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Abstract 

Recent years have caused a very dynamic development of the sports and recreational services sector in Poland. 
In addition to numerous small local enterprises, large, global networks have appeared on the market. This was a 
consequence, among others, of the changes that have taken place in the lifestyle of Poles who appreciate not only 
the aesthetic but also health benefits of physical activity. Modern buyers of sports and recreational services are 
largely educated and aware of their needs. They are happy to use the help of a competent and qualified team of 
employees, e.g. a personal trainer or a dietitian. In such companies, the basis of success is the relationship 
established not only between the staff and the service buyer, but also within the created community of people 
who are physically active. Thus, in service enterprise undoubtedly the human factor is a strategic element of 
management. The personnel, by carrying out their tasks, constitutes an important element contributing to 
competitive advantage on the market. The purpose of this article was to present the role of an employee in sports 
and recreation service company and to attempt to present the theoretical concept of the relations that exist 
between the company's stakeholders, including the personnel as an internal customer. Sports and recreational 
enterprises include fitness clubs, gyms, bowling alleys, sports and recreation centres, water parks, etc. It was 
assumed that the employee of such an organization is, on one hand, providing work and, on the other hand, it is 
the recipient of work, which makes them an internal customer. The paper presents a critical review of the 
subject-matter literature, presents the most important components of improving the system of personnel 
management by way of involving employees, indicates contact points between internal and external customers, 
and attempts to build a model of relationships between the organization's internal customer and other 
stakeholders, including external customers. Proper selection of the tools for the management of the personnel - 
internal customer - is the key for building up effective relations with external customers of a sports and 
recreation enterprise. The results of the analysis can have practical application in the functioning of a service 
company operating in the specific industry of sports and recreation. 
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Introduction 

The value of human resources in modern companies is unquestionable. Of all resources of a sports and 
recreational service company, it is the human resources, as the most valuable of all, that have the knowledge and 
competences necessary to consolidate the habits of physical activity. The industry of commercial sports and 
leisure services is unique, different from other service industries. Customers have more contact with the 
personnel rendering the services as compared to other industries. They interact strongly and directly with 
frontline members of personnel such as coaches and instructors. [Weisheng Chiu, Min-Seok Kwang, Jung-Sup 
Bae, 2015, p. 627] The personnel renders services at all levels of the company's organizational structure, builds 
the commitment of buyers, acquires, collects and makes numerous decisions in order to achieve the company's 
objectives, while being promoters of physical activity. The personnel that is motivated, loyal, competent and 
identifies with the company's mission and objectives is, with no doubt, a very important factor building the 
company's image in the eyes of external customers, which triggers a certain logic of events. The company's 
positive image in the minds of customers results in the customers' willingness to establish relations with such an 
entity. On the other hand, building customer engagement creates a long-lasting competitive advantage. [E. 
Tsitskari, Ch. Antoniadis, G. Costa, 2014, p. 514] 

The growing importance of human resources as the most important factor in the competitiveness of 
sports and recreation companies creates the need to search for and implement innovative solutions and models of 
human resource management. Recognizing the importance of the personnel and treating the members of 
personnel as internal customers in sports and recreational companies becomes a very important thing in the 
dynamically changing economic environment, where the factors that are of most importance to the organization's 
development and success include the combined intellectual potential of employees and their competences 
supported by modern technologies. As S. Gocłowska and M. Piątkowska recall, "the researchers have developed 
a number of models, scales and indexes to measure customer service satisfaction." [S. Gocłowska and M. 
Piątkowska, 2020, p. 2037] There are, however, no studies regarding specific tools and models and taking into 
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account the importance of an internal customer in sports and recreational services. The aim of this paper was to 
present the role of an employee in sports and recreation service company and to attempt to present the theoretical 
concept of the relations that exist between the company's stakeholders, including personnel as an internal 
customer. The studies over the subject-matter literature and the observation of the functioning of this type of 
companies resulted in the emergence of an analytical model, whose basis were three aspects of defining an 
internal customer, the characteristics of the sports and recreation industry and the analysis of the relations and 
contact points between internal and external customers. The model can have practical application in sports and 
recreation companies' functioning as regards personnel management and building the relations between the 
organizations' stakeholders.  
 
