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1. Executive summary


The purpose of this report was to provide critical evaluation of Sports Directs marketing activity while identifying if they were effective or not. To ensure this was discovered key strategic marketing management tools were utilized to determine target markets, measure current success and to analyse the micro and macro marketing environment. It is important this analysis was conducted to find the flaws of Sports Direct marketing strategy while presenting recommendations on how the marketing strategy could be improved. The main focus which shaped this report will look at developments in social media and its use as a marketing platform for such a big organization. Consequently, throughout this report it will showcase the great size of Sports Direct and how well they are performing as an organization expanding into the US and Australian market. That being noted, this report revealed that Sports Direct has a traditional way of marketing and do not possess a great social media presence with low interaction with customers. Furthermore, it showcases the many negatives’ Sports Direct possess in terms of being corporate socially responsible and as a result can affect the marketing strategy going forward. The recommendations for the marketing strategy moving forwards were split into three recommendations. The first being using social media to create competitions to get people sharing and commenting on Sports Direct pages across all social media platforms. The second is to give Sports Direct a face to the organization by sponsoring popular athletes to promote products. The last recommendation is to promote a better e-commerce experience because of the unlimited range of reaching people across the world is an opportunity to expand the business even further.  






2. Introduction              

The purpose of this report is to provide a critical evaluation of an organizations marketing activity while identifying if they were effective or not. Consequently, to discover marketing activities key strategic management tools will be utilized to determine target markets, measure current success and to analyse the micro and macro marketing environment. Conducting this analysis will provide a conclusion addressing the flaws of an organizations marketing strategy while presenting recommendations on how the marketing strategy could be improved. Furthermore, this report will focus on the developments in social media and its use as a marketing platform.

3. Marketing 

Bala and Verma (2018) propose that marketing is a restless, changing, and dynamic business activity and that marketing itself has changed significantly over the years because of a plethora of factors but a prime example being the internet and rapid technological changes. Additionally, Lamb, Hair, and McDaniel (2012) emphasize the importance of marketing and note that it is a company-wide responsibility. Consequently, Kotler et al. (2015) and Thyne (2001) propose that marketing is the process by which companies create value for customers and build strong profitable customer relationships to influence them to buy a product or service off them. The authors also note that marketing has traditionally been linked to concepts of profitability and providing a competitive edge. Building upon this, Armstrong (2009) summarize that marketing starts by understanding consumer needs and wants, deciding which target markets the organisation can serve best, and developing a convincing value proposition by which the organisation can attract, retain, and develop targeted consumers. Complementary to this, Baines, Fill, and Rosengren (2017) hypothesised that marketing is a two-way exchange process for the reason that it is not solely about the organisations marketing strategies but the customers inputs. Additionally, Kotler (2012) and Slater, Hult, & Olson (2010) highlight the importance of marketing and suggest that it intertwines with strategic management as marketing is a vital factor in helping an organisation achieve their goals. 

4. Sports Direct 

The organization that will be critically evaluated throughout this report will be Sports Direct. Becht, Franks, & Wagner (2021), and Frazers (2022) website propose that Sports Direct is a founder-controlled sports retailer which is now owned by the Frazers group organization. Sports Direct was founded in 1982 by Mike Ashley who was the sole owner until the company went public in 2007. The authors note that Mike Ashley is still the company’s controlling shareholder and Chief Executive. Additionally, O’Sullivan (2020) proposes that the company has now expanded to become global powerhouse as shown by revenue which increased from £1.35bn to £3.3bn between 2007 and 2018. The author elaborates by proposing that Sports Direct’s business strategy has concentrated on delivering a widespread product range, ensuring stock availability, closely controlling costs and making efficiencies, and a vital factor of the strategy is selling clothing at cheap prices. Additionally, Frazers group now own a collection of the world’s most iconic brands including Sports Direct, House of Fraser, Frasers, FLANNELS, GAME, Jack Wills, Sofa.com, Evans Cycles, USC, and Everlast. Complementary to this but more specifically, the website proposes that Sports Direct is now Europe’s biggest sports retailer with 715 stores across the UK, Europe, and Malaysia. The vision statement the organization works towards is “to become the world’s first destination for sport and fitness” states (About Sports Direct, 2022). 
Although Sports Direct is an exceedingly successful organisation, the company currently faces a plethora of contemporary issues. For example, O'Sullivan (2020), Ball et al. (2017) and Neville (2013) note that Sports Direct has been branded an awful place to work for because of the warehouse conditions and the treatment/retention of employees being extremely awful as in the past they have been underpaid and 90% of the staff being on 0-hour contracts. As a result of all these issues, sports direct attract negative media and has a hard job marketing because of the reputation they have acquired. Consequently, this links directly to the main issue this report will focus on which is the developments in social media and its use as a marketing platform. Shah (2022) put forward that Sports Direct uses more traditional marketing strategies by advertising on television and radio. The author also notes that Sports Direct do use social media to promote products but isn’t utilised to its full potential.  

