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Executive Summary

This report analyses and reviews the current digital marketing situation at Neath RFC, a local rugby club that were once one of the most feared club sides in the world. Neath have an illustrious history, however in recent years have struggled due to several issues off the field which have led to on the field problems too, and then also leading to the club falling behind other local clubs and the relegation of the club. From observations as well as qualitative and quantitative data, it is apparent that Neath are at the rebuilding phase both on and off the field, and it is important that they continue to challenge the best clubs off the field with their use of digital content to be able to appeal to a younger audience, as well as standing out. Research carried out in the findings show a lack of younger support, which is needed for future generations to come.
Comparisons are drawn by the researcher with other local clubs, and what they are doing that could be implemented at Neath for financial benefits as well as to help connect the fans with the club through the social media platforms, and various recommendations were put forward by the researcher with the findings and research taken into consideration as well as the clubs finances, also considered was the current Corona Virus situation meaning no events or matches are yet allowed. The situation also impacted the research methods that could be used, meaning that solely online research was permittable. The researcher notes that the questions asked in the survey could have been slightly more precise, and more responses would have given a wider range of answers, and by using qualitative data validity is not always guaranteed.
The researcher determined the recommendations ensuring that they are feasible and can be easily implemented with no risk for the club.

Terms of Reference

Rhodri Stranaghan is an independent student consultant producing a marketing plan and research project for Neath RFC, in relation to the social media aspect of the organization, looking at recommendations that could be considered and fan engagement.
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1.0 Introduction

The report presented is an organizational consultancy report for the marketing of Neath RFC, a Rugby club that was once world renowned for being the fiercest team on the planet and is one of Wales most prestigious clubs, situated in the small town of Neath. Neath RFC have recently undergone new ownership, and one of the main issues the club is facing is getting older supporters back to club, filling the Gnoll for home games which is a historic ground where they play, and continuing to attract new support to ensure the future generations of the club. The new ownership has brought much needed stability to the club, which was a major issue in recent years, with Neath RFC almost going out of business last year. The passionate supporters, as well as new ownership and management has kept Neath going, however it is important that they can keep existing supporters satisfied, whilst appealing to a new type of supporter, the younger generation, as well as to older supporters who have stopped attending the games at the Gnoll.  The importance of digital marketing is becoming more prominent, and as stated by Nisar et al (2018) “The greater the interactivity with the public, the more attractive the club appears attracting greater spectators through more likes to a Facebook page”.  
Strategic management is needed to ensure of long-term success, and being in a digital age, it is increasingly important for clubs to maximize all social media platforms to market and interact with supporters and improve fan engagement. The needs of supporters are constantly changing, and subsequently the importance of clubs keeping with trends and constantly innovating is key.  When games are not being played, supporters expect social media content to help get their fix during the week, which became more important as a result of Corona Virus, meaning the digital aspect has been more important than ever due to matches being cancelled, and the league being ended abruptly.  
This report will not only analyse the current social media activities and marketing strategies of Neath RFC, but also offer feasible recommendations in areas that can be tweaked to gain maximum exposure to a wider market, recommend ways to increase revenue and strategies that can be implemented to attract more supporters to the games once Corona Virus is over and also market research will be analysed on fan engagement in rugby in particular the local area to see what social media platforms people are using, to offer recommendations on other potential platforms that could be used.

2.0 Project Aims and Objectives
As stated by the researcher in the Project Initiation Document, the aim of the project is to develop a marketing plan for Neath RFC incorporating ways to maximise the platform of the club through social media.  As a result of the current situation in regards to the Corona Virus pandemic, the project was slightly changed to look more towards a post Corona Virus strategy, and as a result of the inability to run events, instead, research of fan engagement through the clubs use of social media as well as relevant theory will be researched and presented in the report. 

The objectives of the project set by the researcher can be seen below:
•	Review and assess the current digital marketing strategy of Neath RFC taking into consideration strengths and weaknesses, including social media pages, and analysing fan engagement. 
•	To undertake both research into the club as well as market research and benchmarking with other clubs to see where improvements can be made.
•	To devise a report that will include feasible marketing recommendations that could be trialled or implemented at the club once the restrictions are lifted.

