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Examining the Mediating Relationship of “Play” on Ritual Enduring Involvement
Lee Phillip McGinnis, Washburn University

James W. Gentry. University of Nebraska

ABSTRACT
The focus of this study is the examination of the effects of

perceived sacredness of a particular consumer ritual on consumers’
level of “play” and enduring involvement. In this study, the socio-
logical concept of “play” is operationalized as flow, communitas,
and ecstasy. We also examine the relationship between the compo-
nents of play and enduring involvement and how play can serve as
a mediator. In a study of experienced golfers, play is found to
mediate the relationship between the perception of golf as being
sacred and one’s enduring involvement in the game.

INTRODUCTION
Belk, Walendorf, and Sherry (1989) examined sacredness as

consumption that exceeds everyday needs. They contended that
sacred consumption has the potential to become a vehicle of
transcendent experience. In this study, we examine the consump-
tion of a male-dominated ritual—golf—that we believe has the
potential to be considered sacred. We contend that the more people
consider a ritual domain to be sacred, the more likely they will gain
the positive outcomes of a ritual, which, in this case, are
operationalized as ecstasy, flow, and communitas. We also contend
that those who consider golf to be sacred will also experience higher
levels of enduring involvement, but such an effect will be mediated
by our conceptualization of “play” and the individual components
of play (communitas, flow, and ecstasy). In order to achieve
enduring involvement, we contend that perceptions of sacredness
are not enough; people need to experience the “fruits” of a ritual first
before they can establish enduring involvement (see Figure 1).
More specifically, we hypothesize that seeing golf as “sacred” will
have a direct effect on one’s enduring involvement, but also that
one’s experience of “play” will serve to enhance that relationship.

Golf may be considered a ritual because it satisfies the condi-
tions noted by Rook (1985), who asserts that ritual behavior can
include both everyday and extraordinary human experiences. More
specifically, ritual behaviors are positive and meaningful aspects of
life that occur in fixed, episodic sequences. These behaviors have
a tendency to be repeated over time in a dramatic and serious
fashion with inner intensity. Our background interviews and re-
search indicate that golf is definitely an activity that can be dramati-
cally scripted, treated with inner intensity, and repeated over time.

We begin this paper with an investigation into sacredness. We
then examine our conceptualization of play and discuss the indi-
vidual components (communitas, flow, and ecstasy) that comprise
play. Next, we explore the hypothesized relationships involving
sacredness, play, and enduring involvement. The results of these
relationships will be analyzed and discussed.

BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES

Sacred versus Profane
According to Durkheim (1915), sacred items are special

things, protected, isolated, separated, prohibited, and inaccessible.
Durkheim, as interpreted by Belk et al. (1989), saw sacred things
being beyond individual creation. He also contended that the sacred
could emerge collectively when society removes things from ordi-
nary human usage. Belk et al. (1989) contend that sacred does not
necessarily have to mean religious; some elements of life can have
no connection to religion and yet be revered, feared, and treated
with respect by consumers.

Belk et al. (1989) explain that sacredness can best be defined
in terms of contrasting it with the profane (i.e., the ordinary parts of
life). In determining sacredness then, it is important to consider its
opposition to the profane. Belk et al. (1989) came up with eleven
other properties of sacredness other than opposition to the profane
that make something sacred, including ritual, myth, kratophany,
hierophany, ecstasy and flow, and communitas. Belk et al. describe
communitas and myth as primarily social concepts, and ecstasy and
flow as primarily psychological. Sacred consumer domains poten-
tially fall under six categories: places, times, tangible things,
intangibles, persons, and experiences (Belk et al. 1989). We argue
that golf is especially susceptible to being considered sacred due to
its long, rich tradition, adherence to strict conduct and etiquette, and
how seriously people treat the game.