5. SWOT analysis

Lamb, Hair, and McDaniel (2012) hypothesised that it is essential for marketers to understand the current and potential environment that the service or product will be marketed in. Consequently, a key tool to conduct a situational analysis is a SWOT analysis. Gürel (2017), and Piercy & Giles (1989) propose that the SWOT analysis is one of the most common and widely recognised tools for conducting a strategic marketing audit for the reason that the tool is a simple and straight forward way to learn key information about an organization from an internal perspective through strengths and weaknesses and from an external perspective through opportunities and threats hence the acronym SWOT. To elaborate upon this, Komari et al. (2020) and Pickton & Wright (1998) propose that a SWOT analysis is a basic framework that provides direction and serves as a basis for the development of marketing plans and strategies going forward. 
	Internal factors

	Strengths

1. Worldwide organisation / 715 stores across the UK, Europe, and Malaysia (Frazers, 2022) 

2. 20,000 employees (Frazers, 2022)

3. Competitive price strategy (O'Sullivan, 2020)
  
4. Own a collection of iconic brands

5. Number 1 sports retailer in the UK.

6. Simple and easy to use website



	Weaknesses 

1. Controversial media press

2. Bad brand image (Ball et al. 2017)

3. Lack of diverse marketing strategies. (Shah, 2022)  

4. International tax scandals - Tax evasion in Ireland, Finland and France. (Bahl, 2021)​

5. Corporate social responsibility issues – Warehouse conditions/ treatment of employees. (Neville, 2013).

	External Factors

	Opportunities 

1. Expansion into US market via the purchase of Bob’s stores and Eastern Mountain Sports. 50 Stores in total. (Megaw, 2017).

2. Expansion into Australian market via the purchase of Sneakerboy. (Pattabiraman, 2022)

3. Social Media Marketing.

4. Get popular and respected athletes to promote Sports Direct.  (Green, 2011). 

	Threats

      1. Competitors (JD sports, Footlocker, and JBB Sports)

2. Online e-commerce platforms (Amazon and ASOS).

3. Quality of products in comparison to other retailers.

4. Bad media coverage.

5. Competitors social media marketing strategies. For example, Gymshark. (Nguyen and Tran, 2020).

6. Supply chain / suppliers 





As a result of conducting a SWOT analysis, it has displayed the micro environmental factors that may influence the marketing strategy of Sports Direct. Consequently, this analysis showcases the key strength of Sports Direct being a mega organisation with plans that are already in effect to expand into all markets across the globe. In contrast to this, as it has such a big name it can also be a weakness for Sports Direct when devising marketing strategies because of the bad brand image/reputation they have acquired over the years with all the scandals and corporate social responsibility issues. 
A key weakness of Sports Direct is the lack of diverse marketing strategies and as a result this can be turned into an opportunity to create marketing strategies going forward. Shah (2022) put forward that Sports Direct uses more traditional marketing strategies by advertising on television and radio however Evans (2010) emphasizes the importance of social media marketing as it can reach people worldwide and can be extremely engaging. Rosario and Cruz (2019) summarize that traditional and digital marketing methods combined builds a great marketing strategy as it can result in greater exposure, new audiences, tangibility, and the personal factor of reaching out to people. With this in mind, on the Sports direct (2022) Facebook page it nearly has 2.6 million followers but on recent posts they do not reach over 50 likes which illustrates the poor social media presence the organisation has. 
On the other hand, this is a key opportunity as Sports Direct already has the following on social media but needs to create new interactive social media marketing strategies going forward. A prime example of an organisation using a great social media marketing strategy would be Gymshark. To elaborate, Apaza & Jahan (2021) and Juhlin & Soini (2018) claims that Gymshark is one of the quickest developing organisations in the world being valued at $1.3Billion in late 2020 while also noting that they used no traditional marketing strategies only social media marketing using key strategies that they are known for such as the influencer strategy. This actively illustrates the importance of digital marketing and points to the notion that Sports Direct could benefit vastly by using social media to market their portfolio of products. 
Another essential point and developing upon the last one, a key opportunity from the SWOT analysis is to get popular and respected athletes to promote Sports Direct products. To elaborate upon this, Green (2011) and Roşca (2010) summarize that organisations that endorse popular sports athletes can use it as a great marketing strategy because through image association it can help an organization convey information on the portfolio of products they sell as the athlete will get major attention, influence their target demographic, and have the significant ability to increase sales for the organization. A key example of this is Michael Jordan for Nike. To reinforce this opportunity, Arai, Ko and Ross (2014) hypothesised that endorsing popular sports athletes combined with the modern social media culture it can make for a great marketing strategy. Subsequently, Jagodic and Matesa (2020) agree that it can make for a great marketing strategy although it can be risky and have negative impacts on the organization because of several factors such as poor performance from the athlete, unregulated activities and not upholding their responsibilities. For example, according to (Lisa, 2019) Jon Jones lost his Nike and Rebok sponsorship when he was arrested for a hit and run accident in 2015 

