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Introduction 

          This essay will be looking at the contemporary approaches to management using Sports 

Direct as a case study. This essay will be outlining its approaches to organisation and 

management, work motivation and satisfaction, perception and communication and 

organisational context in Sports Direct. It will apply theories, models and frameworks to the 

above areas to analyse and explain the impact on Sports Direct and the effect on the company’s 

aims, goals and objectives and their Human Resource Management (HRM) in the face of 

conflict.  

 

 Approaches to organisation and management 

           Management theory is at the centre of organisational development and thinking. A 

manager's understanding and application of theory may bring about change in behaviour. This 

may influence the attitude towards management practice. This is important because it helps to 

understand the interrelationships and better understanding of the principles underpinning the 

process of management. Such theories are open to interpretation and may evolve in response 

to organisational environment changes (Mullins, 2016). 

Every managerial act rests on assumptions, generalizations, and hypotheses – that is to 

say, on theory. Our assumptions are frequently implicit, sometimes quite 

unconsciously, often conflicting; nevertheless, they determine our predictions that if we 

do a, b will occur. Theory and practice are inseparable (McGregor, 1987, p. 6). 
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           See Appendix 1 for company background information. Sports Direct (SD) was a private 

enterprise organisation, as outlined in Mullins (2016) such organisations are owned and 

financed by individuals, partners or shareholders who, in turn, are accountable to their owners 

or members. Following huge success and expansion, Sport Direct has grown into a Public 

Limited Company whose aim is of a commercial nature. This supports their business model as 

stated on their website (Mullins, 2010; Sports Direct Plc.com, 2017, p.1) of elevating their 

retail position to become the 'Selfridges' of sports retail, to showcase the very best products of 

their brand for long-term profitability. With such quick expansion comes organizational and 

structural issues that get out of hand, causing problems “the company has got too big to control” 

(Ashley, 2016) during an enquiry in front of the governments Business, Innovation and Skills 

committee (BIS) 2016. 

          Mike Ashley started as a sole trader, and the company has a structure using a classical 

approach to management. Management is the cornerstone of organisational effectiveness, and 

to be successful, to achieve the aims and objectives of the organisation, requires good 

coordination of the staff.  Underpinning this it is key to have a good organisational structure in 

place to outline tasks, responsibilities, role, relationships and good communication (Mullins, 

2010, p. 49; Taylor, 1947; MarketLine, 2017).  

           SD uses scientific management and bureaucracy approaches in the organisation 

(MarketLine, 2017), among the other methods such as human relations, systems and 

contingency (Figure 1). Mullins (2010, p. 823) defines bureaucracy approach as ‘a form of 

structure based on specialisation of tasks, hierarchy of authority and decision-making, systems 

of rules and regulations and an impersonal orientation from officials’. Weber (1964) and 

Stewart (1999) supported the theory of a bureaucracy approach. Where Stewart (1999) 

summarised bureaucracy as a specialisation, hierarchy of authority, system of rules and 
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impersonality, Weber (1964, as cited in Mullins, 2016, p.50) pointed out that a bureaucracy 

approach is the ‘definition of tasks and responsibilities within the structure of management 

giving rise to a permanent administration and standardisation of work procedures, 

notwithstanding changes in the actual holders of office’. As identified, SD grew too big too 

quickly creating management problems where Ashley lost control. Roles needed restructuring 

as the business was having problems managing itself under the bureaucracy approach (BIS, 

2016; Chartered Management Institute (CMI), 2016a, b).  

Figure 1: The main approaches to organisation, structure and management. 

Mullins, 2010, p. 43. 

 

           There are three aspects to the structure of the company, in the head office, in Shirebrook, 

a more bureaucracy approach to management is practiced. In the warehouse, management is 

using both the scientific and bureaucracy approach, and in the retail sector using bureaucracy 

approach (Sports Direct Plc.com, 2017; Sports Direct.com, 2017a, b, c, d, e, f; CMI, 2016a).  
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           Scientific management theory known as Taylorism and developed by F. W. Taylor 

(1947) is a classical approach to management, analysing work processes, breaking them down 

into individual tasks to find the simplest approach. Which in turn increases productivity and 

gives financial gains (Mullins, 2005; Taylor, 1947). In order for the warehouse operations to 

function effectively and efficiently, the various aspect of work processes will have to be broken 

down. This approach to management made the Shirebrook warehouse key in the success and 

growth of SD, as it is central to its distribution and logistics (Ruddick, 2014). 