Play: Communitas, Flow, and Ecstasy
In this section, we examine the concept of “play” and demon-

strate how the game of golf is capable of providing a playful
experience. The term play or playfulness has been used in a variety
of contexts, but all definitions appear to describe play as a sense of
self-determined freedom without constraints. For example, Deegan
(1989, 1998) describes play as anti-structure in nature where one is
truly liberated from the underlying manipulative structures of
modern society. Holt (1995) describes play in a consumption
context as capturing the autotelic dimension, in which the con-
sumer-object-consumer interaction has no ulterior end. Play that is
not truly liberating is what Deegan (1989) calls “fun.”  Fun has the
appearance of play, but it is not. Fun, or “good times,” is the
outcome of rituals generated in such contexts as discrimination,
capitalism, bureaucracy, and technological control. Thus, Deegan
labels fun as a flawed communitas experience.

Based upon the definitions listed above, however, we contend
that play in the context of a sacred ritual experience can be defined
in terms of communitas, flow, and ecstasy. Even though more
constructs could be added in the context play, we restrict our use to
these in order to capture what we think are the most common
experiences gained from leisure activities such as golf. These
experiences, for the most part, closely coincide with Deegan’s
(1998) use of “play” and “playfulness,” which are key components
in the ritual framework.

Communitas: With communitas, social categories and status
disappear, and people of the same condition develop intense but
fleeting feelings of comradeship and egalitarianism. Authentic
communitas can be established as a result of play, “wherein each
member’s essential humanity is recognized and shared” (Deegan
1998, p. 7).

Flow: Flow is described as exceptional moments that stand out
as being the most memorable yet effortless in people’s lives. It is
akin to the concept of “being in the zone,” whereby a person loses
track of self-consciousness and time. During flow, “a person loses
contact with ordinary reality and experiences heighten sensory
appreciation and flow of time and space” (Deegan 1989, p. 26).
Flow is the serenity a person feels when the heart, will, and mind are
all on the same page (Csikzentmihalyi 1997).

Activities likely to produce flow include those that have clear-
cut yet challenging goals. “Conflicting desires, intentions, and
thoughts jostle each other in consciousness, and we are helpless to
keep them in line” (Csikzentmihalyi 1997, p. 28). Flow, or peak
experience, occurs when a person’s skills are fully engaged in
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accomplishing a challenging goal. It is evident that golf is capable
of producing a flow experience because it does provide clear-cut
goals as well as other attributes for its participants. Golf may be
particularly suited to such experiences due to its serene settings and
challenging nature.

Ecstasy: Ecstasy, for the purpose of this study, is the third
operationalized component of play. Belk et al. (1989) describe the
sacred as being capable of producing ecstatic experiences whereby
a person stands outside of one’s self. It has also been described as
a joy that arises from the transcendental reality of sacred things. In
addition, ecstasy is a momentary experience, which marks the
extraordinary character of sacred experiences (see Belk et al. 1989).
Ecstasy should be present in golf, as it is in settings such as baseball
spectating (albeit rare), due to its ability to create dramatic situa-
tions (e.g., the unexpected spectacular shot) and outstanding perfor-
mances (see Holt 1992). However, like flow and communitas, it is
unlikely that a person who feels alienated from a domain will
experience ecstasy due to the fact that the mind is not free from
disturbance. Alienation blocks the needed mental capacity to expe-
rience positive, if not transcendental, emotions.

Belk et al. (1989) describe communitas, flow, and ecstasy as
properties of sacredness. While perhaps a property of sacredness, it
appears from Belk et al.’s (1989) description that communitas
could also be an outcome of a sacred ritual experience. Belk et al.
(1989) describe ecstasy and flow in similar fashions, writing that
“the sacred is capable of producing ecstatic experiences” (p. 8),
while flow refers to the psychological “effect of participation in the
sacred” (p. 9). Deegan (1989) alludes to communitas as an outcome
of the ritual experience as well. In describing baseball spectating as
sacred ritual, Holt (1992) uses a passage from Turner (1969) that
suggests transcendent experience, or ecstasy, is an outcome of
sacred ritual. Overall, it is quite clear that all three components of
“play” (communitas, flow and ecstasy) are likely outcomes of a
sacred ritual experience; those who report higher levels of per-
ceived sacredness are likely to report higher levels of communitas,
flow, and ecstasy.

