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Abstract: For a Hungarian SME to keep its already acquired position in the global market of sporting goods
is a continuous and complex task in which innovation plays a key factor. The purpose of our research is to
certify the necessity and the appearance of innovation in the life of a product in the sports business - this case
concerning the production of NAJADE fins. This work helps to identify the trends of the consumer attitudes,
which is an essential information in product development. The result of the survey (N=200) regarding the
needs of consumers shows that however product design plays a secondary role to the quality, durability and
the results reached with the product, it is still an influencing factor in product selection. Since sports equipment
are used to achieve better results with, the technical improvement of the product is an important aspect of
product innovation. Furthermore, the biological acceleration of the generations and the specific needs of the
different kind of underwater sports should be taken into consideration when manufacturing these products.
Moreover, to reach lower income, developing countries with our products, cheaper, cost-effective
technological proceedings could mean a solution.
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Introduction

In the global market of sporting goods, international competition is quite strong
for Hungarian companies. A good portion of this market is ruled by the Far East, but
the United States gets its share as well. For a Hungarian product to keep its already
acquired position, get more customers, and to expand, it is essential to continuously
develop its products and to monitor and analyze the participants of the market and
even the market itself.

Nowadays innovative thinking and co-operation play a significant role in
increasing the competitiveness of domestic SMEs and multinationals. Because of this
reason, the importance of the role of innovation with producing sporting goods
should be emphasized. In the field of sport, the diverse profiles of product
development require the content of innovation, which in exchange enables companies
applying it to achieve better results (Konyves and Miiller, 2007).

In addition to product innovation, it is also important to mention marketing
innovation, which refers to the novel application and combination of "marketing
tools" as a result of which consumers have new products, better shopping situations,
other advertising, etc. (Bauer and Beracs, 2001). Besides producing and distributing
the products, it is of great importance for the distributing company to carry out sport
marketing activities. "The two main areas of sports marketing are the sale of services
and sporting goods directly to consumers of sport, and the sale of industrial products
and services using sport as a promotional tool" (Mullin et al., 1993).

In this research, we aimed to map out the popularity of the different types of
NAJADE fins used in underwater sports. To meet the needs of customers, it was our
priority to look at the observations of the competitors regarding these sports
equipment. Based on these results our main focus was on product innovation. Our goal
was moreover to examine the most common factors affecting the purchase of these fins,
including size selection, product design, color, material, comfort, the results achieved
with the examined product, and what would the athletes change about our products.

Theoretical background

The traditional course of product development changed over time completely
(Rohacs, 1997). While the traditional process started with an idea and progressed
towards producing and sales, modern product development starts from consumer
needs. The market clearly specifies what product do they need, on what price and
with what characteristics.

The global business of the sports industry is growing rapidly and has been
providing numerous entrepreneurial opportunities. The dynamic nature and scope of
sports industry development and the growing market make it critical for SMEs to
compete for consumers in need for them to stay alive. According to Chikan (2008),
innovation is the act of customer satisfaction on a new, higher quality level. To get
more customers, SMEs need to meet the demands of the potential buyers. This can be
achieved by producing better than rival companies in every aspect (material, quality,
durability, functions, etc.).
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The prerequisite of the success of businesses is the ability of the adaptation to
changes (Chikan, 2008). Companies need to offer their product, so as customers will
be willing to pay for it more than for the products of the competitors.

By the definition of OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2005) “An innovation is the implementation of a new or significantly
improved product (good or service), or process, a new marketing method, or a new
organizational method in business practices, workplace organization or external relations”.

The Oslo Manual for measuring innovation defines four types of innovation
(Katona, 2006). Product innovation: A good or service that is new or significantly
improved. This includes significant improvements in technical specifications,
components, and materials, software in the product, user-friendliness or other
functional characteristics.

Process innovation: A new or significantly improved production or delivery
method. This includes significant changes in techniques, equipment, and software.

Marketing innovation: A new marketing method involving significant changes
in product design or packaging, product placement, product promotion or pricing.

Organizational innovation: A new organizational method in business practices,
workplace organization or external relations.

In this study, our main focus falls on product innovation (figure 1). As aresult,
product innovation could provide sustainability in a rapidly growing sports industry
sector. With this type of development profit and market share can be increased,
prestige can be improved since it is an effective way to increase sales with expanding
the circles of customers, as well as regular customers. Moreover, last, but not least as
a collateral externality product innovation can create new jobs as well (figure 1).

