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ABSTRACT
The agri-tech sector has been shown in this study to be progressive 
when it comes to sensing the utility of digital marketing. This sec-
tor is recognised as an important and opportunistic Irish industry. 
Only recently there has been announcement of a new set up fund 
of €20m following a partnership with the Government’s Ireland 
Strategic Investment Fund (ISIF) and California-based Finistere 
Ventures (Gorey, 2017). Digital marketing gives agribusinesses the 
opportunity to reach markets that they previously were unable to 
reach. This is a real solution for Brexit but not a lot of agribusinesses 
understand how digital marketing can provide a solution. Digital 
marketing, in particular social media, provides agribusiness route 
to marketing end users. End user marketing is becoming more and 
more important for B2B agribusinesses by providing a value add 
for their customers by providing a pull factor bringing business 
from end users into their direct B2B customers. By creating some 
buzz around a user generated campaign, agribusinesses again can 
benefit from peer influence marketing.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER ONE: 
INTRODUCTION

R AT I O N A L E

The author has been immersed in the farming sector all her life, 
having grown up on a dairy farm. She has fifteen years employed 
marketing experience in the agribusiness sector and for the past 
five years has been a self-employed marketing consultant with 
the company Navy Oak Ltd servicing the agribusiness sector with 
clients in Ireland, the UK, US and the Netherlands. During this time, 
it has been noted that agribusinesses are beginning to fall behind 
other sectors in their use of digital marketing. Larger agribusinesses 
with multinational exposure are much more advanced with their 
use of digital marketing whilst smaller companies are exercising 
digital marketing on a much smaller scale. Overall, the author has 
found that internal digital marketing skills are lacking. Unless 
agribusinesses perceive ‘digital marketing’ as a key component in 
their strategy to grow their business, they will not invest in this 
area. Digital marketing activities executed are not always rolled 
out successfully, due to skill shortage, implementation failure and 
sales and marketing not being aligned. As a result, management in 
agribusinesses do not always see the possibilities, value or return 
of investment when it comes to digital marketing.

http://www.fruitfulmarketing.ie
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The author would like to show the value that digital marketing 
can bring to agribusinesses in Ireland. She would like to prove 
that it is worth the investment to grow businesses considerably 
when implemented correctly and can take national companies to 
the international stage. The author would like to take aspects of 
this thesis into a published guidebook for Navy Oak Ltd clients and 
present to the wider agribusiness audience in Ireland with her find-
ings. Finally, it is to be noted that this review takes place amidst the 
backdrop of Brexit and with the outcome of the settlement between 
the UK and EU still to be negotiated, the impact upon agribusiness 
and the correlation with contemporary digital marketing methods 
as a process for finding new global markets is yet to be assessed.

R E S E A R C H  F O C U S

The 3 areas of digital marketing value this thesis will investigate are:

 � Enhancing customer experiences

 � Increasing and supporting sales

 � Building brand awareness

R E S E A R C H  M E T H O D O L O G Y

The author will use a combination of books, journals, reports and 
published papers from which to gain an insight into different 

perspectives around the area of creating value through digital 
marketing activities. The beginning of a bibliography compiling 
literature to review is at the end of this paper. This will involve 
reading relevant academic sources and gathering an understand-
ing of what types of value digital marketing can bring and what is 
needed to implement tactics effectively to successfully achieve value 
and return on investment. Underpinning this approach, published 
papers will be utilised which offer different perspectives on the 
three value propositions outlined on the previous page. There is a 
gap of research for digital marketing in the agribusiness not just 
in Ireland but across all regions.

In respect of data collection, the author proposes to utilise a mixture 
of quantitative and qualitative research to form a mix of trends 
and quality insights.

 � PART 1 Quantitative research

Survey to agribusinesses in Ireland: this part will aim to investigate 
the status of digital marketing, internal digital skills, investments, 
measuring, barriers to success and offer possible solutions.

 � PART 2 Qualitative research

The author proposes to undertake a focus group meeting with sev-
eral agribusiness marketing managers to gather qualitative more 
exploratory research based on some of the trends and findings 
from the quantitative research.
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Industry reports will assist in establishing the adoption of digital 
marketing in Irish companies. The author will also investigate 
what research is available on the end user, the farmer, to see what 
adoption they have with digital technologies. The author will 
research to see what other papers and reports are published from 
other countries around the subject matter to investigate if there 
are digital marketing trends when it comes to successful uptake 
and value proposition in other regions and the reasons why.
Problem statements:

The problem statement for this thesis is that Irish agribusinesses do 
not invest sufficiently in digital marketing to show its true value. 
In most cases, when agribusiness, exploring digital marketing ini-
tially, execute small elements of digital marketing such as social 
media, videos and email marketing, however these activities are 
not integrated with an overall marketing strategy or a CRM system 
which in turn does not result in proving return on investment. If 
not invested in probably in terms of strategy development, digital 
skills, alignment with sales, funding to implement and time to make 
improvements based off data analysis; digital marketing will not will 
not show its full potential in terms of value it can bring a business.

The problem statement provoked many research questions to 
explore this further. The research needs to determine what is 
the adoption of digital marketing with agribusinesses in Ireland 
currently. The thesis will need to explore the type of value digital 
marketing could bring to agribusinesses based on the value it brings 
to businesses outside the agri-sector. Does the problem statement 
relate to the agribusiness industry alone or are other industries the 

same? Also, is this just an issue in Ireland or also a global issue. The 
thesis will need to examine Irish agribusinesses that have invested 
in digital marketing and review what the benefits were. Finally, 
the reasons why Irish agribusinesses have not invested in digital 
marketing will to be examined.

H Y P O T H E S I S

Without proving the success and value of digital marketing in the 
agribusiness sector in Ireland, digital marketing will continue not 
to receive top level support in organisations and the opportunity 
for agribusiness grow using digital marketing will be lost.

Project specific objectives

 � Determine to what level and what types of digital marketing 
is carried out within the agribusiness sector in Ireland?

 � Determine what are the barriers to success in rolling out 
digital marketing activities in agribusinesses in Ireland?

 � Determine the value for digital marketing for agribusinesses

 � Develop a set of recommendations for agribusi-
ness looking to embrace digital marketing.
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R E S E A R C H  P H I L O S O P H Y

The intent of the literature book review was to gain a greater 
understanding of approaches in improving the effectiveness of 
digital activities as a way of showing value through emphasising 
customer experience, lead generation and brand awareness. The 
usage of appropriate papers and reports aids the level of optimisa-
tion and success of digital activities in Ireland, and other regions, 
indicates that these approaches can offer value to customers, as 
well as indicate trends in digital marketing. The quantitative and 
qualitative research will develop a strong grasp of the adoption of 
digital marketing in agribusinesses in Ireland, where are the gaps, 
barriers to success and possible solutions. The author recognises 
that agribusinesses in Ireland are hugely under investing in digital 
marketing and are losing out on business growth opportunity par-
ticularly when developing markets outside of Ireland. With this, it is 
intended that the research findings will be discussed in relation to 
the literature review and will show that were Irish agribusinesses 
to invest in digital marketing, they could see a value and return in 
investment as is the case in other industries or regions.

R E S E A R C H  S C O P E

This literature review supports the main study, exploring available 
research material covering agribusinesses and digital marketing in 
Ireland. This approach is based upon a recognition of the findings 
of both the primary and secondary research that has been under-
taken for this study and is based upon the idea that remarkably 

few agribusinesses in Ireland, or elsewhere, appear to utilise the 
full scope of non-traditional methods of marketing open to them 
(Koutsouris, 2010; Galloway, Sanders and Deakins, 2011; Hennessy, 
Läpple and Moran, 2016)another strand takes a pessimistic view 
stressing that the existing socio\u2010economic inequalities do 
not allow for such prospects; the so\u2010 called ‘digital divide’ is 
highlighted as one of the most visible components of the current 
development divide. In the present paper a brief review of the 
evolution of the concept ‘digital divide’ is followed by an outline 
of research findings showing an urban\u2010rural divide. Further, 
based on a review of the available international literature, in both 
developing and developed countries, and examples from Greece it 
is argued that the adoption and use of ICTs by farmers (especially as 
far as ICTs are being envisaged as powerful extension tools. These 
reasons will be explored and discussed within the analysis stage of 
this study. Further to this, the review will also consider currently 
available digital solutions to a range of current marketing chal-
lenges that the agribusinesses experiences within the prevailing 
uncertain commercial climate and will offer suggested tools and 
methods to implement these solutions.

R E S E A R C H  L I M I TAT I O N S

Digital marketing generally is a relatively recent concept, with 
limited academic research material available (Charlesworth, 2014), 
and is an area of expertise that is progressing at a rapid rate. 
Therefore, published literature can become outdated quickly and, 
therefore, be unreliable (Charlesworth, 2014). Indeed, it is also of 
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note that published academic works that focus upon agribusiness 
involvement with digital technologies is sparse (Carpio and Lange, 
2015) . Aside from a few specific papers, this area of research has 
been overlooked by contemporary thinkers and academics (Ghandi, 
Khanna and Ramaswamy, 2016). With this, the author has gained 
access to relevant Irish agribusiness case studies that have priori-
tised digital marketing within their business strategy and realised 
success as a result. Two specific examples that emerge from this 
approach correlate with issues regarding the employment of mar-
keting and sales teams working together, whilst using a CRM tool 
to generate leads.

Minchin (2016) provides the only published paper that specifically 
focuses upon digital marketing in the Irish agribusiness sector. This 
paper indicated that display advertising and email marketing gave 
a competitive advantage for Irish agribusinesses (Minchin, 2016). 
However, this research only looked at a very small subsection of 
digital marketing and failed to focus on the overarching value 
proposition that digital marketing can bring. Consequently, a large 
part of the research material for this study has been drawn from 
informed and authoritative, but not necessarily academic, sources. 
Overall, the paucity of academic material indicates that there is a 
definite, practical need for this study and the observations made 
within it.