H1a: The greater one perceives golf to possess sacredness,
the greater the level of communitas.

H1b: The greater one perceives golf to possess sacredness,
the greater the level of flow.

H1c: The greater one perceives golf to possess sacredness,
the greater the level of ecstasy.

Sacredness and Enduring Involvement
Richins and Bloch (1986) suggest that enduring involvement

is the degree to which the product relates to the self or the pleasure
one receives from the product. Higie and Feick (1989) suggest that
enduring involvement is “an individual difference variable repre-
senting an arousal potential of a product or activity that causes
personal relevance” (p. 690). They found that enduring involve-
ment has two distinct components: hedonism and self-expression.
Based upon Belk et al.’s (1989) analysis of the sacred and what
emerges from things that are considered sacred (i.e., heightened
commitment), we argue that those who consider golf to be sacred
will also display higher levels of enduring involvement.

H2: The greater one perceives golf to possess sacredness, the
greater the level of enduring involvement.

We also contend that play reinforces the personal importance
of a ritual, which ultimately leads to one establishing enduring
involvement. When people experience salient aspects of play, such
as flow, they are likely to attempt to re-experience that state (Celsi
et al. 1993). Further, one can argue that having the desire to repeat
an activity can ultimately result in that activity becoming more
serious and central to that person, therefore helping that person
establish enduring involvement. In sum, we contend that experienc-
ing higher levels of play will lead to higher levels of enduring
involvement.

H3: The greater the level of play experienced while playing
golf, the greater the level of enduring involvement.

The Mediating Effect of Play in the Sacredness—Enduring
Involvement Relationship

Even though it is expected that higher levels of sacredness will
have a positive influence on enduring involvement, we also expect
that play and the components of play will mediate a relationship
between sacredness and enduring involvement. A variable is said to
serve as a mediator to the extent it explains the relationship between
a predictor and criterion (Baron and Kenny 1986). We contend that
when people experience the positive effects (communitas, flow,

FIGURE 1
The Mediating relationship of play

“Play”

Domain
Sacredness

Enduring
Involvement
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and ecstasy) of something they consider to be sacred, they are likely
to experience higher levels of enduring involvement than they
would without experiencing these effects. Play is that part of a ritual
that leads to ongoing pleasure and makes a person want to continue
in that activity and establish what is known as enduring involve-
ment. Play is also that part of ritual that helps a person make sense
of everyday life, makes a person feel alive, part of a community, and
re-energized (Deegan 1989). In short, we contend that play is that
part of a ritual that makes the meaning of an activity more salient
and more memorable. Thus, while sacredness is seen to lead to
enduring involvement in the game of golf, that relationship is
enhanced through the experience of play in the game’s rituals.

H4: The relationship between sacredness and enduring in-
volvement is mediated by the linear combination of
“play” and each of its individual components.

METHODOLOGY

Scale Development
The scales for this study were taken from the literature and

adapted to the context of golf or were created from conceptual
definitions. Enduring involvement and flow fall under the previous
category while domain sacredness, communitas, and ecstasy fall
under the latter. Each scale was tested on three different occasions
(not including the final survey) with undergraduate college stu-
dents. All scales were purified going through an iterative process
involving the analyses of item-to-total correlations and the explor-
atory factor analyses (see Gerbing and Anderson 1988).

For sacredness, we used conceptual definitions from Belk et
al. (1989) to create our items. Items were created from each of the
six domains of places, times, tangible things, intangibles, persons,
and experiences. We obtained a one-factor solution with six items
and an ending alpha of .84.

