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[bookmark: _Toc111902124]1. Introduction
It is necessary to consider the end-to-end journey of customers while exploiting the touchpoints to enhance customer satisfaction. The improvement of the overall marketing techniques of the brand would aid in improving the customer experience with the brand. A detailed analysis of branding, communication, related theoretical models and their application, customer journey and customer touchpoints will be done. Besides, new promotional strategies that a selected company can use to improve their current market position and maximise customer satisfaction will be explained. Further to the negative aspects of the chosen company, recommendations will be offered.
[bookmark: _Toc111902125]2. Background
Sports Direct is an England-based sports retailer that has 600 stores in the UK and 950 stores around the world. It was founded by Mike Ashley in 1982 (Retail Week, 2022). They dealt in online and offline sales of sports products, fashion, footwear, fitness, games and sports equipment products. Additionally, they offered other branded products, which included Reebok, Nike, Adidas, Basics, and so on (Sports Direct, 2022a). The mission of the brand was that the company “desired to become one of the leading global lifestyle and sports retailers for long-term by offering high-quality brands to customers”. Furthermore, it aimed at ensuring sustainable growth of the shareholders (Sports Direct Annual Report, 2017). However, Sports Direct scored very low in the case of customer satisfaction regarding the customer service factors offered to the customers. In addition, the rating was in the case of online, in-store, service, quality and value for money experience (BBC, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc111902126]3. Communication
It includes exchanging information with another or others and includes a mutual understanding of the message in the perception believed by the sender. It is a combination of verbal and non-verbal cues that a sender sends to the receiver to comprehend the message. In the case of direct communication, the non-verbal cues included body language, facial expressions, vocals, and so on. On the other hand, online communication, like chatting, involves the use of words and sentence formation alone, through which the receiver would identify the meaning and intentions of the sender. Moreover, dyadic communication or one-to-one communication and mass communication or one-to-many communication, occur among people for which different mediums are used (Bhatnagar, 2011).
[bookmark: _Toc111902127]3.1 Shannon and Weaver’s communication model
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Figure 1: Communication model
Source: Dwyer (2012)
The prominent communication model portrayed that it included transmitting information between people as a bidirectional process. The message is transmitted as wave signals through cables. When it reaches the receiver, it is converted back to a message. However, the transmission might get affected adversely due to various physical noise factors or obstacles like thunder, crowd noise, and so on. The model focused on increasing the efficiency of communication by correcting the noises between the transmitted signals and the received ones. The model is widely used among communication researchers and in various fields, including electronics (Dwyer, 2012; Tengan et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc111902128]3.2 Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC)
It is defined as the combining of all the marketing functions in an organization to the corporate level to ensure the attainment of a competitive edge in the market. The IMC is integrated into the organisation’s culture and communication, driven by technology use and active engagement of the management staff. It enhances the communication impact through sales promotion, direct response, advertising, public relations and online marketing. Besides, it helped in relationship building between the brand and customers and impacting customers’ behaviour through purchases. It aided in using diverse media channels or touchpoints to reach customers, portrayed one brand message, and the entire marketing process started with the customers. Nevertheless, the lack of consistency in the implementation of IMC by an organisation or marketing agency led to the failure of marketing impact (Luck et al., 2020). Additionally, the measurement of long-term return on investment (ROI) was difficult, as per the viewpoint of Kerr and Patti (2015). 
[bookmark: _Toc111902129]4. New promotional strategies
A few of the new and innovative ways to improve the promotional strategies of Sports Direct have been portrayed below. A blend of online and offline marketing approaches improvements are detailed. The following would aid in enhancing brand awareness.
Advertisements: Sports Direct can use innovative story-telling strategies in advertisements that help to connect with the customers emotionally. The alignment of the advertisement with their culture and values would enhance customer loyalty and experience with the brand (Crespo et al., 2022). Moreover, Sports Direct can improve customer attraction through customization of products through country-specific personalization. This feature enhanced the customers’ interest in purchasing the products of that brand as per the observation of de Bellis et al. (2019). The perceived personalization of online and offline advertisements would aid Sports Direct in building strong brand equity and relationship with the customers. Perceived personalization meant the advertisements that were associated with the target customers’ interest (Tran et al., 2020). Gamifying the reward program or marketing so that customers can earn points that could be redeemed for purchasing a product enhanced customers’ experience. It motivated the customers to engage with the brand. However, the games must be designed according to the target customers’ psychological requirements (Tobon et al., 2020).
