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Research on Sport Clubs in Europe - Findings from research for practice

Volunteer Management in Sports Clubs in
Europe

OBJECTIVE

What is it about?

While results on volunteer demographics and characteristics were already presented in a
previous issue of our Quick Facts & Quick Facts 2, the following paper will focus on volunteer
management in sports clubs in Europe. Which measures and strategies sports clubs take to
recruit and retain volunteers, and whether some of these strategies are more successful than
others will be the guiding question.

THEORETICAL

FRAMEWORK

What is volunteer management?

There is no generally accepted theory of what exactly volunteer management is or what it
should be, and different approaches to volunteer management are proposing different strat-
egies, measures and processes to systematically support and promote sports volunteering.

In addition, the concept of volunteer management is not uncontroversial. For example, the
term volunteer management itself may be criticised, as it may imply that volunteers are con-
sidered an economical resource. The approach may also be accused for attempting to trans-
fer concepts from the for-profit sector to the voluntary sector.

Despite the fact that these are relevant issues, this theoretical debate has not been pursued
within the scope of the SIVSCE project. Instead, an exploratory empirical approach was used
to investigate what sports clubs in Europe do to cover their need for sufficient voluntary sup-
port and if the interest of those who want to or do volunteer are also met in this process.
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RELEVANCE

Why should clubs and federations be concerned with volunteer manage-
ment?

Voluntary work is the most important resource that allows sports clubs to exist and to offer
interesting programs to their members. Although our data does not support the general
thesis that voluntary engagement is in steady decline (crisis of volunteering), many sports
clubs report to have difficulties in recruiting and retaining enough qualified volunteers (see
below). This refers to sports volunteers in general and to elected positions on the board of
sports clubs in particular. Therefore, the next logical question to arise is - what characterises
the clubs that are more successful in recruiting and retaining volunteers than others, and how
can clubs manage or support their volunteers effectively.

METHOD

How were the clubs” volunteer management strategies analyzed?

Comparative data was collected for the “Social Inclusion and Volunteering in Sports Clubs in
Europe” - Project (SIVSCE). As part of this research two major surveys were implemented.
The first one was answered by more than 35,000 sports clubs from 10 European countries.
The second survey was designed as a follow-up in which more than 13,000 club members
were interviewed. These club members were recruited from almost 650 clubs that were se-
lected from the initial club survey. 9 Quick Facts.1

Sports volunteering was a central topic in both surveys. To quantify the level of sports volun-
teering a volunteer per member ratio was calculated and clubs were asked if the number of
volunteers has increased or decreased over the last five years. This quantitative development
of volunteering was put into perspective with other problems and challenges of the partici-
pating sports clubs. In addition, club representatives were asked for details regarding their
attitudes towards volunteering as well as their volunteer management strategies. For those
clubs that also participated in the member survey, the volunteer management activities at
club level could be connected to the individual volunteer’s satisfaction with the conditions
for sports volunteering in the club.

The underlying evaluation logic is described in figure 1. The assumption is that the clubs im-
plement different measures to motivate and support their volunteers as a reaction or result
of the actual level of voluntary support from their members. The quantity and quality of their
volunteer management strategies should have an influence on how volunteers perceive the
conditions for sports volunteering in the club, and higher levels of volunteer satisfaction
should then entail higher levels of voluntary support & Fig. 1.
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Evaluation Logic — Volunteer Management

How much voluntary How satisfied the
support the clubs clubs are with the
actually get from support from their
their volunteers membership
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volunteers

Fig. 1: Evaluation logic regarding volunteer management in sports clubs

RESULTS

How much voluntary support do sports clubs actually get from their volun-
teers?

On average the relative share of volunteers in fixed position compared to all members, and
the relative share of volunteers who support the club on a more flexible basis (helping hands)
is 19% in both categories & Tab.1. Thus, nearly four out of ten members support their club as a
volunteer. Figures from the member survey suggest even higher numbers; however, this may
be explained as a potentially higher commitment of volunteers to fill in the questionnaire.
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Tab 1: Volunteers in fixed and no fixed positions (share relative to members, sorted descending by the
share of volunteers).

