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Abstract

:

The events sector is continuously growing, driven by economic development and increased spending on leisure. As events may generate a large amount of waste, an environmental impact assessment is increasingly important for any event. The importance and necessity of this has recently become more significant not only from an environmental preservation perspective, but also from a social responsibility perspective, and from a marketing and public relations perspective. This paper presents a study carried out with the objective of creating a model adapted from the ServQual to evaluate the quality of the service provided with events, complementing the model with an environmental sustainability add on. Based on an action-research approach, a model was built that was developed and applied to small events in a Brazilian municipality. As the main result of this work, this approach allowed to create a way to measure the event quality, considering the gaps between expectations and perceptions of the client, adapting the ServQual Model to an event-type service. Moreover, it allowed the inclusion of an environmental sustainability dimension to ServQual. This adaptation of the model introduced new managerial analysis and was considered relevant by event managers. This study extends the application of service management tools to the specific domain of events, building on the perspective that event management shares a great deal of characteristics of services.
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1. Introduction


In recent years we have observed a growing concern with the sustainability of human practices across all sectors of activity [1]. The area of event management is no exception given the wide range of economic and environmental impacts that can be derived from them [2].These refer not only to the impacts associated to the activities that take place in the event dates, but also to all the logistics and other related activities that surround event organization and access. The case of mega events (e.g., world’s championships, festivals, etc.) offers good illustrations about the range and the intensity of the impacts that can be associated with this industry [2]. In addition, according to Turner and Kennell [3], as the use of historic buildings as spaces for events grows, professionals in this area, who work in historic buildings, face a series of sustainability challenges, including conservation, preservation, social value and financial sustainability, as well as customer satisfaction. For the authors, few studies have yet been carried out in this context. Another approach that has shown a concern regarding the environmental impacts of events is the increase in the number of festivals that directly influence the increase in event tourism [4]. The authors argue that event tourism must encourage sustainable travel, and that festival organizers should consider a wide range of factors that are unique to festivals and their geographic locations, whereas: (1) there is a need for sustainable tourism development due to the growth of the tourism industry worldwide and the adverse effects of tourism on social structure, natural resources, and cultural values; (2) sustainable tourism allows us to reduce the environmental impact and maximize the social and economic advantages of tourist destinations; and (3) sustainability must consider both the development and the preservation of the tourism industry. Kişi [5] developed a study that considers that tourism activities need to be carefully planned, managed, and monitored, using a long-term sustainable approach. Thus, the author brings a strategic approach to the development of sustainable tourism in destinations, presented through the application of the A’WOT (AHP-SWOT) hybrid method, developed in combination with SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) analysis and the AHP (Analytic Hierarchy Process) method.



Despite these evidences, the literature addressing green impacts and sustainability in the event sector is still rather scarce and does not offer enough knowledge to inform managerial decisions on this regard. This study offers a contribution for the advance of the knowledge on the sustainable organization and management of events.



Based on this problem, the following research question arises: How to verify the quality of the event from the client’s expectations and perceptions, considering environmental issues?



This study builds on the perspective that event shares a great deal of characteristics of services, and, as such, it extends the application of service management tools to the specific domain of events. Thus, it is possible to use existing models for the measurement of service quality as a basis for developing instruments to assess the quality of events considering an environmental sustainability dimension.



Celebration and leisure activities are social expressions, of a private or public nature, and materialized through events. These activities date back to the beginnings of humanity, and have takenon an increasing expression in societies, as cultural elements that, very often, break routine and generate social benefits including personal satisfaction, individual, and social identity, as well as impacts at the social level, inclusion, interculturality, and well-being in general. The organization of events has an important economic expression, representing, particularly since the 1990s, a substantial and growing weight in the creation of value and employment, motivated by economic development and which has resulted in increases in spending on leisure [2,6].



The “CWT Meetings & Events trend report” (Carlson Wagonlit Travel) [7], in its Eighth Annual Meetings and Events Trends Report, informs that worldwide, the events sector is estimated at 748.79 billion Euros (considering the exchange rate 22 June 2020) and continues to grow. According to CWT, the world is going through a moment of innovation in technology, economic investment, and advances in sustainability. Despite some signs of economic uncertainty surrounding some of the main European markets and the potential instability caused by the UK’s withdrawal from the European Union, in general, the sector has been growing. Regarding the larger markets, CWT said in its report that the US, Europe, and Asia are driving most of that demand. In addition, there is an expectation that emerging markets, such as India and China, will grow more intensely in the coming years, as populations are motivated by travel, events, and personal development.



The Allied Market Research [8], on “Global Opportunity Analysis and Industry Forecast 2019–2026”, informs that the global events industry size was valued at 1100 billion USD in 2018, and is expected to grow at a Compound Annual Growth Rate (CAGR) of 10.3% to reach 2330 billion USD by 2026. Events refer to public gathering of populace at a determined time and place.



The growing interest and economic impact of events makes it important to develop knowledge about the management and organization of events that can guide the work of managers in improving their performance [2,6,9]. The improvement of events’ performance comprises several dimensions, namely its legacy and impacts on society, as the type of activities in this sector is characterized by a great involvement of the community, offering consequences for the visibility and positioning of the territories, including the encouragement of tourism activities, while seeking, increasingly, to minimize their negative impacts in environmental terms [2,10].




2. Conceptual Background


The event production has increased in recent years due to the need for cities to promote tourism, to improve the local economy, or to improve their visibility. This chapter talks about the causes of this growth, shows how events have been impacting the environment and highlights the need to develop a systematic way of evaluating these events, in order to improve their quality, add value to the customer, and generate more positive impacts and less negative impacts to the environment.



2.1. Service Management


A service is a change in the condition of a person, or a property belonging to an economic entity, resulting from the activity of some other economic entity, with the approval of the first. Service is also understood as a provider-customer interaction that creates and captures value [11]. Other definitions of services emphasize an exchange between two or more parties and a (potentially intangible) transformation received by a customer. Services differ from consumer goods in that they are generally unique; intangibles; knowledge-based (educational, medical, legal, among others) which makes them difficult to automate; they are produced and consumed simultaneously; its production has high interaction with the client; may be highly flexible and therefore often inconsistent [11,12]. Sampson [13] offers a useful perspective describing services as bidirectional supply chains whose operations and value creation build on interactions and exchanges between the customer and the provider.



