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Objective: The aim of this study was to investigate the effect of brand sensory 

experience on brand equity with the mediating variable of customer satisfaction 

and moderation of employee empathy in bodybuilding clubs in Tehran.  

Methodology: The statistical population of the present study consisted of all 

customers of bodybuilding clubs in Tehran, and 420 of these individuals were 

randomly selected as a sample. This study is a descriptive-correlational survey 

research and one of the applied studies conducted in the field. Data collection was 

performed through four questionnaires: brand sensory experience (three 

questions), brand equity (three questions), customer satisfaction (three 

questions), and employee empathy (four questions). Validity and factor analysis 

of the questionnaires were confirmed. Reliability was also reported through 

Cronbach's alpha coefficient (brand sensory experience = 0.73, brand equity = 

0.75, customer satisfaction = 0.72, and employee empathy = 0.79). All data 

analysis was conducted using SPSS, SamplePower, and SmartPLS software.  

Findings: The results showed that the sensory experience of the brand has a 

positive and significant effect on brand equity and customer satisfaction. 

Customer satisfaction also has a positive and significant effect on brand equity. 

It was found that employee empathy has a positive and significant effect on 

customer satisfaction. Additionally, it was shown that brand sensory experience 

has a positive and significant effect on brand equity through the mediating role 

of customer satisfaction. Finally, the results indicated that employee empathy can 

negatively and inversely moderate the relationship between sensory experience 

and customer satisfaction.  

Conclusion: Based on the research findings, it is suggested that managers 

emphasize in-service training for employees and trainers and create the necessary 

motivation for them to provide desired services. Holding communication skills 

classes will help employees communicate effectively and efficiently with 

customers and clients, thus better serving customers. 

Keywords: brand equity, brand sensory experience, customer satisfaction, 

employee empathy. 
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1 Introduction 

n a competitive, coordinated, and transparent business 

environment, brands need to offer memorable 

experiences to their customers to distinguish themselves and 

create a strong competitive position (Bennett & Kottasz, 

2011). This challenge is particularly evident in the service 

sector due to the distinct nature of services and the numerous 

touchpoints between service brands and their customers 

(Bennett & Kottasz, 2011). Researchers believe that a 

positive brand experience increases customer satisfaction, 

enhances customer emotional commitment, improves brand-

customer relationship quality, and strengthens brand equity 

(Azizi et al., 2013; Biedenbach & Marell, 2010; Bravo Gil 

et al., 2007; Dehdashti Shahrokh & Naeli, 2020; Ding & 

Tseng, 2015; Esmaeel Por & Barjoyi, 2016; Esmaeil Pour et 

al., 2018; Esmaeilpour et al., 2018; Fatma et al., 2015; 

Giroux et al., 2017; Hafez, 2021; Hollebeek & Macky, 2019; 

Huang & Sarigöllü, 2012; Hussain et al., 2020; Hussey, 

2011; Jafari et al., 2017; Jalalian et al., 2019; Keller, 1993; 

Majedi & Shayegh, 2021; Melović et al., 2020; Miraki et al., 

2020; Momen et al., 2019; Pourang et al., 2021; 

Puspaningrum, 2020; Rashidi Goghakhor & Rezaian, 2022; 

Shadivand et al., 2016; Yadav & Rahman, 2017; Yang et al., 

2015; Zollo et al., 2020). According to researchers, brand 

experience consists of four distinct dimensions: 1) sensory, 

2) emotional, 3) cognitive, and 4) behavioral (Faramarz Pour 

et al., 2020; Huang, 2017; Iglesias et al., 2019; Moreira et 

al., 2017; Mueller, 2012). However, some researchers 

suggest that the sensory dimension is particularly important 

in the context of services and even more so in the sports 

industry (Chen, 2012). The sports industry is currently 

undergoing a profound revolution (Cleff et al., 2014), as the 

recent financial crisis has weakened the reputation of this 

industry, compelling sports product and service providers to 

offer better customer experiences to gain trust (Ding & 

Tseng, 2015). On one hand, most companies are closing 

numerous communication channels and enhancing online 

customer service channels in search of better and more 

personalized experiences (Giovanis & Athanasopoulou, 

2018; Karimzadeh et al., 2021; Li, 2017; Thakshak, 2018). 

On the other hand, service companies and sports clubs are 

striving to ensure that the experiences they provide to 

customers occur within a selective and advanced network. 

