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Returning to sport after a COVID-19 shutdown: understanding the
challenges facing community sport clubs
Kiera Staleya, Erica Randlea, Alex Donaldson a, Emma Seal a, Donna Burnetta,
Lauren Thorna, Kirsty Forsdike a and Matthew Nicholsona,b

aCentre for Sport and Social Impact, La Trobe University, Melbourne, VIC, Australia; bMonash University Malaysia, Subang
Jaya, Malaysia

ABSTRACT
Rationale/Purpose: This study investigates the challenges of returning to
sport after a COVID-19 shutdown of sport from the perspective of
community sport clubs (CSCs). We explore the relationship between the
challenges CSCs identified and the challenges the nation’s lead sport agency
identified; and similarities or differences in the challenges faced by different
types of CSCs.
Design/methodology/approach: Concept Mapping (online) with 57 CSCs in
Victoria, Australia.
Findings: CSCs identified eight clusters of challenges related to returning to
sport after the COVID-19 shutdown (in highest to lowest mean impact rating
order): volunteers; club culture; health protocols; membership; finances;
facilities; competition; and governance and division of responsibility. Cluster
impact ratings differed by club location, competitive season, venue type,
club size, and type of sport offered.
Practical implications: The challenges CSCs face returning to sport are more
complex and broader than current national guidelines suggest, with previously
existing challenges exacerbated and new challenges emerging. Listening to
CSCs is essential to understanding the nuances of, and support needed to
address the complex context-specific challenges to returning to operations
after a COVID-19 shutdown.
Research contribution: Understanding the challenges and how they differ for
CSCs as they return to sport.
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Introduction

Sport is integral to Australian society. Three
million children and 8.4 million adults partici-
pate in sporting activities, and 8 million Austra-
lians attend live sporting events annually, from
a population of 24.8 million (Boston Consulting
Group, 2017). More than three million adults
also participate in sport via non-playing roles

such as volunteer coaches and administrators,
or supporters (AusPlay, 2019). Sport partici-
pation contributes to physical, psychological,
and emotional wellbeing, and has economic,
healthcare, and social capital benefits (Hughes
et al., 2020).

Australian sport is a “complex ecosystem with
more than 75,000 not-for-profit organisations at
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national, state and local levels at its centre”
(Department of Health, 2018), providing a
network of community sport clubs (CSCs), and
competitions (Boston Consulting Group, 2017).
Australia’s sporting structures and governance
reflect its federated system. Generally, each
sport has a national governing body, supported
by state/territory associations, underpinned by
CSCs. Community clubs vary in size, scope, and
purpose. They exist primarily to organise and
facilitate competition and training, alongside
social activities, fundraising, and community out-
reach. CSCs are usually volunteer-run, not-for-
profit member benefit organisations with
limited human and financial capacity. Prior to
the COVID-19 pandemic, CSCs regularly experi-
enced ongoing challenges related to volunteer
recruitment and retention, infrastructure, com-
pliance, regulation, planning, external relation-
ships (Doherty et al., 2014; Parliament of
Victoria, 2004), and changing local socio-demo-
graphics (Mooney & Hickey, 2019).

The COVID-19 pandemic dramatically
impacted sport in Australia and internationally.
Australia’s 70,000 community sport clubs lost
an estimated aggregate of $1.6 bn between
March and July 2020 due to COVID-19 (Austra-
lian Sports Foundation, 2020); this excludes
the impact on the health and wellbeing of par-
ticipants, volunteers, and administrators.

The approach adopted in this study is under-
pinned by Skille’s (2008) acknowledgement
that the way CSC representatives “interpret”
new phenomena, such as the COVID-19 pan-
demic, depends on the context-specific circum-
stances they are experiencing. It is important to
listen to the voices of community organisations
and individual volunteers to understand their
capacity to respond to changing circumstances
with meaningful and effective change in day-
to-day practice (Skille, 2008). Therefore, it is
essential that we examine how the COVID-19
pandemic will interact with existing operational
challenges and identify new challenges that
could emerge in returning to sport, from the
perspective of CSCs. Community sport will be

important in sustaining health, resilience, and
community spirit during and beyond the pan-
demic crisis. To enable sport governing bodies
and public health agencies to strategically allo-
cate resources and support CSCs appropriately,
empirical research is needed to identify and
understand issues clubs encounter and antici-
pate in light of COVID-19.

COVID-19 and sport research

Previous research into organised sport and
COVID-19 has primarily reviewed or commen-
ted on the impacts of the pandemic (e.g.
Hughes et al., 2020). For example, contributions
have reflected on how COVID-19 could change
how sport operates (Evans et al., 2020; Fullagar,
2020; Ludvigsen & Hayton, 2020), how the sport
sector should prioritise inclusion and diversity
in the future (Fitzgerald et al., 2020), and how
organised sports should be more entrepreneur-
ial and innovative (Clarkson et al., 2020).
Although limited research has addressed the
impacts and challenges facing CSCs, a com-
mentary piece by Doherty et al. (2020),
informed by previous evidence-based insights
rather than new empirical evidence, high-
lighted the need to connect key areas of exist-
ing knowledge – around assessing and
building community club capacity; embracing
innovation; and adapting top-down governing
body and public health policy directives to
suit local club context – with the emerging
COVID-19 related challenges now facing com-
munity sport clubs.

Whilst previous reviews discuss the impact
of COVID-19 on sport at all levels, we need evi-
dence from the perspective of people with the
lived experience of interpreting and respond-
ing to the COVID-19 pandemic in these environ-
ments. A recent Australian study by Elliott et al.
(2021) explored the impact of COVID-19 on the
participation and retention of youth athletes,
primarily from the athlete, parent, and coach
perspectives. They identified “4 Rs” to concep-
tualise the impact of the pandemic on youth
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sport – “recognising” the emotional struggle,
“reconnecting” with family and social networks,
“re-engaging” participants and volunteers, and
“reimagining” the purpose and meaning of
sport.

We explore the broader challenge of re-
opening community sport from the perspective
of CSC representatives responsible for adminis-
tering community sport in Australia. We col-
lected data in June 2020 after community
sport in Victoria was shut down in March 2020
and expecting to return, with significant restric-
tions, in July 2020.

Returning to sport in Australia

Sport Australia – The Australian Federal Govern-
ment’s lead sport agency – released the COVID-
19 Return to Sport Toolkit (Toolkit) in May 2020
(Sport Australia, 2020). The Toolkit included
resources for sporting organisations to
manage the staged resumption of sport as
COVID restrictions were lifted. It built on the
Australian Institute of Sport (AIS) Framework
for rebooting sport in a COVID-19 environment
(Hughes et al., 2020) and the Australian Federal
Government’s national principles for resuming
sport and recreation activities (Department of
Health, 2020).