It should also be understood that, in services, there is a distinction between inputs and resources, where the inputs are the consumers themselves, and the resources are the facilitating goods for the execution of the service. Resources integrate employee work and capital and can be somehow controlled by the service manager. Customer participation is a fundamental characteristic of services [14], in such a way that Amorim, Moscoso, and Lago [15] state that “the delivery of services always requires some type of interaction with the customer”.



According to Zeithaml et al. [16], the differences between goods and services are based on four fundamental aspects: intangibility, heterogeneity, simultaneity, and perishability. Table 1 presents the characteristics of the services and its implications.



Table 1 presented the characteristics of the services and its implications. Several authors have been working on ways to mitigate some of the difficulties posed by the intrinsic characteristics of services. Regarding the difficulties to assess the quality of services, there are examples that report the importance of word-of-mouth in services as an important and reliable source of information in order to mitigate the difficulties of service (pre) inspection. An example of such a study in the events sector can be found in Dowell [17].



Despite the fact that intangibility is a key feature of services, several studies advocate for the development of tangible clues in order to reinforce the benefits of services on the eyes of the customer [18].



Dealing with Heterogeneity and Simultaneity may pose specific constraints to service delivery and quality assessment, which are addressed by Koc, Ulukoy, Kilic, Yumusak and Bahar [19], researching customer participation and its potential for failure, as well as on the attribution of existing quality deficiencies.



Finally, literature in the field has advanced some strategies to mitigate the implications of perishability, notably overbooking practices. The usefulness and the potential impacts of such strategies are also discussed. See for example the work by Guo, Dong, and Ling [20].



The implications for services, of each of the peculiar characteristics to the events, described in this table, are decisive factors for the effective processes of management and evaluation. Services cannot be seen or touched, but the quality of its results will directly impact its position within a competitive market.




2.2. Service Process


For the service provision, it is important to understand its process, which can be mapped into a set of activities necessary for the delivery of the service. Many different methodologies have been proposed in the literature, which generally suggest different ways of structuring the process phases. According to Bitran and Lojo [21], widely used, the activities of a service can be organized as follows: 1—access to the service; 2—check-in and diagnosis of customer needs; 3—execution of the main provision of services; 4—leaving the client and; 5—monitoring and customer feedback, which may include quality control.



The logical sequence of the phases may change; some may occur simultaneously or, eventually, not. This will happen according to the service [15]. The author states that the degree of customer participation changes over a service process according to these phases. In addition, some phases of the service require a minimum level of customer participation. In others, like the access and exit phase, some active participation by customers is always necessary to access the service or the service interface channel (e.g., telephone or web services). In the diagnostic phase, some customer information will always be needed to identify the customer’s needs. The company may have different alternatives to collect this information with greater or lesser participation from the customer. During delivery and quality control, however, companies are free to decide the type and degree of customer participation. A second reason to differentiate phases is that the customer’s perception of value may be different in each of them, since the activities carried out may affect different dimensions of the perceived value. For example, during delivery and follow-up, perceptions may depend on customers’ degree of control over the final results.



Still according to Amorim et al. [15], for each type of service, consumers can act in a different way. For example: in service design, clients often act as consultants, contributing with labour and know-how. Likewise, in marketing and sales services, the customer can act as a promoter. Finally, after delivery of the service, customers can act as agents for improving the service, providing explicit suggestions, or acting as an indirect quality control for the behaviour of other customers.




2.3. Service Quality


The assessment of quality in services builds, to a great extent from customer perceptions and judgments. Over the years, the service quality literature in the service field has advanced with models and scales for the measurements of quality that build on information provided by customers about their experiences. One of the early models that has shaped the knowledge and the approaches in the field is the ServQual model, advanced by Parasuraman et al. [22]. One of the key principles of this quality assessment model is the conceptualization of quality as a gap that results from the combination of customers perceptions and expectation about the delivered service. In other words, customers build on expectations about the characteristics and the attributes of the service experience, building on sources of information offered by the companies, the media, and, as mentioned before—due to the intangibility of extensive parts of the service results—also from information provided by other costumers about their own experience. During the service delivery, customers build perceptions about the results received and about all aspects of the service process, including the service atmosphere and all the interactions with the elements of the service system. It is against these perceptions that are personal and naturally subjective that they compare the preformed expectations to end up with final appreciation of what they experienced.



This gap model has inspired the literature about service quality over the years, being natural to apply to the events sector. Experiences are becoming increasingly important in events and festivals, which are prime manifestations of the experience economy and some authors have developed research in this area, bringing evidence about the quality of services [23,24,25].




2.4. ServQual Scale


“The ServQual scale emerged from a series of qualitative and quantitative studies, resulting in a set of five dimensions consistently pointed out by customers as being fundamental to the quality of services” [26]. ServQual is one of the most widely accepted scales to develop appropriate quality of service measures [22,27]. In line with the expectation-confirmation paradigm, the ServQual scale considers service quality as a function of the gap between the customer’s initial expectations and the perceptions derived from the service delivery experience.



There are 22 items distributed in 5 dimensions considered for evaluation: Tangible Aspects, Reliability, Assurance, Empathy, and Responsiveness. Tangible aspects measure quality from the infrastructure, through the equipment used, and the appearance of the employees. Reliability assesses your company’s ability to perform the service reliably, accurately, and according to what was promised to the customer. The Assurance, on the other hand, is the competence of your organization to transmit trust and security to customers. Empathy measures how much customer service can be personalized and individualized according to your needs. In addition, your team must be sensitive to understanding the best way to treat your customer, as this will impact their perception of the service provided. Finally, the responsiveness assesses how quickly your company can provide your service and what is your willingness to resolve customer questions.



