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Thisreport, on how community sports clubs have adapted to the restrictionsimposed during the
covid-19crisis, is based on interviews with representatives of 13 clubsin England and Scotland,
conductedin late July and early August, 2020. The sample was selected to contrast clubs which
owned facilities and those which leased orrented them; close contact sports and ones where
participation can be distanced; and indoorand outdoor sports. As anticipated, thesefactors made a
considerable difference to the influence of covid-19restrictions on clubs.

Afterlockdown and before clubs could reopen, the main activity was virtual meetings using zoom,
both for committee meetingsand club social activities. Atthe same time, if aclub owned orleaseda
facility it would need to maintain this. In most cases this work was done by volunteers.

Thisinvolved considerable workin adapting the sport, adapting the facility, interpreting f requently
changing government guidelines and assessing risks. Volunteers had to cope with considerable
uncertainty. Guidance fromtheir national governing bodies proved valuable. The variety of sports
makes it difficultto generalise the adaptations between them. As examples, rugby was adaptinga
low-contactversion of the sportand squash was triallingaversion where players only used one side
of the court. Golf and tennis used new booking systems to minimise contact. Some riding for the
disabled groups could not operate at all because social distancing wasimpossible, but others with

abler participants could reopen. Hillwalking could only returnin groups of 6. Sailing had to restrict
the people able toshare a boat. Each sport was different.

A common factor was the need to try and maintain the rewards of membership. Some adaptations
of the sport may not offerthe same rewards. Social rewards of membership wererestricted by
reduced social contact and social facilities. Clubs had to try and reassure membe rs that risks were
limited, but atthe same time accept that members had different perceptions of risk; meaning that
not all would want to participate in the adapted activity. Similarly, clubs had to appreciate that
members had different technological preferencesforcommunication —for some zoomand
WhatsApp mightbe an innovation toofar.

The financial sustainability of clubs varied by circumstances. Clubs might face reduced income from
membership fees, reduced number of peoplein sessions to maintain social distancing; cancelled



competitions; closure of catering, café or bar facilities; reduced fundraising; and reduced functions
usingthe facility. At the same time, costs of facility maintenance remained and increased costs
included sanitising the premises and equipment. The impact on clubs varied considerably, depending
on ifthey owned afacilityandif theyrelied onlarge numbers of junior participants paying for
instruction. Some have been supported by grants, although these were one -off. The worst affected
clubin our sample was a gymnastics clubs which would normally have 750 junior participants per
week, and maintained its own facility. The least affected was a mountaineering club with 83
members paying an annual subscription of £35 and a peppercorn rentfora meetingroom.

Volunteernumbers and effort was being sustained, despite the challenges. However, if the clubs are

less able to provide the social rewards it may become harderto recruit new volunteers. This may
alsoapplyif junior participationis restricted as parents are a major source of volunteers.

The clubs aimedtoreturnas closely as possible totheir previous activity, but did not have the extra
resources, and possibly the inspiration, to adapt to new opportunities offered by the pandemic.

None of the clubsinterviewed werein danger of imminent collapse butthe future looked extremely
uncertain. A second lockdown may be fatal to those in the most precarious financial position. The
infrastructure of clubs needs to be valued as a national resource, as if lost, it would be unlikely to be
replaced.

It would be valuable torepeatthese interviews with clubsin 6months’ time, and widen the sample,
as the circumstances of clubs are changing quickly

Thisreport describes community sports clubs’ (CSCs) responses to the restrictions arising from covid-
19 in England and Scotland. These are typically small clubs, based in a particularlocation, allowing
membersto play a sport and meetsocially. Whilstit is difficult to survey a representative sample of
thistype of organisation, two recentreports found roughly similarresults (1, 2). In England in 2018,
there were approximately 72,117 community sports clubs (1) with an average of 100 adult
participants; 77 junior participants; 44 non-playing members; and 24 volunteers. The situationis
similarin Scotland. About 85% of CSCsin England are single sportand 57% use publicfacilities (3).
The clubs are managed and delivered almost entirely by volunteers. In this sense they are each a
mutual aid organisation; thatis, people actingtogetherto share an enthusiasmfora particularsport.
However, whilethey do notaim to make a profit, they may still need to break even. The main
volunteerroles are treasurer, chairperson, coach, and secretary. Some coaches may be paid, and
other paid staff are normally bar staff or grounds maintenance (1). The reliance onvolunteers rather
than paid employees may have put clubsin a stronger positionto adaptto the covid-19 related



lockdown of economicactivity; although the volunteers would have needed to retain motivation. In
England, clubs which own theirfacilities or hire them will not have been ableto use them until they
were allowedtoreopenon 25th July. Different ope ning dates applied in Scotland. If clubs own
facilities, they will have needed to maintain them while they were closed although those who rented
them will have saved these costs.

On 23rd March the UK was put intolockdown. Only essential travel was allowed and people had to
work from home if possible. It wasillegal to take partin any publicgatheringinvolving more than
two people. InEnglandrestrictions were eased from 10th May. Outdoor recreation was p ermitted
althoughitwas still not possibleto take part inany publicgatheringinvolving more than two people.
From 1st June up to 6 people were permitted to meet outdoors. From 25th July gyms and leisure
centres were permitted to open. Indoor swimming pools werealso allowed to open then, however
Swim England estimated only 20% were able to do so due to financial and operating restrictions (18).
The Scottish Government’s ‘phasing’ approach tended towards a more cautious return to activity
and re-opening of facilities thanin England. The Government’s ‘Active Scotland’ division worked
closely with sportscotland to provide guidance to sports goveming bodies who, in tum, advised clubs.
Activity started to resume with small numbers of children active in mid-July and gradually increased
with adults permitted toreturntofull contact training on 24 Augustand gyms and poolsre-opening,
with restrictions, on 31 August. As restrictions were eased, clubs had to react and adaptto changes
inthe guidance fromtheirnational governing bodies (NGBs)

This may contrast with the reactions of commercial and publicproviders of sportand leisure
opportunities. The reliance of CSCs on volunteers may be astrength (4). The increase in covid-19
related volunteeringin community support groups, and to supportthe NHS may offeran
opportunity to grow the number of club volunteers (5) and recent government aspirations to
improve the nation’s physical and mental health may offeran opportunity to increase membership.
On the otherhand, resource challenges may be evident. Forexample, asurvey of sports clubsin
Australia, conducted 2 monthsintolockdown, found majordropsin clubincome while costs of
facility maintenance remained orincreased. It showed that one in four clubs listed organisational
solvency as a major concern (6).

Covid-19relatedrestrictions have affected sports participation generally. Nine waves of asurvey
carried out for Sport England weekly, between 3rd April and 25th May, 2020, and then monthly from
June 2020 onwards, showed asustained increasein walking, cycling, and running/jogging (7). Thisis
expected, as during that period, people could only leave theirhouse foressential shopping or work
or for exercise doing one of those activities. However, these activities are consistent with previous
trends away from team sports and towards time-flexible sports and participationin smaller groups
or as individuals (8). The weekly Sport England surveys showed avery small increase inthe



proportion of the population doing ‘any physicalactivity’ in the past week. Aninitial increase in
‘home fitness’ was not sustained.