The Toolkit included a comprehensive
checklist for medium to large sporting organis-
ations and a simplified checklist for small organ-
isations. The simplified checklist (“the
Checklist”) was the key resource for CSCs to
plan the return to sport. To interpret the chal-
lenges CSCs perceived relative to the support
that they received, we compared the CSCs’
responses in our study to the topics covered
in the Checklist. We then discuss additional
support that could be provided to CSCs to opti-
mise a return to sport.

Although restrictions on sporting activities
were lifted for most Australians by July 2020
(individual sport and non-contact training had
resumed), Victorians experienced an extended
economic (and complete sporting) shutdown

that other Australian states were spared, follow-
ing a surge of COVID-19 cases in July. The high
likelihood of periodic community sport shut-
downs, as cities, regions, and nations experi-
ence spikes in virus transmission, accelerated
by the mutation of COVID-19 (e.g. the Delta
variant), means that the challenges associated
with a staged approach to returning to sport
will have enduring relevance.

In light of the importance of CSCs to the Aus-
tralian sport system, the paucity of empirical
data on the impact of COVID-19 on community
sport – particularly from the perspective of club
representatives – and information from Austra-
lia’s lead sport agency to guide a return to
sport, this research sought to answer the fol-
lowing questions:

(1) What are the challenges of returning to
sport, post a COVID-19 shutdown, from
the perspective of community sport clubs?

(2) To what extent do the challenges identified
by the sport clubs correspond to the chal-
lenges identified by the nation’s lead
sport agency?

(3) How similar or different are the challenges
that different types of community sport
clubs face when returning to sport?

Methods

Study design

Given the lack of sport-related COVID-19 pan-
demic empirical data, we wanted to understand
the challenges facing CSCs, from the perspec-
tive of CSC representatives, when returning to
operations post a COVID-19 shutdown. We
adopted a Concept Mapping (CM) approach,
as it is a well-established method for develop-
ing conceptual frameworks of previously unex-
plored and complex topics (van Bon-Martens
et al., 2014), and is a method that facilitates
the active participation of the people and
organisations being studied. We used CM to
gather and analyse qualitative and quantitative
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data, enabling opinions of a knowledge source
(in this case, CSC representatives) on a topic of
interest (return to sport) to be visually depicted
(Trochim & McLinden, 2017). Concept mapping
is a reliable and valid method of representing
complex multivariate data in two-dimensional
space (Rosas & Kane, 2012).

The key steps of CM are preparation (develop-
ing the study question and organising partici-
pants); brainstorming (participants contribute
ideas); statement sorting and rating (participants
organise and value each idea); and data analysis
(multidimensional scaling to convert qualitative
knowledge to quantitative data and visual
maps) (Kane & Trochim, 2007). We used the
Concept Systems groupwisdom™ online plat-
form to collect, analyse, and present the data. Par-
ticipants received a AU$50 gift card for their time.

Preparation

The focus prompt to generate ideas from study
participants was “A challenge that my club
faces as we return to operations post COVID-19
is…”. Study participants were recruited
through snowballing initiated by emails to State
Sporting Associations (SSAs) and the research
team’s professional networks of CSCs. We aimed
to recruit 30–50 CSC administrators across mul-
tiple sports to optimise the fit between the
sorting data visual and the representation
(Rosas & Kane, 2012). Interested club representa-
tives completed an online expression of interest
(EOI) survey identifying the sport their club
offered and their age, gender, club role (presi-
dent/secretary/other), and length of time in
their current role. Any CSC administrator in Vic-
toria aged ≥18 years could participate in this
study. Eligible EOI participants were invited to
participate in the CM via email in June 2020.

Participants provided demographic infor-
mation when they first entered the online plat-
form. Based on the work of Doherty et al.
(2014), we anticipated variations in the impact
of the shutdown on different types of CSCs.
Therefore, we gathered data from respondents

on five variables: competitive season for their
sport (winter/summer/year-round); type of sport
offered (individual/small team sport (<10 partici-
pants per team)/large team sport (≥10 partici-
pants per team)); and club venue/facility
(indoor/outdoor/indoor and outdoor), location
(metro Melbourne/Regional or rural Victoria),
and size (<100/100–200/>200 playingmembers).

Idea brainstorming

Participants brainstormed as many challenges as
they could think of to complete the focus
prompt. They could access the online platform
multiple times, as well as view and search the
de-identified contributions of other participants.
We requested they keep each response to a
single challenge and add as many challenges
as they desired. The brainstorming was open
for ten days, and email reminders were sent.

Before making the brainstormed challenges
available to participants to sort and rate, the
research team synthesised and edited the
ideas. The aim was to develop a unique,
clearly presented set of challenges that encom-
passed all the relevant participant-generated
ideas (Kane & Trochim, 2007). The process
involved: downloading the participant-gener-
ated challenges; splitting compound ideas;
removing ideas irrelevant to the study (e.g. sol-
utions or examples of club activities in response
to COVID-19); organising ideas around themes,
identifying very similar ideas and selecting the
most appropriate idea; and editing ideas for
clarity and consistency. We preserved the par-
ticipants’ original voice where possible
(Trochim & McLinden, 2017) and cross-refer-
enced the final list of challenges against the
original participant-generated ideas.

Statement sorting and rating

We invited anyone who completed an EOI and/
or contributed to the brainstorming to partici-
pate in sorting and rating. The synthesised
and edited challenges were presented in a
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randomised order and participants had 14 days
to (1) group the challenges in a way that made
sense to them and (2) rate each challenge for
the impact on their club and their club’s
ability/capacity to overcome it.

Participantswere instructed togroup the chal-
lenges based on perceived similarity and to not
group them according to priority or value (e.g.
“Hard to Do”) or to group dissimilar statements
together (e.g. “Other”). They were informed that
people vary on how many groups they create
(range 5–20 groups) (Rosas & Kane, 2012) and
asked to name the groups they created based
on the shared meaning of the challenges.

The rating questions used were: “On a scale
from 1 (very low impact) to 5 (very high
impact), given your experience, how much
does this challenge impact your club?” and
“On a scale from 1 (very low ability) to 5 (very
high ability), given your experience, what is
your club’s ability/capacity to overcome this
challenge?”. Participants were asked to rate
each challenge using the full scales and relative
to all challenges on the list.

Data analysis

After we checked the raw data to ensure partici-
pants had followed the sorting and rating
instructions, contributions from 36 of the 50 par-
ticipants were retained for further analysis. We
used the groupwisdom™ online platform to
conduct a standard CM data analysis (Trochim
& McLinden, 2017), including constructing a
similarity matrix from the participant sorting
data and using nonparametric multidimensional
scaling analysis with a two-dimensional solution.
This produced a point map in which each chal-
lenge is positioned on the map relative to
every other challenge based on how frequently
participants grouped the challenges were
together. A stress value – indicating the relative
quality of a CM study – was generated to assess
the “goodness of fit” between the point map
and original sorting data from participants
(Rosas & Kane, 2012). Finally, hierarchical

cluster analysis using Ward’s algorithm was
applied to partition the point map into non-
overlapping clusters in two-dimensional space.
The resulting cluster map is a visual represen-
tation of how participants perceived relation-
ships between the brainstormed challenges.