The ServQual scale is performed in two stages. In the first stage, customers’ expectations of the service to be provided are measured, where the expectation of a service is the level of service that the customer believes it should receive from the service provider. In the second stage, customers’ perceptions of the performance of the service provided are measured. In both the first and second stages, expectation and perception are considered in relation to each of the 22 items related to the dimensions mentioned above. The evaluations, in general, are carried out through the application of questionnaires (one for each stage), using the Likert scale of 7 points, whose extremes are considered as follows: value 1 for Totally Disagree, and value 7 for I Agree Totally. After applying the questionnaires (step 1,—expectation, and step 2—perception), for each item, the difference between the score for perception and expectation is verified. An item with a negative gap indicates that the performance is below expectations; that is, for this item the result was unsatisfactory for the customer. On the other hand, an item with a positive gap means that the service provider is offering a service that exceeds the customer’s expectation, referring to this item. And if the difference is zero, it means that the result expected by the customer is in accordance with the service provided by the supplier.




2.5. Quality Assessment in Event-Type Services


According to Slack, Chambers, and Johnston [28], there is a certain science that goods and services provided to the customer with high quality can be turned into a competitive advantage for the company, as they add quality to the good and the provision of the service reduces the rework, the waste, and the return of products within the organization, and, above all, quality motivates consumer satisfaction.



The event is a service, resulting from the execution of a project. And like any other service, it requires quality in its execution. The growing demand for events, starting from the needs of governments around the world to leverage tourism and consequently economic growth, is evident. However, quality from the point of view of the consumer and the provider of this service is essential to achieve the expected results. In a current globalized market, in which goods and services companies are at the mercy of fierce competitiveness, quality in services emerges as a differential for gaining advantages. In this scenario, the service industry, in turn, tends to focus on the needs and expectations of its customers, especially because the products generated by services are concepts and ideas, not objects [29].



Service quality is not easy to measure, so there is a real interest from researchers in the search for the ideal model for assessing service quality. Although there is no consensus on an ideal model, it is admitted that the existing models are good starting points, with a safe, valid, and practical measure for assessing quality in services. With the advent of new information and communication technologies, many companies from different service sectors have invested in new technological interfaces to transfer part of the operations to customers, in order to improve their productivity and quality of service [30].



The current consumer has a variety of ways to find out about a particular service. From the moment he/she has a need, he/she seeks to identify and compare options, and analyse the advantages and disadvantages to finally decide [31]. Knowing what customers expect is an important factor to shape the actions of organizations so that they achieve the required quality in their services. Research on customer expectations, perceptions, and satisfaction is essential to understand and measure the performance of services [32]. The company that does not do this type of research may find it more difficult to understand its customers. Those who do understand customer expectations have the information required to adapt to the constantly changing needs of their customers [16].



The inherent characteristics of the events make the difficulty in measuring the quality of the service. Service quality is not only based on meeting the needs of customers and delivering them efficiently, but, moreover, on creating a rewarding atmosphere and experience. Service quality is important and does not depend on the market segment, because even low-cost services and those that reach fewer demanding consumers are vulnerable to competition. This is because the customer generates a pattern in his mind, which forms a basis for comparison between the various alternatives, regardless of the type or value of the service provided. In addition, the inherent characteristics of the service make the flow of activities of the service difficult to standardize and automate in an efficient way [16]. Consequently, waste within the production process of a service, whether in the form of rework, operating time, or disposal of inputs, becomes a major factor for non-compliance with deadlines, expected costs, or expected experience.



Evaluating events is not an easy task for event organizers, since they need to balance the needs and interests of different groups of stakeholders, with the limitations of time and other resources. However, it is important to reflect on the event’s processes and results, seek continuous improvement, and provide feedback to stakeholders [33]. The complexity of the assessment is linked to the scope, size, and scale of the event, goals and objectives, and the variety of stakeholders involved. However, while it is easy to broadly outline what is needed, event evaluation is complex with a multitude of barriers, including skills, time, access, and resources [34].



The evaluation of an event is essential either for ensuring its quality and for its management. In addition to obtaining arguments to later use them to publicize and join new participants, the evaluation allows for continuous improvement and an increase in the reputation of this industry. The fact of having guaranteed quality gives credibility to the work done by the company and its professionals. For Kowalik and Klimecka-Tatar [35], the output must be controlled and measured, and the results are the basis for continuous improvement.



Researches on service quality are becoming increasingly important in events and festivals. In terms of sporting events, some research developed on measurement scales allow service quality perceived by the spectator to be evaluated. Armbrecht [23] conducted a study that focuses on the perceived quality of participatory experiences at events, addressing the following question: What are the important aspects of the experience at events? The objective was to develop and refine a scale to measure the quality of the event experience for the runners of a participatory event. The objective of this study was to combine, apply, test, and refine the existing scales to increase the understanding of the perceived quality of events among amateur athletes. The affective and cognitive dimensions are included in the scale. Biscaia et al. [24], developed a model that examines the relationship between quality of service and perceived value of the 2014 FIFA World Cup in Brazil, controlling consumers’ opinions about the event in the country. Additionally, consumers’ favourable opinion about hosting the event showed a positive effect on both hedonic and utilitarian value. Jin et al. [36] proposed a four-dimension framework comprised of game quality, interaction quality, outcome quality, and physical environment quality. These findings suggest the need for an appealing ambiance and crowd vigilance to enhance the event’s value. In his article, Richards [25] applied the Event Experiences Scale (EES) to seven cultural events in different countries, with the aim of identifying generic dimensions of the experience in events. The Analysis indicated the presence of four dimensions of the experience: cognitive impairment, affective impairment, physical impairment, and novelty. Meleddu et al. [37] conducted a study in which it explored the gap between consumer expectations and real satisfaction at cultural events, in which a principal component analysis identifies a set of orthogonal factors related to visitor expectations and real satisfaction. An et al. [38], on the other hand, carried out a study comparing the differences between local and non-local participants in their perceived quality of service at an event, examining the relationships between quality of service, satisfaction, and behavioural intent and exploring the role of residence status of the participants in these relationships.