6. PESTLE Analysis 

Alanzi (2018) and Perera (2017) summarize that the PESTLE analysis is used as a tool of situational analysis for business evaluation. The authors note that the analysis helps identify the macroeconomic variables by creating 6 categories which are Political, Economic, Socio-cultural, Technological, Legal and Environmental hence the acronym PESTLE. In addition to this, Law (2016) put forward that the PESTLE analysis helps identify industry attractiveness, market potential, to establish current market and industry performance and to predict market success or trends for future growth. Furthermore, Shabanova et al (2015) note that the SWOT and PESTLE analysis go hand in hand with each other as they can help identify the macro and micro environmental factors of the organisation which in result can help shape a marketing strategy going forward. 

	PESTLE analysis


	

Political

	· Politically stable environment due to democracy and constitutional monarchy within Britain.​
​
· Politically unstable for companies trading via the EEU (Brexit). (Thissen et al., 2020). 

· Trading regulations and tariffs while expanding into new markets.


	




Economic

	· The GDP of UK has increased (£554 billion 2021, whereas £560 billion in 2022) which is beneficial for the company to manage their business in the UK (Clark, 2022).  ​

· The inflation rate of the UK is nearly 10.1% in the year 2022 which is also beneficial for the business industries (Statista, 2022).

· Unemployment rates.


	





Socio-cultural

	· UK has the biggest market of consumers which helps to find the company a large size customer base and proper employment options (Plecher, 2022).  ​

· A multicultural population has been found in the UK which helps the company to include cross-cultural dimensions in their business. 

· Corporate social responsibility.


	







Technological

	
· In the year 2022, nearly 5.3 billion people are using internet daily and 4.7 billion people are social media users. The use of digital marketing is an opportunity to reach the whole population. (Statista, 2022)

· Nearly 61.67 million people are using social media daily in the UK which in result showcases that it can help an organisation to improve by using social media market strategies (Dixon, 2022).

· E-commerce experience (Terzi, 2011).

	
Legal

	
· The Employment Act 1996 and Equality Act 2010 protects the rights of the employees in the workplace while protecting them from discrimination. (Government of UK, 2022)

· When expanding into new markets there are different laws in each country. 


	
Environmental

	
· Society moving towards more ethically and sustainably sourced products. Luchs et al. (2010).



As a result of conducting a PESTLE analysis, it has displayed the macro environmental factors that may influence the marketing strategy of Sports Direct. Consequently, this analysis actively illustrates the unpredictability and erratic factors of the macro environment. In result of this analysis, a key factor within the macro environment that could affect Sports Directs marketing strategy is the technological factors.
As presented in this analysis nearly 5.3 billion people are using internet daily and 4.7 billion people are social media users. The use of digital marketing is an opportunity to reach the majority of the population according to (Statista, 2022). Consequently, this links heavily with the SWOT analysis conducted within this report because as identified earlier a key weakness of Sports Direct marketing strategy is the lack of social media marketing they do and the lack of online presence they possess. As a result of these statistics, it can be suggested that it is vital for Sports Direct to innovate with their marketing strategies going forward especially online as they can reach more people and sell more products. 
Complementary to this, promoting products online is a great way to reach people across the globe but is only a small factor within E-commerce. According to (Terzi, 2011) millions of people worldwide use the internet to purchase products and as a result gives expanding opportunities for business-to-business and business-to consumer e-commerce transactions across borders. Consequently, it is essential for an organisation to have a good website to sell their products on and a great marketing strategy online and on social media to draw attention to this website. It is apparent that these factors link back to the SWOT analysis because Sports Direct have a great strength which is a simple and easy to use website that promotes their wide-ranging portfolio of products but have a vital weakness as mentioned their lack of marketing strategies online and on social media. Therefore, it can be suggested for Sports Direct that improved marketing strategies online can redirect them to the website which in result can influence consumers buying products from wherever they are. 
Another essential factor in the macro environment that could potentially affect Sports Directs marketing strategy is the environmental factor.  Luchs et al. (2010) summarizes that society is moving towards more ethically and sustainably sourced products. Consequently, as mentioned throughout this report and reinforced by Goodley (2020) Sports Direct has a bad reputation for having corporate social responsibility issues such as poor working conditions, under paying staff, and treating them poorly. Consequently, Mazar and Zhong (2010) note that consumer choices reveal that not only price and quality preferences but also social and moral values. Consequently, this makes it a more difficult task for Sports Direct to create marketing strategies that persuade people to go against their moral values to buy a product.
With both analysis in mind and the issues the marketing strategies possess, Tighe (2022) notes that Sports Direct has made a gross profit of over 2 billion pounds in the financial year of 2022. Consequently, it can be suggested that their marketing strategy might not be as important because of the competitive low price strategy results in the retention of customers.  

