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Introduction
In an increasingly digital age, monitoring and critically evaluating the growth of a brand is no longer simply a review of its sales figures and profitability. ‘A brand can be defined as a set of tangible and intangible attributes designed to create awareness and identity, and to build the reputation of a product, service, person, place, or organization.’ (Sammut-Bonnici, 2015) – thus, in exploring the concept of brand growth, one is evaluating how these attributes perform to increase the awareness of a product or service, and how its reputation is upheld or improved.
Penderyn (officially, ‘The Welsh Whisky Company Limited’) one such brand that has seen significant brand growth over the past two decades. Penderyn is an SME producing premium and super-premium single malt whiskies, gins, rums and vodka in South Wales and has been an operational distillery production site since 1999 with the brand officially launched on St David’s Day 2004 (this lag was due to a specific single malt whisky production regulation requiring that spirit must mature in an oak for a minimum of 3 years before it can legally be referred to as ‘whisky’). A further 4 years on from the launch of the brand, a state-of-the-art £1.8 million visitor centre was established at the Brecon Beacons production site in order to facilitate direct bottle sales to visitors and to permit members of the public to undertake tours of the production premises. Brand growth is critical to business success; the Penderyn executive team are acutely aware that each and every visitor who arrives at Penderyn should leave as a brand ambassador; whilst Penderyn has increased production capacity four-fold in recent years, it is still an independently owned business and, as such, has a stringent marketing budget with which to promote itself and so relies heavily on word-of-mouth endorsement.
The aim of brand development is to create an entity that has authentic brand attributes; in the case of Penderyn - around Wales, the immediate local area, local culture and the company’s products and processes.
When considering industrial tourism, it must be recognised that physical and logistical barriers that were commonplace previously (such as slow or prohibitively expensive consumer travel, dirty operational processes that would not have been ‘on-brand’ etc.) are no longer the obstacles they once were, enabling visitors to far more readily attend manufacturing facilities that are ready to welcome them. It can be demonstrated, therefore, that the potential for brand awareness to spready globally has increased phenomenally in recent decades.

Hypothesis
The visitor experience at Penderyn is rooted firmly in the belief that investment in tourism is a powerful strategy for brand growth. That is to say that:
‘By encouraging people to visit and giving them a world-class visitor experience they will feel a long-term regard for the brand and thus engage with it more frequently.’
There are several manners in which a ‘tourist’ may engage with the Penderyn brand (excluding by direct or indirect spirit product purchases), as outlined below;
· Attending one of the visitor centres in-person to either:
· Shop in-store only, or
· Take part in a guided tour – these are hosted by trained guides and take place hourly throughout the day (Monday through to Sunday) allowing attendees to see the working production area and sample a small range of Penderyn products, or
· Attend a whisky Masterclass – these run 2-3 times each week and offer a 2–3-hour in-depth experience covering all aspects of whisky production, with a tutored sampling session
· Interaction with the brand at a trade show or event either elsewhere in the UK or overseas
· Being exposed to brand presence at sites of significant tourist interest, e.g., sponsorship or presence campaigns at Cadw sites across Wales
This study will seek to critically evaluate the various methods by which a tourism, or visitor experience, strategy, is implemented and utilised by Penderyn as a tool for brand growth. It will seek to determine the tangible effects of several aspects of this strategy on a number of key performance indicators, namely;
· Annual bottle sales
· Global and domestic brand awareness
· Visitor numbers and
· Visitor spend per head (VSPH)

Study Rationale
To date, no study has been carried out specifically examining the use of tourism as a strategy for brand growth at Penderyn. The value in this study is in its specificity to the case study; it will seek to determine whether, by bringing visitors to Penderyn manufacturing sites, the executive team is able to improve brand perception, increase brand awareness and strengthen product sales. In achieving these aims, the company would be in a position to develop future domestic and global markets, thus increasing their brand presence further.
In short, the study strives to determine the value of industrial tourism to Penderyn, and to ascertain the opportunity to enhance the brand perception through the visitor experience.
This is of a specific and timely value to Penderyn; the company has, in the past two years, expanded its operations with the installation and commissioning of an additional distillery facility in North Wales. As part of this expansion, a visitor centre was incorporated into the facility, with the primary aim being for it to cement a brand presence across North Wales, Manchester, Liverpool and surrounding areas, to complement the existing visitor facility in South Wales. Over the coming 12 months, Penderyn will be commissioning a third distillery site in Morfa Copperworks, Swansea. It is of significant importance, therefore, that the company fully understands the degree to which industrial tourism is valuable to the brands success; the company needs firstly to confirm that, indeed, including a visitor experience in the Swansea facility is worthwhile, and secondly, the value of such a facility to Penderyn overall in order to determine the level of capital expenditure that should be attributed to it. Current plans (The Welsh Whisky Company Limited, 2022) focus on the installation of a fully-immersive augmented reality experience for visitors at significant cost – the outcome of this study will assist in determining whether this should be a viable option for pursuing.




