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[bookmark: _Toc1848769895]Executive Summary
Sports Direct, part of Frasers Group plc, plans to launch ConnectPlus, a digital customer loyalty platform that uses artificial intelligence (AI), personalised recommendations and mobile rewards to enhance customer experience and strengthen its competitive position. This report explores the stakeholder management required to support its successful implementation. It identifies key internal and external stakeholders, applies stakeholder engagement frameworks and evaluates strategies that encourage collaboration, trust and effective communication. The report also considers the benefits, challenges and ethical issues surrounding AI and customer data, concluding that effective stakeholder engagement is essential for successful implementation and long-term organisational growth.

[bookmark: _Toc344001306]1.SMART Objectives
The ConnectPlus project has been developed with five SMART objectives to guide its successful implementation within Sports Direct. The project aims to launch the ConnectPlus platform across selected UK and international markets within six months while remaining within the approved project budget. A second objective is to increase customer loyalty programme membership by 20% within the first year of launch. The platform also seeks to improve customer retention by 15% through AI-driven personalised recommendations and mobile rewards. In addition, Sports Direct aims to achieve at least 90% employee training completion before implementation and maintain full compliance with UK GDPR and international data protection regulations throughout the project lifecycle.
[bookmark: _Toc221373333]2 Stakeholder Identification and Categorisation
[bookmark: _Toc496825884]2.1 Identifying and Categorising Key Stakeholders
The successful implementation of ConnectPlus at Sports Direct depends on the effective identification and management of stakeholders who influence, or are influenced by, the project. As Project Manager, understanding stakeholder expectations is essential because the platform will introduce significant technological and organisational change across both UK and international operations. Stakeholders have different priorities, levels of influence and expectations, meaning they cannot all be managed in the same way. Identifying these groups at the beginning of the project enables Sports Direct to allocate resources efficiently, reduce resistance to change and improve the likelihood of a successful rollout.
Freeman's Stakeholder Theory argues that organisations achieve long-term success when they consider the interests of all stakeholders rather than focusing solely on financial returns for shareholders (Freeman, 1984). This theory is particularly relevant to ConnectPlus because its success depends not only on technical performance but also on gaining support from employees, customers, suppliers, technology partners and regulators. By recognising stakeholder interests early, Sports Direct can build stronger relationships and encourage greater collaboration throughout the project lifecycle.
Stakeholders can initially be divided into internal and external groups. Internal stakeholders are directly involved in planning, developing and delivering ConnectPlus, while external stakeholders influence the project through investment, regulation, technology, partnerships or customer adoption.
[bookmark: _Toc726084962]Table 1: Internal and External Stakeholders
	Internal Stakeholders
	Primary Interest in ConnectPlus
	External Stakeholders
	Primary Interest in ConnectPlus

	Board of Directors
	Strategic growth and return on investment
	Customers
	Personalised shopping experience and rewards

	Project Sponsor
	Successful delivery of project objectives
	Shareholders
	Financial performance and long-term growth

	Project Manager
	Delivery within scope, budget and timescale
	Technology Partners
	Successful AI and software implementation

	IT & Product Development Team
	Platform development and system integration
	Suppliers
	Integration of stock and product information

	Marketing Department
	Customer engagement and loyalty campaigns
	Information Commissioner's Office (ICO)
	Data protection and legal compliance

	Store Operations Managers
	Successful implementation in stores
	Payment Service Providers
	Secure transaction processing

	Customer Service Team
	Customer satisfaction and issue resolution
	International Partners
	Local market implementation

	Human Resources
	Employee training and change management
	Local Communities
	Employment opportunities and responsible business practices

	Finance Department
	Budget management and cost control
	
	


Table 1 highlights that the success of ConnectPlus depends on both internal and external stakeholders. Balancing business goals with customer privacy, employee wellbeing and legal compliance helps build trust and supports long-term success (Clarkson, 1995).
[bookmark: _Toc446974838]2.2 Stakeholder Prioritisation Using Mendelow's Power–Interest Matrix
Although every stakeholder has some level of involvement, not all require the same level of engagement. Mendelow's Power–Interest Matrix is widely used within project management to prioritise stakeholders according to the amount of influence they have over a project and the level of interest they possess (Mendelow, 1991). This enables project managers to tailor communication and engagement strategies more effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc254102666]Table 2: Mendelow's Power–Interest Matrix
	Power / Interest
	Stakeholders
	Management Approach

	High Power / High Interest
	Board of Directors, Project Sponsor, Project Manager, Senior Leadership Team
	Manage closely through regular meetings, progress reports and involvement in key decisions.