To select the number of clusters that best
represented the sorted data, we generated
cluster maps with 6–12-cluster solutions. We
examined the maps, starting at the 12-cluster
solution and moving towards the 6-cluster sol-
ution, to identify the cluster solution with the
most useful distinction between clusters while
merging those clusters that seemed to belong
together (Kane & Trochim, 2007). After agreeing
on the cluster map that best represented the
data, we reviewed each challenge to determine
if it was a good conceptual fit within the cluster
or within an adjacent cluster. Where appropri-
ate, we re-drew cluster boundaries to ensure
each challenge was incorporated in the cluster
with the best conceptual fit (Mannes, 1989).

We calculated the mean impact and ability/
capacity ratings for each challenge, and for each
cluster, based on the rating data from 49 partici-
pants. The relationships between the ratings of
each challenge are visually displayed on a bi-
variate go-zone graph with four quadrants
created using the mean all-challenge impact (x-
axis) and ability/capacity (y-axis) ratings.We com-
pared the mean impact rating for sub-groups
within each cluster using the groupwisdom™ t-
test function (incorporating Welch’s t-test and
using the number of cluster items as the sample
n for cluster comparisons). Sub-group analysis
used demographic variables: typeof sport (3 vari-
ables); club location (2); club size (3); the seasonof
operation (3); and venue type (3).

Results

Participant demographics, club
characteristics, and CM engagement

Fifty-seven CSC representatives representing 23
sports contributed CM data. One participant
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represented each CSC. See Table 1 for partici-
pant demographics and club characteristics.

Participants brainstormed 173 challenges
which the research team synthesised to 68
unique challenges for sorting and rating
(Table 2). Thirty-six participants sorted the chal-
lenges into groups and 49 participants rated
the challenges for impact and ability/capacity.
Thirty-four participants contributed data in all

phases, while seven contributed only to
brainstorming.

Go-zone graph

Figure 1 is a scatterplot of the 68 challenges
plotted using mean impact (3.28 out of 5) and
ability/capacity ratings (3.38), commonly
referred to in CM studies as a “go-zone”. The
38 challenges located in Q1 and Q2 were
above the all-statement mean impact rating
and could be considered priorities for support.
The 38 challenges in Q1 and Q3 were rated
above the all-statement average for ability/
capacity, suggesting clubs need less support
to address them. To interpret the go-zone, see
Table 2 for the mean impact and ability/
capacity ratings for each challenge.

Clusters

The distance between points on the cluster
map (Figure 2) is a proxy indicator of the simi-
larity in meaning of challenges. For example,
at least 21 participants sorted challenge #39
with every other challenge in Cluster 5 so #39
is located close to these challenges on the
map. By contrast, no participants sorted chal-
lenge #39 with any challenges in Cluster 2, so
#39 is the maximum distance from Cluster 2
on the map. The stress value (0.2919) is well
below the acceptable upper limit of 0.39, indi-
cating the two-dimensional map is a good stat-
istical representation of the sorted data and is
unlikely to be random or without structure
(Rosas & Kane, 2012). The research team deter-
mined an 8-cluster solution represented the
most useful conceptual grouping of challenges
sorted by participants. The research team also
identified five challenges that they considered
a better conceptual fit in an adjacent cluster.
After checking that quantitative spanning and
bridging data generated during the multidi-
mensional scaling supported re-drawing the
cluster boundaries to accommodate this con-
ceptual interpretation, the cluster boundaries

Table 1. Characteristics of participants and the CSCs
they represented.
Characteristic N %

Gender
Male 27 47%
Female 30 53%

Age
18− 24 years 2 3%
25− 34 years 3 5%
35− 44 years 12 21%
45− 54 years 21 37%
55− 64 years 10 18%
65− 74 years 6 11%
75 years or older 3 5%

Role at sport club
President 35 61%
Secretary 16 28%
Othera 6 10%

Length of time in the role
<1 year 6 10%
1− 2 years 14 25%
3− 4 years 12 21%
5+ years 25 44%

Sport club location
Metropolitan Melbourne 40 70%
Regional/rural Victoria 17 30%

Sport competitive season
Winter 10 17%
Summer 16 28%
Year-round 31 54%

Type of venue
Indoor 9 16%
Outdoor 37 65%
Indoor & outdoor 11 19%

Type of sport offered at club
Individual sportb 18 32%
Small team sportc 11 19%
Large team sportd 28 49%

Size of club
<100 playing members 17 23%
100− 200 playing members 16 28%
>200 playing members 24 42%

Type of playing members
Junior playing participants only 2 3%
Junior & senior participants 50 88%
Senior participants only 5 9%

Notes: a(e.g. Vice-president, Club manager, etc.); b(e.g. tennis,
golf); c<10 participants per team (e.g. netball, basketball);
d≥10 participants per team (e.g. football, Australian football,
and rugby).
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Table 2. Challenges facing CSCs as they return to operations post-COVID-19 shutdown (by cluster and in order of
mean impact rating).
Focus Area
(cluster)

Bridging
scoreb Mean ratingc

Go-
zonea

Challenge
(statement) Impact

Ability/
Capacity

1. Managing additional demands on volunteers 0.62 3.94 3.53
30 … the pressure on volunteers to be responsible for the safety

(hygiene, social distancing, and cleaning) of its members
(players/athletes, coaches, officials, etc.) and the public in
attendance

0.50 4.29 3.45 1

46 … additional demand on club leadership/administrators e.g.
supervision/monitoring, calling participants/volunteers,
documentation, and record keeping (names and numbers of
those in attendance at training/competition, etc.) for tracking
purposes

0.54 4.24 3.71 1

19 … retaining volunteers when the ask has doubled 0.67 3.96 3.20 2
35 …maintaining a positive club environment, when people might

be anxious, whilst trying to secure the club’s ongoing
sustainability

0.89 3.92 3.73 1

32 …maintaining club momentum and relevance 1.00 3.84 3.69 1
5 … finding and training consistent volunteers and support to

ensure all COVID guidelines are adhered to (e.g. enhanced
hygiene, equipment and protocol cleaning, social distancing,
etc.)

0.41 3.84 3.61 1

42 … putting volunteers at risk 0.38 3.82 3.57 1
48 … impact on future volunteer recruitment given people (e.g.

parents/spectators) can’t hang around now
0.59 3.63 3.29 2

2. Maintaining club culture 0.67 3.44 3.43
17 … creating a community club when there is a need to keep

people apart (social distancing)
0.69 3.73 3.63 1

36 …maintaining the strong culture of our club without the
potential ability to host functions or have spectators at any of
our games/competition

0.75 3.65 3.37 2

49 … club culture change from “social” to “get in, train, get out” 0.69 3.57 3.51 1
59 … apathy (buy-in) of participating and non-participating

members towards the regulations (e.g. hygiene and social
distancing)

0.49 3.47 3.41 1

64 …maintaining good social relationships with other clubs/
athletes within our association/league/competition

0.71 2.78 3.24 4

3. Implementing health protocols 0.41 3.40 3.49
24 … ensuring everyone (players/athletes, volunteers,

administrators, spectators, opposing teams, the general public,
etc.) understands and adheres to the guidelines, policies and
procedures put in place to ensure safety

0.39 4.18 3.86 1

67 … continually monitoring department of health advice and
adherence to changing government (local council, state, and
federal) restrictions – future changes to restrictions are unknown

0.42 3.96 3.76 1

31 … effectively educating and communicating changing
information to all members (players/athletes, coaches, officials,
etc.)

