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VSA report: 
Membership Attrition, Retention and Recruitment

Introduction

Like many other sporting and recreational bodies throughout the world, the Victorian Soaring Association (VSA) has found that membership numbers have dropped alarmingly in the last few years. This brief review looks at some reports from mainly informal internet sources that examined the reasons for high attrition rates in sports and recreation clubs and discussed ways of retaining existing members and recruiting new ones.

Attrition factors

A meeting of clubs affiliated to the Victorian Soaring Association (VSA) held on 6/12/09 [see reference list item 1] reported that annually, 25% of all members are new to the sport and over 90% of these will drop out in the first year. The meeting participants considered that influencing factors might include:

· misrepresentation of the sport by current members

· unrealised expectations

· length of time needed to achieve

· degree of difficulty

· lack of community spirit in club

· internal politics

· lack of strong development programs

A recent report commissioned by the [US] Aircraft Owners & Pilots Association (AOPA) on the flight training experience [ref. 5A] found that 80% of student power pilots drop out in the first year. The report’s findings have lead to much discussion in the US aviation media. [refs. 5,6,7,8,9,20,21] Many of the findings are equally applicable to the gliding community. These include:

· perceived value and quality of instruction

· relationship between student and instructor

· sense of community within the club

A pilot taking part in a forum discussion on homebuiltairplanes.com on “What makes for a good flying club?”  [ref. 17] notes that the length of time that planes are out of action due to maintenance can be a “turnoff.”

ClubRunner, the website of a membership management and communications organisation that has worked with many US Rotary clubs, noted that, as well as the expected reasons such as death, sickness, economic hardship and transfer out the area, the lack of a strong membership development program is also  a factor. [ref. 2]

A study commissioned by Golf Queensland of golf clubs in that state [ref. 3] into membership attrition and retention found that the main reasons for leaving were change in residential location, time constraints, increasing family commitments and poor value for money. It was also suggested that a survey of dropouts should be conducted and attrition should be measured on an annual basis in order to act upon the findings. 

Social trends can have a marked effect on membership. With more couples starting families at a later age than did previous generations [ref.27], many parents are involved with child rearing during their 30s, 40s and/or 50s when, in the past, they would have had free time and more money available for their own recreations.
People are also working longer hours than did their predecessors [ref.28] which once again inhibits the time available for leisure pursuits.

Summary of Attrition factors

· Lack of community spirit in club
[refs. 5,8,18,21]


· Economic reasons

[refs. 2,3,5,27]

· Quality of instruction

[refs. 6,5a,7,21]

· Increasing family commitments
[ref. 3,27]

· Time restraints
[ref. 3,27]
· Internal politics
[ref. 1,2]
· Poor communication

[ref. 2,17]

· Poor club leadership

[ref. 1,2]

· Relationship between student and instructor
[refs. 7,21]

· Relocation

[refs. 2,3]

· Misrepresentation of the sport by current members
[ref. 1]

· Cliques

[ref. 2]

· Unrealised expectations

[ref. 1]

· Length of time needed to achieve
[ref. 1]

· Degree of difficulty involved

[ref. 1]


· Planes down for maintenance too often
[ref. 17]
· Boards that become entrenched and intractable

[ref. 17]

· Meetings that are boring, too formal and inflexible
[ref. 2]

Retention strategies

A number of organisations mention the importance of good communications within clubs. This could be via a monthly email, included with the billing statement, or a web newsletter. [ref.17,23]  

Forums are a popular feature on many club websites [refs. 5,8,15]. They allow members to interact and share experiences and ideas, all of which can provide valuable feedback to the club's officers. Canberra FC [ref. 5] offers guidelines for running forums.

Establishing a sense of community by encouraging members to be welcoming and supportive [refs. 7,10,18,19,20], providing regular social activities such as barbecues [8,10,17], making the clubhouse relaxing and inviting to families were all mentioned. Some overseas organisations provide pools, playgrounds and Wifi facilities in the clubhouse. [ref.17]

Oklahoma [[USA] Lions Club [ref. 10] suggests mentoring new members in their first year.

Central Coast [NSW] Bowling Club [ref. 25] advises giving special attention to new members, as, in their sport, 4 out of 5 new bowlers drop out within 30 months. 

The importance of recognising members' achievement and milestones (including birthdays) was mentioned in a number of reports. [refs. 8,9,10,11,14]

Entrenched boards were found to be a reason for dropping out, therefore limiting the length of time that office bearers hold their positions might be considered [refs. 1, 17].
Regular surveys of club members mean that records can be kept up to date, 

members satisfaction levels can be tracked, [refs. 1,11,16,23] and members who have not been seen at the club for a while and/or have not paid their annual fees can be followed up [refs.3,10,11].
Examples of membership satisfaction and exit surveys can be found in the appendix to this document.