Material & methods 

The subject-matter literature defines an internal customer as "every employee who participates in the 
chain of creating added value in the organization" [U. Balon, 2010, p. 18], "every employee who contributes to 
the operation of the organization to a certain extent and, as a consequence, creates added value" [P. Pypłacz, 
2013, p. 64], "an internal stakeholder, an organizational unit that receives a part of the work carried out by 
someone else / internal supplier, and then adds to such product or service with its own contribution in order to 
pass the product on to another customer. [B. Goranczewski, A. Szeliga-Kowalczyk, 2017, 47] According to A. 
Payne, "every employee is both an internal customer and an internal supplier, and the company's operations are 
at their optimal level when every employee provides and receives the highest quality services." [A. Payne, 1996, 
p. 59] The benefits of treating employees as the organization's internal customers are derivative of the effect of 
employees' attitudes and behaviours exerted on the decisions of external customers (for example, Benjamin 
Schneider, Steven D. Ashworth, Catherine Higgs and Linda Carr, Leonard A. Schlesinger and Jeffrey Zornitsky, 
Benjamin Schneider, Beth Chung and Kenneth P. Yusko. [D. Szostek, 2012, p. 329] Managers are interested in 
the competences (generally understood) of their future employees considering the benefits that they can bring to 
the organization. The market of sports and recreational services is quite dispersed, but recently we could notice 
numerous emerging network facilities. The employees hired by the companies provided the resources of the 
organization working as trainers, personal trainers, dieticians, lifeguards and climbing instructors. Working in 
these positions requires specific competences from potential candidates. As A. Butkiewicz-Schodowska points 
out, employers are interested in the competences "that include, inter alia, talents and predispositions, education 
and knowledge, practical experience and skills, health and psychophysical condition, useful character and 
personality traits." [AND. Butkiewicz-Schodowska, 2015, p. 115] Direct contact with the purchaser of sports and 
recreational services requires the employee not only to be fit and physically strong, but also to be able to work 
with an external customer who requires support and motivation on the way to achieving the desired goal (e.g. 
work over the body, gaining new sports skills). It should also be remembered that "the external customers may 
involve not only the direct purchaser of the product, but in certain cases the authorities, society, the environment, 
etc. (as shown in Scheme 1 - note of the Author). On the other hand, there are a number of situations in the 
organization when individual departments and people deliver a given product to one another - these recipients 
are often referred to as internal customers, even though they are not customers as such ”. (A. Iwasiewicz, p. 41)  
Scheme 1. Model of relations between external stakeholders and the internal market in sports and recreational 
services 

 
Source: own elaboration 
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It has been assumed that the proper selection of the tools for the management of the personnel - internal 
customer - is the key for building up effective relations with the external customers of a sports and recreation 
company. "Internal marketing involves acquiring, developing, motivating and retaining qualified employees 
through internal work products and treating employees as internal customers who expect the employer to meet 
their needs." [L.L. Berry and A. Parasuraman, 1991, p. 272] Moreover, as S. Nowosielski points out, “it is noted 
in the subject-matter literature that the internal supplier-customer relations are in practice less intensively cared 
for than external ones. Often, there is also no proper understanding of the category of internal customer, although 
every employee is not only an internal supplier, but also an internal customer ”[S. Nowosielski, 2011, p. 302]. 
The motivated, competent, empathetic staff, identifying with the organization's goals, mission and strategy, is a 
guarantee of high-quality services and participates in the process of creating added value. Internal customer 
satisfaction translates into the level of satisfaction of external customers. It was assumed that the external 
customers may include not only the end purchasers of the sports and recreational services, but also other 
stakeholders, e.g. the customer market, market of potential employees, market of suppliers, market of 
intermediaries and market of influential institutions. [J. Otto, 2001, p. 51] The subject-matter literature indicates 
a different approach towards the division of service personnel according to the nature of customer relations. 
Zeller and Chłodnicki indicate the following three groups of employees: 
- contact personnel - frontline employees, people who have contact with customers and are responsible for 
selling and providing the services, 
- back office personnel, further subdivided into containment and support personnel, 
- management, representing various levels and functional areas. [M. Zeller, P. Chłodnicki, 2006, p. 71] 