Seek customer feedback: The social media platforms like Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, YouTube, and others can be used innovatively to collect customer feedback regarding various brand matters. The interaction between the customers and marketing staff based on online comments helped companies to fix the weak areas and provide improved customer experience (Gainsbury et al., 2015). The installation of innovative customer service kiosks at physical stores would aid Sports Direct in improving customers’ in-store experience (Rawson et al., 2013).
Customer communication: Sports Direct can introduce a quality AI-based chatbot to facilitate anytime conversation with customers. However, the chatbot conversations must be continuously reviewed by a staff member to ensure user-friendliness and smooth and proper dialogue delivery to the customers (Pillai and Sivathanu, 2020). In addition, Sports Direct must resolve customer issues quickly through a timely response on social media platforms. A quick acknowledgement e-mail can help give marketers time to respond to the customers’ problems. However, it was noted that the complaint resolution message led to an improved customer experience than a first quick reply (Istanbulluoglu, 2017). 
Service improvement: Sports Direct can use smart contracts and innovative blockchain technology to ensure transparency and prompt delivery of products to international and local customers. The timely delivery would improve customers’ commitment to the brand (Tan and Sundarakani,2020; Saberi et al., 2019).
Marketing Team Management: Sports Direct can improve customer service by hiring better, talented customer service staff. In addition, training and development opportunities can be provided to the existing staff with the potential to improve their performance. The rewarding of employees in different forms would motivate them to increase commitment, engagement, performance and overall outcome (Sheehan et al., 2018). The periodical performance appraisal and constructive feedback techniques can be used to enhance employee performance (Mone and London, 2018). Artificial Intelligence (AI) based employee tracking software and mobile applications can be used to manage the entire human resource performance-related tasks (like appraisals, rewards, and so on) and statistics (Lomborg, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc111902130]5. Branding and brand equity
[bookmark: _Toc111902131]5.1 Branding
Branding is perceived by others positively and negatively based on the maintenance by the company officials. It refers to creating a character and image in the minds of the customers regarding the overall products, services, and other aspects offered by a company. It included the use of tangibles and intangibles for company representation. The tangibles included symbols, trademarks, designs, company names, signs and so on. The intangibles included personality, associations and identity. Likewise, quality was an important aspect of branding. It is affected by advertising and salesmanship. Furthermore, it was noted that youngsters switched brands rather than other age group buyers (Bastos and Levy, 2012).
[bookmark: _Toc111902132]5.2 Brand equity
The value that customers and other stakeholders attach to a brand based on which their purchase behaviour is affected and which allows them to earn more revenue and which facilitates the brand to be stronger compared to the competitors, is referred to as brand equity. The higher brand equity allowed companies to attain a competitive edge and grow in the long term (Fayrene and Lee, 2011). Contrariwise, brand equity should be associated with customers’ behaviour change in the case of social marketing, as this would aid in determining the strength of brand equity (Naidoo and Abratt, 2018). It included brand awareness, perceived quality, brand loyalty, other proprietary assets and brand associations (Jain, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc111902133]5.3 Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE)
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Figure 2: Keller’s CBBE model
Source: Menon (2016)
It showed the different effects the customers had on a brand’s marketing based on the knowledge acquired about the brand. The answering of the questions in the model allowed companies to improve their weak areas. It helped companies in building brand equity from Salience to resonance, ultimately achieving strong loyalty of customers. The increased customer loyalty allowed brands to sustain over long periods, even during a crisis (Yousaf et al., 2017; Trott and Sople, 2016).
Brand salience: It refers to customers’ capability to connect a particular brand based on memories with them, and the brand should have the ability to fulfil their needs (Abdoli et al., 2014). The brand awareness of Sports Direct has been increasing recently due to online sales. However, their popularity and usage have been falling (Kunst, 2022). 
Brand Performance: The customers’ needs should be met associated with certain features. The features included service effectiveness, staff empathy, product reliability, price, and so on (Shuv-Ami, 2016). During the pandemic, Sports Direct increased the pricing of its products which led to a counterattack by the customers. They set aside a certain quantity of products for online sales despite the high demand in stores. This shows a lack of empathy (Munbodh, 2020). They failed to ensure prompt delivery as promised (Sports Direct, 2022b). Their customer service was weak, which led to poor customer satisfaction (BBC, 2021).
Brand Imagery: The social and psychological requirements of buyers must be comprehended by the brand as its connection to the brand determines the purchase intention (Keller, 2013). Sports Direct was involved in deceiving activities where customers were victims of misleading advertisements (Rodger, 2018). Customers experienced poor in-store experience, value for money and service (BBC, 2021).
Brand Judgments: This was analysed based on credibility, quality, superiority and consideration by the customers regarding a brand (Abdoli et al., 2014). Sports Direct lacked credibility and quality with regard to product delivery and service quality, as opined by customers collectively based on their experience with the brand (BBC, 2021).