One way of understanding sport participants and their changesin behaviour during the covid-19
crisisisthrough the concept of sporting capital. This explains thatanindividual’s level of sports
participationis determined by their stock of ‘sporting capital’ which supports and motivatesan
individualto participate in sport and sustains that participation overtime (9). This has three
dimensions.

- Social: social connectedness, including family, friends and colleagues who play sport
- Psychological: self-confidence, self-efficacy and sport as part of one’s identity
- Physiological: physical health and competency, as well as an understanding of the sport

Those with high levels of sporting capital have a high probability of gettingand stayinginvolvedin
sport and are more likely to be resilientto changes in circumstances which would deter others from
continued sports participation. This could explain individuals that were more easily able to switch
from sport to otherforms of physical activity such as walking, cycling, and joggingin lockdown.
Those sport participants with high levels of sporting capital willinclude members of CSCs. On the
otherhand, those with low sporting capital will have more barriers to overcome. Afuture research
question could consider whether sports participants returned to CSCs after restrictions eased or
whetherthe covid-19crisis accelerates the identified underlying trend towards more individual
physical activity participation (8).

Sports clubs can make a major contributionto boostinganindividual’s ‘sporting capital’ by providing
social connections with others who play; developing confidence and competency to play sport,
especially forjuniors; and developing a participant’s sense of identity as someone who plays a
specificsport, or has a general commitmentto health and physical activity. They can provide arange
of opportunities that people can move between; both as sports participants and volunteers, as their
personal circumstances change. They are thereforeresilient sport participation hubs. However,
there has been a trend away from participationin sports club activity towards more individual
independent physical activity outside of sports clubs and thisis something requiring more research
at thistime.

Sportsvolunteeringis closelylinked to sports participation. Volunteersin clubs typically become
involved from players or parents of junior participants. Commitment to volunteeringinaclub grows
inthe same way as sporting social capital; inthat the bonds between volunteersin the cl ub,
identification with the club, development of specificskills and rewards of volunteering all develop
with experience (10). This means we would expect the key volunteers in the club to remain
committed to keepthe clubrunning.



For some people sports and physical activity participation has been negatively affected by the covid-
19 crisis. Using other surveys conducted through the pandemic, new analysis for Sport England (11)
identified ‘three consumerthemes as key factorsinfluencing people’s current relationships with
physical activity’

- People who feelworried oranxious about contracting coronavirus fora prolonged period
- People disproportionately affected financially as a result of coronavirus
- People experiencing agreater burden of care because of coronavirus

These reasons preventing people taking partin sport and physical activity may overlap. Itis not clear
if they apply equally to people who were participating before the covid-19restrictions or to
potential new participants. They need to be overlaid on the sporting capital model to show they are
additional challenges forthe committed sports personto overcome, or barriers for the non-
participant. Financial constraints and caring responsibilities will have existed before the pandemic
and beenaccentuated forsome people.

Telephone interviews were conducted with representatives of 13 clubs. These took place in late July
and early August 2020. Clubs were sampled to give arange of: those which own facilities and those
which lease orrentthem; close contact sports and ones where participation can be distanced; and
indoorand outdoorsports. It was anticipated that these factors would influence the clubs’
responses. The majority of clubs were in England with fivein Scotland. Intervi ews were recorded and
theresearchteamreviewed themto agree the themes running throughthem. These were used to
code the interviews and structure this report. The research was conducted underthe ethics policy of
the University of Northumbria. The sample is described below.
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All sports activity stopped except where members could take part by themselves orinvery small
groupsinformally and outdoors. Thisapplied tothe mountaineering club where members could
continue walking, climbing outdoors or cyclinglocally. After much discussion, usingazoom meeting,
the club committee decided that WhatsApp groups would be set up to allow members to contact
each otherto arrange this, although there would be no formal meetings of the club. Similarly, some

members of the yachting club were able to begin sailing early inthe easing of restrictions if they had
theirown boat.

In summary, forthese clubs, income was reduced from:
- membership fees, if these were not renewed (or regular payments paused)

- reduced number of people in coaching sessions to maintain social distancing, leading to higher
instruction costs perperson

- cancelled competitions

- closure of catering, café or bar

- reduced fundraising from club events and volunteer activity, such as bag packing at supermarkets
- reduced hiring of facility for functions

- Additionally, future sponsorship was vulnerable

At the same time costs of facility maintenance remain.
Increased costsinclude:
- Sanitising premises and equipment

- Travel to away games as seasons start —as transport cannot be shared.

Grants were available from Sport England. A small business grant and a discretionary business grant
were channelled through the local council (UK-wide). Additionally, some clubs received grant
supportfromtheirgoverning body and rate freezes fromlocal authorities.

These negative financial implications were illustrated by the gymnastics club which was the most
financially vulnerable. The club would normally have 500 junior members attending a weekly



gymnasticsession; organised termly; and afurther 250 members, aged 5 — 20; attending competitive
training, between 2and 5 times a week. Afriends’ group of 20/30 volunteer helpers raises funds
through four competitions ayear, further fundraising eventsin December which normally raise
£20,000, and bag packinginsupermarkets. A café, used by the parents, also provides asource of
income.

All of this activity had to stop between 23rd March and 25th July. Income from the gymnasts and the
café was reduced to zero. Staff were paidin full up to the end of March. Twenty-four of the 28
coacheswere furloughed. The 4who were not, were not eligible, as they were under 16. Gymnastic
competitions werestopped. Easter courses were stopped, losing £1,000. The 250 competitive
gymnasts usually pay a monthly fee. This was stopped from the end of March. The 500 gymnastics
who pay by the term were offered arefund forthe three weeks left. About thirty -five percent took
this, the restdonateditto the club.

The club manages a facility owned by the local authority. It has 100% rate relief and has to pay no
rent, howeverithasto cover maintenance costs onthe 1980’s building. The bills for running the
facility were £4,000in April, £3,000 in May, £2,500 inJune and £3,500 inJuly.

The club applied for, and got, a sport England grant of £7,000. They were noteligibleforthe small
business grant as the rateable value of the club was over £50,000. In June the local council was able
to give a discretionary business grant to biggerbusinesses. The club became eligible, applied, and
was awarded £25,000. £3,500 was givenindonations.

Since reopeninginJuly continued losses include: Income from the café, £1,500 per month; 19
competitive gymnasts who have notreturned, £1000 a month; fees forthe 500 termly gymnasts,
£25,000 and £30 — 40,000 from cancelled competitions.

When the termly gymnasts return in Septemberthe numbers will need to be reduced from 500 to
350, which will reduce income by £2,000. Capacity will be reduced by havingto have 30 minutes
between sessionsto clean and hoover; whichis done 3 times a day. Other extracostsinclude hand
sanitiser, cleaning products and disposable rolls of paper; which together amount to £100 per month.
Fundsraised fromthe competitions, events and bag packing will be lost. This was used to support

coachesto accompany gymnastics to competitions, pay for disclosure and barring service checks and
safe-guardingtraining for coaches.