           As shown by SD (Sports Direct International Plc, 2017, see Figure 2, ‘A hierarchical 

organisation has narrow spans of control and a relatively large number of levels of authority’ 

(Mullins, 2005, p. 82).  SD organisational structure is a complex structure since it has many 

levels of hierarchy and span of control. There are many managers, and each manager is in 

charge of a group of people (Magloff, 2017). In any bureaucracy, official duties are allocated 

to various positions and at SD, there is a clear division of labour and specialisation. A 

hierarchical authority is evident in all departments, in either the warehouse, retail or the Head 

Office. Furthermore, there is uniformity, and established rules and regulation, and these enable 

the co-ordination of various activities within the organisation (Blau & Scott, 1966).   
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Figure 2 

The Official Board, 2017. 

           SD is now adapting to the contingency approaches to organisation and management 

using the new independent working practices layout report prepared by the Reynolds Porter 

Chamberlain LLP (RPC, 2016; Sports Direct International plc, 2017) in response to the 

criticisms and allegations laid out against the company (BIS, 2016; CMI, 2016a). Mullins 

(2010) on contingency approach commented that the structure of an organisation and its 

success could be dependent on the nature of undertaken tasks and environmental influences. 

Therefore, organisations structure and management must be dependent upon the contingencies 

of the situation confronting them. 

 

Perception and communication 

           Mullins, (2005) people select information that supports their own point of view and 

choose not to acknowledge any contrary information or view. 
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 ‘Perception is the dynamic and complex way in which individuals select information 

(stimuli) from the environment, interpret and translate it so that a meaning is assigned 

which will result in a pattern of behaviour or thought’ (Mullins, 2005, p. 435).  

  

           SD problems emerged through poor communication and management and are 

negatively perceived and stereotyped as a poor employer in UK for pay and working practices, 

reinforced by media and public, and not their successful sales achievements. SD’s poor 

corporate governance and unfair employment working practices were uncovered through a 

trade union campaign and an undercover investigation by the Guardian newspaper (CMI, 

2016a; Butler & Kollewe, 2016). Consequently, the public has attributed this particular 

negative stereotypic perception to SD. 

  

           SD’s perception, based on past behaviour and intentions is known as Attribution theory. 

Heider as cited in Mullins (2010, p. 237; Heider, 1958) ‘suggests that behaviour is determined 

by a combination of perceived internal forces and external forces’. Internally, there is a mixed 

review of more positive than negative feedback in perception among SD Staff (see Appendix 

2-8). SD has to deal with the External forces such as the press and public opinion that led to a 

parliamentary enquiry to working practice (BBC News, 2016; CMI, 2016a, b; BIS, 2016; 

Butler & Kollewe, 2016).  

Since the enquiry, SD communicates with the warehouse staff monthly and the company has a 

rolling dialogue with staff via ‘Your Company, Your Voice’ (Sports Direct International Plc, 

2017). The warehouse and retail arms have their clear managers and management teams. The 

attitudes of warehouse managers could have led to ‘us vs. them’ feeling among staff at the 

warehouse (MarketLine, 2017) that may have created the problems. The poor communication 
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and management at SD has resulted in issues with work motivation and satisfaction of staff. 

 

Work motivation and satisfaction 

 

           The company says, it is their policy to treat all 29,000 staff with dignity and respect. 

The SD Board’s review of the Working Practices report was published in September 2016 by 

the legal advisor, RPC, and since then, a number of existing practices have been strengthened 

and new ones introduced (Sports Direct Plc. Com., 2017). Some of the practices at their 

warehouse were appalling prior to the review (Ruddick, 2014). SD have adapted methods to 

give their workers job satisfaction and looking out for workers wellbeing. Molthan-Hill argued 

that  

‘wellness and wellbeing are concepts which are not usually mandated by law but which 

can help organisations save on healthcare costs, protect business continuity and 

improve employee morale and productivity, while also improving their impacts on 

society’ (Molthan-Hill, 2015, p.158).    

           There are different types of motivating theories (see figure 5). However, SD appears to 

utilise many theories such as Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs model and Herzberg’s (1959) 

two-factor theory that attempts to explain specific ideas and ways to motivate the individual at 

work. 

           SD motivates its staff to improve job performance by paying competitive remuneration, 

an idea seen in Taylorism (1947) and using the Expectancy theory (Sports Direct Plc. Com, 

2017). Expectancy theory believes that job motivation and satisfaction can be influenced by 

pay and rewards (Mullin, 2010). The Company reported that it would pay above the National 
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Minimum Wage from 1 January 2016 to over 25’s (Sports Direct Plc. Com, 2017). 

Nonetheless, it can be questioned, what happened to the under 25s that do the same job are 

they been paid equally with the same rate as the over 25s? Does this resolve or reinforce 

conflict?  