E X P E C T E D  O U T C O M E

The author expects that this thesis will provide many merits for 
developing digital strategies and activities that can offer increased 
value and return on investments. It is also intended that this paper 
will offer solutions for the successful interaction of agribusinesses 
with investment in digital skills, long term strategy planning, con-
tent development strategy and shifting monetary ratios towards 
digital outputs and away from generic advertising.
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Chapter Two:  
Literature Review
At the outset, it is of note that the term agribusiness was first 
defined by Davis and Goldberg, (1957; 2) who argued that the pro-
cess implied “the sum total of all operations involved in the manufacture 
and distribution of farm supplies; production operations on the farm; and 
the storage, processing, and distribution of farm commodities and items 
made from them”. A more up to date definition now exists via the 
Food and Agricultural Organisation of the United Nations (FAO, 
2015) and sees this same definition encompassing the “…collective 
business activities that are performed from farm to fork’, thereby including, 
‘…the supply of agricultural inputs, the production and transformation of 
agricultural products and their distribution to final consumers”. These 
definitions have been utilised to build this chapter and allows for 
a dialogue in respect of the core issue agribusinesses when aiming 
to enhance overall customer experience, as well as increase and 
supporting sales, and via building brand awareness. This narrative, 
therefore, sees a need to discuss many core issues such as the impact 
of the political sphere upon agribusinesses, the processes that can 
be employed to help develop a digital marketing strategy for agri-
business, strategy development, the benefits of digital marketing 
for agribusiness, and collective and communal marketing tools.
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P O L I T I C S  &  A G R I B U S I N E S S

It is common knowledge that on the morning of 24th June 2016, the 
UK voted to leave the European Union thus began ‘Brexit’, as the 
media dubbed the leaving process. Prior to the referendum vote, 
it had been virtually unanimously agreed that Brexit could poten-
tially have a devastating impact upon trade between Ireland and 
the UK (Matthews, 2015; Buckwell, 2016; Grant, 2016). One of the 
main reasons for these negative effects is due to the likely changes 
to financial and non-financial tariffs imposed by the EU Common 
Customs Tariff (European Commission, 2017). This regualtion 
places tariffs on goods imported into the Union from non-mem-
ber states, as well as leads to dealys caused by customs checks and 
other controls. This is the realities of a hard border, and is an issue 
which could be implemented by the UK on incoming goods. Many 
possible options exist regarding the levels and formatting of tariffs, 
as identified by the report commissioned by the Department of 
Enterprise, Trade and Investment (Oxford Economics, 2016). This 
introduces and discusses nine alternative possible scenarios which 
would particularly affect Northern Ireland trade, but which would 
also have similarly serious implications for the Republic. Only one 
of these scenarios was in any way positive in its outlook.

The further the new arrangements vary from those in place now, 
the greater the impact is likely to be (Buckwell, 2016). However, 
Buckwell also argued that policy changes will be implemented over 
a longer time frame which will allow for introduction of gradualist 
adjustments. This is important given that the UK only triggered 
Article 50 in March 2017 and thus the two-year removal process 

began. During this time, it is noted, the status quo remains (Article 50, 
2009). However it is possible for the UK to averting the consequences 
of Brexit consequences and this can be achieved via continuing the 
existing arrangements for trade with Ireland after the final break 
with the EU (Irish Farmers Association, 2017). This would include 
a relative freedom of movement for workers and goods and would 
continue some of the trading policies and conditions in a similar 
way to those now in force. However, this policy may not correlate 
with the UK intention of independence from the EU since it would 
mean that the UK is still subordinate to certain EU trading rules 
(Oxford Economics, 2016).

S H A P I N G  &  D E F I N I N G  T H E  A G R I B U S I N E S S 
S E C T O R

Historically, advertising for businesses generally has relied on a 
fairly set number of approaches (Brodholt, 2015; Lauren, 2017). 
These same approaches have worked well, particularly where tra-
ditional geographically limited markets have aimed their strategies 
at smaller agribusinesses. As with other businesses, advertising in 
trade journals, distributing fliers and brochures directly to pro-
spective customers, local advertising, local radio, word of mouth 
referrals, and face-to-face discussion at specialist markets, have 
previously proved to be sufficient for agribusiness (Brodholt, 2015; 
Lauren, 2017). This is particularly the case since the majority of the 
marketing effort has centred around retaining existing custom-
ers (Linn, 2010). In the contemporary digital age, however, while 
other business sectors have embraced the use of digital marketing, 
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agribusiness still remains largely reliant on the old methods and have 
the lowest level of take-up of digital marketing options (Brodholt, 
2015; Lauren, 2017; Ghandi, Khanna and Ramaswamy, 2016). That 
said, Linn (2010) reports that where agribusinesses do utilise digi-
tal marketing solutions to promote their goods and services their 
capacity to focus on a client base produces a high level of success. 
This begs the question, therefore, as to why agribusinesses still 
appear largely unmotivated to make use of potentially very effec-
tive digital marketing strategies.

For businesses new to digital marketing, the process of building a 
workable strategy may seem daunting (Pride & Ferrell, 2016). The 
steps to achieve this are much like those for creating a traditional 
marketing system and are based upon the identification of points 
that will inform what decisions are made. For many businesses a 
lack of expertise, understanding, or time, would make a case for 
seeking assistance from digital marketing professionals (Pride & 
Ferrell, 2016). Yet, while the precise strategic details and outcomes 
required will vary from business to business, according to product 
and whether it sells to other businesses (B2B) or to end-users (B2C), 
generally the foundation steps to follow will be the same and are as 
important in either case (Leeflang et al., 2014). Given this premise, 
it is of note that Ryan and Jones (2016) collate these steps within 
several key areas, as noted in Table 1.

Table 1: Marketing strategies for B2B & B2C

KNOW 

THE 

BUSINESS

Deciding how digital marketing can mesh 
with the existing elements of the business 
and adjusting these elements if needed. 
Awareness of whether the skills, technology 
and knowledge to run a successful digital 
marketing campaign are already available or 
will need to be sourced

RESEARCH 

THE 

COMPETITION

Digital marketing opens a wide field of 
competitors and it pays to study who they 
are and what they are doing, both well and 
badly, so lessons can be learned from them.

KNOW 

THE 

CUSTOMERS

It is important to identify in detail what 
customer-base the business aims at and 
what those customers need. How to enhance 
their experience of the business and engage 
them long-term to keep them from turning 
to your competition

SET 

BUSINESS 

GOALS

It is vital to know where the business is 
heading, both in the short and long term. 
Without a comprehensive idea of what the 
marketing strategy needs to achieve, it will 
be virtually impossible to plan an effective 
campaign

MEASURE AND 

EVALUATE 

PROGRESS

Comparing the effects of the marketing cam-
paign with the key performance indicators 
and goals originally set, fine tuning market-
ing strategies for effectiveness
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At this juncture it is noted that the London School of Marketing 
(2017) adds two more points to the content of Table 1. These see a 
need to select the right platforms. Here it is assessed that not every 
company will need a presence on every form of digital marketing 
platform. Selecting the ones which are most appropriate for the 
business will ensure targeting the right customer-base and will save 
wasting time and money. Similarly, it is considered as important 
to use the correct digital marketing tools to extract the required 
metrics is equally important. Additionally, the London School of 
Marketing (2017) promotes a need to set a budget. Here, the pro-
motion of content and posts on website and social media, whether 
it is on a cost-per-click or other basis, can be very useful but needs 
to be constantly monitored for effectiveness and evaluated for level 
of return on investment.

D I G I TA L  M A R K E T I N G  F O R  A G R I B U S I N E S S

One issue here lies with the reality that many small to medium 
agribusinesses are largely based in rural areas. The lack of a reli-
able broadband network over much of rural Ireland has had an 
impact upon the uptake of the internet. In an attempt to rectify this 
weakness, the National Broadband Scheme (NBS), began operations 
in 2008 and was mandated to deliver basic wireless broadband to 
almost 11% of rural homes and businesses in Ireland (Ahern, 2008). 
By its conclusion, in 2010, the initiative had contributed positively 
to Ireland’s internet use targets by bringing access to 234,000 users 
(Macfadden, 2010). The second phase of the NBS concluded in 2014 
(Department of Communications, 2014), and a further phase of the 

NBS is currently under tender to deliver high-speed fibre broad-
band (Earley, 2017). According to Google’s Consumer Barometer 
for Ireland in 2015, 73% of Irish people are accessing the internet 
daily. The growth in smart phone ownership in Ireland is now at 
75% (Brophy, 2016), and is a development that is having significant 
impact upon the availability and usage of online content. Yet, the 
majority of smart phone consumption is based upon personal usage 
via, for example, a sizeable uptake in audio visual content creation 
(Brophy, 2016). From an agribusiness perspective, this reality results 
in digital marketing systems having access to an under tapped 
communications network.

Other major considerations for non-use of digital technology may 
have their basis in the feelings and preferences of the individual 
business owner. A study into internet use in rural Ireland by John 
Hannafin of the Tipperary Institute isolated several reasons why 
digital technology was not being used to its full extent, particularly 
among Irish farmers (Hannafin, 2010). Reasons provided included 
the age of the user. This is a pertinent issue given that older farmers 
may be less likely to attempt to adapt to new method. The broadband 
availability issue is also indicated here, as s personal educational 
levels, and a persistent fear of technology within some members of 
society (Hannafin, 2010). Hannafin further argued that those internet 
activities that were most popular among farmers were varied and 
included sourcing goods and services. Indeed, these same findings 
were borne out by the Department of Agriculture (2010). This report 
focused on the take-up of ICT by Irish farmers and states that, while 
lack of easily accessed and affordable broadband was a predictably 
major reason for the low usage of the internet, the most significant 
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factor was personal competence regarding using technology to its 
optimum output. The report concluded that “the best initiative to 
equip farmers and rural dwellers in this regard is education” (Department 
of Agriculture, 2010). Yet, Pride & Ferrell (2016) argue that while 
some Irish agribusinesses may be aware that there is a requirement 
to adopt digital marketing, primarily as a means of promotion if 
not to completely replace some of the traditional methods. But it 
is also argued that these same companies remain uncertain how to 
implement such marketing plans (Pride & Ferrell, 2016).

