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Abstract

This study aims to analyze, through structural equation modelling, the interaction between
the variables of congruence, trust, commitment, satisfaction and word of mouth (WOM) in
the context of a virtual sporting event, determining the significant relationships between
these variables and their ability to predict participants’ future intentions. A structured ques-
tionnaire based on previously validated scales was applied to a sample of participants of
the Medellin Virtual Marathon. The data obtained were analyzed using structural equation
modelling to examine the relationships between the variables studied. The results confirm
that congruence significantly influences trust and commitment, while trust mediates its
relationship with commitment, satisfaction and WOM. Furthermore, it is observed that
commitment has a direct impact on satisfaction and WOM, with satisfaction being the most
relevant predictor of recommendation intentions. The model used showed an adequate fit,
and the instrument used presented satisfactory psychometric properties. These findings
underline the importance of strengthening the congruence between participants’ identity
and event branding, promoting trust through positive experiences and leveraging WOM as
a key promotional tool for e-sport events. This study contributes to academic knowledge
by exploring the interactions between these variables in the context of virtual sport events,
offering valuable information for decision-making in the management and promotion of
this type of event.

Keywords: congruence; brand trust; commitment; satisfaction; sporting events; word of
mouth (WOM)

1. Introduction

In recent years, there has been a marked increase in participation in sport and exercise
activities, with a particular emphasis on running. This phenomenon is reflected in the
growing interest in popular races, which have experienced a steady increase over the
last ten years. This growth has driven not only the number of participants but also the
proliferation of available races, the supply of specialized equipment and the evolution of
organizational components. Also, the perception of safety at these events has improved
significantly, favoured by the low rate of reported incidents among amateur runners, which
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reinforces their attractiveness and popularity compared to other types of sporting events
(Manzano & Ruiz, 2023; Peterson et al., 2022).

In this context, sporting event attendees and participants are key stakeholders in the
success of sporting events. Analyzing and understanding their perceptions and behaviours
is crucial to ensure the adoption and effective implementation of practices aimed at improv-
ing the customer experience and, ultimately, the success of events (Huang & Chiu, 2024).
Sport event experience has emerged as a theoretical concept of increasing relevance within
sport management (Theodorakis et al., 2015), with an approach that aligns closely with
the dynamics of consumer behaviour in marketing. This concept derives from experiential
marketing and is based on customer experience, defined as the result of a series of personal
and emotional interactions between the consumer, the main product or service and the
service providers. These interactions are determinants for the perception of trust and
satisfaction, key variables for designing marketing strategies in the context of sport events
(Theodorou et al., 2024).

Marathons have established themselves as urban symbols that not only attract runners
but also organizations and governments, due to their accessibility and the economic impact
they generate through tourism and indirect employment. In this sense, Hallmann and
Breuer (2010) highlight that marathons not only boost tourism activity but also contribute
significantly to the image and international positioning of the cities that organize them.
Community participation and cooperation between actors, such as public and private
organizers or associations, are key factors to ensure a cohesive and successful experience
(Desbordes & Falgoux, 2006; Gursoy & Kendall, 2006).

Over time, marathons have experienced a remarkable growth in global participation.
During the first wave of popularity in the 1980s, North America led the way with an
82% participation in finishes and 52% of events organized. In the second wave, Europe
emerged as a leading player, reaching a 42% share of arrivals and 46% share of events
(Scheerder et al., 2015). Asia is now showing steady growth, accounting for one-fifth of
arrivals and hosting approximately 10% of global events. Despite this, North America
still stands out in terms of relative participation, with 1034 marathon finishers per million
inhabitants, compared to 221 recorded in the rest of the world (Scheerder et al., 2015).
However, Andersen (2019) notes that global participation has decreased by 13% since 2016,
although Asia continues to record steady growth.

In South America, marathons have gained remarkable popularity, establishing them-
selves in 2023 as events that offer unique experiences for international runners. Notable
examples include the Buenos Aires Marathon, recognized as the fastest course in the region
(Buenos Aires Herald, 2023), and the Medellin Marathon, which provides a chance to
qualify for the iconic Boston Marathon (Medellin Marathon, 2024).

In recent years, there has been a significant increase in participation in sport and
exercise activities, with running being one of the most popular practices. This increase
can be explained by the accessibility that characterizes this activity, which requires a
low financial investment, a minimal learning curve and basic equipment, facilitating
its adoption by a wide variety of individuals (Chowdhary et al., 2024; DeJong Lempke
& Hertel, 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic, characterized by social distancing mandates
and the temporary closure of numerous fitness facilities, led to a significant increase in
running as a form of exercise. This phenomenon was observed among both novice and
experienced runners, establishing itself as an accessible and adaptable alternative in a
context of health constraints (A. F. DeJong et al., 2021a; Holmes et al., 2021). This growth
has been accompanied by a massive adoption of related technologies, especially fitness
tracking devices (Chowdhary et al., 2024), which are an important basis for targeted
monitoring in virtual running.
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In response to the disruption caused by the pandemic, virtual races emerged as a
viable alternative that enabled the continuation of running practices despite public health
restrictions. This adaptation involved the implementation of technological platforms
equipped with geolocation and timing systems, which facilitated remote participation by
runners from their own environments without diminishing the competitive and symbolic
essence of the event (Marcu et al., 2021). Events such as the Comrades Marathon in South
Africa demonstrated that, beyond a temporary contingency, virtual formats generated
meaningful user experiences, preserved a brand connection, and fostered new forms of
participation and social engagement (Woyo & Nyamé&i, 2022; M. DeJong et al., 2021b).

From a relational and technological standpoint, the integration of mobile applications
and digital tools has enhanced the runner’s experience in virtual environments, reinforcing
dimensions such as trust, brand congruence, and word-of-mouth intentions (Phua, 2024).
Although virtualization presents challenges—such as the absence of non-verbal cues and
limited physical interaction—evidence suggests that well-structured virtual events can sus-
tain community engagement, participant motivation, and perceived satisfaction (McIntyre,
2022). Therefore, virtual races should not be viewed merely as a temporary response but
rather as a sustainable model with enduring potential within the digital sports ecosystem.

In this context, the present study seeks to analyze participants’ perceptions in the
context of events such as virtual races. These competitions, conducted alone, but guided by
precise indications, raise questions about the existence of congruence, trust and commit-
ment on the part of participants, and how these factors influence their overall satisfaction.
Furthermore, the possibility that these positive experiences promote favourable word of
mouth, thus contributing to the dissemination and popularity of such sporting events,
is examined.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Brand-Consumer Congruence: Evolution and Applications in Consumer Behaviour

This theoretical framework builds upon the principles of congruence theory and
consumer-brand relationships, with the goal of explaining how psychological and percep-
tual variables interact within the context of virtual running events. The constructs analyzed
have been widely explored in physical sports environments; however, their application
to digitally mediated experiences is still evolving. The present section introduces the
literature on brand—consumer congruence and its relationship with trust—one of the key
links hypothesized in the proposed model.

Congruence is defined as the degree to which a brand aligns with the user’s image,
i.e., how consumers perceive a brand to reflect their own identity. Studies have shown that
products that reflect the user’s image and match the user’s self-concept are more likely to be
purchased or consumed (Sirgy, 1982). Following the same author’s line, congruence can be
classified into four categories: current congruence, ideal congruence, social congruence and
ideal social congruence. Actual congruence refers to the relationship between the brand
image and the user’s actual perception of the brand. Ideal congruence is based on the
comparison between the attributes of a typical brand user and the image that consumers
wish to project. Social congruence assesses the relationship between the brand image and
the perception that consumers believe the important people around them have of them.
Finally, ideal social congruence focuses on the relationship between brand image and the
way consumers wish to be seen by others.