           In 2009, the company introduced a shares scheme as a way of attracting, motivating and 

incentivising their existing and future employees and giving them the opportunity to participate 

in the success of the organisation. These policies satisfy the physiological and safety needs of 

staff according to Maslow Hierarchy of Needs theory (1943). Maslow suggested that ‘people’s 

behaviour is determined by their desire to satisfy a progression of physiological, social and 

psychological needs’ (Maslow, 1943; Mullins, 2005, p. 480). SD is also meeting the love need 

theory (Belonging) and Self-actualisation need theory of their staff according to Maslow by 

allowing a Workers’ Representative to attend all scheduled meetings of the Board, and this 

policy is contributing to a healthy and constructive dialogue in the company (Sports Direct Plc. 

Com., 2017). Both Steers & Porter (1991) and Thomson (2016) proposed the application of 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory to HR responsibilities putting workplace theories into 

practice in the diagram below. (Figure 3, 4)  
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Figure 3: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Model 

The image below also highlights how the Hierarchy of Needs can work in an organisation. 

 

Thomson, 2016   

Figure 4: Applying Maslow’s Needs Hierarchy 

Mullins, 2010, p. 263 
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           The introduction of a feedback system allows staff to write feedback to senior 

management, which led to improvement in working arrangements (Sports Direct Plc. Com, 

2017). Whenever staff feels their voice is ‘heard’, it promotes a positive mood and working 

environment. Mullins (2010) claims that staff may make constructive suggestions and if acted 

on, can give opportunities to develop a better work environment. He further recommended that 

staff want to be consulted, not just directed, especially in the knowledge driven economy. This 

is evident in the SD internal survey, the retail staff, seem to have more job satisfaction as 

indicated below see (Appendices 3-8; Sports Direct. Com, 2017d, e, f). 

            Herzberg’s hygiene factors (see Table 5) indicated that for workers to give their best, 

managers must attend to the motivators or growth factors in order to avoid unpleasantness at 

work and to deny unfair treatment. Hygiene factors are vital because other variables do 

motivate people and can lead to good performance, better job satisfaction, rather than the 

reverse (Mullins, 2010, p.). 
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Figure 5: Representation of Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory 

 

Mullins, 2010 

 

           Sports Direct is making progress in work arrangements for casual staff to comply with 

the UK employment regulations (The Agency Workers Regulations, 2010). Ensuring minimum 

changes are made to scheduled hours and the flexibility of working arrangements. Amazingly, 

SD research found that the majority of casual staff wish to remain on flexible work 

arrangements, and the survey of warehouse staff on job satisfaction levels, showed that the 

majority of staff feel treated with respect by their supervisors (Sports Direct Plc. Com., 2017). 
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These survey results satisfy the physiological and safety needs of the staff. The Staff feel 

secured at the company and this is contrary to the public perception. 

          The launching of a health and wellbeing service, intended to facilitate training for a team 

of people who will become welfare guardians for their fellow staff. The company liaised with 

Derbyshire Police who provided advice about anti-drugs policies and anti-hate crime 

initiatives. SD provide a Chaplaincy Service that offers confidential help and advice to staff. 

All these efforts by SD are for the benefit of staff’s mental and physical wellbeing, which 

satisfies their physiological, safety and self-esteem (Sports Direct Plc. Com., 2017). Adams 

(2007) reported that the most important moderator of job performance was morale, and morale 

increases when companies invest in staff’s wellbeing.  

           SD gives opportunities to staff to develop their skills and progress their careers within 

the Group. Notably, the majority of store managers were promoted from within, and over a 

third of them started as casual sales staff. (See Appendix 8-11; Sports Direct Plc. Com., 2017). 

This career opportunity and training meets all the five steps of Maslow (1943) theory of need 

from physiological to self-actualization. The new SD policies will create positive mood and 

positive mood plays an important role in work motivation consequently influencing staff 

performance as outlined by George & Brief (1992).   
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Organisational context 

           Mullins (2016) states that when using a hierarchical structure, it can be criticised if 

management practices are not flexible in response to the organisational environment. 

           One of the strongest critics of bureaucratic organisation, and the demands it makes on 

the worker, is Argyris (1964).  He claims that bureaucracies restrict the psychological growth 

of the individual and cause feelings of failure, frustration and conflict. Argyris (1964) suggests 

that the organisations environment can provide a high degree of responsibility and self-control 

for staff, making them more productive, committed to organisation goals and the staff can work 

to full abilities. 