Research Variables	
There are four key dependent variables to focus on within this study; visitor numbers, visitor spend per head, bottle sales and level of brand awareness. These dependent variables may be influenced by a wide range of independent variables, as detailed below:
· Season
· Weather
· Access to facilities 
· Recession etc – people have competing needs for their money and luxury experiences like this are less likely to be a priority 
· Competition
· Global/national/local events e.g., Covid-19 pandemic, football World Cup
· Signage – no single entity is responsible for signage; depending on the road type this could be the highways agency, Welsh Government or the local authority; it also depends on whether the local authority is in a busy tourist area or not and whether they prioritise tourism investment
· Regional and national Governmental support
· Tourism coordination/links with other providers
These independent variables will impact the number of visitors who attend, the quality of experience they receive and the perception they leave with.
In order to minimise the impact of these independent variables, data will be collected during a 12- week period in off-peak season (in this case, from January through to March 2023) and again from a 12-week period in the peak season (in this case, from June through to August 2023). There are no significant events known at the present time that would cause anomalous visitor numbers or experiences during this period.

Research Boundaries
In order for the research proposed to be undertaken to be achievable, and for the results to be focussed and applicable to the hypothesis above in section 1.2, it is necessary to determine the boundaries of this research; these are outlined below:
1. Sales data will be considered only in terms of number of bottles sold; the level of profit resulting from these bottle sales cannot be considered as a marker level of brand awareness as Penderyn supplies product both direct-to-customer and through wholesalers, both for the domestic and for export markets. Direct-to-customer sales are made at a higher profitability level than those via other channels; a higher or lower profitability rating on bottle sales from one period to another may indicate only a change in the proportion of bottles sold via each channel.
2. The study will not consider the impact of the manufacturing tourism strategy at Penderyn as a marker of brand awareness in direct comparison with similar concepts elsewhere in the industry, primarily in Scotland. Such comparison is difficult as the industry for malt whisky in Scotland is c. 100 years old, with the overall whisky industry being centuries old. This is in direct comparison to the whisky industry within Wales which is very much in an embryonic state and does not benefit from the same level of devolved governmental funding or attention.
3. Feedback around level of brand awareness from corporate or business visitors will be discounted; such visitors are likely to be visiting the premises at the invite of a member of the technical or sales teams, and thus are likely to have a relatively high-pre-existing level of brand awareness. Whilst industrial tourism in regards to these visitors is still equally as important as it is for non-corporate visitors, such visitors are marketed to from a different perspective and so it would be inaccurate to include their feedback.
4. Visitor numbers and VSPH relating to 2020 and 2021 should be considered in isolation due to the effects of the global Covid-19 pandemic; domestic and global tourism was paused and so the impacts upon brand awareness in these years was significantly decreased. Penderyn altered its industrial tourism strategy to offer virtual tastings and online Masterclasses but the visitor experience was severely impacted and so it would be inaccurate to consider these results fully. However, bottle sales for this period will still be considered as a marker of brand awareness level as purchases were made by tourists who had visited the premises in the years preceding the pandemic. 

Study Concepts
Concept 1 – Manufacturing Tourism/Industrial Tourism
The concept of encouraging and permitting visitors to manufacturing spaces with the aim of allowing them an insight, in visual, practical and/or sensory terms, into the true production processes that occur, with the intention of driving brand loyalty and increasing product or service sales. Such visits may take the form of structured tours or classes, unassisted walkthroughs or visits to a dedicated shopping facility. Examples of industrial tourism can be found at malt whisky distilleries, The Royal Mint at Llantrisant, South Wales or at Legoland, Windsor.
Concept 2 – Involvement Theory
The concept that consumers feel an affinity to specific products, services or brands as a result of their previous positive experiences and interactions with that brand or company.