To achieve this goal, many companies have focused on 

creating sensory brand experiences, enabling them to 

connect with their customers' various senses (Iglesias et al., 

2019; Iglesias et al., 2011). For example, Santander is 

opening new offices with creative designs, including smart 

lighting and air conditioning systems to improve customer 

experience and well-being. Similarly, the company is 

developing visual and auditory systems to enhance the 

experience of elderly and disabled individuals (Iglesias et al., 

2019). Lloyds, aiming to improve sensory brand experience 

in its offices, has produced a special white tea with a unique 

aroma. Other companies, such as National Australia Bank 

and China Merchants Bank, also have their own distinct 

scents (Ind et al., 2017). Adidas consistently emphasizes 

continuous customer interaction, with its offices worldwide 

striving to create special moments for customers (Jones & 

Shandiz, 2015). Unfortunately, from an academic 

perspective, there are still few theoretical proposals on how 

to construct and manage sensory brand experiences, as this 

seems to be an emerging phenomenon (Moreira et al., 2017). 

Likewise, few empirical studies have been reported on the 

impact of sensory brand experience on key customer 

outcomes (customer satisfaction and emotional 

commitment) and brand outcome variables (brand equity) in 

the service sector (Şahin et al., 2013). In this context, Iglesias 

and colleagues (2019) showed that sensory, emotional, 

cognitive, behavioral, and relational brand experiences 

positively affect brand equity (Iglesias et al., 2011). Some 

also noted that sensory and emotional dimensions are 

particularly important (Markovic et al., 2018; Yang et al., 

2015). Similarly, Moreira and colleagues (2017) 

demonstrated that sensory brand experiences positively 

impact brand equity (Moreira et al., 2017). 

Parallel to constructing a better sensory brand experience, 

a brand must also pay special attention to hiring, training, 

and the employees being hired, as they are the ones who can 

build or undermine the brand in each of their personal 

interactions with customers. Employees are the main 

stakeholders in the service delivery process, and 

consequently, delivering a superior experience depends on 

employees' belief in and sharing of brand values (Saxby et 

al., 2015). This also means that employees must possess high 

empathy to understand customer expectations and respond 

quickly and effectively to their demands (Theodorakis et al., 

2015). Despite the emphasis on the critical role of employees 

in traditional service literature, most research on service 

brand experience overlooks the primary importance of the 

employee role (Theodorakis et al., 2015). In this regard, the 

results of Iglesias and colleagues (2019) indicated that 

sensory brand experience indirectly affects brand equity 

through customer satisfaction and emotional commitment. 

Customer satisfaction affects emotional commitment, and 
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employee empathy inversely moderates the relationship 

between sensory brand experience and customer satisfaction 

(Iglesias et al., 2019). 

Sports clubs play a significant role in the health and 

leisure of people. Clubs that fail to understand their 

customers' needs cannot address many problems. Therefore, 

if managers of bodybuilding clubs can understand their 

customers' needs and provide them with excellent services, 

they will bring valuable benefits to their sports clubs. In 

general, it can be said that consumers are a crucial part of 

any sports business, and marketers, knowing this, always 

seek to understand their needs, wants, and behavioral 

intentions to clarify the reasons and ways consumers behave 

to ensure their return. Empirical and academic evidence 

shows that individuals follow sports with specific behavioral 

intentions (Hasani, 2023; Koenigsfeld et al., 2012; Silva & 

Casas, 2017). Thus, it is necessary to identify the contexts in 

which such intentions are formed and measure their impact. 

Additionally, based on studies on the behavior of sports 

consumers, research like this is highly needed to advance our 

knowledge in predicting their behavior, particularly in the 

context of sports club customers. A good understanding of 

bodybuilding club customers' behavior can prevent harmful 

manifestations and instead be used to expand revenue in 

sports, particularly bodybuilding clubs in Tehran, to benefit 

their long-term interests. Therefore, this research examines 

the impact of sensory brand experience on brand equity with 

the mediating variable of customer satisfaction and the 

moderating role of employee empathy in Tehran's 

bodybuilding clubs, hoping that the results can be a 

significant step forward in this direction. 

2 Methods and Materials 

2.1 Study Design and Participants 

This research is descriptive-correlational survey research 

and one of the applied studies conducted in the field. The 

statistical population of the present study consisted of all 

customers of bodybuilding clubs in Tehran. Ultimately, 420 

individuals were randomly selected as a sample using SPSS 

SamplePower software. Considering the geographical 

distribution, north, south, east, and west were considered the 

main clusters, and four sports clubs were randomly selected 

from each region. Approximately 20 athletes from each club, 

meeting the required criteria, were randomly selected as the 

statistical sample of this study. To implement variance-

based structural equation modeling, attention to the 

fundamental assumptions of this approach is important and 

should be examined before executing the model. One of 

these assumptions is the optimal sample size. In the present 

study, considering the population size and the minimum 

sample size ratio to the number of observed variables and 

free parameters, model complexity, free parameter 

estimation methods (requiring a medium sample size), the 

amount of missing data (less than 5%), and the relationship 

with multivariate normality, it was assumed that a sample 

size of 420 individuals is sufficient for structural equation 

modeling. 

