Baile Buadáin Naomh Éanna

Ballyboden St. Endas

Developing a Sense of Community
A Discussion Document
Introduction
This paper has been prepared by the Strategic Review Steering group.  Its purpose is to encourage consideration of the sense of community within our Club.  In doing so it seeks to raise and explore certain issues that might be further discussed by the strategy steering group, in the sub-groups and among the wider Club membership.  Most of the issues are not novel and have been considered by others in various fora. The paper borrows the ideas of others and aims to encourage debate. It is not meant to be definitive. 
Club – What is it?
There are two extreme ways of envisioning our club: 

· it is the sum of players and mentors of all the teams; or 
· it is a community whose members contribute to and participate in a variety of activities of which GAA games form the core.
Even the former definition would need to be qualified somewhat given the constitutional issues that arise across the codes (football, hurling/camogie), the gender issues (the ladies’ and men’s affiliations are legally different) and age groups (juveniles or adults).
How we choose to identify ourselves and indeed define this vision has a significant impact on our attitude to the potential sense of community within the Club and the measures that we might take to seek to grow that sense of community.

This document presumes that the Club may wish to explore a structured movement towards the latter vision.

Club and Community
While we have a significant number of members, their connection with the Club varies considerably.  Some members connect only with the team in which they participate and have a very limited association with the wider Club, for them membership of Ballyboden St Endas is more explicitly membership of a particular team.  Others such as the officers may be primarily connected with the Club itself – many having moved from team-based contact to club-based association.  Others, such as family, may not be members but are closely associated with the team on which their family member plays or coaches and depending on their experiences may have some connection with the Club.  Wider community stakeholders such as An Garda Síochána and local school teachers also have some contact and connection with the Club.

The challenge is to deepen and broaden the connection with the Club among the various groupings.  By doing this we can harness the strengths of all our members over a longer period of time for the betterment of the Club.  This can help ensure the sustainability of the Club’s welfare into the future.  To do this we must work to ensure that the Club is meaningful to all who come in contact with it.

Furthermore, irrespective of our choice of vision, the Club is more than the sum of all of its current teams and members – it also encapsulates the past, its traditions, the values it promulgates and what it offers for the future.  In other dimensions the Club is also part of a wider community (the GAA); it is associated with its location and property (the Club house and playing fields); it serves a community; and plays a particularly important role in the lives and development of young people.  Each of these aspects needs to be considered in addressing its reach and penetration. 
Membership

What does membership mean?  There are different classes and potential classes of membership which need to be considered if we are to broaden and deepen membership. 

· Players (and juveniles);

· Coaches;

· Families of the above;

· Past players/coaches;

· Club Officers;

· Community leaders; and

· Non-playing members.
.

Membership - Players
Most people who join our Club do so to play.  Our offering or attraction to this group is firstly those elements associated with participation in a team.  Improving this aspect is being actively discussed in our strategy forum.  However, satisfaction and indeed performance can be enhanced if players and their team feel that they represent more than just their own team but are part of, and belong to, a Club and community that they value and that values them.  Therefore from a playing perspective it is suggested that further developing a sense of community would have a positive impact.
Players should be attracted by other aspects of Club membership beyond their own team’s performance if this sense of community is to be encouraged.   Encouraging players to socialise with their own team colleagues, with the wider club membership and to participate in and support other activities of the club would help develop that sense of community within our Club.  The range of activities associated with or available in the Club is an essential aspect of this. 