2.1 Potential Issues
Given the unknown status of what will be changed and when regarding the current restrictions, the financial situation of organisations as well as supporters and advertisers post Corona Virus is still not clear, and so giving financial forecasts is not feasible. In addition, potential issues with research methods will have been impacted due to Corona Virus, meaning alternative methods may not provide as effective research as the researcher would want. 


3.0 Research Methodology
Both qualitative and quantitative methods were followed and were utilized in accordance to the university and government rulings on no face to face interaction as a result of Corona Virus, which meant interviews and observations could not be carried out in person, however with the advancements of technology it meant that observations could be carried out on Neath RFC’s social media platforms, a Survey Monkey was produced by the researcher to gather a general consensus on importance of Fan Engagement which enabled the researcher to gather honest data that was reliable and valid. However, validity cannot be guaranteed when using some qualitative research methods and this is emphasised by Winter (2000) who states that “some qualitative researchers have argued that the term validity is not applicable to qualitative research and have at the same time realised the need for some kind of qualifying check or measure for their research”.
The consultant also gathered secondary research on a range of topics, including fan engagement and social media marketing from the university online library as access to the full library services were not permitted as well as the other research restrictions. Other research undertaken included the current marketing situation of Neath, as well as a look at some other rugby clubs methods to benchmark.
The research was carried out predominantly from the home office of the researcher as opposed to the preferred settings, and one meeting at the Gnoll with the organisation as well as the researcher attending several supporters’ meetings prior to undertaking the formal research to gather a consensus. 


4.0 Current Marketing Situation

In what would usually be an important time for the club in finishing the season and looking forward to events that were planned for the summer including James Hook’s testimonial ‘Legend’s Game’ match in July as well as other potential fundraisers and events at the clubhouse, the current situation has forced these to be postponed, meaning the importance of social media has become more important for teams to connect with the supporters.  This has subsequently led to clubs taking on more of a virtual role in providing supporters with daily content. The current market situation at Neath RFC is that the club are starting to produce more high-level content on the club’s social media platforms that are Twitter, Instagram and Facebook. One example of this is the clubs use of video content to announce new signings during the Corona Virus crisis, which is helping to keep supporters engaged and anticipating next season, as well as showing a new style of content keeping up with the digital era. 

4.1 SWOT Analysis 

A SWOT analysis has been produced by the consultant, to highlight currently the situation at Neath.

Strengths

· The use of a new style of content, including videos has been welcomed by supporters as shown in A1.
· Neath have a very good reputation to build on through their extensive history and have over 10,000 followers on Twitter showing a big presence.
· The close-knit community spirit in Neath and the relationship the club has with the local community is vital.
· Loyal Fan Base



Weaknesses

· Old fans left due to numerous reasons including poor prior ownership, formation of Ospreys and success of Swansea City

· Declining performances in recent years leading to loss of interest

· Image tarnished through previous management of club and loss of trust in some supporters

· Off field issues have meant that less time could be spent on the marketing of the club, whereas other local sides such as Aberavon have excelled in this time overtaking Neath on and off the field.

Opportunity’s

· New ownership with new exciting ideas and financial backing

· Major opportunities to capitalize on with the big platform and name the club already have. 

· Corona Virus has brought people in the local area together, and when restrictions are lifted it could be a great opportunity for the club to bring in more support from the local community. 

· Room to target new markets through successful use of social media, important in stabilising the future generations of the club 

Threats;

· Lack of innovation and keeping up with trends of other clubs could lead to declining interest and failure to attract new fans.

· Other local sides might be more attractive to potential sponsors and advertisers due to popular social media pages.

· Club nostalgia and heritage could be tarnished with insufficient marketing and declining performances on and off the field.

· Loss of connection with dedicated supporters could create hostile atmosphere.