2.2 Data Collection 

For data collection, five questionnaires were used in 

order: personal information (gender, age, education level, 

income level, and sports history), the brand sensory 

experience questionnaire by Brakus et al. (2009) including 3 

questions, the brand equity questionnaire by Yoo et al. 

(2000) including 3 questions, the customer satisfaction 

questionnaire by Homburg et al. (2009) including 3 

questions, and the employee empathy questionnaire by 

Parasuraman et al. (1994) including 4 questions. 

2.3 Data Analysis 

After receiving expert opinions (8 sports management 

professors) on the face and content validity of the 

questionnaires and making necessary revisions, the 

questionnaires were prepared using a five-point Likert scale 

(strongly disagree to strongly agree). In a preliminary study, 

the reliability of the questionnaires was estimated using 

Cronbach's alpha coefficient (brand sensory experience = 

0.73, brand equity = 0.75, customer satisfaction = 0.72, and 

employee empathy = 0.79). It should be noted that the 

researcher distributed 460 questionnaires, and after 

discarding the defective ones, 420 completed questionnaires 

were subjected to statistical analysis. Descriptive and 

inferential statistical methods were used for data analysis. 

Confirmatory factor analysis was also used to examine the 

construct validity of the measurement tools. Given that the 

skewness and kurtosis test results were within the range of -

2 to 2, it can be said that the data were normally distributed. 

All data analyses were performed using SPSS and SmartPLS 

software. 

3 Findings and Results 

The descriptive findings showed that out of 420 statistical 

samples, the majority of participants (43.5%) were male, and 
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the remaining (56.5%) were female. Additionally, most 

research samples were in the age range of 31 to 35 years with 

a frequency of (23.2%) and the least were in the age range 

below 18 years with a frequency of (8.4%). The highest 

educational level among participants was a bachelor's degree 

(33.2%), and the least was an associate degree (17.3%). The 

majority of participants had a sports history of 6 to 10 years 

(24.9%), and the least had a sports history of more than 15 

years (6.2%). Finally, the majority of participants (31.6%) 

had a monthly income of over five million, while the least 

(7.6%) had an income of two million. According to the 

estimated values in Table 1, (tolerance index above 0.40 and 

variance inflation factor below 2.5), it can be said that 

multicollinearity of the independent variables in this 

research is not in a poor state. Therefore, the assumption of 

no multicollinearity for these variables is established. 

Table 1 

Multicollinearity Estimation Using Tolerance Index and Variance Inflation Factor 

Variables Tolerance Index Variance Inflation Factor 

Brand Sensory Experience 0.562 1.142 

Customer Satisfaction 0.521 1.653 

Employee Empathy 0.503 1.972 

 

The values estimated in Table 2 indicate that the factor 

loadings of the questionnaire items (brand sensory 

experience, brand equity, customer satisfaction, and 

employee empathy) are in a favorable condition. 

Table 2 

Measurement Equations for Questionnaires 

Variable Indicator Standard Value (λ) T-Value Composite Reliability (CR) Average Variance Extracted (AVE) 

Brand Sensory Experience Question 1 0.667 52.870 0.873 0.533 

 

Question 2 0.718 17.230 

  

 

Question 3 0.688 20.353 

  

Brand Equity Question 1 0.683 23.939 0.796 0.588 

 

Question 2 0.719 44.661 

  

 

Question 3 0.693 13.309 

  

Customer Satisfaction Question 1 0.714 24.461 0.860 0.570 

 

Question 2 0.721 23.924 

  

 

Question 3 0.605 36.173 

  

Employee Empathy Question 1 0.625 22.825 0.839 0.528 

 

Question 2 0.695 21.191 

  

 

Question 3 0.693 14.924 

  

 

Question 4 0.738 14.924 
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The overall model evaluation indices, considering their 

favorable ranges, indicate that the proposed model is 

supported by the research data. In other words, the data fit 

the model, and all indices suggest the structural equation 

model is favorable (Table 3). 

