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1.   Introduction

This report is going to investigate the customers’ journey in the retail sector and particularly in Sports Direct International plc. The analysis of the customer’s touchpoints would present information about the business environment and could help improvе the marketing strategies of the company. Furthermore, a more detailed approach would be used for this report to be thorough. The overall customer’s journey and experience are going to be considered in order to take a broader customer’s end-to-end view. Different marketing analytic tools would be presented in order for the evaluation to be clear and understandable. The data that would be collected from this study will be discussed in the interest of identifying the customers, the retail industry and the relationship between them. 


2. The purpose of the customer’s journey map 

To begin with, the customer’s end-to-end journey should be reviewed in depth, which could be done by using the customer journey mapping (CJM). The management tool has been praised by practitioners for its proven effectiveness. It has been growing in popularity and awareness and has made a reputation of having a great use in understanding the customer’s experience in an organization. (Rosenbaum, et al., 2017)
The more detailed the map is, the more could be known about the complexities of the experiences and impacts that participants have on the journey (customer service, media, technology, etc.). And then, the idea how to plan and arrange the journey to provide the best customer’s experience possible could be understood. (MCKNIGHT, 2017) 
The customer’s experience could be considered as one of the most important research challenges nowadays, presumably due to the increasing number and variety of customer’s touchpoints and the expectation that building clear and positive experiences on the journey would lead to developments to the business model by an increased presentation at multiple touch points. (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016) ‘’Here is where a Customer Touchpoint Management (CTM) strategy comes into play, helping optimise brand awareness and in turn, sell through.’’ (Godfrey, 2016) 
Consumer journey mapping's basic concept is built on the notion that clients communicate multiple times with organizations on different channels over an extended period of time. It's no secret that more consumers use multiple channels to reach companies (e.g. internet, in-store, kiosk, mobile devices, tablets). The pattern in customer’s behaviour does not slow down. The companies should focus on the experience, rather than on the products. (Myron, 2014) 


3. Identify touchpoints, pain point and the persona 

When looking at the consumer’s journey, the various touchpoints that a customer has with the company are a good place to look at first. Traditionally, touchpoints have been associated with media in terms of their existence, but nowadays, it seems crucial to view touchpoints in a broader perspective. (Ieva & Ziliani, 2018) Customers get to know a brand through several channels and touchpoints, which could include personal observation and use, word of mouth, communication with the company’s staff, online or telephone interactions and purchase transactions. A brand communication is any information-bearing interaction that a client has with the company, whether positive or negative. (Kotler, 2009) Positive one was found to be related to fulfilment and engagement, both of which were established as drivers of customer’s loyalty. (Ieva, 2018)  
The touchpoints of the consumers are different for every company, but in general there are few established ones, which could be considered as common for the purpose of understanding the marketing strategies of the organisations. They could be separated in groups, regarding their use and purpose. For example, the retail industry has consumer’s touchpoints that could be categorized as:
· In store experience (including customer assistance, order’s deliveries and returns assistance, purchases) 
· Company’s website and mobile app experience (browsing, online support, orders and purchases)
· Call centre customer service support
· Web presence (social medias activities – Facebook, Instagram, online advertisements, etc.)
· Traditional marketing advertising methods (leaflets, webinars, newspaper’s and magazine’s ads, TV, billboard, etc.) 
(Roberts, 2018)

For every touchpoint the company could seek the customers’ feedback. Through that the organisation could know which products and services the clients like and which they dislike and consequently act accordingly. (Bhasin, 2019) The pain points could be evaluated through deep analysis of the feedback in order to minimize the negative influence on the company.  
To implement the touchpoint into the marketing journey and to evaluate the marketing strategy the company should identify its personas. “Personas are archetypal users who embody the goals and aspirations of real users in an easy-to-assimilate and personable form.’’ (Haines & Mitchell, 2014) Personas are not real existing people, they are a profile of character that represents the interests of a group of actual customers. (Kerner, 2018) 

4. The main stages of the customer journey in the retail sector

Understanding and targeting the clients, their motivations, behaviour patterns, needs and intentions could help achieve amazing progression at every stage of the customer’s journey.   
4.1. Awareness 
This is the first stage of the customer’s journey. At this point, potential customers are facing some problem, need or want and are responsive to solutions.  It is also the point where the consumers are not aware of the company’s existence. The organisations should get the audience to know the brand, the goods and the value they offer. Using existing customer’s information, analysis and competitor’s client lists, the buyer personas could be built. (JUSTESEN, 2017)