	High Power / Low Interest
	Shareholders, Finance Department, Regulators (ICO), External Investors
	Keep satisfied through strategic updates, compliance reporting and financial performance reviews.

	Low Power / High Interest
	Customers, Marketing Team, Store Managers, Customer Service, HR Team
	Keep informed through workshops, newsletters, training sessions and feedback opportunities.

	Low Power / Low Interest
	Local Communities, Smaller Suppliers and Contractors
	Monitor regularly and communicate when relevant project developments occur.


Mendelow's Matrix helps Sports Direct prioritise stakeholders according to their power and interest. Senior leaders require close management because they influence funding and strategic decisions, while customers need ongoing engagement as their feedback is essential to the success of ConnectPlus. Technology partners provide specialist expertise, and regulators ensure compliance with UK GDPR and data protection requirements (ICO, 2024). However, stakeholder influence can change during a project. Mitchell, Agle and Wood (1997) suggest considering power, legitimacy and urgency alongside Mendelow's model, enabling Sports Direct to respond more effectively and strengthen stakeholder relationships throughout implementation.
[bookmark: _Toc2141713109]3. Roles, Responsibilities, Benefits and Challenges of Key Stakeholders 
Following the identification and categorisation of stakeholders, it is important to understand the specific roles each stakeholder performs during the implementation of ConnectPlus. Every stakeholder contributes differently to the project, bringing valuable knowledge, resources and expertise while also presenting potential challenges that require effective management. According to Bourne (2015), understanding stakeholder expectations and responsibilities enables project managers to strengthen relationships, reduce uncertainty and improve project outcomes. Similarly, Bryson (2004) argues that clearly defining stakeholder roles improves accountability and supports better decision-making throughout complex organisational projects.
[bookmark: _Toc1302523229]Table 3: Roles and Responsibilities of Key Stakeholders
	Stakeholder
	Role and Responsibility

	Board of Directors
	Approve project funding, monitor strategic performance and ensure ConnectPlus aligns with Sports Direct's long-term business objectives.

	Project Manager
	Coordinate project activities, manage risks, monitor progress and ensure delivery within agreed time, budget and quality requirements.

	IT & Product Development Team
	Design, develop, test and maintain the ConnectPlus platform, ensuring secure integration with existing systems.

	Marketing Department
	Promote ConnectPlus through targeted campaigns, increase customer awareness and encourage platform adoption.

	Store Operations Managers
	Support implementation within stores, manage operational changes and encourage employee engagement.

	Customer Service Team
	Respond to customer enquiries, resolve platform issues and gather feedback for continuous improvement.

	Human Resources
	Deliver employee training, support organisational change and develop new digital capabilities.

	Customers
	Use the platform, provide feedback and influence future improvements through purchasing behaviour and satisfaction levels.

	Technology Partners
	Provide AI software, cybersecurity expertise and ongoing technical support throughout implementation.

	Regulators (ICO)
	Monitor compliance with UK GDPR, data protection legislation and responsible handling of customer information.


Each stakeholder brings different knowledge and skills that contribute to the success of ConnectPlus. The IT team develops and secures the platform, while the marketing team promotes its benefits to encourage customer engagement. Store managers help employees adapt to new ways of working, supporting a consistent customer experience across stores and online. However, stakeholders also have different priorities. Senior managers may focus on costs and business performance, whereas employees are more concerned about training and changing job roles. Customers expect personalised services but also want reassurance that their personal data is collected, stored and used responsibly throughout.
[bookmark: _Toc475445536]Table 4: Stakeholder Benefits and Potential Challenges
	Stakeholder
	Benefits to the Project
	Potential Challenges

	Board of Directors
	Strategic leadership and financial investment
	Pressure to deliver rapid financial returns

	Project Team
	Technical knowledge and project delivery expertise
	Resource constraints and tight deadlines

	Employees
	Operational knowledge and customer interaction
	Resistance to organisational change