Sustainability
: Increasing
Increasing
X market
proite share
The purpose of
product
innovation
Improving Creating
prestige new jobs
Expanding
the circle of
regular
customers

Figure 1. The purpose of product innovation
Source: Own editing based on Szakaly - Innovation management (2013)

Based on their source of origin we can categorize product innovation in two
groups, namely the demand-driven: demand-pull, and the technological knowledge
induced: technology push.
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Change in customer needs can generate knowledge-change, as certain customer
needs direct developers towards new solutions. The pressure of the customers, as a
motivational factor has a crucial importance in this. Professionals analyzing the
market, state that those companies who have the potential to develop need to have
the following three types of customers (Szakaly, 2013): profit-making, stable customers;
volume growth ensuring "joiners"; change enforcing “cognoscentsi”.

To the utilization of the available knowledge, those present in the market contribute
to the highest degree, but to start the knowledge-change new customers are needed.

This change in the needs of the customers, with the changing market
environment and the new social needs, create new products, or the modification or
improvisation of an existing product because it is intended to satisfy those changing
needs. In this aspect new products can be categorized by the following order (Szakaly,
2013): product with a new function; old product with new performance; existing product with
the utilization of a new technology; new, complementary function; transfer to a new market;
integration of old products into a new product; simplification of an existing product to create
mass-product; dissembling of an existing product to new components; newly designed product.
However, it is not enough to simply develop the "new product”. As previous
researches show the success rate of the introduction of a new product to the market
is below 25% on the average (Nagy, 2013). This means the more in-depth we know
the key factors in the success of the product- and service-innovation, the better
chance we have, to achieve better results than our competitions in the market.

Henard and Szymanszky (2001) identified five key product characteristics as
the predictors of new product performance on the market: 1. Product advantage, which
comes from the superiority and differentiation over competitive offerings; 2. Product meets
customer needs: the extent of which product is perceived as satisfying desires/needs of the
customer;3. Product price, as perceived price-performance congruency (value); 4. Product
technological sophistication, the percieved technological sophistication (high-tech, low tech)
of the product; 5. Product innovativeness, the percieved newness / originality / uniqueness /
radicalness of the product (figure 2).

Product meets

customer
needs
Product Product
advantage innovativeness
Product

Characteristics

Product
technological
sophistication

Product
price

Figure 2. Predictors of new product performance by product characteristics
Source: Own research (2019)
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Introducing the product

The popularity of water sports (Biré et al.,, 2015) is illustrated by the fact that
more and more literature deals with its development or the methodological aspects
of its organization. The increase in the number of water sports shows that its mass
base is widening and the demand is increasing.

The CMAS, the World Underwater Federation oversees ten underwater sports
including Apnoea, Aquathlon, Finswimming, Underwater Hockey, Underwater Rugby,
Orienteering, Visual, Spearfishing, Sports Diving, CMAS Games (CMAS, 2018). In all of
which athletes use different types of rubber fins. However, besides the typical users,
we have to mention lifeguards, and hobby divers as well as the swimmer and the
water polo who also use rubber fins for their workouts, which can help them to
improve foot muscle and improve foot technic. NAJADE fins are among the sports
products that feature both product features and service features at the same time, and
also appear as promotional tools (Hoffman, 2000). The manufacturing and
distribution company is a sports company, i.e., a company that works in the field of
sport to meet consumer needs while achieving a profit (Andras, 2003).

Continuous monitoring of trends in the field of sport and recreation is
important because it can affect the competitiveness of SMEs. These trends reflect the
current consumer habits in the field of sport, which are important for product
development. In the field of sport and fitness, such trends are uniqueness and style,
or the need for comfort and quality that influences customers in product selection
both with sports equipment and services (Miiller, 2009; Miiller et al., 2013; Borbély-
Miiller, 2015; Miller et al., 2017).

In addition to the production and distribution of the sporting goods, our company
is also engaged in sports sponsorship to promote its products (Biré et al.,, 2015), doing so
through several international underwater sports competitions such as World Cups,
European and World Championships in which underwater hockey, water rugby athletes
are given free products. In this way, it reaches its promotional and marketing goals
(Mullin et al.,, 1993, p. 208). In exchange for the sponsorship, advertising space may be
requested from the organizers, and from the sponsored national athletes to take part in
the competitions wearing the NAJADE logo.

