Extracts from Football League Customer Services Seminar 2005
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Introduction

The Football League held the annual Customer Services Seminars across the country in March and April 2005.

Five regional events were held enabling smaller groups to discuss topics in more depth.

49 out of 72 clubs attended the seminars accounting for nearly 70% of clubs. An even representation occurred across all divisions with 16 Championship, 17 League One and 16 League Two clubs attending.

At all five seminars, the IFC, Customer Charters and the Clubs’ promises were discussed. Prior to the seminars, the clubs were given a list of topics and asked to choose two that were the most relevant to their club. At all seminars clubs chose ticketing, while at three of the five seminars, Match Day experience was discussed.  The London and South East clubs chose to talk about the benefits of community work to the club, while in the Midlands, the topic of diversity was chosen.

In all seminars, club representatives were given the authority to raise any further issues.
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IFC and Charter Progress

There was a mixed opinion as to whether the Charter process was worthwhile.

Many clubs felt that the promises had been a good idea and were able to focus the work of the clubs in relation to the supporters.

Other clubs, however, felt that the process was an administrative burden and was one more of the many tasks that were put upon the club secretaries to undertake. 

The issue of the club charter to Supporters was raised. It was discussed whether supporters saw themselves as customers.

The football league informed the clubs that the Charter Questionnaire for 2005/6 was half the size of the previous year. The questionnaire would be more of a tick box exercise where possible, in order to make it easier and quicker for clubs to fill in.
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Ticketing

Concessionary Tickets.

Discussion took place regarding how to stop abuse of such concessionary tickets.

The foothball league offered to re issue guidance on all three areas of ticketing; disability, students, and senior citizens.
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Disabled ticketing policy.

The topic was possibly the most common issue raised across all the sessions.

There was perceived lack of clarity and consistency across the Football League clubs.  There were two main issues regarding disabled ticket issues. First, who qualifies for a disabled ticket and ‘helper ticket’. 

Related to this point was confusion as to ‘categories’ if disabled supporters, particularly ambulant disabled supporters. Secondly, some clubs misunderstood the new disabled ticket guidelines issued by the Football League.

It was sensed that clubs are confused by the different policies and called for a unified approach.

· See the full document for additional detail.
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Pre-match/half time Entertainment.

A common problem was getting access to the pitch as the groundsman and/or manager won’t permit it. Clubs indicated that one-off events, like anti racism events, is easier, as it is morally difficult for the groundsman to object.

Clubs would like to have more youth matches at halftime or before the match, it is believed that fans would like to see this too.

A few clubs have half time penalty competitions/ cross bar challenges.
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Getting fans to enter the stadium earlier.

Some clubs offer discounts on ticket prices up until one or two o’clock.

If fans have pre booked to get a discount  making the collection point separate from the ticket office means that the individual does not have to queue as long, and this heightens the sense of extra value and service.

Some clubs offer discounts on programmes before a certain time, for example.  Along similar lines, one club offers a free burger for junior supporters and discounted beer for adults before a certain cut off time. The scheme is similar to an early bird menu, or a happy hour in a pub.

One club has developed specialised merchandise sales in Kiosks inside the stadium, whereby merchandise is heavily discounted and advertised as only being available from a stadium outlet for a limited time before the game. If timed correctly, this can get people to the stadium a lot earlier.

Page 9.

Stewarding

Motivating and retaining match day employees.

One club told how they began the season with an induction day for all temporary/part time staff. At this meeting the senior club officials including Directors and the Chairman would attend to explain that everybody was part of the same team. . . .

The Club followed this up with regular reviews and a close of season review meeting where the club thanked them for their hard work.

This method of engagement was mirrored elsewhere with some clubs offering an awards scheme for staff, so that they feel that they can be rewarded for the job they do.

One club has a staff newsletter that gives information out to staff that all staff can contribute to.  The employee of the month is publicised in this way.

It was understood from clubs which spend time making temporary staff feel part of the club that it had a direct effect on the retention of temporary staff and the ability of the individual to do the task they are employed for.
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Supporter Feedback

The appointment of a match day liaison officer is a viable solution. This person should be known to all, and all complaints should come to this one person, via any steward. Data can then be shared with the rest of the staff at the club during the week and changes communicated back to supporters through the usual channels and in time for the next game.

Customer Feedback should not all be negative, it is important to collect positive stories and publicise good news stories both to employees and supporters.

It was commonly believed that solutions to many of the problems could be solved by getting constructive feedback from supporters. The meeting explored how best to get this feedback.

Fans Groups

See full text for details of various fans forums, and liaison groups.

Suggestion - the appointment of Fans Liaison Officer.

Technology

Clubs find that website message boards are a good way to track fans’ thoughts. Discussion regarding unofficial websites occurred at various meetings. The concensus seemed to be that it was important for the club to challenge false information on unofficial websites and sources of information. Message boards were seen to be useful sources of information, but usually only represent the views of a tiny fraction of the supporter community, therefore care should be taken not to overestimate the importance of the points raised.

One club used a local radio phone in show as a way of getting feedback from supporters.
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Feeding back the Feedback

The seminars brought out the importance of the need to feedback to the supporters what has been done when addressing fans’ complaints.  This creates an atmosphere that the club actually listens. It is important to circulate the outputs of any consultation with supporters so that it can be checked against the  ‘general’ perception and road-tested for acceptability.

Other methods

Supporters often say that they could do a better job themselves, therefore one club expressed how they allowed fans to shadow key roles in the club that the fans felt the club were poor at. The person wrote their experiences in the programme which, when they saw how hard the ticket office staff were working, changed their perception of the people they had traditionally criticised.
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Abuse/foul language/racism

Some clubs who are keen to make their stadium more appealing for women and children, see foul language and racist remarks a real barrier to this. They also understand that going to a steward to point the offender out may put them in danger.

A method of getting round this is by printing a number in the programme that people can send SMS text messages. When the text comes to the control box the CTTV system can focus on the individual, which allows the safety officer to make a judgement as to whether the individual should be ejected.
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Community/Diversity

There was a variety of approaches to the definition of what community was and what it meant, what a club’s objectives of engagement with the community were, and the need (or otherwise) to ensure that the work in the community impacts on the ‘bottom line’.

When trying to engage with the Asian community it is important t talk directly to community leaders and representatives in order to help clubs identify and overcome the pertinent issues.

It is important to understand what a community’s true perceptions of the club is, on the account that the perception of racism is very much the reality in the eyes of people who are in fear of coming to football.

It was expressed that the club’s non –matchday activities are a good way to introduce ethnic minority individuals into the club. For example use of the club’s facilities for weddings and parties may be a way of breaking down the barriers.

An alternative is to bring people in on a non-matchday for tours of the stadium. This way, barriers between the individual and the environment start to break down. It could be that the match is too big a step to start the relationship between the club and the individual.

It is important that the club shows the local ethnic minority communities how safe the stadium environment is and that stewards are qualified in dealing with racist abuse. The safer people feel, the more chance there is of them attending.
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Following the seminars, the Football League have been asked to do the following:

Attempt to offer a similar package as the ‘Nationwide Season of Promise’.

Re issue guidance of disabled, student, and senior citizen tickets.

Look into the setting up of an intranet for sharing of information.

Put together a contacts list of delegates

Customer Charter Questionnaire are to be kept to a minimum.