For the concept of play, which was operationalized through
communitas, flow, and ecstasy, scale purification was more simpli-
fied and straightforward. Using conceptual definitions from Belk et
al. (1989), Deegan (1989, 1998), Holt (1995), and Turner (1969),

we formulated a six-item scale, one-factor scale for communitas
that had a final alpha of .79. Flow, in our study, is a seven-item one-
factor scale developed largely from the conceptual definitions of
Belk et al. (1989), Csikzentmihalyi (1990, 1997), and Deegan
(1989, 1998) and from a scale from Stein et al. (1995). Flow had a
final alpha of .81. Ecstasy was also developed from conceptual
definitions taken from Belk et al. (1989). Ecstasy is a six-item, one-
factor scale with a final alpha of .84. The three constructs, which
were highly correlated, were combined to get an overall measure of
play, with an aggregate alpha of .90.

For the enduring involvement scale, items from both McIntrye
(1989) and Higie and Feick (1989) were adapted into a golf context
for this study. We also added some items that combined the use of
pleasure with one’s intent to play golf for the long run. Even though
it might be possible to argue that one’s long run intent bordered on
a behavioral outcome, we felt that such a component only added to
our understanding of the depth of one’s involvement in golf by
focusing on the time aspect of enduring involvement. Enduring
involvement in this study is a nine-item, two-factor scale with an
ending alpha of .86 (see Table 1).

Sample
In all, 2,000 questionnaires were sent to golfers belonging to

a midwestern state golf association, with 1,200 going to women.
The total list had over 17,000 names, with 14,683 men and 3,068
women. The list was cleaned of all names that had either incomplete
addresses or addresses of the participant’s home golf course. Once
all names were alphabetized, approximately every 18th name on the
men’s list was selected while every third name on the women’s list
was selected. A total of 165 surveys were returned due to insuffi-
cient or outdated addresses. The overall response rate for the mailed
questionnaires was 41.8 percent. The response rate for women
(43.5 percent) was slightly higher than that for men (39.3 percent).
A total of 767 surveys were entered.

RESULTS
We begin this section with a look at the construct means.

Enduring involvement had the highest mean (5.32) followed by

TABLE 1
Scale Reliabilities for Domain Sacredness, Play and Enduring Involvement (After Purification)

Scale Pretest 1 Pretest 2 Pretest 3 Final Survey

Domain Sacredness .84* (6 items)
    Places .92 .85 .74 .78
    Times .94 .93 .91 .73
    Tangibles .86 .88 .90 .90
    Intangibles .86 .78 .90 .83
    Persons .74 .88 .81 .84
    Experiences .81 .83 .87 .82

Play .90*
    Communitas NA .86 .86 .79
    Flow .85 .89 .89 .81
    Ecstasy NA .94 .90 .84

Enduring Involvement .96 .93 .93 .86 (2 factors)

NOTE—Some scale items may have been altered or added from one pretest to the next.
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flow (5.12) and communitas (4.98). Only the mean for ecstasy came
under the scale’s midpoint at 3.68, indicating that golfers experi-
ence few moments of ecstasy on the golf course (see Table 2).

In terms of our hypothesized relationships, results generally
went in the predicted direction. H1a through H1c tested whether a
positive relationship exists between sacredness and the compo-
nents of play: communitas, flow, and ecstasy. Each path was
significant at an alpha of .05. The standardized coefficient between
sacredness and communitas was .45 (p<.001), the path between
sacredness and flow was .53 (p<.001), and the path between
sacredness and ecstasy was .65 (p<.001). When run by years
playing golf, all of these paths were significant for both men and
women. The path between sacredness and the linear combination of
the play dimensions was also significant at .65 (p<.001). When this
latter path was run by sex, the value for men was .68 (p<.001) and
for women it was .63 (p<.001). Hypotheses H1a-H1c were sup-
ported. See Appendix 1 for the reported results.