From a more recent perspective, Martinez-Cevallos et al. (2020) define congruence as
the degree of coincidence or fit between the brand image and the user’s own image. In this
sense, the greater the match, the more likely consumers are to make positive evaluations
and develop a high preference for the brand (Hee Kwak & Kang, 2009).
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2.1.1. Evolution of the Concept of Congruence and Its Impact on Consumer Behaviour

The study of the link between consumer image and brands has its theoretical roots
in the contributions of Levy (1959), who found that consumers are not solely oriented by
practical functions, but that their behaviour is influenced by the symbols of products and
brands present on the market. This approach allowed researchers to better understand
consumer behaviour in relation to self-concept and product consumption.

One of the first empirical studies in this line was that of Dolich (1969), who found
that individuals tend to prefer brands that resemble their own image, rather than those
with less recognition. In addition, he identified differences in the perception of the real
image and the ideal image when it comes to prominent brands but not for less relevant
ones. Sirgy (1986) later extended the concept of congruence and developed the theory of
self-congruence, which holds that consumer behaviour is influenced by the psychological
comparison between the product-user image and the consumer’s self-concept. This com-
parison involves the user’s actual image, his ideal image and his social image. According
to this theory, self-congruence can be classified as high or low, depending on the degree
of fit between the product image and the consumer’s perception. High self-congruence
occurs when the consumer perceives that the product matches his or her own image, while
low self-congruence occurs when this relationship is weak or non-existent.

Self-congruence theory posits that consumers are motivated to engage with brands that
reflect and reinforce their personal identity (Sirgy et al., 1997). However, this relationship
may also be moderated by contextual or emotional factors (Grace & O’Cass, 2005).

2.1.2. New Perspectives on Congruence Research

Hee Kwak and Kang (2009) note that several marketing studies have based their
research on George Mead’s self theory, identifying a similar phenomenon called self-image
congruence. According to these authors, self-concept helps explain product symbolism,
suggesting that consumers are more attracted to products that resemble their identity.
Similarly, Yim et al. (2007) found that self-congruence between consumers’ self-image
and their perception of a service is associated with a higher likelihood to repurchase and
a lower propensity to switch suppliers. From a strategic perspective, Su and Reynolds
(2017) argue that consumers tend to prefer brands that reflect their personal identity,
suggesting that companies should focus their efforts on their target market to enhance
consumer loyalty. This view is supported by Keller (1993), who analyzes congruence from
the perspective of brand associations and concludes that when there is congruence between
these associations, attitudes towards the brand are more positive, which in turn can increase
purchase intention.

Other studies reinforce this idea. Dees et al. (2010), Papadimitriou et al. (2016) and
Rodgers (2007) found that congruence significantly influences purchase intent, highlighting
the importance of companies correctly identifying and segmenting their market to max-
imize the connection between brand and consumer. More recently, Nguyen et al. (2023)
investigated the relationship between brand personality and the intention to revisit hotels,
highlighting that congruence with the tourist’s self-image plays a key mediating role in this
process. These findings reinforce the notion that perceived congruence not only influences
the initial purchase but also consumer loyalty within the hospitality industry. On the other
hand, Li et al. (2022) proposed a moderated mediation model in which the congruence of
consumer self-image and brand influence brand preference.

Finally, Chandra and Adam (2024) analyzed the impact of corporate brand credibility,
brands” origin and self-image congruence on purchase intention, using the case of Pt
Mustika Ratu TBK in Indonesia. Their results indicated that a greater congruence between
consumer self-image and corporate brand reinforces trust and willingness to purchase,
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which has important implications for branding and marketing strategies in emerging
markets. These studies confirm that the congruence between consumer self-image and
brand image remains a key determinant of purchase intent, trust and customer loyalty.

2.1.3. Congruence in the Context of Sport

Congruence has been extensively studied in the sport domain because of its impact
on consumer perception, attitude and behaviour. In this context, congruence refers to the
degree of alignment between consumer self-image and the characteristics of a sport brand,
event or product, which can influence consumer decision-making, loyalty and satisfaction.
According to Y. Zhang et al. (2021), congruence between the image of a sport event and that
of the host city significantly influences attendees” attitudes and behaviours by generating a
stronger emotional connection to the event and its surroundings. This phenomenon has
also been analyzed from the perspective of sponsorship strategies and partnerships with
sports celebrities. Rai et al. (2021) highlight that congruence between the personality of a
sports celebrity and the brand he or she represents can strengthen brands’ credibility and
enhance consumers’ purchase intent, especially when there is a clear identification between
the athlete’s values and the brand’s attributes.

In a more recent study, Mal et al. (2023) examined how congruence between user
identity and the characteristics of a virtual environment significantly influences perceptions
of plausibility, presence and connection to the experience. Their research suggests that a
greater congruence between consumer self-image and product image can lead to greater
brand identification and a stronger preference, positively impacting consumer behaviour
and purchase decisions. These findings can be extrapolated to the sports domain, where
perceived congruence between the consumer and a sports brand can intensify the fan
experience and their willingness to recommend the event or product.

One of the areas where congruence has proven to be key is sports sponsorship. Ko
and Kim (2014) found that congruence between the sponsor and the sponsored product
has a significant effect on consumer perception, improving their attitude towards the
brand and their purchase intention. Sponsorship congruence is a fundamental element
in sports marketing strategies, as it directly influences consumers’ perceptions, attitudes
and behaviour towards brands associated with sporting events (Meenaghan, 2001). Wang
(2017) analyzed the effects of different types of congruence on the brand equity of sponsors,
concluding that when there is a clear perception of alignment between the brand and
the event, the perception of quality and the intention to recommend the brand increases.
This phenomenon underlines the importance of a consistent association between sponsor
attributes and event characteristics to generate a positive and consistent image in the
consumer’s mind.

In a complementary manner, Alonso Dos Santos et al. (2024b) evaluated the ef-
fectiveness of sponsorship congruence through self-reported responses and the use of
electroencephalography. Their study found that increased alignment between sponsor
and event identity activates brain regions associated with plausibility and emotional con-
nection, which strengthens the brand—consumer relationship. This finding suggests that
congruence not only acts on a cognitive level but also has a significant emotional impact on
consumer behaviour. Along the same lines (Alonso Dos Santos & Calabuig, 2018; Alonso
Dos Santos et al., 2019) applied neuroscientific techniques to measure brain activity in
response to stimuli related to brand congruence in sports contexts. These studies revealed
that a positive perception of congruence increases consumers’ self-confidence and their
willingness to purchase products licensed by sports teams. In this way, congruence not
only favours purchase intention but also strengthens the emotional attachment to the brand
and generates a greater willingness to recommend the brand in their social environment.
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In digital sports contexts, where symbolic and identity cues must be communicated
virtually, perceived congruence contributes to building a coherent and believable brand
experience (Phua, 2024). In the case of virtual marathons, elements such as the application’s
design, social connection tools and personalized digital content may enhance the alignment
between participants’ self-concept and the event, fostering greater emotional involvement
and reinforcing perceived authenticity (Woyo & Nyamé&a, 2022). Similarly, studies in
immersive virtual environments suggest that congruence between user identity and digital
context can strengthen feelings of plausibility and presence, which are key for engagement
(Mal et al., 2023). Based on the evidence reviewed, perceived congruence has shown a
consistent effect on attitudinal variables such as brand trust. In digital sports contexts,
where symbolic and identity cues must be communicated virtually, congruence remains
essential in building a coherent and believable brand experience (Phua, 2024). Therefore, in
the context of virtual races, we hypothesize that perceived congruence positively influences
participants’ trust in the event.