The perspective which Pride & Ferrell (2016) offers is an anomaly 
given that much of the available research on agribusiness and dig-
ital technology centres on the implementation of digital solutions 
to practical agricultural related problems. This is an issue which 
Mittal and Mehar, (2012), Newenham, (2015) and Byrne (2017) have 
all highlighted and who offer a narrative which maintains that 
Ireland’s farmers are leading the European field in the use of digital 
applications to improve the quality of their life and work on the 
farm. Newenham (2015) further corroborates this by quoting Irish 
Technology Leadership Group founder John Harnett who stated 
that, in addition to Ireland’s biggest export being food, it is now also 
becoming “…the Silicon Valley of Europe. It’s just a matter of combining 
the two”. In contrast, as early as 2004, agribusinesses in other parts 
of the world were starting to realise and make use of the potential 
of digital technology. A study by Batte (2004), based on a sample of 
2500 farmers in Ohio, found that the major use of computers at that 
time was still to process accounts and for record-keeping. Despite 
this, around 80% of the businesses sampled also used the internet 
to communicate, process transactions and to access information. 

Again, however, this usage was found to increase with younger 
users and larger agribusinesses.

Overall, based upon the available evidence, a conclusion can be 
drawn that a two-pronged approach needs to be taken in order to 
increase the take-up of digital technologies in this sector. Owners 
of Irish agribusinesses need to be made more aware of the huge 
potential benefits available to them using digital marketing and they 
need the education and support to apply those benefits effectively 
to their own businesses.

S T R AT E G Y  D E V E L O P M E N T

Evans (2014) argues that many steps can be taken for creating a 
working digital marketing strategy that is capable of extracting core 
areas of value. These it is assessed, are able to an ongoing programme 
of evaluation, revision and input (Evans, 2014). This perspective 
sees a need to build brand awareness, and helps enhance customer 
experience, as well as increase and support sales and are identified 
via Table 2 (Evans, 2014). These elements can be utilised individually 
but, in practice, they are also interdependent (Evans, 2014).
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Table 2: Strategy Development (Evans, 2004)

BUILDING 

BRAND 

AWARENESS

Using various internet platforms, marketing 
tools and search engine optimisation (SEO) 
techniques to get the business brand in front 
of the customer and keep it there
Consistency in cross-channel marketing for-
mat, making the brand instantly recognisable 
no matter where it is seen

ENHANCING 

CUSTOMER 

EXPERIENCE

Giving the customer an enjoyable experience 
on the website by ensuring fast access, ease 
of movement and that touchpoints between 
customer and business are seamless
Providing valuable, interesting and relevant 
content which is not always attached to a 
sales pitch
Giving offers and incentives which have 
value

INCREASING 

AND 

SUPPORTING 

SALES

Ensuring that the customer journey through 
the sales funnel, from considering the 
product through to buying it is designed to 
be smooth and informative, allowing the 
customer to feel invited rather than pushed 
to make decisions
Creation of compelling landing pages, lead 
magnets and lead-generating calls to action 
which make the customer want to investi-
gate further and freely offer their contact 
details
Use of tools to monitor, analyse and provide 
accurate data on value of leads, exact points 
of customer participation and what parts of 
the sales funnel the customer is not engaging 
with or is failing to complete if begun

B E N E F I T S  O F  D I G I TA L  M A R K E T I N G  F O R 

A G R I B U S I N E S S

With the possibility of established markets becoming harder and 
more costly to access given the shadow of Brexit, it is vital that the 
Irish agribusinesses begins to look further afield for new trading 
partners (Irish Farmers Association, 2015). The most efficient way 
to do this is using the internet, via websites and digital market-
ing. Khanal & Mishra (2016) argue that this approach can help to 
widen available catchment areas for new customers to beyond the 
traditional existing geographical boundaries for most businesses. 
Khanal and Mishra (2016) also argue that in addition to potentially 
increasing revenue, digital marketing solutions can cost significantly 
lower than the more traditional methods. It is assessed that they are 
easier to manage and less time consuming, as well as responsive to 
market needs and requirements (Khanal & Mishra, 2016). Indeed, 
research that focuses upon the impact of digital marketing in China 
indicates the potential of this marketing approach.

A study by Heang & Khan (2015) that focussed upon rural China 
indicated that usage of the internet has resulted in an upswing 
in revenue. Added to this it was proven to be easier to exchange 
information and improve customer engagement for those Chinese 
businesses that interacted with digital marketing. The study by 
Heang & Khan (2015) also found that this upswing in digital market-
ing can be extended to agribusinesses, despite the reality of them 
experiencing lower rural internet penetration rates than when 
compared to urban areas. This reality actively challenges the more 
traditional methods such as print media and television advertising 
due to its relatively low costs and ease of direct audience-targeting. 
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Studies conducted in the rural areas of the US, Greece and India 
have shown similar results (Khanal and Mishra, 2016); Koutsouris, 
2010); Tsekouropoulos, Koliouska and Andreopoulou, 2013; Mittal 
and Meharthe authors want to assess the impact of internet usage 
on small farm businesses, where the owner\u2019s main occu-
pation is farming. Using a nationwide farm-level data in the USA 
and a non-parametric matching estimator, the study finds a sig-
nificant positive impact of internet usage on gross cash income, 
total household income, off-farm income. The study further sug-
gests that small farm businesses receive benefits from internet 
usage as it facilitates reduction in income risk through off-farm 
income sources, as well as a reduction in marketing and storage 
costs; households\u2019 non-farm transportation and vehicle 
leasing expenses. Design/methodology/approach In this study, the 
authors use the \u201cnearest neighbors\u201d matching method 
in treatment evaluation, developed by Abadie and Imbens (2002, 
2012). Therefore, it is fair to assess that evidence exists to indicate 
that digital marketing would potentially be of enormous benefit 
to Irish agribusinesses. Given that the practical access issues are 
gradually being resolved and having convinced rural agribusinesses 
to take advantage of what is available to them, the next step in the 
digital marketing implementation process is to enable businesses 
to achieve success with it.

M A R K E T I N G  T O O L S

There is a wealth of digital marketing tools available on the internet 
that can be applied to many business-related issues including, but 

not limited to, simply accounting, visitor logs and hit rates, and 
customer relationship management tools (CRM). Smart Insights 
(2017) indicate that these tools can be used to break down and 
evaluate a wealth of marketing information statistics that are of 
benefit to any business, regardless of based in agriculture or not 
(Smart Insights, 2017). From here, it is fair to assess that knowing 
which one to use can be complex. For example, there is social media, 
content analysis, and marketing and other CRM tools

Social media

Social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and 
LinkedIn offer more than merely a social media outlet in which 
people to chat and exchange views and photos. They are a huge 
and easily-available source of business promotion opportunities 
and customer touch points (Tiago and Veríssimo, 2014). This tool 
can be of benefit to agribusinesses via increasing customer engage-
ment levels (Murphy and Wright, 2016). Social media also offers 
agribusinesses the potential to reach massive audiences and to 
target specific key sections of that audience with easily renewable 
marketing. This is a particular issue of note given that Facebook 
sees 1.28 billion people logging in on a daily basis (Zephoria Digital 
Marketing, 2017b). Clearly Facebook is an untapped marketing 
resource for the agribusiness sector. Indeed, it is also recognised 
that similar statistics can be evidenced for Twitter where, there, 
over 500 million tweets sent per day results in interaction levels 
that a traditional marketing strategy could not experience (Zephoria 
Digital Marketing, 2017).
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Social media platforms give the perfect opportunity to enhance 
the experience and engagement of the customer with the business, 
in terms of B2B and B2C marketing, as well as dealing with prob-
lems and complaints, and via offering excellent customer service. 
Arguably, this process has a positive impact upon brand awareness 
because customers pass their experiences on to others, via a virtual 
form of word of mouth, by liking, sharing and tweeting. Even com-
plaints, carefully and promptly dealt with, can show the business 
in a positive light which will be shared.

Content

The creation of website content, if conducted correctly, can produce 
an upward spiral in the fortunes of a business website. Excellent 
website content will give value, information and interest for visitors 
and search engine optimisation (SEO) bonuses for ranking purposes. 
It should be image heavy and carry useful but not overpowering 
quantities of text. The longer visitors are engaged and remain on 
the page, the more favourably the search engines will view it and 
the higher it will rank in search results (Matt Owen, 2017). This in 
turn makes the page easier for potential customers to find and so 
more are likely to select that page to view, than one further down 
the list. For agribusinesses, the example of the report on the Massey 
Ferguson website by Matt Owen (Matt Owen, 2014) gives a good 
example of what to aim for. Owen points out that the company 
managed to make information on tractors interesting and appealing, 
when it could have devolved to a dry collection of statistics and 
uninteresting data. Instead, the site managed to carry very relevant 
content, deployed in a way to maintain interest and engagement.

Marketing campaign, lead management and CRM tools

CRM is a vital part of defining how a customer is responding to the 
digital marketing that a business has in place and to integrate that 
response with marketing campaigns and sales. CRM solutions, as 
those provided by companies such as Salesforce, Marketo, Hubspot, 
Microsoft Dynamics, and adjoining lead scoring and grading appli-
cations such as Salesforce’s Pardot platform can also provide auto-
mated and integrated software applications which work together 
to monitor and manage leads and sales, manage customer service, 
drive engagement and integrate email marketing campaigns. These 
solutions can save considerable time and money over individually 
monitoring, managing, meshing and analysing a marketing strat-
egy manually.