Literature Review
A number of studies have scrutinised the use of experiential tourism, and specifically industrial tourism, as tools for brand building and revenue generation; (Mitchell & Orwig, 2002) examined the concept of ‘Consumer Experience Tourism and Brand Bonding’ whilst (Chow, et al., 2017) reviewed its effects upon brand equity.
1.1 The value of experiential tourism within the whisky/spirits industry
However, it is critical to acknowledge that, whilst these authors clearly understand the concept of industrial tourism and its validity as a marketing tool, neither have specifically investigated this concept with regards to whisky tourism as a niche market. As stated in the rationale for this study, to date there have actually been no complete studies examining the impact or benefit of using tourism, specifically manufacturing or industrial tourism, as a strategy for brand growth by Penderyn, or indeed, within the spirits industry as a whole. This is surprising given that 2.16 million visits to whisky distilleries in Scotland occurred in 2019 (Scotch Whisky Association, 2020), and over £500 million (Schrieberg, 2018) was invested in the whisky tourism industry in the years from 2014 through to 2019 in order to facilitate and enhance the tour experience for visitors. It is extraordinary, then, that not a single piece of academic research has been commissioned to financially or critically evaluate this effort in terms of its payback for individual brands. This, then, must be considered to be one of the major gaps in research to date, and one that should be rectified urgently if the millions of pounds that have been invested in the industry to date are to continue being invested over the coming decade.
Single malt whisky is very much considered a luxury product (Knight Frank, 2020) and one intrinsically linked to socialising. With this in mind, word of mouth marketing is of significant value to Penderyn and industrial tourism via the visitor centres facilitates and encourages such recommendation to a significant degree (provided the experience is well-received, of course). In 2019 over 40,000 visitors passed through the doors at Penderyn’s South Wales site (The Welsh Whisky Company Limited, 2020). Penderyn does not have a substantial marketing budget; to reach 40,000 individuals each year via traditional marketing techniques, then have the time to talk through the production processes and key brand traits at length, with a Q&A session, would be nigh on impossible due to time, resource and budget constraints.

1.2 Brand awareness, leading to brand loyalty
(Chow, et al., 2017) acknowledge that whilst industrial tourism is commonplace across much of the developed world, little strategic research has actually been undertaken to determine its true economic value to brands, and that the vast majority of the findings to date surround intangible outcomes, e.g., that consumers feel a greater sense of ‘brand loyalty’ or ‘brand awareness’. These traits are not interchangeable – in order for brand loyalty to develop then there must usually be a significant and sustained period of brand awareness, along with positive brand/product experiences. However, these qualities are transient and the depth to which consumers acknowledge these feelings will vary depending on a number of socio-economic and time-related factors for example, if a consumer who has previously purchase malt whisky monthly for 15 years decides to take part in Dry January one year, the brand loyalty towards e.g., Penderyn, is likely to be significantly lower by January 30th than it was on December 1st. Therefore, it is critical to consider theories of brand loyalty and brand awareness not in isolation or at single, static points in time but in the wider picture of a moving and continuously evolving dynamic. Likewise, bottle sales volumes in Q3 2020, for example, may be elevated by repeat purchases by consumers who visited the site two years prior; the cause-and-effect rationale is not simply linear, as purchases following the experience are unlikely to be one-offs.
Figure 1.1 below (Welsh Government, 2019) illustrates the perceived benefits of experiential tourism to businesses within Wales (although this is applicable to any business offering facility visits). One of the most significant benefits that can be aligned with this offering is the direct line that it provides to consumers; Penderyn is able to engage directly with its visitors, and thus the people purchasing and consuming its products, allowing it an unrivalled channel by which to solicit feedback on all aspects of its operation, from product flavours, insights into what customers would love to see next, thus influencing new product development, and aspects that are putting people off buying, from pricing structures to labelling format techniques. As a direct result of this, consumers feel listened to; they have a personal connection to the brand and the team behind it, thus driving brand loyalty harder. Consumers who are loyal to a brand are more likely to purchase that brand over any other, and are more likely to be receptive to changes to the product or service, including price point, than to other brands (McBoyle, 1996), (Otgaar, 2012) and (Cobb-Walgren, et al., 1995). These characteristics assist in driving sales, which ultimately results in further investment into experiential tourism, in order to continue growing the brand.
[image: ]Figure 1.1 (Welsh Government, 2019)