With H2 we examined the relationship between sacredness
and enduring involvement. The direct effect of sacredness on
enduring involvement using a single predictor model was signifi-
cant (b=.56, p<.001). When run by sex, the effects were significant
for both men (b=.54, p<.001) and women (b=.57, p<.001). H2 was
supported (see Appendix 1).

With H3 we examined the relationship between play and
enduring involvement using both the linear combination of play and
each of its individual components. This relationship was significant
(b=.72, p<.001). It was also significant for men (b=.67, p<.001) and
women (b=.75, p<.001) separately. When each of the components
of play (communitas, flow, and ecstasy) was regressed individually
with enduring involvement, each path was significant (see Appen-
dix 1). Support for H3 was provided.

With H4, we examined the mediating relationship of play. The
mediating relationship of play between sacredness and enduring
involvement was partially supported, suggesting only partial me-
diation. We used a four-step process in which we first demonstrated
that the initial variable (domain sacredness) is correlated with the
criterion variable (enduring involvement). This value is called path
c. Secondly, we showed that the initial variable is correlated with
the mediator (play) (see Baron and Kenny 1986). This value is
called path a (see Figure 2). For the first path (c), the value was .56
(p<.001), while for the second path (a) the value was .65 (p<.001)
with a standard error of .02.

The third step involved setting up the initial variable (sacred-
ness) and the mediator (play) as predictors of enduring involvement
with both predictors entered at the same time. This step is used to
obtain values b and c’. For path b, or the relationship between play

TABLE 2
Means for Model Variables

Scale Grand 5 years 5 – 20 Over 20 F (sig.)
Mean or less years years

(N=767) (N=56) (N=362) (N=349)

Play 4.59 4.34 4.60 4.62 3.43 (.03)
    Comm. 4.98 4.65 4.92 5.08 8.51 (.00)
    Flow 5.12 4.94 5.12 5.14 1.35 (.26)
    Ecstasy 3.68 3.42 3.76 3.63 3.48 (.03)
Enduring Inv. 5.32 4.93 5.27 5.43 10.76 (.00)

Note—Scales ranged from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7).

FIGURE 2
The Mediating relationship of play

“Play”

Domain
Sacredness

Enduring
Involvement

a b

c'
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and enduring involvement, we obtained a value of .61 with a
standard error of .04. For c’ we obtained a value of .17.

In terms of our hypothesized relationships, results generally
went in the predicted direction. H1a through H1c tested whether a
positive relationship exists between sacredness to play is a and its
standard error is sa, and the path from play to enduring involvement
is b and its standard error sb. The goal is to divide the difference
between c (.56) and c’ (.17), or the product of a (.65) and b (.62), by
the value obtained from this formula. If this figure exceeds the
critical value of 1.96, there is a mediating effect. To achieve
complete mediation between sacredness and enduring involve-
ment, the effect of sacredness on enduring involvement must be
equal to zero. In our case, this value equaled .40 (p<.001), indicating
only partial mediation. Using the value of .026 (√b2sa

2 + a2sb
2 +

sa
2sb

2) obtained via the modified test of significance (see Baron
and Kenny 1986), the z-value of 15.38 for the mediated effect was
significant at the 1.96 critical value.

When the results were run by sex, the z-value for men was 8.10
while for women it was 13.60. Partial mediating effects were also
obtained for the components of play, whereby communitas, flow,

and ecstasy were individually tested as mediators. The mediating
role was the same for men and women. H4 was supported (see
Appendix 1).

DISCUSSION
The mediating relationship of play between sacredness and

enduring involvement is perhaps the most important finding in this
study. The significance of this partial mediator indicates that people
are more likely to establish enduring involvement in an activity,
especially one that might be considered a ritual, if they can experi-
ence the positive results of that ritual. While perhaps
commonsensical, this indicates to practitioners that although people
might hold an activity or product in the utmost or sacred esteem,
marketers would be better served if they fostered environments
conducive to establishing flow and communitas. Exploring such
environments in future studies would add more to our understand-
ing of  “playful” situations.