H1. Brand—event congruence positively influences trust.

H2. Brand-event congruence influences commitment.

2.2. Trust in Consumer Behaviour

Trust has been extensively studied in the field of consumer behaviour and is considered
a key determinant of purchase decisions and brand loyalty. Howard and Sheth (1969)
identified it as a key element in purchase intention, observing that consumers who trust
a brand are more willing to buy its products. Subsequent research has reinforced this
relationship, showing that trust influences both quality perception and consumer preference
for a specific brand (Laroche & Brisoux, 1989). In digital contexts, trust becomes even more
relevant due to the lack of physical interaction, requiring users to rely on the perceived
consistency and credibility of the brand’s digital presence (Natarajan et al., 2024).

In this sense, trust in a brand is based on the expectation that the brand will deliver
on its promises, providing a secure transaction and reducing uncertainty (Natasiah, 2024).
Dawar and Pillutla (2000) define brand trust as an overall positive evaluation of brand
reliability, while Howard (1989) argues that brand trust arises when the consumer perceives
that the brand maintains consistently high standards of quality. Ferro-Soto et al. (2024)
emphasize that trust is built through the consumer’s previous experience with the brand,
its reputation in the marketplace and the consistency of its communication and values.
Trust also serves as a cognitive shortcut in online settings, where consumers cannot validate
information through sensory cues and must instead rely on brand signals mediated by
technology (Phua, 2024).

2.2.1. Trust and Relationship Marketing

In relationship marketing, trust is considered a fundamental building block for the
creation of long-lasting relationships between brands and consumers. Moorman et al. (1992)
describe trust as the willingness to depend on a trusted exchange partner, highlighting
its role in cementing long-term relationships. Morgan and Hunt (1994) argue that trust
and commitment are essential to building successful business relationships, noting that
the perceived credibility and integrity of a brand influences consumers’ willingness to
continue the relationship. From this perspective, trust also plays a key role in customer
loyalty. Storbacka et al. (1994) and Castro and Armario (1999) identify trust as an essential
factor in maintaining stable relationships between suppliers and customers. In this line,
Roberts (2005) suggests that trust in a brand is built through the fulfilment of promises,
innovation, value creation, reputation and accountability in the provision of quality.
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This is especially important in virtual ecosystems where relational continuity must be
sustained without face-to-face contact, making perceived brand integrity critical for digital
loyalty (Pan & Phua, 2021). Recent studies have reinforced these findings, highlighting the
importance of trust in generating brand loyalty and recommendations. Ball et al. (2004)
and Kenning (2008) argue that greater brand trust increases customer satisfaction and
reduces the propensity to switch supplier. More recently, Natarajan et al. (2024) highlighted
that trust and engagement are determinants of customer retention in digital environments,
where the absence of physical interaction makes the perception of trust even more relevant.

2.2.2. Trust in the Business and Inter-Organizational Context

In business, trust is defined as the expectation that a firm will perform as expected
in an exchange relationship, resulting in better long-term performance and competitive
advantage (Doney & Cannon, 1997; Geyskens et al., 1998). This trust is not only manifested
in the relationship with consumers but also at the inter-organizational level, where it
facilitates cooperation and resource sharing between entities (Schilke & Lumineau, 2023).

Recent research has explored the importance of trust in inter-organizational rela-
tionships and its impact on the success of strategic alliances. Vargas-Gonzalez and Toro-
Jaramillo (2022) argue that trust is a key factor in the sustainability of organizations, as
perceived trustworthiness influences cooperation and the reduction of uncertainty in the
market. In the same vein, Ferro-Soto et al. (2024) highlight that trust influences the per-
formance and success of inter-organizational strategies, with effective communication in
distribution channels being very important.

On the other hand, in the context of collaborative innovation, trust has proven to be
a key facilitator in the creation of joint projects and knowledge sharing. Pino Garcia et al.
(2018) analyzed how trust impacts the effectiveness of innovation projects, concluding
that its presence reduces the perception of risk and fosters a greater willingness to share
resources and knowledge among strategic partners.

2.2.3. Trust in Sport and Its Relationship with Engagement, Satisfaction and WOM

Trust in sport is a key factor in the connection between consumers and event brands,
influencing loyalty, engagement and word of mouth (WOM). In sports marketing, trust in
a sports brand or sponsor is built on perceived credibility, integrity and consistency (Pan
& Phua, 2021). This also applies to virtual sports environments, where trust enables the
transition from physical to digital engagement, preserving identification with the brand
despite spatial dislocation (Phua, 2024).

In the context of sporting events, trust drives participant engagement, reinforcing
their identification with the brand and increasing the likelihood of recurrent participation
(Martinez-Cevallos et al., 2020). It has also been shown that trust in the brand of an event
has a direct impact on consumer satisfaction, as it generates security in the experience and
fulfilled expectations (Martinez-Cevallos et al., 2024). This perceived reliability becomes
essential when the event occurs remotely, and participants must rely on digital platforms
and communication to guide their experience.

In turn, this satisfaction translates into positive WOM, as consumers who are satisfied
with an event they trust are more likely to recommend it. Filo et al. (2008) highlighted that
trust acts as a mediating mechanism between brand associations and loyalty in the sport
context, suggesting that greater trust generates more stable relationships with consumers
and reinforces their recommendation behaviour. In this way, trust is consolidated as a key
element that enhances brands’ image, loyalty and social influence of participants (Deheshti
et al., 2016).

H3. Trust positively influences commitment with the virtual sporting event.
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H4. Consumer trust in the virtual sporting event has a positive effect on their level of satisfaction.

H5. Trust positively influences word-of-mouth intention.

2.3. Commitment to the Brand

Brand commitment has been extensively studied in the consumer behaviour and
relationship marketing literature and is considered a key factor in building long-lasting
consumer-brand relationships. Moorman et al. (1992) conceptualize it as an enduring
desire to maintain a valued relationship, while Morgan and Hunt (1994) understand it as
the intention to maintain a long-term bond with a brand. Similarly, Dwyer et al. (1987)
describe it as an implicit or explicit promise of continuity in the relationship, underlining
the relevance of commitment within relationship marketing. Brand commitment not only
reinforces consumers’ affective attachment to a brand but also strengthens their resistance
to competing alternatives, especially when there is a perceived alignment with personal
values and lifestyle choices (Fullerton, 2003; Banerjee & Chaudhuri, 2022).

From a psychological perspective, Traylor (1981) posits that brand commitment re-
flects the degree to which a consumer perceives a brand as his only acceptable choice,
which reinforces his loyalty and reduces his propensity to switch to competitors. O’Reilly
and Chatman (1986) define it as a psychological bonding force, emphasizing the emo-
tional nature of the link between the consumer and the brand. In virtual sports contexts,
these emotional bonds are often intensified by digital touchpoints that offer continuous
interaction, personalized feedback, and gamified milestones that enhance engagement
(Phua, 2024).