This gymnastics clubis fortunate to have reserves fromits fundraising, and no rates or rent, however
it thought other clubs with these costs will be in adifficult position. This club did not think it would
be financially viable to continue with restrictionsin the longrun and a furtherlockdown would make
it unsustainable. The financial situation of this clubis closest to those in the Australian survey (6).

Similarly, the rugby clubin oursample, although losing little of its season to lockdown, was losing
income fromrentfrom other sports clubs, facility hire, festivals, rallies, caravan bookings and car
bootsales. The major lostincome is from these outdoorevents on the pitchesinJune andJuly
totallingabout £67,000. The club does not make a lot of money out of the clubhouse and money
taken on match days pays for the cost of the first team travellingto away games, as they compete



nationally. Although the club had not started playing again atthe time of interview, if it does, the
costs of away game travel will be multiplied as players will not be able to share transport.

In the short term the rugby clubisfinancially comfortable. At the end of the seasonitlosttwo games
at home but five away, soitsaved the travel costs of the away games. One of these involved an
overnight stop, sowould have cost about £3,500. The club received grants of: £400 from the Rugby
Football Union; £25,000 discretionary business grant; £5,400 from Sport England emergency funding,
and raised £20,000 from members’ donations. It was given a holiday on rates that equated to about
£12,000 acrossthe year. If play resumes as normal this season, the majorincrease in costs willbe
travelling to away games; which could go from £2000 to £4000 as two coaches will be needed
instead of one. At the same time income will still be reduced from restrictions on possible game play,
large events and meeting group sizes forthe pitch and facility hire, so this club, like the gymnastics
club, isin a financially vulnerable position for nextyear.

Similarly, the football club was in acomfortable financial position at the moment: We do know that
there will be people who want refunds forthe bit of the season lastyear that didn’t happen, although
most people have not requested those and | think most are appreciative of the fact that we still have
all of ouroverheads and things like that. But anybody who was in a financially difficult position we
will process refunds. But we’ve had quite a lot of assistance through various things that have been
run by the football Association, the county football Association and grants that have been available
to us. Andso we’ve been able to get all of those. And because this year we managed to getour
finances up to the point where we could request gift aid or get gift aid back from HMRC we’re
actually perhaps in a better financial position than we would have expected to be. So it hasn’thad a
major effect.

At the opposite end of the financially vulnerable scale to gymnastics was the mountaineering club.
The only costs of this club are the lease on a building; £337 p.a. Eighty-three members pay an
annual subscription inJanuary of £35; approximately half of which contributes to affiliation of the
British Mountaineering Council. Subscriptions contribute to subsidising social events, and potential
losses on bookings of mountain huts. Thus, financialturnoveris very small with minimal costs: really
the clubisrun on a minimalist moneyin, moneyout basis.

The club interviewed inthe Riding forthe Disabled Association (RDA) was in asimilar position asit
did not own poniesor premises; so had no fixed costs. [talso had substantial reserves and a very
strongfund raising group: we had a really good push on fundraising last year and we don ‘t need any

more money at the moment. However, within the RDA, other groups will have these fixed costs, so
will bereliantonreserves.

Other clubs reported financial viability forthis year, but concerns if membership fell next year. For
example, the yachting club reported: We're going to make a significant surplus because we've got
three quarters of our usualbilling come in. And an awfullot of our expenditure hasn't gone out. So,
this financialyear, I'm not worried about the money. It's next financial year.



The situation does not correspond tothe conclusion of the Australian survey that community sports
clubs ‘are at a crisis pointand thousands need urgent and co-ordinated financial support to survive’
Some dubs; squash, bowls and tennis; had significant reserve’s which could cover losses for this year.
The golf club reported anincrease in membership. Otherclubs had also received grants, similarto
the gymnastics and rugby clubs. We considerthe differences with the Australian survey findingsin
the conclusions.

The approach to membership fees differed. Some clubs had refunded membership fees to account

for some of the season beinglost. Some hadreduced feesforthe forthcomingseason, or had not
implemented planned increases.

Unlike acommercial sports provider, CSCs are managed and delivered largely by volunteers: an
average of roughly 24 perclub. Ingeneral, this will make subscriptions to CSCs cheaperthan
membership fees of comparable commercial providers. Duringthe pandemic, clubs could benefit
from the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme for the few paid employees (this paid 80% of salaries).
For example, the gymnastics club had taken advantage of this. Governmentsupportthrough this
scheme was reduced from August and tapered down to October. Some paid staff had to be
retained; forexample, ground maintenance staff in bowls, golf, tennis and rugby. Atthe time of our
interviews clubs had not had to considerreducing numbers of paid staff.

However, the continued contribution of volunteers s critical to the club. The motivations of
volunteersinclubsvary. The volunteersin core roles; who contribute most of the work; are
motivated by enthusiasm forthe sport, the club, and enabling others to participate (10). Our
interviews were conducted with volunteersinthese positions. The mainimpact of covid-19 has
beentogive the volunteers alot more work to get the clubs’ activity back to whatit was pre-
lockdown.

In general, while the core volunteers were shocked at what had happened (tennis) they were all
enthusiasticto helpthe clubadaptand return to activity as soon as possible.

In some clubs, such as football, hockey and swimming, the break in activity had helped volunteers
step back, review how activities are organised and take a more long-term strategicview; instead of
justdealing with routine tasks. Forexample, the head swimming coach had been able toreview
how swimmingis developed by planning sessions to account for different levels of competency and
duration. Infootball; it’s allowed a lot of other stuff that gets putto one side because you’re busy
talking coaching stuff. It’s allowed a lot of other stuff to happen. So we had coaches volunteering for



a steering group that was looking after another site. We’ve done an awfullot of tidying up it up and
making plans how bestto make it more attractive to people when they come to train and visit there,
so there’s been a lot of maintenance going on in the background so that’s been really what we’ve
been focusing on.

While in some clubsthe volunteers were able to take a break and plan strategically, there were
othertasks todo. Committee meetings hadto be arrangedto planan immediate response. These
were normally conducted by zoom —see section 8 below. Volunteers had to close the facility down,
which mightinvolve locking areas and displaying signs. They had to maintain the facility while it was
closed; forexample, checking fire alarms, water supplies, pipesinthe barfrom beerbarrels, etc.
Members had to be communicated with, usually by e mail butin some instances by personal
telephone. Refunds on membership fees had to be administered. There were then furtherjobsto
adapt the facility forre-opening;

I'm sure we'll have to do more, much more, on health and safety and be much more particular on. |
don'tknow, actually logging, the cleaning of places and various things around the clubhouse. Not
sure about what will happen about helping yourselves for tea or coffee and things. | just don't know.
We'll just have to be very careful wiping down the surfaces of everything we use.

Some clubs had considered appointing a ‘covid officer’ to overview adaptations following NGB
guidance, but none mentioned this being anew volunteer —it was more likely to be an expansion of
an existingrole.