0.45 3.86 3.88 1

18 …managing and sanitising multiple sets of equipment and
surfaces is unsustainable for volunteers

0.35 3.82 3.67 1

66 … implementing COVID safe practices while managing people
who need medical attention (e.g. through injury)

0.36 3.24 3.57 3

44 …managing different guidelines for different groups (juniors vs.
seniors vs. people who are high risk)

0.47 2.84 3.31 4

6 …managing game/competition tactics where bodily fluid is likely
(e.g. saliva to shine/clean equipment; players spitting)

0.41 2.73 3.14 4

65 … the risks to residents/the public if we run events or finals –
managing large crowds

0.47 2.57 2.78 4

4. Engaging and retaining members 0.55 3.33 3.34
53 … attracting new members this season (shortened) and the next 0.61 3.59 3.45 1

(Continued )
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Table 2. Continued.
Focus Area
(cluster)

Bridging
scoreb Mean ratingc

Go-
zonea

Challenge
(statement) Impact

Ability/
Capacity

57 … engaging people (players/athletes, coaches, and officials) back
to the club next season, including if they go to another club/
competition this season

0.60 3.49 3.45 1

22 … competing with community sport members potential new
interest or loss of motivation

0.57 3.49 3.12 2

16 … engaging and retaining participants with low numbers
attending training and with no start date (nothing to aim for)

0.57 3.43 3.35 2

29 … regaining confidence and trust of everyone to return safely. It
is hard to convince parents/players/athletes community sport is
safe when national competitions are cancelled

0.62 3.41 3.59 1

1 … creating innovative training programs to keep participants
interested and overcome facility and social distancing
restrictions

0.43 3.29 3.51 1

15 … getting older (COVID high risk) playing/competing participants
back

0.47 2.96 3.27 4

4 … lack of participants/athletes wanting to participate 0.50 2.96 3.02 4
5. Managing finances 0.15 3.21 3.39
41 … unknown income and expenditure makes it hard to budget 0.02 3.92 3.57 1
56 … finding ways to cover the expected reduction in income from

sponsorship, fundraising, canteen and/or bar, membership/
game/match fees

0.06 3.90 3.53 1

52 … retaining current and attracting new sponsors 0.16 3.84 3.47 1
27 … providing members (players/athletes, coaches, officials, etc.)

with value for money
0.49 3.76 3.78 1

28 … understanding the financial stresses on some families/
members (participating and non-participating) and how we can
help get them back to the club while remaining financially
viable (collecting fees)

0.12 3.73 3.84 1

23 … the cost impact of COVID requirements imposed (e.g. cleaning
of shared facilities and equipment, sanitisers, etc.)

0.18 3.59 3.53 1

39 … fixed financial expenditure, reduced income, and lack of
financial reserves may impact on being able to continue club
operations

0.00 3.53 3.41 1

40 … setting membership fees for next season given the uncertainty
of the current season (given it is the clubs’ main source of
income)

0.05 3.43 3.51 1

11 … identifying/calculating the cost of player/athlete/member fees
given the length of the season/competition

0.00 3.24 3.61 3

7 … payment of affiliation fees (club to governing/peak body or
league)

0.06 3.06 3.41 3

20 … development of refund guidelines and processes 0.21 2.92 3.27 4
45 …managing membership fee questions 0.32 2.90 3.43 3
61 … the extra cost to run social functions (e.g. hire of non-club

venues to meet occupancy limits, cleaning, additional tables for
social distancing, etc.)

0.29 2.33 3.12 4

2 … setting up per session payment when our systems are set up
for season payment

0.05 2.27 2.76 4

60 … the extra cost associated with travel (e.g. multiple vehicles to
safely transport people)

0.17 1.71 2.63 4

6. Accessing facilities 0.53 3.11 3.20
33 … not having access to all facilities at once (e.g. change rooms,

clubhouse/pavilion, swimming pool, stored equipment/
merchandise, etc.)

0.46 3.41 3.20 2

50 … fitting everyone (players/athletes, volunteers, coaches/
deliverers, administrators and spectators/parents) on/in the
limited facility (indoor/outdoor) space given restricted numbers

0.45 3.35 3.35 2

55 …managing different views of members 0.63 3.14 3.16 4
51 … access (ongoing) to personal protective equipment (PPE),

cleaning supplies and sanitisers etc
0.59 2.96 3.16 4

(Continued )
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were re-drawn accordingly (see Figure 2 –
dashed lines indicate original cluster bound-
aries). Clusters are numbered from highest

(Cluster 1) to lowest (Cluster 8) mean impact
rating and named to reflect the challenges in
each.

Table 2. Continued.
Focus Area
(cluster)

Bridging
scoreb Mean ratingc

Go-
zonea

Challenge
(statement) Impact

Ability/
Capacity

68 … coordinating with various facilities/clubs/athletes to
streamline a start date

0.54 2.71 3.12 4

7. Creating meaningful competition 0.42 3.02 3.33
12 … not knowing the start date or length of the season, or

uncertainty around if the season will start on the scheduled date
(trying to plan with ever-changing situation)

0.41 3.90 3.35 2

26 … providing a consistent/meaningful season/competition (or
remainder of) with the expected level of competition

0.31 3.65 3.51 1

21 … the ability of community sport to commit to start dates set by
the governing/peak body given the logistics required (time
needed to plan)

0.57 3.33 3.39 1

14 … social distance requirements means skills/tactics (e.g. set
plays/drills) cannot be practised – training considered boring

0.49 3.14 3.55 3

8 … ability for players/athletes to prepare/plan for a shortened
season (including players/athletes not, or less physically
prepared for competition)

0.35 3.10 3.43 3

10 … the ability of clubs, within current competition, to compete 0.39 3.04 3.20 4
9 … the need to change competition/game format to

accommodate a reduced season length
0.34 2.84 3.49 3

63 … planning how many teams/divisions of competition need to be
offered/filled

0.36 2.80 3.16 4

58 … encouraging the same level of participation for minority
groups (e.g. women and girls, teenagers, people with a
disability, etc.)

0.6 2.76 3.35 4

62 … having sufficient training sessions to grade participants/
athletes (e.g. allocate to teams etc.)