C A S E  S T U D I E S :  A G R I B U S I N E S S E S 
I N  I R E L A N D  T H AT  H A V E  I N V E S T E D 
I N  D I G I TA L  M A R K E T I N G  A N D  H A V E 
B E N E F I T E D  F R O M  T H E I R  I N V E S T M E N T

Agribusiness which are utilising and optimising their activities 
online are benefiting in many ways including, engagement with 
farmers (end users), the pull factor attracting new business, brand 
awareness and brand loyalty, reactive to issues as they happen 
from the field, and through active and ongoing leadership. At this 
juncture it needs to be highlighted that social media activity needs 
to be optimised to benefit these results. Many agribusinesses are 
doing the ‘minimum’ on social media and don’t benefit in the same 
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way. This is a limiting factor as management may feel that providing 
resources to support social media is not worth it when they try it out 
small scale. However, it takes long term vision, the right strategy, 
messaging, multi-media, skill set, and time attributed to gain the 
true value to be had from social media. Two companies that have 
developed a resource along similar lines are Volac and Glanbia.

Volac’s social media campaign ‘Feed For Growth’ marketing calf 
milk replacers has gained considerable traction over recent years. 
This campaign initially made a positive impression with impactful 
branded visuals and messaging and has gained considerable trac-
tion and engagement with farmers by continuing to post relevant 
educational content around calf feeding and health. This has gained 
them influence in the market as a thought leader in this subject area.

Glanbia is an advanced organisation when it comes to market-
ing and had an established digital marketing team. They have a 
strong relevant online presence with Glanbia Connect which is 
a practical relevant resource providing data, advice, online shop 
and much more. This provides a centralised resource for farmers 
for information, contact and a lucrative new route to market for 
sales for Glanbia.

Graphic One: Sample of Volac’s social media ‘Feed for Growth’ campaign

Graphic Two: Screenshot of Glanbia Connects website
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The author discussed the value digital marketing has brought the 
agri-business department with Marketing Manager Rob O’Keefe. 
Rob mentioned that social media listening allows them to react 
immediately to needs and issues farmers are having on farm. 
Normally the marketing department would be more reactive by 
gathering insights from sales reps over time but with social media 
monitoring, the control is with the marketing department where 
they are receiving insights directly from farmers from social media 
listening. An example here is if farmers are discussing a dairy 
nutritional issue on social media, Glanbia were able to proactively 
produce an educational video within 24 hours and post it on social 
media addressing the needs of farmers as they happen.

W H AT  H A V E  T H E Y  B E N E F I T E D  F R O M  I N 
T E R M S  O F  V A L U E  A N D  W H AT  W E R E  T H E I R 
M A I N  R E A S O N S  F O R  S U C C E S S ?

Alltech

Alltech is well renowned for its advanced marketing and branding in 
the industry. The author worked for Alltech for many years. Alltech 
focus on providing a positive brand experience to its target audience 
through events. Alltech have used digital marketing to extend this 
experience and event messaging digitally to a much wider audi-
ence who haven’t attended the audience. This was done through 
an advanced blog on their website, live tweeting of key messages 
from event speakers and videoing of highlights of the events and 
promoting them through You Tube, Twitter and on their website.

Graphic Three: Example of Alltech’s online blog promoting an event
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Novus International and Selko Feed Additives

These are 2 agribusiness clients the author is working with who are 
developing a global strategy to use digital marketing to assist with 
account-based marketing with key accounts. Account based digi-
tal marketing is an approach of targeting and personalising email 
communication to influencers to a large key account. Ultimately 
when it comes to a purchase within a large global enterprise key 
account, the decision is influenced by many people within the 
account. Using a combination of display, direct marketing and 
email marketing, a strategy is taken to target and market these 
influencers with personalised communication to nurture them in 
a positive way.

Interchem (Ireland) Ltd

For many years, Interchem focused its marketing efforts in a tra-
ditional way using events, mail outs and events to create leads and 
engage with its end user audience of farmers. However, in recent 
years, Interchem has tested many digital marketing activities which 
have given positive results. These included online CPD accredited 
training webinars for veterinarians. A face to face event hosted 
by Interchem training up to 100 vets on a subject area could cost 
thousands of Euros. Interchem has been running online training 
webinars for many years as its proved to be much more affordable, 
only the cost of the speaker and the tool to facilitate the meeting. 
Also, it has allowed vets to attend these meetings from the comfort 
of their own homes at night. The demand for these webinars has 
grown and they’ve been a huge success.

Interchem are gradually investing more marketing spend on digital 
agri-media where they have found that they are engaging with a 
younger farmer. The younger farmer is a hot target for them as 
they are more progressive and open to trying something new and 
obviously have a longer customer life span potential. They have 
used online video marketing, social media, Google AdWords and 
display and online native content successful which has had a positive 
effect with influencing and communicating brand messages to this 
younger audience and has had a positive impact to influence sales.

Graphic Four: Interchem’s native content piece on Agriland



17

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This native content piece for Interchem got thousands of views 
and made a positive impact in getting a message out to a younger 
farming audience.

Some other agribusinesses are also seeing the value of engaging 
with the younger farming audience using social media network, 
Snap Chat including Alltech, That’s Farming, Irish Farmers Journal 
and MSD animal health – bringing aspects of their work to life. For 
example, MSD animal health linked in with That’s Farming who 
have thousands of Snapchat followers and followed a series of XL 
Vets in practice over a week focusing on key animal health issues.

Graphic Five: XL Vets and MSD collaborate on That’s Farming’s Snap 
Chat social network

Graphic 6: Dairy Gold promotional image from Wrap it Pink Irish Cancer 
Society campaign (#WrapItPink Digital Campaign)

Graphic 7: Dairy Gold Wrap it Pink campaign social media winning photo
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Gillian Foley Marketing Manager at Dairygold shared insights on 
their #wrapitpink campaign. The idea was influenced by a simi-
lar idea from New Zealand and they rolled it out in the domestic 
market. The effort proved to be hugely successful and realised 
preset objectives in respect of brand association with an aligned 
cause, raising awareness of breast checks in rural Ireland. Indeed, 
Dairygold underestimated the demand and sold out of pink wraps 
in 2015 and 2016 because the promotion went viral on social media 
and resulted in females associated with farms getting behind the 
campaign engaging with it on social media.

S U M M A R Y

This research that has been undertaken for this study possesses 
many interrelated objectives that are focussed upon agribusiness 
and digital marketing: The introduction chapter introduced three 
areas of value to be investigated that digital marketing can bring 
to agribusinesses

 � Enhancing customer experiences

 � Increasing and supporting sales

 � Building brand awareness.

To further develop these areas, the literature review investigated 
the areas around the subject matter but lacked primary research 
specifically related to the value that digital marketing can bring to 

the agribusiness industry in Ireland. This primary research seeks 
to identify the trends, attitudes and willingness to adopt digital. 
As noted in the introduction, and confirmed within the literature 
review, a dearth of information exists around the topic of digital 
marketing and its role within the agribusiness sector. An impor-
tant contribution of this primary research will be to build on the 
secondary data to help address some of these gaps and provide 
answers to the research question of how can companies within the 
agribusiness sector on the Island of Ireland harness the power of 
digital marketing to create a competitive advantage.

The next chapter, the methodology, explains how the research 
has built upon this secondary data, this primary research will 
address the gaps by seeking to identify the trends, attitudes and 
willingness to adopt digital marketing in agribusinesses in Ireland. 
This approach also creates space for assessing the perceived val-
ues that are found within digital marketing. Consequentially, the 
methodology will outline the approach which has been adopted for 
responding to the core research aims and objectives, as well as data 
collection methods, the sample selection and the employed ana-
lytical model. With this, it is of note that the author acknowledges 
the importance of ensuring that the chosen research methods are 
aligned with the research objectives. Further to this, any potential 
limitations or problems with the chosen research strategy and its 
implementation will be highlighted.
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CHAPTER THREE: 
RESEARCH 
METHODOLOGY

R E S E A R C H  P H I L O S O P H Y

Two core paradigms have been employed within this methodology, 
namely positivism and interpretism, in line with the perspectives 
of Collis & Hussey (2014). These approaches can be found at oppo-
site ends of the data collection and interpretation spectrum, as 
identified via Table 1.
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Table 3: Features of Positivism and Interpretism (Collis and Hussey, 2014)

POSITIVISM INTERPRETISM

Use large samples Use small samples

Have an artificial location Have a natural location

Be concerned with hypoth-
esis testing

Be concerned with generat-
ing theories

Produce precise, objective, 
quantitative data

Produce ‘rich’, subjective, 
qualitative data

Produce results with high 
reliability but low validity

Produce findings with low 
reliability but high validity

Allow results to be general-
ised from the sample to the 
population

Allow findings to be gener-
alised from one setting to 
another similar setting

Rather than be constrained by one or either of these paradigms, 
the author has opted for a pragmatist approach which allows for 
mixing methods that are borne of divergent paradigms. Here, it is of 
note that Collins and Hussey (2014: 54) suggest that “by ignoring the 
philosophical debate about reality and nature of knowledge, the weakness 
of one paradigm can be offset with the strengths of the other”. Yet, it is 
recognised that an interpretist approach is considered as essential 
for an attempt at developing meanings that can explain the context 

of any given phenomenon. In such cases one can argue that valid 
socially based knowledge can be based upon the acquisition of data 
that is utilised as a way of helping to identify core meanings and 
motivations that help to underline the thinking and behaviour that 
results in the development of social reality (Bryman, 2008). This 
approach is indicative of a pluralist approach and can be utilised 
as a process that helps to “cross the divide between quantitative and 
qualitative” (Curran and Blackburn, 2001: 123). Alternately, the 
positivist research epistemology, for Crofty (1998) is indicative of 
the appliance of science. In such cases, therefore, one can argue 
that the positivist approach is used as a part process for helping 
to inform the interpretist element of this study.

