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It’s all about the user
As ever, the most important factor is the user. There 
are some key features here that vendors have to take 
account of – some of which are still emerging and 
maturing. 

One is the rise of wearable monitoring technologies 
and smart devices, allowing users to track their own 
activities and health. Another is our innate desire for 
interactivity with other people, which until recently 
meant getting out of the house and either going 
to a gym or finding a club or group to exercise 
with. Faster broadband, 5G and the Internet of 
Things will, however, enable this without leaving 
home – answering the prayers of time-poor people. 
Together, these could lead to a significant rise in 
home fitness solutions.

“What’s also interesting is how many people are 
‘multichannel’ fitness consumers, taking part 
in multiple sports and classes,” notes McCaig. 

“Collectively, as an industry, we need to serve these 
people better.” 

“People are happier and healthier when active,” 
suggests Giles Chater, Managing Director of Tough 
Mudder. “But even more so if they can share those 
experiences with other people.”

Attracting and 
retaining customers
Unlike standard retail, the sports and outdoors 
sector is very diverse. Beyond clothing and 
equipment retailers targeting consumers, there are 
vendors selling everything from tangible items such 
as equipment for gyms to virtual goods including 
apps, online classes and gym memberships. Each has 
its own challenges, including engendering customer 
loyalty. Solving these can benefit from a novel 
approach.

Deploying digital to harness a passion for 
exercise
Sport and exercise lovers really are a unique group. In the over-serviced retail sector, relatively few consumers 
could really be described as obsessive about shopping or desperately loyal to specific brands. Athletes and keep-fit 
fans, on the other hand, are often very passionate about their hobby and this strongly influences how and where 
they spend their money. The challenge is to monetise this passion with appropriate digital solutions, both client-
facing and behind the scenes.

There are many ways to define this market, but to give some idea of the opportunity available, the wellness 
and fitness segment in the UK is predicted to be worth £22.8 billion by 2020. Meanwhile, Deloitte suggests the 
European health and fitness market grew to €26.6 billion in 2017, making it the largest fitness market in the world, 
with the UK as the second largest national market in Europe, just behind Germany. Deloitte also gives the value of 
the global commercial fitness equipment industry as an estimated €2.88 billion. 

Sport England’s most recent Active Lives survey suggests that nearly two-thirds of adults in the UK can be defined 
as ‘active’ – that’s 28 million people aged 16+ who are engaging in sport and physical activity for 150 minutes 
or more a week. Another 5.6 million are classified as ‘fairly active’. Walking remains the most common activity, 
followed by ‘fitness activities’, ‘running, athletics or multi-sports’ and then cycling.

Whichever sport you’re targeting, you’re still going to face the same problems that vendors in all sectors do, 
which are attracting and keeping customers, and making a profit. Some believe, however, there’s currently more 
opportunity to apply digital solutions to get ahead in this sector: “The fitness industry is about 5 to 10 years behind 
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Decathlon, for example, appears to be a 
straightforward consumer retail proposition. It 
prides itself on making purchasing sporting goods 
as user-friendly as possible, with all shop-floor staff 
able to order items not in stock for next-day delivery 
at no cost and RFID tags enabling quick and easy 
checkouts.

“By offering experiences and not 
just products, we know people 
come back and stay with us for 
the long run..”  
Siggy Simon - Decathlon

But the company has gone further than that to 
gain and retain customers. Customers can explore 
new sports by asking experts questions online or 
booking a tailored service session with a member 
of staff, and can use in-store information points 
tailored to the location to find out about local 
events and clubs catering to their particular passion. 
Decathlon also organises its own free events and 
even has dedicated areas as ‘experience centres’ 
for different sports. “By offering experiences and 
not just products, we know people come back and 
stay with us for the long run,” explains Siggy Simon, 
Decathlon’s Digital Innovation Leader.

Some stores have gone even further in the ‘stores-
as-experiences’ approach. Upma Vermani, Adidas 
Senior Manager, Consumer Insights, Analytics & 
Operations, describes examples of stores with no 
retail product on sale at all – stores that exist purely 
to offer experiences and drive brand tie-in. 

Meanwhile, mass participation event specialist Tough 
Mudder had to tackle the plateau challenge, where 
a market becomes saturated and the number of 
potential new buyers or participants starts to tail 
off. Encouraging repeat engagement then becomes 
particularly important. Identifying that around 40% 
of Tough Mudder participants had previously taken 
part in one or more of its challenges, the company 
introduced multiple reward and recognition 
programmes to motivate repeat customers.

The importance of 
community and 
interaction
One notable feature of this market is the importance 
of tribes, community… call it what you will. “People 
are happier and healthier if engaging in shared 
experiences,” suggests Tough Mudder’s Chater. 
“They want to do more if they do it with friends.”