7. Marketing mix: 7Ps

Khan (2014) and Ivy (2008) summarize that the marketing mix is the most fundamental concept of marketing and is a set of manageable marketing tools that an organization utilizes to create a needed response within the targeted market. To elaborate upon this, Jain (2013) notes that the marketing mix is a powerful concept as it makes marketing seem easy to handle and allows the separation of marketing from other activities of the organization. Furthermore, completion of the marketing mix can give an organization direction for future marketing strategies. The 7P’s stand for Product, Promotion, Price, Place, People, Process, and Physical Evidence. 
	Marketing Mix


	



Product
	· Sports, fitness, fashion, and lifestyle products.

· Widespread portfolio of products that cater to men, women, and children. 

· Products target people of all ages who do physical activity, and recently with the fashion clothing going into stores reaching a new target market. 

· Partnered top sports brands in the world including Adidas, Nike, Puma and Under Armour.

· Own their personal brands including Slazenger, Everlast, Firetrap, Sondico, and No Fear. 

	
Promotion


	· Sports Direct uses more traditional marketing strategies by advertising on television and radio. (Shah, 2022)

· Constant discounted pricing  

· Personal upselling in stores.

· Direct marketing (Emails).



	Price
	· Competitive and low pricing. (O'Sullivan, 2020)

· Product bundle pricing.

· Charges greater prices online as the delivery price is included.


	Place
	· Sells products through online websites and 715 retailing stores across the UK, Europe, and Malaysia. (Frazers, 2022)



	People
	· Staff members are essential in marketing to upsell products. 

· Customer service team department must solve customers complaints and ensure they are happy with the outcome.

· Staff work in the warehouses to create and transport supplies.


	Process
	· Online delivery process. 

· Marketing strategies process

· Ensure stock is always available in retail stores.



	Physical Evidence
	· Distinct colour packaging for products on shelf.

· Reviews across social media.

· Eye catching discount stickers on a numerous amount of products. 

· Big black bags with huge Sports Direct logo on it resulting in free advertisement. 


8. Conclusion

To summarize this report, it has used strategic marketing tools such as PESLTE and SWOT to analyse the micro and macro marketing environment for Sports Direct. Consequently, this report discovered the selection of media Sports Direct uses to market while considering their strategy traditional with a lack of innovation to adapt to modern digital marketing strategies. However, with the results they are achieving in terms of profit it could be argued that they do not need to change their strategy. 

9. Recommendations 

Sports Direct biggest weakness is the lack of digital marketing and for them to grow and expand further as an organization they need to improve on social media marketing because it is completely free and reaches most the world. 
The first recommendation is to start giveaways and competitions across all their social media brand accounts to ensure people must comment and follow all accounts to enter this competition. As a result, it will get consumers talking and create a buzz around this competition which will be advertisement for the brand name. To reinforce this, Tsimonis and Dimitriadis (2014) note that this is a common social media strategy that can work very well as Sports Direct will have the resources to commit to the competition but also possess the following already to promote it even more.   
The second recommendation is to sponsor popular sports athletes to promote Sports Direct products. This option is completely viable with the resources Sports Direct possess and can influence people who follow these athletes to buy from them. Additionally, as Sports Direct are recently going into the US and Australian market, sponsoring athletes from those countries could be a great way to penetrate the market and to get good advertisement off them. Elaborating upon this further, once the sponsorship is secured, adverts and posts can be created across social media making it big news and getting it trending to attract eyes on Sports Direct website which can result in new consumers. 
The third and final recommendation is to promote a better e-commerce experience. Although Sports Direct website is simple to use there is no price bundling online as they do in stores and the return of products is not promoted widely on their website. Giving the same experience from shopping in store to online can greatly benefit the marketing strategy to ensure people are confident in buying products form the website. 
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