2.3.1. Dimensions of Engagement: Assessment and Emotional Connection

Brand engagement is not only based on the consumer’s experience but also on their
emotional connection to the brand. Banerjee and Chaudhuri (2022) argue that this bond
acts as a driver of loyalty, influenced by both rational evaluations and affective factors.
Bari and Shahzadi (2022) reinforce this idea by pointing out that engagement develops
when there is a positive and consistent perception of the brand, ensuring its sustainability
over time. In digitally mediated events, engagement is sustained through technologies that
provide real-time performance tracking, social sharing functionalities and digital rewards,
which enhance both affective and calculative commitment (Liu et al., 2024).

Gundlach et al. (1995) and Pritchard et al. (1999) explain that brand commitment
is composed of social and psychological factors that motivate consumers to maintain a
stable relationship. Along these lines, Geyskens et al. (1996) identify two types of com-
mitment: calculated commitment, based on the convenience and perceived cost-benefit
of maintaining the relationship with the brand, and affective commitment, based on emo-
tional attachment, which generates identification with the brand and long-term loyalty.
These two types of engagement can coexist to varying degrees depending on the type of
product or service, as well as the relationship that the consumer establishes with the brand
(Chatzopoulou & Tsogas, 2017; Gullupunar & Gulluoglu, 2013).

2.3.2. Engagement and Switching Costs: The “Dark Side” of Relationship Marketing

While brand engagement is generally associated with loyalty and satisfaction, some
authors warn about the negative effects of forced engagement. Fullerton (2005) mentions the
concept of continuity commitment, based on Becker’s (1960) parallel stakes theory, according
to which consumers stay in a relationship to avoid the loss of extra-relational benefits.

Fournier et al. (1998) describe this dynamic as the “dark side” of relationship market-
ing, where engagement is not exclusively due to a valuable relationship with the brand but
to factors such as a lack of viable alternatives, high switching costs or an established depen-
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dence on the company. In these cases, engagement ceases to be voluntary and becomes an
obligation, which can affect consumer satisfaction and perception in the long run.

2.3.3. Congruence, Trust and Commitment in Sporting Events

Beyond sponsorship and sport product consumption, congruence plays a central role
in the relationship between participants and sport events. It has been shown that when
runners perceive a strong congruence between their personal identity and the image of the
event, emotional bonds are generated that strengthen their trust in the organization, their
commitment to the event and their satisfaction with the experience (Martinez-Cevallos
et al., 2020).

In the sports context, trust in an event is influenced by the perceived congruence
between the sponsoring brands and the characteristics of the event. Biscaia et al. (2014)
analyzed the effectiveness of sponsorship in professional football, concluding that a greater
congruence between the sponsor and the event favours recall, recognition and, conse-
quently, a stronger perception of the organization’s credibility. This alignment generates a
sense of coherence that reinforces attendees’ confidence in the quality and professionalism
of the event.

In terms of engagement, Kaplanidou (2010) highlighted that the congruence between
the image of the event and the identity of the participants significantly influences their
loyalty. In prestigious events, such as the New York Marathon, runners who identify
with the history and values of the event show greater commitment, reflected in their
recurrent participation and the purchase of official products. In the case of virtual races,
the perception of congruence drives the dissemination of the event on social networks and
increases the intention to participate in future editions. Also, such as digitally mediated
marathons, participants” emotional and social connection to digital platforms (through
features like leaderboards, in-app communication, and virtual communities) has been
shown to significantly increase brand commitment and repeat participation (Waskowski &
Jasiulewicz, 2022).

Finally, in terms of satisfaction, Martinez-Cevallos et al. (2024) found that when run-
ners perceive that the image of the event aligns with their personal values, their satisfaction
with the experience increases significantly. This congruence reinforces their intention to
recommend the event and to repeat their participation in future editions.

These findings highlight that congruence not only impacts consumers’ initial percep-
tion but also influences their trust, engagement and satisfaction in the long term. In this
sense, Alguacil et al. (2019) highlights the importance of implementing branding strategies
aligned with the identity of participants, in order to optimize their experience and foster
their loyalty at sporting events.

2.3.4. Relationship Between Commitment, Trust and Satisfaction

Trust and commitment are two interconnected pillars of relationship marketing. Mor-
gan and Hunt (1994) demonstrated that trust directly influences commitment, which in
turn impacts consumer behaviour. In the same vein, Sargeant and Lee (2004) argue that
commitment is a mediating construct derived from satisfaction and trust, facilitating cus-
tomer retention.

From a marketing channel perspective, Morgan and Hunt (1994) and Kumar et al.
(1994) argue that commitment is an indicator of solidarity and cohesion, encouraging
firms to prioritize long-term benefits over short-term opportunistic strategies. Similarly,
Geyskens et al. (1996) suggest that interaction and constant exchanges strengthen trust and
commitment, leading to more sustainable business relationships.
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2.3.5. Engagement in Sport: Impact on the Recommendation

Engagement in sport is a key factor in the relationship between consumers and sport
events, as it influences participants’ loyalty, satisfaction and willingness to recommend
the event (word of mouth, WOM). In this context, engagement not only translates into
recurrent participation in sport events but also into emotional connection with the brand
identity (Pan & Phua, 2021).

Martinez-Cevallos et al. (2020) found that the brand image of a sporting event signifi-
cantly influences the level of engagement of its participants, highlighting that a positive
perception of the brand translates into greater loyalty and a greater willingness to recom-
mend the experience. Similarly, J. L. Chen and Wang (2021) note that brand positioning and
event marketing strategies have a direct impact on consumer loyalty, mediated by brand
identification and brands’ personality.

Another key aspect of engagement in sport is its differentiation by demographic and
emotional factors. Amor et al. (2022) analyzed the influence of gender on brand recom-
mendation in e-sports events, concluding that the level of engagement varies according
to the consumer profile, which implies that loyalty strategies should be adapted to the
characteristics of the target audience.

This means that engagement in sport not only drives participant loyalty and satisfac-
tion, but also acts as a catalyst for positive WOM, strengthening the event’s image and
relationship with sponsors.

Hé. Brand commitment positively influences satisfaction in virtual sporting events.

H7. Brand commitment positively influences WOM intention in virtual sporting events.

2.4. Satisfaction
2.4.1. Conceptualization and Theories of Satisfaction

The study of customer satisfaction has been developed since the late 1960s, establishing
itself as a key concept in research on service quality and customer loyalty. Pioneering
research such as that of Cardozo (1965) and Howard and Sheth (1969) explored its impact
on purchasing behaviour, laying the foundations for its subsequent study.

Oliver (1981) conceptualized satisfaction as the evaluation of the surprise inherent in
obtaining a product and the consumption experience, understanding it as an emotional and
cognitive phenomenon. Later studies extended this definition: Fornell (1992) and Olsen
et al. (2005) agreed that satisfaction is an overall evaluation made by the consumer after
the purchase, describing it as a positive emotional state associated with the product or
service experience.

The importance of satisfaction in business management has been widely documented.
Llorens and Fuentes (2000) pointed out that high levels of satisfaction are directly related
to businesses’ success and profitability, making it a key indicator of organizational per-
formance. Bitner (1990) and Claver et al. (1999) argued that satisfaction arises from the
comparison between expectations and perceptions of the product or service performance,
establishing that, if expectations are met or exceeded, satisfaction is generated; otherwise,
dissatisfaction appears.