ALL ESP HUN NED DEN ENG BEL NOR | POL @ SUl GER

Volunteers in fixed positions (Share 19 23 22 2 2 2 19 19 18 14 13

relative to all members in %)

Volunteers not in a fixed position 19 18 16 13 14 6 18 16 13 25 17

(Share relative to all members in %)

The frequency of voluntary work in the club does not vary a lot between countries. On aver-
age more than four out of ten volunteers are active at least once a week as a volunteer and
approx. five percent volunteer five days a week or more.

On average, volunteers report spending 173 hours per year on voluntary work in the club
with figures reaching from 119 hours in Switzerland to 292 hours in Poland 9 Fig2. The 173
hour average equals a full month of work if the standard of a 40 hours week is used for com-
parison.

Just as interesting as the absolute number of hours and the differences between countries is
a comparison between the mean and the median values. For all countries the median value
(the value which splits the group into halves) is significantly lower than the mean value. This
indicates that for all ten countries, a core group of very engaged volunteers spends a lot of
hours on voluntary work, while a larger group of volunteers spend significantly less time
working for their respective clubs.

Hours spent on voluntary work in the club per year and volunteer
ALL | ESP | HUN | NED | DEN | ENG | BEL | NOR | POL | SUI | GER
173 | 192 | 155 | 179 | 138 | 155 | 143 | 186 | 292 | 119 | 167

Average

Median 60 60 30 84 60 50 60 72 | 100 40 90

Fig. 2: Hours spent on voluntary work in the club per year and volunteer

The sports club survey also shows that sports volunteering has been relatively stable. In most
countries, 60 percent or more of all sports clubs report that within the last five years the
number of volunteers in their club has been roughly the same 3 Quick Facts 2. This however
only refers to the number of people and not to the hours spent on voluntary work.
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How satisfied are sports clubs with the support from their membership

There is generally a very high agreement among sports club representatives that volunteer-
ing plays an important role in their club, not only as a resource but also as a social value.
Across most of the countries there is a majority of clubs that ascribe to the ideal that their
clubs should be run exclusively by volunteers. Only clubs in Poland rather disagree with this
statement 2 Fig 3.

»Our club should be run exclusively by volunteers”

M
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Fig. 3: Club’s attitudes and expectations on volunteering
»0ur club’s members demonstrate passion, dedication
and energy for the work that needs to be done”
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Fig. 4: Club’s satisfaction with support from their membership
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In all countries, club representatives are generally satisfied with the support the clubs get
from their membership. However, in some countries a larger number of club representatives
do not agree to the statement that their members demonstrate enough passion, dedication
and energy for the work that needs to be done in the club 3 Fig4. This accounts in particular
for Germany and Denmark where expectations that the club should be run exclusively by
volunteers are rather high.

Is the recruitment and retention of volunteers a problem for sports clubs?

The club survey reveals that having enough human resources is perceived as one of the main
challenges of many sports clubs. This accounts for all areas in which volunteers are involved
(e.g. as coaches, referees etc.) but most of all it is the case for volunteers on the board level.
Recruiting and retaining seems to be a bigger challenge in Germany, Denmark and Switzer-
land while only few clubs Belgium seem to be affected 3 Figs.

Despite these differences, there are sports clubs in all ten countries which describe the re-
cruitment and retention of volunteers on the board level as an existential problem for their
club. Compared to the results above, it is quite interesting that the number of clubs with
such an existential challenge on the board level is highest in Germany (15%), Switzerland
(11%) and Denmark (8%) while in all other countries the rate is 5% or less. This might be seen
as an indicator that there is a correlation between the attitude that the club should be run
exclusively by volunteers and their report of the existence of crucial problems on the board
level. However, the data of the club survey reveal no correlation between the two factors.
And clubs with existential problems in recruiting and retaining volunteers on the club level
do not show higher values for the opinion that the club should be exclusively run by volun-
teers. Thus, the specific tradition of volunteering cannot explain the differences between the
countries.