Brand Feelings: The emotional aspects like fun, security, social approval, excitement, warmth and so forth from a brand experience determines the customers’ feelings and response (Farjam and Hongyi, 2015). Customers were angry at Sports Direct for failing to prioritise the security of the customers and employees (Hardcastle, 2020).
Brand Resonance: This level is where a customer establishes a deep connection with the brand and is extremely loyal and committed. It is difficult to achieve and is characterised by active engagement, loyalty, attachment, and feeling part of the brand’s family. They would recommend it to others (Abdoli et al., 2014). The customers’ loyalty to the Sports Direct brand has been declining (Kunst, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc111902134]5.4 Benefits and shortcomings of CBBE communication model
According to the view of Menon (2016), when customers’ experiences with the brands are positive through the CBBE application, it led strengthening the brand equity. The strong brand equity led to brand loyalty, and this, in turn, resulted in higher sales volume. It helped companies benefit through the short, long and difficult terms. On the contrary, Ponnam et al. (2015) opined that the CBBE model is based on a cognitive-psychological foundation of the human being. Certain cues related to the brand helped them recall it. However, different contexts led to changes in customers’ cognitive paths for the same brand. Thus, it can lead to biased CBBE estimation.
[bookmark: _Toc111902135]6. Customer journey and phases
Customer journey is the route or process through which a customer goes with a brand through various communication channels. The stages in the process include pre-purchase, purchase and post-purchase. The customers expect to observe the same company strategy on all channels, along with the attainment of the same quality, pricing and other benefits (Gao et al., 2020). 
The phases in the customer journey involved the following.
· Awareness: The information about a brand is learned by the customer for the first time to either resolve a problem or meet their need.
· Consideration: The customers try to learn more about the brand through various touchpoints. They assess the information acquired and contact the brand for further clarifications and details. Nevertheless, the purchase decision is not made yet.
· Decision: They focus on the product or service that best meets their requirements and decide to purchase.
· Retention: The phase where the existing customers are interested in repeated purchases and involve in interaction with the brand. 
· Advocacy: Through the experience of purchasing with the brand, they are in a position to market the brand to others in the form of word-of-mouth marketing (Spiller, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc111902136]7. Customer touchpoints
In order to learn or connect with a brand and its products, customers use diverse mediums or channels. This is referred to as Customer touchpoints. The company or brand’s website is an example of a touchpoint where all the information is present. It creates a first impression about the brand, which makes it necessary for the company to make it attractive and fun (Karwasra, 2017). A few examples of digital touchpoints included e-commerce, social media, call centre, brand website, mobile apps, and so on. The offline touchpoints included television, radio and print mediums (Kihn and O’Hara, 2020). 
Pre-purchase touchpoints: John is a 25-year-old male whose sports shoe is broken. The guy checks sports magazines and online articles for the latest trends in sportswear. The Sports Direct magazine attracts his attention to a sports shoe (Touchpoint 1). John then compares Sports Direct shoes with that of other brands through both their official website and e-commerce websites for more details (Touchpoint 2). John checks out the customer reviews of shoes and the Sports Direct brand on social media pages (Touchpoint 3). After comparing the products of both brands, John tried to reach out to the brand through Facebook Chat and chatbot on their official website (Touchpoint 4). However, John could not wait and decided to physically examine the shoes by visiting the store. John plans to use the store locator on Sports Direct’s website and uses Google Maps to reach the store (Touchpoint 5).
Purchase touchpoints: After reaching the store, a store salesman approaches John and enquires about the need politely and directs John to the desired section of the store. He explains the features of the product and similar variants (Touchpoint 6). John felt that the product was affordable and had quality, based on which the purchase was made (Touchpoint 7). John immediately enquired if they had a reward program and joined the Sports Direct Loyalty program by providing certain personal details (Touchpoint 8).
Post-purchase touchpoints: Two weeks after the purchase, John received a text message on his smartphone from Sports Direct regarding discounts and offers on sports shoes (Touchpoint 9). John used the shoes and felt that it was good quality for a reasonable price with comfort. Based on the product experience, John posted a review on social media (Touchpoint 10).
[bookmark: _Toc111902137]8. Customer journey mapping
A journey map is a graphical mechanism used by organisations to assess the touchpoints and components and how the touchpoints influence customers during the different stages of the customer journey. It helped the companies comprehend the weaknesses and strengths of the marketing strategies in different stages and the touchpoints used in different scenarios. A greater understanding of the link between different marketing elements aided companies in identifying weak areas and opportunities and improving them by introducing new elements of strategies (Mazurek, 2015). The clear flow of overall customers’ journey and mapping of the Sports Direct brand is portrayed below.