4.2. Consideration
The potential purchaser has now clearly defined its need. The customer is in the middle of the sales marketing funnel and is evaluating the choices seriously. At this point, the company’s goal should be to make the consumer consider its products over the competitors’ ones. (Sarvaiya, 2019)

4.3. Customer service and purchase 
This stage could be considered as quite important. The helpful and polite member of staff on the shop floors are the key point in evaluating the customers’ experience. Even the online shopping needs to be supported by well-informed and carrying employees, in order to deal with the enquiries quickly and precisely.
Nowadays, methods of payment have become more complex. Considering the technology advancement, it could be said that every organisation should provide one of the latest versions of paying methods that would make the buyers satisfied and fulfilled while the payment is easy and fast. Furthermore, the organisations should think about the instore customer’s experience, as well as the online one. (Coston, 2016) (www.etpgroup.com, 2019)



4.4. Retention 
It is unquestionably one of the most important stages of the customer’s journey. It is much easier to maintain a current client than to get a new one. Companies need to invest their resources on making their existing customers happy and fulfilled, while building relationship with them. The businesses should consider putting a retention strategy in place. The success of this relation could be the opportunity of retailers to attract and gain more revenue from the current customers.   (Sarvaiya, 2019) (www.etpgroup.com, 2019)

4.5. Loyalty and advocacy 
Buyers need to be reminded of why they are engaging with the organisation. Not every consumer is going to become company’s supporter. But some of them could do because the business is providing enough incentives for them to enjoy the brand.  Strategies for advocacy should contain proactive methods to tackle criticism. For example, if a negative review starts trending on social media, the company should be able to contact that purchaser, accurately evaluate the situation and positively resolve their problem. (Sarvaiya, 2019) (Coston, 2016)


5. Competitors and their role for the organisation 

The competitors play an important role in the companies’ strategies. Every organisation should consider their influence on the market. Many businesses seem to recognise the need for in-depth knowledge of competing businesses, yet the large percentage behave as if they perform in isolation. (Hague, 2015) The knowledge not only about the opponents’ marketing strategies, but also pricing strategies, technological advancement, business model, etc. would lead the firm to a new stage where it should be able to progress the speed of innovation and continuous improvement in order to stay ahead of its competitors. (McKinsey , 2016) Moreover, the competitive consumer markets provide the businesses with the opportunity to perform on their best level in order to create the most desirable company with the biggest market share. 


6. Customer’s end-to-end journey 

 ‘’A major consideration when studying customer’s experience is an understanding of the customer’s journey. ‘’ (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016) A persona usually develops the customer’s journeys. Furthermore, the customer’s journey is generally based on the customer’s touchpoints. But the segmented focus on the certain touchpoints forgets the broader — and more significant — picture: the end-to-end experience of the customer. (Maechler, et al., 2016) The reason for it is that ‘’the Individual touchpoints may perform well even if the overall experience is poor.’’ (McKinsey , 2016) A customer’s experience is a series of direct and indirect communications between a purchaser and a product, service or brand, each of which is positive, negative or neutral. (Micheaux, et al., 2019) The company should look at the entire journey from the customer’s point of view. (Maechler, et al., 2016) Collecting the data from the customer’s feedback, working on the overall journey experience that the clients have and improving the gaps in the service would lead the company to a new level. The modification could last a long period of time, in order to create a successful project for understanding the customer’s needs and wants. Consequently, the implemented changes would lead to engaging new potential clients, repeated purchases from the current customers and, as a result, an increased company value and revenue. (McKinsey , 2016) 


7. Communicational channels 

The customers nowadays expect every step of their journey - from initial evaluation of the alternatives to selection to purchase to loyalty - to be effortless through all channels and devices. Different personas tend to take various paths to purchase – the more channels a company is able to implement, the greater its ability to answer the needs and wants of a diverse range of customers. (Magazine, 2016) A marketing communications channel is a tool for the company to deliver its message or offer. For successful marketing strategy any organisation should invest on its own channels in order to create strong relationship with its consumers. The tool is just one element of the marketing campaign but combined with other marketing analysis and data can increase the value of the company’s brand name and revenue. (Murphy, 2018)
‘’Communications channels may be personal and non-personal, and in each category, there are many subchannels.’’ (Kotler, 2009) Another way for the companies to implement its strategies is to use the concept of the integrated marketing communications, which allows the organisations in the same time to use different channels in order to reach its consumers. This strategy could integrate marketing models that includes all elements of the marketing mix. (Kotler, 2009)  
The marketing strategies of the company should be clearly set up regarding its own goals and ambitions. For example, these could be attracting new clients, keeping the existing ones, creating brand awareness, etc. (Murphy, 2017) The marketing strategies drive the marketing communication. The touchpoints between the company and the costumers are quire related to the marketing omnichannel strategy. That is the reason why, they overlap in some parts.
Nowadays, the organisations should focus a significant part of their work on the improvement of the digital performance and technological advancement. The level of the online marketing promotions and advertisements have been increasing for the past years. (Benady, 2014) Some examples are the advertising through social medias, online promotions, improving the quality of the company’s website and mobile app, in order to create better and easier experience for the customers. An email marketing chain will be part of any good sales funnel as well.  The companies should invest in the new technologies, regarding the data shown on the graphs bellow, where it could clearly be observed that the online retail shopping has significantly increased its level for the past 3 years. 