A. Payne, on the other hand, distinguishes the following four groups of employees: intermediaries, 
moderators, support staff and employees of the area of influence. [A. Payne, 1996, p. 206] Basing on the above 
assumptions, job positions characteristic of sports and recreational enterprises such as gyms and fitness clubs 
have been analysed, together with the stakeholders of this type of enterprises and the possible types of relations 
between internal and external customers have been indicated. The analysis of employment in sports and 
recreation enterprises allows for the identification of four groups of employees (Table 1) depending on the 
intensity of contacts with external entities, including service buyers, suppliers, intermediaries and other entities 
from the close environment. 
Table 1 Division of employees into groups in a sports and recreation enterprise as exemplified by a fitness club 
 Personnel directly involved in conventional 

marketing activities 

Personnel indirectly involved in 

conventional marketing activities 

Personnel in contact with the customer 

frequently or periodically 

Intermediaries - trainers, massage therapists, 
dieticians, people conducting group activities (e.g. 
yoga, aerobics), lifeguards (water park) 

Moderators - e.g. reception, fitness 
centre 

Personnel in contact with the customer 

on rare occasions or not at all 

Employees of the sphere of influence - fitness club 
manager, marketing department. 

Support personnel - e.g. accounting 
staff, HR specialist, procurement 
specialist, cleaning service 

Source: A. Widawska-Stanisz, Gamification in building relations with the staff of sports and recreation 
companies, [in:] The future for business - business for the future 2019 (ed.) I. Herbuś, A. Herbuś, B. 
Macherzyński, Publishing House of the Association of Quality and Production Managers, Częstochowa 2019, p. 
45 

The position adopted in this paper is corroborated by theoretical considerations based on literature 
review and on qualitative field research carried out with the use of observation and interviews with fitness club 
managers, which became the basis for the development of a model of relations between the internal customer 
and other stakeholders and for the presentation of the internal customer's position on the internal market of a 
sports and recreation company.  

The model of relations between an internal customer and other stakeholders of a sports and 

recreation company 

There are various models of service providers present on the Polish market of sports and recreational 
services, e.g. gyms and fitness clubs. They differ in the range of services they offer, supported market segments, 
employment structure, form of ownership, and various principles of functioning. Commercial sports and leisure 
owners may have different working styles, procedures and requirements. There is a different approach towards 
sales, customer service, personnel management or the role of an internal customer in general in low-cost and 
premium chain clubs, boutique clubs, crossfit boxes and other places of this type. It is worth mentioning that the 
dependencies in internal processes in this type of enterprises are often complicated. The role of a manager is to 
intensify cooperation and mutual understanding of the relations that emerge between employees and teams of 
employees. Scheme 2 indicates possible types of relations of the internal market consisting of four groups of 
employees (moderators, intermediaries, employees of the area of influence and support staff - as described 
above) and their relations with individual stakeholders (R1-R5) The basis for the development of the model was 
the model of six markets1, constituting a platform for considerations of relation marketing. 

                                                 
1 The model of 6 markets is presented by J. Otto in the book Relationship Marketing, Concept and Application, Wyd. CH 
Beck, Warsaw 2001, p. 51 
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Scheme 2. The model of relations between internal customers of a sports and recreation company and its 
stakeholders 
 

 
Source: own elaboration 
 

The above scheme details the possible types of relations that may emerge between internal customers in 
specific workplaces and external stakeholders. For example, trainers and instructors build the most intense 
relations with customers and, on rare occasions, with potential employees, moderators contact representatives of 
all external markets. Support personnel, including the accounting team, as well as the cleaning service, establish 
ties in each of these markets. Accountants record orders from suppliers of the sporting equipment, dietary 
supplements, cleaning agents or contact representatives of the local government, and the cleaning service 
employees have very limited contacts. Their relations are rather connected with the internal market.  