Only a few volunteers had leftthe sports club. This was attributed tothe new situation beinga
catalyst for natural turnover. However,acommon way for volunteersto develop within clubsis
fromvolunteers who are initially motivated by being parents of juniors (9). If junior participationis
curtailed this will impact the flow of new volunteers. Incontrast a respondentinyachting noted: /
suspect, we're in a relatively good position, because ourvolunteers are all participants. So the whole
club is run by people who participate in the sport. Whereas a lot of clubs, particularly those that
work with children and youth etc. The volunteers aren'tactually participating they're enabling others
to participate ... | suspect clubs like that have different more difficult issues than maybe we do.



6. Adapting the sport
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A task for volunteers was to adapt the sport club to match the government guidance fora “returnto
play”. Each sportand each club settingrequired different adaptations. Differencesincluded how
much physical contact was involved, how close players would normally be to each other, if it was
indooror outdoor, andif any special facilities orequipment were required. The guidance on
activities was given by NGBs following government announcements about the easing of lockdown.

In the mountaineering club the same activities could be taken partin but not in the same groups.
Members could still meet outdoors; initially in groups of 2, and then 6; to walk, climb or cycle.
Formal club ‘meets’ of unlimited numbers, or collective bookings of mountain huts, could not
continue. The major debate inthe committee was if any formal club activity could continue, orif
WhatsApp groups could be used for memberstogetintouch with each other.



Thisremainedthe situation in mid-August as changed guidance from the UK Governmentand the
British Mountaineering Councildid not alterthe situation. Similarly, the yachting club was able to
allow individuals or groups of two who owned their own boat to sail fromthe club premises, but
without openingany of the club facilities. Once sailingresumed it could only have one personona
safety boatinstead of two — this limited sailingin bad weatheras; hauling people out of the water
isn't a safe activity in present circumstances and therefore we want to reduce the risk of the safety
boatdriver having to doit. The open-waterswimmers had continued to meetinsmallinformal
groups; usingthe sea andriver. Thisis advertised onaWhatsApp and Facebook group but these
groups had to ensure theirown safety. Thisis notan alternative activity for the pool swimmersasit
isa differentdiscipline, with different skills. Tenniswasinitially able to open justplayingsingles. It
had to set up a booking system and comply with 14 pages of LTA /Tennis Scotland guidelines. Bowls
adapted by using every alternate rink, usingtwo jacks so players didn’t have to share handling them,
and playing as pairs rather than as fours. Several sports changed booking times and procedures to
limitcontact between participants. Forexample, the golf clubintroduced teeing off times at 10
minute intervals and the squash club was planningto allow a period between games.

Othercloser contact sports or those indoors were not able to operate at all until restrictions were
lifted, butonce they were, they would have to adapt. Clubvolunteers speculated about how the
sport or club might have to change. The rugby club was consideringa modified version of the game;
promoted by the Rugby Football Union; taking out close physical contact of scrummagingand upper
body tackling, and only tackling below the waist. /can see the youth section restarting and the
seniors wantto useit butonly as a way of improving their training. ...it would get them back to some
propertypeof training rather than just plodding up and down and getting bored out of the skulls.
Guess it depends how long the effects last and the restrictions.

Of indoorsports; the squash club were considering a possible adaptation to the sport where players
stayed on differentsides of the court, and maintained adistance from each other. The club
volunteerthoughtthis might be aclose substitute forthe full game, butithad not beenallowedor
tested. The swimming club anticipated that when the pool was open it would have 3lanes rather
than 6; with ten swimmers perlane. If sessions were reduced to 30 minutes from an hour, this
would allow the same numberto swim, butforlesstime. Ingymnastics participants were goingto
be in smallergroups to maintain 2-meterdistance; thus reducing the number of participants. Two
weeks before reopeningthe gym, on 25th July, it would have been possible to run outdoorsessions,
but these were not practical because of bad weatherand a complicated risk assessment. The
badminton club thought perhaps they would need to reduce numbers at junior sessions from 24 to
12, which might make hiringthe facility unviable.



Withinthe RDA the clubinterviewed did notthinkit could operate untilsocial distancing was not
required. The potential for clubsto adaptdepended onthe nature of the disabled peoplethey were
helping. RDA policyisforhelpers notto wearface masks as the children may find this disturbing. A
participant may require someone tolead the horse, which could be 2 meters away, and two side -
walkersto help keepthemonthe horse. These people would needto be close, and sowould a
helpertogetthe participant mounted. They could be the children’s parents. Onthe otherhand, an
abler participant may only require someoneto lead the horse, or might be able to ride it themselves.
This meant some groups might be able to run and some would not.

Will walkers be content to take part in small groups and missthe companionship of the larger
meets? Will squash orrugby players be satisfied with arestricted game? Will implications of
reduced numbers, asin gymnastics, threaten financial viability? Will tennis playersjoinaclub when
theyare notable to play socially, compete against other clubs or travel to tournaments? Canthe
sport adaptifindoorsports halls or swimming pools are notable to open again?

STAY ALERT
CONTROL

THE EIHUS
SAVE LIVES

e GOV.UK

A general theme was that clubs did not have to adapt the sport just once — they had to react to each
change in government guidance, that was theninterpreted by their governing body; and this might
still not be clear. The process of reacting to changed government guidelines was cumbersome. In
Scotland, changed government guidelines would be interpreted by sportscotland, who would then
convey thisto NGBs. NGBs would then develop guidelines for clubs, which would be checked back by
sportscotland, whowouldinturn, check them with the Scottish Government. If nochanges were
requiredthe government would approve them with sportscotland, who would inform the NGBs,
who would then pass them down to the clubs.

The mountaineering clubillustrated how club volunteers had to react to changed guidance.

Walkingand climbing had to adaptfrom guidance that two people could take part together, which
then changedto 6 people;and wasslightly differentin England, Wales and Scotland. The British

Mountaineering Council issued guidance on 6th August, in England, ‘thatyou can walk with people
(up to 30) from yourown household orsocial bubble. For people outside of your household orsocial



bubble, walking in a group of up to 6 (in England) is OK as long as you are sensible and stick to social
distancing principles. Guidance varies in each country in the UK. Some team sports and organised
events can howevertake place under controlled conditions with up to 30 people from different
households attending’. Thiswasdifficulttointerpretatthe clublevel. The clubinour sample
interpreted this as meaningthey could only have informal groups of 6 while anotherclubin the

same area interpreted this asenablingthemto run meets of up to 30 people. Itisnotclearhowa
club could define a ‘social bubble’ —could club members constitute abubble?

The yachting club gave anotherexample of advice interpreted by their NGB: OnJuly the 13th the
guidance we got from the RYA in early July, was the Scottish Government announcements meant that
we could start doing organised dinghy sailing from July the 13th aslong ason any one boat, it was
either one person, so a single hander or it was people from the same household. This allowed
members to compete, if they met these conditions. It’s not clear how the club could ensure that any
two people in a boat were from the same household.