Global digital population as of October 2019(in millions)

[image: ]
(Statista.com, 2019)


Value of internet retail sales monthly in the United Kingdom (UK) from January 2016 to February 2019(in million GBP)
[image: ]
(Statista.com, 2019)
The companies should consider the 4P’s Marketing mix in order to evaluate its Price, Product, Promotion and Place. Making sure that all 4P’s work and collaborate as a system is the way for the companies to achieve higher market share. It is one of the most generally applied strategies, known for its simplicity and clarity.  According to (Nuseir & Madanat, 2015) the 4P’s strategy could have a significant impact over the customer’s satisfaction and loyalty. 

[image: ]
(Nuseir & Madanat, 2015)


8. The company’s overview 

In the United Kingdom, Sports Direct International plc. (The Group) has been reported to be the biggest retailer for sporting goods by revenue. The company operates worldwide as well. For the purpose of this report the evaluation of the company will be concentrated on the Sports Direct retail stores as part of the Group. The business runs several brands, where the sports and leisure ones include Slazenger, Everlast, Lonsdale, Karrimor, Campri, Donnay, Gelert, LA Gear, Muddyfox, Nevica, Sondico, USA PRO, etc. and the fashion ones are Kangol, Golddigga, Firetrap, Fabric, etc. Furthermore, the brand partners are Nike, Adidas, Puma and Under Armour. Mike Ashley is the CEO of the company. (Sportsdirect.com, 2019)



9. Sports Direct customer’s journey 

The organisation is ‘’elevating across all channels to enhance the customer journey at every step of the way’’. (Sportsdirect.com, 2019)  
To understand and visualize the Sports Direct’ s customer journey better, the customer journey map is going to be presented below. 

	
	Awareness
	Consideration
	Customer Service
and Purchase
	Retention
	Loyalty and
Advocacy

	Customer Activities
	-TV ads
- social   media 
-online browsing 
-high street
presence

	-using the company’s
website and 
mobile app
-make comparison 
with the competitors’ offers
	-looking for assistance 
-trying on clothing and shoes
-make the payment at the tills area (non-sophisticated online check out as well)
-looking for support
with the return process (online as well)
	The customers need to be pleased with the overall journey and then possibly repeat it
	-consumers have already felt as part of the company 
-they will definitely repeat the purchase 

	Customer Goals
	To purchase
sport and
fashionable
goods
	-Is it easy to find the store’s location?
-Is it easy to purchase 
online?

	-to have a comfortable and easy-going browsing through the shop
-to find the products that the clients are looking for 
-diverse and quick ways of payment 

	-to feel significant and special 
-to receive attention 
	The clients expect the company to offer them wide range of discounts and promotions 


	Touchpoints
	-word of mouth
-traditional
marketing
advertising methods
-company’s 
Website and mobile app

	-visit the store (travel to it)
-in-store experience
-evaluating the products



	-sales-assistants interaction
-cash desk service
-in-store promotions
-web customer service support
-store design and reviewing the various range of sports goods
	-personalised emails
-special offers and discounts 
-promotions regarding the initial purchase

	Acknowledge the regular customers’ purchases and commitment to the brand 


	Business Goals
	Increase the 
popularity of
the brand name
	To increase the 
number of in-store and website visitors 
	-to increase its revenue, through managing the customer instore and online experience and the collaboration between them
 
	To maintain its existing customers and to expand its market share while attract new ones
	To ensure that the current customers will not move to the competitors

	Pain points
	Negative online reviews in the past
	Difficulties with finding parking spaces on the high streets
	-big waiting time on the shoe department areas
-slow payment process
	-no loyalty cards
-lack of personal emails  