The study investigated experienced golfers’ perspectives;
these golfers had joined a state golf association, had played the
game for several years, and have established handicaps. Experience

APPENDIX 1
Standardized Regression Coefficients for Various Model Hypotheses

Path Coeff. Hypothesis Decision Regressed
w/ other

(X,Y) variables

DS, Play .65*
Men .68*
Women .63*

DS, Communitas .45* H1a Supported
Men .47*
Women .44*

DS, Flow .53* H1b Supported
Men .52*
Women .53*

DS, Ecstasy .65* H1c Supported
Men .68*
Women .64*

DS, EI .56* H2 Supported
.17*

Men .54* .16**
Women .57* .15*

Play, EI .72* H3 Supported .61*
Men .67* .56*
Women .76* .66*

Communitas, EI .58* H3 Supported .41*
Men .53* .37*
Women .60* .44*

Flow, EI .72* H3 Supported .58*
Men .64* .50*
Women .76* .63*

Ecstasy, EI .55* H3 Supported .32*
Men .51* .26*
Women .59* .38*

Note—DS = Domain Sacredness; EI = Enduring Involvement.  “Play” is the linear combination of communitas, flow, and ecstasy.
*p < .001
**p < .05
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in the game leads to the perception of its sacred elements, and the
experience of “play” enhances the relationship between sacredness
and enduring involvement. These findings represent the goal of the
golf industry in terms of the “love of the game.”

However, the study does not shed great light on the lived
experience of the beginning golfer. The golf industry as a whole is
experiencing a “churning effect,” as participants leave nearly at the
same rate that others enter. Given that the perception of sacredness
appears to grow with experience, beginners are unlikely to become
enduringly involved in the game because of the perception of golf
as being sacred. Thus, we expect that the role of play in establishing
enduring involvement is even more important for this segment.
While all participants “play” golf, clearly many do not experience
play. The golf industry needs to focus more attention to how it can
enhance flow, communitas, and ecstasy for this segment.

A contribution of this study is the effort to operationalize
“sacredness” and the components of “play.” While further work is
needed, at least we provide starting points.

CONCLUSION
Establishing enduring involvement is important in any con-

sumer domain because it leads to ongoing product-related informa-
tion search and transmission (Bloch 1981). In addition, people with
enduring involvement are likely to be opinion leaders, who influ-
ence others’ opinions in a particular product category or activity
(see Higie and Feick 1989).

As indicated by Holt (1992), baseball spectating may indeed
exist as a sacred ritual, but only to some of its participants. In this
study, golf may indeed exist as a sacred ritual to some participants,
but it must be ferreted out in a systematic way through demo-
graphic, behavioral, or other segmentation variables to determine
who in particular exhibits these characteristics. There appears to be
a difference in how many years a person plays golf and whether they
consider golf to be sacred. Future studies should not only consider
this variable, but others such as frequency of play, average golf
score, whether people play private versus public courses, and age of
golfer to determine different levels of perceived sacredness.

APPENDIX 2
Values for the Mediating Effect of Play and Its Components on the Domain Sacredness-Enduring Involvement

Relationship

Mediator a b a * b SE of Significance of
(X,M) (M,Y) (c- c’) Mediating a * b (z value)

Effect

Play .65 .62 .396 .026 15.38
Men .68 .60 .380 .047 8.10
Women .63 .64 .417 .031 13.60

Communitas .45 .42 .185 .017 11.13
Men .47 .40 .173 .028 6.12
Women .44 .43 .190 .021 9.22

Flow .53 .58 .306 .020 15.66
Men .52 .53 .258 .032 8.16
Women .53 .62 .334 .025 13.44

Ecstasy .65 .36 .209 .021 9.99
Men .68 .32 .178 .037 4.82
Women .64 .40 .244 .027 9.03

Note - z-values exceeding 1.96 indicate mediating relationship. Standardized coefficients are used for mediating effects.
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