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arketing is fundamental to the 
success of any business. As 
entrepreneur David Packard, the 

‘P’ in Hewlett-Packard, famously 
remarked, it’s “too important to be 

left to the marketing department”. 
That’s not intended as a slight on the 
skills or performance of professional 
marketers. Rather it underlines that 
marketing is indispensable in building 
a business or service, whether or not 
you have a marketing background – and 
that getting it right will bring you the 
customers you want.

Of course, that’s every bit as true 
in sport and physical activity as it is 
in sectors as diverse as technology, 
financial services and consumer goods. 
But in today’s fast-paced world, where 
phrases such as ‘information overload’ 
and ‘big data’ are in common usage, 
and express the almost overwhelming 
amounts of material being directed at 
us through digital and other channels, 
delivering marketing messages clearly 
and effectively poses a challenge. 
Getting bums on seats – or in the case 
of participatory fitness, off seats – is 
seldom easy.

BACK TO BASICS
Whether you’re running a small Zumba 
class or delivering a major public health 
campaign, there are vital decisions to be 
made about defining and targeting an 
audience, choosing the best touchpoints 
to reach them and fine tuning the 
substance and tone of your message. 
Misjudging it may mean your hard work 
is overlooked or dismissed.  

Ian Wakefield, a chartered marketer 
and former CIMSPA fellow, has a 
long track record in sport and fitness 
marketing that spans gyms, local 
authority health initiatives, governing 
bodies and major events. This year 
he has worked with both Sport 
Aberdeen and Cambridge City Council 
on marketing promotion relating 
respectively to the Scottish Open golf 
tournament and the Tour de France 
stage that started in Cambridge. 

“So how are we going to get these 
people to engage with us?” asks 
Wakefield. “Let’s go back to basics.  

Sport and fitness is all about spreading 
the word – customers won’t buy if they 
don’t know what’s on offer and how to 
get involved. Which means it’s time to 
start marketing, says Rob Gray 

A variety of helpful templates can 
be found on the Chartered Institute 
of Marketing website. Sport England 
has done some excellent work on 
better understanding consumer 
attitudes and motivation and has 
developed 19 sporting segments and 
created a sports market segmentation 
web tool.

Deciding on which is the right 
channel for you will depend on a 
variety of factors. That said, the goal 
should always be maximum impact 
for minimum cost.

BE WHERE YOUR CUSTOMERS ARE
You should consider all the likely 
touchpoints for your target audience 
– how do customers come across 
you and interact with you. These 
could include people passing by your 
facility, talking to staff (so make sure 
staff are all fully briefed), phoning 
or e-mailing you, social media, your 
website, or attendance at events and 
partner facilities.

“Agree the key messages and tone 
for your campaign or project,” says 
Wakefield. “And plan, with strict 

adherence to your organisation’s 
brand and style guidelines, a 
coordinated approach to using these 
mediums. If you or your organisation 
doesn’t have brand or style 
guidelines – just be consistent in 
your messaging and tone or perhaps 
look at developing some to raise the 
profile of your corporate identity.”

A campaign might therefore involve:
l Banners at the entrance of 
your facility (costing a few 
hundred pounds)
l A holding message promoting 
your  event heard by everyone who 
phones you
l A prominent digital banner on 
your website promoting the event
l A consistent e-mail signature, 
hyperlinked to your website event 
page used by all your staff
l A poster campaign across your 
facility/facilities/village/town 
l A planned social media promotion 
using an agreed hashtag, linking 
back to your website event page, 
with multiple posts scheduled over 
the lead-in period, with a mix of the 
key messages.

Social media has become an 
increasingly important part of the 
mix. “In County Durham we’ve 
seen a growth in direct uptake to 
adult and older people’s physical 
activity programmes as a result of 
social media communications – and 
specifically Facebook,” says County 
Durham Sport strategic manager 
(physical activity) Andrew Power. 
“This amounts to 20 per cent of 
clients recruited to our programmes, 
which has resulted in more than 

16,000 inactive people at risk 
of cardiovascular disease and 
type-two diabetes in recent 
years being encouraged to 
become and stay more active. 

We still use traditional media, 
but with a good mix of the new 

as we gradually ramp up the spend 
on social communications, whilst 

continually monitoring the results 
of this.”