	There is no complete customers’ database 

	Possible solutions
	Implement innovative online marketing strategies for improving the company’s reputation
	-offering more discounts and 
deals online, with options for money refund in store
-simpler click and collect procedure
	-better planning in order to ensure that the busy periods are covered by the sales assistants
-new card readers at the till points
-well-trained staff
-upgrade of the website and the mobile app
	-introduce the customer’s loyalty cards 
-introduce the options for digital receipt
	Using the information from the loyalty cards to reward the dedicated consumers and encourage them to keep supporting the business




10. Sports Direct’s Competitors 

The main competitors for Sports Direct are JD Sports, Hibbett and Dick's, where the last two are businesses running in the United States of America. Considering the biggest opponent of the Group- JD Sports (British retailer), it could be said that Sports Direct have a clumsy and a bit old-fashioned approach to its consumers, whereas the JD Sports is having innovate business methods to retain the current and attract its potential customers. The JD Sports are providing clothing and wide range of trainers. Their strategy is to offer high quality goods in medium to high price range. Their products are fashionable, and a big part of their target market are the younger generation. The JD website is updated regularly, it is easy to navigate and use. An option for the customers to browse through their website is the automated bot system, which could help with the client’s enquiries. At the end of this robotic conversation the company is asking for the customer’s feedback. As it was described above, the feedback is the basis of the customer-company relationship. In comparison, the Sports Direct website is not bad but could be better. They offer better delivery option than Sports Direct. Their refund policy is much clear and easy to use, whereas the Sports Direct one is not really customer oriented. Even though the money refund is not required by low, JD offers it (jdsports.ie, 2019) to its clients, but Sports Direct does not.  (sportsdirect.com, 2019)This is one of the main reasons why the customer’s break up with the brand. By contrast, the Group offers trainers and clothing as well as wide range of accessories for different types of sports, including cricket, golf, tennis, football, etc. This could be considered as a motivation for the customers to choose it over the other companies. Sports Direct has a price range from low to high, whereas for most of the goods prices are being kept low. That is the reason why, Sports Direct relies on the families as a huge segment of its target market. Families with children could easily buy everything they need in Sports Direct in the ‘’back to school’’ times of the year in just one go. Nevertheless, the technological advancement of JD is not only online provided but they also have fashionable and modern design of their branches, quick card readers and tills. In comparison, Sports Direct has a lot to learn and improve, if it desires to reach a new level and to attract new customers. 

11. Sports Direct marketing communication channels 


According to (Sportsdirect.com, 2019) , through its multi-channel evaluation strategy, the company is developing its offering to the customers across a variety of channels, including social media, in-store, etc. The group is keeping its relationships with the customers via online and mobile platforms as well as a high street presence.
The company is a well-known brand but there are many threats for the business, regarding its non-modern approach. First of all, the company should consider improving its refund strategy and order deliveries’ options to make the customers satisfied. Secondly, it should work towards improving its bad reviews. Thirdly, implementing new and innovative marketing strategies to meet the customer expectations and to be competitive towards its major competitor- JD Sports. Furthermore, the technological upgrades are required as well as working in the direction of its social media presence and advertisement. Currently, the Group has 2.6M Facebook’s fans and 53K followers on Twitter, whereas these numbers should be quite advanced. 
At this moment, the organisation is using a traditional marketing advertising method - offering vouchers at different newspapers. Also, the company has a database from some of their current customers, sending them emails with the offers and promotions available both in store and online. 
Implementing loyalty cards could lead to customers feeling evaluated and special. Moreover, this will expand the company’s database. An idea could be the usage of greetings email for the customer’s personal occasions. 

11.1. 4P’s Marketing Mix

For the company to work well the 4P’s need to operate together in a sensible way in order for the client’s loyalty to increase. 

· Product- Sports Direct offers wide range of sports and fashion goods, including clothing, shoes and accessories. They can fit huge variety of people in all ages. On the other hand, some of the products are outdated. 
· Price-The pricing strategy is quite simple. The business relies on the low-to-medium prices for its goods, whereas there are some more expensive products. 
· Place-Usually the branches are located on high streets. Not only is it operating in the UK, but also overseas. With the technological advancement nowadays, the Group has an online presence as well. 
· Promotion-The ‘2 or 3 for offer’ deal exists online and in-store. Promotions related to different event, for example football events related promotions, Black Friday deals, Christmas discounts, etc. However, there is a possibility to expand their marketing strategy. 



12. Conclusion

To sum it all up, it is imperative to understand the customer’s end-to-end journey. The organisations cannot simply rely on the evaluating of the touchpoints, the overall look at the whole consumer’s path is very important in order to fulfil the present and upcoming stakeholders’ expectations. The implementing of a different range of marketing analysis as well as investing in a diverse marketing strategy are the tools for raising awareness of the brand.
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