“You are 42% more likely to hit your fitness goal if 
you do it with friends,” claims McCaig. “But how do 
you connect with people if you don’t live near each 
other?” Even if you do live near each other, in a busy 
world how do you connect if you don’t already know 
each other?

There are opportunities here for all brands, whether 
directly connecting people via Tinder-like apps or by 
organising community sporting events, or creating 
virtual tribes of people exercising ‘together’ while 
linked via smart devices or built-in screens. 

“Community and how we 
engage with our customers is 
incredibly important...”  

Daniel Kogan - Sigma Sports

What’s important is to ensure whatever you do truly 
matches your brand. At Sigma Sports “Community 
and how we engage with our customers is incredibly 
important,” says Daniel Kogan, Sigma’s Content 
and Social Media Manager. “We attend events and 
rides, produce content from the event and allow the 
community to enjoy it via live streaming, no matter 
where they are in the world. Given the location of 
our shop, this helps to emulate the experience they 
would get if they were here with us.”

Keeping focussed is vital. “When we faced a 
saturated market and social algorithms changed, we 
fell into the trap of trying to widen our community 
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by talking about stuff that was actually less 
interesting to our core community and thus lost 
our connection with them,” notes Tough Mudder’s 
Chater. “We learned a lot about what’s valuable 
to our community and as a result changed our 
approach.” 

 Chater also notes that for some Tough Mudder 
participants, chasing times can be a barrier to 
teamwork and camaraderie at a mass participation 
scale.  For some other runners and sports 
enthusiasts, however, time goals are a major 
incentive. Any products or initiatives you put in place 
need to take your community’s preferences into 
account – what they really want and not what you 
think they want, or should want.

Many sports and outdoor enthusiasts love being 
part of a tribe because it offers human interaction. 
Similarly, “Interactive fitness experiences get better 
results – we found that people work 15% harder 
when using something interactive, for example when 
they’re seeing their PBs improve and their Fiit points 
grow,” claims Fiit’s McCaig. 

The rise of wearable and smart devices is fuelling 
this interactivity, along with 5G and fast broadband. 
As well as Fiit, which offers interactive fitness classes 
at home, other interactive home fitness options 
include Peleton, Zwift and Mirror.

Reaping the digital 
advantage
Whatever and however you’re selling, there are 
opportunities afforded by digital that are changing 
the landscape forever. Again, trackers and smart 
devices offer some interesting prospects – and not 
always for the most obvious companies. 

Life Fitness, for example, sells exercise equipment to 
gyms as well as end-users. In 2019, gyms are under 
pressure, particularly from within their channel, 
as Deloitte notes, because low-cost operators are 
continuing to expandii. Any boom in home fitness 
could also hit them hard – and have an impact on 
their suppliers as well. “For every three workouts in 

a gym, five are done outside,” notes Adrian Nash, 
Digital Experience Manager at Life Fitness. 

“However,” adds Nash, “users are generating huge 
amounts of data via wearables and apps, so gyms 
need to harness this to understand their customers 
better.” Life Fitness’s response has been to look 
beyond its traditional hardware market and develop 
a tool to let gyms do just that. Its Halo Fitness Cloud 
aggregates data from over 150 apps to let gyms 
understand everything related to their clients’ health 
and fitness, and in turn develop a closer relationship 
with them which may help them retain members. 
Rather than asking someone to use a specific app, 
this respects choices users have already made. “We 
know how hard it is for people to make decisions 
about wearables and apps, so our view is that we 
should support their decisions and work with them, 
not do something that would mean we – and the 
gyms we work with – lose them altogether.”

The software can not only help gyms work more 
efficiently with individuals to achieve their personal 
goals, but also offers overviews of where users 
are using apps and being active, and where non-
members may be working out.

Another benefit of digital is the ability to find out 
exactly what your customers think of you and your 
products. But just as people rarely tell you to your 
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face exactly what they think of you, any reviews 
on your own website may not be giving you a true 
picture. “It’s a huge challenge to hear the true voice 
of customers as they leave reviews everywhere,” 
says Decathlon’s Simon.  

Decathlon addressed this by building a Dashboard 
that uses Google and Facebook APIs to import 
and unify reviews from multiple sources, sort them 
into topics and make the results available to all 
employees. Push notifications ensure customers get 
fast responses when appropriate. 

“The four-star reviews are particularly interesting as 
they often include valuable insights into customer 
sentiments,” comments Simon.

“If you say you are user-centric, you need to listen 
to what users have to say. I’d strongly advise any 
company to either build a tool like this or invest in a 
similar external solution.”