A difficulty was that clubs were restricted to five households per session, but for any formal activity
there would be people on the shore, launching, and retrieving the boats. If a club had junior members,
aged 12 — 17, guidance in Scotland would have allowed a ‘bubble’ of them to sail in the same session,
butagain, how could social distancing be maintained on shore?

So both mountaineering and sailingillustrated how the national governing body had tointerpret
changing government guidance, and the clubs had to make theirowninterpretation of this. This
created more work and anxiety for club volunteers. Another difficulty interpreting guidance was
reported by tennis; if theirclubhousewas a pub or restaurantitcould open, but not ifit wasrun by
volunteers. This may affect clubs who rent out theirfacilities for social functions, such as the squash
clubin oursample.

Clubs had to adapt quickly to changes. For example, the tennis club had four days to reactto the
announcementthey could openthe courts on 29th of May.

This presented volunteers with a lot of work in a short period of time; including: we had to un-
padlock the gates; and a few of us had to make notices; we had to set up a booking system because
we had to follow LTA /Tennis Scotland guidelines ... each time there's a change. And... some of them
are a bit contradictory because they've got bits for venues, bits for players, bits for coaches ... you've
gotto really go through them and find what will work ...

Thus notonly did clubs have to interpret changed regulations, they then had toimplement them at
short notice; addingto work and stress forvolunteers.



Volunteersalso had to adapt the facility, if they owned or rented it, to comply with covid-19
restrictions.

A common concernwas how to manage toilets, including when they could be open.

Otherconcerns were, how many people could use them, extra cleaningand how often they had to
be cleaned; the provision of sanitiser; possible employment of a professional cleaner and managing
theiruse byjuniors. For example, inthe tennis club: Well, the most recent guidelines that came out
when we couldn't play doubles on the 10th of July, it said that we can't open the clubhouse, except
fortoilets but it's up to thevenueto decide whetherthey're opening them or not. Yes, the executive
have been meeting a few times. justto talk it through. The new clubhouse is laid out so thatyes, the
toilets are justat the main door. Butif you actually let people in and it's a new refurbished clubhouse,
we didn't wantthem wandering all over the clubhouse. So we have still not opened the toilets, but
there are camps and children’'s camps next week and the coach is going to have a break in each one
and a halfto two-hourcamp and will allow access to two of the toilets, which a volunteer is going to
clean each day before and after all the kids have been in and we've left all sorts of sanitisers and
wipes and hand wash all over the place.

The bowls clubillustrated aset of adaptations similarto otherclubs. Toilets were professionally
cleaned each morning; the club room was still not open; bowlers restricted their use of the benches,
for example only 2 people shared one forleaving clothing, etc.; some brought theirown hand
sanitiser; as players all have theirown bowls the only shared equipment is the bowling mat, and the
two jacks, these were sanitised between games, and as many times as players wanted to; medi-
wipes were provided atthe end of the greens. Lookingahead, whenthe bowls clubhouse is opened
inSeptemberitwill not provide meals; previously teas after games were amajor social aspect of
participation. The bar may be adapted by using bottles and cans. A card machine will be usedto
take contactless payments. The use of the clubhouse forsocial events will be restricted.

Anotherconcernwas how to implementarecord of users for purposes of tracing potential covid-19
contacts. Thetennisclubdescribed: we'realso meantto trace who actually plays on the court. The
problem with our clubhouse is thatthere's nobody there all the time. Opening and shutting of the
clubhouse, it relies on members having a code to get in and out and realising that closing it as well.
So... youdon'tknow who's gonein and out. tracing and contacting people. This mighthave been
solved by a new on-line booking system, provided by the Lawn Tennis Association butit originally
onlyallowed one person’s name on the bookingsheet. Itwasthen developedtorecordthree
people ona court, but the club members are not quite getting it.

All of these adaptions provided extrawork and concerns forvolunteers to manage.



Considerableinnovationsinvolved in adapting the sport are described above. The main technological
innovation was runningvirtual meetings, which all used Zoom.

All clubs had used these forcommittee meetings; with the exception of the golf club, who met while

‘socially distancing’ inthe club house. It probably wasn't strictly by the letter. But some people had
to be there to check the premises and things like that.

No difficulties werereported with virtual meetings and advantages were meetings being more
efficientinreducedtravel time, and organisation. Forexample, the yacht club volunteer explained
committee meetings have been on zoom, since beginning of lockdown. And being mean, it's not the
professionalversion. So we've mostly been limited to 40 minutes. And most of the committee want to
keep on meeting like that and having 40 minute meetings instead of two and a half hour meetings.
Perhaps That's another positive.

However, some volunteers did wish to return to face-to-face meetings and the tennis club volunteer
explained thatitwasa local club and as all volunteers lived within 10minutes of the club then they
would be keentoreturnto meetingsinthe clubhouse.

Most clubs had introduced Zoom meetings to provide social events for members. Forexample, the
mountaineering club: arranged almost weekly zoom meetings that club members have logged into
and forsome club members this has been very popularand we just organise this on an ad hoc basis
and we’ve had things like slideshows on different climbs people have done talks on different places
people have been to - that’s a new innovation really we’ve never done that before and that is
actually proved quite successfulin a way because ... we’ve got some members who have moved
aroundtherest of the country and they’ve been able to attend these virtual club meets and they
wouldn’t have been able to normally so that’s been quite good and we are considering maybe
keeping one of them maybe once a month when the whole thing changes. Squash, bowlsand
yachting had similar events.

Other methods of communication, which were an extension of those used before, were e mails and
Facebook. As noted above, WhatsApp groups had beensetup to allow membersto communicate
informally. Some clubs, especially those with older members, realised the need to ensure all
members were beingcommunicated with. Forexample, the RDA Chairand the bowls club secretary
telephoned older members who they knew used e mail rarely, to make sure they keptin contact.
Anotherexample of technological support forolder members was golf: ourcommittee has been very
goodteaching, the older generation basically you know that hadn't bought the smartphones,
showing them how to do it, and finding the apps. Golf had also introduced asystem of members
sendingtheirscorestothe membership secretary by photographingtheirscore cards and sending



themelectronically - I can only think of ... two ladies maybe, in all our membership playing that really
struggle with it, you know, and all they do is they phone the handicap secretary to put their namein
or phonethepro to get their name in and they get their results by word of mouth. Similarly, a
mountaineering club member had asked friends on the committee to guide him through use of
WhatsApp.

There was some evidence of screen fatigue: one club volunteerresponded that he: couldn’t be arsed

to attend the NGB regional zoom meeting, as he’d been on the computer all day and wanted to see
daylight.

Some coaching was offered on-line at the initiative of individual coaches. Examples were in football,
hockey and rugby. The only example of virtual sport was e-sailing: through the RYA ... the
internationalyacht racing union made available software that meant that we could run ... virtual
races and we've been having one a week of those from quite early in lock down. And one of our
people qualified for the Scottish championshipson it...

Clubs did not mention the need to have an electronic media officer —again this role seemsto have
beentaken by existing volunteers. There was also no mention of using electronic mediato change
the organisation of volunteering. Involuntary sectorstudies therehasbeen speculation that micro-
volunteering; thatis small discrete tasks; might be facilitated by electronic media, thus allowing
people tovolunteer who only wanted to give alittle time atirregularintervals.