Satisfaction not only impacts the business—customer relationship but can also affect
organizational performance in the long run. Moliner and Fuentes (2011) noted that a
negative customer experience can reduce customer loyalty and have adverse effects on
corporate profitability. Similarly, Elasri Ejjaberi et al. (2015) found that a satisfactory
experience increases customer loyalty and repurchase intention.
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2.4.2. Satisfaction and Marketing

The concept of satisfaction has been integrated into marketing strategies as a fun-
damental pillar in customer retention and building sustainable customer relationships.
Celestino and Biencinto (2012) emphasize that satisfaction should be at the heart of market-
ing strategies, as it is not only about making sales but also about ensuring that products
and services meet the needs of users.

Luna-Arocas and Mundina (1998) argue that satisfaction should be part of the com-
pany’s philosophy, influencing strategic planning and marketing decision-making. Along
these lines, Calabuig et al. (2010) argue that knowing the elements that generate con-
sumer satisfaction allows organizations to improve their value proposition and strengthen
customer loyalty.

Positive WOM (word of mouth) is one of the clearest manifestations of the impact of
satisfaction in marketing. Morales and Hernandez (2004) argue that user loyalty is directly
affected by their level of satisfaction, implying that a positive experience encourages brand
recommendations, while a negative experience may deter new customers.

In terms of perceived quality, Chelladurai and Chang (2000) and Kang and James
(2004) emphasize that consumer satisfaction is closely linked to service quality, making it a
key criterion in business management and strategic decision-making.

2.4.3. Satisfaction in Virtual and Technologically Mediated Sporting Events

With the advent of digital platforms and the rise of virtual marathons during the
COVID-19 pandemic, the concept of satisfaction has expanded beyond physical event expe-
riences. Phua (2024) notes that technological mediation through mobile applications, GPS
tracking and virtual social interactions have significantly shaped user satisfaction in virtual
marathons, enabling a continuity of emotional engagement and perceived authenticity
despite the absence of in-person competition.

Similarly, Woyo and Nyamandi (2022) found that satisfaction in virtual race environ-
ments is linked to elements such as symbolic engagement, flexibility of participation and
the sense of community fostered by digital tools. In this sense, Kim et al. (2018) state that
both social presence and digital interaction can improve satisfaction as they align identity
with personal achievements. However, they also indicate that virtual interaction does not
always bring favourable experiences, since it is necessary to make participant feel truly
connected, in line with the previously commented sense of community.

2.4.4. Relationship of Satisfaction with Trust, Commitment and WOM

Satisfaction is a key variable in customer relationship management, and its impact
extends to multiple dimensions, especially trust, commitment and WOM. Giese and Cote
(2000) argue that satisfaction is an emotional state derived from the consumer’s interaction
with the brand, suggesting that it influences the building of long-term trust.

The link between satisfaction and engagement has also been extensively documented.
Elasri Ejjaberi et al. (2013) argue that satisfaction is a key determinant of consumer en-
gagement with the brand, as a positive experience reinforces the perception of value and
fosters continuity in the relationship. Sarstedt et al. (2014) reinforce this idea, noting that
satisfaction drives repurchase intention and customer loyalty. This becomes even more
relevant in virtual sports settings, where traditional interpersonal trust cues are replaced
by technological reliability and perceived brand integrity.

In the context of WOM, Okayasu et al. (2016) explain that satisfaction influences the
spread of opinions among consumers. Studies such as those by Albayrak and Caber (2015)
and Oliver (2010) have confirmed that satisfied customers are more willing to recommend
a brand or event, which generates an organic and effective marketing strategy.
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2.4.5. Satisfaction in the Sport Context

The study of satisfaction has become particularly relevant in sport management,
where it has become a key indicator of spectator and participant experience in sport events.
Biscaia et al. (2023) and Calabuig et al. (2021) highlight that satisfaction in this field is
understood as the customer’s evaluation of the fulfilment of their expectations in relation
to the sport event or service. From a more specific perspective, Yoshida and James (2010)
define satisfaction in sport as a “pleasurable and satisfying response to the entertainment
of a sport competition and/or the ancillary services provided during an event” (p. 340).
This satisfaction can be determined both by the quality of the spectacle and by ancillary
elements such as the logistics of the event, the comfort of the facilities and interaction with
the event community.

The impact of satisfaction on sport marketing is significant. Morales et al. (2009) argue
that competitiveness in sport organizations requires the development of differentiation
strategies focused on user satisfaction. Dorado (2006) highlights that satisfaction in sport
events is closely related to the perceived quality of the event, influencing the loyalty of
attendees and their intention to participate in future editions. In terms of promotion and
recommendations, Martinez-Cevallos et al. (2024) have found that satisfaction at sporting
events not only impacts repurchase intention but also acts as a key factor in generating
positive WOM. Studies such as Okayasu et al. (2016) reinforce the importance of satisfaction
in spectator retention, suggesting that a positive experience increases the likelihood that
attendees will share their experience and recommend the event to others.

Finally, Oliver (2010) stresses that satisfaction at sporting events must be managed
strategically, ensuring that the user experience is consistent with the image of the brand
or event. This involves detailed planning in terms of service, spectator experience and
brand communication, thus ensuring user loyalty and strengthening the identity of the
sporting event.

HS. Satisfaction with the event has a positive effect on consumers’ intention to recommend the
event (WOM).

2.5. Future Intentions—WOM: Concepts and Theories

The concept of word of mouth (WOM) has been extensively studied in the consumer
behaviour and marketing literature, standing out as one of the main forms of interpersonal
communication that influences purchase decision-making (Triantafillidou & Siomkos, 2014).
WOM can be manifested orally or in writing, with the rise of social media enhancing its
reach through electronic word of mouth (eWOM) (Tsai & Bui, 2021).

Future intentions, on the other hand, refer to the consumer’s predisposition to repeat
a purchase, attend an event again or recommend a product or service (Vegara-Ferri et al.,
2020). Han and Hyun (2013) argue that the congruence between brand image and consumer
perception is key in generating loyalty and recommendations, as it directly influences
perceived quality and user satisfaction. From a psychological perspective, [smail (2022)
explains that consumers trust the recommendations of their acquaintances more than
companies’ own marketing strategies, making WOM a determining factor in repurchase
and loyalty intentions.

2.5.1. Relationship Between WOM and Marketing

In marketing, WOM is considered an essential factor in building brand reputation, as
recommendations from other consumers have a stronger impact on the perceived value
of products than traditional advertising (You & Hon, 2021). Tsai and Bui (2021) highlight
that WOM through social media has changed the dynamics of consumption, as purchase
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decisions are increasingly influenced by virality and digital feedback. Furthermore, the
intention to share opinions about a product or service is not only motivated by customer
satisfaction but also by perceived brand identity and congruence (Maisam & Mahsa, 2016).
When consumers feel that a brand represents their values and lifestyle, they are more
willing to share their experience with others, generating a positive WOM and contributing
to long-term loyalty (Segota et al., 2022).

2.5.2. Relationship of WOM to Congruence, Commitment, Trust and Satisfaction

WOM is closely linked to variables such as congruence, commitment, trust and sat-
isfaction: éegota et al. (2022) found that a self-image congruent with a brand or tourism
destination increases the likelihood of generating positive WOM. In the consumer domain,
Han and Hyun (2013) argue that perceived congruence strengthens the customer’s relation-
ship with the brand, leading to trust and more frequent recommendations. Amenuvor and
Tark (2020) argue that pre-consumption information seeking reinforces WOM intention, as
consumers who are committed to a brand tend to share their experience to influence the
decisions of others. Ismail (2022) reinforces this idea by noting that love for and trust in a
brand drives consumers to generate positive WOM.