2.6. Quality Assessment in Events—Environmental Sustainability Dimension


Some studies were developed in the context of including sustainability in events evaluation, such as METER (Measuring Events through Environmental Research) [39]. This study uses nine major operational categories, divided into subcategories and detailed items, which cover all the main aspects related to the environmental sustainability of an event and are evaluated in all its phases: planning, organization, implementation, and post-event. Pelham [40] discusses in his study the current demand for sustainability in the event industry, in which the entire group of event professionals interviewed agreed that in a short time the demand for sustainability will grow, making this an attractive business model. According to Negrusa et al. [41], it is imperative that stakeholders study the impact of the event in a region. In his research, he examined the economic, socio-cultural, and environmental impact of the International Film Festival of Transylvania (TIFF), considering that the growth of the event had unmistakable and important effects on the city. Events industry plays an important role in current economy and can have a substantial impact for a successful business; in addition, sustainability-oriented tourism is becoming an important component of development and planning of a tourist destination. In his study, Aguiar-Quintana [42] aimed to determine the level of sustainability of three sporting events and compare them with each other according to the areas of prominence, as well as drawing attention to the importance of organizing sporting events aimed at sustainability and minimize its negative effects. And finally, but not exhausting the existing research in the area, in order to assist the stakeholders of the events to develop better practices for managing environmentally sustainable events (green events), contributing to the transformation of society and increasing the quality of life, Ahmad et al. [43] propose that initiatives be carried out in the following areas, called independent variables: energy efficiency, waste minimization, water consumption, and ecological procurement (eco-procurement).





3. Research Methods


In a context where events happen more frequently in the daily lives of the population and in the economic strategies of governments around the world, there is a need to treat them as a discipline that must be studied. This is mainly because, with the increase in the demand for events, a consequent environmental impact from them and a greater demand by the population for sustainability, the quality assurance processes of an event must be standardized and continuously revisited.



3.1. Research Design


As justified and stated in the introduction, the following research question is the main driver for this study: How to verify the quality of the event from the client’s expectations and perceptions, considering environmental issues?



The research question reflects the motivation to develop this study, which seeks to contribute to improving the quality of events, making them increasingly environmentally sustainable.



To answer this question, we chose to use the action-research methodology, as it has a peculiar characteristic, which is the immersion of the researcher in the investigation process, contributing for the improvement of the organization/environment where the research takes place. The methodological approach used in this research design is qualitative. Therefore, this research was structured in stages, in a growing spiral of action-research, in which the following objectives were identified and implemented: Carry out a review of the existing bibliography on the subject; define the variables to be considered in an environmentally sustainable event; define a way to assess the quality of an event from the customer’s perspective; apply the defined model; evaluate the model.



The previous stages of research were implemented in several phases. Table 2 presents a summary of the phases, their interrelation, and the main product resulting from each phase.




3.2. Study Context and Participants


The Municipality of Vitoria in Espírito Santo, located in south-eastern Brazil, currently has about 360,000 inhabitants, distributed over 97 km2. Since 2018, Vitoria has been a member of Local Governments for Sustainability (ICLEI), and since 2015 it has been part of the Emerging and Sustainable Cities Initiative (ICES). As part of these, the municipality aims to become a more prominent city regarding climate change and air and water pollution improvement. In addition, the Municipality’s Sustainability Plan includes several investment projects for the proper development of the capital, focusing on three main dimensions: environmental and climate change; urban, which comprises mobility, economic and social development, and security; and, still, the fiscal and governance dimension. It was in this context, to bring a contribution to the municipality of Vitoria, with a focus on environmental sustainability, that this investigation took place, with the author as the intervener in events that took place in the municipality.



The participants of events, which were part of the research, were a total of 31, between men and women, and were distributed in 3 (three) events studied. The participation of these people in the investigation occurred in order to validate the inclusion of Sustainability as a quality parameter of an event.



The researchers used an adapted ServQual questionnaire quality assessment model for data gathering and focus group for evaluation of that quality assessment model. The questionnaire was developed by adapting the existing questions to events and by defining new variables for the environmentally sustainability dimension. These questions and variables evolved from the analysis of the literature, the immersive experience in event management, and the discussions between the researchers. In this approach, the researchers adopted a positioning of developing the questions, supported with the existing knowledge, from inside the organizations and for the organizations, which is coherent with the action-research paradigm [44].



Aiming to evaluate the model, the researchers adopted the positioning of evaluating it with stakeholders with high influence on event organization. For this purpose, in this research, it was applied the focus group [45] technique with event managers. This allowed to create an environment that would bring up the opinions, feelings, perceptions, and expectations of experts about the applicability of the proposed model for the Evaluation of Events. As stated by Morgan [45], it allowed interaction in the group discussion, recognizing the active role of the researcher in stimulating the group’s discussion for the purposes of data collection. Thus, as stated by Krueger and Casey [46], this focus group explores the subjective perceptions of the interviewees (their needs, interests, concerns) instead of the objective world of the measured behaviour. Focus groups allowed to see not only what people think, but how they think, and it also allowed the collection of qualitative data from people with some kind of similarity, in a group situation, through a focused and complementary discussion.



There are some limitations to the application of this method, as referred by Smithson [47], due to the possibility of interference of social interaction behaviours like a dominant voice, or normative discourses aligned with what can be usually expected. The interviewer was aware of these possibilities although they were not identified during the focus group. Additionally, as in other qualitative approaches, the number of participants (four) was low and for that reason the results cannot be generalized. But this group was selected because the participants were key informants from the required stakeholders for this research, and allowed to deepen their perceptions about the development of quality instruments for measuring the environmental sustainability of the events, considering the events’ participants voices.





4. Environmental Sustainability Dimension Adapted to the ServQual


The “Environmental Sustainability” was inserted in the ServQual Model, considering the sustainability dimensions proposed by Ahmad et al. [43] and one more, which this paper comes to consider, the CO2 Emission. This is stated in relation to the customer’s expectation as shown in Table 3. Thus, the following set of statements is related to the degree of expectation that the participant has in relation to the service provider of a public event. It should show how much you think a public event should have of the features described in each environmental sustainability statement.