A survey of sports club membersin England in 2015; albeitthe most committed ones; found that for
62% ‘the club was one of the most important social groups | belongto’ (12). Members placeda
highervalue on companionship and conviviality than on sporting success and competition. Thus
the social rewards of club membership are very important. They may be lostif social interactionis
restricted.

The importance of social rewards will vary between members but was emphasised in most of the
clubs. The bowls club have an older membership, several of whom are single through bereavement.
Theyrun a social evening once amonthinthe club house. Memberswould normally be able to have
refreshments afteragame. The club runsa ‘president’s tour’ foraweekinthe summer, when
members take a coach to a resortand stay in a hotel fora week; playing bowls during the day and

with social eventsinthe evening. Thisisextremely popularand forsome membersistheirmain
annual holiday.

The social rewards were alsoveryimportantinthe mountaineering club where: Quite a lot of the
members are fairly elderly ... we’ve got one group that meets every Thursday and does a fairly short
walk locally butthat’s very popular because many of our members are retired and meeting socially



through that contextis very important forthem and | think will gradually lose that benefit from the
activity if they’re not able to continue in those sort of slightly larger groups. The big thing we are
missing is the ability to meet togetherin larger numbers which allows club members to interact with
more club members ... the social thing is really importantto members. We would normally have five
weekend trips where we’d share accommodation and a meal; including a Christmas meet. Other
social activities would generally be based at the club building and they tend to be moreso in the
winter so that we keep people together so with our AGM in the winter will have a little party
afterwards sort of tea and buns sort of affair.

In the yachting club: Our Club has a lot of people who are retired. We're just desperate for things to
do. So there'sa group that go down every Tuesday and try and find things to do that will be helpful.
They're continuing to do that. But if we can't see start yacht sailing they're running short of jobs to do.

As noted above, electroniccommunications; e mails, WhatsApp groups and zoom events; were used
to keep peopleintouchinallthe clubs. For example,inthe golf club: my handicap secretary was
instrumentalin setting up a WhatsApp group forallthe players that wanted to join that generally
played on a Tuesday. Yeah, the separate one set up forthe Saturday players, and the amount of stuff
that was going around you know just supporting each other and sending fun stuff to each other
throughout the time we were locked down, checking on the older ones and making sure that they
were all right, one or two of the members were going in doing shopping for some of the older people
and that kind of thing. So that was really nice and | think it's brought out a little bit more community
spirit in this, in the whole ladies’ section.

Thisillustrates a positive outcome of the club social networks being used to provide othersupportto
members.

It will be interestingto see how successfulthese methods of keeping the social rewards of
membership are. Willthey be enough to retain members and attract new ones?

In relation to financial sustainability we discussed the threat of reduced membership, forexample, in
the gymnastics club as a combination of a few participants losinginterest, and the limitations of
space with social distancing. Members with high levels of sporting capital are likely to remain
members, as long as they can play (9), although if theirincome falls, orif they have more caring
responsibilities, such as looking after children at home while trying to work as well, this may force
themto leave (11). However, the impact of covid-19restrictionsis uneven. Those with no caring
responsibilities, awage and working from home; may now have more time and disposableincome.



The impact on membership was clearest wherethe lockdown restrictions had overlapped with a
new season. Thusintennis: quite a few people who played in our leagues have not actually re-joined
us because our membership fees were due at theend of March ... only 84 children out of 200 plus
haveactually re-joined the club so the membership is way down.... Of the 30 who did not re-join at
least 10 if not 15 were team players because we had 8 teams. |n this example the loss of
competitive play had led to members notre-joining, and this applied in othersports. Onthe other
hand, sports such as hockey which had not yet restarted the season did notanticipate adrop in
members.

The RDA club inour sample reported it just could not operate, although asmall number of RDA clubs
could. Thisdepended onthe disability of the riders. The rugby club may lose members if they do not
wantto play to the adapted code, partly because this will take out the competitive edge, particularly
for adult players. Similarly, squash club members may not wantto play a restricted form of the
game.

The yachtingclub had lost 75 members this year; which was 25% compared to the usual 15%. It had
gained 5 new membersand would normally hope for60. However, ithopedthatasit moved away
from competitive sailing towards cruising, and just sailing for pleasure, it may attract more members
who favourthisvariety of the sport. The golf club had also attracted new membersfrom people
who had visited the course forthe first time during lockdown as awalking venue. Because everyone
was allowed to go out, asked to go out walking and decided to go out walking on the local golf
courses - loads of people have got come and walked round the golf course and seen how beautiful it
is ... Andsowe've actually had a lot of new members on the main course. And on the little course -
people just coming to join and play the nine-hole course and ... learn to play basically. Post lockdown
this club has gained 45 new full members and 20 new members forthe 9-hole course.

Thus itis difficult to generalise the impact on participation. The Sport England surveys (7) suggested
a steady underlying demand for physical activity, so perhaps if some sports are unable toreopen
participants will divertto others.

All clubs commented on the clearand regular guidance from their NGBs. In many cases thisincluded
a phased approach to reopeningthe club / sport. For example, England Hockey gave afourstage
planto comingout of lockdown, which the clubin our survey found useful.

In some cases; such as the RDA; there was two-way communication between the clubsand NGB to
inform guidance.

Especially where clubs managed afacility NGBs would provide a covid-19secure reopening checklist.
Clubsfoundthisvaluable,although possibly onerous. An example was the bowls club.



As the regulations became increasingly opentointerpretation, the NGBs would have had to spend
more time interpreting them fortheirclubs. This became more complicated asthe home nations
diverged —so an NGB such as the British Mountaineering Councilwould need to produce separate
guidance foreach country. In thiscase its affiliated clubs may decide to visit mountainsin any of the
different countries.

Regional and county levels of NGBs might also organise competitions, which would also be run by
volunteers. Ourresearch did notexplore this directly butthe swimmingclub reported that these
competitions were expensive to run, because of the hire of the facility, but also raised income. In
swimming the regional competitions required competitors to qualify through timed club swims. As
none of these had taken place, the regional competition structure, even when pools opened, would
not be viable. The impact on competitions will again vary by sport.

Sport England’s recentreview (11) implied that risk of contracting the virus may red uce sports
participation. Riskissubjecttosubjective assessment. Individuals can be placedintoone of four
categories whichisreflectedin theirapproachtorisk (13, 14).

e Individualiststhink they are relatively free from control by others. They strive to gain control
overtheirenvironmentand peopleinit. Theyfavourself-regulation and are more willingto
accept risks taken by society and by themselves.

e Hierarchists think that social relationships are defined by strong hierarchical relationships.
They prefera social organisation which emphasises the maintenance of authority. They
approve of risks taken by society only tothe degree that they are sanctioned by those at the
top of authority structures: forexample, ‘expert’ scientists.

e Egalitarians have strong group loyalties, and favour equality of outcome. Trustin
information sources s limited to those which can be seento be concerned with positive
outcomes, where all benefit, ratherthan particularinterest groups.

e Fatalists feel they have minimalcontrol overtheirownlives, are resigned to theirfate, and
see no pointin tryingto change it.