0.34 2.35 3.08 4

25 …managing (inter-club) competition when facilities are of a
different size. The number of people allowed will differ from
venue to venue

0.44 2.31 3.10 4

8. Establishing governance and division of responsibility 0.54 2.91 3.29
43 …waiting on the governing/peak body to provide or update

guidelines, before being able to make a decision at the
community sport level

0.61 3.69 3.47 1

13 … governing/peak body reliance on Government before making
decisions

0.6 3.43 3.67 1

3 …making facility changes to adhere to guidelines (e.g. access
and egress, canteen and bar operations, etc.)

0.47 3.37 3.39 1

38 … the division of cleaning responsibilities between the club and
facility owner (e.g. council)

0.44 2.88 3.06 4

47 … reduction in governing/peak body staff to assist community
clubs

0.56 2.63 3.00 4

37 … keeping in contact with facility owner (e.g. council) regarding
the re-opening

0.50 2.59 3.61 3

54 … conflicting interests of the club and external stakeholders/
community organisations that use our facilities

0.54 2.37 3.06 4

34 … lack of leadership, decision-making, and support from our
governing/peak body

0.57 2.35 3.04 4

All statements 3.28 3.38

Notes: a1 = above all-statement mean on impact and ability/capacity; 2 = above all-statement mean on impact, below all-statement
mean on ability/capacity; 3 = below all-statement mean on impact, above the all-statement mean on ability capacity; 4 = below
all-statement mean on impact and ability/capacity (see Figure 1).

bValues range between 0.00 and 1.00. Values closer to 0 indicate an anchoring statement closely related to others in the cluster. Values
closer to 1 indicate bridging statements more connected to statements in other clusters in the map.

c1 = low and 5 = high, and n = 49 for both rating scales.
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Cluster 1: Managing additional demands on
volunteers contains eight challenges and has
the highest cluster mean impact rating (3.94).
This cluster contains challenge #30, the chal-
lenge with the highest mean impact rating,
and all challenges in this cluster are above the
all-statement mean impact rating. Cluster 1
also has the highest cluster mean capacity/
ability rating (3.53).

Cluster 2: Maintaining club culture is the joint
smallest cluster (5 challenges) and has the
third-highest cluster mean capacity/ability
rating (3.43).

Cluster 3: Implementing health protocols con-
tains eight challenges, including challenge #31,
the challenge with the highest mean capacity/
ability rating (3.88).

Six of the eight challenges in Cluster 4: Enga-
ging and retaining members are above the all-
statement mean impact rating.

Cluster 5: Managing finances is the largest
cluster, containing 15 challenges, eight of
which are in Q1 of the go-zone.

Cluster 6: Accessing facilities is the joint
smallest cluster (5 challenges) and was ident-
ified as the cluster that clubs have the least
capacity/ability to overcome (3.20). Chal-
lenge #55 is not a good conceptual fit with
other challenges in this cluster, and the simi-
larity matrix and spanning information
shows this challenge was sorted relatively
frequently with challenges located in
different regions of the map (e.g. with #35,
#12, #27, and #54).

Cluster 7: Creating meaningful competition
(11 challenges) contains just two challenges in
Q1 or Q2.

Cluster 8: Establishing governance and div-
ision of responsibility has the lowest cluster
mean impact rating (2.91), and the second-

Figure 1. Go-zone graph plotting mean impact and ability/capacity rating for each challenge.

10 K. STALEY ET AL.



lowest cluster mean capacity/ability rating
(3.29).

While the mean impact rating for each
cluster varies, the mean all-statement impact
rating is relatively high (3.28), and every
cluster contains at least two challenges in Q1
or Q2. Table 2 shows the challenges within
each cluster, including the five challenges
incorporated into neighbouring clusters. Table
2 also contains the mean impact and ability/
capacity ratings for each challenge. Figure 1
also displays the statements colour-coded by
cluster.

T-test results

The 54 sub-group analysis t-tests across the 8
cluster mean impact ratings revealed statisti-
cally significant differences in all five sub-
groups and across six of the eight clusters

(not Establishing governance and division of
responsibility or Implementing health protocols)
(see Table 3).

Discussion

The challenges identified by CSCs in returning
to sport after the COVID-19 shutdown demon-
strate the complexity and enormity of the
task, as perceived by clubs. They reflect an
exacerbation of previously recognised human
resource, financial, infrastructure, external
relationship, and policy challenges to the sus-
tainable delivery of community sport opportu-
nities (Doherty et al., 2014), alongside the
emergence of new COVID-19 related challenges
of maintaining club culture, implementing new
health protocols, engaging and retaining
members and providing meaningful compe-
tition opportunities. The sport sector has

Figure 2. Cluster map illustrating the eight focus areas of challenges for CSCs returning to sport post-COVID-19
shutdown.
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previously addressed individual issues such as
safeguarding children and the responsible
service of alcohol by developing guidelines
and improving the governance and regulation
of CSCs in Australia (cf. Australian Sports Com-
mission, 2019; Good Sports, 2020; Mountjoy
et al., 2020). However, COVID-19 is a multifa-
ceted issue and returning to sport during or
following a pandemic requires wide-ranging
restrictions to be put in place and managed.
Therefore, the contents and implementation
of any guidelines ought to be comprehensive
enough to address the social, financial, and
physical environmental implications of the
CSC context. Additionally, sport or health
sector guidelines or strategies should recog-
nise the human, context-specific elements in
conceptualising problems and solutions
associated with COVID-19, and that any
additional burden will be shouldered by vol-
unteers (Nichols & Taylor, 2010), who may
have been stretched to their limit by existing
challenges (Doherty et al., 2014) and may
themselves be dealing with personal impacts
of COVID-19.

The following discussion is divided into two
sections. First, we map the challenges raised
by CSCs in this study on to the primary
support resource available in June 2020 by con-
sidering the similarities and differences with the
Sport Australia Simplified Checklist. Second, we
suggest potential supports to provide to CSCs
informed by these study findings.

Support available for clubs returning to
sport

The Sport Australia COVID-19 Return to Sport
Toolkit Simplified Checklist (Sport Australia,
2020) recommends that each club designate a
COVID-19 Safety Coordinator to complete the
Checklist with the aim of developing a COVID-
19 Safety Plan. The Checklist includes 69 items
across seven topics and 24 sub-categories
(Table 4).

Four differences were identified between the
eight club-generated clusters of challenges in
this study and the seven topics in the Checklist.
Three club-generated clusters of challenges
were not addressed in the Checklist, while

Table 3. Differences in mean cluster impact ratings by club sub-group.