Since the NAJADE fins manufacturing company has been present on the
international market for seven years, it is likely that during this time the needs and
expectations of the athletes against the product have changed, which can be
supported by the market research conducted.

The downward price strategy is probably a good choice, as it does not affect the
purchasing decision of the professional athletes, but the price differentiation is likely to
be necessary, as well as the development of lower-priced products. The latter are
mostly demanded by the athletes in the developing countries, as well as in countries
with lower discretionary income and lower GDP (such as Egypt, India). Paar (2013)
states that in the case of a decline in household income, the reduction in the price of
sports products can compensate for the negative trend in demand reduction, although
this alone is not enough for a rapid increase in demand, but it must be a sports policy
that NAJAD can achieve with different price differentiation with different discretionary
income. Customers in countries with a declining or declining consumer income.
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During the research, we were looking for answers to the following questions:

- How do the needs of different underwater sports develop against the fin? How
can fins meet the needs of different underwater sports?

- How are the buying habits of athletes in different underwater sports and what
are the most important aspects that influence the purchase?

- What innovation opportunities do we have for the NAJADE fins company in
product development based on expectations from athletes?

Material and methods

The data for our primary research was collected via questionnaires. The
questionnaire has been compiled to provide answers to the factors influencing
product selection in different types of underwater sports. We created open-ended and
close-ended questions. To examine the influencing the effect of different factors we
have created a five-point Likert in which, one is the least, and five the most typical
statement for the respondents.

The questionnaires were filled out in our consumer circles, on paper in
Hungarian, English and Russian language. They were collected from the following
international swimming competitions:

- World Cup Eger, Coral Springs / Florida / United States;

- Junior World Championship Tomsk / Russia;

- Adult Europe Championship Wroclaw / Poland;

- 2018 Adult World Championship) Belgrade / Serbia;

- Junior European Championships in Istanbul / Turkey;

- U19 and U23 World Championships in Hobart / Tasmania / Australia;

- Adult Europe Championship Eger - 2018 Championship Teams Europe Cup Castellon / Spain;

- Adult World Cup Quebec City / Canada

The operative work was carried out with the help of the SPSS statistical data
analysis program, in which descriptive statistical analyzes dominate (mean, standard
deviation, median, mode).

In addition to descriptive statistics, we used the Chi-square cross table test to
determine the relationship between two variables.

Introducing the sample

Inthe end, 211 questionnaires were filled out successfully, from which after data-
cleaning, 200 was used. After analyzing the socio-demographic section, we received the
following picture of the respondents. 55.5% of them (111 people) are women, 44.5%,
or 89, are men, with an average age of 23.76 (standard deviation 7.234).

As NAJADE fins are primarily Hungarian products, it is not surprising that the
largest percentage (13%) of our consumer range is provided by Hungarian
customers. In the second place, Canadian and Colombian partners are represented by
9 - 9%, but a good portion of customers from the leading nations Italy (7%), Argentina
(4%) and the United States (4%) are also present (figure 3).

As for the distribution within underwater sports, the NAJADE fin manufacturing
company targets three major sports with its products (of course, not disclosing any
other water sports). Because of this reason in our questionnaire, only the three
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targeted sports are represented (Finswimming, Underwater Hockey and Underwater
Rugby). Table 1 shows that almost half of the respondents (48, 5%) are Finswimmers.

Nationality

B American
H Argentinean

O Australian
M Austrian
[]Belarussian
H Belgian
[ canadian
Chinese
[ Colombian
M Croatian
Czech
CIFrench
\ MGerman
[JHungarian
M ttalian
ELatvian
M Lithuania

7| ClNew Zealander
| ClRussian

| M singaporean

| Elslovakian

/ W South African
Othai

B Turkish

W Ukrainian

[ vietnamese

Figure 3. Nationalities of the customer circle
Source: Own research (2019)

Frequency Percent

(Persons) (%)
Finswimming 97 48,5
Underwater Hockey 59 29,5
Underwater Rugby 44 22,0
Total 200 100

Table 1. The frequency of the respondents in different types of underwater sports (2019)
Source: Own editing (2019)

The results corroborate to the presence of a long-standing trend in the
underwater community. Finswimming is the cheapest of the 3 mentioned sports, due
to its low equipment need. Also, Finswimming has fewer financial implications, thus
enabling the wider masses and less well-off classes to get involved. Furthermore, it is
important to mention the fact that underwater sports are the first in the New
Countries because their base is swimming, they are spectacular and give more
opportunities to compete in.

