Stirling Triathlon Club
A case study in club development

Synopsis
This relatively new club has grown to 135 members in ten years, and now provides an extensive programme of training sessions in swimming, fitness, running and cycling on seven days each week in addition to organising a popular programme of training camps and competitive events.
Background

Stirling Triathlon Club was formed in 1988 when a small group of local businessmen in their mid-30’s, all of whom were interested in keeping fit, started to meet informally and organise local facilities and events for their own benefit.  By 1995, there were around 40 members and the club was able to stage its own first triathlon event.

The Club has always been self-reliant with all of the members actively involved in one or more of the disciplines (swimming, cycling and running) as well as helping to run events as marshals and organisers.  The club hires local swimming pools and community halls for its training sessions.
Stages of development

The physical focus of the Club has always been the regular swimming sessions held at a local pool.  Initially these were organised on a weekly basis although additional sessions were soon added as interest and coaching grew.  The swimming pool was the place where members met up, and through the club notice-board and an email forum, informal contacts and shared activities started to grow.  Members would contact each other to arrange fitness sessions, runs and rides at other times.  There was a natural evolution of informal activities as more members joined up and new introductions were made.
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During the first five years, the Club grew to around 70 members with a further 20-odd people participating in some of the activities.  Although the Club was organised by a committee comprising some of the original founders, development was organic and piecemeal.  Apart from the regular swimming sessions, much of the activity was informally scheduled by individual members in their own time.  Numbers were growing steadily and some of the sessions were becoming over-subscribed.  A more organised approach was required.

As the original founders began to move away to other interests and challenges, a new group of people started to come forward to lead the club into a more structured phase.  With their business backgrounds, many of these individuals were results-orientated; they were interested in making things happen at the club and ensuring a high standard of competitive activity and enjoyment.  The ‘organisers’ are motivated by their desire to develop their own personal fitness and technique as well as enabling others to achieve results through the club.  The individuals who take on these responsibilities tend to operate with a high level of delegated autonomy.
In the last few years, the Club has expanded its range of training facilities to provide activities on seven days each week.  Early each morning, there is a one-hour swim session at the pool, supervised by an authorised club member.  On one day each week, this is supported with video analysis of individual swimming techniques.  On Monday evenings up to 25 members participate in a fitness and circuit training session.  On Tuesday evenings there is a coached swim session in two groups, divided according to ability.  Some of the more experienced swimmers act as coaches to the slower group.  This session attracts a regular attendance and much of the growth is coming from women and young people who may be participating in regular swimming for the first time.  On Wednesday evenings, there are two coached running sessions focused on pace work, interval training and technique.  Thursday evening offers a turbo class on static bikes in a local hall.  On Saturdays there are coached swim sessions and coached running sessions, and on Sundays there is a regular group cycle run, again split into different groups according to speed.
All these sessions are open to members, and to a limited number of associated visitors, some of whom eventually become members.  A feature of the last few years has been the growing interest of young people, particularly in the swimming, who have then gone on to participate in some of the club’s events.  The club owns a range of training equipment for newcomers to use before buying their own kit if they decide that triathlon is the right sport for them. 
The club places a strong emphasis upon fun and enjoyment, irrespective of the member’s individual level of skill or ability.  Members are encouraged to set their own training targets, and are then supported in reaching these through practice, coaching and selected events.  Whilst competitive results are highly important for some members, for others the key feature is their participation and attainment of personal goals.
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Coaching is a regular feature in many of the club’s activities.  The club has experimented with several different approaches to coaches, and now most of the coaches are ‘home-grown’ from within the club.  A head coach has been appointed and remunerated with a small annual fee; he is responsible for the coaching structure and the support and development of other member-coaches.  These coaches are formally accredited through Triathlon Scotland and are unpaid volunteers.

The club organises three main competitive events each year.  An aquathon for young people aged 8 to 16, combining swimming and running, has been organised for the last three years.  In the first year it attracted 40 youngsters and this year over 80 participated.  There are plans to develop a similar event for adults in future.  In June, the club’s main triathlon event is capped at 500 entries, of whom 100 are juniors; this is an open event with a waiting list of people who would like to enter.  In October, a duathon event (run-ride-run) is now organised for those who are less interested in swimming.  Each month the club organises a time trial to enable members to gauge their improvement; those who are more fearful of participating in a large organised race can also enjoy this more limited form of event.
In addition, several members are involved in working with the Aberfeldy Club to organise a regular Iron Man or Half-Iron Man event for those interested in an endurance event, and Aberfeldy is also the venue several club training camps.  Overseas cycle weeks are organised to Mallorca and elsewhere for members.  And of course, many members are regularly participating in the calendar of race and triathlon events held throughout Scotland and elsewhere during the season.
Managing and maintaining the project

The club is managed by a small organising committee.  With no facilities to manage, the committee can focus on the practical aspects of coordinating activities and events.  Originally comprising three or four founders, the committee has grown to eight members but there is strong delegation of functions with individual officers taking on specific responsibilities for events and tasks.  The club seeks to be efficient and self-reliant, and minimises the amount of time spent on administration and meetings.