Another aspect that was analyzed in this context was the role of paid management: Can a
paid manager reduce the existential problems of volunteering on the board level? The re-
sults on the club level show that there are no differences according to whether a club em-
ploys a paid manager or not. Thus, there must be other, more specific factors that are rele-
vant for existential problems in the field of volunteering.
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“How serious are certain problems in your club at the moment?
- Recruitment/retention of volunteers at the board level”

GER
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NED
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BEL
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

H small or no problem medium problem M (very) big problem

Fig. 5: Perceived problems of sports clubs: Recruitment/retention of volunteers at the board level

What are clubs doing to recruit and retain volunteers?

First of all it is worth noting that sports clubs in Europe are actively trying to recruit and retain
volunteers.

Almost 9 out of 10 clubs are implementing at least one specific activity to recruit and retain
volunteers. Only 13 percent of all clubs say, they would not do anything in particular 9 Fig.6.
The figures here reach from 6 percent in Norway to 19 percent in Spain with one big excep-
tion: 44 percent of sports clubs from Belgium say they do nothing in particular to recruit and
retain volunteers. This is interesting because the clubs in Belgium are also the ones which
least frequently report to have problems in this area.

In a majority of the clubs across all ten countries, the primary way to recruit volunteers is
carried out through the existing networks of current volunteers and the volunteers are en-
couraged verbally (more than 50% of all clubs in nearly all countries). In contrast, only a mi-
nority of the clubs tries to recruit volunteers from outside the existing club members (only
between 7% and 25%) = Fig 7.

Around one third of the clubs explicitly express their expectations to receive voluntary sup-
port from members (38%) or parents of children in the club (28%).

Formal measures such as having a written strategy for volunteer recruitment or assigning this
task to a volunteer or paid staff member with specific responsibility for volunteer manage-
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ment are even less common. Only 14 percent have assigned such a position and a mere 7
percent report to have some kind of written volunteer strategy.

does nothing in
particular...

The club ....

13 % C 87%

implements at least
one activity...

to recruit and retain volunteers.

Fig. 6: Share of clubs with at least one activity to recruit and retain volunteers

All in all, the more traditional forms of recruiting and retaining volunteers of personally con-
tacting and encouraging the members of the club are much more common than more formal
measures, like payment for qualification, written strategies or specific volunteer manage-

ment.

57%
55%
45%
38%
33%
28%
24%
14%
14%
7%

“What measures is your club taking to recruit and retain volunteers?”

The club mainly recruits through the networks of current volunteers and members

The club encourages and motivates its volunteers verbally

The club arranges parties and social gatherings for the volunteers to strengthen group identity

The club informs members that they are expected to contribute with voluntary work

The club pays for volunteers to take training or gain qualification

The club informs parents of children who are members that they are expected to contribute with voluntary work
The club rewards its volunteers with benefits in kind

The club tries to recruit volunteers from outside existing club members

The club has a volunteer or paid staff member with specific responsibility for volunteer management

The club has a written strategy for volunteer recruitment

Fig. 7: Measures to recruit and retain volunteers

However, there are very large differences between participating countries. Clubs in England
for example seem to be much more open to formal measures of volunteer management than
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clubs in the other countries. Paying for qualification of volunteers is another example: This
concept is obviously well established in all of the “older” sport systems, while clubs in the
“younger” sport systems of Poland, Hungary and Spain make less use of this approach >
Fig.8a-f.