There is another reoccurring trend about the age of the athletes and what type
of underwater sports do they participate in
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16-23 age bracket 25-50 age bracket
Sport of respondents
% (persons) % (persons)
Finswimming 98 (95) 2(2)
Underwater Hockey/Rugby 30,1 (31) 699 (72)

Table 2. Coherency between the age of the participants and their sports (2019)
Source: Own research (2019)

Among Finswimmers, the younger age group appears to be more active, from
the age of 16 to the age of 23. These athletes usually stop their active career (as in
most competitive sports) at the end of their academic studies. This trend can also be
seen from our research, as the majority of the finswimmers, (98%) are from the age
group of 16-23, while in the 25-50 age group a drastic decline could be seen (table 2).

The base of our research and questionnaire are the products of NAJADE. Based
on the use in major underwater sports and on sales statistics, we examined the
following 4 product categories: Speed, Sprint, Iron and UW.

As the name of the equipment indicates, the use and design of the Speed and
Sprint fins makes the product types used for Finswimming (where speed is the most
important factor). In contrast, Iron and especially UW fins are products made of
harder and stiffer material, which makes them more suitable for underwater rugby
and underwater hockey.

The majority of respondents prefer SPEED and SPRINT products (24% - 38%),
which can be explained by the fact that they are used by Finswimmers, who have
shown a higher percentage of involvement out of the 3 mentioned sports. IRON and
UW products were picked by nearly the same number of respondents (18.5% and
19.5%). In order to examine the factors affecting the purchase, we have created a 5-
point Likert-scale, in which one is the least, 5 is the most influential factor on the
respondents (figure 4).

When purchising fins, how important is
(1 to 5, where 5 is the most important factor)

COLOR W=y 3.16

PRODUCT DESIGN N1 3.83
FRICE N 4
COMFORT NEEENFF 4.08
RELIABLE SELLER =775 4.13
INTERNETRATINGS, BLOGS IEN=T~TT 4.19
COACH RECOMMEDATION IESr=T=T7 4.26
EASY TOBUY NN 427
MATERIAT, EEEFT3 4.37
WEIGHT BT 4.59
QUALITY NEN=F3 4.61
RESULTS REACHED WITH THE PRODUCT 550 4.75
DURABILITY TS 4.88
0 1 2 3 4 5 6

EMean ™ Std. Deviation

Figure 4. Factors influencing product purchase (2019)
Source: Own research (2019)
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From the collected data, it is remarkable (not surprisingly) that the first three
highest rated factors are: durability (4.88), results reached with the product (4.75)
and quality (4.61). This supports Torkos’ (2009) statement, who reports on the
product development strategy of the most successful fitness machine manufacturers,
where innovation and durability of products are named as development priorities.

Since we are talking about sports equipment that we use to achieve sporting
results, the appearance of the products (color: 3.16; design: 3.83) plays a secondary
role. This can also be said about the price of the products (4), since those who want
to achieve better results want quality, and durable products are willing to pay for a
possibly more expensive, better tool.

In the interest of innovation and product development, we also asked our
customers what would they change on/about the products of NAJADE.

Urbanization and civilization can speed up the acceleration of children and
young adults (Eiben-Téth, 2005; Bodzsar-Zsakai, 2015), thus with changing
anthropometric factors (even younger athletes have larger foot size they are taller
and more advanced, so naturally they need larger fins with different fin-density) the
expectations of the athletes’ are changing as well.

® Would change  ® Would not change

o0
M
—
—
2
o~
o
o0
o L]
—
| I e

COLOR MATERIAL SIZESCALE PRICE OTHER

181
167
200

21

Figure 5. What would you change about NAJADE fins? (2019)
Source: Own research (2019)

Generational change can be demonstrated in body size, which increases the
height of the foot and increases the foot size (Frenkl-Mészaros, 2002; Bodzsar-Zsakai,
2002; Bodzsar et al, 2015; 2016). Changes in physical fitness also require the
manufacturers of sports products to adapt, as the manufacturers of sportswear and
sports equipment must also take this trend into account when designing the scale of
the product range due to increasing height and foot size.