Members pay an annual fee of £25.  There is a £1 or £2 fee for each session.  Each event levies an entrance fee designed to cover the event costs, with the costs to junior often subsidised by sponsorship or higher adult fees.

Several members have provided sponsorship or offered the loan of facilities for particular activities or events from their own businesses.
The club is affiliated to Triathlon Scotland and is recognised as a sports club by Stirling District Council but has never sought financial support from the local authority.  Through personal contact with an individual sports development officer interested in triathlon, the club has developed a coach training and mentoring scheme which is used to identify and support club members as coaches.
Key factors in the success of the project
1. Right from its inception, the club has always had three or four members driving its activities and development.  These people were initially motivated by their own desire for personal fitness through the sport, but many now derive considerable satisfaction from seeing the progress and development of others as they come into the club.
2. Even with a full programme of training sessions and events, the formal organisation of the club is kept relatively minimal.  All its members are active participants.  Members are expected to help out in various ways as coaches, stewards and organisers.  There is no extensive structure of sub-committees; individuals assume roles and functions and are given the authority and autonomy to make things happen.

3. The club has a strong emphasis on enjoyment and fun.  It succeeds in involving several members who were not previously involved in sport.  With a relatively small total membership, the club can be friendly and welcoming to new members, encouraging friendships and training contacts to be formed easily.  People can join with an interest in one of the disciplines, for example swimming, and will then be encouraged to extend this to running or riding.  Of course there are elite and serious triathlon athletes who are highly competitive but the club strives to balance their interests and needs with those of a wider membership.
4. Many of the swimming, turbo, running and ride sessions are conducted in a non-competitive atmosphere.  There is individual support and coaching for members to set and attain their own targets for the season.  Even in the competitive events, there is a strong emphasis upon encouraging members to complete the course even if they are not one of the elite or highly competitive athletes.
5. Finally, the club is relatively dynamic.  Committee members serve for a few years and are then replaced by people bringing fresh ideas.  The club has embraced modern technology to engage with members: there is a very active website to help members find appropriate training and events; and an email forum to encourage informal communication amongst the members.
Problems and issues

The absence of any permanent base for the club relieves it the problems associated with managing a facility.  Instead, the club is reliant upon identifying and securing access to pools and halls hired by public bodies.  It can be problematic to secure sufficient access at optimum times, although this club has managed to secure good agreements and is responsible for supervising its own sessions.  Where equipment such as turbo-bikes is required for sessions, storage can become a problem unless members are willing to spend considerable time loading and transporting equipment between their own homes and the hall; the Stirling club has sought halls with sufficient space to allow them to store bikes on site.
Various arrangements have been tried for the payment of coaches.  Earlier coaches were paid and this created a difficult precedent when further coaches were needed but there were insufficient funds.  The club now pays an annual fee for a head coach who has overall responsibility for all coaching activities; other members are accredited to act as volunteer coaches for specific disciplines.

Key outcomes

· A thriving fitness and sports club with 135 members and around 30 associated visitors
· A 7-day training programme of swimming, fitness, running and cycling organised throughout the year

· Growing involvement of young people in the training and  competitive programmes

· A strong emphasis on enjoyment and fun throughout the club
· A good balance between members primarily interested in participation and fitness, and those enjoying elite competition.

· Entirely dependent on enthusiastic volunteers motivated by their personal commitment to the sport and their own fitness

· Three main club competitions each year

· Regular training camps and other activities

· Accredited coaching programme co-ordinated by a head coach with six volunteer coaches

· Financially self-sufficient from the membership and a limited amount of goodwill sponsorship
Anticipated future developments
The club would like to greater access to some facilities, particularly more pool time for the number of members wanting to swim regularly.  With the growth in interest amongst young people, there is also a desire to provide a dedicated time for them to use the pool and benefit from youth coaching.
For more information about the club, please see www.stirling-tri.co.uk
This case study has been prepared for sportscotland with the assistance of Stirling Triathlon Club in October 2005 for publication on the Help for Clubs website at www.helpforclubs.org.uk  