If the participant strongly agrees with the statement, they should choose 7 and if they strongly disagree, they should choose 1. If the participant does not strongly agree, neither strongly disagree, it should choose an intermediate level between 2 and 6. There are no right or wrong answers, because all that matters is a number that best demonstrates expectations about the service provided.



This part refers to the questionnaire that must be applied before the event takes place, so that one can know the participants’ expectations regarding the event.



The set of statements described in Table 4 relates to the participant’s perception of the event in question, in view of the expectation for the provision of the service. For each statement, as usual in ServQual the participant should choose a level of agreement between 1 and 7 with each statement. Again, there are no right or wrong answers, all that is needed is a number that best shows the participant’s perceptions about the event.



This part refers to the questionnaire that must be applied after the event happens, so that the participant’s perception of the event can be known. “Environmental Sustainability” was inserted in the ServQual Model, in relation to the customer’s perception, according to Table 4.




5. Application of the Adapted ServQual to Events


In order to verify the applicability and usefulness of the ServQual as a tool for assessment of quality of an event and additionally to assess the inclusion of the new environmental dimension in ServQual, the instrument was applied in three small events in the city of Vitoria: an academic, a cultural/social event, and a sports event.



The result of the data collected in the research, presented and analysed here, was calculated by means of the difference between the customer’s perception and expectation, relative to each item of the six dimensions of the ServQual scale, including the proposed new Environmental Sustainability dimension. To perform the calculations, the average of each item for each dimension was calculated, both for expectations and for perceptions of the participants of the event. The ServQual gap value is equal to the subtraction between perception and expectation for each item. All questionnaires followed the ServQual dimensions and items:




	
Tangibles: Equipment, physical facilities, appearance of employees and accessibility.



	
Reliability: Compliance with deadlines, interest in helping, correct execution, serving as agreed and service execution.



	
Response Capacity: goodwill, prompt service, and willingness to answer questions from customers.



	
Assurance: Security in transactions with the service provider, certification with given deadlines, and whether the behaviour of employees inspires trust for customers.



	
Empathy: Courtesy with customers, employees’ ability to answer all questions of services to the customer, individual attention offered by the company to customers, convenience of the service provider opening hours, individual attention offered by employees to customers, the service provider focus on offering the best customer service and the ability to understand its customers’ specific needs.








Additionally, the quality model implemented the dimension “Environmental Sustainability” with assertions described previously and related to: Consideration of efficient energy consumption; consideration of efficient water consumption; consideration of prevention and non-generation of waste, aiming to save natural resources and contain waste; consideration in contracting suppliers (products/services), taking into account their environmental responsibilities; communication via a more sustainable medium that also considers the environmental education of customers and employees, and provide means to reduce CO2 emissions.



Table 5 shows the results from the application of ServQual in the Academic Event (E1), Cultural Event (E2), and Sports Event (E3). The results are grouped into Expectation and Perception of the public in relation to the events in question. The gap between expectation and perception are presented.



In the Tangible dimension, most items were attended by the service provider (at events E1 and E2), with emphasis on the infrastructure and presentation of the work team. However, at the E3 event, the participants’ expectations exceeded their perception of the event.



In the Reliability dimension, any perception item meets the expectation of the participants, compromising the participants’ trust in relation to the service provider. Although the difference between perception and expectation is not so high, it is a point to be considered, as the lack of trust is a factor that damages the relationship between the parties. The data can be seen in Table 6.



In terms of Responsiveness, the events E1 and E2 proved to be of quality. All the points assessed met the expectations of the participants. In this item, this is very positive, as the participants were well attended and there was a concern to do the best to meet the requests of the participants. The data can be seen in Table 7.



In the case of the Assurance of the events, that is, how secure it feels in carrying out a transaction with the supplier of the event, all points were negative except for politeness and kindness of employees at E3. The event participant’s expectation was higher than the perceived, and this implies an unsuccessful experience. The data can be seen in Table 8.



Regarding Empathy, it can be seen that there was a good experience felt by the client. Despite not being confident and not feeling safe, the participants of the event had due attention, their interests were well attended and prioritized, and had individualized service. The data can be seen in Table 9.



Finally, in relation to Environmental Sustainability, three points were negative: the concern with waste, the contracting of suppliers, and sustainable communication. Issues related to water and energy are considered positive. It should be noted here that the events were held by organizations that have an environmental concern. We can also see that the participants’ expectations regarding the reduction of CO2 emissions were very low. The data can be seen in Table 10.



This item aimed to assess the use of ServQual, with the inclusion of the Environmental Sustainability dimension, as to its applicability and usefulness. For that, ServQual was used to evaluate the quality of the selected events, in which the dimensions of the quality expected and the quality perceived by the participants were measured and analysed, and as it could be verified it was possible to use the model for evaluation of the event quality. Despite the low number of responses, it was possible to verify the model applicability in three events with distinct characteristics, and to make some additional analysis on the managerial implications and, thus, reinforce the utility of the model.



5.1. Gender Perspective


Some gender differences stand out in the data analysis, as represented in the graph of Figure 1. Female respondents revealed to be more concerned with “Responsiveness” and “Environmental Sustainability,” while the male respondents stand out in concern with “Assurance”. The gaps for “Reliability” and “Empathy” are more similar across gender. Remarkably, female respondents were particularly dissatisfied with the service considering the new proposed dimension for “Environmental sustainability.”




5.2. Importance-Performance Analysis


Importance-performance analysis (IPA) is a popular approach for interpreting customer satisfaction and for setting up priorities for upgrading service quality, which was proposed by Martilla and James [48]. IPA builds on customers’ assessments concerning the importance and the performance of quality attributes in order to diagnose areas for improvement, typically using data collected by means of questionnaires employing service scales. IPA offers a plot representation for the measurements for importance-performance, declared by customers, consisting of a four quadrants matrix. The IPA matrix plots these values against two axes: a vertical axis, for the values of importance of service attributes; and an horizontal axis, for the values of attribute performance (see Figure 2). IPA allows for a concise display of data and enables the quick visual identification of what elements demand for managerial improvement actions (i.e., attributes ranked in the quadrant for high importance vs. low performance) as well as others where the providers efforts are potentially misplaced (i.e., attributes ranked in the quadrant for low (customer) importance vs. high (provider) performance).