Results of correlation tests

Based on the Pearson Chi-square test, the two variables are significant (<0.05).
The value of the Chi-square is (x2) 84,342, while the degree of freedom (df) is 6.
From the results, it can be observed that there are differences in the sport-specific
design of the fins. Specially designed for underwater rugby and underwater hockey,
IRON, and UW fins show a higher percentage in this category (40, 7%; 34.1%; 31.8%;
28.8%) (table 3).
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Which Type/Types of NAJADE fins you have?
Your sport
Your Sport Finswimming Underwater Underwater TOTAL
person (%) Hockey Rugby person (%)
person (%) person (%)
SPEED 33(34,0) 8 (13,6) 7 (15,9) 48 (24)
IRON 6(6,2) 17 (28,8) 14 (31,8) 37 (18,5)
SPRINT 58 (59,8) 10 (16,9) 8(18,2) 76(38)
uw 0(0) 24 (40,7) 15 (34,1) 39 (19,5)
Total 97 (100) 59 (100) 44 (100) 200 (100)

Table 3. he correlation between the sport of the respondents and the type of fins they use (2019)
Source: Own research (2019)

SPEED and SPRINT products are also present but only a small amount, as they
are suitable for training, conditioning and based on individual preference judges of
underwater sports also use these types of fins. This can also be said about the
relationship between Finswimming, SPRINT and SPEED products.

As in all areas of commercial products, consumer demands are differentiated
by gender (pink / blue shoes, etc.) from a very young age. This also the case with
sports products (Nike Women’s/ Men’s line). In order to be able to serve our
customers at the highest possible level of satisfaction, it is important to consider
gender preferences.

Identifying the gender characteristics is essential both for satisfying customer
needs and for producing the equipment for which the demand is present in the
market. To do this, we must first look at the gender distribution in each sport. The
results of the survey of the sexes of the respondents and the sport they participate in
are presented in table 4.

GENDER
Your Sport FEMALE MALE TOTAL
person (%) person (%) person (%)
Finswimming 62 (55,9%) 35 (39,3%) 97 (48,5%)
Underwater Hockey 31 (27,9%) 28 (31,5%) 59 (29,5%)
Underwater Rugby 18 (16,2%) 26 (29,2%) 44 (22,0%)
Total 111 (100%) 89 (100%) 200 (100%)

Table 4. Distribution of gender in relation to the three targeted sport (2019)
Source: Own research (2019)

Based on the Pearson Chi-square test, it can be stated that the two variables are
significant (<0.05). The value of the Chi-square is (x2) 6,785, while the degree of
freedom (df) is 2.

From the results, we can conclude that the majority of women (+ 16.6%) prefer
finswimming, while the number of them in underwater rugby is much lower (- 13%),
which can be taken into consideration when manufacturing gender specified product
lines in different type of underwater sports (table 5).
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GENDER

Please mark on a scale
of 1-5, if 1 is the least
and 5 is the most
typical statement
when purchising fins,
how important is

FEMALE
person (%)

MALE
person (%)

TOTAL
person (%)

COLOR
2 26(23,4%) 30 (33,7%) 56 (28,0%)
3 52 (46,8%) 39 (43,8%) 91 (45,5%)
4 16 (14,4%) 3 (3,4%) 19 (9,5%)
5 17 (15,3%) 17 (19,1%) 34 (17,0%)
Total 111 (100%) 89 (100%)

200 (100%)

Table 5. Color scale as an influencing factor in purchasing NAJADE fins (2019)
Source: Own research (2019)

In Finswimming for example, where the study showed more female
participants, the manufacturer could extend the line of product especially aimed at
women. We have examined the various factors influencing the purchase and gender
relations of these purchasing habits. The presence of color as an influencing factor can
be considered a significant result.

Based on the Pearson Chi-square test, it can be stated that the two variables are
significant (<0.05). The value of the Chi-square is (x2) 8,723, while the degree of
freedom (df) is 3. It can be said that the color of the fins is the more important aspect
for women. Men, however, are more influenced on the size scale and comfort of
products (table 6).