Sub-group Variable Cluster
Mean cluster
impact rating T-value (P-value – one tail)

Type of sport Individual sport vs. Small team sport 1.Volunteers 3.61 4.11 3.7279 (<0.01)
4.Members 3.26 3.82 3.5104 (<0.01)
5.Finances 2.76 3.27 2.1557 (<0.05)
7.Competition 2.57 3.52 4.1226 (<0.01)

Individual sport vs. Large team sport 1.Volunteers 3.61 4.04 3.4509 (<0.01)
5.Finances 2.76 3.42 2.5834 (<0.02)
7.Competition 2.57 3.03 2.1489 (<0.05)

Small team sport vs. Large team sport 4.Members 3.82 3.14 4.6988 (<0.01)
7.Competition 3.52 3.03 2.1180 (<0.05)

Club location Metropolitan vs. Regional/rural 5.Finances 3.01 3.61 2.0528 (<0.05)
4.Members 3.24 3.60 3.2801 (<0.01)

Club size Mediuma vs. Largeb 1.Volunteers 3.77 4.09 3.3654 (<0.01)
Season of operation Winter vs. Summer 4.Members 3.76 2.72 5.4582 (<0.01)

7.Competition 2.66 3.74 4.4310 (<0.01)
Winter vs. Year-round 1.Volunteers 4.24 3.83 2.9851 (<0.01)

2.Club culture 3.91 3.21 3.3546 (<0.01)
7.Competition 3.74 2.94 3.2044 (<0.01)

Summer vs. Year-round 4.Members 2.72 3.45 5.7891 (<0.01)
Venue type Indoor vs. Outdoor 1.Volunteers 3.54 4.00 2.8585 (<0.01)

6.Facilities 3.53 3.07 2.6952 (<0.02)
Indoor vs. Indoor/Outdoor venues 1.Volunteers 3.54 3.98 2.5396 (<0.02)

Note: a100–200 playing members.
b200+ playing members.
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clubs identified all but one – Management of
illness – of the Checklist topics.

Social challenges (Club culture, Members,
and Competition)
The Checklist included many of the physical
and economic challenges identified by CSCs.
However, the social challenges that clubs per-
ceived as particularly impactful (Club culture
and Members) are not on the Checklist. When
providing support or guidance to clubs, it
should be acknowledged that CSCs are social
entities and important community settings
where people gather to meet their social
needs (Darcy et al., 2014; Forsdike et al., 2019;
Nicholson & Hoye, 2008; Spaaij, 2009). Pre-
viously, events such as natural disasters have

compromised the delivery of community sport
but never in Victoria has the entire sport
sector closed, and CSCs have never been pre-
vented from gathering for any length of time.
In the proposed return to sport post-COVID-19
shutdown, social interactions at clubs were
restricted with no crowds and no group gather-
ings pre- or post-training or playing allowed –
members had to get in, train, and get out. Par-
ticipants in this study suggest that these restric-
tions will severely compromise their club’s
ability to meet the social needs of their
communities.

Given the social capital CSCs create (Forsdike
et al., 2019; Girginov, 2010; Nicholson & Hoye,
2008), it is unsurprising that study participants
rated the challenges in the Club culture cluster

Table 4. Comparison of Sport Australia’s COVID-19 Return to Sport Toolkit Simplified Checklist (Sport Australia,
2020) to the challenges identified by Victorian CSCs.
Checklist content Challenges derived from concept mapping with community-based sport clubs

1. Organisational (6 categories/17 items) Cluster 5: Managing finances
Access to information Cluster 8: Establishing governance and division of responsibility
Governance
Strategy
Financial
Legal and Compliance
Communications
2. Approvals (2 categories / 6 items) Cluster 8: Establishing governance and division of responsibility
Government
Sport
3. Return to training (4 categories/11 items) Cluster 3: Implementing health protocols
Principles
Communication and Education
Attendance Records
Equipment
4. Facilities (4 categories/12 items) Cluster 6: Accessing facilities
Managed Access
Physical Distancing
Bar / Canteen Operations
Attendance Record
5. Hygiene (4 categories/15 items) Cluster 3: Implementing health protocols
Personal infection control
Hygiene
Cleaning
PPE
6. Management of illness (2 categories/3 items) Not identified by community sport clubs
Management
Notification
7. Employees and Volunteers (2 categories/5 items) Cluster 1: Managing additional demands on volunteers
Safe working environment
Mental Health
Not identified in the checklist Cluster 2: Maintaining club culture

Cluster 4: Engaging and retaining members
Cluster 7: Creating meaningful competition
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as the second most impactful (after Volunteers).
As such, supporting clubs to retain or rebuild
their social culture will be critical to returning
to sport following a COVID-19 shutdown.
Although ensuring club members share a
common focus is a recognised challenge to suc-
cessfully running CSCs (Doherty et al., 2014),
CSCs have never had their “social glue”
(Spaaij, 2009) removed or restricted as it was
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The most
impactful challenges in the Club culture cluster
were those based on creating a community
club when there is a need to keep people apart
(social distancing); maintaining the strong
culture of our club without the potential ability
to host functions or have spectators at any of
our games/competition; and club culture
change from “social” to “get in, train, get out”.
The “get in, train, get out” is a specific reference
to the principle and motto underpinning the
AIS Framework. Participants using this phrase
in their responses suggest that adopting this
approach will negatively impact the social
culture of clubs, and this must be addressed.

Management of illness
The Management of illness topic in the Check-
list focuses on identifying and managing
people with COVID-19 symptoms, and notifying
authorities and other members if a member is
symptomatic. The clubs in this study did not
identify any potential challenges on this topic,
possibly because the main mode of COVID-19
transmission in Australia at the time of data col-
lection was via overseas travellers rather than
community transmission (Department of
Health and Human Services, 2020) and CSCs
had never previously faced pandemic-related
illness challenges. Clubs identified challenges
in implementing new health protocols to
prevent illness but not challenges in dealing
with or managing someone linked to the club
who is ill. This illustrates that the findings of
this study represent the “perceived” challenges
clubs identified at the time of the study and
highlights the importance of having a

comprehensive Checklist for clubs to complete,
including external, expert-identified challenges
clubs may not have considered.

Engagement
The engaging and retaining Members cluster
contained four challenges rated below the all-
statement average for ability/capacity. This
suggests a new challenge for clubs, which
could benefit from support and guidance in
addressing. The challenges in this cluster were
around engaging existing members back to
the club, retaining members once up and
running again, attracting new participants and
volunteers, and ensuring the modified activities
developed to meet the social distance-related
COVID regulations are engaging for partici-
pants. This cluster of challenges reflects the
“re-engaging after restrictions” theme ident-
ified by Elliott et al. (2021) in their study of
the impact of COVID-19 on youth participation
and retention. Never have CSCs been faced
with challenges to retaining and re-engaging
their entire member base following an
extended and comprehensive shutdown. Enga-
ging new members will be critical for the
ongoing viability of CSCs (Parnell et al., 2019)
and returning to sport could be one strategy
to rebuild community and social connection
(Spaaij, 2009).