Satisfaction is another key factor in WOM intention. Triantafillidou and Siomkos
(2014) showed that consumers satisfied with an experience are more likely to share positive
recommendations, while dissatisfied consumers tend to generate negative WOM. Du et al.
(2020) argue that the impact of social networks on satisfaction with a sport event amplifies
WOM communication, which influences the perception of future consumers.

2.5.3. WOM and Future Intentions in the Sport Context

WOM also plays a key role in the sport industry, particularly in sport event manage-
ment and spectator experience. Vegara-Ferri et al. (2018) note that the factors influencing
sports tourists’ intention to attend an event again are directly related to previous experience
and recommendations from other attendees. The role of eWOM is increasingly relevant
in this context. Lai et al. (2022) found that trust in digital sport events and community
membership influence the intention to share WOM on social networks. Newland and
Yoo (2021) argue that active participants of sport events are more likely to recommend
the experience through WOM, which has an impact on the growth and sustainability of
the event. Another important aspect is the effect of sport nostalgia on WOM. Rajendran
and Arun (2021) found that positive emotions derived from sport nostalgia increase the
intention to share experiences through eWOM and the intention to return to future events.

2.5.4. Hypothesis and Structural Model

The general objective is to examine the relationships between brand—consumer con-
gruence, trust, commitment, satisfaction and word-of-mouth intentions in the context of a
virtual marathon, using structural equation modelling (SEM) as the analytical technique
(see Figure 1). This model proposes eight hypotheses that constitute the specific objectives
of the research. On the one hand, it is intended to test whether the relationships established
between congruence, trust and commitment show a significant influence, constituting an
antecedent to subsequently see whether trust and commitment are capable of significantly
predicting both satisfaction and event recommendations, and finally, to test whether event
participant satisfaction is capable of significantly predicting event recommendations, and if
so, to what extent it does so.
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Figure 1. Structural model.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Sample

The target population of this study is the 2400 participants of the Medellin-Colombia
Virtual Marathon. Virtual races are organized sporting events in which participants complete
the race distance independently using mobile applications or GPS-enabled devices to track
their performance. These events allow runners to participate from different locations and at
flexible times, while still being part of a shared experience through leaderboards or common
result platforms (Phua, 2024; Woyo & Nyamé&e, 2022). Given the nature of the event and the
relevance of its participants to the research objectives, purposive non-probability sampling
was employed. This approach enabled the researchers to access a specific and accessible
population aligned with the study’s focus on virtual sporting experiences.

To achieve the objective of the study, quantitative research was carried out by means
of a questionnaire, which was administered to the participants, obtaining 1339 responses,
of which 1039 were valid. The data were obtained by means of purposive probability or
convenience sampling, and a confidence level of 95% was estimated, with a sampling error
of £4.05%. Of the total sample, 69.5% (n = 712) were men and 30.5% women (n = 317),
aged between 18 and 80 years and with a mean of 40.4 (£10.57) years. Regarding their
employment status, 896 participants were employed, representing 88.30%, followed by
45 participants who were retired (4.30%), as well as 43 participants, representing 4.10%,
who were unemployed and 34 who were students (3.30%). The Medellin-Colombia Virtual
Marathon was organized as a virtual edition of the traditional Medellin Marathon, held
annually in Colombia. This virtual format allows runners to complete their races indi-
vidually using GPS-enabled tracking apps, while still participating in a coordinated and
branded competition.

3.2. Instrument

A questionnaire composed of different dimensions related to the brand perception of
the event participants was used for data collection. Five study variables were defined for
this research: congruence, commitment, trust, satisfaction and recommendation (WOM).
Validated scales, existing in the scientific literature, were used and adapted for this research
(see Table 1). Specifically, for the measurement of congruence, the Grace and O’Cass (2005)
scale was used, which consists of a total of 4 items, and for the study of trust, 1 item
was taken from the study by Caceres and Paparoidamis (2007) and 1 item from the study
by Donio et al. (2006). On the other hand, to assess commitment, the Fullerton (2005)
and Hennig-Thurau (2004) scales were used, extracting 2 items and 3 items, respectively.
For satisfaction, the scale of Hightower et al. (2002) was used, consisting of 3 items, as
was the scale for assessing recommendation by Zeithaml et al. (1996). This selection of
items was made under the criteria of a selection of sports management and marketing
experts, based on previous research and doctoral theses. The scales used in the study were
shown to be reliable, with Cronbach’s alpha values far exceeding the established criterion
by Hair et al. (2006), which indicates that the Cronbach’s alpha value should be greater
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than 0.70 («Congruence = 0.88; oTrust = 0.88; xCommitment = 0.95; «Satisfaction = 0.90;
aWOM = 0.87). The adaptation of the items simply consisted of indicating the name of
the event in the corresponding place, substituting other names used in the original scale.
For instance, in the trust scale, the original items read “my supplier really takes care of
my needs as a customer” and “I feel that I completely trust these firm activities and its
products”. In this case, as shown in Table 1, instead of “My supplier” and instead of “This
firm”, the Medellin Marathon was indicated, which is the name of the service brand.

Table 1. Instrument.

Variable Statement
The image of this brand is in accordance (congruent) with my own image.
Congruence Participating in this race reflects who I am.
(Grace & O’Cass, 2005) People similar to me participate in this race.
The type of person who usually participates in this race is very similar to me.
Trust The Medellin Marathon cares about my needs as a customer.
(Caceres & Paparoidamis, 2007; I feel that I have full confidence in the activities and services of the
Donio et al., 2006). Medellin Marathon.
I feel emotionally attached to the Medellin Marathon.
C . The Medellin Marathon means a lot to me.
ommitment

(Fullerton, 2005; Hennig-Thurau, 2004).

I feel strongly identified with the Medellin Marathon.
My relationship with the Medellin Marathon is important to me.
If the Medellin Marathon were to cease to exist, it would be a great loss to me.

Satisfaction

(Hightower et al., 2002).

I am happy with the experiences I have had in this race.
I have been satisfied with my experiences in this race.
I really enjoy participating in this race

WOM

(Zeithaml et al., 1996).

I'will participate in the Medellin Marathon next year.
I will recommend participation in the Medellin Marathon.
I will speak well of the Medellin Marathon to other people if they ask me.

In all cases, the scales had a 5-point Likert-type response option, where 1 showed
strong disagreement and 5 showed strong agreement. The data were collected through a
digital questionnaire administered via the LimeSurvey platform, which was distributed
immediately after the virtual race. The event organizers used their official communication
channels to email the survey link to their participant database, allowing respondents to
complete it online independently and securely. This study did not require IRB approval due
to the anonymous and non-invasive nature of the survey, in accordance with the regulations
of the host institution. All participants gave informed consent before participating in the
online questionnaire.

3.3. Statistical Analysis

The data analyses were carried out using EQS version 6.4 structural equation mod-
elling software. Firstly, the measurement model was analyzed by means of a confirmatory
factor analysis, to check that the factors that make up this model met the reliability and
validity criteria recommended in the literature. Afterwards, the structural model was
analyzed to check whether the proposed relationships were significant and, if so, to what
extent they were established. The aim was to determine the extent to which the proposed
model is capable of predicting the variables of interest.