The analysis of the graph shows four of the service quality dimensions considered in this study are positioned in the quadrant for high importance/high performance (tangibles, assurance, reliability, and responsiveness); and the two remaining dimensions in the quadrant low importance/low performance (empathy and environmental sustainability). These results suggest for the context of event services, the proposed dimension of environmental sustainability, is both not yet regarded as important by customers, and also less well evaluated by them. An important conclusion from this analysis is the need to work on the importance/visibility of the actions taken by the service provider in this domain.



The study also investigated the existence of differences in customers’ expectations and quality perceptions across the different types of events (academic, social/cultural, and sports) for the specific dimension of environmental sustainability. Data analysis evidenced that customers hold higher levels of expectations for environmental sustainability for sports events as compared to social/cultural and academic events. Likewise, perceptions about the performance concerning the management of environmental sustainability are also higher for sports, followed by academic and social/cultural events. These results open avenues for more research in order to understand the root causes of such differences, notably if they stem from distinct characteristics (e.g., environmental awareness) of the corresponding customers, or rather it they are reflecting differences in environmental practices across distinct types of events.





6. Evaluation of the Adapted ServQual Applied to Events


In order to assess the inclusion of the new dimension of environmental sustainability in ServQual, the second step was the creation of a Focus Group with four event managers in the Municipality of Vitoria, State of Espírito Santo, Brazil. These managers work in the following areas: Social Events (Participant 1), Sporting Events (Participant 2), Business Events (Participant 3), and Wedding Events (Participant 4).



At first, the objective of the investigation and the objective of the Focus Group were presented to the group. Subsequently, the group responded to a set of open questions, which aimed to validate the insertion of the Event Quality assessment, considering environmental sustainability as a new dimension.



The ServQual Service Evaluation scale was presented, and the importance of having a comparison between the customer’s expectation and perception, in order to have a better evaluation. They were unanimous in saying that they never thought quality evaluation from this point of view, and considered it extremely important to seek the requirements that customers expect, and not only what they perceived as they usually did, as it can be seen in the following statements:




“I think that your talk about the quality of the event is very interesting. Usually we only care about checking what the people thought of the event … but seeing on the other hand, knowing what she expects from the event can show me beforehand what I can do to surprise.”



(Participant 2)






“I never thought about it. Everything is always so busy! But yes … I agree that it is important to help you know what the client’s requirements are.”



(Participant 3)





Regarding the Environmental Sustainability dimension, the participants were unanimous in highlighting sustainability as a quality characteristic of an event. Nevertheless, they agreed among themselves that it may be difficult to apply this dimension in their own events, because the participants may not have this focus. This can be seen in the following statements, which are in line with one of the conclusions taken from the IPA analysis at the end of the previous section.




“This is very true! Our corporate customers already have this concern, if only to comply with certain laws. I still see a lot of complaints from them … they think they spend more to be able to fullfill. They don’t really see the importance yet.”



(Participant 3)






“We do, but we still leave a lot to be desired. I think it is very important, because we are highly demanded by society. When the races are over, no one wants to see the streets dirty with plastic bottles, fruit scraps. It wasn’t like that. It’s been about 6 years ago that this request has increased. We need to improve a lot, we haven’t explored that much yet, but it is because we are fixed in the event, in working out you know.”



(Participant 2).





A question was also raised about sustainability in events from the point of view of the user of the service provided: does the event participant really know what sustainability is? If participants are not aware of it, they do not generate expectations in relation to the environmental sustainability of an event and they may not even know how to evaluate the existence of sustainable actions in the events, as shown in the following statements:




“Look ... being very sincere with you … (laughter), until today only one bride wanted the wedding in a format with a footprint more like this, and it was very difficult for our team, which was not used to this idea. Brides mainly want to show others what they have and what they don’t have. The idea is that nobody leaves the event complaining about anything, so they spend a lot. But I already see this idea in non-wedding events, as in companies’ events, like at the end of the year of these wedding suppliers they already want to show their customers and employees that they are concerned about it.”



(Participant 4)





Thus, it seems that there is a need to raise awareness among the population, service providers, and their employees, as well as suppliers, stakeholders, and the entire supply chain of an event.



In conclusion, from the realization of the focus group, it was also possible to perceive the managerial usefulness of the model for the participants. In addition, it was clear that this focus group also raised the opportunity to increase the awareness about the importance of measuring the quality of events, applying a systematic model, as well as of spreading the need to manage environmental sustainability.




7. Conclusions


This research, started from the perspective that event management shares many characteristics of services and, as such, extends the application of service management tools to the specific domain of events. A starting point was to understand that it is possible to develop existing models to measure the quality of the service considering environmental sustainability. The study was based on the existing models of quality of service, in order to integrate new dimensions that capture the assessment of customers on sustainability attributes in the context of events.



The present study answers the research question on how to measure the quality of the event from the expectations and perceptions of the event participant, considering that in this type of service, the user is a key player. This was due to adaptations of the ServQual Scale for events, as well as the inclusion of the Environmental Sustainability dimension. This inclusion suggests environmental sustainability as a quality characteristic of events, and therefore subject to evaluation in terms of quality, by the participants of the events. The insertion of environmental sustainability highlights its importance as a value generator for the client.



The model proposed in this paper seeks to develop a focus on the client/participant of the event, the team, and the place that receives the event, in addition to instigating the importance of stakeholder participation and event participants in the event’s sustainability issues, creating a sense of responsibility and awareness.