If we look at all clubs across countries again, nearly all the measures presented are more
common in clubs with a larger number of members. Particularly clubs with more than 500
members use the different possibilities to recruit and retain volunteers more often, probably
because they have a larger need of volunteers and more problems to recruit volunteers
without any effort. In contrast, 25% of the clubs with less than 50 members do not do any-
thing in particular for recruiting and retaining volunteers. Only the concept that members are
expected to contribute with voluntary work is more common in smaller clubs. Presumably,
the social pressure to engage for the club community is bigger in clubs with fewer members
where nearly every member is known personally.

The club informs members that they are The club mainly recruits through the net-
expected to contribute with voluntary work works of current volunteers and members
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Fig. 8a: Measures to recruit and retain volun- Fig. 8b: Measures to recruit and retain volun-
teers by country teers by country
The club rewards its volunteers with benefits The club pays for volunteers to take training
in kind or gain qualification
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Clubs with a full or half time paid management more often take the more formal measures to
recruit and retain volunteers, like having a responsible person for volunteer management,
benefits in kind, written strategy. Probably, these clubs are more open for innovations and
the paid manager supports the implementation of such measures.

The club has a volunteer or paid staff mem- The club has a written strategy for volunteer
ber with specific responsibility for volunteer recruitment
management
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Fig. 8e: Measures to recruit and retain volun- Fig. 8f: Measures to recruit and retain volun-
teers by country teers by country

How do volunteers perceive the conditions for volunteering in their club?

The values in Table 2 show that across all 10 countries volunteers find their tasks interesting
and challenging and their work as a volunteer appreciated. In general they can carry out their
work autonomously, are informed about major club affairs and are supported in their volun-
tary work by other club members. Only fringe benefits and payments for voluntary work are
rather not characteristic for the situation of volunteers in sports clubs in Europe.

Photo: Bent Nielsen/DGI Fotoarkiv
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Although there are differences between countries, the picture of how volunteers perceive
the conditions for volunteering in their club is still rather similar across Europe. However,
there are a few noticeable exceptions. This includes for example the comparatively low
agreement of volunteers from Hungary regarding the appreciation they get from their club,
the lower level of autonomy that Danish volunteers perceive to have in their role or a certain
lack of constructive feedback for volunteers in the Netherlands & Tab 2.

Tab 2: Circumstances and conditions for volunteers in the club

To what extend do you agree with the following statements
about the work you do as a volunteer in the club?

1 = strongly disagree =» 5 = strongly agree

ALL BEL DEN ENG GER HUN NED NOR POL ESP SUI

My work as a volunteer is appreciated 4,2 42 43 45 41 44 41 43 4,0 40 4,2

The tasks are interesting and challeng-

ing 40 39 40 41 40 42 37 471 40 42 40

| can carry out my work autonomously 39 40 33 38 43 42 39 36 39 39 43

| am informed about major club affairs 3,9 39 35 42 39 43 36 38 39 41 441

Other club members support my work as

3,9 38 40 42 37 38 37 40 39 41 39
a volunteer

My problems and concerns as a volun-

. 38 37 38 39 38 39 35 36 37 40 38
teer are taken seriously

The club honors me for my voluntary

3,6 42 41 31 31 28 40 40 34 39 3,3
work

| get constructive feedback from the

club management/board 34 35 33 33 32 38 29 33 36 39 32

| get fringe benefits (e.g. reduced mem-

. 23 25 25 22 18 1,9 21 19 25 23 29
bership fee)

| get some payment for my voluntary

1,9 22 17 14 20 19 19 14 25 22 272
work

M &=

= :
Photo: Brian Nonbo/Dansk Firmaidraet
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How satisfied are volunteers with the support they get from their club

Overall, the majority of volunteers in sports clubs in Europe is satisfied with the circumstanc-
es in which they operate. In all countries, at least 60% of the respondents are satisfied or
even very satisfied with the circumstances in the club. However, minor differences regarding
single aspects of volunteering in the club (see above) seem to sum up to somewhat bigger
differences in overall satisfaction of volunteers. Highest levels of satisfaction can be found in
Belgium and Poland while Germany and Hungary are at the end of this ranking & Fig.9.