5.0 Target Market

It is important for Neath to continue to keep loyal fans happy however always welcoming new support. In the same way organisations need to obtain brand loyalty, with rugby clubs it is no different and this is highlighted by Bauer et al (2008) who suggested that “the attachment of fans and their pronounced loyalty propensity is the most important asset of a team-sport organization. Sports clubs should emphasize the creation and conservation of fan loyalty through well-planned interactions designed to deliver extraordinary experiences”.
Upon prior research of observations at matches before Corona Virus, it was evident that the main demographics of supporters are the middle age range, and this is partly due to the loyalty they have amassed over the years from when Neath were the best club side in Wales and took on some of the best club sides and international sides in the world. It is important to maintain the loyalty with these supporters, as well as appealing to the younger generation to build that same loyalty amassed with both children and the slightly older young adult age range.
One model that can be used by Neath RFC is Kellers Brand Equity Model (1993) which identifies that in order to build strong brands an organisation needs to shape how customers feel and think about the product, or in Neath’s case the club and the supporters, this can be found in A1 which includes a breakdown of each building block that needs to be achieved to reach the top of the pyramid. 

5.1 Four P’S
Another model that can be used to define the current situation of Neath is the marketing mix which are essential factors in all organizations, including sports clubs, and McCarthy (1960) introduced the four P’s, Price, Product, Promotion and Place which can be used to assess the marketing of a company. Although the product is slightly different at Neath than what it was originally devised for, it is still applicable in sports marketing. The four p’s are essential in establishing the target market. 
Product-
There are various products sold by Neath, the obvious ones such as merchandise, replica jerseys, match tickets and season tickets, as well as sponsorship and branding opportunities such as match day sponsorships, match ball sponsorships, player sponsorships, advertising boards and kit sponsorships to name a few which are important in boosting the business aspect of the club.  The image of the Welsh All Blacks is ever present in the jerseys with the infamous Maltese Cross, and is a widely known brand identity of the club. Having the reputation Neath do, it is vital that the products put out are of high quality and standards and are in keeping with the traditional design. The current sponsorship for the teamwear and store is Samurai, a well-respected sportswear brand. 
Price- 
The cost of tickets for the typical Neath home game are £8 for adults and free for u16’s, which enables adults to be able to take their children or grandchildren for free, and is reasonable for a game of Rugby to watch in the second division, but it is worth nothing that matchday tickets are not available to be purchased online which could be implemented quite easily. As shown in A3, the prices of the merchandise are £45 for a 19/20 season jersey, as well as a small range of other products, however although the deal with Samurai is likely of great beneficiary to Neath, a wider range of options and styles would perhaps be more appealing, as Pontypool who are also in the same league as Neath have a wider range of products both for children and adults which can be seen in A3, and the site is also easier to navigate, which could be an area for Neath to look at, perhaps more merchandise orientated to children like plush toys, as well as accessories for adults like car stickers that once were sold by the club and other items that will help both the brand identity and also the more money in to the club. 

Place- 
Neath have a deal for sponsorship of the kit with Samurai who are the retailer of the kit and Neath RFC teamwear as shown in A1 and can be ordered online through Samurai’s website. One limitation is the turn around of the jerseys and the select window in which they can be purchased, which may put off supporters from ordering shirts or might miss the deadlines by wanting one later in the year. By ensuring they can be made all year around with a fast turnaround, it could mean end of season sales and other promotions could be a tool used by the club to generate more profit.
Promotion-
The promotion of the club is important to help attract new supporters and continue to please current supporters, but also to engage with new businesses and sponsorship opportunities. The current promotion of Neath has improved over the last few months and has been more advanced through its use of video packages and a professional lay out of them, as well as ensuring all messages posted are also laid out in accordance to where they are being published.

Financial
The finances of the club have been well documented online over recent years with prior ownership, which was highlighted by BBC (2018) “Clubs accounts were frozen, which meant wages could not be paid and other financial commitments could not be met”. However, Neath are now moving towards the future with caution and sustainability, and it is important that the financial aspect is managed and so it is important to maximise profit in any way possible, however due to the Corona Virus only when clubs are able to resume they will start seeing more revenue. The recommendations that will be put forward will be achievable and realistic taking into consideration the clubs finances. The potential profits from merchandising, more events at the club house when restrictions are lifted and more products to be purchased on the clubs website including tickets could potentially see more revenue for the club as it would mean easier purchasing for the supporter. Another important financial factor that could be taking into consideration is the importance of ensuring connections with the new ownership of the Ospreys for the partnership to develop, subsequently leading to more support and more Ospreys fixtures played at The Gnoll leading to more revenue. Although the financial situation regarding Corona Virus will inevitably be detrimental for all clubs, it will only be after the fact that the full extent can be determined. 