4. Results
4.1. Measurement Model

In order to create the measurement model, a confirmatory factor analysis was carried
out to verify that the instrument used obtained adequate values in terms of psychometric
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properties (see Table 2). With this, it could be observed that the values of the fit indices
exceeded the standard of 0.90 established by Hu and Bentler (1999) as a criterion, which
reflects adequate values (NFI = 0.93; NNFI = 0.93; CFI = 0.94; IFI = 0.94). Likewise, with
respect to the root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA) value, this reflected
a value of 0.06 below the line of the criterion set at 0.08 by Browne and Cudeck (1992).
Regarding the reliability and validity values for each construct, the reliability values
showed that both the composite reliability and Cronbach’s alpha were above the established
criterion of 0.70 (Hair et al., 2006), in the same way that the average variance extracted (AVE)
values exceeded the value of 0.50 in each factor (Fornell & Larcker, 1981) in the congruence
variable (FC = 0.87 and AVE = 0.68), the trust variable (FC = 0.91 and AVE = 0.82), the
commitment variable (FC = 0.95 and AVE = 0.84), the satisfaction variable (FC = 0.92 and
AVE = 0.76) and the WOM variable (FC = 0.88 and AVE = 0.73). In terms of convergent
validity, we also see how the factor weights of each factor were above the criterion of 0.60
(Bagozzi & Yi, 1988).

Table 2. Reliability and validity of latent constructs.

Construct Items B FC AVE R?
1 0.789 0.627
Congruence 2 0.862 0.769
(F1) 3 0.843 0.87 0.68 0.778
4 0.756 0.623
5 0.844 0.784
Trust (F2) 6 0.933 0.91 0.82 0.852
7 0.896 0.812
Commitment 8 0.925 0.869
(F3) 9 0.965 0.95 0.84 0.898
10 0.946 0.865
11 0.787 0.523
Satisfaction 12 0.940 0.812
(F4) 13 0.896 0.92 0.76 0.803
14 0.866 0.645
15 0.733 0.543
WOM (F5) 16 0.942 0.88 0.73 0.834
17 0.898 0.776

4.2. Structural Model

With regard to the structural model, brand variables such as congruence, trust and
commitment have been introduced as independent variables. To these, satisfaction was
added as an antecedent outcome variable of WOM. Therefore, the model was made up of
five factors (see Figure 2), with the purpose of testing the hypotheses that were put forward,
among the different relationships of the variables. The first factor was congruence (F1),
then trust (F2), commitment (F3), satisfaction (F4), and WOM (F5). The results indicate
that congruence (F1) is an antecedent element of trust (F2) (H1), and on commitment (F3)
(H2), also, it is corroborated that trust (F2) significantly influences the commitment felt by
the participants of the event (F3) (H3). It is also confirmed that both trust (F2) (H4) and
commitment (F3) (H6) significantly influence the satisfaction of event participants (F4).
And that these two elements, both trust (F2) (H5) and commitment (F3) (H7), also have a
significant influence on WOM (F5). Finally, it is confirmed that satisfaction (F4) (HS) is also
an antecedent element of WOM (F5).
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Figure 2. Model of causal relationships. Note. * = Statistically significant value.

As for the structural equation modelling (SEM), the following indicators assessing the
goodness of fit of the models have been considered: Satorra—Bentler adjusted Chi-square
(S-Bx?), S-Bx? divided by degrees of freedom, the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA, values below 0.08 indicate adequate fit), the non-normalized fit index (NNFI)
and the comparative fit index (CFI). For all indices except RMSEA, values above 0.90 in-
dicate an adequate fit (MacCallum & Austin, 2000). The results [S-Bx? (df) = 523.46 (111);
NNFI = 0.936, CFI = 0.948, RMSEA = 0.061] imply an adequate model fit. The model
explains 65% of the variance of WOM (R? = 0.65, p < 0.01). Analysing the importance of
each of the variables, it is noticeable that all variables have a positive effect on the depen-
dent variables (see Table 3). With regard to the first part of the model, which concerns the
brand variables, it can be seen that all of them significantly predict the dependent variable.
Thus, congruence (3 = 0.61; p < 0.05) has a strong predictive effect on broker confidence,
explaining 36% of its variance. Similarly, congruence is a predictor of runners’ commitment
to the marathon organization (3 = 0.52, p < 0.05). In turn, trust significantly predicts com-
mitment (3 = 0.33, p < 0.05). Commitment is 54% explained by the contributions of trust
and congruence. In terms of runner satisfaction with the marathon experience, both trust
(B =0.61, p <0.05) and commitment (3 = 0.21, p < 0.05) are good predictors. It clearly stands
out how trust exerts a very strong weight in this relationship. Finally, the runners’ future
behavioural intentions (WOM) are explained (R% = 0.65) by a strong effect of satisfaction
(B =0.49, p < 0.05). This is followed by trust (3 = 0.26, p < 0.05) and commitment (3 = 0.20,
p <0.05).

Table 3. Results of the structural model.

Hypothesis B T Value Significance
H1: Congruence-Trust 0.61 22.30 ** Supported
H2: Congruence-Commitment 0.52 12.07 ** Supported
H3: Trust-Commitment 0.33 7.95 ** Supported
H4: Trust-Satisfaction 0.61 13.99 ** Supported
H5: Trust-WOM 0.21 13.95 ** Supported
H6: Commitment-Satisfaction 0.26 5.87 ** Supported
H7: Commitment-WOM 0.20 6.760 ** Supported
HS8: Satisfaction-WOM 0.49 10.80 ** Supported

Note. 3 = Standardized Coefficient; ** = p< 0.01.

5. Discussion

In the field of sport management, brand variables such as congruence, trust and
commitment have been little studied. However, in recent years, these variables have
gained interest, especially in sport marketing (Martinez-Cevallos et al., 2020; Lai et al., 2022;
Sotiriadou et al., 2025). The same applies to the field of virtual sporting events, which is
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a little-studied area that is becoming increasingly important due to the commitment of
many organizers to bring their services to the virtual environment, making it increasingly
attractive for analysis (S. S. Chen & Zhang, 2025; Chung et al., 2025; Helsen et al., 2022). This
study attempts to validate the appropriateness of the scales used, given that understanding
these variables is essential to analyze consumer behaviour in sport events and their impact
on satisfaction and word of mouth (WOM) (Alonso Dos Santos et al., 2024a; Newl& & Yoo,
2021; Vegara-Ferri et al., 2020).

Within the sports marketing context, the congruence between consumer identity and
event brand has shown a significant relationship with participant trust and engagement.
These findings are consistent with those reported by Pan and Phua (2021), who note that
strong brand identification at sporting events increases trust and, consequently, engagement
with the event. Likewise, Koo and Lee (2019) found that congruence between the sponsor
and the event significantly influences consumers’ perceptions, especially when there is
a high level of sport involvement. These authors highlight that perceived congruence
strengthens trust in the event and fosters recommendation intention, highlighting the
importance of aligning brand values with participants’ expectations. Furthermore, Segota
et al. (2022) found that congruence between self-image and brand directly influences WOM
intention, demonstrating its importance in marketing strategies. Previous research, such as
that of Sirgy et al. (1997), already suggested that self-image congruence is a determining
factor in consumer preference, an idea that has more recently been corroborated in the
context of sport (Gulavani et al., 2025; C. Zhang & Chen, 2020).