As is already happening in some areas, playing members should be encouraged to help in activities outside their own team such as assisting in training camps, in coaching, or in other aspect of the Club’s development.  Some players and their families leave or drift away from the Club when they cease to play.  This is a loss of talent, of resources and most importantly of members of a community.   If during their playing days they can develop a deeper connection with the Club, they may choose to persist with their membership and become involved in other ways – this is critical to the long-term sustainability of the Club.  
It is especially important to foster this connectivity among younger players.  If we can encourage them to help and support the Club in other ways and develop in them a practice of giving-back we can contribute to their own personal formation and the Club’s ongoing welfare. 
Regular team based activities in the Club house, additional sporting and social activities and communications drives could target playing members and grow their connection with the Club.  It is important that a structured approach to this aspect is followed rather than being left to the few who may pursue it instinctively.
Membership – Mentors/Coaches
Coaches frequently emerge from either the parents of our juveniles or from the ranks of our playing members.  Many who have had prior experience with GAA games also elect to join our club and become mentors when they locate in our catchment area.  This group is essential to the life of our Club.  Firstly we need to actively seek out potential mentors from within (players and other members such as family) our current Club community and then from our wider catchment area (using outreach mechanisms and being welcoming of new members).  We must also encourage coaches to participate in the life of the Club beyond the team with which they may be associated.  
Our strategic review is dealing with mentoring and coaching activities.  Initiatives dealing with support for coaches, providing training for them and bringing them as a group together to share experiences would help integrate them more in the life of the Club.  Coaches should also be encouraged to use our Club’s facilities more actively, to take more responsibility for these facilities and promote deeper Club engagement within their teams.  
Membership – Families

Many members of families (parents and siblings) from the above groups participate in the life of the team which they are associated with, however, far fewer become actively involved in the life of our Club.  This group is a significant potential resource that the Club could attract and develop a relationship with. 
Family members are a prime source of future coaches; brothers and sisters may become tomorrow’s players, and some may participate in other activities if they are attracted to our Club.  Many are more than willing to help and participate if asked and made to feel welcome and appreciated.

If they are to become involved in coaching some induction and training would be necessary.  However, firstly they would have to be approached and made to feel truly welcome.  Furthermore, the person making the approach would have to believe that they had a sense of duty to the Club (and authority from it) to make such an advance.

It is important to note that as someone’s connection with an individual team dissipates (their children may stop playing) so may the attractiveness of the Club to potential members; so it is essential to forge the links with this group while their family member is active on a team.
Membership – Others

Local schools, the Gardaí and other community leaders could be usefully attracted to membership of the Club.  These leaders can support the Club in a variety of ways, act as recruiters for new members, and further deepen our reach into the community.

Membership – Classes
Membership is currently divided into full and social membership.  Full membership is generally reserved for mentors and players.  This structure of membership has a significant bearing on the membership vision of the Club.  If we seek to broaden and deepen membership beyond this core group then broadening the concept of full membership may be needed.  Within full membership, specific arrangements could be introduced to capture the representational requirements for the specific codes.

Membership – Subscriptions

Membership charges should be tailored to reflect the membership vision of the Club.  If we seek to maximize membership then the subscriptions should be designed with this in mind.  Youth members should face lower fees.  Whether or not insurance payments are coupled or subsumed within membership charges would need to be considered.  Family membership fees could be structured to encourage other family members joining, playing or becoming involved in Club life.  The decisions in this area need to be explicitly related to the membership vision for the Club and its financial requirements.

Membership – Recruitment

Another element of membership centres on the recruitment function.  Informal recruitment mechanisms, such as word of mouth, are very effective in our core catchment community.  Our summer camps play a significant role in attracting and introducing juveniles.  Consideration should be given to reaching out to other ethnic or non-traditional sources of playing (and non-playing) members.  Reaching out to the so-called new Irish could provide a rich vein of talent, help involve and integrate people into our community and promote Irish games to the betterment of all.

Activities in the Club
GAA Games
Playing and coaching will remain the core activities associated with club membership.  Refereeing (training and recruitment) is also a closely associated and complementary activity that needs to be nourished.  Many members also provide a range of other supports for the games (putting up nets and flags, lining pitches) that will continue to be required.  However, some of the skill-sets required for supporting the games may be sourced from the wider community (such as administration or finance) and not necessarily from past or current playing members.  A Club that wishes to thrive should seek to attract a wider membership (not only players and mentors), recruit the best people that it can, even if its choice of activities is limited to the four codes. 
Club House - Socialising

The Club house and especially its bar provides an environment that attracts and offers social benefits to some members.  Given its proximity to playing pitches it is useful to encourage players and families to mix in the Club after games.  By actively encouraging teams and members to socialise in the Club premises, the first and most important element of community – getting to know each other – can be supported.