“How satisfied are you with the conditions for volunteers in the club?”

BEL
ESP
POL
NED
ENG
ALL
DEN
Sul
NOR
GER
HUN

T T T
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

M (very) satisfied neither/nor M (very) dissatisfied

Fig.9: Overall satisfaction with conditions for volunteers
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What is interesting in this context is that not every single issue related to the situation of vol-
unteers in the club has the same influence on overall satisfaction of volunteers. Soft factors
like the appreciation of the work that is done, show a higher correlation with overall satisfac-
tion than factors that are linked to the activity or potential incentives 3 Fig.10.

How strong is the correlation between single items and overall satisfaction of volunteers with
the conditions for volunteering in their club?

My work as a volunteer is appreciated
high My problems and concerns as a volunteer are taken seriously

The club honors me for my voluntary work

| get constructive feedback from the club management/board
low | am informed about major club affairs

The tasks are interesting and challenging

| get fringe benefits (e.g. reduced membership fee)

none | can carry out my work autonomously

| get some payment for my voluntary work

Fig.10. Relevance of single aspects of volunteering to overall satisfaction of volunteers
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What are the most promising volunteer management strategies?

Clubs that also reported an increase in the number of volunteers more frequently, take the
following measures relatively more often:

* having a person responsible for volunteer management,
= giving benefits in kind to the volunteers,
= recruiting through the networks of current volunteers.

Thus, it can be assumed that these measures help to recruit and retain volunteers more effi-
ciently.

However, the correlations are only weak, and for other measures, e.g. written strategy for
volunteer recruitment, paying volunteers for qualification and training, there are no relevant
effects.

The analysis of different dimensions of voluntary work shows that all measured aspects are
relevant for the volunteer satisfaction. The comparison of the satisfied volunteers with the
unsatisfied volunteers demonstrates that the most relevant factors are

= recognition (volunteer work is appreciated and honored)
* |eadership (feedback and information) and
= support of volunteers

whereas material incentives as well as interesting tasks and autonomy play a less important
role in volunteer satisfaction.

The specific conditions for volunteering are much more relevant than other determinants,
like the frequency of volunteering and the hours of volunteer work. Volunteers who work
more regularly (at least once a week) are only slightly more satisfied than volunteers who
engage just once or twice a year; and there is no correlation between satisfaction and work-
load (hours per month) of regular volunteers.

Finally, it is interesting to have a closer look at the relevance of structural conditions in the
club for volunteers’ satisfaction. The size of the club (number of members), as well as having
a paid management has no significant effect on the satisfaction of volunteers. For the differ-
ent measures to recruit and retain volunteers (e.g. responsible person for volunteer man-
agement, written strategy for volunteer recruitment) we also do not observe any relevant
effects.

All in all, the conditions for volunteering as perceived by a single volunteer is the main de-
terminant for volunteer satisfaction and successful recruiting and retention of volunteers.
Thus, it is not enough to implement a certain measure or process for promoting volunteering
at the organisational level, but also to reach all volunteers with it. Then a club can be suc-
cessful in recruiting more volunteers and particularly in retaining the current (satisfied) volun-
teers.
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QUICK FACTS FOR

SPORTS CLUBS

Research on sports clubs should also be research for sports clubs. With the "Quick Facts for
Sports Clubs" series, the partners of the “SIVSCE-Project” want to take this claim into ac-
count.

Selected results of the study are represented in this series in such a way that they provide the
responsible persons in the clubs and federations with a quick overview of the gained in-
sights, and highlight the most relevant points for the sports sector.

The description deliberately follows the principles of clear language and systematic presen-
tation and limits itself to only the most important aspects and insights.

Readers who are interested in the complete and detailed results of the study can refer to the
website for the corresponding research reports, scientific publications and quick facts on
other topics = www.sdu.dk/sivsce
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