R E S E A R C H  A P P R O A C H

The research approach that is employed for this study relies upon 
a combination of quantitative and deductive research, as well as a 
qualitative or inductive research process which, when used in con-
text, helps to develop a narrative that supports a holistic approach 
to the research. In this case it is of note that Saunders et al. (2009) 
argue that it is entirely possible, as well as advantageous to combine 
these two alternate and opposing perspectives as a way for gaining a 
greater understanding of the dynamic that lie within a research topic. 
In this case, it is of note that the utility of a comprehensive body of 
information, which is based upon quantitative data, will be gathered 
as part of a survey to the target audience and a focus group session. 
This approach is designed to establish the base information which 
can be extracted from trends that emerge from within the survey 
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which was taken as part of this study. Indeed, it is intended that this 
approach identify the concepts that identify the target audience’s 
knowledge of the principles and value of digital marketing and the 
barriers to successful implementation. In such cases, it is noted that 
Gill and Johnson (2010) do not disregard the influence of the liter-
ature review in an inductive research setting. Thus, to address this 
requirement, the author utilises secondary data to develop an early 
understanding of the PESTLE landscape that concerns the uptake of 
digital marketing within the Irish agribusiness sector.

R E S E A R C H  D E S I G N

The research design that this study employs comprises of a core 
requirement which addresses and responds to the research objec-
tives. Here, the employed research design has been divided into 
two core sections, namely, exploratory and conclusive. In respect 
of the exploratory element of this design approach, the deductive 
survey and inductive focus group findings will be utilised to explore 
specific aspects of digital marketing outcomes and value proposi-
tions but does not aim to provide final and conclusive answers to 
research questions. Contrary to this, the conclusive research will 
be developed following the analysis of other research approaches 
that are used for this study, including the data developed via the 
literature review, the survey, and the focus group. Indeed, given 
that the author realises that this approach creates space for new 
evidence to be developed, there is a distinct possibility that both 
the descriptive and casual relationship between both will emerge 
within the later discussion and findings section.

D ATA  C O L L E C T I O N  T E C H N I Q U E S

 � Quantitative Data Analysis

The survey consists of twenty-one questions that are largely 
of a quantitative focus. This same survey will take several 
minutes to complete and is based upon a multiple-choice 
answer approach.

 � Sampling Strategy

The initial section of the focus group members was based 
upon the responses to the online survey which included a 
participant population of managing directors and marketing 
managers who operate within the agribusiness sector in 
Ireland. For those that indicated their interest in attending 
the focus groups, the author sought to gain effective rep-
resentations from each inner sector of the industry. This 
creates space for representatives from agri-food, animal 
health, farm levels, amongst others and is based upon a pre-
requisite that each of the focus group members possess an 
interest and understanding of the value of digital marketing.

 � Sample Size

The sample size is calculated on the Survey Monkey sam-
ple size calculator1. The population size is estimated to be 
approximately 350 agribusinesses with a turnover of E1M. 

1 Survey Monkey Sample Size Calculator.
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To obtain a confidence level2 of 90% with a margin of error3 
of 9%, the sample size needs to be 68 respondents.

 � Sample questions

 � What is your primary role within the business?

 � What Agribusiness sector does the business trade in?

 � Which routes does your business mar-
ket and sells products or services?

 � Which species does the business relate to?

 � What is the business turnover?

 � Communication to audience

An email and LinkedIn message were sent to the research 
participants. This same message was circulated via the 
author’s Twitter account, as per the information contained 
within the Appendix. This communication was framed in 
such a way to encourage a high response rate and con-
tained a subject line which focussed upon 2017-2020 Irish 
Agribusiness Digital Trends. An enticement was included via 

2 Confidence Level: A percentage of how certain you are that your sample accurately reflects 
the population, within its margin of error. Common standards used by researchers are 90%, 
95%, and 99%.

3 Margin of error: A percentage that describes how closely the answer your sample gave is to 
the “true value” is in your population. The smaller the margin of error is, the closer you are to 
having the exact answer at a given confidence level

respondents and participants being offered the opportunity 
for winning a six-month digital subscription to the Irish 
Farmers Journal. Added to this, the benefits to participants 
of their involvement within the study included their ability 
of participants to receive a copy of the final published paper. 
This document is considered as being of benefit to partici-
pants that when forming their digital marketing strategy, 
as well as providing an insight into competitor activities 
and marketing strategies. Additionally, these same findings 
can be used to develop a case for lobbying government in 
respect of agribusinesses being in receipt of innovation 
led funding for advancing sector led digital marketing as a 
tool for mitigating the impact of Brexit. With this, it is to 
be noted that participants will benefit from an opportunity 
to win Amazon vouchers to the value of €200, €100, or €50.
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Table 4: Survey Tools & Approaches

ONLINE 

SURVEY 

TOOL:

QuestionPro

TARGET 

AUDIENCE
Managing Directors and Marketing Manager 
positions of agribusinesses in Ireland

TIMESCALE

Mid July – Outreach to target audience

Survey ends – End of July

Survey analysis and findings complete – Aug

TARGETING

Outreach to agribusiness connections on 
LinkedIn

Target specifically top 100 agribusinesses in 
Ireland

Email survey to Fruitful Marketing customers

Reach out to all agribusiness connections

Collaborating with the Irish Farmers Journal 
Agribusiness editor Eoin Lowry to bring clout 
and to reach out to some of his contacts also.

INCENTIVE
All respondents will receive a copy of the full 
results. €200 of Amazon tokens, with one business 
gaining €100 and two businesses gaining €50

TESTING
5 x Free 6-month digital subscriptions to the 
Irish Farmers Journal.

Surveys will be tested by 2-3 people

Q U A L I TAT I V E  D ATA  C O L L E C T I O N

Focus groups are synonymous with qualitative research and are 
normally used where there is a lack of information available sur-
rounding a certain topic (Domegan and Fleming, 2007). One of 
the unique advantages of focus groups is the ability to stimulate 
creative discussion on a topic (Malhotra and Birks, 2007), while 
Kitzinger (1995) also notes that when group dynamics work well, 
the research can often be taken in new and unexpected directions.

Having considered the literature surrounding focus groups and 
observed how it was largely used for contemporary topics like this 
study, and its ability to provide unique insights, the author has 
chosen to use an exploratory focus group as a way of gathering 
insights around the attitudes and barriers to success when rolling 
out digital marketing. This process resulted in the development of 
a focus group session which consisted of agribusinesses marketing 
managers and managerial level participants who had been targeted. 
These target participants were latterly invited to attend an agri-dig-
ital workshop which focussed upon manoeuvring agribusinesses 
through the digital transformation process. This focus group was 
held on Friday 4th of August, between 2-5pm in the Killeshin Hotel 
in Portlaoise. This session revolved around two educational pres-
entations and included an interactive workshop.
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Table Five: Focus Group Agenda & Timings

2.00 Introduce the workshop

2.05-2.35 ‘Utilising your website to attract, nurture 
and convert customers’ - Keith Cosgrave

2.35-3.00
‘How agribusinesses can use LinkedIn to 
gain a competitive advantage’ - Sheena 
Hopper

3.00-3.10 Tea/coffee break

3.10-5.00
Focus group session which will each be 
chaired by Sheena Hopper and Eoin Lowry, 
Irish Farmers Journal Agribusiness Editor

5.00 Finish

Q U A L I TAT I V E  D ATA  A N A LY S I S

To enhance the effectiveness of the focus group, the author prepared 
many key focus areas that needed to be discussed (see appendix). 
This approach helped to explore in a more in-depth manner the 
responses to the twenty-one questions that had been earlier asked 
in the survey, as well as built upon data and information which had 
been gleaned via the literature review. Building upon this employed 
approach the data analysis approach also helped to allow for a 

findings-based triangulation between the focus group, core topics, 
and questions in both formats. These topics, it is of note, acted 
only as a guide to the overall discussions and is expected that this 
approach comprises as an exploratory conversation that is fluid and 
flexible. The reader is to note that the focus group was recorded for 
latter analytical clarity, with an independent observer also being 
utilised to take notes of the focus group. Subsequently, the findings 
will be presented in a narrative fashion latter in this paper.

Q U A N T I TAT I V E  D ATA  C O L L E C T I O N

The survey tool, QuestionPro, was utilised as part of an online report 
analysis approach which helped to filter a range of subsections 
including those agribusiness sectors that indicated a divergence 
in differing trends when assessed against the core trending data.

M E T H O D O L O G I C A L  L I M I TAT I O N S  O F  T H E 
R E S E A R C H

Sampling size for the survey and focus group was based upon those 
participants that were willing to partake in the survey. A further group 
of participants included those who expressed a general interest in 
the Irish agribusiness sector. Based upon this approach, the original 
purpose of triangulation was to seek confirmation of apparent find-
ings but also support the completeness of research. By consequence 
it is considered that the research approach and design had helped to 
mitigate for many reconceived methodological limitations.



25

CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS/FINDINGS

CHAPTER FOUR: 
RESULTS/FINDINGS

Q U A N T I TAT I V E  S U R V E Y  F I N D I N G S

Seventy-one respondents completed the online survey; these par-
ticipants comprised of mostly marketing managers and managing 
directors of Irish agribusinesses with the results indicating a con-
fidence level of 90% (Survey Monkey, 2010). Whilst full details of 
the survey including the plan, questions and results can be found at 
the appendix. The survey indicated that those Irish agribusinesses 
do not possess sufficient knowledge levels where digital marketing 
skills were considered. Indeed, it was of note that most of the sur-
vey participants considered that their strongest skill set lay within 
the social media aspect of digital marketing activities, with email 
and inbound marketing being a further area of practice. This same 
survey indicated earlier concerns regarding the efficacy of mobile 
technology, with this medium being underused. This issue aside, 
it was of note that no single participant believed they were fully 
proficient in inbound marketing, thereby indicating a weakness in 
respect of this approach experiencing rapid growth in recent years.
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The survey found that four out of five participants possessed either 
no active CRM system, whereas the entire customer base utilised 
spreadsheets or a CRM system, albeit with partial integration in to 
their respective businesses. As a result, many of the participants 
felt that many inefficiencies could be found within their sales cycle 
in respect of finding new leads or progressing what new leads had 
been uncovered towards either the active prospect or key account 
stages. At this juncture it is of note that the correct implementa-
tion and integration of a CRM system is advisable since this same 
approach provides increased control of both the sales cycle and 
account management. That said, it is recognised by around a third 
of respondents that by 2020 most companies will possess a market-
ing budget that is dedicated to the practice of digital marketing.