Table 3 

Overall Model Evaluation Indices 

Variable Average Variance 

Extracted 

Composite 

Reliability 

Rho 

Index 

Cronbach's 

Alpha 

Communality 

Index 

Redundancy 

Index 

Brand Equity 0.587 0.837 0.753 0.708 0.275 0.273 

Brand Sensory 

Experience 

0.573 0.872 0.725 0.784 0.370 - 

Customer Satisfaction 0.650 0.848 0.794 0.732 0.304 0.100 

Moderator Variable 0.612 0.838 0.714 0.841 0.253 - 

Employee Empathy 0.564 0.838 0.781 0.744 0.286 - 

 

Brand equity, brand sensory experience, customer 

satisfaction, the moderator variable, and employee empathy 

exhibit high correlation values, indicating good discriminant 

validity and model fit (Table 4). The main value for 

evaluating endogenous latent variables is the coefficient of 

determination, which indicates the percentage of variance 

explained by exogenous variables. For endogenous 

variables, this value is not calculated for exogenous 

variables. Values of 0.02, 0.15, and 0.35 respectively 

indicate small, medium, and large effects of one construct on 

another. 

Table 4 

Discriminant Validity Matrix Using Fornell and Larcker Method 

Variables Brand Equity Brand Sensory Experience Customer Satisfaction Moderator Variable Employee Empathy 

Brand Equity 0.766 - - - - 

Brand Sensory Experience 0.592 0.757 - - - 

Customer Satisfaction 0.611 0.584 0.787 - - 

Moderator Variable -0.345 -0.428 -0.387 1 - 

Employee Empathy 0.493 0.563 0.487 -0.470 0.771 

 

The coefficients of determination for brand equity and 

customer satisfaction are 0.485 and 0.387, respectively. The 

coefficient of determination for endogenous brand equity 

indicates a large effect size, while for customer satisfaction, 

it indicates a medium effect size of the exogenous variable 

on the endogenous variable, demonstrating the structural 

model fit. 

The coefficient of determination (R²) for brand equity is 

0.458, suggesting that approximately 45.8% of the variance 

in brand equity can be explained by the independent 
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variables in the model. Similarly, the coefficient of 

determination for customer satisfaction is 0.387, indicating 

that about 38.7% of the variance in customer satisfaction is 

accounted for by the model's predictors. The estimated value 

for the root mean square residual (RMSR) is 0.097. This 

value suggests a good model fit, as lower RMSR values 

indicate a better fit between the observed data and the 

model's predicted values. The predictive relevance (Q²) of 

the endogenous variables in the model shows a Q² value for 

brand equity of 0.251, indicating medium predictive 

relevance. For customer satisfaction, the Q² value is 0.224, 

also suggesting medium predictive relevance. These values 

imply that the model has a reasonable capacity to predict the 

outcomes of brand equity and customer satisfaction. 

The results reported in Table 5 show that brand sensory 

experience has a positive and significant effect on brand 

equity (α = 0.529, P = 0.001). Brand sensory experience has 

a positive and significant effect on customer satisfaction (α 

= 0.426, P = 0.001). Customer satisfaction has a positive and 

significant effect on brand equity (α = 0.403, P = 0.001). 

Employee empathy has a positive and significant effect on 

customer satisfaction (α = 0.194, P = 0.001). Furthermore, 

brand sensory experience positively and significantly affects 

brand equity through customer satisfaction (α = 0.172, P = 

0.001). Finally, the results showed that employee empathy 

can negatively and inversely moderate the relationship 

between brand sensory experience and customer satisfaction 

(α = -0.025, P = 0.001). 

Table 5 

Direct Effects Between Latent Variables 

Path Path Coefficient T-Value Significance Level Result 

Brand Sensory Experience ---> Brand Equity 0.529 10.579 0.001 Confirmed 

Brand Sensory Experience ---> Customer Satisfaction 0.426 9.126 0.001 Confirmed 

Customer Satisfaction ---> Brand Equity 0.403 7.885 0.001 Confirmed 

Employee Empathy ---> Customer Satisfaction 0.194 3.870 0.001 Confirmed 

Brand Sensory Experience ---> Customer Satisfaction ---> Brand Equity 0.172 6.842 0.001 Confirmed 

Brand Sensory Experience × Employee Empathy ---> Customer Satisfaction -0.025 2.327 0.020 Confirmed 

 

4 Discussion and Conclusion 

In recent years, the increase in competition among sports 

brands to sell their services has prompted clubs to pay more 

attention to the needs and wants of their customers to attract 

new customers and retain existing ones {Moreira, 2017 

#33843}. Therefore, this study examined the impact of brand 

sensory experience on brand equity with the mediating 

variable of customer satisfaction and the moderating role of 

employee empathy in Tehran's bodybuilding clubs. The 

results showed that brand sensory experience has a positive 

and significant effect on brand equity. It can be said that 

brand equity is one of the most important constructs in brand 

management, from both academic and managerial 

perspectives (Şahin et al., 2013). Traditionally, brand equity 

is defined as a set of characteristics and capabilities 

associated with a brand, name, and symbol that add or 

subtract value provided by a company's product or service to 

its customers (Mueller, 2012). Based on the findings, it can 

be concluded that bodybuilding clubs with stronger brands 

are decisive because one of the greatest assets of any club is 

its brand. Therefore, to maintain brand equity, clubs must 

strive to understand their customers' needs. 