The results show that trust is a key mediating variable between congruence and
commitment, as well as between commitment and satisfaction. This finding is consistent
with Martinez-Cevallos et al. (2024), who found that trust in a sport event is not only built
through the direct experience of the runner but also through the perception of professional
and reliable event management. Similarly, recent research such as that of Lai et al. (2022)
highlights the importance of trust in strengthening emotional and cognitive attachment to
the event. In the same vein, Ismail (2022) mentions that trust influences repurchase intention
through WOM, suggesting a direct relationship between these variables. Additionally,
Delgado-Ballester and Munuera-Aleméan (2012) argue that trust is a key determinant of
consumer loyalty, which has also been confirmed in the context of sport services (Akoglu &
Ozbek, 2021; Cuesta-Valifio et al., 2023; Deng et al., 2025).

The relationship between congruence, trust and WOM has been evidenced in this
study, showing that a positive perception of congruence increases both trust and the
willingness to recommend the event. This result is consistent with the findings of Han
and Hyun (2013), who highlight that congruence between brand image and consumer
perception boosts trust and promotes WOM. Furthermore, Segota et al. (2022) identified
that a high congruence not only improves trust but also significantly increases the intention
to recommend the event. This relationship has also been highlighted in the study by Ekinci
and Hosany (2006), where a higher congruence in sports tourism was found to increase
recommendation and satisfaction rates among attendees.

Likewise, trust and commitment are closely related in the sport context, with a direct
impact on WOM intention. Pan and Phua (2021) found that trust acts as an antecedent
to engagement and that both factors are determinants of intentions to recommend the
event. Ismail (2022) argues that trust in a brand becomes a driver for engagement and
WOM, especially when consumers feel that the brand meets their expectations. Similarly,
in the context of sporting events and brands, it has been found that participants who trust
a brand are more loyal to it (Deng et al., 2025) and are also more likely to recommend it
(Martinez-Cevallos et al., 2020). Morgan and Hunt (1994) had already suggested that trust
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is one of the bases for developing a stable relational commitment, an approach that finds
support in recent studies, such as that of Nguyen et al. (2021), on virtual sporting events.

It is also the case that engagement has been shown to be a determining factor in par-
ticipants’ satisfaction and WOM. Triantafillidou and Siomkos (2014) argue that emotional
engagement with a sport experience increases satisfaction and, therefore, the willingness
to recommend it. Vegara-Ferri et al. (2020) concluded that sport event attendees who
experience a high satisfaction tend to share their experience with others, which reinforces
positive WOM. In this study, it was observed that participants engaged in the Medellin
Virtual Marathon showed high levels of satisfaction and a strong intention to recommend it.
This relationship aligns with Bowden (2009), who describes engagement as an intermediate
phase between satisfaction and future behavioural intention and who has been recently
corroborated by studies on mass events such as Garcia-Fernandez et al. (2021).

Finally, satisfaction has emerged as a determinant variable in the intention to rec-
ommend the event, which coincides with the studies of Vegara-Ferri et al. (2020), who
point out that a satisfactory experience significantly increases the likelihood of positive
WOM. Similarly, Triantafillidou and Siomkos (2014) indicate that satisfaction acts as a direct
predictor of the desire to share positive experiences, particularly in the context of sporting
events that provide memorable and personalized experiences. Furthermore, Lai et al. (2022)
found that WOM generated from satisfaction has a direct impact on future participation,
highlighting the importance of continuously monitoring this variable. Previous research
such as Oliver (1997) and more recent research such as Y. Chen et al. (2022) have identi-
fied that satisfaction not only predicts WOM but also increases repurchase intentions and
emotional engagement with the brand.

6. Conclusions

This study has allowed us to analyze the influence of the variables of congruence, trust,
commitment, satisfaction and WOM in the context of virtual sporting events, using the
Medellin Virtual Marathon as a case study. The results obtained confirm that these variables
maintain significant relationships with each other, which underlines their relevance for
understanding and managing the behaviour of participants in this type of event.

Congruence between the image of the participant and the image of the event has been
found to be a determining factor in the development of trust and commitment. Trust, on
the other hand, acts as a mediating variable in the relationships between congruence and
commitment, as well as between commitment and satisfaction. It has also been shown that
engagement has a direct influence on WOM, encouraging runners to share their experience
with others.

Satisfaction is presented as a direct determinant of WOM, showing that a satisfactory
experience not only generates a positive perception of the event but also increases the
likelihood that participants will recommend it. These findings confirm the dynamic inter-
relationship between the variables analyzed, highlighting their importance in predicting
participants’ future intentions.

The instrument used in this study has been shown to be adequate in its psychometric
properties, which supports the reliability and validity of the measurements made. Similarly,
the structural model proposed has shown a satisfactory fit, allowing a clear understanding
of the relationships between the variables studied.

7. Implications, Limitations and Future Lines of Research

In terms of the implications that can be drawn from the study, we find both theoretical
and practical ones. First, on a theoretical level, the study contributes to the scientific litera-
ture on sporting events and more specifically on virtual sporting events. A measurement
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model has been provided that has been shown to have adequate psychometric properties
to explain the future intentions of participants in virtual sporting events. This is a field that
has been little explored to date, so it provides relevant information for sports managers
to understand consumer behaviour in this context. Continuing with these theoretical
contributions, the model also shows the role of congruence in improving trust, as well as
the role of congruence and trust in improving commitment. These variables of trust and
commitment are fundamental for consumers to have a good experience with the organiza-
tion. In addition, it has been verified that participant/event congruence is a good starting
variable for triggering the rest of the variables, which supports theoretical frameworks
based on theories such as Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957).

Secondly, on a practical level, this study provides relevant information for sports
managers. Given the importance of consistency, organizers must create a brand image
aligned with the values and aspirations of their participants, which means they must
develop well-researched communication campaigns based on an understanding of their
interests. This should improve their trust and commitment, contributing to their satisfaction
and willingness to recommend the event. This would benefit participants by providing
them with a better experience and would benefit organizers by increasing recommendations
for their event, contributing to its success. In relation to trust, this is even more relevant in
a virtual context where there is no physical contact. Therefore, organizers should focus on
creating a user-friendly and comfortable online environment, where aspects such as the
registration or payment process convey security. Commitment is also an aspect that can
be promoted by the organization, allowing participants to be part of the decision-making
process. In this sense, co-creation or corporate social responsibility actions can be useful.
Altogether, this should improve satisfaction and recommendations, serving as a powerful
tool that ensures the viability and stability of the event.

As for the limitations of the study and future lines of research, analyzing a single
virtual event reduces its generalizability. It would be interesting to replicate the study in
other virtual events, both in similar disciplines and in others, as well as in hybrid events
that combine face-to-face attendance with online access. This would allow us to see how
the variables behave based on these characteristics. Another positive point could be to
carry out longitudinal measurements, in which the perception of participants before and
after the event can be assessed to see what changes the event brings about. Regarding
the study variables, new ones could be included, as well as new approaches to analysis,
combining quantitative and qualitative methods, which can provide valuable information
from another perspective. Based on the results of the model, it would also be good to
analyze in depth the possible mediating effect of trust and commitment, as they seem to
play a key role in the relationship between brand perceptions and satisfaction in virtual
events. Finally, actions can be carried out by the organization related to the co-creation and
communication of appropriate corporate social responsibility.
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