	Customers
	Valuable feedback and increased loyalty
	Concerns regarding privacy and AI recommendations

	Technology Partners
	Innovation, AI capability and cybersecurity expertise
	System integration issues or technical delays

	Suppliers
	Accurate stock availability and supply chain integration
	Delays affecting product recommendations

	Regulators
	Legal compliance and consumer protection
	Additional compliance requirements and project costs

	Shareholders
	Investment and organisational stability
	Expectations of measurable financial performance


Bourne (2015) explains that effective stakeholder management means recognising both the value stakeholders bring and the risks they may present. Customers are central to the success of ConnectPlus, as their continued engagement influences loyalty and retention. However, trust can be lost if AI recommendations are inaccurate or data privacy is not handled responsibly. Technology partners provide valuable expertise but relying too heavily on external providers may increase cybersecurity, reliability and project risks. Clearly defining stakeholder roles and maintaining strong relationships helps improve accountability, encourage collaboration and support the successful delivery of ConnectPlus across UK and international markets.
[bookmark: _Toc1517000528]4. Stakeholder Engagement and Conflict Management 
[bookmark: _Toc559093557]4.1 Stakeholder Engagement Strategy
After identifying key stakeholders, the Project Manager must develop an engagement strategy that builds trust, encourages collaboration and maintains stakeholder commitment throughout the ConnectPlus project. Stakeholder engagement should be continuous because expectations can change as the project progresses. The Project Management Institute (PMI, 2021) states that projects with active stakeholder engagement are more likely to achieve successful outcomes. As ConnectPlus is a large digital transformation across several markets, Sports Direct needs a flexible approach that meets different stakeholder needs. The 4Cs Model provides a practical framework by promoting communication, consultation, collaboration and long-term commitment.

[bookmark: _Toc483592993]4.2 Applying the 4Cs Model
[bookmark: _Toc668857738]Table 5: Application of the 4Cs Model
	Element
	Application to ConnectPlus at Sports Direct

	Communication
	Provide regular project updates through meetings, newsletters, dashboards and digital collaboration tools.

	Consultation
	Gather feedback from employees, customers and suppliers before major implementation decisions are made.

	Collaboration
	Encourage cross-functional working between IT, Marketing, HR, Operations and external technology partners.

	Commitment
	Maintain stakeholder involvement through training, recognition, progress reporting and continuous feedback.


The 4Cs Model helps Sports Direct build strong relationships with stakeholders by encouraging open communication, collaboration, consultation and long-term commitment. These approaches support better decision-making, reduce resistance to change and encourage greater engagement with ConnectPlus. However, they are most effective when supported by clear leadership and well-defined responsibilities.

[bookmark: _Toc1998072223]4.3 RACI Matrix
A RACI Matrix is commonly used within project management to clarify stakeholder responsibilities and reduce duplication of effort. According to Schwalbe (2022), clearly defining accountability improves communication and supports more efficient project delivery.



[bookmark: _Toc906147637]Table 6: RACI Matrix for ConnectPlus
	Project Activity
	Project Manager
	IT Team
	Marketing
	HR
	Store Managers
	Board

	Project Planning
	A/R
	C
	C
	C
	I
	I

	Platform Development
	A
	R
	I
	I
	I
	I

	Employee Training
	C
	I
	I
	R
	A
	I

	Marketing Campaign
	C
	I
	R
	I
	I
	A

	Customer Pilot Testing
	A
	R
	R
	C
	R
	I

	Final Launch
	A
	R
	R
	R
	R
	C



Key
· R = Responsible 
· A = Accountable 
· C = Consulted 
· I = Informed
The 4Cs Model helps Sports Direct strengthen stakeholder relationships through communication, collaboration, consultation and commitment, encouraging engagement with ConnectPlus while reducing resistance to change and supporting successful project delivery.
[bookmark: _Toc1252618967]5. Stakeholder Engagement and Conflict Management 
[bookmark: _Toc264601631]5.4 Stakeholder Communication Plan
A structured communication plan is essential to ensure stakeholders receive the right information at the appropriate time and through suitable communication channels. Poor communication is recognised as one of the leading causes of project failure because it can create confusion, reduce stakeholder confidence and delay decision-making (PMI, 2021). As ConnectPlus will be implemented across several countries, Sports Direct must ensure communication remains clear, consistent and culturally appropriate.
[bookmark: _Toc540134324]Table 7: Stakeholder Communication Plan
	Stakeholder
	Information Required
	Communication Method
	Frequency
	Responsible Person