This issue can be broken down to Sports and influencing factors as well. The
underwater rugby and hockey games are longer. Thus, the athletes participating in
these games wear their fins longer. The feel of the IRON and UW products need to be
suitable and comfortable for longer use.

Gender
[s there anything that you FEMALE MALE TOTAL
would modify on Najade fins? - person (%) person (%) person (%)
Size scale
Yes 54 (48,6%) 67 (75,3%) 121 (60,5%)
No 57 (51,4%) 22 (24,7%) 79 (39,5%)
Total 111 (100%) 89 (100%) 200 (100%)

Table 6. Size scale as an influencing factor in purchasing NAJADE fins (2019)
Source: Own research (2019)

Based on the Pearson Chi-square test, it can be stated that the two variables are
significant (<0.05). The Chi-square value is (2) 14,660, while the degree of freedom (df) is 1.

Conclusion

Initially, while NAJADE had a monopoly on the market, the downward price
strategy proved to be good, but the emergence of competitors, as well as the
increasing price sensitivity of buyers, and the fact that more and more low-cost
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African and Asian countries are joining in the underwater sports community prompts
the distributor to reconsider its price strategy.

It is clear that 93% of the respondents consider the quality of the equipment
important when purchasing the product and 80% of the consumers take into account
the previous results achieved with the fins, which is due to the excellent quality of the
product. Satisfying customer needs is important for products, as quality is what the
customer recognizes. Quality, if a product can meet consumer needs (Parasurman et
al,, 1985; Giubilato et al., 2013).

During the sponsorship and personal visit of different competitions, there is an
opportunity for direct sales, contacts with customers and the completion of
questionnaires during such competitions. 23% of the interviewees bought the fins
directly from the manufacturer during the competitions. This greatly increases the
amount of product sold and the visibility of the product.

Since their launch, NAJADE products have realized a growing turnover, which,
with the help innovation, is trying to satisfy consumers' needs as fully as possible. The
most important aspect of product development was to incorporate the needs and
experiences of top athletes into the development (Senanszky Petra world champion
tested and indicated the development needs of a swimmer to achieve the best possible
result in that sport). With this market research, we measured the needs of several
underwater sports athletes for the product. If we can accommodate these needs, the
company can expect even greater demand in the future. Increase in demand could be
led by innovation (Drucker, 2003; Pakucs-Papanek, 2006), with which NAJADE
targets new markets (new countries, new underwater sports). In the future, such
plans will include the use of fins among lifeguards, as many European countries will
also compete with NAJADE fins, and will use a suitably designed product for classical
swimming, swim-out, teaching, and improving competition. In water polo, the
company continues its product launch with fins used in training. Water polo is a TAO
sport in Hungary (Sarkozy, 2017; Kendelényi - Gulyas, 2018), so its youth base is
growing dynamically, which may also mean an increase in demand.

It is also necessary to change the composition of the fin material, which is also
a possible form of innovation. Different rubber strengths can be developed in
different areas of the fin, and combining them allows us to meet the sport-specific
needs of different underwater sports.

The research has also shown that there is a need for different sizes of fins, we
need to expand the size range, as there is the typical problem with footwear, that one
size is small, but the next one is big, so the need to introduce intermediate sizes has
arisen - for example, the introduction of 2.5 to 3.5. The 46-48-foot size is not
uncommon among the athletes, so the 5th size should be introduced in
manufacturing.

Experience gained in market research will help to further renew fins and
possibly open them to new markets, which is also needed to create marketing
strategies (Kovacs, 2012; J6zsa, 2014).

It is noticeable that more and more non-underwater sports countries are
starting to develop and compete in underwater sports, such as India, Central African
countries, and Brazil, Ecuador, Peru, which gives us more opportunities to open up to
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new markets. The athletes in these countries are still very price sensitive, so it is
advisable for them to develop a new product line under the NAJADE brand, which
results in cheaper technology production. Experience in market research shows that
design and color matter more to younger generations and with this development,
greater success can be achieved if the new product line comes into the market with
vibrant design elements (Morik - Miiller, 2018).

Of course, the range of opportunities is unlimited, but even for NAJADE
products, these product innovations require investment, which is coupled with a
substantial capital requirement that the manufacturer is trying to satisfy, as
innovation is the foundation of competitiveness (Kényves - Miiller, 2007).
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