           There are many factors that contribute to environmental influences on an organisation 

see Fig. 6. Analysing, SD showed they responded to the lack of work motivation and 

satisfaction of staff, created by poor management and fast growth that influenced the working 

environment, which, in turn brought about the enquiry. SD responded by putting systems and 

strategies in place to address the issues raised. In addition, SD adapted models and frameworks 

to respond to the operating environment, to be flexible in their working practice and enable 

collaborative work among staff to achieve a synergy for effect. This enabled the company 

objectives to be achieved.  

           It is management’s role to coordinate every facet of the organisation’s activities, and 

should reconcile the needs of people at work to the requirements of the organisation. Thus, 

good communication is vital in the organisation in order to serve the external environment in 

which the organisation is operating. 

 Bureaucracy is formed on a formal and clearly defined and hierarchical structure. However, if 

there are rapid changes to the external environment, such as breaking down of organisations, 
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empowerment and increased meeting of the needs of satisfying customers, in response, there 

is an increasing need to for flexibility and greater communication (Mullins, 2010). 

 Mullins (2010) further suggested that technology affects a workplace location, the pace and 

intensity of work, job security and workforce management. SD has shops across UK and a huge 

online presence (Sports Direct. Com, 2017c). SD utilises extensive technology well, as it is a 

major e-commerce business. The SD warehouse is located at Shirebrook that gives SD a 

centralised logistic location (MarketLine, 2017).  

At SD, there are many specialist functions in different departments. There could be conflicts 

among the individuals and departments that can result into stress. The conflicts at SD was with 

Warehouse staff (Ruddick, 2014). The internal and external factors that were affecting SD staff 

due to bad working practices could bring stress into the organisation. Arnold and Feldman 

(1986, p.459) define stress as ‘the reactions of individuals to new or threatening factors in their 

work environment’. It took government intervention to force SD to resolve their conflicts. 
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Figure 6. Environmental influences on the organisation 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

            The HRM function, part of structure and management, centred on people’s needs in 

an organisation and looking for ways in which their work promotes or frustrates the 

fulfilment of these needs.  The practice of modern HRM is directed towards providing 

conditions under which people work willingly and effectively, and contribute to the success 

of the organisation. This involves concern for employee motivation and job satisfaction. SD 

failed in its responsibilities to the agency staff and that led to bad publicity. However, the 

company has taken steps to rectify this, by motivating workers with incentives and improved 

working environments in compliance with the work practice review. This will enable people 

to perform to their best and the company could expect more in the form of productivity, 
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quality and service. Without public outrage, the company did not seem to notice their error. 

The HRM team could and should have done more for all staff including the agency staff.  

 Organisations should not be rigid in their management approach, but must be flexible, have 

good understanding and a good communication system.  
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Appendix 1 

 

           Mike Ashley who is now the Chief Executive, founded Sports Direct International Plc. 

He started the standalone sports store in Maidenhead in 1982, which has now grown into Sports 

Direct International plc (Sports Direct, Group or the Company) and is now one of the UK’s 

leading and largest sporting goods retailer with a diversified portfolio of sports, fitness, fashion 

and lifestyle fascia's and brands (Sports Direct International plc, 2017).  

           SD aimed to be the leading sports and lifestyle retailer globally and is striving to deliver 

sustainable growth for its shareholders. SD has over 29,000 staff work to serve customers and 

communities (Sports Direct Plc.com, 2017). 

           Furthermore, SD headquarter and the central warehouse distribution is in Shirebrook, 

Derbyshire and the company has distribution centres in Europe especially in Belgium and 

Austria. The company further provides free home delivery, gift card and replacement 

warranty services (Sports Direct Com, 2017a). 
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Appendix 2 

Sports Direct Warehouse worker spoken to the BBC about their experiences. 

Katrina Kelly former workers of Sports Direct for six  

 

BBC News. (2016). 
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Appendix 3 

Sports Direct Warehouse worker spoken to the BBC about their experiences. 

 

BBC News. (2016). 
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Appendix 4 

 

Sports Direct IT- Anna Hercer 

 

Source Sports Direct. Com. (2017e). 

 

 
 

Source Sports Direct. Com. (2017e). 
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Appendix 5 

Sports Direct Store Manager- Dhiren Patel 

 

Source Sports Direct. Com. (2017e). 

  

Source: Sports Direct. Com. (2017e). 
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Appendix 6 

Sports Direct Store Manager - Dumi Talos 

 

Sports Direct. Com. (2017e). 
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Appendix 7 

Sports Direct Area Manager – Paul

Sports Direct. Com (2017f). 
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Appendix 8 

 Sports Direct Human Resources Administrator - Julie Hind 

 
Source from: Sports Direct. Com. (2017e). 

 