 
The above analysis indicated that the role of the internal customer can be considered in three aspects: 

internal customer as an employee, internal customer as a department, division, organizational unit and internal 
customer as an important element of the process.2. Employees should be aware that their work and commitment 
serve to offer high-quality services and that they are part of the entire value-creation chain for the service 
purchaser and for other stakeholders. Three aspects3 of defining an internal customer are presented in Scheme 3. 
Scheme 3. Internal customer in the internal market of a sport and recreational company (R6 - Internal Market, 
Scheme 2) 

                                                                                                                                                         
 
2The process, according to J. Brillman, is a whole consisting of successively performed operations aimed at achieving 
predetermined results. According to M. Hammer, the difference between a process and a task is the same as between the 
whole and the part. A task is a piece of work essentially performed by a single person, and a process is a related group of 
tasks that produce value for the customer. [M. Nowicki, K. Szymańska, 2013, p. 341] 
3The three-dimensional classification of the internal customer was presented in the work by B. Goranczewski and A. Szeliga-
Kowalczyk [B. Goranczewski, A. Szeliga-Kowalczyk, 2017, p. 46] 
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Source: own elaboration 
 

As indicated in the introduction, the growing importance of personnel in service-rendering business in 
the modern economic realm requires entrepreneurs to properly select personnel and methods of management. 
The factors determining the development and success of the company are now the competences and the 
knowledge of the employees supported by new technologies. That is why the three aspects of defining an 
internal customer have been joined via the Digital Marketing element, including social media, websites, e-mail 
and mobile applications. With modern technologies, the said companies will be able to use the resources of their 
personnel in an even more effective way. It is also worth mentioning that the personnel of sports and recreation 
companies are, in a vast majority, young people who are willing to use new technologies. Traditional elements of 
personnel management, such as recruitment, motivating, training or employee evaluation, can be supplemented 
with the following solutions using modern technologies: 

 
1. Recruitment and selection of personnel -  employee recommendations and recruitment applications that allow 
not only to safely store candidate data in the "cloud", but also facilitate, using selected criteria, to search for 
candidates or catalogue data. 
2. Adaptation of staff (onboarding) - this element involves introducing a new employee and familiarizing them 
with the new position, organizational culture, tasks and other employees. Adaptation to the workplace in a sports 
and recreation company can be carried out with the use of such tools as mentoring and coaching (e.g. 
receptionist, trainer) and e-mail marketing. 
3. Personnel training - training applications with elements of gamification using digital marketing - this tool will 
activate an element of sports competition among employees, which will also be a motivating element (e.g. points 
gained in the application). Moreover, the training functions can be implemented with the use of mentoring and 
coaching (e.g. in the field of customer service). 
4. Motivating personnel - motivation of the company's staff implemented in a traditional way can be 
supplemented with such elements as prizes and a leaderboard (e.g. competition for an employee of the month, 
results board, awards for the best employees) 
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Conclusions 

The current situation of the sports and recreation market requires entrepreneurs to be highly involved 
and to recognize the need for changes in internal markets. Constant changes in the external and internal 
environment create the need to search for new solutions and continuous development of organizational 
management methods. A new approach towards the internal customer, indicating the role the internal customer 
plays in the organization and the relations that they can establish and develop in a way that aims to achieve 
business goals, can ensure the effectiveness of the management system. In the realm of strong competition and 
the associated increased efforts to satisfy the needs of service purchasers as guarantors of the survival of a 
service-providing company, human resources must not be forgotten.  
To sum up: 
1. The importance of personnel in sports and recreational services is indisputable as for providing value to 
service purchasers. The knowledge of the relations that can be built inside the organization and with its external 
stakeholders can be used to build a competitive advantage. 
2. The work of a satisfied employee and a harmonious team will generate effects on many levels. The activities 
undertaken with respect to personnel management will result in the organization's positive image and, 
consequently, in building up long-term relations with stakeholders. 
3. Personnel management tools can be supplemented with motivating and activating elements using the (broadly 
understood) digital marketing and gamification. The best solution for an internal customer (in every aspect: 
employee, team and process element) is to strive for partnership in action. 
4. The knowledge and the competences of the internal customer are an important element of process 
management. Understanding the quality of services provided from the perspective of an external customer and 
the role played by an internal customer allows them to respond to changes taking place on the market. 

We may not forget about possible dysfunctions in the process of human resource management. The 
problems that may emerge in the organizational reality of sports and recreation enterprises include: random 
selection of job candidates, high rotation, conflicts in the organization, workaholism, mobbing, professional 
burnout, and a bad atmosphere at work. Such situations should be seen as opportunities for further learning and 
drawing conclusions for the future. The above analysis may be an introduction to further qualitative and 
quantitative research on the sports and recreational services market and internal markets of this industry.  
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