Competition
The Competition cluster included concerns
about the uncertainty of the current situation
and the need to provide a high-quality compe-
tition for members. This included concerns
about modifying sport to meet physical distan-
cing requirements, while simultaneously
keeping it engaging and competitively mean-
ingful. The relative positions of the Competition,
Health protocols, and Engagement clusters on
the map (Figure 2) suggest an interplay
between these three concepts. One possible
interpretation, supported by the work of
Elliott et al. (2021), is that providing meaningful
competition could facilitate re-engagement of
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club members while, paradoxically, adhering to
health protocols to restrict participant
numbers, enforcing social distancing, and sani-
tising hands and playing equipment, are bar-
riers to providing meaningful competitive
experiences for members. The Checklist
prompts clubs to consider amending fixtures,
playing and training rules, or sporting activities
to ensure physical distancing is maintained.
However, the challenges associated with
doing this, while retaining the integrity of a
competitive experience and re-engaging
members are not on the Checklist.

Comparing items in each Checklist topic
with the challenges within each cluster of this
study highlights other differences between
the types of challenges CSCs identified and
the items in the Checklist, as well as a difference
in how community-based sport club volunteers
contextualised each topic. For example, the
Checklist topic of Finance includes three items
focused on determining the cost of new
safety measures, defining success, and commu-
nicating fee changes to members. By compari-
son, the Finances cluster in this study
amplified pre-COVID-19 pandemic challenges
(e.g. unpredictable expenses and revenue and
diminished sources of alternative revenue)
(Doherty et al., 2014) and identified new chal-
lenges like understanding the financial stressors
on members and providing participants with
value for money. This highlights that CSCs
were cognisant of the internal and external
pressures on their members, the capacity of
their volunteers to manage more complex
financial transactions, and the additional
pressure on the long-term viability and
financial security of their club.

Volunteers were another topic in which
already existing challenges (Doherty et al.,
2014; Mooney & Hickey, 2019; Parliament of Vic-
toria, 2004) were exacerbated, and a compari-
son of Checklist items with cluster map
challenges has highlighted the complexity of
the CSC environment. The Checklist prompted
clubs to consider the safe working environment

of their setting by educating volunteers about
transmission control and ensuring reduced in-
person contact where possible, alongside con-
sidering promoting mental health and well-
being support services. Clubs in this study
identified challenges such as additional
pressure and demand on volunteers, having
enough volunteers to deliver on requirements,
putting volunteers at risk, and retaining and
recruiting volunteers. This demonstrates that
the volunteer issue is more complex than pro-
viding a safe environment and suggests that
the volunteer capacity challenges CSCs faced
before COVID-19 (Doherty et al., 2014; Parlia-
ment of Victoria, 2004) were amplified. The
notion of volunteer risk and the additional
pressure on volunteers were also identified by
Elliott et al. (2021), and they extend the com-
plexity of drivers acknowledged in Wicker and
Hallmann’s (2013) multi-level framework of
sport volunteer engagement by including new
COVID-19-specific challenges.

This study was not undertaken to evaluate
the Checklist, and the aim for clubs in complet-
ing the Checklist was not to identify and
address club-specific challenges. However,
comparing the Checklist topics and items with
the challenges CSCs identified and considered
impactful has provided insights into: (1) the
complexity of the community sport environ-
ment; (2) how CSCs conceptualise the task of
returning to sport; and (3) the issues clubs
were most concerned about – predominantly
those of a social nature – that were not been
identified or addressed by available resources.
It highlights the importance of engaging with
both those working at the “coalface” of sport
and “experts”, so that policy and best practice
guidelines are comprehensive and relevant to
those who are ultimately required to
implement them. It is also an example of the
inherent difficulties of developing sport policy
at the national level – the Toolkit was devel-
oped by Sport Australia with input from
national sport organisations (Sport Australia,
2020) – that requires interpretation, translation,
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and implementation by volunteers at the grass-
roots level (Skille, 2008).

Further support for clubs to overcome the
challenges identified in this study could be
forthcoming from state or national sporting
associations. However, the sport sector world-
wide experienced significant COVID-19 pan-
demic-related job losses (ABC, 2020; Nhamo
et al., 2020; Sheptak & Menaker, 2020). In Aus-
tralia, sport governing body workforces have
been significantly reduced, a challenge clubs
identified in this study that has contributed to
a perceived lack of guidance, decision-making,
and leadership. Therefore, the return to sport
relies heavily on club volunteers with limited
and frequently conflicting governing bodies or
facility management support.

A positive observation in this study was that
clubs felt they had the ability/capability to over-
come most of the challenges they perceived,
but their most pressing concern was the
pressure on volunteers to do so. This fear
could be well-founded (Elliott et al., 2021). The
COVID-19 return to sport had the potential to
exacerbate the pressure on volunteers who
may have limited time, expertise, resources,
and capacity to deal with potentially challen-
ging issues (Nichols & Taylor, 2010; Wicker &
Hallmann, 2013). Additionally, volunteers may
have been impacted personally by COVID-19
through job losses, home-schooling children,
or personal health concerns (particularly for vol-
unteers in at risk groups). Although not the
primary focus of this study, our research does
not support the previous commentary
suggesting the COVID-19 pause on sport is an
opportunity for an innovative and inclusive
reset to sport (Clarkson et al., 2020; Fitzgerald
et al., 2020). The lived experience uncovered
by listening to CBCs was that volunteers were
focused on how they could deliver their core
activities – both social and competitive – and
continue to engage and retain their existing
members and volunteers. We doubt that the
significantly reduced sport sector will be in a
position to provide the considerable support

CSCs would need to extend themselves to
engage and include new non-traditional
members or target populations.

Potential support that could be
offered

Nine challenges were rated by clubs above the
all-statement average for impact and below the
all-statement average for ability/capability to
overcome (#12, #16, #19, #22, #33, #36, #48,
and #50). These challenges can be categorised
into two broad themes:

(1) Managing and delivering sport in an uncer-
tain environment:
(a) Planning and structuring a meaningful,

competitive season with fluctuating
start dates;

(b) Budgeting in an uncertain environ-
ment; and

(c) Accessing necessary facilities.
(2) Maintaining the social environment and the

capacity to deliver sport:
(a) Engaging participants back to the club;
(b) Retaining volunteers in a pressured

environment; and
(c) Maintaining club culture in the face of

restrictions on how many people can
attend the club at one time, and
reduced social activities.

Support to build the capacity of CSC volun-
teers in these two areas would be particularly
beneficial. Specifically, targeted support on
how to overcome these exacerbated and new
challenges, in addition to the checklist and tem-
plates already available, and guidance on how
sport can continue to meet the social needs
of members. Strong support structures that
address the challenges identified in this
research could improve the retention of volun-
teers and the viability of CSCs in the future.

Sub-groups of clubs differed in their percep-
tion of the impact of challenges identified in
this study. How these differences could shape
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future support offered to clubs in return to
sport scenarios are now discussed.

Individual vs. team sports (small and
large)

Clubs providing small team sports indicated
Members- and Competition-related challenges
were more impactful than clubs that provided
individual or large team sports. This may be
because clubs providing small team sports
had fewer playing members to draw on than
larger teams and fewer opportunities to
modify activities compared to individual
sports. Clubs that provide larger teams sports
may require more support to manage the
financial implications of returning to sport
than clubs that provided individual or small
team sports. With a potentially larger member-
ship base, the additional financial challenges for
clubs that support larger teams may be related
to managing the refunding of member fees
while continuing to service the fixed costs of
club maintenance.