As future work, we recommend expanding the research to events of other types and dimensions, as well as expanding the study to a larger number of events. In addition, this could be considered a starting point for other studies that could be dedicated to the statistical validation of the proposed new dimension. In terms of quality assurance, it would be feasible to expand the application of ServQual, proposed in this paper, to all stakeholders, such as residents, in order to better understand their quality requirements. We also see the usefulness of research aimed at the inclusion of technologies in events, immersive experiences, new protocols, and impacts on the quality and sustainability of events, as well as on the expectations of quality on the part of stakeholders, participants and the local community, considering a post-Covid-19 world.
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Figure 1. Analysis of gaps considering a gender perspective. 
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Figure 2. Importance-Performance Analysis. 
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Table 1. Service characteristics and implications.
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	Service Characteristics
	Implications/Challenges





	Intangible elements

The delivery of services includes many intangible elements that are important for value creation and satisfaction on the eyes of the customer. In many services experiences, customers value and assess elements such as comfort, trust, fun, wellbeing. These are hard to visualize and to measure/asses in an objective manner.
	The presence of intangible elements has several consequences for the production and quality assessment of services. These difficulties include, for example:

	
The complexity it offers for customers to be able to inspect the quality of a service.



	
The difficulties in assessing and measuring some results of the service experience.



	
The heterogeneity of perceptions experiences across different customers for a given service.








	Heterogeneity

The combination between the intangible nature of the service and the customer’s participation in the production of the service, makes the provision of customer service to customer variable, generating heterogeneity.
	The fact that a service is intangible, the observation of the standard and even the interpretation in this sense implies:

	
Difficulties in standardizing the service.



	
The quality of services becomes dependent on several uncontrollable factors.



	
The quality of services is difficult to measure.





Another implication is the fact that intangible attributes can allow for a stronger differentiation of service offerings and making them more difficult to copy and creating a source of competitive advantage.



	Simultaneity

The services production and consumption occur simultaneously.
	The fact that production and consumption happen simultaneously implies:

	
Diminishes the opportunities for intervention in the quality control process.



	
Exposes the production system to customer participation and impact in operations and quality.








	Perishability

The services are seen as non-stocking, that is, the service is not stocked since the customer’s presence is indispensable in the process of providing the service.
	The fact of being perishable, implies in:

	
“if not used, it will be lost”.



	
The total use of the capacity of a service is a challenge for management, considering that the variation in customer demand is considerable, due to the fact that there is no possibility to create stocks to absorb these fluctuations.
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Table 2. Research phases.
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Phases

When?

	
Methods

How?

	
Participants

Who?

	
Empirical Study

What?

	
Goals

Why?






	
Phase 1

	
Literature revision

	
Authors

	
Review the existing bibliography about the themes of study.

	
Understand existing models for assessing service quality.

Define the dimensions that characterize an event as environmentally sustainable.




	
Phase 2

	
Synthesis

	
Authors

	
Define a way to evaluate the quality of an event from the customer’s perspective.

	
Develop an adaptation of ServQual to evaluate events.




	
Phase 3

	
Questionnaire

	
Public = 31

	
Study on the perception and expectation of the participant of an event in relation to the service provided in the city of Vitoria-ES.

	
Application of the Model for evaluating the quality of events, from the user’s point of view.




	
Focus Group

	
Experts = 4

	
Qualitative study on the applicability of the proposed model.

	
Qualitative evaluation of the model for evaluating the quality of events proposed by experts.
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Table 3. Proposed Dimension—Environmental Sustainability—Expectation.
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Dimension

	
Nº

	
Item






	
Environmental Sustainability

	
25

	
The service provider is expected to provide services considering efficient energy consumption.




	
26

	
The service provider is expected to provide services considering efficient water consumption.




	
27

	
The service provider is expected to provide services considering waste prevention and non-generation, aiming to save natural resources and contain waste (to reduce, to reuse, and to recycle).




	
28

	
The service provider is expected to hire suppliers (products/services), considering its environmental responsibilities.




	
29

	
It is expected that the service provider will consider communication via a more sustainable means, and also consider the environmental education of customers and employees.




	
30

	
The service provider is expected to use, encourage, and provide means to reduce CO2 emissions.
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Table 4. Proposed Dimension—Environmental Sustainability—Perception.
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Dimension

	
Nº

	
Item






	
Environmental Sustainability

	
25

	
The service provider organized the event considering the generation/or efficient consumption of energy.




	
26

	
The service provider organized the event considering the efficient generation and/or consumption of water.




	
27

	
The service provider organized the event considering the prevention and non-generation of waste, aiming to save natural resources and contain waste (to reduce, to reuse, and to recycle).




	
28

	
The service provider hired suppliers (products/services), considering their environmental responsibilities.




	
29

	
The service provider organized the event considering communication via a more sustainable means of communication, also considering the environmental education of the participants and the work team.




	
30

	
The service provider, to organize the event, uses, encourages, and provides means to reduce CO2 emissions.
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Table 5. Evaluation of the Event Tangibles.
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Dimension

	
Items

	
Expectation

	
Perception

	
Gap




	
E1

	
E2

	
E3

	
E1

	
E2

	
E3

	
E1

	
E2

	
E3






	
Tangibles

	
The available equipment must be updated.

	
5.77

	
5.00

	
6.70

	
5.90

	
5.63

	
6.60

	
0.13

	
0.63

	
−0.10




	
The physical facilities of the event must be visually attractive.

	
5.54

	
4.88

	
6.80

	
5.80

	
5.38

	
6.30

	
0.26

	
0.50

	
−0.50




	
The work team must be well dressed and looking good.

	
4.69

	
4.63

	
6.70

	
5.40

	
5.25

	
6.40

	
0.71

	
0.62

	
−0.30




	
The appearance of the physical facilities must be consistent with the service provided.

	
5.69

	
5.00

	
7.00

	
5.80

	
5.75

	
6.60

	
0.11

	
0.75

	
−0.80




	
The organizing team must provide an event in a location accessible to its target audience.

	
6.31

	
5.13

	
7.40

	
5.80

	
5.63

	
6.60

	
−0.51

	
0.50

	
−0.40




	
The event must be properly signalled by the organizing team.

	
6.25

	
5.13

	
7.00

	
5.40

	
5.50

	
6.80

	
−0.85

	
0.37

	
−0.20
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Table 6. Evaluation of Event Reliability.
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Dimension

	
Items

	
Expectation

	
Perception

	
Gap




	
E1

	
E2

	
E3

	
E1

	
E2

	
E3

	
E1

	
E2

	
E3






	
Reliability

	
When a service provider promises to hold an event on time, they must follow it.