6.0 Findings
The survey undertaken is shown in full in A4, and was designed to gather information on what social media platforms rugby fans predominantly in the local area are using, as a way to look at extra platforms that Neath could perhaps use to help engage fans and provide more content. The results from the survey will be used to help with recommendations and provide quantitative data to support the qualitative research.
 In total 104 people responded to the questionnaire that was published on both Facebook and Twitter which the researcher believed were the quickest platforms to share the results and gain the most interactions. Although the questionnaire was originally mentioned as a potential means of research, an ideal way of gaining research would have been through face to face interviews, however this was unattainable due to Coronavirus, and so the questionnaire was put out as an alternative. Had the questionnaire been put out longer it would have got more interaction, and one issue was that Survey Monkey limits the amount of questions that can be asked, and so other platforms for future questionnaires could be used, which would mean not merging questions in to each other and making them easier and quicker to answer, and also would have allowed for more questions to gain more demographics. 
The survey shows that within the last 12 months, 61.54% of respondents have seen a live rugby match in the last 12 months, however, just 13 people stated that they regularly visit the Gnoll to watch Rugby, which shows that within the local area, currently people are going elsewhere to watch Rugby. This can be further verified by the fact that 19.05% stated that they regularly watch rugby elsewhere, which could be a sign that people find going to other grounds currently more appealing, which may have been down to the relegation of Neath and recent off the field issues. 
Out of the 104 that completed the survey, just 27 stated that they supported Neath, including ones that used to support Neath, whereas 31 answered Ospreys, shown in the graph below. The most popular local clubs were noted, as due to being 104 respondents many supported different clubs, but it is important to note what clubs most local people are supporting.
[image: ]








Another important set of findings was the social media platforms that people were using. As expected, Facebook and Twitter were at the top as well as TV and Instagram. It was however interesting to note the amounts of people who are using Youtube and Podcasts. 85 stating they use Youtube, and 53 stating podcasts. The radio and newspaper responses can also be found in the appendix, to determine what newspapers and radio stations the respondents are using.
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Following on from the question of which social media platforms people use, the next question was tailored to asking what ones the respondents felt could increase interest for supporters. It is important to determine what platforms fans feel can improve a connection between the supporters and club, to be able to determine what other potential 
As shown below, Facebook, Youtube and TV were again very popular, and would indicate a demand for video content as a way in increasing interest for supporters.
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Another key indicator from the survey was what respondents felt were the most important factors when deciding to attend a match. It must be noted that various considerations must be noted before people decide what is important, and so the researcher could have also asked for whether respondents had children, could drive, had disposable income and other questions that would have helped draw conclusions on why they were the motivating factors. It is clear from the graph below that ticket prices were the most important factor to 42.57% of responses, whereas importance of the match was the most important for 35.29% of respondents. It is clear that pre and post-match activities was not a key motivating factor to most respondents, with just 7.84% of responses ranking it the most important factor. However, this could be down to respondents not having children for instance, as people with children would be more likely to find pre and post-match activities more important to create a day out as opposed to just the match.

[image: ]

Another important set of data collected by the survey is the age of participants, to be able to see the typical supporter age demographics of certain clubs, and the researcher has created a bar chart below, comparing the ages of support between the top three answered local clubs which were Ospreys, Neath and Aberavon.	
[image: ]

