Stirling Swimming Club
A case study in club development

Synopsis

This thirty-year old swimming club has been reinvigorated in the last five years with the appointment of a professional coach to drive the training and race programme.  The club provides competitive squad facilities and is now at full capacity.  The management committee have adopted a business approach to ensure the long-term sustainability of the club. 
Background

Stirling Swimming Club was founded in 1976 and within ten years had established itself as one of the premier swimming clubs in Scotland.  Under the direction of a highly respected and internationally successful Head Coach, the club was producing a stream of Scottish champions.  The club’s success at that time can be attributed to two main factors: the Head Coach recruited and led an excellent coaching team that was able to produce outstanding results; and the club was supported by an effective and motivated group of parents working away from the pool to raise funds, organise events, and provide the general back-up for the swimming programme.

Perhaps inevitably, this period of growth and success could not be sustained at the same level.  Over the ensuing years, there was a plateau and slow decline in the club’s fortunes.  The coaching team became dissipated as people moved away and the parental volunteers departed as their children found other interests.  By the late 1990’s, the club had reduced in size to around 25 active members and although still competitive, was no longer achieving the same national recognition as before.
Stages of development

Around 2000, a new group of parents started to emerge to revitalise the club.  Their own children were interested in being coached and swimming competitively, and the parents realised the potential within the club to regain the earlier status in the swimming world.  The club retained a substantial legacy from its earlier days.  There was a healthy balance in the bank.  Relations with the leisure and recreation team at Stirling Council were still positive.  And there was a fund of goodwill towards the club.
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The newly strengthened management committee started to explore how the club could be developed.  The members were keen that ‘the sport must come first’ so their decisions were geared around delivering the best for the swimmers.  Although some of the committee members were, or had been, swimmers, the majority were not involved in competitive swimming.  They recognised that their own knowledge of the sport would never be sufficient to build a successful competitive club, and that the committee needed to put in place an effective coaching team to lead the swimming programme.

Whilst the committee were able to draw on the club’s financial balances, to sustain a professional coaching team would require a strong and secure source of income.  The management committee adopted a business planning approach to this task.  This has involved several related aspects:

· The committee has identified a long term vision and goals for the club which are communicated to all members and their parents.  

· The club’s focus is on training and competitive swimming for individual excellence.  The aim is for each swimmer to achieve his or her potential in the sport.  Membership of the club is by selection.  All members are required to participate in regular training sessions and are expected to engage in competitive events.

· Members of the committee have sought out partnerships with several larger organisations interested in the development of swimming; there was a good long-standing relationship with the local council.
· The focus of committee meetings is on ensuring that the club’s internal policies and systems are as effective as possible to support the swimming.  Child protection, club accreditation, safety, and regular communications with members and parents (including an active website) are all managed by the committee.
· Above all, the committee has focused on drawing up realistic financial projections and budgets.  With a substantial outlay on coaching, the committee needed to secure a sustainable balance of membership fees, sponsorship and event income to ensure that the swimming programme could continue to grow in a sustainable way.
This business planning approach has enabled the coaching side of the club to develop and become its most visible resource attracting and retaining the members.   The club advertised in the national press for a Head Coach and succeeded in attracting Kerry Wood, a former member of the club and an international swimmer.  This was a joint appointment between the club and Stirling Council, made possible by an excellent partnership arrangement.  Within the Council, Kerry is responsible for the learn-to-swim programme, and within the club, she leads the coaching programme.
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To a large extent, the Head Coach ‘leads’ the club, with the active support of the management committee.  She has recruited and trained a team of volunteer and sessional coaches to work with each of the squads.  All coaches must be qualified and the club works with Scottish Amateur Swimming Association and Stirling Council to support and stage accrediting courses.  As well as parents, several of the young adult swimmers come forward for coach training and then work with juniors within the club.  The committee regards this as an example of good staff development within the club, creating opportunities for members to progress not just their swimming abilities but also their wider range of skills.
Sports activity today

In the last five years, club membership has grown fourfold.  There are currently 110 swimming members and the club is at full capacity for the currently available pool time.  The majority of the members are aged from 9 to 16, although there are a number of adults and some veterans swimming competitively with the club.  Virtually all the members live within 15 miles of Stirling.  If the club could accommodate more members there would be an extensive waiting list for selection by trials.
Swimming sessions are held each day of the week.  The club has use of two pools at Rainbow Slides in Stirling and at the national swimming academy at Stirling University.  There are also training camps each year for junior swimmers.
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Members are regularly assessed by the coaching team for allocation to the most appropriate squad.  This is based purely on performance and not age with progression between the bronze, silver and gold squads being reviewed six-monthly.  The Head Coach has established clear standards for progression involving both training and achievements.  All the squads train at least two to three times each week, with the gold squad training five to six times each week.
Members are regularly involved in competitive events throughout Scotland during the season.  The club organises and hosts a annual weekend open event attracting entries from over twenty other clubs.

The club organises several social events for young swimmers.  There are also two special events in the summer and winter for the club volunteers designed to bring them together, recognise their contribution to the club, and create a stronger social network.