“Data drives our brand strategy 
but it’s possible to get data 
paralysis. The sports market is 
so saturated that content and 
creativity are what set you apart”  
 
Rich Philip - Stance

Sometimes, finding the digital advantage can be 
simpler than you think. “Channelling customer 
feedback successfully into the design process isn’t 
easy as there can be so many people involved in 
the chain of communication,” says Ronnie Legg, 
Design Manager at Alpkit. “We use Slack to log this, 
ensuring the right people see it and the information 
doesn’t get lost.”

And at Sigma Sports, it was email communications 
that got upgraded. “We’ve moved from a standard 
email marketing platform to a customer data 
platform that is triggered by consumer behaviour 
and lifecycle stages, providing more relevant and 
timely communication,” explains Calvin Cox, Sigma’s 
Head of Marketing.

How far can you trust 
data¿
However you are gathering information about 
consumers and users, you’ll end up with a lot of 
data. But is data the be all and end all? 

“Data is highly valuable, but the cost of acquiring 
it versus the insight it gives you doesn’t necessarily 
move you from where your gut was,” says Tough 
Mudder’s Chater. “Sometimes you have to trust your 
team and your instinct.”

Another issue with data is knowing whether it is 
telling you the truth. For example, when sales of 
kit are broken down by gender, it appears that far 
more men are participating in sport than women. 
Yet Alpkit’s recent survey suggests that the problem 
may be more to do with the products themselves, 
with women saying that had bought kit marketed 
for men because there was no female equivalent or 
because of its colour or higher specification.

Data can help you spot trends, gaps and 
opportunities, and build a business case to justify 
spending. “We can measure things like never before 
– filter them, measure against wide KPIs and so on,” 
agrees Hollie Weatherstone, marketing manager 
UK/IE for Canon Bicycles. “But it’s very difficult 
to measure certain things, such as the impact of 
someone riding your bike. You still have to use your 
gut when making some decisions.”

Rich Philip, Marketing Director at Stance, sees the 
value of both: “Data drives our brand strategy but 
it’s possible to get data paralysis. The sports market 
is so saturated that content and creativity are what 
set you apart.”
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Creative content
Creativity is particularly important when it comes 
to letting people know about your products and/or 
services and persuading them to buy. Determining 
how to present your offerings on websites and 
beyond is one that every company faces and needs 
to keep revisiting.

“Good content equals good results – if you’re not 
telling a good story, people won’t engage. We 
adapt content to meet the users’ needs but we 
also want to make sure our content is unique,” 
says Sigma’s Kogan. This mantra extends to every 
aspect of Sigma’s content. “We write all the product 
descriptions from scratch, which allows us to 
transfer our own voice to the product and not just 
regurgitate what the manufacturers say.”

Alpkit’s Legg notes that “the market for female-
specific products is growing as we break down the 
barriers preventing women participating in sport.” 
However, not only is the market still catching up 
when it comes to designing products that women 
want (rather than adopting the ‘Shrink it and pink it’ 
approach), companies also need to “communicate 
to your potential customers that you’ve considered 
women’s needs throughout the design”.

Determining which channels to place content in 
beyond your own website is also a moving target. 
The common perception seems to be that Facebook 
is less effective than it used to be, with Instagram 
the channel of choice for many. Having observed 
that valuable millennials were not engaging with 
Facebook, Christian Dörffer, Co-Founder and CEO 
of Midnight Runners, went one step further and in 
2017 launched myCrew, an alternative social media 
channel specifically focussed around sport and 
fitness. “You don’t have to stick with what’s already 
out there.”

Creating a new social channel isn’t an option for 
most companies, but Canyon’s Weatherstone 
offers a suggestion. “In terms of channel mix and 
structure, we use the RACE framework. R stands for 
‘Reach’, which is about publishing and promoting 
content, and may include television and advertising, 
including print. The second part is ‘Act’ which 
covers your website, blogs and social media. Then 
you have ‘Convert’, for which the touchpoint would 
be community or live chat. And then E stands for 
‘Engage’, which covers post-conversion so that you 
maintain customer loyalty, because once you’ve 
converted someone, getting them to buy a second 
time should be easier.”

Has the influencer 
trend peaked¿
Whichever channels you opt for, you may have 
considered using influencers to promote your 
products and brand. However, the jury seems to be 
out regarding the effectiveness of influencers – in 
this sector at least.