These same respondents identified themselves as working within 
organisations that generate turnovers of less than €1 million per 
annum. What results is a clear indication that the Irish agribusiness 
sector is not only willing to adopt digital marketing activities but 
is also anticipating the implementation of the necessary practices 
to further their marketing strategy. This anticipation reverses 
a current practice that sees current digital marketing budgets 
residing between 0 - 10% of current allocations in around two in 
five cases. This practice is largely undertaken by animal health and 
veterinary practitioners where, there digital marketing allocations 
benefit least when assessing the overall organisational marketing 
budget. At this juncture, this same practice could be related to a 
reality in which the animal health and veterinary sectors are highly 
regulated to the point where practitioners are more risk adverse 
when undertaking marketing activities.

In respect of those sectors that are now identified as allocating 
between a quarter and a half of their marketing budget to digital 
practices, the survey suggests that the agri-tech sector is the most 
proactive, in around two thirds of all respondent cases. Overall, 
whilst most participants felt that they were between stages one 
and three of the digital marketing transformation, a much smaller 
percentage of participants felt their businesses were at either the 
quantified or optimised stages of the digital marketing transfor-
mation. With this it is also of note that around one half of surveyed 
responses indicate that marketing activities take place within a B2B 
approach, particularly in areas such as animal feed additives, feed 
mills, and animal health products. What emerges, when assessed 
against Table 7 is a trend, although digital marketing is coming 
more to the forefront of marketing strategies, that indicates that 
many agribusiness companies remain slow to adopt digital mar-
keting strategies. This case is particularly pertinent with regards 
to Business to Farmer (B2F) and business to customer (B2C) strate-
gies. Here, it is considered that these marketing strategies see just 
over a third of surveyed respondents allocating between 0 - 10% 
of respective budgets towards a digital marketing activity thereby 
further concretising the earlier assertion regarding the weaknesses 
that lie within the sector. This same narrative also sees a further 
third of participants showing concern that a lack of funding is their 
greatest barrier to success.
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Table Six: Dairy Industry Digital Marketing Transformation

STAGE PERCENTAGE

Defined as advanced & 
developed 43.48%

Either stage 2 or 3 
(undefined) 80.96%

Either stage 4 or 5 
(undefined) 7.45%

Table Seven: Digital Marketing within B2B Provisions

STAGE PERCENTAGE

Stage 2 39.62%

Stages 1-3 (undefined) 94.34%

Fully optimised 1.89%

Table Eight: Website Usage

WEBSITE USAGE PERCENTAGE

Basic company and product 
information 24%

Customer Engagement 20%

Brand Awareness 20%

In respect of peripheral issues, it is of note that participants had 
identified that there is a feasibility that digital marketing can enable 
agribusinesses to target markets that previously would have been 
inaccessible where traditional strategies were employed. In such 
cases, digital marketing allows agribusinesses to target specific cus-
tomers via, for example, email marketing and display advertising, 
thereby increasing the levels of personalisation and segmentation 
within the overall employed strategies. Where previous market-
ing tools were difficult to measure ROI, the employment of digital 
marketing enables marketers to track the success of various digital 
activities through closed loop analysis, Google Analytics, and via 
Facebook Insights. Essentially, this same approach now allows 
for the overall decision-making process to be made easier via, for 
example, offering clearer budget allocation to digital marketing 
activities when assessed against impact. This closed loop analysis 
also allows for greater integration of marketing and sales teams, 
whereby sales teams can see a direct impact of marketing activities 
on their sales pipeline.
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In respect of website usage, few of the survey respondents use their 
company website to generate or nurture leads for the business. 
Indeed, it is indicated that agribusiness do not fully understand the 
benefits and are unable to apply identifiable benefits to their website. 
Indeed, Table Eight indicates that website usage is underused as a 
marketing tool. With this the survey investigated the benefits of 
using the company website to generate leads, with the assistance 
of a CRM system.

Table Nine: CRM Systems

CRM SYSTEM PERCENTAGE

no CRM system 47%

Full CRM system 6%

The results indicated within Table Nine indicates are expanded via 
recognition that 68% of the participants find that the most difficult 
part of the sales cycle is generating new leads and then progress-
ing these to prospects. To combat this and relieve the pressure of 
generating new leads and then developing the leads further, the 
full implementation and integration of a CRM system can assist 
the businesses transformation to digital and positive progression 
of the company. Positively, 82% of the participants stated that they 
would be interested in finding out more about an all in one sales 
and marketing tool which manages all digital marketing activities, 
focuses on attracting an audience to the website, uses marketing 
automation and measures all activities on the sales funnel and 
integrates with the CRM system.

F O C U S  G R O U P  F I N D I N G S

Most of the participants possessed the same opinion questioned. 
Overall, the consensus was that to have a fully optimised digital 
marketing strategy and to fully complete the digital transforma-
tion, companies need to have a dedicated digital team in place. 
Yet, participants indicated that there were challenges regarding 
informing farmers of products without actively selling to them. 
Some participants also discussed how developing customer profiles 
and personas can be difficult, especially during webinars or for 
technical talking, where having these personas are so important 
to sell the message and the product to the targeted audience.

Critical Success Factors in rolling out 

an inbound marketing campaign

To address the need for a range of critical success factors, the focus 
group had been as split into groups of two, and assigned a respective 
business, namely an agri-tech company, agri-food company, or an 
animal health company, Participants were asked to list out the crit-
ical success factors in rolling out and inbound marketing campaign 
in each sector. For an agri-tech company, the group suggested that 
due to B2F dynamics it was essential to know the audience and 
implement segmentation to successfully target farmers within 
cattle or herd-based sectors. By undertaking this work, companies 
can target their customers and can meet their specific needs in a 
more customised way. Another identified method includes the abil-
ity to customise content for customers, adding value and building 
a relationship with the farmer. Where agri-food companies are 



29

CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS/FINDINGS

concerned, focus group participants identified the need to under-
stand the needs of the customers, with the point being made that 
an opportunity existed for campaigns that included sector-based 
influencers, particularly those that specialised within health and 
diet. This approach was considered as important and comprised 
of an area in which a healthy body of research already exists. As a 
result, it was assessed that to be successful in this practice, it was 
important to research competition practices in respect of how they 
distribute their products and market to customers and prospects.

In respect of animal health companies, which are found within a 
highly regulated sector, marketers need to show diligence when 
promoting their products. Here, the B2B customer tends to be 
more technically minded than the average customer and, as such, 
marketers need to pay attention as to how the product/service can 
make their lives easier. In respect of the more technically minded 
customer, focus group participants discussed how it was essential 
to provide this cohort with relevant information regarding the 
usage of digital platforms. For example, it was highlighted that via 
offering a website-based news section that contained up to date 
relevant customer centric content was one practice that could 
aid the overall B2B decision-making process. By doing this, the 
customer is being provided with more value and another basis to 
help build a relationship with the business through. Furthermore, 
the focus group also discussed how a business could use a targeted 
email campaign to provide more valuable content to the customer 
while developing leads, prospects and managing accounts. In rela-
tion to this, it was said that when creating an email campaign, it is 
important that a strategic project is developed. The reason for this 

approach lies with the potential for recipient’s aversion to spam 
and advertorial content, resulting in very low success rates. To 
combat the issue of the appearance of spam emails, businesses need 
to adapt to the way digital marketing’s progress has aided email 
marketing; here, mass emailing has all but disappeared, and in its 
place is a more strategic, personalised, and segmented approach to 
encourage customers and prospects to open and engage with the 
emails. With this, the findings of the focus group can be separated 
into three distinct sections, namely B2B, B2F, and B2C.

B2B

In relation to the specifics of email marketing, it is considered that 
there are many components that are considered as being crucial to the 
success of such a venture. This perspective includes, but is not limited 
to, the frequency of the email campaign, the ability of marketers to 
analyse and study the systems that are used and the responses form 
part of judging the success of this model and forms the basis of a policy 
that is able to advance the merits of an email marketing campaign. 
Added to this, a further form of engaging with B2B customers lays 
with the reality those marketing strategy ideas that emerged via the 
focus group concerns the B2B setting and reflects upon the earlier 
discussed practice of webinars as a possible area of interest. Here, 
participants to the focus group acknowledged that webinars can be 
used to present technical content to customers which helps ensure 
that important information is provided to customers in the correct 
way. Similarly, to email marketing, webinars are a way of providing 
value to the customer, which was another issue that had been dis-
cussed during the focus group and which received positive feedback.
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B2F

The consensus amongst the focus group was that, in respect of the 
B2F sector approach, the level of effectiveness that can be realised 
via employing testimonials and farmer case studies not only offers 
the basis of a marketing campaign that is based upon genuine client 
feedback, but which also creates scope for farmers to increase their 
level of trust in the offered service. The reason for this lies with a 
perception that the farming community relies upon the testimonies 
of other farmers as a way of experiencing new products or where 
there is intent upon improving the services that are on offer and 
are accepted by this cohort. For these methods to be successful, 
the sales approach needs to be reduced to a basis in which market-
ers are willing to show a genuine interest in the product and for 
the farmer to be clearly pleased with the product. Building upon 
this perspective the focal group indicated that participants were 
also keen to expand upon the merits of a newsletter for custom-
ers, especially where this same approach could be undertaken as 
part of a targeted campaign. This strategy, the focus group deter-
mined, needed to be undertaken in a way that provides potential 
customers with information that was of value to furthering their 
businesses. Indeed, some participants to the focus group indicated 
that newsletters offered a potential benefit since these could be 
undertaken either electronically or in print versions and put in 
the post to a database of farmers. This approach, it was suggested, 
could help ensure that marketers are able to circumvent issues 
concerning a lack of electronic take up, the propensity for junk 
emails, or in respect of IT illiteracy. That said the potential reality 
of these same newsletters not being read by farmers and indicates 

that it is important for marketers to develop a need in the farming 
community to engage with provided literature.