Further, risks may be subjectto social amplification (15) at the transmission and the reception of the
communication.

These insights could be used to analyse government advice over covid-19and the publicresponse.
For example, atthe start of the pandemic, government emphasised the risks, to reinforce
compliance withitslockdown. Later, to boost economicactivity, the risks of meetingin pubsand
returning toworkplaces were downplayed, contrary to the advice of medical experts. The main
points are that riskis subjectivelyconstructed and will vary between individuals; and that it can be



amplified or reduced by messages from government, from NGBs, from clubs to members, and
between members.

As we have seen, NGBs have needed tointerpret government guidelines for clubs, clubs have had to
interpretthemfortheirmembers, and each memberwill make theirown decision on the acceptable
level of risk. Thisis much more theirown free decision than returningtowork, where they may be
pressurisedto doso by theiremployerandthe needtoearnaliving. Club members are participating
entirely voluntarily, and so are the volunteers supporting the clubs.

Thus the mountaineering club had extensive discussions over if it could promote any formal
meetings of the club. It decided thatit could not, and would discourage members from placing
information on their activities on public Facebook pages; but could allow members to meet together
informallyinsmall groups. However, the other mountaineering clubinthe same town decided it
could run meets of upto 30 people. This may have been a misinterpretation of the guidelines, but
may also have been a collective willingness to take more risks. Of course, a feature of
mountaineeringisthe inherentacceptance of calculated risk, and this was reflected in BMC guidance
which gave as much information as possible forthe individual to make up theirown mind. For
example, when indoor climbing walls opened at the same time as leisure centres, the adviceon the
riskinvolved concluded with; ‘obviously, itis up to each person to make an individual decision about
engaging with specificactivities’.

There may be divided views in the club committee. There was clearconsensus onalow level of risk
inthe mountaineeringclub, butinthe yachting club: / suspectin mostclubs, there are some people
onthe cautious side and some people who want to absolutely charge ahead and push any guidance
that comes out to the absolute limit, etc. there's a move afoot forvarious members to self-organize
someinformalyacht racing, not using any club facilities because as a committee we said they
shouldn't, when that was coming to be considered by a committee they said they quite like to usea
sort of race box thing that we've got. And | actually felt that if the committee had agreed to that,
which was clearly contrary to the guidance the RYA had issued, which had been agreed with
sportscotland and the Scottish Government, | would have found it difficult to remain a director of the
club. Soit's been that sort of feeling not stress but simply feeling that if our decision making wasn't
sensible, | would feel | had to consider my position. Fortunately for me, it always has been sensible so
that's fine.

The club will take into accountits responsibility to others especially juniors towhom it has a duty of
care. For example, the badminton club: I actually closed my club before the centre actually made the
decision to close, Anyway, when you're dealing with 25 juniors, you need to make sure that you're
safer. This was repeated later when she explained that the responsibility for juniors was more



onerous afterlockdown ended: becauseif l open it and say the juniors are open, then I'm taking
responsibility forthose children to come along and play.

On the otherhand, the gymnastics club feltthatif it complied with guidelines it could safely open to
alarge numberof young people. The football club has started training for adults and juniors; the
adultteam wantedto start earlier. Theyfeel they havetaken all the required precautions, but was
aware of other clubs whose idea of PPE is running a session with a table with hand sanitiser on and
that’s about all they’ve got.

The rugby club might be started using an adapted form of the game with juniors, but starting this
training with the seniorsis as much an economicdecision as they will not be able to openthe
clubhouse.

At the level of the individual, risk will reflect person circumstances and the individual’s approach to
risk. The yachting clubvolunteerexplained: | must admit, personally, I won't be going out on a yacht
this year. But that's my personalview of the risks involved to me. .... until we reach a stage where
whatever help they were giving is clearly safe, the vaccine or whatever, that there will be a
proportion who will be more cautious than we're allowed to be. Andto some extent!'m in that
category ... I've been sailing single handerand not going near other people, arriving changed, going
out, coming back in, getting back in the car and going home. ... talking to a few people at a distance
in the car park. That's been aboutit. And as I've said, | don't see myself yachtsailing this year. Partly
because l've been shielding.

A member of the mountaineering club who was 70 had the same attitude : look I’ve doneit all there’s
no point me sticking my neck out with other people when | don’t havetodoit I’ll justcall it a day
until it’s safe to be getting back to it.

The main concern of the squash club was that members would notreturnto the sport because they

thoughtit wastoo risky. Inthe RDA: we also havea lady who'is in her 80s and she’s brilliant, she’s
fit, sheis well but thereis no way she’ll come back because her family don’t want it.

Thus the perception of risk will vary at the NGB level, at the club level and between committee
members and volunteers; and the level of the individual members. All of these will influencea

returnto sport. The clubwill needto reassure members and caterfor different perceptions of risk
between members.

Our sample was only of 13 clubs, but was selected to contrast them by: those which own facilities
and those which lease orrentthem; close contact sports and ones where participation can be
distanced; andindoorand outdoorsports. As anticipated, these factors made considerable
differencestothe impact of covid-19restrictions, so make it difficult to generalise across clubs.



The clubs were notas financially challenged as those in the Australian survey. They were differently
impacted dependingontheirindividual context. Forexample, the golf club had gained new

members and the tennis club had lost members. Others had lost complete revenue streams, but
received considerable grant funding.

The commitment of volunteers remains strong. They want the club and the sport to continue, and
adaptif needed. Todo thisvolunteers have had totake on more work, react quickly to changesin
guidance, and evaluate the risktotheirmembers. Atheme through volunteers’ responses was
coping with uncertainty and stress. Anexample response was: going forward fortheclub is like
going into a futurethatyoucan't see ... wedon'tactually know whetherthe sports centres are going
to be open, whether there's going to be a spike in this virus, whether we're going to end up on
lockdown again, or whatever. Itwill be interestingto see the extenttowhich volunteer
commitmentcanremainifthe clubreopeningis constrained, or put back by a further outbreak of
thevirus. At the time of the research; some clubs; such as Riding for the Disabled and
mountaineering, did not planto returnto activity under present guidelines. Volunteer commitment
is essential to maintain the structure of clubs.

The clubs are also held together by the social bonds between members and particularly, the
volunteers. This reward of membership, asin the bowls club;isveryimportant. It may be harder to
adapt the clubto meetthese rewards thanitis to adaptthe sport. Possiblythe members who
benefitthe mostfrom these rewards; such as the older participantsinthe bowls club; are the ones
who may be most reluctantto resume activity because they perceivethe risks to be higher. Onthe
otherhand, social bonds made within the club may become eve n more importantas social
interactioninsociety is more restricted. If they can be retained virtually, this will still prove valuable.
However, forsome the focus on respondingto covid-19had brought them closertogetherfor
example in the football club committee: it wasn’t something we were expecting to have to deal with.
But actually | think it’s helped us to come together more as a group of trustees because we’ve had to
get ontogetherand get this done. So yes | think it’s had its benefits definitely.