Andrew Denton, Chief Executive of the Outdoor 
Industries Association (OIA), notes that in 2018, 75% 
of branded purchases in China were influenced by 
a ‘key opinion leader (KOL, or influencer). On the 
other hand, “people are deeply cynical and more 
savvy now,” says Canyon’s Weatherstone. “They 
increasingly respond to genuinely interesting and 
heartfelt marketing.”
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Companies in this sector have mixed experiences of 
influencer marketing. Some note that they have had 
success with influencers but that the approach is not 
as good value as it used to be. If you choose this 
route, it needs careful curation. 

“People spot when influencers change whose 
products they promote and who they are 
ambassadors for,” points out Rob Wilson, Head 
of Marketing at Soar Running. “We use our best 
customers as micro influencers because we want 
to work with people who really like our products. 
This may have smaller reach, but it works and it’s 
genuine.”

Stance’s Philip concurs: “We look within our 
community to spot people who may be possible 
influencers as otherwise it’s not authoritative. They 
need to have resonance – follower count means 
nothing. Engaging with customers who are highly 
bought into the brand is a challenge, but it’s easy to 
spot fakes in the sports and fitness market.”

All of this points to the value of authenticity in the 
content presented to users. “For digital to work you 
need good quality, authentic content in the right 
channels,” suggests Midnight Runners’ Dörffer. “You 
can’t fake authenticity.”

Staying authentic presents different challenges for 
every size of company. “It is a challenge to stay true 
to our culture,” explains Stance’s Philip. “To ensure 
authenticity, we use category managers to keep 
us on the pulse. When you get that right, it filters 
through into your wholesale and retail channels.”

Small companies can find it easier to keep everyone 
on brand. However, “the size of our company means 
we can’t produce content for content’s sake. So we 
focus on maintaining quality,” notes Soar’s Wilson. 
“What the brand is about and who buys it informs 
our content – it’s about authenticity, credibility and 
relevance.”

Other pointers are to focus on local content, which 
people tend to engage with more, and to use user-
generated content – but with care, so that overall 
your content remains on brand everywhere. In 
addition, not all content has to be product focussed. 

“Assets that are less about the products and more 
about the ride, more of a teaser, can draw people in, 
says David Alexander, Specialized Category Leader: 
Turbo (E-Bike). “Long-form content allows us to tell 
a story and gain a broader interaction and deeper 
connection with our riders. It’s more than content – it 
begins a relationship and allows the rider to interact 
with us on their own terms.”

The channel challenge
Content is particularly important if you only sell 
online. However, sometimes the digital approach 
isn’t enough and customers want to touch and 
try out products, especially if the price tags are 
relatively high. Pop-up stores are one option, as are 
events, which can have additional benefits.

Soar’s Wilson notes: “We face a challenge in being 
a premium brand that’s only online, so we do a lot 
of events. This allows them to touch the kit – and 
feel like part of our community as well. They can 
be stakeholders in the brand and give us direct 
feedback.” Canyon Bicycles follows the same 
approach, with Weatherstone adding that: “The 
community you engender by doing this is very 
important for loyalty.”

For those with retail exposure, there are still 
challenges. “Customers want products as soon as 
possible and in an easy way, so omnichannel has 
to be effortless for the customer,” says Adidas’s 
Vermani. “However, one big challenge is that 
customers are anonymous when they buy via retail, 
especially if it’s via a reseller.” This led Adidas to 
set up a loyalty programme that extends across 
any outlet, to be able to provide more personalised 
communication and products to consumers.

“Customers want products as 
soon as possible and in an easy 
way, so omnichannel has to be 
effortless for the customer..”  

Upma Vermani - Adidas
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1 Statista; Estimated market size development of the wellness and fitness segment in the UK from 2010 to 2020; 2019
2 Deloitte; European Health & Fitness Market Report 2018
3 Sport England; Active Lives Adult Survey, May 17/18 Report; October 2018

Ultimately, Vermani says, “Consumers want more personalised, tailor-made experiences, so deliver these as 
seamless experiences. Connected customers spend more – there’s value in emotional investment. Don’t look at 
consumers from a channel experience viewpoint but provide a unified experience.”

Looking forward
“The amount of anxiety and uncertainty out there currently is a significant threat to our sector. The makes nimble, 
agile response absolutely vital,” says OIA’s Denton. “We also need to be aware of the various megatrends that 
may be both opportunities and threats to our businesses, such as the huge growth in sport in China and the rise of 
millennials and their desire for speed in everything, including when they shop.”  

Despite this uncertain market, there are plenty of opportunities within the sports and outdoors sector to apply 
digital for company advantage, according to our experts. There are still gaps in the market waiting to be exploited 
and also the potential to use digital tools and channels to boost your company’s presence and operate more 
efficiently. 

With growing numbers of passionate sports people – or people who are still seeking a sport to be passionate 
about – it’s still very much an open race for vendors.