B2C

With regards to the B2C setting, participants to the focus group 
discussed how user generated content is very useful for advancing 
the core employed marketing strategy. This is particularly impor-
tant in the agri-food sector. Building upon this perspective it was 
suggested that customers tend to use food related websites and 
social media accounts as a source of inspiration when undertaking 
their cooking, and that this practice is advanced through asking 
customers to send in recipes. This same process can result in poten-
tial customers being provided with a value-added approach to the 
marketing system and acts as an incentive that can lead directly to 
their purchase of those products that are for sale. Another method 
that emerged via the focus group concerned the example of Dawn 
Meats which uses many text-based promotions for selling their 
premium butcher range of products. The participants from Dawn 
Meat explained that through using the text alerts the customers 
are reminded about the products, and from their research have 
seen that when customers receive the text alerts, the will be in 
soon after or placing an order over the phone.

Measuring Return on Investment 

(ROI) of Digital Investment

One of the core questions that needs to be responded to when assess-
ing the transformation of marketing strategies into the digital world 
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relates to how this same process can offer an enhanced ROI and 
how this same return can be measured. In respect of social media 
tools, ROI can be measured through the engagement levels that are 
attained via the customer base, as well as through using Facebook 
Insights and Twitter Analytics. These figures can be considered as 
being accurate and sufficient for assessing the impact of an online 
marketing strategy. They are, therefore, real and reliable figures 
and form part of an essential element to the overall monitoring 
process for analysing the progress of an online marketing system 
that is based purely upon sending a corporate marketing message 
in relation to email marketing, the success rates see ROI being 
compared with the numbers open rates and click-through rates. 
Indeed, this was an issue that emerged via the focus group where 
there the issue of how businesses can increase their open-rates 
and click through rates. The result of the discussion concerned the 
prospect with the outcome being a consensus concerning that the 
key to high open rates lay in the importance of a successful and 
pertinent subject line. This same approach, it was suggested, can 
help to ensure that the subject line needed to be engaging, enticing 
and interactive.

Measuring ROI through click through activity to websites was also 
an issue that the focus group discussed, and, at that point, the par-
ticipants felt the main methods of measuring ROI could be assessed 
via a potential measurement that assessed the increase in visitors to 
the respective web site. This approach also required marketers to 
undertake more in-depth research into who the visitors to specific 
pages within the site are, what they are looking for, what services 
they may need to advance their business, as well as how the company 

can learn more about the buyer journey through the same web site 
activity. Consequentially, the bounce rate represented an impor-
tant indicator of this same measurement. The participants to the 
focus group also spoke about the usage of banner advertising and 
how this can be measured. Here, the participants assessed that the 
main method that could advance this issue lay with the practice of 
click-through rates and what conversions could be created online 
as a result. Indeed, it was noted that some of the participants also 
indicated that they were able to gain proactive responses through 
word of mouth from first and third-party sales reps. Finally, the 
adoption of a text message-based marketing system was also dis-
cussed by the focus group participants, with a consensus emerging 
that this process needed to be supported by a system of community 
and real world-based word of mouth. Indeed, this same process has 
been adopted by Dawn Meats and their representative participants 
to the focus group indicated that they mainly measured their ROI 
through word of mouth in their premium butcher shops when 
customers would mention the text alerts and offers they received.

What results from the above discussions sees a core issue where 
many agribusinesses now better understand the process for devel-
oping and implementing a successful digital marketing strategy 
that is intended to fully adopt digital and reap the benefits. With 
the focus group, it was noted that around two thirds of participants 
had indicated that they were able to foresee a situation where 
the digital marketing practice system was able to gain increased 
importance for their respective businesses because, essentially, 
what could result was consistent with many peripheral changes 
within the wider geo-political context and environment, such as the 
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ramifications of the ingoing Brexit issue. Furthermore, participants 
to the focus groups also assessed that the biggest barriers to success, 
when aiming to develop and roll out a digital marketing strategy 
lay with the fundamental issue of funding where, there, a lack of 
funding was a genuine concern. Indeed, this was a popular area of 
concern and say over a third of the participants express fears for 
this approach. The focus group also indicated that a further barrier 
to a successful marketing strategy could be found via an outcome in 
which the sales and marketing strategies were not aligned, thereby 
representing a weakness of the internal systems of operation that 
are employed within these same companies. At this juncture it is 
important to note that there could be a correlation between this 
same issue and the earlier funding issue, as well as in respect of 
the ongoing case of Brexit and its impact upon Irish agribusinesses. 
Indeed, this same area of concern acted as a driving tool for the 
participants to the study who indicated that there was a willingness 
of Irish agribusinesses to adopt digital marketing activities. Here 
nine out of ten participants believed that investment in digital 
tools and technology were either relatively or very important in 
adopting digital marketing activities, whilst half of participants 
also felt that it was very important for a digital agency to have 
relative agriculture experience before enlisting them, to ensure a 
successful adoption of digital.

What can digital marketing bring 

to agribusiness in Ireland?

It was noted in the focus group that digital marketing gives agri-
businesses the opportunity to reach markets that they previously 

were unable to reach. This is an especially accurate perception 
given that since the Brexit vote Irish agribusinesses have had 
to adapt and look further afield to ensure the maintenance and 
growth of their organisations. Through digital marketing, the core 
business operation can expand to more regions and achieve more 
than what was available to them before. Here, many focus group 
participants believed that digital marketing could be used to help 
with informing a wider audience about the brand or organisation, 
as well as create increased knowledge regarding brand awareness. 
In such cases, the digital marketing process also enables Irish agri-
businesses when seeking to target their prospects to customers in 
a more personalised and segmented manner. An example of this, 
which was mentioned in the focus group, was a process that saw 
personalised emails being more effective than the now outdated 
mass emailing approach where, there, there was a potential for 
this strategy to be viewed as junk mail. In this case, however, the 
usage of segmented and targeted campaigns is recognised to be 
used more frequently as a way of successfully targeting clients via 
offering prospects that are of use to a respective customer base. 
Whilst, at the same time, can help encourage higher open rates 
which, it is noted, was an issue that many focus group participants 
considered was necessary for the development of a sustainable 
marketing strategy. As a result, the moderator then discussed how 
it was possible to create many interesting and attractive subject 
lines that could be used to encourage a higher open rate, in line 
with the earlier discussion concerning this same topic area.
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Moving from working offline to a more online capacity

In this section, participants discussed how they have adapted to the 
digital marketing space in line with the demands and requirements 
of their customers and prospects. One participant spoke about the 
development of an app that was now used within their organisation; 
this app had been developed as a result of market research that led 
the company to make increased usage of their website via altera-
tions that made it more user friendly to smart phone technology 
because, it was identified, that those that access that particular site 
tended to do so whilst using mobile technology was opposed to via 
a desktop. This alteration allowed customers to make full usage of 
the online resources and was based upon research that had shown 
than the development of an app would be very beneficial. Through 
the app, it is anticipated that the organisation will be able to pro-
vide members with their membership cards instead of a physical 
card that is sent via the post. Furthermore, the organisation has 
made the decision to move on from their traditional publishing of 
a yearbook to moving the publication to the app. The participant 
spoke about how their challenge of moving to digital is trying to 
convince members that all the information that was within the 
yearbook will still be available, but on the app instead, making it 
easier to access.

Another participant discussed how their organisation is in the middle 
of developing a food-service app, based on the feedback received 
from customers. They explained that with this development, they 
can remove the telesales office and instead allow customers to 
order through the app, at a time that is convenient to them. As 

a result, the organisation is offering more value to the customer, 
where research has shown that customers prefer to order off the 
app. It was also remarked how through analytics, participants 
could see the shift from desktop to mobile based technology. Here, 
participants noted how this shift represented a clear signal that 
so many customers were making the move to digital particularly 
since the largest amount of traffic to an organisation’s website now 
is assessed to take place via social media enabled links and other 
back links. It was mentioned that inbound marketing is playing a 
huge role in the move to digital marketing. About the development 
of the two apps, there were some other opinions from the floor, 
with one participant questioning the viability of an app, or would 
having an optimised mobile site work better for the organisations, 
providing some food for thought. Another participant noted how an 
app is a habit, when you get used to having an app on your phone, 
such as Twitter or Facebook, a customer or prospect can almost 
absent-mindedly scroll through it to the point that it becomes 
second nature. Therefore, it is important to make the app a habit 
for the customer; you have a month to get them to change their 
habits, whilst bearing in mind you can only spend so much time 
per day on apps.

Role in the business and people 

involved in digital marketing

Overall, the participants stated that the other people involved in the 
digital marketing process were the head of marketing, the market-
ing assistant. When asked about having policies in place for digital 
marketing activities, many said that the angle they took was going 
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from past experiences with digital marketing, noting what worked 
and what didn’t and then showing others the best practice tailored 
to each company or division within the company. Two examples 
were used in relation to social media accounts and engagement from 
companies. Firstly, Greencore was mentioned due to their active 
and engaging social media accounts where they really connect 
with customers. In comparison, MSD was also mentioned because, 
because of strict regulations that have been imposed upon a range 
of products that cannot be advertised to the general public, as a 
result the marketing department need to be careful in how they 
promote their products and to what audiences. Building upon this 
issue, the focus group participants also discussed the importance 
of having a social media sharing policy in place for employees to 
have a guideline of what is appropriate to share online via their 
personal accounts. One participant mentioned how it is advisable 
for employees to use the line “views are my own” on their personal 
social media accounts and by having guidelines in place that will 
make sure employees do not cross any lines and any content shared 
in relation to the company online is appropriate and represents 
the company in good light and faith.