Clubsrelytovaryingdegrees on other providers of leisure facilities. Forexample;the hockey club
hired pitches from a university and metsociallyinapub; the swimming club hired alocal authority
pool; the badminton club and football club hired local authority facilities, and the mountaineering
clubhireda pub out-building. Tothis extent, clubs do not control theirown destiny. Ifalocal
authority delays openingafacility orapplies extrarestrictions, the clubs will need to comply.

A commoninnovation was torun zoom meetings forcommittees, social events and coach continuing
professional development (CPD). This has benefits of making committee meetings more effective
and allowing more people to attend and will probably change practice in the long-run. Other
innovations included adaptations to the sports to meet covid-19 restrictions, usually guided by NGBs.
These included booking systems for tightly defined participation slots and adapting the sport to
reduce physical contact. These adaptions were to getthe club runningas close to how ithad been
before. Theyrequired considerable effort fromthe volunteersto design, risk assess and manage.



e Thesports were notbeingadapted to meetthe changed demand fortime-flexible sports
participationinsmallergroups oras individuals.

e There was not a consideration of how to adapt the club to meetthe new needs of the community
for physical and mental health. This could involve opening up the facilities to new user groups. This
might capitalise onthe government’s concern with increasing the nation’s health. The clubs with
facilities showed the potential to do this; forexample, the four community groups who used the
gymnastics facility —one free of charge; and the two groups which used the bowls facility. Itis
probably easierfora clubto leta community group use its facility thanitis for the club to adaptits
membership oractivities to engage with new individuals. The nature of clubs is that people join, and
volunteer, because they share enthusiasm forthe sportand clubs welcome members forthese
reasons (16). Clubs don’ttry to recruit members to help them meet their physical or mental health
needs:the exception beingriding forthe disabled which exists to do this. To do this the club would
needto changeits purpose.

e There was no consideration of potential links to the 3,500 new covid local support groups, or the
new volunteers forthe NHS.

Instead it was all aboutreturningas close as possible to what was there before (or would have been
there at that timeinthe year). Thisis nota criticism of the volunteers runningthe clubs. Rather, an
observation thatthey had enough extrawork and stress to justtry and get the club back to near
whatit was doing before lockdown. To do more it would need inspiration and help.

Much more broadly; as the capacity of the state to meetsociety’s needsis stretched, and local
governmentisforcedtofocus even more on providing essential services; the voluntary sector could
take a biggerrole (5). The network of clubs can be regarded as a valuable national resource. It
emergedfromthe late 19th century onwards. It has proved veryresilient (12) andis part of a strong
voluntary sectortradition. Itisparticularly suited to developingthe sportingsocial capital which
promotes sports participation (9), especially when this needs to adapt to changed circumstances.
Clubs provide organisations in which volunteering can take place and the developmentof a
commitmenttovolunteering, and possibly providing servicesin an alternative way to the
commercial market (10). Maintainingthisresource justifies support.

However, the challenge presented by covid-19restrictionsis unprecedented. Ourinterviews were
conductedinJulyand August, 4 months afterlockdownin March. In general, clubs were still
sustainable, financially and in terms of volunteer engagement but were very concerned about how
they will survive over the following 6months, and especially if there is another lockdown. Grants
have been one-off. Volunteersface increasing difficulty adapting the club. Membership may fall as
the clubs cannot offerthe same sporting orsocial experience; and the trend away from club
participation may be accentuated (8). Local government will have even less resourcesto provide
sports facilities which some clubs rely on and the challenge presented by covid-19is also
unpredictable.



We did notask clubs what support would be most valuable, which would be a useful questionin
furtherresearch. They all found the existing supportfromtheir NGB to be useful. This suggests that
advice on how to adaptto changing covid-19related regulations could be best channelled through
the NGBs to the clubs. The grants to clubs, from NGBs, Sport England and vialocal government, were
all helpful. They may be required next yeartoo, assome largerclubs such as rugby and gymnastics
were very clearabout. Clubs reported no guidance orinspiration on how they could adaptto meet
the broader challenges of how they could work with other community organisations to meet
society’s needs. Exploring how this could be achieved is another research question. Learning from
the past suggestsit mightrequire inspirational role models. Inthe past, sports development officers
and specialist volunteers have helped clubs recruit new volunteers from outside the club, although
these officers and volunteers were exceptional (17). In the same way community or sports
development workers embedded in local communities could make the links between organisations
to achieve synergy. The growth of this type of workerwas seeninthe 1980s butas local government
funding was cut from 2010 they could no longer be afforded. Grants to clubs could be made to
supportthistype of innovation, but grant giving powerwould need to be at the local level to ensure
it metlocal needs.

In a much broadersense the challenge of covid-19 presents an opportunity to consider: how best to
meetsociety’s needs; what those needs are, and the balance between the private, publicand
voluntary sectorsin meetingthem. As acommentator has concluded (5, p134): ‘The coronavirus
crisis may be creating the conditions fora new and comprehensive social contract, akin to the social
and economicreconstructioninthe aftermath of the Second World War. What roles mightthe third
sectorand civil society play inadvancing, but alsoin some cases resisting, this process?’

It is difficultto make recommendations because the 13 clubsin this study were so differentand the
future is so uncertain. The results of ourinterviews reflected the seasonal nature of sports.

Clubs needto considerhow they can adaptthe sportthey offerto keepitas attractive as possible to
participants. It will be especiallyimportant to emphasise this new ‘offer’ beforethe start of the new
season to maintain subscriptions. Clubs need tolet members know how they have reduced the risks
from covid-19, but if possible, to offer different levels of participation for members with different
perceptions of theirown risk. Clubs need to maintain as far as possible the social rewards of
membership—inthe end zoom meetings cannot compensate forsocial contact. Clubs need to
appreciate the ways in which different members need to be communicated with, depending on
technological familiarity. An example was the bowls clubs, in which the secretary phoned older
members personally.

Sport England, sportscotland and government need to appreciate this could be the biggest challenge
the network of clubs has faced. They need to be helped through this, to preserve them as a valuable
resource; contributing to physical and mental health, and to the wellbeing of communities. Possibly
clubs could be helpedtotake a broaderrole in doingthis, but the priority should be to just maintain
theirpresent contribution from beinglost.



It would be extremely useful to repeat the interviews with clubs in 6 months’ time. This would show
how sustainable the clubs are; financially, in terms of membership, andin the effortrequired from
volunteers. The seasonality of sports and subscriptions willmean that the impact on membership
has to be seen overa whole year. The commitment of volunteers will be stretched if they have to
cope with changesinthe way the club can run overa further 6 months although this period may
enable furtheradaptations. The 13 clubsinterviewed provided agood contrast but an expansion of
the sample could include more than one clubin each sport, and a widerrange of sports. The
differencesin government guidance between England and Scotland did not appearto make a lot of

difference to clubs at the time of interview. If government guidance diverges more significantly
between the countries; and Wales and N. Ireland; this may also justify widening the sample.
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