1.3 The effect of the global Covid-19 pandemic upon global and domestic tourism
Penderyn had spent the 12 years prior to the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic growing its experiential tourism offering; in March 2020, global and domestic travel was halted with virtually no prior warning, and in-person, physical travel ceased to exist. The outcome of this was, on one level, as entirely expected – facility visitor numbers were significantly lower than projected and then previous years, and tourism admission revenue dropped dramatically. However, on another level, the pandemic led to diversification – the business needed to pivot to continue reaching consumers through experiential tourism, albeit through a virtual medium. In-person tours and Masterclasses become virtual offerings, with tasting samples being sent to consumers via courier. Whilst the impact of the pandemic upon other stakeholders within the tourism industry (such as hoteliers and physical activity centres) was catastrophic, it enabled Penderyn to reach more consumers than ever before. Masterclasses at the South Wales site had always been constrained by logistics – the room could only hold 12 people comfortably, however online, these offerings could be opened up to 50 participants each time. Participants who live a significant distance from the distillery could suddenly attend a class with ease, and what’s more, could ‘attend’ with a friend who lived a significant distance in the other direction. Whilst the obvious physical barrier of travel restrictions was ever prevalent, other barriers seemed to dissolve.
However, it is critical to acknowledge that consumers level of affinity to the brand may have been impacted somewhat; whilst more consumers could be reached, no matter the quality or standard of the virtual offerings, consumers would inherently not have encountered the same experience as if they had walked through the doors of the manufacturing facility. The aromas, the heat, the sounds, the vibrancy – the sheer excitement of standing in a whisky distillery – could not be replicated through a screen. Equally, whilst it became easier for people to attend virtual ‘visits’ to Penderyn, likewise it became easier for them to visit other distilleries too – one could ‘visit’ a distillery in Scotland, Ireland and Wales all in one week, if they felt so inclined, and so the fight to be the most memorable brand intensified. It was therefore even more important to continue engaging with those visitors who attended virtually in order to ensure that the same level of brand affinity and brand loyalty developed over the coming months. 

1.4 Quality standards as drivers for brand awareness
(Izzudin & Novandari, 2018) and (Andik & Rachma, 2022) argue that a perceived high level of quality in either goods or services leads to a stronger brand recall and thus a strengthened brand awareness. When visitors experience either a very poor service or an excellent service, this creates an imprint of brand awareness; when visitors experience a mediocre service, almost no imprint at all is created, leaving no legacy of brand awareness – this is the case even if there was no actual fault with the service or product. This extends further than simply the business itself – it is critical that local and national infrastructure is able to support industrial tourism, from transport links, to accessibility, to agency and governmental support. Visit Wales (Welsh Government, 2019) recognises this and has developed a framework outlining the tourism strategy for Wales as a whole (figure 1.2 below). It is acknowledged that in order for visitors to ‘buy in’ to a brand, and for that buy in to be sustainable as to ensure repeat visiting/purchases, then experiential tourism offerings must be innovative, dynamic and engaging – that is to say, they must be memorable (for the right reasons) in order to guarantee the best chances of brand recall and thus, brand awareness.
Figure 1.2 (Welsh Government, 2019)
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Methods
Evidence to support or disprove this study’s hypothesis will be gathered via both qualitative and quantitative means. Anonymous visitor/visit statistical data will be collected electronically by use of the company’s existing Visitor Management Software (VMS), including the online booking system operated by Checkfront. This data will be validated and manipulated in order to maximise its usefulness, with the following being reported as a matter of routine:
· Booking date vs visit data
· Experience booked
· Number of visitors
· Monetary value of visit (spend per head)
· Analysis of customer spend on admission vs customer spend on products/retail
· Distance travelled to attend
Visitor feedback and brand awareness data will be gathered by the use of electronic feedback surveys completed by visitors to both the Llandudno Lloyd St Distillery Visitor Centre and the Brecon Beacons Visitor Centre following their experience. Through the use of closed questioning, visitors will be asked to indicate whether they have visited only the retail outlet, or whether they have taken a site tour, or if they have taken part in a Masterclass on the day of their visit in order to ascertain the level of engagement they have had with the brand during that specific visit. Using open-ended questioning, visitors will also be asked to provide specific, tangible feedback in order to allow for the evaluation of various factors relating to brand perception, brand loyalty and the potential for future recommendations. This will be done via a numerical scale; it is important to give the visitor a wide enough scale that they have the flexibility to demonstrate a feeling between two extremes, but not wide enough that the data gathered cannot be effectively compared and validated. 
Open-ended visitor feedback will also be gathered via voluntary, and proactively offered, TripAdvisor reviews; this will be critically evaluated to determine the level of satisfaction visitors feel when leaving the experience, and the depth of passion, or connection, they feel for the brand. 
In-house bottle sales volume data will be analysed to determine any direct correlation between visitor numbers, VSPH, positive brand engagement from visitors and product sales performance. Bottle sales data will be considered both in its entirety and in terms of individual product categories (whiskies, rums, gins, vodka and cream liqueur) in order to ascertain any evidence that industrial tourism is more influential in terms of brand growth to one product category over another. In particular, bottle sales volumes will be considered for the period spanning from 2006 (i.e., when the brand was established but the visitor centre was not yet operational) to 2010 (i.e., the two years immediately following the installation of the visitor centre) in order to determine the immediate impact of the industrial tourism strategy at Penderyn. 
In order to effectively determine whether the implementation of a visitor/tourism strategy is effective as a brand growth tool, and to what degree, it will be necessary to establish a baseline of brand awareness with regards to visitors. Electronic feedback questionnaires provided to visitors will directly and specifically ask visitors about their level of brand awareness and any prior brand interactions. However, it is critical to keep in mind that customers may decline to answer this, or may answer inaccurately, possibly due to differing human perceptions.