Other findings indicated that brand sensory experience 

has a positive and significant effect on customer satisfaction. 

These findings align with the studies of Şahin et al. (2013). 

Since the mid-1980s, customer satisfaction has been 

increasingly studied, especially in the fields of marketing 

and services (Şahin et al., 2013). Traditionally, customer 

satisfaction is perceived as a post-consumption evaluation of 

the company/brand or its offerings, considering perceived 

value, quality, and expectations. Recently, researchers argue 

that customer satisfaction is the main outcome of brand 
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experience (Cleff et al., 2014). The results can be interpreted 

that bodybuilding clubs can improve customer satisfaction 

by selecting appropriate business policies and creating a 

positive attitude through a pleasant experience of the 

services provided, creating a positive and distinct image of 

the club in the customers' minds to use as a competitive 

advantage. 

The results indicated that customer satisfaction has a 

positive and significant effect on brand equity. These 

findings are consistent with the studies of Iglesias et al. 

(2019). The results can be interpreted that if bodybuilding 

clubs want to extend their brand name, they should evaluate 

the brand dimensions of the club, and if these dimensions are 

at an acceptable level, the likelihood of brand success and 

customer satisfaction will increase (Iglesias et al., 2019). 

Customer satisfaction is the main source of competitive 

advantage, leading to repeat visits to the club. Bodybuilding 

clubs in Tehran can use effective advertising to increase 

customer awareness and recall, informing customers about 

the latest available services. 

Other results showed that employee empathy has a 

positive and significant effect on customer satisfaction. 

These findings can be explained by the fact that empathetic 

employees have a better understanding of customers' needs 

and wants, allowing them to personalize services better and 

improve customer satisfaction. Additionally, one of the most 

important factors attracting customers to bodybuilding clubs 

is employee empathy. Since the goal of these clubs is to 

attract as many customers as possible and achieve high 

profits, service quality can be enhanced by improving 

employee empathy, including responsiveness to customers, 

organization, provision of adequate services, understanding 

customer needs, and striving to meet their demands. 

It was also shown that brand sensory experience has a 

positive and significant effect on brand equity through the 

mediating role of customer satisfaction. These findings are 

consistent with the study of Iglesias et al. (2019). This result 

suggests that the better the expectations of service delivery 

are met, the higher the customer satisfaction. Brand sensory 

experience plays a crucial role in the service industries, as it 

is vital for the organization's survival and profitability. 

Finally, the results showed that employee empathy can 

negatively and inversely moderate the relationship between 

brand sensory experience and customer satisfaction (Iglesias 

et al., 2019). This means that lower employee empathy will 

lead to a negative experience for the customer, resulting in 

customer dissatisfaction, and vice versa. Empathy is 

considered an important skill for service employees, widely 

conceptualized as the ability to understand and respond to 

others' thoughts and feelings. Researchers suggest that 

employees with higher levels of empathy can more easily 

identify and meet customer needs and wants, providing 

experiences rich in interpersonal considerations and 

emotional dimensions. Employees are the main stakeholders 

in service brands as they can construct or destruct the brand 

during customer interactions and experience shaping. 

Based on the results, it is recommended that managers of 

bodybuilding clubs in Tehran employ trainers and staff with 

high public relations skills, sufficient knowledge, 

experience, and necessary skills. If needed, they should 

periodically conduct classes and training. Managers should 

introduce the services provided in these clubs to customers 

appropriately, as sometimes customers are unaware of the 

variety of services, leading to dissatisfaction. This can be 

achieved through promotional elements and training 

knowledgeable staff to answer customer questions and 

address ambiguities. Managers should pay more attention to 

in-service training for employees and trainers and create the 

necessary motivation for them to provide desired services. 

Employees need to know how to perform their jobs 

correctly. Communication skills classes will help employees 

interact effectively and satisfactorily with customers, 

improving service delivery. Managers should identify 

regular customers and provide gifts, special cards, discounts, 

and special events, fulfilling their commitments to customer 

expectations, to create a sense of special attention and 

importance among customers, thereby enhancing and 

increasing customer satisfaction. 
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