Marketing guru Philip Kotler defines 
the ‘Marketing mix’ as the set of 
controllable variables and their levels 
that are used to influence the target 
market. Your marketing plan should 
be made up of decisions relating 
to the marketing mix for a product 
or service. In turn, each of these 
elements should be turned into a 
plan at a more tactical level within 
the organisation.”

A basic framework for preparing 
such plans would be:

1/Where are we now? (audit and 
maybe a competitor analysis)

2/ Where are we going? (objectives, 
outcomes)

3/ What are our options for 
getting there?

4/ Choosing the best option 
(consider likely budget when 

making choices)

5/ Developing an action plan 
(tactics)

6/ Implementation  
and control 

7/ Monitoring and evaluation 
(what will be measured and 

how – agreed in stage two).

MAKE YOURSELF
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professionals that way. Potential 
customers will be more responsive 
at certain times of the year, such as 
when fitness resolutions are made 
at new year, or before and during 
school holidays.

Given that 
sports centres 
have local schools 
and clubs using 
their facilities, 
they are natural 
touchpoints in 
their community. 
Mass participation 
events such as fun 
runs, triathlons 
and swimming 
galas may provide 
marketing 
opportunities to attract business. But 
major televised events can also drive 
spikes in participation, so promoting 
a centre or class around something 
such as Wimbledon or the Olympics 
can be a prudent move. 

Fitness instructors and personal 
trainers may want to build 

relationships with 
customers on social 
media channels as 
a way of promoting 
themselves. Additionally, 

traditional media 
coverage, such as a column 
in the local press, is great 
for raising your profile. 
While for gym owners and 

LET THEM TELL THE STORY
A useful approach, says Power, 
is to focus on real-life stories as 
compelling advocacy tools with 
funders and stakeholders. People 
love to hear about how what you do 
is working for customers. Real-life 
stories can generate high uptake in 
the press and wider media, but also 
double up as quality content where 
social channels are concerned – it’s 
something to talk about on Twitter. 

Measurement is kept simple. 
Facebook analytics, for example, 
allow the team to focus on results 
(reach and interactions) and timing 
of communications, while keeping 
an eye on when the typical audience 
is most likely to be online. They can 
then schedule posts via Hootsuite 
or Buffer with this in mind. Google 
analytics is also used to provide 
feedback on the results of what is 
essentially a web strategy, using 
social to push potential customers 
to the website and blog. The aim 
is to provide them with enough 
information to want to make 
informed lifestyle choices.

It’s important to try to 
think like your audience 
and talk to them when 
they are receptive. For 
example, local radio 
adverts in the daytime 
might be perfect for 
stay-at-home parents or retired 
people, but you won’t reach 

managers, e-mail is a superb way 
to give customers regular updates, 
motivate them to attend, and offer 
incentivised “member get member” 
(MGM) schemes.

The tone of voice used when 
communicating 
is crucial. “It is 
work in the sport 
sector – you 
aren’t Microsoft, 
so don’t sound 
too formal,” says 
sports specialist 
PR and marketing 
agency ENS 
account manager 
Martin Gritton. 
“But don’t be 
too colloquial 

either, or you may end up sounding 
unreliable. Check spelling and 
accuracy, nothing is more annoying 
for people than misinformation.

SOMETHING FOR EVERYONE
“Sport centres have a duty to 
the community, particularly if 
they are run by local authorities, 
so the message should be 
about participation rather than 
performance, with a focus on the 
benefits of exercise for good health 
and wellbeing. The tone should be 
consistent for a venue that works 
with schools and the governing 
bodies of sport,” says Gritton. “This 
also applies to those running the 
courses, as all levels of ability and 
disability need to be considered.” 

Inclusiveness is indeed crucial. 
The UK is home to an estimated 
11 million disabled people. Helpfully, 
the English Federation of Disability 
Sport has produced a guide for 
inclusive communications designed 
to help reach a wide audience.