Results
The data gathered will exist within two forms – quantitative data and qualitative data. The qualitative data, originating from the customer feedback forms asking visitors for their views on the experience and their opinions of the brand, will undergo content and thematic analysis. Recurring keywords/key phases will be reported in order to build a detailed picture of a) consumers reactions and perceptions to the experience offered at Penderyn, and their level of engagement with and awareness of the brand and b) the strength and depth of these perceptions and feelings. Coding of themes and perceptions will be used in order to align similar views expressed via slightly different nuances, essentially removing or minimizing the variable of human semantics.
Numerical data, in the form of sliding scores from the customer feedback forms, will undergo statistical validation and analysis in order to identify trends and patterns within the data sets. Such analyses will allow for the identification of anomalous feedback that should be discounted, and will identify significant deviations from expected results, allowing for further investigation. This data will be plotted onto discrete data graphs in order to clearly illustrate such trends and allow for extrapolation when considering future scenarios.

Evaluation
As already commented, this study is unlike any other that has already been conducted in the sense of its specificity. It is also unique in that it will review the direct impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on experiential tourism at Penderyn, and the whisky industry as a wider dataset, and the resulting impact upon brand awareness. The results of this study will inform and direct the executive team at Penderyn in the plans for a new visitor facility at the soon-to-be commissioned site in Swansea, influencing the level of investment (both financial and in terms of resourcing) that will be committed to this facility, and helping to shape the offerings that will be part of this facility; the balance of virtual vs in person experiences will be reviewed, and the levels to which some offerings are prioritised over others will be considered as a result. 
It is important to acknowledge, however, that a high proportion of visitors to any experiential tourism facility will attend as they already feel an affinity either to the brand specifically, or at the very least, to the industry. Equally, it is critical to realise that those visitors who have either an exceptionally good experience, or an exceptionally bad experience, are far more likely to participate in visitor feedback schemes than those who experienced a good, but unexceptional visit, thereby providing extreme views either way; it is, therefore, crucial to be unbiased and analytical when reviewing the qualitative feedback.
Another important consideration is the impact of external factors on brand awareness as was seen during the 2016 Euro football campaign. In November 2022, Wales will take part in the football World Cup for the first time in 64 years – the country will be marketed across the world in a way never seen before, endorsed by a host of celebrities and sporting stars. Penderyn has released a bottle of single malt whisky – Yma O Hyd – as part of this campaign with official FAW (Football Association of Wales) endorsement. In this way, millions of people across the world will discover a level of brand awareness of Penderyn that would not have been possible under normal market conditions. It is not possible to remove or ignore the effect of this campaign on the visitor figures or brand awareness data, but such an event should be kept in mind when the data is reviewed. Additionally, the effect of this event is difficult to predict at present – if the Welsh team don’t perform so well and exit the tournament at the early stages, the impact on ‘Brand Wales’ and thus, ‘Brand Penderyn’ will be minimal. However, if the Welsh team were to progress to the later stages, or even win the tournament, the effect would be massive, with effects far-reaching for, likely, a number of years.
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