	Board of Directors
	Project progress, budget, risks and KPIs
	Executive reports and meetings
	Monthly
	Project Manager

	Project Team
	Project milestones, technical updates and risks
	Daily stand-up meetings and project software
	Weekly/Daily
	Project Manager

	Employees
	Training schedules, implementation updates and process changes
	Workshops, intranet and email
	Fortnightly
	HR Manager

	Customers
	Launch information, rewards, privacy updates and FAQs
	Mobile app, website, email and social media
	At key milestones
	Marketing Manager

	Technology Partners
	System integration, testing progress and technical issues
	Technical meetings and shared project platforms
	Weekly
	IT Manager

	Regulators
	Compliance reports and data protection updates
	Formal documentation and audits
	As required
	Compliance Manager


The communication plan ensures that each stakeholder receives information that is relevant to their role. Senior management require strategic information relating to budgets and risks, whereas employees benefit from practical guidance regarding training and operational changes. Customers require reassurance about the security of their personal data and the benefits of the new platform. Tailoring communication in this way improves engagement and reduces misunderstanding (Grunig and Hunt, 1984).

[bookmark: _Toc734953676]5.5 Stakeholder Engagement Plan
Communication alone does not guarantee stakeholder commitment. Stakeholders must also be actively involved in project activities where appropriate. An engagement plan enables Sports Direct to identify how and when stakeholders should participate throughout the project lifecycle.
[bookmark: _Toc978003674]Table 8: Stakeholder Engagement Plan
	Stakeholder
	Current Engagement
	Desired Engagement
	Engagement Activity

	Board of Directors
	Supportive
	Leading
	Strategic review meetings and project approvals

	Employees
	Neutral
	Supportive
	Training sessions, workshops and feedback surveys

	Customers
	Aware
	Highly engaged
	Pilot testing, customer surveys and loyalty incentives

	Technology Partners
	Supportive
	Collaborative
	Joint planning meetings and technical reviews

	Suppliers
	Neutral
	Supportive
	Supply chain integration meetings and progress updates

	Regulators
	Neutral
	Supportive
	Compliance reviews and regular reporting


This engagement plan demonstrates that stakeholder involvement should evolve throughout the project. For example, customers may initially have limited awareness of ConnectPlus, but by involving them in pilot testing and collecting feedback, Sports Direct can build confidence and improve the final platform before the full launch. Similarly, involving employees in workshops and training sessions encourages ownership of the project and reduces resistance to organisational change.
[bookmark: _Toc2114599924]5.6 Managing Stakeholder Conflict
Conflict is inevitable within large-scale organisational projects because stakeholders often have different objectives, priorities and expectations. Senior management may focus on financial performance and project deadlines, while employees may be concerned about increased workloads or adapting to new technologies. Customers may expect greater personalisation, whereas regulators prioritise compliance with data protection legislation. If these competing interests are not managed effectively, they may delay implementation or reduce stakeholder support.
The Thomas–Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument provides a practical framework for selecting the most appropriate conflict resolution approach depending on the situation (Thomas and Kilmann, 1974).
[bookmark: _Toc140725278]Table 9: Conflict Management Strategies
	Potential Conflict
	Recommended Approach
	Reason

	Employee resistance to new technology
	Collaborating
	Encourages participation, shared solutions and stronger commitment.

	Budget disagreements between departments
	Compromising
	Enables a balanced solution while maintaining project progress.

	Customer concerns regarding AI and data privacy
	Accommodating and collaborating
	Builds trust through transparency and responsiveness.

	Technical disagreements between IT teams and suppliers
	Collaborating
	Improves knowledge sharing and supports effective problem-solving.