The bar chart shows a few important data trends, and although not all fans of teams had access to this questionnaire, it is apparent that from the survey respondents, Neath tended to have typically more older fans than Ospreys. They are a bigger club in terms of level they play at and the stadium they play at, and this could be as a result of Ospreys being a newer club, and although Neath would have lost some support due to the formation of the Ospreys, they are also attracting a younger market. Aberavon on the other hand also had slightly more supporters in the 18-24 category despite there only being 12 respondents saying they support Aberavon, this could be down to numerous factors such as being currently performing better than Neath in terms of leagues, as well as the clubs progression in recent years in terms of digital media, the use of video’s and a Youtube platform as well as recently launching a podcast ‘The Cauldron’ which aims towards a slightly younger demographic and accessible on Spotify, as well as Youtube. 
By improving the digital content, it will help build the platform and help enhance the brand image, and so for Neath to take inspiration from other local clubs as well could see more of an appeal to a younger audience which is needed. The research would perhaps then have been better off asking a younger audience whether they would be more likely to support a club that were innovative in terms of digital presence. 

7.0 Limitations 
Due to the Corona Virus pandemic, face to face interaction was not permitted, and observations at the ground were also not feasible, which had a detrimental impact in carrying out interviews with supporters in person which could have been a more reliable research source. 

8.0 Conclusions
The research show a couple of areas where Neath could maximise profit and potential growth, and it is apparent that with the digital age supporters are increasingly wanting video content to help get their fix of interaction with the club even when games are not being played. The survey results showed that both Podcasts and Youtube are areas where Neath could implement which would not only satisfy current supporters but open up the club to potential growth outside of the local area, as well as appealing to a slightly younger market which could then lead to a more sustainable future for the club. Another conclusion drawn by the consultant is that more merchandise including some tailored more to a younger audience including children is needed to help introduce younger fans to the Gnoll, as well as keeping competitive with other local clubs, by having an easier system of product distribution and navigable website. More club involvements with schools and colleges, more merchandise which will appeal to children, including potentially plush toys, Neath branded stationary for schools amongst other things.

9.0 Recommendations
The recommendations put forward by the researcher are based on both the findings from both the qualitative data and quantitative research methods.
· Introduce a Neath RFC Podcast- which includes past and present players and stories from Neath legend, available on Youtube, Spotify and other platforms. Best clips could be shortened and posted on social media to gain more attraction and give more digital content, having a relevant name could be important, and one that could be hash tagged, such as #BounceBlackAbility playing on the popular sports term ‘bounce back ability’- Podcast could also be sponsored.
· Relaunch the clubs Youtube channel which hasn’t been used in 2 years- Survey shows many use Youtube.
· Ability to purchase tickets online could lead to more buying in advance
· More choice/club branded merchandise for all age ranges including children’s soft   toys purchasable via the club website.
· Ticket packages to encourage more families to visit, for instance 2 parents’ entry for £12 with the existing offer of kids free.
· More community and charity events at the clubhouse
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The four steps have six building blocks that must be in place for the club to reach the top of the pyramid. The four steps can be seen below:
Identity-
 It is important to establish an identity which Neath have as being the Welsh All Blacks, but it is important that this resonates in the social media presence of the club ensuring the club stand out off the field too. Keller believed that the first question asked by customers for a brand is who are you? and so establishing and maintaining an identity is integral. 
Meaning
The next step is important to examine the meaning of the organization to look at how the club communicates to the customers. It is important that the communication is high level and consistent between the club and supporters so that trust can be developed, and it is important for the board to continue to develop the faith and trust of the supporters going forward.  The price is also important going forward so that new supporters can be brought in and to continue to please current supporters. Recent collaborations between the club and Neath supporters club to develop a NHS appreciation t-shirt is an example of work carried out that helps the brands image, and more collaboration and affiliations with local charities as well as schools will help enhance the brand image and attract more supporters likely to appreciate the hard work being done off the field. 

Response
The two building blocks in this step are the customers response of the brand of Neath- Judgements and feelings. Supporters judge performances on and off the field, however another important factor is credibility. Keller believed that customers are likely to judge credibility using three pointers, expertise, trustworthiness and likability. How superior the brand is compared to competitors, trustworthiness, likability and expertise are essential in evoking a good response from customers or supporters, and fans are more likely to attach themselves emotionally with a brand that creates a trusted, likeable and professional image. For Neath to gain the trust of supporters, more supporters evenings in the future, more projects with the Neath supporters club and local charities can enhance the image and also lead to more events at the clubhouse subsequently raising more funds. 

