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Introduction 

Innovation considered to be one of the most important factors in the economic develop-
ment of a company and a country. It has been extensively highlighted that the development 
of innovative activities, with the rise of service economy, ensures a diversified moderniza-
tion of processes and increases the competitiveness in relation to its competitors, improves 
productivity, welfare and employment, expands international trade and economic growth. 
Innovation brings benefits for consumers enabling them to meet their growing needs at 
lower prices. Through innovation social benefits are being presented, such as the ability to 
address social problems more quickly and efficiently. Our understanding of the innovation 
process has long been related to the notion of traditional manufacturing sector, which has 
led to a wrong conclusion about innovations in service (Gallouj, Savona, 2009; Gallouj, 
Windrum, 2009) and up to today the concept of service innovation and clarity has not 
improved over time (Gustafsson et al., 2020). Growing service sector is driving a more im-
portant need for innovative services, and innovative processes are increasingly common in 
service business environments, as innovation is considered in today’s world to be one of the 
most indispensable components of any business and an important indicator of its success. 
Although service innovation becomes increasingly important in consumers everyday life, 
there is often a problem in assessing service innovation, as the specific characteristics of 
services mean that they are not as easily measurable as manufacturing innovation. 

The main objective of this study is to assess service innovation in sport sector using 
Lemon Gym sports club chain company and its customers. 

1. Theoretical framework of service innovation 

Service innovation is described as a new service experience or solution in one or more of 
the following dimensions: new service design, new customer interaction, new value system/
business partners, new revenue model, new organisational or technological service delivery 
system (Hertog, 2010). A service is considered innovative when it differs in some feature 
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or use from a previous service, except routine improvements, seasonal changes and other 
minor changes are not considered innovation. In practice, most innovations seem to be a 
mix of major and minor changes and adaptations of existing services (Hertog, 2010). Tether 
(2005) highlights that there is not a unique pattern of innovation among firms in the service 
sector. Service innovation is also identified as a key source of value creation, which builds 
a clear customer focus (Gustafsson et al., 2020). Creating new or better value for customers 
is a fundamental goal of service innovation and is considered a competitive advantage for 
companies. This value that customers perceive and create through the use of the service is 
interconnected with the set of individual benefits that the service offers to its users. New 
services can be introduced in an already established both business or service sector and suc-
cessfully improve or reshape them. However, service created value is hard to capture, espe-
cially when technology is deployed (Grant et al., 2013). The service sector comprises a wide 
range of activities in transportation, government, education, healthcare, social and personal 
services, retail and wholesale trade, entertainment, hotels and restaurants, telecommunica-
tions and finance (Randhawa, Scerri, 2015). Service innovations include new services, new 
service delivery processes, new organisational structures or marketing strategies (Lapenta, 
Sorensen, 2017) and fundamentally differs from manufacturing innovation (Drejer, 2003). 
Services are in most cases considered to be intangible, with no physical characteristics, it is 
not possible to build up a stock of services. The absence of physical characteristic in itself 
means that service innovations are more difficult to patent, which leads to copying and 
competitors. A service does not exist without a customer, who is one of the main elements 
of the service process. This is why it is harder to assess a service as it is measured on the 
basis of the user’s perception and can most of the times be tested with relation to the cus-
tomer’s valuation. Services are heterogenic and cannot be completely identical due to the 
individual consumer perception and variability in service quality (Randhawa, Scerri, 2015).  
It is suggested that service innovation should emphasize the outcome of a development pro-
cess rather than how it was realized (Gustafsson et al., 2020). As service is fuzzy and difficult 
to define it is also difficult to measure its output and productivity (Morrar, 2014). 

2. Research framework

Using basic Hertog 4D model that classifies service innovation by four dimensions: new 
services, customer interface, service delivery system and technological capabilities, this pa-
per examines features of an innovative company, identifies internal and external factors in-
fluencing implementation of innovation process aspects in a low-tech sector service-based 
company. Empirical study aims to assess the value of service innovations implemented by 
an international sport company, which operates the LEMON chain of sports clubs in the 
Baltic countries of Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. A customer survey was carried out in the 
three countries. The survey data was collected through online questionnaire platform. Total 
number of respondents was 775. Data processing was carried out using SPSS (Statistical 
Package for Social Sciences) software. Following the analysis and interpretation of the data 
collected, a statistical hypothesis testing approach is applied to identify the relationships 
between different groups of users and the assessment of perception of service innovation. 
Mean, standard deviation and variance are calculated for data expressed on an interval and 
Likert scale, and frequencies are calculated for data expressed on a rank and nominal scale. 
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Cronbach’s alpha coefficient is calculated to check the internal consistency of the individual 
scales of the questionnaire. The non-parametric Mann-Whitney U test (for two independ-
ent samples) and Kruskal-Wallis (for three or more independent samples) test are used 
for the comparison of the calculated Likert scale data. The χ2 test (chi-square) is used to 
identify differences in responses between groups of respondents of different ages, and the 
proportions were additionally compared by means of a z-test.

Conclusions 

The results demonstrate that customers’ value perception of service innovation depends on 
the overall national and global environment. According to the results the global pandemic 
has redesigned the service innovation awareness in the sport sector, customers now give 
greater priority to improved hygiene, real-time monitoring of the number of customers 
in sport clubs, membership retention option. Some primary findings propose interesting 
insights that although the level of education has no effect on how service innovations is 
valued by customers, the age and gender of the customers do affect, which might be related 
to changes in general principles and lifestyle. Finally, customers that attend sport clubs less 
frequently value implementation of service innovation higher than the ones who attend 
gym on a frequent basis. 
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