EFDS marketing and 
communications manager Sarah 
Marl says the sector still has lessons 
to learn about tone and terminology. 
“Rather than plaster ‘it’s for disabled 
people’ all over it, sometimes the 
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“Sports centres have a 
duty to the community so 

the message should be 
about participation rather 

than performance”
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message of sport being ‘fun, healthy 
and a way to make friends’ will sell it 
better and trigger the same feelings 
for disabled people as it does for 
non-disabled people,” she says. 

Making communications inclusive 
is not just about disabled people. 
As well as people with visual, 
hearing or learning impairments, 
there are audiences who are 
non-English speaking and those 
with dyslexia. It’s been said that 
the average reading age in the 
UK is nine – so the use of plain 
English in copywriting should be a 
priority, as should accessible design. 
“Making marcomms more inclusive 
should be integral to our strategies, 
not considered an add-on,” says 
Marl. There’s no reason for brand 
consistency issues to compromise 
audience reach or impact.  

Impulse Leisure, a charitable 
company providing leisure and 
recreation facilities to local 
communities, is currently 
redesigning its website and social 
media pages to give members and 
potential members the simplest, 
most efficient online experience 
possible. The group’s marketing 
manager Michael Hurcum, 
who has previously 
worked on healthy 
lifestyle marketing 
campaigns for 
NHS South West 
Essex, NHS 
Medway and 
Medway Council, is 
a firm believer in the 
importance of evaluation.

MEASURE YOUR RESULTS
“The online channels we use 
often have measurement 
built into them, which makes 
measuring effectiveness 
particularly useful and 
up to the minute,” he 
says. “This summer in 
particular we have 
focused on finding ways 
to measure our more 

traditional offline methods, such as 
press advertisements and outreach 
events, by using, for example, 
hardcopy vouchers that people need 
to physically bring along to claim a 
prize or to access a facility. 

“Another method we’ve used is 
specific web addresses on non-digital 
pieces of marketing, which allows 
us to measure the success of 
offline marketing online using web 
analytics,” says 
Hurcum. “We also 
constantly 
monitor our 
membership 
statistics to learn 
how campaigns 
are performing 
compared with 
previous years. 
Our membership 
advisers always 
ask new members 
how they’ve heard about us and this 
gives us great insight into which 
channels are working and which 

ones need some improvement.”
Needless to say, 

effectiveness should always 
be judged against objectives 
established at the outset. 

The digital revolution has 
thrown up a sometimes daunting 
array of ways to reach your 

audience, but on the 
plus side it has also 
made it far easier to 
judge what does and 

doesn’t work. With that 
in mind, marketers should not 
be afraid to tweak content or 
adjust their channel mix on the 
back of credible metrics. 

EnergizeSTW, the County 
Sports Partnership for 
Shropshire, Telford and 
Wrekin, takes a “mixed 
methods” approach to 

communication with its 
customers. Fine-tuning is 
called for to ensure it remains 
effective at getting its marketing 
messages across.

“Through analysing website 
statistics and newsletter click 
throughs and openings, we are 
trying to understand whether 
our communication has become 
static,” says EnergizeSTW 
marketing and communications 
manager Ian Duckmanton. 

“Analysis of our newsletters has 
shown a reduction in openings 
in recent months, so for the last 

quarter of 2014 
we are trialling 
content-curation 
service Paper.li 
as our newsletter 
communication, 
to see if an 
innovative new 
style engages 
people more.  

“We will also be 
using a quarterly 
highlights 

newsletter in January that will 
cover October to December. This 
newsletter will be distributed 
using digital publishing platform 
Issuu, giving it a more glossy 
and finished appeal, rather than 
a normal standard newsletter 
embedded in an e-mail. 

“We will then go back to our 
customers, having analysed the data, 
to see what works best for them.”

There’s no getting away from the 
fact that marketing has become 
increasingly data-driven. Yet at the 
same time, there’s a greater need for 
creativity than ever. Capturing the 
attention of busy, smartphone-savvy, 
tablet-toting consumers calls for 
compelling content and appealing, 
well targeted messages. 

You’ll need to work hard at 
getting your marketing strategy 
and communications right, but you 
won’t need to work up a sweat. b

See www.cim.co.uk and  
http://segments.sportengland.org

Rob Gray is a marketing consultant 
and author of Great Brand Blunders
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“Making marcomms more 
inclusive should be integral 

to our strategies, not 
considered an add-on”
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