 The car park provides a casual meeting location before and after games.  Overall however, the Club (premises and activity range) has relatively little to offer members beyond team participation.
Social change in Ireland is transforming the role of the pub; the Club’s bar cannot and many would suggest should not be depended upon to act as the core magnet for Club social activity.  New offerings are needed if the Club is to deepen and grow its membership base.

Information evenings for those interested or involved in the games provide a useful activity to involve members.  Discussions on coaching techniques, new playing rules, diet and training regimes are all of common interest to this group.  If such events/talks could be arranged on a regular basis then more members might develop an association with the club and fellow members associated with different teams and codes.

The more the Club facilities are used by the community the more relevant we will be to that community.  We should seek to ensure, as has been the tradition, that our Club house is used for public talks, school based fundraising and other similar activities.  While many of the activities mentioned below are pursued and promoted by individuals it is suggested that a positive statement broadening the activity base of the Club supported by a structured approach is necessary. 
Other Games/Sports
The Club is a GAA entity and its activity base should reflect this and not venture directly into competing sports or activities that are not in line with  the GAA’s ethos.  Nevertheless, some players – especially juveniles – may find for some reason that our football/camogie/hurling offerings no longer appeal to them and may wish to participate in other sports.  Similarly, as is well established many of our players also participate concurrently in other sports and clubs.  The Club should consider inviting a local athletic club to join.  Athletics would complement our range of sporting activities; it involves a significant fitness training overlap; would provide a deeper link to our community; is clearly comprehended by GAA (Gaelic Athletic Association) membership; and would provide a broader sporting environment to attract more members. 

As in keeping with its ethos the Club should seek to support wider aspects of Irish culture.  However, in an evolving society it is equally important to widen this activity base to ensure that we remain relevant to the changing community while remaining loyal to our core values.

Activities – A Support Structure

If the Club is to offer access to other sporting activities such as golf and other club-type activities such as music, drama, cards, bridge, and reading groups then it will need to put in place new structures to actively support these activities and develop a membership offering to reflect this.  New committees and an activity and communications secretary may be required.
Affinity offerings are a significant opportunity to provide members with a more expanded set of Club based benefits.  This should be explored. 
The central point is to view the Club as a Community participating in, contributing to, and benefiting from, a significantly wider base of activities and experiences than at present.  
The more that we can promote our Club house and its facilities as a focal point of the community the greater our reach will be; and the more activities that we encourage the deeper our connection with that community.
Communications

Email and internet based web sites should be the dominant form of communication to members.  If we can organize all groups to use email as our shared communication medium we can use it as a mechanism to bring about a common ownership of the Club news and encourage greater participation.  For example everyone would know that the under 10s were in a final next week, or that a coach was needed for a particular team, or that a special holiday offer was available to Club members.  A Club with many active members and an effective communications capacity would also be able to mobilize wider support should the need arise.  It would also be highly desirable that the wider members got to know the members of the various teams across our codes.  The communications media used should seek to achieve this.
Conclusion

Our Club today is strong in its breath of teams and playing facilities.  Yet it’s membership offering and its activity base is relatively limited.  Many members of the Club have a relatively loose connection to it.  Unlike village or rural town based clubs where the locality defines membership and thereby ensures that a Club is a reflection of a community where everyone knows the membership, in our Club many even active members would not, for example, know the members of our All-Ireland Ladies championship team or of senior hurlers.  If we wish to deepen our sense of community then we will have to:

· Agree this as an explicit goal;

· Reform our membership structures;

· Broaden the range of activities that we support; and

· Develop new communications practices and structures

Club members are invited to share their views on how the Club should develop a greater sense of community by emailing info@bodengaa.ie, contributing via the suggestion box behind the bar or liaising with any strategic review group member.
Ballyboden Strategic Review Group   
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