Among the five Thomas–Kilmann conflict styles, collaboration is likely to be the most effective for the ConnectPlus project because it focuses on identifying solutions that satisfy multiple stakeholders rather than creating winners and losers. However, compromise may be more appropriate when time constraints require faster decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc1609645887]5.7 Supporting Organisational Change
The implementation of ConnectPlus represents a significant organisational change rather than simply introducing a new piece of technology. Consequently, stakeholder engagement should also be supported through recognised change management frameworks.
Lewin's (1951) Three-Stage Change Model provides a useful structure by encouraging organisations to unfreeze existing behaviours, implement the change, and finally refreeze new ways of working. At Sports Direct, the unfreezing stage would involve communicating the reasons for introducing ConnectPlus and addressing employee concerns through consultation and training. During the change stage, pilot testing, continuous communication and technical support would help employees adapt to the new platform. Finally, successful behaviours could be reinforced through ongoing training, performance monitoring and recognition programmes.
Kotter's (1996) Eight-Step Change Model complements Lewin's approach by emphasising leadership, stakeholder commitment and the creation of a shared vision. Establishing a sense of urgency around digital transformation, building a guiding coalition of senior leaders and celebrating early project successes would help maintain momentum throughout the six-month implementation period. These approaches are particularly relevant to Sports Direct because organisational change extends across multiple departments and international markets.
Overall, effective stakeholder engagement requires far more than regular communication. It involves developing trust, encouraging collaboration, managing conflict proactively and supporting stakeholders throughout organisational change. By integrating the 4Cs Model, RACI Matrix, communication planning, stakeholder engagement planning, Thomas–Kilmann Conflict Model, Lewin's Change Model and Kotter's Change Framework, Sports Direct can create a structured and flexible engagement strategy that improves stakeholder commitment, reduces project risk and increases the likelihood of a successful global implementation of ConnectPlus.
[bookmark: _Toc1213112227]6. Evaluating the Impact of Sustainable Stakeholder Engagement on Business Performance 
Sustainable stakeholder engagement is more than maintaining regular communication with stakeholders throughout a project. It involves building long-term relationships based on trust, transparency and mutual value creation that continue beyond the implementation phase. For Sports Direct, sustainable engagement will play a significant role in determining whether ConnectPlus delivers its intended benefits after launch. By maintaining positive relationships with employees, customers, suppliers, shareholders and regulators, the organisation is more likely to achieve improved customer loyalty, stronger operational performance and sustainable business growth.
Freeman (1984) argues that organisations achieve long-term success when they create value for all stakeholders rather than focusing solely on financial performance. This perspective is particularly relevant to ConnectPlus because the platform relies heavily on customer trust, employee commitment and effective collaboration between internal and external stakeholders. If stakeholder relationships deteriorate after implementation, the long-term value of the platform is likely to decline regardless of its technical capability.
[bookmark: _Toc1056060207]6.1 Impact on Organisational Performance
One of the most significant benefits of sustainable stakeholder engagement is improved organisational performance. Employees who understand organisational objectives and feel involved in decision-making are generally more motivated to support change initiatives. Kotter (1996) argues that successful organisational change depends on creating commitment at every level of the organisation rather than relying solely on senior management decisions.
For Sports Direct, involving employees throughout the development and implementation of ConnectPlus is likely to improve adoption of new digital processes while reducing resistance to change. Employees working in stores and customer service departments interact with customers daily and therefore possess valuable operational knowledge. Regular consultation enables this knowledge to inform project decisions and improve customer experience.
Technology partners also contribute significantly to organisational performance. Sustainable relationships with software providers encourage knowledge sharing, innovation and faster resolution of technical issues. Rather than viewing suppliers as external contractors, Sports Direct should treat them as strategic partners capable of contributing to future platform development.

[bookmark: _Toc1834854827]6.2 Customer Loyalty and Competitive Advantage
ConnectPlus has been designed primarily to improve customer retention through personalised recommendations, mobile rewards and data-driven insights. However, these benefits can only be realised if customers trust the platform and choose to engage with it over time.
Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) argue that strong organisational reputation contributes significantly to stakeholder commitment and long-term loyalty. Although their research focuses on employer branding, the principle can also be applied to customer relationships. Customers who perceive Sports Direct as transparent, innovative and trustworthy are more likely to continue using ConnectPlus and recommend it to others.
Customer engagement should therefore continue beyond the platform launch through regular surveys, mobile feedback features and loyalty incentives. Continuous engagement enables Sports Direct to identify emerging customer needs while improving future platform updates based on real user experiences.
However, customer expectations continue to evolve rapidly within digital retail. Personalisation that is viewed positively today may be considered intrusive if organisations fail to explain how customer information is collected or processed. This highlights the importance of balancing innovation with ethical responsibility.
[bookmark: _Toc1291771357]6.3 Ethical Considerations
Although artificial intelligence provides significant opportunities for improving customer experience, it also creates ethical challenges regarding privacy, transparency and fairness. ConnectPlus will process large volumes of personal information to generate product recommendations and customer insights. Consequently, Sports Direct has both legal and ethical responsibilities to ensure customer information is collected, stored and processed responsibly.
The Information Commissioner's Office (ICO, 2024) emphasises that organisations must demonstrate transparency when using personal data and provide customers with clear information regarding how their information will be used. Compliance with the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR, 2023) is therefore essential throughout the project lifecycle.
[bookmark: _Toc363718757]Table 10: Impact of Sustainable Stakeholder Engagement
	Area
	Positive Impact
	Potential Risk if Poorly Managed

