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“I used to come up to play my golf on a Sunday to play in 
the competitions and you get accosted in the car park, 
"Mr. Captain, why is this being done? Why is this being 
done?" You have to stand and explain and so your golf for 
that day is affected…….. I’d then be thinking about it all of 
the way round when I’m playing golf. I did let it get to me.”

Former club captain

https://no.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rough_(golf)
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Introduction

About me

Informal democratic participation

Methodology

Research context: Associational golf clubs

Research findings

Implications

Conclusion



About me
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studies from Birkbeck College, University 
of London.

• PhD candidate, Manchester Metropolitan 
University.

• Research Associate, Institute for 
Voluntary Action Research 
www.ivar.org.uk

• Director, Bayfirth Research 
www.bayfirth.com
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Voluntary 
Associations

• Characteristics of voluntary sports clubs

• Purpose is to satisfy members’ shared interest in sport.

• Democratic organisational constitution.

• Membership is entirely voluntary.

• Members act in a voluntary capacity.

• Self-governing independence.

• Non-profit: meaning no distribution of financial 
surpluses to members.

(Cuskelly et al, 2006; Nichols, 2017)

• Other similar membership-based organisational contexts:

• Community associations

• Religious worship group



Democratic participation in associations

• Formal democracy
• Formal decision forums 

e.g. general assembly 
meetings, governance.

• Informal democracy 
• Sharing views with other 

members about association 
issues.

• Talking to key persons in 
the association.

(Ibsen et al, 2019)

Formal democracy

Informal 
democracy

Associational democracy
• Members’ involvement in the 

discussions and decisions 
concerning the management 
of an association.
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Questions

• What is the nature of informal democracy in 
voluntary sports clubs?

• How are volunteers involved in informal club 
democracy?

• How does it affect volunteers?

• What can be done to improve the volunteer 
experience?



Research 
context: 

Associational 
golf clubs

• Approximately 1,000 associational golf clubs in England.

• Meet definition of ‘voluntary sports club’.

• Average of 484 members per club (England Golf, 2018).

• Professional staff: manager, greenkeepers, coaches, retail, 
hospitality.

• Declining participation and membership over past 15 years.

• Tension between traditionalists and modernisers.



Volunteers play a variety of roles in associational golf clubs

Chair of the board  Board member  Club captain

Chair of greens committee  Chair of finance committee

Chair of hospitality committee 

Chair of marketing committee

Men’s captain Ladies captain 

Seniors captain Junior captain 

Handicap secretary  Competitions secretary Committee member 

Junior organiser Course maintenance helper



Research Methodology
• Constructivist grounded theory method (Charmaz, 2014)

• Data collection

• Observation inside 4 case study golf clubs

• Documents from golf clubs & wider industry

• 28 semi-structured interviews:

• 21 volunteers at 4 case study golf clubs

• 7 ‘younger’ (>55 years) volunteers nationwide

• Data analysis

• Initial, focussed & theoretical coding



Findings: Volunteer-
member discussions

• Volunteers encounter a wide range 
of members.

• Volunteers sit at the heart of 
internal club debates about how the 
club should be run.



Issues discussed

Significant Trivial

It’s always little things. 
That's the frustration. 

It’s like [sighs]: “Whilst 
I’ve got you here, can I 
just say?" It's just little 

things. “Why is the 
curtain not up in the 

changing room?” It’s that 
kind of stuff. Little things.

The dress code is a hornet’s nest at golf clubs all over the 
place now. I’m still of the old school. I like the standards of 
dress at the golf club, but [the club] tended to feel that we 
had to relax them a little bit because of the area that we 

were in. It's stupid things really. When you look back at it, 
you think, "Oh my God, does it really matter that somebody 

comes in in a smart pair of jeans or not a pair of jeans?“

We had a bit of argy-bargy because we wanted to 
reinvest that money into the clubhouse and refurbish it. 
Some of the members wanted the money back 
themselves because they had paid the VAT themselves. 
So there were a few meetings at which we were trying 
to put forward our view about reinvesting the money in 
the club and there was this group of members that were 
wanting to say, "No, you should be paying us this money 
back." We had quite a lot of discussion around that.



Volunteer-Member Discussions

Tone

Constructive

Full and accurate 

information

Inclusive / all members

Reasoned argument

Respectful, cordial

Destructive

Misinformation, rumour 
& speculation

Exclusive / vocal minority

Status of the individual

Aggressive, hostile

Access to reliable information

Source of legitimacy

Who is involved in discussions



“People think it's easy to go ahead and make 
the greens 10% faster. “It's easy to make the 
greens faster. It's easy to do this.” They don't 
realise the prior work that has to be put into it.”
Board member



“There are some frustrating 
members. You can probably 
count them on one hand. 
There are just a few 
members, who have been 
here a long time, can 
remember days when it was 
slightly different and think 
it should be different,
and moan like hell about it.”

Club captain



“Sometimes people can be quite 
rude. Under normal circumstances, 
people are quite reasonable, but if 
something presses their button, 
they can be quite rude, quite 
aggressive at times. Some of the 
members of the board have been a 
little upset by it.”

Board member and junior organiser

Photo by Andrew Lomas
on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@andrewlomas1981?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/golf?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


Findings:
Volunteer 

responses to 
destructive 
discussion

• Coping:

• Managing moaning members.

• Rationalise experience - ‘some people are just 
like that’. 

• Frustration:

• Upsetting social interactions.

• Affected volunteers’ own enjoyment of being 
a member.

• Challenged volunteers’ sense of belonging to 
the club → a lack of shared understanding.



Volunteer-Member Discussions
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“They just are moaners really. Looking back on it, 
with a touch of hindsight, that was a much smaller 
part of the experience than the positive stuff but, at 
the time, it didn't always feel like that.”

Board member and former Ladies Captain



“You realise what a pain in the neck some of the other 
people are. You have to learn to be deal with the fact 
you can never make them happy. You have to grow a 
bit of a thick skin over it really.”

Junior organiser

Photo by Steven Shircliff on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@steveshirc?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/golf?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


Implications

• Importance of interpersonal relations in 
volunteering, especially with fellow members.

• Health of club democracy:

• ‘Moaning’ impedes the development of 
shared understandings and trust.

• Need to resolve differences, reach 
consensus/compromise and find solutions   
→ a more deliberative informal democracy?



Deliberative 
discussion

• Informed: Arguments should be supported by appropriate 
and reasonably accurate factual claims.

• Balanced: Arguments should be matched by contrary 
arguments.

• Conscientiousness: Participants should be willing to talk 
and listen, with civility and respect.

• Substantive: Arguments should be considered sincerely on 
their merits, not how they are made or who is making 
them.

• Comprehensive: All points of view held by significant 
portions of the population should receive attention.

(Fishkin and Luskin, 2005)



Recommendations on volunteer-member discussions

Outcomes

Find common ground Volunteers feel supported Better (formal) decisions

Strategic management of internal communications

Informed:             
provide members with 

information

Inclusive:        
Encourage all members 

to get involved

Reasoned:               
Value arguments on 

their merits

Respect:             
Promote club values



Conclusion

Interpersonal relations with other 
members is a key feature of the volunteer 
experience in voluntary sports clubs.

Destructive discussions with members 
leads to volunteer frustration.

Important to support deliberative 
discussion as a form of informal 
democracy within voluntary associations.
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Breakout 
group 
discussion 
questions

Which features of 
deliberative discussion 
do you recognise in 
your organization? 

Informed  
Balanced  
Conscientious  
Substantive  
Comprehensive

How can we promote informal 
democratic participation in our 
organisations?

How can we support deliberative 
discussions among members and 
volunteers?


