on ticket renewal on the most loyal fans,
who constitute 44 percent of the patrons in this study. We
define these most loyal fans as those that have been coming
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to events for more than ten years. By segmenting fans in this
way, we can measure the impact of core and supplementary
services on repeat purchasing behavior among this key
customer segment.
Here we see again that both core and supplementary
services are significant predictors of repeat ticket purchase.
When supplementary services were added to the model
(model 4) the predictive power of the model increased by
1.7 percent. It appears from these data that among the most
loyal customers both core and supplementary services are
important aspects of the event. This could be because these
loyal customers have specific expectations based on their experience of how the event unfolds. They likely have stronger
expectations relating to all of the service provided as they
have experienced each of them multiple times over several
years. Finally, it appears that the impact of supplementary
services is greater relative to core services among loyal
customers than the set of all customers (for loyal customers
supplementary services (model 4) the increase is .18, but
it’s 4.3 for core services, whereas in model 2 supplementary
services score .13 and core services, 5.8).

First-time Customers
Now that we have established that core and supplementary
services affect loyal customers’ satisfaction, let’s look at new
customers, who made up 6 percent of total customers in
our dataset (n = 256). Running the same regression analysis
one final time, we see that core services are critical to new
customers, but the supplementary services variable is not a
significant predictor of ticket renewal for this group (models
5 and 6 in Exhibit 7).
Unlike loyal customers, it appears that new customers
are concerned primarily with core services, almost to the
exclusion of the supplementary services. Perhaps first-time
customers have fewer expectations about the way an event
should run and get caught up in the excitement of the event
itself, while paying less attention to supplementary services.
Returning customers, on the other hand, have memories of
and therefore expectations about supplementary services.
This finding highlights the importance of supplementary
services to returning customers.

Managerial Implications
Although this particular sport has a hugely loyal fan base,
the implications of this study remain important for firms
focusing on their customers’ full experience. Firms must
begin with their core services and then augment them appropriately with supplementary services. Given this study’s
demonstration of the impact of core and supplementary
services on repeat ticket purchases for this sport, we offer
the following managerial insights.
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Exhibit 8

Mean service scores by customer segment and type of service

(1) Start with and focus on core services.
Core services represent the driver of business success
and the basis for many customer decisions. In this study we
demonstrate that core services remain the most important
element in predicting repeat customers. Looking closely at
when events happen (Exhibit 8), we notice some interesting
trends. When fans arrive they are excited and happy with
their experience (pre-event services). As the event progresses into pre-event services (i.e., opening ceremonies) they
get even more excited. The beginning of the actual event
seems to be the decision point for both happy and unhappy
customers. Those that chose to renew their tickets rated the
actual event relatively higher than the service elements that
precede the event, while those that chose not to renew their
tickets rated the actual event lower than the services before
the event. This core service (the event itself) had a critical
impact on the ticket renewal decision, as it seemed to mark a
turning point for customers. This demonstrates the importance of services firms focusing on their core services above
all else. Ironically, in this particular instance, management
cannot control the event outcome, but that is not the case
with most service operations.
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(2) All core and supplemental services can contribute to
customer satisfaction.
In this study we measured the impact of ten individual
core and supplementary services on customer ticket renewal.
As we have outlined, core services were the most influential in predicting whether a customer would renew tickets,
but supplementary services also had an impact. Exbibit 9,
which shows the variation of mean satisfaction scores across
individual services and customer segments, is interesting
because it shows that every service contributed to ticket
renewal decisions in the customer’s mind. This is evident because customers who had decided not to renew their tickets
scored individual services lower in every case than customers who were going to renew their tickets. The fact that this
is the case for all individual services is surprising. Customers
who repeat their purchase are happy with everything, and
customers who do not renew seem to be unhappy with everything. We expected to see some services that customers in
the two groups seemed indifferent about and scored evenly.
This suggests that are all important in that they all contribute
to the repeat purchase decision (although not equally).
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Exhibit 9

Customer segment ticket renewal responses for individual services

(3) The most loyal customers are probably coming for core
services.
Looking at this sport’s remarkably loyal fans, we again
note that over 57 percent of our respondents said that they
would definitely renew their tickets, and 44 percent have
been coming to events for more than ten years. When we
analyzed the most loyal customers we noticed that those
long-time customers valued both core and supplementary
services. The loyal customers may have an expectation for
supplementary services because of their long history of
attendance.

(4) When core services fail, turn to supplementary services
for service recovery opportunities.
This is an important insight for event planners in professional sports, because the success of an event (core service)
can be greatly influenced by things that are completely out of
the planner’s control (e.g., weather, drama of the game, athlete performance). Even the best athletes and teams have off
days. Knowing this, event planners can offset the risk of not
being able to control many elements of their core service by
carefully choreographing the services they can control. This
is when supplementary services can make a major impact.
Event planners should use supplementary services strategi-
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cally to recover customers after a failure in core services.
We did not examine the specifics in this study, but other research suggests that they could do this by having “surprises”
(like fireworks shows, or unanticipated promotions) that will
delight and recover customers after failures in core services.

(5) New customers are interested in core services.
Finally, make sure that first-time customers have as
good an experience as possible with the core service. We
grant that sometimes this can be challenging in the context
of professional sports. Marketing campaigns usually highlight core services, but when customers arrive they often are
bombarded with upselling attempts of additional supplementary services. Although this makes sense from a revenue
standpoint, it is not always well received by guests who are
testing the waters in a new venue. When analyzing only first
time customers, we discovered that they are mainly concerned with core services. Service firms must recognize this
and deliver superior core service value to first time customers and not overwhelm them with supplementary services
that they likely will not value. n
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