Managing and maintaining the project

The management committee meets on a monthly basis to organise the non-swimming affairs of the club.  Various officers undertake delegated responsibility for child protection, media relations, finance, the shop, internet communications and other functions.
The club’s current annual turnover is around £45,000.  Most of the expenditure relates to pool hires and the costs associated with employing a Head Coach.  Club membership fees are around £30 per year.  All members pay a monthly squad fee of £20-40 which pays for the pool time.  Each of the galas also has an entry fee payable by each swimmer.
The annual Open Event organised by the club generates around £6,000.  There is minor income from the club shop and from local authority grants towards equipment and coaching activities.

The club currently generates around £2,000 a year from sponsorship.  Much of this is provided by parents through personal contacts or their own businesses.  The committee is actively seeking to attract new sponsors through a range of incentives as a way of both expanding the club and decreasing the financial dependency on members and parents.

Key factors in the success of the club
1. The availability and quality of the coaching has always been critical to the success of the club.  The appointment of an effective Head Coach has been one of the key functions of the committee.  All aspects of the swimming programme are led by the coach including training, progression standards, and galas.  The coach heads a team of qualified volunteer and sessional coaches to work with the squads, and there is a regular programme of coach training.
2. The management committee acts in a support role to the coaching team.  Their focus is on maintaining the background infrastructure for the club to operate effectively and successfully, including policies, funding, partnership management, and communications across the club.  The committee has adopted a business approach involved longer term planning for the club, securing the support of key external organisations, and maintaining a sound financial structure capable of sustaining the club’s activities into the future.
3. Many parents have become actively involved in the club.  The club’s catchment area and membership does mean that many parents are professionally employed.  However, the degree of organisation within the club makes it attractive, and the level of club success often ensures that people want to contribute.  The committee actively seeks out people with appropriate skills to fill roles within the club; there is a strong emphasis on building networks amongst the parents both at swimming galas and through the club’s internal communications.

4. The present committee is starting to consider its succession strategy.  Many members have served for several years and recognise the need to bring in a new generation of parents if the club is to continue to thrive.  New volunteers are often wary about the workload involved in taking on committee roles.  The club is seeking to engage new volunteers by matching their individual skills to specific tasks, by creating small informal working groups to show people what is involved, and by giving a high level of delegated authority to those undertaking specific tasks.

5. The committee has always recognised that for the club to be successful, it must work in partnership with others, rather than trying to operate alone.  The club has regular bookings with pools owned by Stirling Council and Stirling University.  The Head Coach post is a joint appointment with Stirling Council leisure and recreation department where the post-holder is responsible for learn-to-swim programmes.  There are regular partnership meetings between the club and the council to review progress and ensure a close co-ordination.  Stirling University hosts the national swimming academy and the club is represented on the national academy’s liaison committee.  The club has close links with the Scottish Amateur Swimming Association as the governing body.  Sustaining these partnerships takes time, but has succeeded in building substantial trust and cooperation which in turn have helped to re-establish the club.
6. The management committee took a conscious decision to seek accreditation.  It has been awarded Charter Club status by Stirling Council and was one of the first members of Scottish Swimming to achieve SwimMark.  Both these awards involve an audit of the club’s policies, procedures and standards to ensure that it is effectively run.  The awards boost the confidence of the club and have extended its external profile.  Perhaps most importantly and less directly, the club is generating a growing word-of-mouth reputation and as a result is able to attract better swimmers and coaches.
Problems and issues

As a result of considerable hard work, Stirling Swimming Club is once again re-establishing its position as a nationally successful club.  There have been no significant setbacks during the last few years.  The committee attribute this to their careful approach to planning.  Parents are regularly informed and involved in the club’s plans and there is a formal development plan created to support the SwimMark accreditation.  Taken together with the business approach and the new focus on succession planning, the club should be operating on a sustainable basis.
Key outcomes

· Re-establishment of a thriving swimming club operating with a capacity membership of 110 swimmers
· Strong programme of squad coaching and progression with training throughout the week

· Appointment of a professional Head Coach to lead all aspects of the club programme

· Emphasis on creating effective working partnerships with the local council and university to help develop swimming in the area

· Sound business plan led by the management committee underpinning the programme
Anticipated future developments
The club has been at full capacity for some time and is constrained by the availability of pool time.  The committee would like to generate more revenue to enable it to purchase more pool time and thereby accommodate more swimmers.  The finance group believe that external sponsorship provides the best means of funding future growth without increasing the financial burdens on members and parents.  They have set about identifying one or more lead sponsors for the club with a range of incentive on offer that relate to the current and future success of the club.

As the club has grown, the present committee is increasingly ambitious about what the club can achieve.  The goal is to become Scotland’s top swimming club again, producing swimmers of a national standard, and reclaiming the position last held in the 1980’s.  Through its partnership with the local council, the club hopes that the construction of the new Stirling Sports Centre with its state-of-the-art pool facilities, will help it to realise these ambitions.
For more information about Stirling Swimming club, please see www.stirlingswimming.co.uk 
This case study has been prepared for sportscotland with the assistance of Stirling Swimming Club in October 2005 for publication on the Help for Clubs website at www.helpforclubs.org.uk  