	
6.23

	
5.38

	
6.90

	
5.90

	
4.75

	
7.00

	
−0.33

	
−0.63

	
0.10




	
When participants have problems, the service provider must be helpful.

	
5.92

	
4.75

	
7.00

	
5.60

	
5.0

	
6.30

	
−0.32

	
0.25

	
−0.70




	
The service provider must be reliable.

	
6.31

	
5.50

	
7.00

	
6.10

	
5.13

	
6.40

	
−0.21

	
−0.37

	
−0.60




	
The provider must provide their services at the time they promise to do so.

	
5.92

	
5.00

	
6.90

	
5.60

	
4.75

	
5.80

	
−0.32

	
−0.25

	
−1.10




	
They must accurately maintain their records regarding the services provided.

	
5.92

	
5.25

	
6.80

	
4.80

	
4.25

	
5.70

	
−1.12

	
−1.00

	
−1.10
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Table 7. Evaluation of the Event Responsiveness.
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Dimension

	
Items

	
Expectation

	
Perception

	
Gap




	
E1

	
E2

	
E3

	
E1

	
E2

	
E3

	
E1

	
E2

	
E3






	
Responsiveness

	
They should inform customers when the services will be performed.

	
6.15

	
5.13

	
7.00

	
6.40

	
5.25

	
6.90

	
0.25

	
0.12

	
−0.10




	
Employees should respond quickly to customer demands.

	
5.38

	
4.88

	
6.50

	
6.20

	
4.50

	
6.60

	
0.82

	
−0.38

	
0.10




	
Employees are expected to be always willing to help customers.

	
5.62

	
5.25

	
6.90

	
6.20

	
4.63

	
6.60

	
0.58

	
−0.62

	
−0.30




	
Regardless of being too busy, they are expected to respond promptly to customer requests.

	
4.23

	
4.63

	
6.30

	
5.50

	
4.38

	
6.00

	
1.27

	
−0.25

	
−0.30
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Table 8. Evaluation of the Event Assurance.
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Dimension

	
Items

	
Expectation

	
Perception

	
Gap




	
E1

	
E2

	
E3

	
E1

	
E2

	
E3

	
E1

	
E2

	
E3






	
Assurance

	
Employees must be trusted by the customer.

	
6.23

	
5.25

	
7.00

	
6.00

	
5.00

	
6.50

	
−0.23

	
−0.25

	
−0.50




	
Customers should feel secure in their dealings with company employees.

	
6.15

	
5.50

	
7.00

	
5.70

	
5.38

	
6.60

	
−0.45

	
−0.12

	
−0.40




	
Employees must be polite and kind.

	
6.23

	
5.38

	
7.00

	
5.8

	
5.63

	
6.60

	
−0.43

	
0.25

	
−0.40




	
Employees must get adequate support from the service provider to do their job well.

	
6.23

	
5.25

	
7.00

	
5.8

	
4.88

	
6.20

	
−0.43

	
−0.37

	
−0.80
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Table 9. Assessment of Event Empathy.






Table 9. Assessment of Event Empathy.





	
Dimension

	
Items

	
Expectation

	
Perception

	
Gap




	
E1

	
E2

	
E3

	
E1

	
E2

	
E3

	
E1

	
E2

	
E3






	
Empathy

	
The service provider is expected to give personalized attention to customers.

	
3.62

	
4.63

	
5.90

	
5.10

	
4.50

	
6.20

	
1.48

	
−0.13

	
0.30




	
Employees are expected to give personalized attention to customers.

	
3.54

	
4.50

	
6.40

	
5.10

	
4.63

	
5.10

	
1.56

	
0.13

	
−0.13




	
Employees are expected to know what their customers’ needs are.

	
4.23

	
4.75

	
6.60

	
5.50

	
4.38

	
5.60

	
1.27

	
−0.37

	
−1.00




	
The service provider is expected to prioritize the interests of their customers.

	
3.85

	
4.13

	
6.50

	
4.50

	
4.63

	
5.50

	
0.65

	
0.50

	
−1.00




	
The services provided are expected to occur at appropriate and convenient time to customers.

	
5.46

	
5.13

	
7.00

	
6.20

	
5.88

	
6.90

	
0.74

	
0.75

	
−0.10
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Table 10. Evaluation of the Event’s Environmental Sustainability.






Table 10. Evaluation of the Event’s Environmental Sustainability.





	
Dimension

	
Items

	
Expectation

	
Perception

	
Gap




	
E1

	
E2

	
E3

	
E1

	
E2

	
E3

	
E1

	
E2

	
E3






	
Environmental Sustainability

	
The service provider is expected to provide services considering efficient energy consumption.

	
3.46

	
5.13

	
6.60

	
4.20

	
4.88

	
6.50

	
0.74

	
−0.25

	
−0.10




	
The service provider is expected to provide services considering efficient water consumption.

	
4.08

	
5.25

	
6.80

	
4.20

	
4.63

	
5.10

	
0.12

	
−0.62

	
−1.70




	
The service provider is expected to provide services considering waste prevention and non-generation, aiming to save natural resources and contain waste (to reduce, to reuse, and to recycle).

	
4.08

	
5.25

	
6.90

	
4.00

	
3.63

	
3.60

	
−0.08

	
−1.62

	
−3.30




	
The service provider is expected to hire suppliers (products/services), considering its environmental responsibilities.

	
4.08

	
6.63

	
6.50

	
4.00

	
3.25

	
5.40

	
−0.08

	
−3.38

	
−1.10




	
It is expected that the service provider will consider communication via a more sustainable means, and also consider the environmental education of customers and employees.

	
4.38

	
4.88

	
6.70

	
4.20

	
5.0

	
5.90

	
−0.18

	
0.12

	
−0.80




	
The service provider is expected to use, encourage, and provide means to reduce CO2 emissions.

	
2.77

	
4.63

	
6.40

	
2.90

	
3.75

	
4.40

	
0.13

	
−0.88

	
−2.00












© 2020 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
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