Sports Direct’s customer journey map
	Touchpoints
	Awareness
	Consideration
	Decision
	Retention
	Advocacy

	Magazine
	Checking trends and models (1)
	
	
	
	

	Website
	
	Compared the shoes of both brands (2)
Checks store locator (5)
	
	
	

	E-commerce
	
	Compared the shoes of both brands (2)
	
	
	

	Social media
	
	Checks other customers’ review (3)
	
	
	John posted review (10)

	Chatbot
	
	To enquire about the brand (4)
	
	
	

	Store
	
	
	Salesman (6)
	
	

	Product
	
	
	Product purchase (7)
	
	

	Reward program
	
	
	
	Sports Direct Loyalty program (8)
	

	Text message
	
	
	
	Discounts and offers text message (9)
	

	Word-of-mouth marketing
	
	
	
	
	John’s positive product experience shared on social media (10)



It helped companies to understand the decision path and interactions between the customers and the company. Additionally, it supported companies in enhancing their omnichannel strategies, timely response to consumers’ changing buying behaviour, and understanding which combination of strategies was most beneficial for a particular target group of customers. Nonetheless, when the marketers or the companies fail to collect authentic market data and ignore the fact that customers’ buying behaviour could change anytime unexpectedly, it leads to poor use of the customer journey mapping. Likewise, the lack of consideration of the customers’ omnichannel experience and failure to consider the touchpoints as part of customers’ entire customer experience led to the failure of the customer journey mapping (Berman, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc111902138]9. Total Engagement Model
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Figure 3: Total Engagement Model
Source: Roberts and Alpert (2015)
The model supported companies to increase customer engagement through the alignment of the culture, value proposition, brand advertising and customer experience. It helped the failing companies to get back on track in the competitive market (Roberts and Alpert, 2015).
Value proposition: It included creating a positioning strategy compared to the rivals and customers' preferences. It informs the customers about the value they offer, the way they operate and what they stand for through a statement (Brodie et al., 2015). In the case of Sports Direct, the value proposition is to engage in “basic retailing by offering the best”. The brand stands for being driven, simple and aggressive. Partnering with other brands allowed them to offer heritage branded products, value and discounts on certain products. Contrariwise, the reputation, quality and brand impression of Sports Direct is among the bottom 5 as per YouGov’s BrandIndex (Vizard, 2014).
Brand advertising: It included the fulfilment of promises made by the brands to the stakeholders, including the customers. When a brand promises to offer certain quality and pricing through an advertisement, the customers expect that experience. The constant updating of the brand and product-related information to the customers based on the value proposition through advertising is expected (Brodie et al., 2015). Sports Direct had promised customers timely delivery of products (Berwin, 2010). However, Sports Direct failed to offer quality service in the form of delays in delivery (Sports Direct, 2022b).
Culture: It included the internal practices in an organisation where their employees behaved in certain ways. Companies should design the internal work environment in such a way that the employees are motivated to deliver value propositions and achieve the desired customer satisfaction (Brodie et al., 2015). Nevertheless, in the case of Sports Direct, the organisation’s culture was very poor, which was shown through the employees’ fear of losing jobs, fear of raising grievances and criticism by trade unions. In addition, they failed to prioritise employees’ needs which is evident from changing staff rotas without notice (Goodley, 2016).
Customer experience: It included ensuring emotional and functional aspects. The emotional aspects included ensuring value, support and content. The functional aspects included reliability, timeliness, knowledge, and so on. When these 2 aspects are met, it enhances customer engagement and satisfaction (Brodie et al., 2015). On the contrary, customer satisfaction and the experience was poor with Sports Direct, as this was revealed through poor rating for product quality, value for money, online and offline services, and so on (BBC, 2021).
Hence, the improvement of the weak areas through the implementation of the model would aid Sports Direct in increasing customer engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc111902139]10. Conclusion and recommendations
Through the overall assessment of the Sports Direct brand, it was observed that customer satisfaction was low with regard to various aspects. It clearly shows the negligence of the company officials and the lack of appropriate action to prevent the negative brand image. The meaning and application of associated theoretical models were utilised. Besides, various marketing strengths and weaknesses of Sports Direct were brought forward. However, the recommendations and appropriate strategies would enable the brand to regain customer satisfaction. The overall customer journey, touchpoints and mapping assisted in comprehending the overall customer journey and the big picture. The report helped in understanding the importance of communication, branding, IMCs, brand equity and customer engagement.
The following measures can be used by Sports Direct to enhance brand equity.
· Improve social media marketing strategies like story-telling strategy, personalisation of advertisements, innovative customer feedback methods and AI-based chatbot.
· Service can be improved through timely response, prompt delivery with blockchain technology, by installing customer service kiosks in physical stores, and by the customisation of products through country-specific personalisation.
· Enhance employee commitment through training and development, performance appraisal, constructive feedback, employee tracking software and rewards.
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