Bowling clubs worldwide also face the problem of attracting and retaining members. Bowls South Africa [ref. 23] suggest a number of ideas on membership retention including:

· getting to know the special skills and qualities that members bring the club

· involving all members in decision-making

· ensuring that members' contributions to the club are acknowledged

· encouraging members to bring friends

Summary of Retention Strategies

· Good communications
between club and members [refs. 5,8,15,17]

· Good sense of community
[refs. 7,10,18,19,20]

· Regular social activities
[refs. 8,10,17]

· Regular newsletters

[ref. 17]

· Recognise achievements and milestones
[refs. 1,8,9,10,11]

· Mentor new members

[refs. 1,9,21,22,25]

· Regular club membership satisfaction surveys
[ref. 4,16]

· Follow up absent members

[ref. 10]

· Survey dropouts

[refs. 3,10,11]

· Club website forums

[ref. 15]

· Limit tenure of board positions
[ref. 17]

· Make clubhouse family-friendly
[refs. 12,17]
Recruitment Strategies

As far back as 1969, the (US) Federal Aviation Administration stated that “recruitment is the job of everyone in the club.” [ref. 13]

Talking to people about the sport and encouraging members to bring friends are ploys suggested by bowls clubs [ref. 23]

Canterbury [NZ] Flying Club [ref. 4] report that most members joined in their early 40s. VSA [ref. 1] also suggest targeting this group. As noted on Page 4 of this document, however, demographic research shows that, nowadays, more people are starting families at a later age than did earlier generations and therefore have less available funds or time during their 40s. This would imply that the recruitment net should cover a wider age group. 

Canterbury FC found that younger joiners stay longer and they also note that six of their members were over 70 when they joined the club. This might suggest that, besides advertising or getting articles published in the local press and on radio, items in Retirees/Senior Citizens publications such as “Fifty-plus News” could arouse some interest.

Often the first point of contact from interested parties is via the internet; therefore websites need to be up-to-date, attractive and easily searchable. 

[refs. 5,15]. The [US] Stick and Rudder Club [ref. 5] relies on its website to do the bulk of its promotional work. Canberra Gliding Club [ref. 15] suggests that videos on YouTube and a presence on Facebook could attract the attention of the younger generation. 

The Victorian Soaring Association 2009 development meeting minutes [ref. 1] offer many ideas for promotion including:

· placing promotional material in libraries, motels etc

· creating good a good relationship with the local media

Canberra Gliding Club [ref. 26] mounted a successful glider display in a shopping centre, which resulted in new members and raised joy flight sales.

The [US] Stick and Rudder Club [ref. 5] found that the Open Days encouraged interest. They could be held in conjunction with local service organisations such as Lions or Rotary. [ref. 21]

Friedel Weber in DG-Flugzeughau [Germany] writing on the future of gliding, [ref. 12] suggests that an amalgamation of several small clubs into a big one with an attractive airpark, would pull in more people.

Jim Hanson, [ref. 21] a US pilot with extensive experience in all types of flying machines, including gliders, offers his thoughts on a myriad of ideas on the subject of retention. He discusses various methods of promotion including air shows and joy flights and emphasises the importance of the social aspects of flying. That flying is fun and rewarding needs to be spelled out when promoting the sport.

Summary of Recruitment strategies

· Target recruitment campaigns toward a broad age group
[refs. 1,4]

· Make websites attractive and easily searchable

[refs. 5,15]

· Keep websites up-to-date
[ref. 5,15]
· Consider using Facebook and/or Twitter

[ref. 15]
· Consider placing videos on YouTube
[ref. 15]

· Update promotional material

[ref. 1]
· Run promotional displays in shopping centres etc
[ref. 26]

· Hold regular Open Days
[ref. 1,5,21]

· Encourage families
[ref. 

· Current members recruit  amongst friends and colleagues
[ref. 13]

· Amalgamate small clubs
[ref. 12]

Conclusion

The need to retain and recruit members is an ongoing task for sporting clubs the world over. Golf, bowls and softball clubs, to name but a few, face the same problem as flying clubs, and use many similar strategies aimed at addressing the problem.

Many of these strategies are already well known to club officers but are still found to be useful. The main points from this literature review would be:

· the need for good communications within the club

· the need to embrace the new media as a means of communication within the club and as a recruitment tool
· the need to encourage the social aspect of club membership

· the need to survey members’ satisfaction levels and dropouts

· the need to communicate that flying is fun and rewarding

Whilst this brief review has highlighted some practical means of boosting club membership, its limits point to the possibility for deeper research into the effects of organisational culture and the factors involved in bringing about change from that perspective.
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	Attrition factors

· Lack of community spirit in club

· Economic reasons
· Quality of instruction 
· Increasing family commitments 
· Time restraints
· Internal politics and cliques 

· Poor communication
· Poor club leadership
· Relationship between student and instructor 
· 
Relocation

· Misrepresentation of the sport by current members

· Unrealised expectations


· Length of time needed to achieve
· Degree of difficulty involved



· Planes down for maintenance too often
· Boards that become entrenched and intractable
· Meetings that are boring, too formal and inflexible



	Retention Strategies

· Good ommunications between club and members 
· Good sense of community with regular social activities
· Regular newsletters
· Recognise achievements and milestones

· Mentor new members
· Regular club membership satisfaction surveys

· Follow up absent members and survey dropouts

· Club website forums
· Limit tenure of board position
· Make social area family-friendly

	Recruitment strategies

· Target recruitment campaigns toward wide age groups 
· Make websites attractive and easily searchable

· Keep websites up-to-date 

· Consider using Facebook and/or Twitter
· Consider placing videos on YouTube
· Update promotional material
· Hold regular Open Days
· Run promotional displays in shopping centres etc
· Encourage families 
· Current members recruit amongst friends and colleagues
· Amalgamate small clubs
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