Club location (Metro Melbourne vs.
Regional/rural Victoria)

Clubs based in regional/rural communities
rated the impact of the Finances and Member
challenges higher than metropolitan-based
clubs. Regional clubs might be at greater risk
of losing sponsorship due to a smaller pool of
potential sponsors to draw from. Additionally,
regional clubs may be more directly connected
with their local community and aware of the
immediate financial impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on their members. Therefore, clubs
located in regional/rural locations would
benefit from targeted financial support.

Club venue (Indoor vs. Outdoor vs.
Indoor and outdoor)

Clubs that used indoor sport facilities were
subject to additional restrictions in returning

to sport, and this was evident in our findings.
These clubs rated the impact of the Facilities-
related challenges significantly higher than
clubs that used outdoor facilities. Support for
clubs that use indoor facilities could include
strategies to maximise the space available to
deliver activities and engage with members.

Season of operation (Winter vs. Summer
vs. Year-round)

Clubs that offer winter sport rated the impact of
four types of challenges – Volunteers, Club
culture, Members, and Competition – signifi-
cantly higher than clubs that offer summer or
year-round sport. This may be because these
issues were more immediately pertinent for
winter sports, given the timing of data collec-
tion (middle of the Australian winter) and
return to sport was imminent.

These comparative results can be presented
in an impact matrix (Figure 3), showing the sub-
categories of clubs and the potential degree of
effort required to overcome the challenges in
returning to sport. For example, these results
suggest that at the time of this research,
regional or rural clubs providing small team
sports using indoor venues during winter (e.g.
a regional, winter-only, indoor basketball club)
would need to work much harder to address
Member-related challenges than metropolitan
clubs providing individual sports using outdoor
venues in summer (e.g. a metropolitan,
summer-only outdoor swimming club). Our
research shows that a one-size-fits-all approach
to supporting CSCs is unlikely to meet the
needs of all clubs. The matrix could provide
those supporting CSCs with a guide to where
and how to effectively deploy their limited
resources.

There are strengths and limitations to con-
sider for this study. Although concept
mapping is a time-consuming multi-step
process for participants, a strength of this
study is that 57 participants took part in the
brainstorming activity, and 34 contributed
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data to all phases. This optimised the fit
between the visual representation and the
sorting data (Rosas & Kane, 2012). In addition,
there was a relatively even balance of male
and female participants, who were mainly
club presidents and secretaries (previously
shown to be knowledgeable about club activi-
ties (Donaldson et al., 2003)). In addition, par-
ticipants can be considered knowledgeable as
65% had 3+ years of experience in adminis-
tration roles at their club. Also, our sample of
metropolitan and regional/rural reflects the
proportion of the population who live in these
locations (The State of Victoria Department of
Environment, Land, Water and Planning,
2020), and is a good mix of sports across
different competitive seasons (summer,
winter, and year-round), types of sport offered
at clubs (individual, small team, and large
team), sizes of clubs (<100, 100–200, and >200
playing members) and types of playing
members (junior only, junior and senior, and
senior only playing participants).

A potential limitation of the concept
mapping method is the number of processes
in which researchers make subjective decisions,
for example, when: (1) Synthesising the 173
brainstormed challenges down to 68 unique

statements for sorting and rating; (2) Deciding
on the final number of clusters that best rep-
resent the data; and (3) Deciding on which
statements are a better conceptual fit in neigh-
bouring clusters. There is potential that other
research groups may have made different
decisions at each of these steps, leading to
different results. However, we closely followed
the detailed guidance of Kane and Trochim
(2007) to limit researcher bias in the results.
Another potential limitation is that CSCs
might have had accessed the Sport Australia
Checklist in May 2020 before being recruited
for the study in June 2020. This may have
influenced the challenges stated by
participants.

Conclusion

The CSC environment is complex, and the per-
ceived challenges in returning to sport after
the COVID-19 shutdown were multifaceted
and context-specific. Our study provides new
empirical evidence to support the previously
postulated challenges to the return to commu-
nity sport (Doherty et al., 2020), including
exacerbation of already existing human
resources, financial and infrastructure capacity

Figure 3. Matrix of club variable differences and clubs’ perceived impact of the challenge.
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challenges, and policy challenges related to the
local interpretation and implementation of gov-
ernment public health policy directives. In
addition, the emergent club culture, partici-
pant/volunteer engagement, and creating
meaningful competition challenges in our
study reflect the “re-engaging” construct pre-
viously identified by Elliott et al. (2021).

Our research shows that listening to CSCs to
understand these challenges is critical to pro-
viding the type and volume of support
needed to ensure the sustainability of grass-
roots sport. Although this study was conducted
in the middle of a crisis, a global pandemic, one
of the lessons that it provides is that making a
conscious effort to listen to the people at the
“coalface” of grassroots and community sport
is essential if policies and recommended prac-
tices are to be well-received, meaningful, and
ultimately, effective. This study was not
designed to compare Sport Australia’s checklist
with the views of CSCs for the purpose of claim-
ing that one or the other was more relevant, but
it has highlighted that top-down and bottom-
up approaches working in concert are likely to
be better than one or the other in isolation.
An illustration of this is that the overarching
concerns of CSCs were often how they could
operate in an uncertain financial and policy
environment, not just what they should do in
response to specific challenges; both need to
be explored and subsequently addressed. This
study has also demonstrated that it is unwise
to treat CSCs as a homogenous group. Often
their similarities outweigh their differences,
but in this study and confronted by a specific
set of challenges posed by the pandemic,
there are important differences across a range
of criteria that might usefully inform future
work.

One of the most important tensions ident-
ified in this study was between the “social”
dimension of CSCs and the top-down directive
to “get in, train, get out”. In essence, the
health and safety protocols associated with
managing a return to sport in a COVID-19

environment mean that CSCs are forced to
focus, largely, on attending to the physical
health needs of members. In doing so, clubs
are constrained in their ability to contribute to
the social and emotional needs of members,
at least not in-person. For organisations that
are recognised to contribute to the social
capital of communities (cf. Nicholson & Hoye,
2008), this tension, broadly conceptualised as
between the physical and the social/emotional,
which are not opposites nor mutually exclusive
in “normal” times, threatens the very fabric of
CSCs. Alongside the COVID-19 pandemic pro-
viding CSCs with an opportunity for innovation
and new practices, as some have suggested
(Doherty et al., 2020; Elliott et al., 2021; Fitzger-
ald et al., 2020), it is also equally possible that
the COVID-19 global pandemic reduces CSCs
to a pale imitation of what they once were,
forced to continue with less resources, less vol-
unteers, less members, with more uncertainty,
and under more pressure to adhere to govern-
ment and governing body protocols. What this
study has shown is that if CSCs are to thrive and
not just survive post-pandemic, then much
more support and guidance will be required
not just from the sport governing bodies, but
from the entire sport sector.
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