Value in being on social with farmers

The overriding view of the participants to the focus groups con-
sisted of there being a need to ensure that value of service to the 
social media practice was necessary for engaging with farmers. 
Many companies are recognised as now using social media as a 
method of drawing traffic to the website, mainly through valua-
ble content and information for the farmer. In relation to the B2F 

setting, where it is understood that there is value in farmer case 
studies and testimonials, sharing this same content via social media 
with links back to the website was discussed as a valuable way of 
generating website traffic while also engaging with farmers. Here 
the issue of how social media can be used as a very strong call to 
action when used correctly was also discussed. Indeed, many focus 
group participants also spoke about how using social media could 
be beneficial when aiming to engage with farmers. This same out-
come as believed to be extremely useful when the analytics issues 
were built in to this same narrative. The reason for this is that all 
the figures that are offered via the analytics service are both real 
and quantifiable results that a marketing department can stand 
by, a point stressed by some participants, as it provides marketers 
with an easier set of data when aiming to convince management 
that there is a need for further digital marketing investment. The 
most popular social media platforms in the agribusiness industry 
were also discussed, with the two most popular being Facebook and 
Twitter. One participant spoke about how Facebook can humanise 
your brand but can also be a dangerous tool because, used incor-
rectly, it is possible to negatively affect the sales results and, as a 
result, halt the growth of your brand. This same process has led 
to an outcome where a review of previous customers’ experiences 
has increased the emphasis upon the need to constantly monitor 
company social media accounts. Twitter was mentioned as the more 
commercial platform in comparison to Facebook, where, there, it is 
possible to target potential audiences, whilst other platforms that 
were discussed at the focus group included, possibilities in respect of 
Done Deal, Snapchat, the Irish Farmer’s Journal and Agriland apps.
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One last issue that was discussed within the focus groups concerned 
the importance of implementing crisis management protocol. For 
some customers, there is an importance in possessing an ability to 
complain and to do this relatively easily. As a result, it is important 
for the company to respond and engage with this same cohort in an 
effective manner. The core issue here that emerged via the focus 
groups was that the needs and perspectives of customers cannot 
be ignored, especially when they are using social media to get 
their own message across where, there, it is visible for so many. 
Because of this, it is necessary to be online for a large proportion of 
the time, everything must be closely monitored, and the company 
must be able to react to anything that may appear. As such, the 
use of social listening tools offers more than a passing interest to 
this core subject area, particularly since the benefits of this skill 
set can assist a company in fully monitoring its mentioning across 
social media platforms and accounts. This process sees the usage 
of certain keywords and users can be monitored via these tools so 
that the company can continually have a grasp on the occurrences 
within their industry on social media.

S U M M A R Y

In this chapter, the author offered a detailed summary of both the 
primary qualitative and quantitative research findings which were 
achieved via the comments made from participants to the focus 
group. To guarantee clarity, a pragmatist approach was adopted, 
and the findings were presented in the framework of the objective 
to which they were appropriate. The analysis of the survey gives 

a unique insight into value and uptake of digital marketing in 
an agribusiness setting. Equally, the qualitative research greatly 
enhances survey by providing the challenges and issued faces when 
implementing digital marketing into an organisation. In the final 
chapter of the study the author intents discussing the findings and 
implications of the primary research which was presented within 
this analysis chapter. Throughout the discussion, the results of the 
primary research will be linked back to the secondary research 
contained in the literature review, to identify correlations or diver-
gences which may occur. Based on this discussion, the author will 
seek to infer an unbiased set of conclusions and recommendations.
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CHAPTER FIVE: 
DISCUSSION
The agri-tech sector has been shown in this study to be progressive 
when it comes to sensing the utility of digital marketing. This sec-
tor is recognised as an important and opportunistic Irish industry. 
Only recently there has been announcement of a new set up fund 
of €20m following a partnership with the Government’s Ireland 
Strategic Investment Fund (ISIF) and California-based Finistere 
Ventures (Gorey, 2017). Digital marketing gives agribusinesses the 
opportunity to reach markets that they previously were unable to 
reach. This is a real solution for Brexit but not a lot of agribusinesses 
understand how digital marketing can provide a solution. Digital 
marketing, in particular social media, provides agribusiness route 
to marketing end users. End user marketing is becoming more and 
more important for B2B agribusinesses by providing a value add 
for their customers by providing a pull factor bringing business 
from end users into their direct B2B customers. By creating some 
buzz around a user generated campaign, agribusinesses again can 
benefit from peer influence marketing.
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To show return on investment and have content that resonates with 
farmers, it is important to have sales and marketing teams aligned 
and to have a working CRM in place and be utilised as part of the sales 
process. CRM systems are enterprise applications that manage business 
interactions with customers through integrating customer-oriented 
business processes, including marketing, sales, and customer services 
(Gefen et al. 2002, Karimi et al. 2001). Implementing a CRM system is 
only part of the needed change. To embrace the new ways of inter-
acting with customers, firms need to align various organizational 
aspects with their CRM systems, e.g. business processes, strategies, 
top management support, and employee training (Goodhue et al. 
2002). As a result, there is a need to ensure an increased insight in 
respect of gathering increased knowledge from the sales teams who 
are directly in contact with customers to know what the market 
needs are. Marketing needs to incorporate these issues and ques-
tions into the content online. It’s only when marketing campaigns 
and sales activities are linked, can closed loop analysis and return on 
investment work effectively. It must be noted that successful CRM 
implementation entails significant organisational transformation 
due to the complexity of multiple operations involved in managing 
customer relationships (Karimi et al. 2001). In many cases, particu-
larly with farmers, mobile is viewed as possessing the optimum form 
of internet access. Consequentially, increased emphasis needs to be 
put on user experience as if not right, this could mean the difference 
between a farmer competing a form or not or navigating around 
your site or not. Also, with so many farmers using their smartphone 
as a tool for managing farm practices and stating up to speed with 
news and developments, it makes sense for agribusiness to have fully 
embraced mobile almost to the point of mobile first.

Agribusinesses should develop and adopt policies as recommenda-
tions for teams involved with digital marketing, in particular, social 
media. This is so they understand any barriers relating to regulatory 
issues. With this guide in place, agribusinesses need to give social 
media marketers the freedom to react quickly and post to stay rel-
evant under the guidance of the policy. As social media scales up in 
activity, social media monitoring will become more important so 
that agribusinesses can react to anything relating to crisis manage-
ment issues. These issues should also be represented in the policy. 
That said, this research has found that a strong barrier in adopting 
digital marketing effectively is funding, with 35% stating that lack of 
funding was the strongest barrier. Agribusiness looking to get support 
from government organisations supporting them through the Brexit 
process should highlight their need for digital marketing funding as 
a real solution for Brexit. The benefit with digital marketing is that 
through closed loop analysis, return of investment can be shown. 
Agribusinesses recognise that investment in digital tools and technol-
ogy is imperative for successful implementation of digital marketing 
and this needs funding and resources to purchase and manage.

It is also important to develop personas and understand the target 
audience very well. This is so that content can be developed and 
shared digitally that resonates with the audience. Need to imple-
ment segmentation to have specific content to distinct audiences 
so that issues, news and solutions relate directly to the audience. 
Personalisation of content whether on the website and/or through 
email will prove advantageous. Because of these issues, the following 
set of recommendations was developed from the area’s that came 
across strongest on the survey and focus group findings.
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 � There is a need to educate decision mak-
ers about the benefits of digital marketing.

 � Decision makers need to understand that digital market-
ing can provide efficiencies in the business process.

 � Testimonies that focus upon genuine farmer comments 
need to be built into the marketing strategy process.

 � Decisions made on which marketing activi-
ties and channels to focus on should be made 
because of gathering customer feedback.

C O N C L U S I O N S

The author has experienced many agribusinesses adopting digital 
marketing strategies for no other reason that it is considered a 
contemporary approach to the marketing process. This process 
tends to involve an initial informational blitz but then enthusiasm 
drops, and the digital channels experience a reduction in interest. 
This outcome, arguably, undermines the initial embracing of digital 
technologies for marketing purposes and sees an array of tools, 
including websites, social media et al, not being updated or where 
the intent upon engaging with customers can lead to a poor company 
image. Essentially, this process is indicative of a poor marketing 
strategy and is conducive to the process being a bolt on to the core 
traditional approach. Yet, this study has found that farmers react 
favourable to peers, case studies and success stories can be beneficial 

through video. Farmers trust other farmers and for these methods 
to be successful, they much come across as genuine stories. The real 
benefit here is that videos offer the highest engagement digitally 
and especially on social media to engage with farmers.

Yet, within this same narrative, it is considered that there is no point 
in making a judgement call on developing an app for customers if 
you have not verified that this is something that customers need 
or would use. Digital marketing allows continuous improvement 
based on data gathered from activities such as if there are positive 
outcomes from text alerts on promotions. With the right education, 
support and possibly an injection of government funding to help 
offset the costs, this can be achieved, and Irish agribusinesses will 
be able to compete worldwide on an even basis with other, more 
technologically-aware businesses and countries. Irish agribusi-
nesses will almost certainly have some complex issues to face with 
maintaining their levels of trade post-Brexit. However, it is very 
apparent that it will be vital for them to be able to source markets 
further afield that they need to innovate, invest and evolve from 
traditional marketing to digital marketing when promoting them-
selves to a global market.

The author intends to present the findings of this thesis, as a digital 
marketing thought leader in the agri-sector, in presentation for-
mat to the wider Irish agribusiness sector in order to educate and 
prompt further discussions around digital marketing. The author 
will also make available a downloadable guide available to visitors 
on the company website www.navyoak.com.

http://www.navyoak.com/
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Survey questions

Focus Group Details

DATE 4th August 2017

LOCATION The Killeshin Hotel, Portlaoise, Co. 
Laois

DURATION 2hr 30min

MODERATOR Sheena Hopper

Participants

NAME ORGANISATION POSITION

Eoin Lowry Irish Farmer’s 
Journal

Agribusiness 
Editor

Joe Coffey Macra na Feirme Public Relations 
Manager

William Minchin MSD 
Pharmaceutical

Marketing 
Manager

Laurence Feeney Progressive 
Genetics

Marketing 
Manager

Sabrina King Dawn Meats Trade Marketing 
Manager

Damien Kelly Dawn Meats Marketing 
Intern
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