	Employees
	Greater engagement, motivation and productivity
	Resistance to change and reduced morale

	Customers
	Increased loyalty, trust and repeat purchases
	Loss of trust and reduced customer retention

	Technology Partners
	Innovation and stronger collaboration
	Delays, technical failures and cybersecurity risks

	Shareholders
	Sustainable growth and stronger financial performance
	Reduced confidence and lower returns

	Regulators
	Legal compliance and improved reputation
	Fines, legal action and reputational damage

	Suppliers
	Reliable stock integration and operational efficiency
	Supply chain disruption and inaccurate recommendations


Table 10 demonstrates that sustainable stakeholder engagement generates value across multiple areas of organisational performance while simultaneously reducing operational and reputational risks.

[bookmark: _Toc1918950611]6.4 Corporate Social Responsibility and Sustainability
Sustainable stakeholder engagement helps Sports Direct achieve its wider CSR objectives by balancing economic, legal and ethical responsibilities (Carroll, 1991). Through ConnectPlus, the company can build trust by protecting customer data, using AI responsibly and communicating openly. Strong stakeholder engagement also supports ESG performance, which can enhance reputation and long-term competitiveness (World Economic Forum, 2024). However, maintaining effective engagement requires ongoing investment, and stakeholder priorities may differ. By balancing these expectations and maintaining transparent relationships, Sports Direct can strengthen customer loyalty, improve business performance and support the successful long-term delivery of ConnectPlus.
[bookmark: _Toc2028454878]7. Recommendations and Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc107781692]Recommendations
The findings of this report show that the successful implementation of ConnectPlus will depend on Sports Direct's ability to build and maintain strong relationships with its stakeholders throughout the project lifecycle. While the platform has the potential to improve customer loyalty, support data-driven decision-making and strengthen the company's competitive position, these outcomes are only likely to be achieved if stakeholders remain actively engaged from planning through to post-implementation.
The first recommendation is that Sports Direct should adopt a continuous stakeholder engagement strategy rather than focusing communication around the platform launch. Regular feedback from employees, customers, suppliers and technology partners should be gathered through surveys, workshops, meetings and performance reviews. This ongoing approach will help identify issues at an early stage, encourage collaboration and ensure the platform continues to meet stakeholder needs as it develops.
The second recommendation is that Sports Direct should strengthen its governance of artificial intelligence and customer data. Providing clear privacy information, obtaining informed consent and carrying out regular compliance reviews will help maintain customer confidence while ensuring compliance with UK GDPR and other relevant data protection regulations.
Finally, Sports Direct should continue investing in employee training and digital skills development. Equipping employees with the knowledge and confidence to use ConnectPlus effectively will support a smoother implementation, improve customer service and encourage greater acceptance of future digital initiatives.
[bookmark: _Toc606626816]Conclusion
This report has examined the stakeholder management requirements for the implementation of ConnectPlus at Sports Direct. It identified the key internal and external stakeholders, applied recognised stakeholder engagement frameworks and evaluated the benefits, challenges and ethical considerations associated with stakeholder engagement. The findings demonstrate that effective communication, collaboration and stakeholder involvement are essential to successful project delivery. By maintaining strong stakeholder relationships and adopting a structured, proactive approach to engagement, Sports Direct will be better positioned to implement ConnectPlus successfully, strengthen customer loyalty and support sustainable business growth across its UK and international operations.
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