Relationships/Resonance
The relationships and resonance are at the peak of the brand equity model and is the hardest to achieve. Having a hard-core base of loyal supporters is unique and is partly achieved at Neath where there are a lot of loyal supporters that love the product. Sense of community is also important, so supporters feel a part of a family at the club and creating a family spirit is important in engaging supporters with the team. Behavioural loyalty could be enhanced through loyalty programmes for season ticket holders, discounted merchandise as well as special events. Rewarding the loyal supporters is an important part of the model and will only enhance the loyalty of the supporter with them likely to recommend the club the family and friends as well as on social media.
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A3- Merchandising
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A4 - Survey
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Q4

Local Club responses were used, to gain a relatively local perspective.
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Q10

Occupation- Post popular ones 
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Postcodes
(Local area included only)
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Figure 1 - Keller's Brand Equity Model
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Re: Consultancy Project

O

Matt Church <matt.church@cambriasportsgroup.com>
05/05/2020 11:14

To: Rhodri Stranaghan

Thanks Rhodri,

Glad things are progressing with the project during this difficult period - keep me posted with the final draft.
Thanks for the feedback too!

Speak soon.

Matt

On Tue, 5 May 2020 at 10:58, Rhodri Stranaghan <rhodri.stranaghan@outlook.com> wrote:

Hi Matt,
Hope you are well,

Just emailing to let you know | am currently brainstorming marketing recommendations that will be
implemented in the report that | have started. The report was originally due May 13%, but has been
extended to June 1% as a result of what is going on. As soon as the Consultancy Project Report is ready, |
will send it over to you to see if any is of use to the club or yourself.

1 have noticed the marketing has been very good with the use of social media and hopefully can be
carried on for many years to come, and this has also been emphasised by several supporters highlighting
how it has improved massively, in particular to the response on the Elis Horgan announcement video. The
announcements are exciting and keeping everyone waiting for 1pm on announcement days. The Virtual
Cup on Twitter was also fascinating seeing the attention it gained in the end and exposure to Welsh
Rugby!
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Thanks,
Rhodri

‘Sent from Outlook Mobile

Froms Matt Chureh <
Sent: Thursday, May 12, 2020 12:35:23 PM

o R Stransghan <o sransenin@atiesksam>

‘Subject: Re: Questionnaire

Thanks Rnocri,

Alllooks fne from our perspactive

Perhaps you could get he ist 3 or 4 digis ofthei pastcods to help us map out the date?
Thanks

Mt

On Thu, 18 May 2020 3 11:23, odr Stranaghan <thodri tranaghan @outiaol com> wrote:

HiMatthope you are wel,

Just maling you o send over 3 questonnair that will e postig to ather market resesrch on Fan
Engagemen, and what motivates supporters in attending matches.

Sending ¢ over to you fist so that bfore tgets published fyou have any questions/recommendations
With anything then | can twesk , whenever you get the chance toreview f 25| appraciae you are busy
espacialy with sl thatis going on!

The Survey is mainly or Rugby fans, 5 1 an gather the demographics and what influnces Rugby fars fn
parciculary i ourloca aea but il 150 0pen to ather sport ans t see whatnfluences ther decisions
and perhaps compara with footsal.

1have sentit over via Word Document, as was having issues sending ¢ over 0 you from Survey Morikey-

Thanksin scvance,
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To: Matt Church; Matt Church

Consultancy Project Final.docx
7.66 MB

Hi Matt,

Just sending over the consultancy report. | have put your number and email on the report just incase you
need to be contacted

Would like to say a big thank you for allowing me to conduct this project on Neath RFC, and hopefully you
and the club find it useful and can take some of the recommendations in to consideration, and looking
forward to seeing the developments and improvements of the club- if there is any thing else you need or
would like to ask then you know where | am!

Kind Regards,

Rhodri Stranaghan
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What social media and other media forms (Newspapers, TV, radio) do you

use?
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Do you think that social media or local radio and newspaper involvement can
increase interest for supporters?
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Please rank the most important factors for you when deciding to attend a
match
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